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What can international What can international 
comparisons tell us about trends in comparisons tell us about trends in 
national attainment? national attainment? 
Preliminary investigation into Preliminary investigation into 
PIRLS and data from England, the PIRLS and data from England, the 
Netherlands and SwedenNetherlands and Sweden



The context in EnglandThe context in England

ll HighHigh--stakes, highstakes, high--profile national profile national 
assessment systemassessment system
ll Considerable investment in Considerable investment in 
educationeducation
ll Concern about slow rate of Concern about slow rate of 
progressprogress



Reading national test at age 11Reading national test at age 11
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Progress in International Reading Progress in International Reading 
Literacy Study (PIRLS)Literacy Study (PIRLS)
ll IEAIEA
ll Reading skills of 9Reading skills of 9--10 year olds10 year olds
ll Every 5 yearsEvery 5 years
ll In 2001 35 countriesIn 2001 35 countries
ll In 2006 40 countriesIn 2006 40 countries
ll Overall reading scale, and scales for Overall reading scale, and scales for 

literary and information readingliterary and information reading



Trends in PIRLS (2001Trends in PIRLS (2001--2006)2006)
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What our policyWhat our policy--makers and makers and 
(some) media were interested in (some) media were interested in 
……
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What the rest of the What the rest of the 
media were media were 
interested in interested in ……



The dilemma The dilemma ……

ll EnglandEngland’’s scale score was significantly s scale score was significantly 
lower in 2006 than in 2001 suggesting lower in 2006 than in 2001 suggesting 
significantly weaker performancesignificantly weaker performance

ll (also evident in data from Sweden and (also evident in data from Sweden and 
the Netherlands)the Netherlands)

ll But there was no fall in performance in But there was no fall in performance in 
EnglandEngland’’s national data over this periods national data over this period



This led to further investigationThis led to further investigation

ll England, Sweden and the Netherlands England, Sweden and the Netherlands 
had lower scale scores overall and on had lower scale scores overall and on 
the two subscalesthe two subscales

ll All three countries showed a greater fall All three countries showed a greater fall 
on the literary subscale than on the on the literary subscale than on the 
information subscaleinformation subscale

ll Back to the raw dataBack to the raw data



Structure of the assessmentsStructure of the assessments

ll 10 passages plus associated items10 passages plus associated items
ll 5 literary / 5 informational5 literary / 5 informational
ll 2 of each type was brought forward 2 of each type was brought forward 

from 2001 from 2001 –– these were used for linking these were used for linking 
the two studies to produce the trend the two studies to produce the trend 
datadata



England: linking blocksEngland: linking blocks

BlockBlock 2001 2001 
meanmean

2006 2006 
meanmean

DifferenceDifference

Literary CLiterary C 10.2110.21 10.5010.50 +0.29+0.29

Literary FLiterary F 11.5911.59 11.0711.07 --0.520.52

Information AInformation A 11.9011.90 10.8910.89 --1.011.01

Information LInformation L 9.579.57 8.918.91 --0.360.36



Netherlands: linking blocksNetherlands: linking blocks

BlockBlock 2001 2001 
meanmean

2006 2006 
meanmean

DifferenceDifference

Literary CLiterary C 10.6510.65 11.0911.09 +0.44+0.44

Literary FLiterary F 11.2611.26 11.5511.55 +0.29+0.29

Information AInformation A 12.3012.30 12.0112.01 --0.290.29

Information LInformation L 8.898.89 9.239.23 +0.34+0.34



Sweden: linking blocksSweden: linking blocks

BlockBlock 2001 2001 
meanmean

2006 2006 
meanmean

DifferenceDifference

Literary CLiterary C 11.2611.26 10.9410.94 --0.320.32

Literary FLiterary F 12.1412.14 11.7011.70 --0.440.44

Information AInformation A 12.3012.30 12.1112.11 --0.190.19

Information LInformation L 8.808.80 9.059.05 +0.25+0.25
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The puzzle The puzzle ……
In the trend data in the international report, all In the trend data in the international report, all 

three countries fell on the overall scale and on three countries fell on the overall scale and on 
both subscales.both subscales.

For all three countries, the fall on the literary For all three countries, the fall on the literary 
scale was the greater.scale was the greater.

Looking only at the linking blocks, a different Looking only at the linking blocks, a different 
picture emerges: England falling more on picture emerges: England falling more on 
information, NL increasing on literary, falling information, NL increasing on literary, falling 
on information, Sweden falling on literary, on information, Sweden falling on literary, 
stable on information.stable on information.



The investigation The investigation ……

ll Currently item parameters (difficulties) Currently item parameters (difficulties) 
are estimated using data from all are estimated using data from all 
countries countries 

ll This produces an international estimate This produces an international estimate 
of item difficulty for each itemof item difficulty for each item

ll Gebhardt and Adams (2007) argue that Gebhardt and Adams (2007) argue that 
this ignores itemthis ignores item--byby--country interactionscountry interactions



ll What happens when linking is done for What happens when linking is done for 
each country separately using a each country separately using a 
22--parameter IRT model and common parameter IRT model and common 
items?items?

ll Results are closer to those from simple Results are closer to those from simple 
analysis of linking items i.e. for England, analysis of linking items i.e. for England, 
fall is apparent on information subscale, fall is apparent on information subscale, 
with a very slight increase on the literary with a very slight increase on the literary 
subscale.subscale.



England: 2001England: 2001--2006 2006 

ScaleScale 2001 2001 
meanmean

2006 2006 
meanmean

DifferenceDifference

LiteraryLiterary 558.0558.0 559.4559.4 +1.4+1.4

InformationInformation 546.7546.7 540.4540.4 --6.36.3

OverallOverall 552.9552.9 548.1548.1 --4.84.8



SummarySummary
ll When each countryWhen each country’’s data is analysed s data is analysed 

separately using 2separately using 2--parameter IRT parameter IRT 
model and common itemsmodel and common items
–– For England results on literary blocks are For England results on literary blocks are 

very comparable 2001 and 2006very comparable 2001 and 2006
–– EnglandEngland’’s results on information blocks s results on information blocks 

show a slight fallshow a slight fall
–– For Sweden and the Netherlands, very little For Sweden and the Netherlands, very little 

apparent change between 2001 and 2006 apparent change between 2001 and 2006 
on either subscaleon either subscale



ConclusionConclusion

ll Results appear sensitive to the linking Results appear sensitive to the linking 
methodologymethodology

ll Is this due to some countries showing Is this due to some countries showing 
marked improvement in performance in marked improvement in performance in 
2006 which has affected item 2006 which has affected item 
parameters?parameters?
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