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About TIMSS and PIRLS

Our Education System

TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics and Science
Study) and PIRLS (Progress in International Reading Literacy
Study) are international studies of the reading, maths and
science skills of primary school pupils. First conducted in
1995, TIMSS takes place every four years. PIRLS, which was
ﬁrst conducted in 2001, takes place every ﬁve years.

Compared to most countries, Ireland’s primary schools
tends to be smaller, located more often in rural areas, and
open for instruction on slightly fewer days per year (183
versus 188 days).

In 2011, the cycles for the studies coincided. Ireland was
one of 34 countries that took part in both at Fourth class
level. As well as tests of reading, maths and science, detailed
contextual questionnaires were completed by the pupils, their
teachers, parents and principals. Approximately 300,000
pupils, including 4,500 Irish pupils took part in PIRLS and
TIMSS 2011 (PT 2011).
In December 2012, the initial Irish report on the studies was
published – PIRLS and TIMSS 2011: Reading, Mathematics
and Science Outcomes for Ireland, written by Eemer Eivers
and Aidan Clerkin. It details the performance of Irish pupils
on the reading, mathematics and science tests, including
gender differences and comparisons with other participating
countries.
This ﬂyer summarises a collection of thematic reports in
which the focus is mainly on non-achievement ﬁndings.
As Ireland has had limited participation in international
studies at primary level, the contextual information collected
in PT 2011 (e.g., what happens in classrooms) is also of
considerable interest.

Compulsory schooling in Ireland (as in most countries)
covers ages 6-16, but most Irish children start school by age
5. However, the Infants grades are internationally classiﬁed
as part of pre-primary education. Thus, Irish children do not
start primary school at an earlier age than in most other
countries.
Ireland is one of a large majority of countries that have
nationally-deﬁned curricula for both pre-primary and
primary education. Pre-primary education was available in
all PT 2011 participating countries, but mandatory in only
10.
Ireland’s current curricula for reading, mathematics and
science are in place longer than those in most countries.
Compared to the PT 2011 average percent of time allocated
to each subject, Ireland allocated marginally more time to
cross-curricular reading, slightly less time to mathematics,
and considerably less time to science. Only Austria
allocated proportionally less time to science than Ireland.
The National Literacy and Numeracy Strategy, introduced
in 2012, saw increased time allocations for reading and
mathematics, but not science.

Our Pupils

Our Teachers

Irish Fourth class pupils are, on average, just over 10 years
old, similar to the international average age for Fourth
grade. They are slightly less likely than pupils in other
countries to agree that they like being in school, or that
they feel they belong at their school. On the other hand,
while bullying is a universal phenomenon, it is much less
common in Irish schools than in schools in most other
countries.

Irish teachers are slightly younger, slightly less
experienced, and include a slightly higher percentage
of males than teachers in most participating countries.
They report above average satisfaction with their teaching
careers, and report their schools as above average on
scales measuring the emphasis on academic success and
on having a safe and orderly environment.

Pupils in Ireland express more positive attitudes to reading
than pupils in most countries. However, while marginally
more positive than average on attitudes to science, they
are below average on a liking maths scale.
Irish pupils, and pupils generally, tend to be quite engaged
in their reading, mathematics, and science lessons.
Teacher reports suggest that while most Irish pupils’
learning is not hampered by lack of basic nutrition, pupils’
lack of sleep is a widespread problem.

However, Ireland’s teachers demonstrate below average
levels of participation in continuous professional
development, particularly where related to maths or
science. When asked about their conﬁdence in teaching
(maths and science only), they report average conﬁdence
levels for maths and below average conﬁdence for science.
Ireland scores lowest of all 45 PIRLS countries and 45th of
50 TIMSS countries on a professional collaboration scale.
For example, 27% of Irish Fourth class pupils were taught
by teachers who never or almost never collaborated in
planning and preparing instructional materials with other
teachers.

Our Curriculum

Home-School Interaction

The relationship between curriculum and test performance
is a key element of PT 2011. As the test content might
be a better match to some countries’ curricula, a testcurriculum matching analysis (TCMA) was conducted for
maths and science.

Parents, principals and teachers were asked for their
views on home-school communication. To a general
question (How would you characterise parental
involvement in activities in your school?), Irish principals
and teachers indicate involvement levels well above the
average. However, to speciﬁc questions about speciﬁc
activities (e.g., meet parents, inform about their child’s
learning progress) Irish schools are well below average on
frequency of home-school interaction.

The TCMA results suggest that there is a very close match
between maths and science test topics and the Irish
curriculum up to the end of Fourth class.
A broad comparison of the PIRLS framework and the
primary school English curriculum suggests that PIRLS
places slightly less emphasis on narrative-type texts, and
slightly more on higher order comprehension processes
(e.g., interpreting text, evaluating content).

Parental involvement in volunteer activities – such as
serving on committees or volunteering for school trips – is
similar in Ireland to the average in participating countries.
Irish parents reported above average levels of satisfaction
with school pastoral care, and with support for reading and
maths, but only average satisfaction levels with support
for science. While Irish teacher reports suggest lower
than average levels of home-school communication, Irish
parents are noticeably less likely than the average to want
schools to make a greater effort to include them in their
child’s education.

Pupils and Language

Modelling Achievement

With 84% of pupils in Ireland reporting that they always
spoke the test language at home, Ireland had relatively
fewer non-native speakers than the PT 2011 average. The
achievement gap between “additional language” and native
speaking pupils is smaller for maths than for reading or
science – in Ireland and across all participating countries.

Multilevel models of reading, maths and science identiﬁed
a number of characteristics positively associated with
achievement in Ireland, including the number of books in
the home, maternal education, and the number of fulltime jobs held by parents. In contrast, being frequently
bullied, having a TV in the bedroom, and owning an iPhone
are negatively related to achievement.

Pupils who spoke another language at home are similar to
their native speaker classmates in many ways. Most like
being in school and feel safe there. Most of their parents
agree that the school provides a safe environment for
their child. Their parents are as likely as parents of native
speakers to be in employment and to have a third level
education.
However, “additional language” pupils are somewhat more
concentrated in urban schools generally, and in urban
DEIS schools in particular. They are less likely to have
attended pre-school or to have started school before age
5. In addition, they report being bullied more often than
native speaking children.

The relationship between achievement and some
characteristics (e.g., being bullied) varies by school, while
others vary by gender (e.g., the relationship between
books in the home and achievement is stronger for boys
than for girls). Taking pupil intake characteristics into
consideration largely accounts for the achievement gap
between DEIS and non-DEIS schools.
The models also have some subject-speciﬁc elements
– e.g., parents setting aside daily time for homework is
positively associated with reading and science, but not
maths achievement.

Sample Questions

More Information

Some of the questions that were used in the tests –
i.e., as seen and answered by the pupils – have been
released into the public domain. All released test
items, and the percentage of correct scores on each
(Ireland and the international average), are available
from www.erc.ie/pirlstimss.

TIMSS and PIRLS are managed in Ireland by the
Educational Research Centre, on behalf of the
Department of Education and Skills.

The thematic analyses of PT 2011 include three short
reports examining Irish pupils’ performance on some
of the released reading, mathematics and science test
questions. Particular attention is given to questions
on which Irish pupils performed unexpectedly well
or poorly. Areas of overlap and of disparity between
the Irish primary curriculum and the PIRLS / TIMSS
study frameworks are highlighted, and used to aid
interpretation of pupil performance.

More information, including all national
publications on TIMSS and PIRLS, are available at
www.erc.ie/pirlstimss. International reports are
available at http://timssandpirls.bc.edu/.
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