
CHAPTER 1

PIRLS 2026 Reading Assessment 
Framework

John Sabatini, Ann Kennedy, Erin Wry, Matthias von Davier

Overview
In 2026, IEA’s PIRLS (Progress in International Reading Literacy Study) conducts its sixth reading 
assessment, providing data on 25 years of trends in comparative reading achievement across 
countries. Reading literacy is the foundation for student academic success and personal growth, 
and PIRLS is a valuable vehicle for studying whether new or revised policies impact achievement. 
The PIRLS 2026 Reading Assessment Framework and the instruments developed to assess this 
framework reflect IEA’s commitment to continuous improvement and innovation.

For 2026, PIRLS has completed its transition from paper-based booklets to a digital delivery 
format. Presenting PIRLS reading passages and items via computer allows for an engaging and 
visually attractive experience to appeal to students. It increases operational efficiency for the 
delivery of the tasks and the recording and scoring of student responses. Also, the PIRLS 2026 
Framework has now integrated what was previously referred to as ePIRLS,a in acknowledgment 
that in the 21st century, understanding children’s reading achievement requires us to learn how 
students process, locate, comprehend, and evaluate text information when presented in digital 
format, such as a website or other formats commonly presented on a computer.1,2 However, while 
PIRLS 2026 is a fully digital assessment, it is not an assessment of digital or internet skills: It 
continues to be a study of reading comprehension as described in this assessment framework. 
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Purposes for Reading
Throughout the world, reading literacy is directly related to the reasons people read; broadly, 
these reasons include reading for pleasure or personal interest, for learning, and for participation 
in society. Reading can also involve social communicative interactivity, as readers discuss what 
they have read with others to share experiences and perspectives. The early reading of most 
young students often includes reading narrative texts that tell a story (e.g., storybooks or picture 
books) or informational texts that tell students about the world around them. Increasingly, this 
reading is done on a device (e.g., computer, tablet, or smartphone), with all the accompanying 
affordances and challenges of learning non-static text navigation skills, functions, features, and 
actions. As young students develop their literacy abilities and are required to read to learn across 
the curriculum, reading to acquire information from books, other physical materials, and other 
digital sources (e.g., the internet) becomes more important.78

Aligned with these reading purposes, PIRLS focuses on reading for literary experience and 
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Information can be presented in many different formats. Both static texts (e.g., manuals and 
newspapers) and websites present a considerable amount of information via lists, charts, graphs, 
diagrams, video, and other multimodal formats.87,88 Also, there is a wide variety of approaches to 
structuring supplemental or supporting information, such as advertisements, announcements, 
sidebars, or timelines.

As noted, online information is often presented multimodally. Websites may include 
interactive and experiential features that are impossible in print. Multimodal texts utilize multiple 
communicative modes, which are then integrated by the reader to extract meaning from the 
text. For example, online text presentations may integrate dynamic elements for visual interest, 
illustration, or as primary sources of information. Common elements include videos or audio clips, 
animated graphics, hyperlinks, and pop-up windows. Online texts may also use a variety of visual 
cues, such as information that appears and disappears, revolves, or changes color. 

Looking for and learning from written text sources on the internet involves comprehending 
information arranged within this complex reading environment. Effective learning when reading 
online necessitates the integration of multiple texts, which may contain different or contradictory 
points of view or incomplete information. Textual elements and attributes—such as source 
information, relevance to the assigned task, and relationships to other sources—must be 
recognized and evaluated to integrate texts successfully. The informational texts used in PIRLS 
reflect students’ authentic experiences with reading informational text in and out of school. 
Some PIRLS informational texts include animated graphics, hyperlinks, and pop-up windows. 
Typically, these texts and websites have been written by authors who understand writing for 
a young audience. Moreover, many of the texts are provided by the participating countries as 
representative of the informational materials their students read.

A fundamental component of successful internet research and comprehension is the ability 
to locate information that meets one’s goals. Readers need to be able to evaluate one or more 
sources to select the web pages or websites that will provide the target information, navigate 
to the relevant web pages, and follow links to new content. Evaluating sources requires the 
additional comprehension demands of inferring the potential usefulness of yet unseen texts 
(e.g., when evaluating search engine results or links). Once on a given website or page, readers 
must continue to infer the relevance of the various types of information and texts presented, 
while ignoring a barrage of advertisements and other distracting displays. This may involve self-
regulatory processes to maintain focus on the task at hand, so as not to be distracted by other 
interesting topics or advertising. 

Indeed, finding information online may be different in terms of tools used and volume of 
available sources, but in terms of the goal of the search, it is not unlike looking for a book or an 
article in a library, searching through shelves of books and library catalogs located in a physical 
brick-and-mortar building. While the additional complexities of searching for information are part 
of the reader’s experience and require skills related to the experience of reading, these are not 
the focus of the PIRLS assessment. 
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Processes of Comprehension
PIRLS assesses four broad-based processes of comprehension typically used by fourth-grade 
readers: 1) focus on and retrieve explicitly stated information; 2) make straightforward inferences; 
3) interpret and integrate ideas and information; and 4) evaluate and critique content and textual 
elements. Transcending these processes are the metacognitive processes and strategies 
that allow readers to examine their understanding and adjust their approach and reading 
goals.89,90,91,92,93 In addition, the knowledge and background experiences that readers bring to 
reading equip them with an understanding of language, texts, and the world, through which they 
filter their comprehension of the material.
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“focus on and retrieve.” If some synonyms are used, the item still is “focus on and retrieve.” As 
the relationship becomes less literal, the item may be classified as requiring a straightforward 
inference. 
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• describing the relationship between two characters, and

• identifying which section of the text or web page would help for a particular purpose.

Interpret and Integrate Ideas and Information
As with the more straightforward inferences, readers who are engaged in interpreting and 
integrating ideas and information in text may focus on local or global meanings, or they may 
relate details to overall themes and ideas. In any case, these readers may be making sense of 
the author’s intent and are engaged in developing a more complete understanding of the entire 
text.108,109

As readers interpret and integrate, their goal is to construct a more specific or more complete 
understanding of the text by reflecting on and incorporating personal knowledge and experience 
with meaning that resides within the text, and then perhaps to go beyond that by interrogating 
other interpretations of the meaning. For example, readers may go beyond the literal text content 
itself to draw on their own experience to infer a character’s underlying motive or to construct a 
mental image of the information conveyed.110,111

As readers engage in this interpretive process, they are making connections that are not 
only implicit, but that may vary across individuals based on differences in perspective. Because 
of this, meaning that is constructed through interpreting and integrating ideas and information 
is likely to vary among readers, depending upon the experiences and knowledge they bring 
to the reading task.112,113 Learning is about acquiring new knowledge, as well as updating and 
revising one’s prior knowledge based on the evidence that is either explicitly or implicitly provided 
in the text. However, individual interpretations that depend solely on personal perspectives or 
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Reading tasks that may exemplify this type of text processing include the following:

• judging the completeness or clarity of information in the text;

• evaluating the likelihood that the events described could really happen;

• evaluating how likely an author’s argument would be to change what people think and 
do;

• judging how well the title of the text reflects the main theme;

• describing the effect of language features, such as metaphors or tone;

• describing the contribution of the graphic elements to understanding the text or 
website;

• determining the point of view or bias of the text or website; and

• determining an author’s perspective on the central topic.

Selecting Texts for PIRLS 2026
While a large proportion of the content from the previous cycle is maintained for measuring 
trends in reading achievement, each cycle of PIRLS involves new development. The initial stage 
of the development process focuses on the selection of texts, which is driven by the assessment 
design (see Chapter 3) as well as an established set of text criteria based on the PIRLS reading 
assessment framework and guiding principles of test development. The text selection process for 
PIRLS 2026 continues to emphasize the importance of including a range of text types, formats, 
and content that provide opportunities for questions that adequately measure the processes of 
comprehension outlined in this framework.

The PIRLS texts undergo extensive review by the Reading Development Group and the 
National Research Coordinators. Considerable effort is expended to ensure that the texts have 
the following characteristics:

• appropriateness for the target grade of the PIRLS student population;

• clarity and coherence;

• appropriate content across countries and cultures;

• interesting, engaging content for a wide range of students; and

• adequate basis for assessing the full range of comprehension processes.

To reflect the goal of approximating an authentic reading experience in the assessment, 
the reading passages in PIRLS reflect those read by students in their everyday experiences in 
and outside of school. The selected texts, which are usually authored by published writers, are 
typically provided and reviewed by the participating countries and are thus representative of the 
literary and informational materials their students read.

The assessment’s time constraints impose limitations on text length, as students require ample 
time to read the entire passage and respond to comprehension questions. Reflecting the range 
in difficulty levels in PIRLS, passages typically range from 500 to 800 words. Other text features 
also contribute to the rate at which students read texts and complete the assessment.
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