
	 CHAPTER 6: SURVEY OPERATIONS PROCEDURES IN PIRLS 2016	  
	 METHODS AND PROCEDURES IN PIRLS 2016	 6.1

CHAPTER 6 

Survey Operations Procedures in 
PIRLS 2016

Ieva Johansone

Overview
As data-based indicators of countries’ student achievement profiles and learning contexts, PIRLS 
assessments are crucially dependent on the quality of the data collected by each participating 
country and benchmarking entity. Whereas the development of the assessments is an intensely 
collaborative process involving all of the partners in the enterprise, the process of administering 
the assessments and collecting the data is uniquely the responsibility of each individual country 
or benchmarking participant. 

To ensure the consistency and uniformity of approach necessary for high-quality, 
internationally comparable data, all participants are expected to follow a set of standardized 
operations procedures. These procedures have been developed through a partnership involving the 
TIMSS & PIRLS International Study Center, IEA Amsterdam, IEA Hamburg, Statistics Canada, and 
National Research Coordinators (NRCs) from participating countries. With each new assessment 
cycle, the operations procedures are updated to enhance efficiency and accuracy and reduce 
burden, making use of developments in information technology to automate routine activities 
wherever possible. Additionally, with the ePIRLS extension being administered for the first time 
in 2016, developing operations and procedures for this innovative assessment of online reading 
and integrating the workflow into the existing PIRLS operations was a significant undertaking.

In each country or benchmarking entity, the National Research Coordinator was responsible 
for the implementation of PIRLS 2016. Internationally, National Research Coordinators provided 
the country’s perspective in all international discussions, represented the country at international 
meetings, and were the responsible contact persons for all project activities. Locally, National 
Research Coordinators were responsible for implementing all the internationally agreed-upon 
procedures and facilitating all of the national decisions regarding PIRLS, including any adaptations 
for the national context.
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The daily tasks of the National Research Coordinators varied over the course of the PIRLS 2016 
cycle. In the initial phases, National Research Coordinators participated in the PIRLS 2016 
assessment framework and assessment development process (see Chapter 1) and collaborated 
with Statistics Canada and IEA Hamburg to develop a plan to implement the PIRLS 2016 sampling 
design within the country or benchmarking entity (see Chapter 5).

Following the development of the draft reading passages, achievement items, and context 
questionnaires, all countries conducted a full-scale field test of all instruments and operational 
procedures in March through April 2015 in preparation for the PIRLS 2016 data collection, which 
took place in October through December 2015 in Southern Hemisphere countries, and in March 
through May 2016 in Northern Hemisphere countries. The field test allowed the National Research 
Coordinators and their staff to become acquainted with the operational activities, and the feedback 
they provided was used to improve the procedures for the data collection. As expected, the field 
test resulted in some enhancements to survey operations procedures, especially for ePIRLS, which 
was new for the 2016 assessment cycle, and contributed to ensuring the successful execution of 
PIRLS 2016.

As part of ongoing efforts to improve operations, the National Research Coordinators were 
asked to complete a Survey Activities Questionnaire (SAQ), which sought feedback on all aspects of 
their experience conducting PIRLS 2016. The feedback solicited in the SAQ included an evaluation 
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school, teacher, and home questionnaires, documenting scoring reliability, and creating and 
checking data files. IEA Hamburg was also responsible for ePIRLS Software development. The 
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•	 PIRLS 2016 Survey Operations Procedures Unit 4: Preparing Achievement Booklets and 
Context Questionnaires. Unit 4 was accompanied by the IEA Online SurveySystem (OSS) 
and its manual. The IEA Online SurveySystem supported the online administration of 
the school, teacher, and home (Learning to Read Survey) questionnaires.

•	 ePIRLS Supplement to the PIRLS 2016 Survey Operations Procedures Unit 4: Preparing 
the ePIRLS Assessment Tasks. This ePIRLS supplement was accompanied by the ePIRLS 
Online Translation System enabling National Research Coordinators to connect to 
the ePIRLS server at IEA Hamburg to translate the ePIRLS assessment tasks into their 
language(s) of instruction. The translated tasks were then available online for translation 
and layout verification by IEA Hamburg and the TIMSS & PIRLS International Study 
Center (see Chapter 7).

•	 PIRLS 2016 Survey Operations Procedures Unit 5: Conducting the Data Collection. 
Unit 5 was accompanied by the Test Administrator Manuals for PIRLS and ePIRLS, 
the National Quality Control Monitor Manual, and the International Quality Control 
Monitor Manual. 

•	 “Preparing Computers for ePIRLS” instructions and the ePIRLS System Check Program. 
The instructions and software provided the necessary information and tools for 
countries to test computers for ePIRLS compatibility and prepare the ePIRLS compatible 
computers for ePIRLS administration.

•	 ePIRLS Software for administering the ePIRLS assessment to students. ePIRLS Software 
was provided for each participating country and benchmarking entity individually, 
containing each participant’s national/translated version of the ePIRLS assessment tasks.

•	 PIRLS 2016 Survey Operations Procedures Unit 6: Scoring the Constructed Response Items. 
Unit 6 was accompanied by the PIRLS 2016 Scoring Guides, the IEA Coding Expert 
Software, the Trend Reliability Scoring Manual, and the Cross-country Reliability 
Scoring Manual. The IEA Coding Expert Software was used to facilitate the trend and 
cross-country reliability scoring tasks.

•	

/publications/pirls/2016-methods/chapter-7.html


	 CHAPTER 6: SURVEY OPERATIONS PROCEDURES IN PIRLS 2016	  
	 METHODS AND PROCEDURES IN PIRLS 2016	 6.5

PIRLS 
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In cooperation with school principals, National Research Coordinators were responsible for 
identifying and training School Coordinators for all participating schools. A School Coordinator 
could be a teacher or guidance counselor in the school, or National Research Coordinators could 
appoint a member of the national center to fill this role. In some countries, a School Coordinator 
from the national center was responsible for several schools in an area. School Coordinators 
were provided with a School Coordinator Manual, describing their responsibilities. The School 
Coordinator Manual was prepared by the TIMSS & PIRLS International Study Center and 
translated/adapted by national center staff in each country. 

The responsibilities of the School Coordinators included providing the national center with 
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Students participating in ePIRLS were assigned two of five ePIRLS assessment tasks. ePIRLS 
translations and/or adaptations were applied through the ePIRLS Online Translation System and 
then distributed and delivered to students via the ePIRLS Software.

As described in Chapter 1, ten new assessment blocks were developed for PIRLS and PIRLS 
Literacy 2016, with the new blocks replacing the ones released at the end of the previous assessment 
cycle. Also, five assessment tasks were developed for the new ePIRLS 2016 assessment. The new 
assessment blocks (PIRLS passages and ePIRLS tasks) tasks were all tried out through the field 
test to investigate the psychometric characteristics of the achievement items. The best assessment 
blocks were chosen and some edits were applied for the main data collection. Similarly, the context 
questionnaires were evaluated following the field test to gauge the validity and reliability of the 
various questionnaire scales. 

All participating countries and benchmarking entities translated and/or adapted the newly 
developed assessment blocks into the test administration language and did the same for the 
questionnaires. Countries that did not participate in PIRLS/prePIRLS 2011 or PIRLS 2006 had to 
translate and/or adapt the assessment blocks used in previous assessments (trend blocks) into their 
language(s) in preparation for the 2016 assessment administration. Countries that had participated 
in PIRLS/prePIRLS 2011 and/or PIRLS 2006 were required to use the same translations they used 
in those cycles.

For both the field test and main data collection, the participating countries received the 
international version (English) of the achievement booklets and context questionnaires with all 
the necessary instrument production files, including fonts and graphics files. For ePIRLS, this 
was done via the ePIRLS Online Translation System. Instructions on how to use the materials 
to produce high-quality, standardized instruments, were included in the corresponding Survey 
Operations Procedures Unit. 

Once translated and/or adapted, first for the field test and then again for the main data 
collection, the passage/tasks, items, and context questionnaires were submitted to IEA Amsterdam 
for translation verification. IEA worked with independent translators to evaluate each country’s 
translations and, when deemed necessary, suggested changes to the text.

After the translation verification, National Research Coordinators applied the necessary 
changes, and copies of the instruments were submitted to the TIMSS & PIRLS International Study 
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Documenting National Adaptations
While preparing national assessment instruments, countries sometimes by necessity made 
adaptations to the international versions. All national adaptations to the international assessment 
instruments, other than direct translation, were documented. For the achievement booklets 
and context questionnaires, the National Adaptations Forms (NAFs) were used to capture this 
documentation. For ePIRLS, national adaptations were documented via the ePIRLS Online 
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below 90 percent, it was the School Coordinator’s responsibility to hold a makeup session for the 
absent students before returning all of the testing materials to the national center. Using the Test 
Administration Form, the Test Administrators documented the timing of the testing sessions and 
also solicited information about anything out of the ordinary that took place during assessment 
administration. 
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Exhibit 6.2:	Hierarchical Identification System Codes Used to Link Schools, Classes,  
Students, and Teachers
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of contents” allowed the respondents to fluidly navigate to specific questions. Overall, these two 
functions permitted the respondents to answer questions in the order of their choosing, and skip 
questions just as they could do if they were answering the paper questionnaire. Also, the online 
questionnaires could be accessed through any standard Internet browser on all standard operating 
systems without the user needing any additional software.

Finally, the Web-based Monitor component allows for monitoring the survey responses in 
real time. Many national centers made extensive use of the Web-based Monitor to follow-up with 
non-respondents.

IEA Hamburg followed a stringent set of procedures to safeguard the confidentiality of the 
respondents and maintain the integrity of the data. Each respondent received a statement of 
confidentiality, and information on how to access the online questionnaire. For most countries, 
the online questionnaire administration was hosted on the IEA Hamburg customized high-
performance server. This server allowed for the 24-hour availability of the questionnaires during 
the data collection period, and it also ensured backup and recovery provisions for the data. 

Scoring the Constructed Response Items
Constructed response items represent a substantial portion of the PIRLS assessments, and because 
reliable and valid scoring of these items is critical to the assessment results, the TIMSS & PIRLS 
International Study Center provided explicit scoring guides and extensive training in their use. 
Also, the Survey Operations Procedures units specified a procedure for efficiently organizing and 
implementing the scoring activity. Scoring of the ePIRLS constructed response items was done 
online via the ePIRLS Online Scoring System, which incorporated the IEA standards and reliability 
procedures. 

International scoring training sessions (one for the field test and two for the main data 
collection—one for Southern Hemisphere countries and another for Northern Hemisphere 
countries) were conducted where all National Research Coordinators (or country representatives 
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response scoring took place directly in the online database and thus did not require any manual 
data entry. For the PIRLS 2016 teacher, school, and home questionnaires administered online 
through the Online SurveySystem (OSS) via the IEA Hamburg server, the data were directly 
accessible by IEA Hamburg and no further data entry was required. 

Both WinW3S and DME offer a data verification module identifying a range of problems, 
such as inconsistencies of identification codes, inconsistencies between participation status 
information and achievement and/or background data availability, and out-of-range or otherwise 
invalid codes. The data quality control procedures also verify the integrity of the linkage between 
the students, teachers, and schools entered into the DME database and tracking of information 
for those specified in WinW3S. For data captured online (i.e., ePIRLS and context questionnaires 
administered online), it was possible to export data availability information and apply data 
verification to check for inconsistencies via the WinW3S and DME data verification modules. 

When all data files had passed the quality control checks, they were submitted to IEA Hamburg, 
along with data documentation, for further checking and processing. For information on data 
processing at IEA Hamburg, please refer to Chapter 9 of this publication.

PIRLS 2016 Survey Activities Questionnaire
The Survey Activities Questionnaire was designed to elicit information about National Research 
Coordinators’ experiences in preparing for and conducting the PIRLS 2016 data collection. The 
questionnaire was composed of six sections and focused on the following:

•	 Sampling schools and classes

•	 Preparing assessment instruments

•	 Administering the assessment(s)

•	 Implementing the National Quality Control Program

•	 Preparing for and scoring the constructed response items

•	 Creating the databases
All items in the Survey Activities Questionnaire included accompanying comment fields, 

in which NRC respondents ws, 
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Sampling Schools and Classes
The first section of the Survey Activities Questionnaire asked National Research Coordinators 
about the Survey Operations Procedures Units for sampling both schools and classes within the 
sampled schools. As shown in Exhibit 6.3, all but one of the National Research Coordinators 
considered that Survey Operations Procedures Units 1 and 3 to be clear and sufficient. Two countries 
reported deviating from the basic PIRLS sampling design. Their reasons for these modifications to 
the sampling procedures included allowing for census participation, oversampling certain regions, 
and specific requirements to coordinate their PIRLS 2016 sample with the TIMSS 2015 sample. 
Statistics Canada, in cooperation with IEA Hamburg, selected the school samples for all countries 
and benchmarking participants.

Exhibit 6.3:	Survey Activities Questionnaire, Section One—Sampling (Numbers of  
NRC Responses)

Question Yes No
Not 

Answered

Was the information provided in the “PIRLS 2016 Survey Operations 
Procedures Unit 1 – Sampling Schools and Obtaining their 
Cooperation” clear and sufficient?

51 0 1

Were there any conditions or organizational constraints that 
necessitated deviations from the basic PIRLS sampling design 
described in the “Survey Operations Procedures Unit 1”?

2 49 1

Did you use the Within-school Sampling Software (WinW3S) to 
sample classes?

49 2 1

Did you experience any problems or inconveniences when using the 
WinW3S software?

16 32 4

Was the information provided in the “PIRLS 2016 Survey Operations 
Procedures Unit 3 – Contacting Schools and Sampling Classes for 
the Data Collection” clear and sufficient?

50 1 1

Did you follow the procedures outlined in “Survey Operations 
Procedures Unit 3” for working with the schools to sample classes 
(e.g., using the appropriate tracking forms in the proposed order to 
obtain information from School Coordinators)?

38 13 1
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Thirteen National Research Coordinators applied some modifications to the procedures 
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Nearly all of the countries conducted the recommended quality control checks during the 
process of printing the testing materials for PIRLS and preparing USBs for ePIRLS. The most 
common errors detected and fixed during the printing process were pages that were missing or 
in the wrong order. For ePIRLS, two countries reported issues with their initial ePIRLS Software, 
which was then corrected and new software provided.

One country reported that they experienced a problem with the IEA’s Online SurveySystem 
(OSS). They reported that they could not print from the OSS web print preview. 

Assessment Administration
The third section of the Survey Activities Questionnaire addressed the extent to which National 
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Question Yes No
Not 

Answered

Teacher Tracking Forms 0 48
0 (Not Answered)

0
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About half of ePIRLS countries reported some minor problems using the ePIRLS Online 
Scoring System. The reported problems included the system being slow, the system not responding 
at times, issues with the “zooming function,” a few student responses being assigned to scorers more 
than once, issues with the “flag function,” and some countries wished to have a training module to 
be used before the actual scoring began. 

Exhibit 6.7:	Survey Activities Questionnaire, Section Five—Preparing for and Scoring the 
Constructed Response Items (Numbers of NRC Responses)

Question Yes No
Not 

Answered

Was the information provided in the “PIRLS 2016 Survey Operations 
Procedures Unit 6 – Scoring the Constructed Response Items” clear 
and sufficient?

52 0 0

Was the information provided in the “ePIRLS Supplement to the 
PIRLS 2016 Survey Operations Procedures Unit 6 – Scoring the 
Constructed Response Items” clear and sufficient?

15 0 0

Did you encounter any problems using the scoring training 
materials, provided by the TIMSS & PIRLS International Study Center? 

13 39 0

Did you create national scoring training materials in addition to the 
international scoring training materials?

28 24 0

Did you scan the achievement booklets for electronic image 
scoring? 
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English was used for the cross-country reliability scoring task, five countries were unable to 
participate. For the countries that did not participate in the previous cycle of PIRLS, the question 
on the trend reliability scoring procedures did not apply.

Creating the Databases
The last section of the Survey Activities Questionnaire addressed data entry of the paper assessment 
instruments and data quality control activities. As shown in Exhibit 6.8, almost all of the National 
Research Coordinators found the instructions in Survey Operations Procedures Unit 7 to be clear 
and sufficient. Some National Research Coordinators expressed a wish for a more automated data 
entry process in WinW3S, as some issues arose with the import and export functions. Also, the 
administration mode of the school, teacher, and home questionnaires was set to the same mode 
for all respondents. If some respondents, especially parents or guardians, chose to complete their 
questionnaire online, this status had to be adjusted manually. 

Exhibit 6.8:	




