
	 CHAPTER 7: TRANSLATION AND LAYOUT VERIFICATION FOR PIRLS 2016
	 METHODS AND PROCEDURES IN PIRLS 2016	 7.1

CHAPTER 7

Translation and Layout Verification 
for PIRLS 2016

David Ebbs 
Erin Wry

Introduction 

/publications/pirls/2016-methods/chapter-6.html
/publications/pirls/2016-methods/chapter-6.html


	 CHAPTER 7: TRANSLATION AND LAYOUT VERIFICATION FOR PIRLS 2016
	 METHODS AND PROCEDURES IN PIRLS 2016	 7.2

ensure that all national instruments conformed to the international format and that any national 
adaptations made to the PIRLS 2016 international instruments did not unduly influence their 
international comparability. 

The PIRLS assessment materials that underwent verification are:
•	 Student achievement passages and items for PIRLS and PIRLS Literacy

•	 Context questionnaires for students, parents, teachers, and school principals

•	 Covers and directions (for each achievement booklet and context questionnaire)

•	 Online covers and directions (for countries administering questionnaires to parents, 
teacher, and/or schools online)

Countries participating in ePIRLS also submitted translated and adapted tasks and items 
for ePIRLS. ePIRLS utilized a comprehensive online translation system that accommodated the 
translation and vertification processes. All ePIRLS translations were submitted directly into the 
online translation system and verifiers used the system to conduct their reviews and enter their 
feedback. 

Providing the Instruments for Translation and Adaptation
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Guidelines for Translation and Adaptation
The TIMSS & PIRLS International Study Center provided guidelines for translating and adapting 
the PIRLS assessment instruments. The purpose of the guidelines was to ensure that, when 
countries translated and adapted the international versions, the meaning and difficulty level of 
the instruments remained the same. All participating countries were expected to follow these 
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Scope of Translation and Layout Verification in PIRLS 2016 
Exhibits 7.1 through Exhibit 7.3 show the languages utilized for the PIRLS, PIRLS Literacy, and 
ePIRLS assessments. The PIRLS 2016 assessment instruments were translated into 40 different 
languages, across 50 participating countries and 6 benchmarking entities, the PIRLS Literacy 
assessment instruments were translated into 10 languages across 6 countries, and the ePIRLS 
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Country Language
Instruments

Achievement 
Test

Student 
Questionnaire

Home 
Questionnaire

Teacher 
Questionnaire

School 
Questionnaire

Hong Kong SAR Traditional 
Chinese k k k k k

Hungary Hungarian k k k k k

Iran, Islamic Rep. of Farsi k k k k k

Ireland
English k k k k k

Irish k k k k

Israel
Arabic k k k k k

Hebrew k k k k k

Italy Italian k k k k k

Kazakhstan
Kazakh k k k k k

Russian k k k k k

Latvia
Latvian k k k k k

Russian k k k k k

Lithuania

Lithuanian k k k k k

Russian k k

Polish k k

Macao SAR

Traditional 
Chinese k k k k k

English k k k k k

Portuguese k k k k k

Malta
Maltese k k k

English k k

Morocco Arabic k k k k k

Netherlands Dutch k k k k k

New Zealand
English k k k k k

Maori k k k k k

Northern Ireland English k k k k k

Norway
Bokmål k k k k k

Nynorsk k k k k k

Oman
Arabic k k k k k

English k k k k k

Poland Polish k k k k k

Portugal Portuguese k k k k k

Qatar
Arabic k k k k k

English k k k k k

Exhibit 7.1:	Languages used for the PIRLS 2016 Assessment Instruments (Continued)







	 CHAPTER 7: TRANSLATION AND LAYOUT VERIFICATION FOR PIRLS 2016
	 METHODS AND PROCEDURES IN PIRLS 2016	 7.9

Exhibit 7.3:	Languages used for the ePIRLS 2016 Assessment Instruments

Country Language
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Translators and Reviewers
All countries and benchmarking participants were advised to hire highly qualified translators and 
reviewers well suited to the task of working with the PIRLS materials.

Essential qualifications for translators and reviewers included:
•	 Excellent knowledge of English

•	 Excellent knowledge of the target language

•	 Experience of the country’s cultural context

•	 Experience in translating literary texts, preferably at the level of the target grade

The primary responsibility of the reviewer was assessing the readability and accuracy of the 
translation for the target population. In addition to excellent language skills and knowledge of the 
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expressions of date and time. For example, a reference to the working week as Monday to Friday 
might be adapted according to national customs; similarly, a word such as “flashlight” in American 
English would be adapted to “torch” in British English. In addition, fictional names of characters 
and places were modified to similar names in the target language. When adapting the names of 
fictional cities or towns, translators were advised against using real names of places to prevent 
student responses’ from being influenced by their perceptions and knowledge of the real locations.
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versus synonymous matches). After reviewing the documented comments and suggestions from 
the verifiers, NRCs were able revise and improve their national versions.   

The translation verifiers were also instructed to document any discrepancies found in the 
trend items in the NAFs. Upon completion of the translation verification process, NRCs were 
advised to carefully review all discrepancies and to discuss any documented changes to the trend 
passages with the TIMSS & PIRLS International Study Center.

All comments from the verifiers included a description of the adaptation or a suggestion for 
revision and a code indicating the severity of the change (see Exhibit 7.4). The code was assigned 
by the verifier to help the NRC prioritize the necessity of each suggested revision. Comments from 
the verifiers that indicated major deviations, national adaptations, or incorrect adaptations were 
documented in the NAFs for review by the NRC and the TIMSS & PIRLS International Study Center. 

Exhibit 7.4:	Verification Feedback Codes for PIRLS 2016

The criteria for coding are as follows:

CODE 1 indicates a major change or error. Examples 
include the omission or addition  of a question or answer 
option; incorrect translation that changes the meaning 
or  difficulty of the item or question; and incorrect order 
of questions or answer options in a multiple-choice 
question.

If in any doubt, verifiers are instructed to use CODE 1? 
so that the error can be referred to the TIMSS & PIRLS 
International Study Center for further consultation

CODE 2 indicates a minor change or error, such as 
a spelling or grammar error that does not affect 
comprehension. 

CODE 3 indicates that while the translation is adequate, 
the verifier has a suggestion for an alternative wording. 

CODE 4 indicates that an adaptation is acceptable and 
appropriate. 
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Layout Verification of Achievement Booklets and ePIRLS Tasks
The primary goal of layout verification of achievement materials is to ensure that students in 
different countries experience the assessment instruments in the same way. Thus, the PIRLS and 
PIRLS Literacy national achievement booklets were checked against the international versions to 
identify any deviations from the international format. Similarly, the national ePIRLS tasks were 
checked in comparison to the international ePIRLS tasks to detect any deviations that may interfere 
with the assessment.  

Due to differences in languages, the PIRLS and PIRLS Literacy national assessment 
instruments varied slightly in length and format across countries. The international versions, 
however, were designed with this in mind, and extra space was provided in the margins of the pages 
to facilitate the use of longer text and different paper sizes (letter versus A4) without necessitating 
extensive changes to the layout of each page. For ePIRLS, the length of the assessment tasks 
remained the same for all countries but differences between languages did result in minor spacing 
issues for some tasks.  

In addition to reviewing the overall layout of each page, verifiers also checked for proper 
implementation of headers, footers, section titles, graphics and number of scoring boxes displayed 
for each item. This included a careful review of all right to left languages to ensure that no elements 
of the assessment were incorrectly altered in adjusting the layout to a right to left alignment. Any 
layout deviations or errors, as well as any concerns of international incomparability of assessment 
items, were documented by the verifiers in the NAFs.

Following layout verification, the NAFs containing the verifiers’ comments were sent back 
to the NRCs for consideration. The National Research Coordinators were asked to confirm that 
each of the suggested changes was implemented or provide an explanation for not implementing 
the suggested change. 

Layout Verification of Context Questionnaires
As with the achievement booklets, the context questionnaires were checked against the international 
versions to identify any potential layout issues as well as to ensure the international comparability 
of the questionnaire data. During the layout verification, the verifiers took into consideration 
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Classification of Education (ISCED) system, ISCED 2011 (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2012), 
and required adaptation to the nationally equivalent educational terms by each participating 
country. During layout verification these items were reviewed in comparison to the ISCED level 
classifications, and if deemed internationally comparable, suggestions were made by the verifier 
to revise or recode their education categories. 

Additionally, the verifiers ensured that all items requiring adaptations were accompanied by 
proper English back translations. The documentation for these universally adapted questionnaire 
items was intended for later use in the National Adaptations Database. The database is a compilation 
of each country’s intended adaptations, to be used during data processing by IEA Hamburg (see 
Chapter 9), and the information included in the database is reported as a supplement to the User 
Guide for the PIRLS 2016 International Database.

Outcomes and Summary for PIRLS 2016
As with previous cycles of PIRLS, PIRLS 2016 incorporated stringent procedures for translation, 
adaptation, and verification to ensure the production of high quality and internationally comparable 
national instruments.  In addition to the manuals and documents for instrument preparation, the 
TIMSS & PIRLS International Study Center provided NRCs with comprehensive guidelines about 
their responsibilities, from appointing highly skilled and experienced translators, to ensuring the 
accuracy of the documentation of national adaptations recorded in the NAFs, and responding to 
feedback from the verifications. 

During translation and verification procedures for PIRLS 2016, translation verifiers made 
comments and suggestions on the following types of errors: typographical, grammar, omissions/
additions of text, mistranslations, adaptations of names (fictional versus real), gender agreement, 
and inconsistent translations (literal versus synonymous matches, adaptation of ISCED levels). 
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