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CHAPTER 3

PIRLS 2026 Assessment Design
Liqun Yin, Pierre Foy

Overview
PIRLS is an international large-scale assessment of fourth-grade students’ reading achievement. 
Conducted on a five-year cycle since 2001, with each assessment linked to those preceding it, 
PIRLS provides regular and timely data on trends in students’ reading literacy on a common 
achievement scale.

The PIRLS assessment design uses a matrix-sampling technique to lessen the burden on 

(“literary”) and half assessing reading to acquire and use information (“informational”). Under 
the group adaptive design, one-third of the blocks are relatively difficult, one-third are of medium 
difficulty, and one-third are relatively easy.

To minimize the assessment burden on individual students, each student is presented with 
two assessment blocks, one literary and one informational, according to a systematic booklet 
assembly and rotation procedure described in the next section. Following data collection, student 

student ability in each participating country. Using different test forms (booklets) to balance 
respondent burden and content coverage, the group adaptive design adjusts the sampling of 
booklets in each country to provide better coverage of the diverse range of ability distributions 
encountered in such assessments. 
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Reporting Reading Achievement
PIRLS is designed to provide a comprehensive picture of the students’ reading achievement in each 
participating country. This includes achievement by reading purpose and comprehension process 
as well as overall reading achievement (as defined in Chapter 1), which requires a wide range of 
reading material that fourth-grade students encounter in school and their everyday lives, including 
a range of static text types and formats, while also incorporating dynamic graphics and video.

The PIRLS reading achievement scale provides a common metric on which countries 
can compare their fourth-grade students’ progress in reading over time from assessment to 
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expected to increase student motivation and reduce item-level nonresponse to enable a more 
precise measurement of student reading achievement. The design combines three levels of block 
difficulty—difficult, medium, and easy—into two levels of booklet difficulty. More difficult booklets 
are composed of two difficult blocks or one medium and one difficult block, while less difficult 
booklets consist of an easy and a medium block or two easy blocks. Each country administers 
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Exhibit 2: Average Difficulty of Text Blocks in PIRLS 2021 and Target Difficulty for PIRLS 2026

Block Difficulty Level
Average Difficulty in 

PIRLS 2021
Target Difficulty for 

PIRLS 2026

Difficult 47% 45%

Medium 58% 58%

Easy 69% 74%

Booklet Design
In the PIRLS assessment, each student is randomly assigned a test booklet consisting of two text 
blocks, one literary and one informational. In PIRLS 2026, the 18 blocks are arranged into 18 
booklets, with each block appearing in two booklets. Exhibit 3 summarizes the block pairs that 
make up each booklet. All difficult blocks are paired with either another difficult block or a medium 
block, while all easy blocks are paired with either another easy block or a medium block. All 
medium blocks are paired with either a difficult block or an easy block. In addition, all new blocks 
are paired with a trend block to maximize the number of students presented with a new block.

In Exhibit 3, the directions of the arrows show which block comes first in the booklet. For 
example, an arrow points from block InfM1 to LitD1, indicating that these two blocks share a 
booklet, with InfM1 preceding LitD1. Note that when blocks of different difficulty levels are paired 
in the same booklet, the easier of the two always comes first.

Exhibit 3:	 Block Pairings for Each Assessment Booklet

Reading Purpose Difficult Blocks Medium Blocks Easy Blocks

LitD1 (16) LitM1 (26) LitE1 (11)

LitD2 (26) LitM2 (21) LitE2 (26)

LitD3 (21) LitM3 (16) LitE3 (16)

InfD1 (16) InfM1 (16) InfE1 (11)

InfD2 (21) InfM2 (21) InfE2 (26)

InfD3 (21) InfM3 (16) InfE3 (16)

Literary

Informational

The 18 booklets are divided into two levels of difficulty, as follows:

•	 more difficult booklets (9), composed of either two difficult blocks or one medium and 
one difficult block; and

•	 less difficult booklets (9), composed of either two easy blocks or one easy and one 
medium block.

Exhibit 4 shows the block assignments and order (Part 1 or Part 2) for the 18 booklets, with 
booklets 1 through 9 being the more difficult booklets and booklets 10 through 18 being the less 
difficult ones.
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participating in PIRLS 2026, the booklet assignment plans are based on their performance in the 
PIRLS 2026 field test. Other, more extreme, proportions may be considered on a country-by-
country basis. The group adaptive design aims to improve measurement accuracy in countries 
participating in PIRLS by allowing booklets that vary in difficulty to be assigned at country-specific 
rates. 
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