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No area of educational research is more central to the educational endeavor than the 
study of reading achievement and the factors that foster it, and no organization has been 
more active in the international study of reading than the International Association 
for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA). Beginning with the 1970–71 
International Study of Reading Comprehension in 15 countries and continuing with the 
1991 International Reading Literacy Study in 32 countries, IEA has pioneered international 
comparative studies of reading achievement. At the beginning of the new century, IEA 
re-focused its research program in reading literacy with the establishment of the Progress 
in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), a regular assessment of 4th grade reading 
achievement on a 5-year cycle. Conducted in 35 countries, PIRLS 2001 was the first cycle 
of the PIRLS program, providing a wealth of information about reading achievement and 
the home, school, and classroom environment for the teaching and learning of reading. 
PIRLS 2006 was the second study in the PIRLS cycle, collecting data on 4th grade reading 
achievement and the context for learning reading in 40 countries. 

In the PIRLS 2006 Encyclopedia, each participating country describes its education 
system and the reading curriculum as it is intended to be taught, and outlines the polices 
and practices that guide reading instruction and teacher education. This in-depth, 
qualitative approach to describing differences among countries in terms of policy, 
organization, and practice is intended to complement the more quantitative approach 
adopted by the PIRLS 2006 International Report, which summarizes reading achievement 
in participating countries and presents reports by parents, teachers, and students of 
literacy activities and educational resources in the home and school, and instructional 
practices in the classroom. 

IEA is indebted to the talented group of professionals at the TIMSS & PIRLS International 
Study Center, Lynch School of Education, Boston College, who have been charged with 
the leadership of this project. The publication of the PIRLS 2006 Encyclopedia benefited 
particularly from the expertise, dedication, and hard work of PIRLS Project Coordinator, 
Dr. Ann Kennedy, and of PIRLS Research Associate, Katie Trong. Debby Berger applied 
her editorial skills tirelessly, reading and re-reading successive drafts. Sue Farrell was 
responsible for the design of the volume, and worked with Jen Moher and Ruthanne Ryan 
to coordinate production. The continued direction and support of the PIRLS Directors, 
Drs. Ina Mullis and Michael Martin, was essential for the success of the Encyclopedia 
and IEA is grateful for their outstanding leadership.

Foreword
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The PIRLS 2006 Encyclopedia was reviewed on behalf of the IEA Publications and 
Editorial Committee by Drs. David F. Robitaille (Chair) and Robert A. Garden, who 
provided many valuable corrections and suggestions.

Projects the size of PIRLS are not possible without considerable financial support 
and I would like to thank IEA’s major funding partners, which include the US National 
Center for Educational Statistics, the World Bank, and those countries that contributed 
by way of fees. I am very grateful also to Boston College and to the National Foundation 
for Educational Research (NFER) for their generous assistance and support.

Also critical to the success of international projects such as PIRLS is the willingness 
of participating countries to commit to a set of common goals and procedures. Many 
parents, teachers, students, and policymakers gave willingly of their time in the interests 
of furthering knowledge of students’ reading, and for that we are continually thankful. 
Finally, the National Research Coordinators whose responsibility it was to manage and 
conduct the study at the national level and who made this project a success and this 
volume possible, in particular deserve our thanks. 

Dr. Hans Wagemaker
Executive Director
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To help countries make informed decisions about reading education, IEA’s Progress 
in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) provides internationally comparative 
data about students reading achievement in primary school (the fourth grade in most 
participating countries). This is an important transition point in children’s development 
as readers, because most of them should have learned to read, and are now reading 
to learn.

The IEA (International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement) 
is an independent international co-operative of national research institutions and 
governmental agencies with a permanent secretariat based in Amsterdam, the 
Netherlands. For the past 50 years, IEA has been conducting large-scale comparative 
studies of educational achievement to gain a deeper understanding of the effects of 
policies and practices within and across systems of education internationally. In IEA’s 
history of collecting information about reading literacy, PIRLS 2001 began a new series 
of forward-looking reading assessments. PIRLS is conducted on a 5-year cycle, with 
PIRLS 2006 being the second in the series and preparations currently underway for PIRLS 
2011.

The results of high-quality international assessments such as PIRLS 2006 can contribute 
significantly to debates about how to improve educational quality. Yet, countries are very 
different from one another in fundamental ways, and education systems, as products of 
particular cultures, also are very different from one another. Because of these differences, 
it is very important to interpret the PIRLS 2006 reading achievement results in light of 
the contexts for reading instruction within the countries. 

One of the most important features of IEA studies is the substantial effort expended 
to address the more substantive and important questions about the meaning of 
the achievement results. To meet its goal of helping to improve the teaching and 
learning of reading in primary schools around the world, PIRLS 2006 collected a rich 
array of information about the contexts for reading instruction in each participating 
country. Students, as well as their parents, teachers, and school principals, completed 
questionnaires to provide this information. Countries also completed online 
questionnaires about their education systems, reading curriculum, and resources for 
teaching reading. However, even online questionnaires are limiting, and so the PIRLS 2006 
Encyclopedia is an opportunity for countries to provide an in-depth description of their 
educational situations.

Introduction
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To provide an overview of the context in which reading instruction takes place in 
each country, each of the PIRLS 2006 countries, except Morocco, prepared a chapter 
summarizing the primary language(s) spoken, the emphasis on literacy, the structure 
of the education system, the reading curriculum and instruction in the primary grades, 
teacher education, and examinations. Together with some introductory data about all 
of the countries, the intent of the PIRLS 2006 Encyclopedia is to provide an important 
resource for helping to understand the contexts for the teaching and learning of reading 
around the world, with particular emphasis on schooling through the fourth grade.

The chapters were written primarily by experts from ministries of education, research 
institutes, or institutions of higher education who had extensive knowledge about the 
education system in their country. The authors often were the individuals also responsible 
for implementing PIRLS 2006 in their countries. To provide a common structure from 
chapter to chapter, a detailed outline was prepared and agreed upon by the participating 
countries. Therefore, there are similarities across countries in the topics discussed. The 
most important aspect of the encyclopedia, however, is gaining a sense of the uniqueness 
of each educational setting. All the countries have the common goal of teaching their 
children to read, yet the national and regional contexts, and the instructional situations 
differ dramatically.

The PIRLS 2006 Encyclopedia is intended to complement the PIRLS 2006 International 
Report and the PIRLS 2006 Technical Report. The PIRLS 2006 International Report presents 
reading achievement results at the fourth grade for the PIRLS 2006 participants, as well as 
trend results for those who also participated in PIRLS 2001. The PIRLS 2006 International 
Report also summarizes a substantial amount of the questionnaire data. The PIRLS 2006 
Technical Report describes the methods and procedures used for instrument development, 
sampling, data collection, and analysis. The full set of PIRLS 2006 reports can be obtained 
from the TIMSS & PIRLS International Study Center (web: http://isc.bc.edu).

The Importance of Country and School Contexts in Making  
International Comparisons

A country’s education system is the result of a series of decisions and compromises made 
in response to the specific goals, priorities, politics, resources, and historical traditions of 
its government representatives and citizens. There is an important distinction between 
system-level parameters and the school and classroom situations where actual instruction 
takes place. The decisions about educational organization, structure, resources, facilities, 
teacher qualifications, and curriculum often are separate from what actually gets taught. 
In IEA terms, there is a difference between the intended curriculum, as specified in official 
documents, and the implemented curriculum that actually is taught in schools. The 
learning goals described in the intended curriculum generally result from economic, 
political, and social priorities, while what is actually taught can be more closely associated 
with school and classroom conditions including the background and experiences of 
teachers and students.
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The PIRLS 2006 Encyclopedia was developed specifically to describe a number of the 
factors influencing the intended curriculum within each participating country and to 
present the intended reading curricula through the fourth grade. The culture of the 
country, including the value placed on education, learning, and literacy, is a powerful 
influencing factor as is its economic health and the diversity of its citizenry. Within this 
context, some countries have centralized education systems and others have decentralized 
decision-making structures. In many countries, the locus of decision making can differ 
depending on the particular policies. For example, there are often national regulations 
about the number of years of compulsory schooling, the structure of the education 
system, and the criteria for students receiving certificates of completion or diplomas. 
Also, many countries have a nationally recognized curriculum, whereas others have a 
more decentralized approach to curricular decisions. 

Each chapter summarizes the curriculum intended to guide reading instruction 
through the fourth grade. There is considerable information about the reading skills 
and strategies that children were expected to have studied and learned prior to the 
PIRLS 2006 assessment. Textbooks, instructional materials, technological resources, 
and library facilities are described because they serve and reflect the priorities of the 
intended curriculum. Assessment and examination systems also are covered because 
they provide information to identify students needing remediation, suggest instructional 
programs needing improvement, and further support the expected outcomes of the 
education system. 

Demographics of the PIRLS 2006 Participants
Figure 1 lists the participants in PIRLS 2006, which involved 40 countries. The decision 
to participate in an IEA study is coordinated through the IEA Secretariat in Amsterdam 
and made solely by each member country according to its own data needs and resources. 
Also, during IEA’s long history since the 1950’s, some countries with distinct education 
systems have always participated separately in IEA studies, including the two major 
geographic and cultural regions of Belgium, the French-speaking part and the Dutch-
speaking part (Flanders). Canada currently participates in IEA as a country, however, 
education is primarily a provincial matter and several provinces were early members 
of IEA. For PIRLS 2006, the Canadian provinces worked with IEA procedurally and 
financially so that they could be reported separately but not collectively as a country, 
even though they represent 88% of the student population in Canada. For PIRLS 2006, 
the reporting convention in most tables is to present the results for the two education 
systems in Belgium separately as has been the practice in IEA studies. The results for the 
five Canadian provinces are presented separately, but in italics. 

It can be seen from Figure 1 that, of the PIRLS 2006 participants, 26 countries (not 
including Canada) and 2 provinces also participated in PIRLS 2001 (displayed in lighter 
shading). This was the inaugural year for PIRLS, and for these participants, the PIRLS 2006 
International Report includes data about changes in achievement and learning contexts 
between the two assessments. The PIRLS community also was extremely pleased to welcome  



PIRLS 2006 Encyclopedia

�

Figure 1 Countries Participating in PIRLS 2006
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13 new countries (including both educational systems in Belgium) and 3 new provinces 
to the study (displayed in darker shading). PIRLS is conducted on a 5-year cycle, with 
preparations currently underway for PIRLS 2011.

Figure 1 shows that geographically the PIRLS 2006 participants span the globe from 
east to west as well as from north to south. For example, PIRLS 2006 included some 
countries that have regions in the Arctic Circle (e.g., Norway, the Russian Federation, and 
the United States), some countries near the equator (e.g., Singapore and Indonesia), and 
some approaching Antarctica (e.g., New Zealand and South Africa). The map also shows 
that the participants ranged in size from very small countries to very large countries, 
and that some of them included geographically separated areas (e.g., France and the 
United States).

Table 1 contains some basic statistics about the size, population, health, economics, 
and educational enrollment of the PIRLS 2006 participants. The information illustrates 
the diversity of the participants, from Singapore with a small area to the Russian 
Federation with a large area and from densely populated Hong Kong SAR to sparsely 
populated Iceland. Some of the countries have large populations, and some have smaller 
populations. In either case, the populations primarily are concentrated in urban areas. 
However, several countries had the challenge of providing instruction to a substantial 
rural population. 

Most of the participants had a life expectancy of 75 to 81 years and a low infant 
mortality rate. However, several had a relatively lower life expectancy of about 66 to 
69 years and relatively high infant mortality rates, including Georgia, Indonesia, Iran, 
Moldova, Morocco, and the Russian Federation. South Africa had a life expectancy of 
46 years and the highest infant mortality rate. Economically, the PIRLS 2006 countries 
ranged from Luxembourg and Norway at the high end to Georgia, Indonesia, and 
Moldova at the low end. Most of the participants had 90% or more of their children 
enrolled in primary school, and 23 had 99 to 100% enrolled. Kuwait (83%) and Moldova 
(79%) had the lowest enrollment rates.

Overview of the Education Systems
The chapters contain considerable information about the structure and levels of primary 
and secondary education in each of the countries and provinces, including the names, 
grades, and ages at each level. Table 2 summarizes the years of schooling provided in 
each country, the years of formal schooling (beyond preschool or kindergarten) that are 
compulsory, and whether preprimary schooling is compulsory. In general, most of the 
PIRLS 2006 countries provided some form of preprimary education as well as primary 
and secondary schooling through grade 12 (or even beyond), although there was some 
variation. There were more differences in the years of compulsory schooling. Compulsory 
preprimary schooling was relatively rare, occurring in only eight of the participating 
countries. The number of grades of formal compulsory schooling ranged from 5 to 12  
grades, and the final age of compulsory schooling ranged from 11 to 18 years old, although 
it was age 16 in a number of countries.
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Languages of Instruction
Each chapter begins with a description of the languages spoken in the country and the 
emphasis on literacy. Considering the amount of diversity and immigration in many of 
the PIRLS 2006 countries, it was not unusual for countries to have more than one official 
language, and, often, multiple languages were spoken. This presented some countries with 
a challenge in attempting to provide reading instruction in as many of the mother-tongue 
languages spoken by the children as possible. 

Table 3 summarizes the information in the chapters about the languages of instruction 
in the countries and Canadian provinces that participated in PIRLS 2006. About half the 
participants were providing instruction in multiple languages, even if only in a small 
number of schools. Much more information is provided in the chapters. For example, 
in some cases the participants were addressing the needs of a small population minority 
in a particular region of the country. However, in contrast, Spain reported five official 
languages with multiple languages of instruction in many communities and South Africa 
was at the extreme with 11 official languages. In almost a reverse type of situation, in 
some countries by the fourth grade most students were not receiving instruction in their 
mother tongue. For example, Luxembourg reported that the primary language of reading 
instruction often was either the student’s second language or a foreign language. Despite 
the range of language situations, the second column of information in Table 3 shows that 
most countries tested students in their language of instruction.

Reading Curriculum and Instruction in the Primary Grades
The results in Table 4 show that 31 of the PIRLS 2006 countries reported having a national 
curriculum for reading. There is more detail and explanation in the chapters, however, 
those not having a national curriculum included Belgium with its two systems, Qatar 
with two systems, the Canadian provinces, and Germany and the United States with 
various state and local curricula, as well as Georgia and Poland. Even across the countries 
with a national curriculum for reading, there was considerable diversity regarding the 
structure of the curriculum through grade 4. The grade-to-grade structure ranged 
from one curriculum encompassing a range of grades that included the curriculum for 
grade 4 (e.g., grades 1-6) to the primary education level having a separate curriculum 
for every grade.

Curriculum development appears to be an ongoing activity in many countries; 
22 participants had a curriculum that was introduced in 2000 or later, and 10 of those 
were undergoing revision. Only about one fourth of the countries had a curriculum that 
had endured 10 years, and several of those also were under revision. 

In general, the reading curriculum was contained within the language curriculum 
together with other areas, such as writing, speaking, listening, and sometimes viewing. 
Only the Netherlands, the Russian Federation, Sweden, and the United States (in 
some states), as well as the Canadian province of Ontario, had reading as a separate 
curriculum area. 
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Countries Population Size 
(in Millions)1

Area of 
Country 

(1000 Square 
Kilometers)2

Population 
Density (People 

per Square 
Kilometer)3

Urban 
Population 

(% of Total)4

Life Expectancy 
at Birth 
(Years)5

Infant 
Mortality Rate 

(per 1,000 
Live Births)6

Austria 8.1                    84                    98                    68                    79                    5                    
Belgium (French and Flemish) 10.4                    31                    343                    98                    78                    4                    
Bulgaria 7.8                    111                    71                    68                    72                    12                    

15 Canada, Alberta 3.4                    662                    5                    81                    80                    6                    
15 Canada, British Columbia 4.3                    945                    4                    85                    81                    4                    
15 Canada, Nova Scotia 0.9                    55                    17                    56                    79                    5                    
15 Canada, Ontario 12.5                    1076                    13                    85                    80                    6                    
15 Canada, Quebec 7.6                    1542                    6                    80                    79                    5                    
17 Chinese Taipei 22.8                    4 633                    79                    79                    5                    

Denmark 5.4                    43                    127                    85                    77                    4                    
17 England 50.0                    130                    380                    90                    79                    5                    

France 59.8                    552                    109                    76                    79                    4                    
Georgia 5.1                    70                    74                    57                    74                    41                    

10 Germany 82.5                    357                    237                    88                    78                    4                    
Hong Kong SAR 6.8                    1                    6541                    100                    80                    3                    
Hungary 10.1                    93                    110                    65                    73                    8                    
Iceland 0.3                    103                    3                    93                    80                    3                    
Indonesia 214.7                    1905                    119                    44                    67                    31                    
Iran, Islamic Rep. of 66.4                    1648                    41                    66                    69                    33                    
Israel 6.7                    22                    308                    92                    79                    5                    

12 Italy 57.6                    301                    196                    67                    80                    4                    
Kuwait 2.4                    18                    135                    96                    77                    8                    
Latvia 2.3                    65                    37                    60                    71                    10                    
Lithuania 3.5                    65                    55                    69                    72                    8                    
Luxembourg 0.4                    3                    173                    93                    78                    5                    
Macedonia, Rep. of 2.1                    26                    81                    60                    74                    10                    
Moldova, Rep. of 4.2                    34                    129                    42                    67                    26                    
Morocco 30.1                    447                    68                    57                    69                    36                    

16 Netherlands 16.2                    42                    479                    90                    79                    5                    
New Zealand 4.0                    271                    15                    86                    79                    5                    
Norway 4.6                    324                    15                    76                    79                    3                    
Poland 38.2                    313                    125                    63                    75                    6                    

13 Qatar 0.8                    11                    72                    93                    75                    11                    
Romania 21.7                    238                    95                    56                    70                    18                    
Russian Federation 143.4                    17075                    9                    73                    66                    16                    

17 Scotland 5.1                    78                    66                    81                    77                    5                    
14 Singapore 4.3                    1                    6343                    100                    78                    3                    

Slovak Republic 5.4                    49                    111                    58                    73                    7                    
12 Slovenia 2.0                    20                    99                    49                    76                    4                    

South Africa 45.8                    1219                    38                    59                    46                    53                    
Spain 41.1                    506                    82                    78                    80                    4                    
Sweden 9.0                    450                    22                    83                    80                    3                    
Trinidad and Tobago 1.3                    5                    256                    75                    72                    17                    
United States 299.0                    9629                 32                    78                    77                    7                    

All data taken from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators Online, retrieved 
April 19, 2007, unless otherwise noted. Data is from most recent year available.

A dash (–) indicates comparable data are not available.

NOTE:  Data provided for Belgium (French and Flemish) is for the entire country of Belgium. 

1 Includes all residents regardless of legal status or citizenship except refugees not 
permanently settled in the country of asylum as they are generally considered to be 
part of their country of origin. Data for Qatar provided by NRC.

2 Area is the total surface area in square kilometers, comprising all land area, inland 
bodies of water, and some coastal water way.

3 Midyear population divided by land area in square kilometers. 
Data for Qatar provided by NRC.

4 Urban population is the midyear population of areas defined as urban in each country 
and reported to the United Nations. It is measured here as the percentage of the total 
population.

5 Number of years a newborn infant would live if prevailing patterns of mortality at its 
birth were to stay the same throughout its life.

6 Infant mortality rate is the number of infants who die before reaching one year of age, 
per 1,000 live births in a given year. 

7 GNI per capita in U.S. dollars is converted  using the World Bank Atlas method.

8 An international dollar has the same purchasing power over GNI as a U.S. dollar in the 
United States.

9 Current and capital public expenditure  on primary, secondary, and tertiary education 
expressed as a percentage of total government expenditure.
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Countries
Gross National 

Income per Capita 
(in US Dollars)7

GNI per Capita 
(Purchasing Power 

Parity)8

Public 
Expenditure
on Education 
(% of GDP)9

Net Enrollment 
Ratio in Primary

Education 
(% of relevant 

group)10

Primary 
Pupil-Teacher 

Ratio11

Austria 26810 29740 6 99 13
Belgium (French and Flemish) 25760 28920 6 100 12
Bulgaria 2130 7540 4 90 17

15 Canada, Alberta 38628 – 5 100 17
15 Canada, British Columbia 41690 – 6 100 18
15 Canada, Nova Scotia 35518 – 7 100 13
15 Canada, Ontario 42812 35534 5 100 17
15 Canada, Quebec 29856 28940 8 100 15
17 Chinese Taipei 13970 14030 4 99 18

Denmark 33570 31050 9 100 10
England – – 6 100 22
France 24730 27640 6 100 19
Georgia 770 2610 2 89 14

10 Germany 25270 27610 5 100 14
Hong Kong SAR 25860 28680 4 98 20
Hungary 6350 13840 5 91 10
Iceland 30910 30570 6 100 11
Indonesia 810 3210 1 92 21
Iran, Islamic Rep. of 2010 7000 5 87 24
Israel 16240 19440 7 100 12

12 Italy 21570 26830 5 99 11
Kuwait 17960 19480 8 83 13
Latvia 4400 10210 6 88 14
Lithuania 4500 11390 6 94 16
Luxembourg 45740 55500 4 96 12
Macedonia, Rep. of 1980 6750 4 92 21
Moldova, Rep. of 590 1760 5 79 19
Morocco 1310 3940 7 90 28

16 Netherlands 26230 28560 5 99 14
New Zealand 15530 21350 7 100 18
Norway 43400 37910 7 100 10
Poland 5280 11210 6 98 11

13 Qatar – 29607 4 95 12
Romania 2260 7140 3 88 17
Russian Federation 2610 8950 3 99 17
Scotland – – 6 100 16

14 Singapore 21230 24180 4 96 24
Slovak Republic 4940 13440 4 87 19

12 Slovenia 11920 19100 6 100 13
South Africa 2750 10130 5 89 35
Spain 17040 22150 4 100 14
Sweden 28910 26710 7 100 12
Trinidad and Tobago 7790 10390 4 91 19
United States 37870 37750 6 93 15

10 Ratio of children of official school age who are enrolled in school to the population of 
the corresponding official school age based on the national education system. Based 
on the International Standard Classification of Education 1997. Data for Austria and 
Germany provided by NRC.

11 Primary pupil-teacher ratio is the number of pupils enrolled in primary school divided 
by the number of primary school teachers (regardless of their assignment).

12 Public Expenditure on Education taken from World Bank’s 2006 World Development 
Indicators, p. 84.

13 GNI Per Capita taken from  World Bank’s 2007 World Development Indicators database 
(PPP data revised), p. 1. 

14 Public Expenditure on Education taken from Ministry of Education’s Education Statistics 
Digest 2004 (p. xi); Primary Pupil-Teacher Ratio taken from Ministry of Education's, 
Statistics Digest 2006 (p. ix).  

15 Population Size, Area of Country, Urban Population, Life Expectancy at Birth, and 
Infant Mortality Rate provided by Statistics Canada. All other information provided 
by provincial Ministries of Education. Please note that British Columbia, Nova Scotia, 
Ontario, and Quebec have provided Gross Domestic Product data in place of Gross 
National Income, and data for British Columbia, Nova Scotia, and Ontario (GNI per 
capita only) are in Canadian dollars.

16 Primary Pupil-Teacher Ratio provided by National Research Coordinator.

17 All data provided by National Research Coordinator.

Table 1 Selected Characteristics of PIRLS 2006 Countries (Continued)
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Countries Years of Schooling Provided Compulsory Schooling Preprimary 
Compulsory

Austria Preprimary for ages 0–6; Grades 1–13 Ages 6–14; Grades 1–9 j

Belgium (Flemish) Preprimary for ages 2 1/2–6; Grades 1–12 Ages 6–15 or 16 (Part–time 16–18); Grades 1–12 j

Belgium (French) Preprimary for ages 2 1/2–6; Grades 1–8 Ages 6–18 j

1 Bulgaria Preprimary for ages 3–6; Grades 1–12 Ages 3–16; 3 years preprimary; Grades 1–11 j

Canada, Alberta 1 year preprimary; Grades 1–12 Ages 6–16; Grades 1–12 j

Canada, British Columbia Grades K–12 Ages 5–16; Grades K–12 k

Canada, Nova Scotia Grades K–12 Ages 6–16; Grades K–12 k

Canada, Ontario Preprimary for ages 4–6; Grades 1–12 Grades 1–12 or until age of 18 j

Canada, Quebec Preprimary for ages 5–6; Grades 1–12 Ages 6–16 j

Chinese Taipei Preprimary for ages 2–6; Grades 1–12; 5 year junior colleges Ages 6–15; Grades 1–9 j

Denmark Preprimary for ages 6 months–6; Grades 1–12 Ages 7–15; Grades 1–9 j

England Preprimary for ages 3–5; Grades 1–12 Ages 5–16; Grades 1–12 j

France Preprimary for ages 3–5; Grades 1–12 Ages 6–16; Grades 1–9 j

Georgia Grades 1–12 – j

Germany Preprimary for ages 3–6; Grades 1–12 Ages 6–18; Grades 1–12 j

Hong Kong SAR Preprimary for ages 2–6; Grades 1–12 Grades 1–9 j

Hungary Preprimary for ages 3–6; Grades 1–12; 2 years post-secondary Ages 5–18; 1 year preprimary and grades 1–12 k

Iceland Preprimary for ages 1 1/2–5; Grades 1–14 Ages 6–16; Grades 1–10 j

Indonesia Preprimary for ages 0–6; Grades 1–12 Grades 1–9 j

Iran, Islamic Rep. of Preprimary for ages 5–6; Grades 1–12 Ages 6–13; Grades 1–8 j

Israel Preprimary for ages 2–6; Grades 1–12; 2 years post-secondary Ages 5–16; 1 year preprimary; Grades 1–10 k

Italy Preprimary for ages 3–6; Grades 1–15 Ages 6–11; Grades 1–5 j

Kuwait Preprimary for ages 4–6; Grades 1–12 Ages 6–14; Grades 1–9 j

Latvia Preprimary for ages 5–7; Grades 1–12 Ages 5–15; 2 years preprimary; Grades 1–9 k

Lithuania Preprimary for ages 1–6, and grades 1–12 Ages 6 or 7–16 j

Luxembourg Preprimary for ages 3–6, and grades 1–13 2 years preprimary; Grades 1–9 k

1 Macedonia, Rep. of Preprimary for ages 7 months to 5 years, and grades 1–12 Preprimary; Ages 6–15 j

Moldova, Rep. of Preprimary; Grades 1–12 Grades 1–9 j

Morocco – – –

Netherlands Preprimary for children under age 4; Grades 1–14 Ages 5–16 j

New Zealand Preprimary up to school age; Grades 1–13 Ages 6–16 j

Norway Preprimary for ages 0–5; Grades 1–13 Ages 6–16 j

Poland Preprimary ages 3–5; Grades 1–13; 
1–3 semesters postsecondary

Ages 6–18 k

Qatar Preprimary for children under age 6; Grades 1–12 Grades 1–9 j

Romania Preprimary; Grades 1–12 or 13 
for some types of schools

Ages 6–16, or upon completion of grade 10, 
whichever comes first

k

Russian Federation Preprimary; Grades 1–11 Grades 1–9 j

Scotland Preprimary for ages 3–5; Grades 1–13 Ages 5–16 j

Singapore Grades 1–10; 3 years post-secondary Grades 1–6, beginning at age 6 j

Slovak Republic Preprimary for ages 2–6; Grades 1–13 Ages 6–16 j

Slovenia Preprimary for ages 1–6; Grades 1–13 Ages 6–15, Grades 1-9 j

South Africa 3 years preprimary; Grades 1–12 Grades 1–9; Ages 6–15 j

Spain Preprimary for ages 0–6; Grades 1–13 Ages 6–16 j

Sweden Preprimary for ages 1–5; Grades 1–12 Ages 7–16 j

Trinidad and Tobago 2 years preprimary; Grades 1–13 Ages 5–12 j

United States Preprimary; Grades K–12 Varies by state j

Data provided by National Research Coordinators and Encyclopedia chapters.

A dash (–) indicates comparable data are not available.

1 Compulsory preprimary education was introduced in 2004, but does not affect the 
students tested in PIRLS 2006.

k Yes
j	 No

SO
U

RC
E:

 IE
A

 P
ro

gr
es

s 
in

 In
te

rn
at

io
na

l R
ea

di
ng

 L
ite

ra
cy

 S
tu

dy
 (P

IR
LS

) 2
00

6

Table 2 Years of Compulsory Schooling PIRLS  2006
4th Grade
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Countries Language(s) of Instruction Language(s) of Test

Austria German German
Belgium (Flemish) Dutch Dutch
Belgium (French) French French
Bulgaria Bulgarian Bulgarian
Canada, Alberta English, French English, French
Canada, British Columbia English, French English, French
Canada, Nova Scotia English, French English, French
Canada, Ontario English, French English, French
Canada, Quebec English, French, Aboriginal languages English, French
Chinese Taipei Mandarin Chinese Mandarin
Denmark Danish Danish
England English English
France French French
Georgia Georgian Georgian
Germany German German
Hong Kong SAR Chinese Modern Standard Chinese
Hungary Hungarian Hungarian
Iceland Icelandic Icelandic
Indonesia Indonesian Indonesian
Iran, Islamic Rep. of Farsi Farsi
Israel Hebrew, Arabic Hebrew, Arabic
Italy Italian, French, German, Ladin, and Slovenian Italian
Kuwait Arabic and local dialects Arabic
Latvia Latvian, Russian Latvian, Russian
Lithuania Lithuanian, Russian, Polish Lithuanian
Luxembourg Luxembourgish, French, German German
Macedonia, Rep. of Macedonian, Albanian, Turkish and Serbian Macedonian, Albanian
Moldova, Rep. of Romanian, Russian Romanian, Russian
Morocco - Arabic
Netherlands Dutch Dutch
New Zealand English, Māori English, Māori
Norway Bokmål, Nynorsk, Sámi Bokmål, Nynorsk
Qatar Arabic, English Arabic
Poland Polish Polish
Romania Romanian, Hungarian Romanian, Hungarian
Russian Federation Russian Russian
Scotland English, Gaelic English
Singapore English, Malay, Chinese (Mandarin), Tamil English
Slovak Republic Slovak, Hungarian Slovak, Hungarian
Slovenia Slovenian Slovenian

South Africa
Afrikaans, English, isiZulu, isiXhosa, Sepedi, 
Sesotho, Setswana, isiNdebele, SiSwati, Tshivenda, 
Xitsonga

Afrikaans, English, isiZulu, isiXhosa, Sepedi, 
Sesotho, Setswana, isiNdebele, SiSwati, Tshivenda, 
Xitsonga

Spain Spanish (Castilian), Catalonian, Galician, Basque, 
Valencian

Spanish (Castilian), Catalonian, Galician, Basque, 
Valencian

Sweden Swedish Swedish
Trinidad and Tobago English English
United States English English
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Table 3 Languages of Instruction and Testing PIRLS  2006
4th Grade

A dash (–) indicates comparable data are not available.

This table  lists the languages most frequently used for instruction. More detailed 
information is available in the chapter for each country.
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Countries National 
Curriculum

Grade to Grade 
Structure

Year 
Introduced

Under 
Revision

Reading as a 
Separate 

Curriculum 
Area

Austria k 1–2, 3, 4 2003 k j

Belgium (Flemish) j 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 1989 j j

Belgium (French) j 1–2, 3–6 1999 j j

Bulgaria k 1–4 2002 j j

Canada, Alberta j 1–9 2000 j j

Canada, British Columbia j 1–7 1996 k j

Canada, Nova Scotia j 1–3, 4–6 1997 j j

Canada, Ontario j 1–8 2006 j k

Canada, Quebec j 1–2, 3–4, 5–6 2001 k j

Chinese Taipei k 1–3, 4–6, 7–9 2003 j j

Denmark k 1–2, 3–4, 5–6 2003 k j

England k 1–2, 3–6 1988 j j

France k 1–2, 3–5 2002 k j

Georgia j 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 1997 k j

1 Germany j 1–6 2006 j j

Hong Kong SAR k 1–6 2000 j j

Hungary k 1–4, 5–6, 7–8 2003 j j

Iceland k
1–4, 5–7, 8–10; Enabling 
objectives for each grade 1999 k j

Indonesia k 1–3, 4–6 2004 k j

Iran, Islamic Rep. of k 1–5 2000 j j

Israel k 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 2003 k j

Italy k 1, 2–3, 4–5 2004 k j

Kuwait k 1–5 1992 j j

Latvia k 1–3, 4–6, 7–9 2004 j j

Lithuania k 1–2, 3–4 2003 k j

Luxembourg k 1–2, 3–6 1989 k j

Macedonia, Rep. of k 1–4, 5–8 1996 j j

Moldova, Rep. of k 1–4 1996 k j

Morocco – – – – –

  2 Netherlands k 1–8 2006 j k

New Zealand k 1–13 1996 k j

Norway k 1–4, 5–7 2006 j j

Poland j 0, 1, 2, 3 1999 j j

Qatar j 1–6 1995 j j

Romania k 1–4 1998 k j

Russian Federation k 1–4 2004 k k

Scotland j 1–3, 4–7 1991 k j

Singapore k 1–6 2001 k j

Slovak Republic k 1–4, 5–9 1997 k j

Slovenia k 1–3, 4–6, 7–9 1998 j j

South Africa k 1–3, 4–6, 7–9 2002 j j

Spain k 1–2, 3–4, 5–6 1993 k j

Sweden k 1–5 1994 j k

Trinidad and Tobago k 1–4, 5–6 1999 j j

United States j Varies by state – j k

Background data provided by National Research Coordinators.

A dash (–) indicates comparable data are not available. 

1 Grade to Grade Structure varies by federal states with binding character. All states 
offer grades 1–4, Berlin 1– 4 and 1–6, Brandenburg 1–6.

2 The Netherlands does not have a national reading curriculum that covers reading 
in the fourth grade. The Ministry of Education imposes a number of attainment 
targets students should reach before they enter secondary school at age 12. Freedom 
of education, guaranteed under article 23 of the Constitution, allows schools to 
determine their own educational content and how to attain these targets.

k Yes
j	 No
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Table 4 Structural Characteristics of Reading Curricula in Primary Schools PIRLS  2006
4th Grade
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Table 5 contains reports about the components included in the curriculum. All of 
the country’s curricula included goals and objectives, except Georgia where the reading 
curriculum was undergoing substantial revision. Twenty-eight of the PIRLS 2006 
participants also provided guidelines about the processes or methods that could or 
should be used in delivering the curriculum, and 20 supported the curriculum with 
instructional materials. 

Not all participants had official policies about the total amount of time that should be 
devoted to instruction or the percent of that time that should be spent on the language 
or reading curriculum. However, for the countries that did specify the total number of 
hours of weekly instructional time, the number of hours per week clustered in the 20 to 
25 range (even though there were reports from 15 to 30). The percentage of the time to 
be devoted to language instruction ranged from 16 to 50% and the percentage to reading 
instruction from 10 to 60%, but there is some overlap among reports because reading 
was often part of language instruction or taught across the curriculum.

From the information in the chapters, it is evident that all the PIRLS 2006 countries 
placed considerable emphasis on language learning and reading as the foundation for 
progress in all areas of education. Most of the countries had developed an intended 
curriculum for reading at the fourth grade that had considerable depth and breadth, and 
often contained areas similar to those considered central to effective reading instruction 
across a number of countries. It appears that countries may be learning from the cross-
pollination of ideas that occurs as part of participating in an international enterprise 
such as PIRLS.

The chapters also contain information about the use of instructional materials and 
technology, including the specific types of programs, materials, and approaches used. 
Some countries have shared information about the practices found most effective in 
teaching reading. There was considerable diversity in the approaches used to identify 
children with reading disabilities, as well as in the methods and resources available to 
help children having difficulties. A number of the PIRLS 2006 participants reported that 
reading specialists were rare.
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Data provided by National Research Coordinators.

A dash (–) indicates comparable data are not available.

Please note that the percentages of instructional time devoted to language and reading 
instruction are not mutually exclusive in most countries.

¿ Instructional time not specified.

Table 5 Components Prescribed by Language and Reading Curriculum

Countries Goals and 
Objectives

Processes or 
Methods Materials

Intended Instructional Time

Total Hours of 
Instructional 

Time Per Week

Percent of Total 
Instructional Time

Language Reading

Austria k k j 21 32 ¿
Belgium (Flemish) k j j 23 ¿ ¿
Belgium (French) k j j ¿ ¿ ¿
Bulgaria k k j 23 30 ¿
Canada, Alberta k k k 25 25 ¿
Canada, British Columbia k j j ¿ ¿ ¿
Canada, Nova Scotia k k j 25 37 ¿
Canada, Ontario k k j ¿ ¿ ¿
Canada, Quebec k j j 25 28 ¿
Chinese Taipei k k k 20 25 ¿
Denmark k j j 17 27 ¿
England k j j 24 ¿ ¿
France k j j 26 26 30
Georgia j k k 16 30 20
Germany k j j 20 32 ¿
Hong Kong SAR k k k 27 19 ¿
Hungary k j k 19 ¿ ¿
Iceland k k k 27 22 ¿
Indonesia k k k 19 20 60
Iran, Islamic Rep. of k k k 18 46 ¿
Israel k k j 30 22 33
Italy k k j 30 25 25
Kuwait k j k 26 26 ¿
Latvia k k j 20 ¿ ¿
Lithuania k k j 17 35 ¿
Luxembourg k k j 25 46 ¿
Macedonia, Rep. of k k k 17 23 11
Moldova, Rep. of k k k 18 25 ¿
Morocco – – – – – –
Netherlands k j j ¿ ¿ ¿
New Zealand k k j ¿ ¿ ¿
Norway k j j 22 27 22
Poland k k k 15 ¿ ¿
Qatar k k k 27 45 35
Romania k j j 18 24 ¿
Russian Federation k j k 19 42 30
Scotland k k j 23 20 ¿
Singapore k k k 25 27 ¿
Slovak Republic k j k 19 36 16
Slovenia k k k 18 30 12
South Africa k k k 27 25 ¿
Spain k j j 25 16 ¿
Sweden k k j ¿ ¿ ¿
Trinidad and Tobago k k k 25 50 10
United States k k k ¿ ¿ ¿

k Yes

j	 No
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Teacher Education and Certification
Each chapter contains information about teacher education and certification for the 
teachers of reading at the fourth grade. Typically, the PIRLS 2006 participants reported 
that the reading teachers were trained in colleges or universities to become teachers in the 
primary grades, responsible for teaching all or most subjects, including reading. Table 6 
contains information about the requirements for becoming a primary grade teacher. 
Few countries required a prepracticum before entering a teacher education program, 
but almost all required it as part of the teacher education program. Almost all countries 
also required supervised practical experience in the field, and most required passing 
an examination. Twenty-three of the PIRLS 2006 participants required completion of a 
probationary period, and 11 required completion of a mentoring or induction program. 
Bulgaria, England, Hong Kong SAR, and Moldova were the only countries that had all 
six requirements. 

The reports in Table 7 reveal that most of the countries and the Canadian provinces 
had a process to license and certify primary grade teachers. In 26 of the participating 
countries and provinces, universities or colleges certified teachers, and in 17 it was done 
by the Ministry of Education. Six participants had national or state licensing boards. 
Once certified, teachers in most countries were expected, but not required, to participate 
in professional development opportunities. A number of countries were actively training 
teachers in the use of educational technologies.

Examinations and Assessments
In all countries, assessment of students’ reading achievement and learning progress was 
most frequently conducted by teachers within their own classroom environment. Some 
countries had a national assessment in language or reading, but in many countries it 
was rare for individual schools to use standardized tests. Most countries, however, had 
policies in place that provided for regular reporting of student progress to the students 
themselves and to their parents. Also, a number of countries required students to pass 
an examination in the language of instruction as part of obtaining a school-leaving 
certificate.

Conclusion
PIRLS 2006 provides an unprecedented opportunity to compare and contrast the common 
and unique features of the contexts, goals, resources, and instructional approaches used 
in teaching reading around the world. The information in the chapters makes it clear 
that the PIRLS 2006 countries and their school systems differ from one another in many 
important ways. However, there are important similarities in the emphasis placed on 
reading and language as the foundation for learning. There also are important similarities 
in the reading curricula across countries. Country reports indicate that national education 
systems are benefiting from the experience of participating in international assessments 
and other cross-cultural activities, and learning from one another.
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Countries

Prepracticum 
Before Beginning 
Teacher Education 

Program

Prepracticum 
During Teacher 

Education Program

Supervised 
Practicum in the 

Field

Passing an 
Examination

Completion of 
a Probationary 
Teacher Period

Completion of 
a Mentoring or 

Induction Program

Austria j k k k j j

Belgium (Flemish) k k k k k j

Belgium (French) k k k j j j

Bulgaria k k k k k k

Canada, Alberta j k k j k j

Canada, British Columbia j j k j j j

Canada, Nova Scotia j k k k k j

Canada, Ontario j k k j k k

Canada, Quebec j k j j k j

Chinese Taipei j k k k j k

Denmark j k k k j j

England k k k k k k

France j k k k j j

Georgia j k k k j j

Germany j k k k k j

Hong Kong SAR k k k k k k

Hungary j k k k k j

Iceland j k k k j j

Indonesia j k k j j j

Iran, Islamic Rep. of j k j k k j

Israel j k k j k k

Italy j k k k j j

Kuwait k k k j j j

Latvia j k k k j j

Lithuania j k k k j j

Luxembourg j j k k j j

Macedonia, Rep. of j k j k k j

Moldova, Rep. of k k k k k k

Morocco – – – – – –

Netherlands j k k k j j

New Zealand j k k j k j

Norway j j k k j j

Poland j k k j k j

Qatar j k k j j j

Romania j k k k k k

Russian Federation j k k k j j

Scotland j k k k k k

Singapore j k k k k k

Slovak Republic j k j k j j

Slovenia j k k k k j

South Africa j k k k j j

Spain j k k k k k

Sweden j k k k j j

Trinidad and Tobago j k k k k –

United States j k k k k j

Data provided by National Research Coordinators

A dash (–) indicates comparable data are not available

k Yes

j	 No
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Table 6 Requirements to Become a Primary Grade Teacher PIRLS  2006
4th Grade
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Countries
Process to License or 

Certify Primary Grade 
Teachers

Primary Grade Teachers Certified By

Ministry of Education National/State 
Licensing Board Universities/Colleges Teacher 

Organization/Union

Austria k j j k j

Belgium (Flemish) k j j k j

Belgium (French) k j j k j

Bulgaria k j j k j

Canada, Alberta k k j j j

Canada, British Columbia k j j j j

Canada, Nova Scotia k k j j j

Canada, Ontario k j k j j

Canada, Quebec k k j j j

Chinese Taipei k j j j j

Denmark k k j k j

England k k j j j

France k k j j j

Georgia j – – – –

Germany k j k k j

Hong Kong SAR k k k k j

Hungary k j j k j

Iceland k k j j j

Indonesia k j k k j

Iran, Islamic Rep. of k k j k j

Israel k k j k j

Italy k j j k j

Kuwait k j j k j

Latvia j – – – –

Lithuania j – – – –

Luxembourg k k j k j

Macedonia, Rep. of k k – – –

Moldova, Rep. of k k j k j

Morocco – – – – –

Netherlands k j j k j

New Zealand k j j j k

Norway k j j k j

Poland k j j k j

Qatar j – – – –

Romania k k j k j

Russian Federation k j j k j

Scotland k j k j j

Singapore k j j k j

Slovak Republic k j j k j

Slovenia k k j k j

South Africa k j j k j

Spain k k j k j

Sweden j – – – –

Trinidad and Tobago k k j k j

United States k j k j j

Data provided by National Research Coordinators

A dash (–) indicates comparable data are not available

k Yes
j	 No
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Table 7 Primary Grade Teacher Certification PIRLS  2006
4th Grade
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Language and Literacy
According to the 2007 census, the population of Iran is approximately 67.7 million with 
a literacy rate of 77% and life expectancy of 71 years.1 The official language of Iran and 
language used most often in Iran is Farsi (Persian). The population of Iran includes 
Persian, as well as Turk, Kurd, Lor, and Arab ethnic groups. Therefore, Turkish, Kurdish, 
Lori, and Arabic also are spoken in some parts of the country. Persian and Persian dialects 
are spoken by 58% of the population, Turkic and Turkic dialects by 26%, Kurdish by 9%, 
and Lori, Balochi, or Arabic by the remaining 7% of the population.

All instruction and textbooks are in Farsi, and children with a different mother 
tongue begin learning Farsi when they enter school. However, the use of tribal and 
local languages in the local press, mass media, and when teaching about their heritage 
is permitted.2 The Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran is inspired by Islamic 
principles and precepts and attributes great importance to education.3

Emphasis on Literacy
The Literacy Movement Organization, established in 1979, is an organization affiliated 
with the Ministry of Education. The tasks and goals of this organization are to teach 
reading, writing, and simple calculation skills to those who are illiterate in the country 
and to promote Islamic culture among students.4 To attain these goals, the Literacy 
Movement Organization organizes activities that strengthen literacy skills, promote 
cultural standards, increase the knowledge of new readers, expand the writing culture 
among different groups of society, produce textbooks for those who are learning to read, 
and train teachers for adult education. More specifically, the activities of the organization 
include the following.5

• Providing continuous, instructional programs in the form of in-class and/or long 
distance education through multimedia;

• Furnishing books to rural and urban public libraries and prisons;
• Holding book fairs and supplying books for them;
• Furnishing books to more than 20 mobile libraries;
• Conducting reading games for individuals, ages 10–49 (since the year 2000);

Abdol’azim Karimi

Shahrnaz Bakhshalizadeh

Research Institute for Education 

Ministry of Education

Islamic Republic of Iran
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• Publishing monthly magazines for new readers;
• Providing community learning centers with posters, bulletins, and magazines;
• Developing and preparing multimedia packages to empower rural mothers so that 

they can foster creative children (Research Institute for Children of the World in 
cooperation with UNICEF); and

• Creating a continuing education literacy program.

With these activities, the Literacy Movement Organization has been able to:

• Increase the literacy rate;
• Decrease the gender disparity in the literate population;
• Decrease the literacy rate disparity between rural and urban areas;
• Promote learners into the formal system of education; and
• Introduce continued educational activities.

It is notable that the Literacy Movement Organization has received international prizes 
such as the UNESCO Honor Medal in 1998, the Noma Literacy Prize in 1999, and ISESCO’s 
literacy award in 2003 for its achievements.6

Overview of the Education System
According to Article 3 of the Constitution, the government is responsible for providing 
free education and strengthening the spirit of inquiry and investigation in all areas of 
science, technology, culture, and Islamic studies through secondary school. Regarding 
religious education, Christians, Jews, and Zoroastrians, the religious minority groups 
in Iran, are free to teach and perform their religious rites and act according their own 
canon in matters of personal affairs and religious education.

The Ministry of Education administers and finances schools at the primary and 
secondary levels. The Supreme Educational Council, as an autonomous and legislative 
body, approves all policies and regulations related to formal pre-university education, and 
the Ministry of Science, Research and Technology is responsible for tertiary education.

Structure of the Education System
The structure of education up to the pre-university level is highly centralized. The 
goals of education at these lower levels are set according to Islamic principles by the 
Higher Council of Education. The Ministry of Education is composed of several deputy 
ministries, each having specific responsibilities related to educational administration. 
These include development and planning, conducting and supervision of educational 
activities, curriculum and textbook development, publishing and distributing educational 
materials, planning and conducting in-service training for teachers, and making policies 
regarding human resources within the Ministry of Education. 

The formal education system in Iran starts with 1 year of preprimary education, which 
children begin when they are 5 years old, followed by 5 years of primary education. When 
children are 11 years old, they begin 3 years of lower-secondary education, which leads 
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to 3 years of upper-secondary education and 1 year of pre-university education. Education 
is only compulsory through the first year of upper-secondary school. After this period, 
students are able to choose the direction of their studies. 

In the preprimary year, children are prepared for the formal primary stage. Though 
this stage is not mandatory for all children, it is required in bilingual areas where Farsi is 
not children’s mother tongue. In these cases, Farsi will be taught to children in addition 
to regular preprimary activities. The main objectives of this stage are to:

• Contribute to the physical, mental, emotional, and social growth of children;
• Develop children’s abilities and talents;
• Prepare children to comprehend scientific concepts;
• Promote the Farsi language; and
• Prepare children for social relationships and cooperation.

The Organization for Educational Research and Planning is responsible for the 
supervision and physical preparation of preschool centers. Preschools may be public 
or private and may cater to only boys or girls, although many admit both. There is an 
average of 18 students per teacher.7 With no examination at the end of this stage, children 
are automatically promoted to the next stage. 

Primary education is the first stage of formal education. It lasts 5 years and enrolls 
students ages 6–10. The average student-teacher ratio is 20:1. The main objectives of this 
stage are to:

• Create an atmosphere for the moral and religious development of students;
• Help students read, write, and improve their numeracy and literacy skills, and 

provide necessary training on proper social behavior;
• Deliver instruction on individual hygiene, and provide necessary advice on how 

to behave at home, as well as in society; and
• Develop students’ talents, abilities, and physical strength.

The subjects that are taught in primary schools are Holy Quran, Farsi (reading, 
writing, and dictation), mathematics, science, religious education, social studies (e.g., 
history, geography), art, and physical education. One teacher typically is responsible 
for teaching all subjects except religious and physical education. Recently, some 
private schools have begun using different teachers to teach different subjects such as 
mathematics and science. 

The lower-secondary stage of education lasts 3 years for children 11–13 years old, 
with an average student-teacher ratio of 19:1. At this stage, students become familiar with 
various subjects in the experimental and social sciences, as well as humanities and art. 
The main goals of this stage are to:

• Develop students’ moral and intellectual abilities;
• Increase students’ experiences and general knowledge;
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• Strengthen the habits of discipline and scientific imagination among students; and
• Identify individual preferences and talents in students to direct them towards a 

suitable study program.

In addition to the subjects taught at the primary level, students learn a second language 
of their choice (English, French, German, or Arabic), vocational education, and defense 
education (for boys only). 

Upper-secondary education is 3 years for students ages 14–16. On average, there 
are 20 students per teacher at this level. The first year of this stage is the same for all 
programs of study. In the second year, students choose to pursue an academic, technical 
and vocational, or Kar-Danesh program. These programs have different objectives and 
are intended for students with different abilities and interests. Students who go through 
academic programs choose an orientation in mathematics, natural science, or human 
science, based on their further education interests. The goal of technical and vocational 
and Kar-danesh programs is to prepare skilled and semi-skilled students for participating 
in the job market after they finish high school. Students who go through these programs 
do not need to pass the pre-university stage but have the opportunity to continue their 
education through vocational colleges. 

There are three components in the curriculum of each program. These include 
common subjects, which are common courses for all programs of study (i.e., Holy Quran, 
religious education, Farsi literature, statistics, Arabic, foreign language, and physical 
education), elective subjects (e.g., art of problem solving, mathematics, physics), and 
specialized subjects that are program specific.8 

The pre-university year is for high school graduates who would like to take the 
university entrance examination in order to attain further education. At the end of 
this stage, there is a national final examination on the subjects covered. These include 
specialized courses that vary according to the student’s program in upper-secondary 
school. All students holding an upper-secondary graduate certificate who would like to 
go to a university can participate in this period.

Reading Curriculum in the Primary Grades
The current national curriculum for the Farsi language at the primary school level 
was introduced in 2000. This curriculum, which includes reading instruction, is fully 
centralized. The main objective of reading is the development of accuracy, reflection, 
reasoning, and judgment skills. By the end of the fifth year, students should:

• Be able to read and understand texts in Farsi;
• Enjoy reading and view it as a way to acquire knowledge and information;
• Have specific purposes for reading; and
• Appreciate reading and what they learn through reading.

The Organization for Educational Research and Planning developed this curriculum 
with the cooperation of school districts and teachers. The curriculum guide prescribes 
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goals and objectives, processes, methods, and materials for all students. The curriculum 
and any changes within it are available in the official publication of the curriculum 
guide, ministry notes, mandated text books, and recommended instructional activities. 
Parents are informed about the reading curriculum through teacher-parent meetings, 
school administration, public awareness campaigns, the Ministry website, and parents’ 
associations and organizations. The implementation of the curriculum is evaluated 
by visiting inspectors, research programs, and national and regional assessments. The 
reading curriculum focuses primarily on:

• Identifying ideas and definitions of words;
• Developing skills in generalizing, summarizing, and evaluating text 

components; and
• Developing, interpreting, and integrating ideas.

In the first grade, these skills are developed by reading simple sentences about subjects 
such as family members, daily activities, body organs, health and nutrition, animals and 
pets, religion, and the environment, as well as children’s poetry. By the end of third grade, 
stories about families, animals, social and historical events and ceremonies, religion, jobs 
and occupations, and simple scientific texts are introduced, as well as simple poetry about 
nature and animals. Principles of grammar such as understanding punctuation, sentences, 
verbs, and different tenses and knowing the subject and object of a sentence, singular and 
plural nouns, synonyms and antonyms, and adjectives also are discussed.

By the end of the fifth year, reading materials include stories about family and society, 
human endeavors, rural life, biographies of famous men and women, and great inventions 
and inventors.9 

Reading Instruction in the Primary Grades

Instructional Time
The school year for all levels of schooling is approximately 9 months, beginning in 
September and ending in June. Schools operate from Saturday through Thursday. Total 
instructional time at the primary level is 24 periods per week that are 40–45 minutes each. 
Reading and other language instruction receives 12 periods per week in grades 1–3 and 11 
periods per week in grades 4–5. The total instructional time in lower-secondary grades 6, 
7, and 8, are 28, 29, and 30 periods per week, respectively, with 5 periods allocated for 
language instruction.10

Instructional Materials
Textbooks, developed by the Organization for Educational Research and Planning, 
are the main materials used for teaching and are distributed to primary schools free 
of charge. The books provided for primary school are Let Us Read and Let Us Write. 
There also are two monthly children’s magazines aimed at primary school students 
published by the Office of Instructional Aid Materials within the Ministry of Education, 
as well as magazines for primary school teachers, although these are not compulsory. 
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Teachers also are provided with videotaped teachers’ guides that include teaching notes 
and explanations, audiocassettes of songs and music used for teaching different concepts 
and developing listening skills in students, and tables to be posted in the classroom as 
supplementary educational resources. In addition, videotapes of exemplary lessons are 
provided for students and their parents.

The use of information communications technology for instruction is not compulsory, 
although some private and public schools integrate it into the teaching process. 

Reading Disabilities
Before beginning primary school, all children take an assessment of school readiness 
intended to diagnose learning disabilities. If a disability is recognized and the student is 
still able to participate in regular school, they will be integrated into regular classrooms. 
If the disability is more severe, then students are placed in special education schools, 
which have their own program of study.

Teachers and Teacher Education
There are 24,820 teachers in preprimary public and private centers, 89% of whom are 
female. In primary schools, 58% of the 365,235 teachers are female. In lower- and upper-
secondary schools, the percentage of female teachers drops to 49% of 242,708 and 46% 
of 283,154, respectively.11 

Teacher Education and Training
There are several institutions that train teachers in Iran. These include teacher training 
centers that are affiliated with the Ministry of Education, technical and vocational colleges, 
and teacher training programs at universities.

Teacher training centers affiliated with the Ministry of Education are post-secondary 
institutions available to high school graduates who have passed the national entrance 
examination. Students are enrolled at these centers for 2 years, during which they are 
provided with housing. After completing the courses, students are awarded an associate’s 
degree and can teach in primary or lower-secondary schools. The programs offered 
in these centers include mathematics, experimental science, physical education, social 
studies, primary education, Persian language and literature, fostering affairs (graduates 
of this program provide pedagogic advice, plan for leisure time and school activities, and 
work in student affairs), Islamic and Arabic language, art, and exceptional education (i.e., 
education for students with mental or physical disabilities). There are 90 teacher training 
centers, all of which are public.

Technical and vocational colleges fall under the jurisdiction of the Bureau of 
Higher Technical and Vocational Education. These colleges select their students from 
the graduates of secondary Technical and Vocational and Kar-Danesh schools. These 
centers offer about 40 fields of study, such as construction, electronics, computers, food 
industries, wood industries, ceramics, and industrial design.

Secondary education teachers are trained by universities and higher education 
institutes at universities. Students in these programs take national higher education 
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entrance examinations and are required to take courses in pedagogy and education 
psychology along with specialized courses for their subject area.

Teacher In-service Education
In order to update teachers’ knowledge and skills, the Bureau for Scientific Promotion of 
Human Resources develops short-term and long-term courses and workshops provided 
in different institutes for all Ministry staff including teachers. Long-term courses lead to 
higher degrees and are offered at the associate’s, bachelor’s, and master’s degree levels. The 
goal of short-term training courses is to improve specific competencies of teachers and 
educational staff. Some of these courses are compulsory, such as those in pre-employment 
training, training for promotion, and teacher training when new policies are implemented. 
The educational content of short-term courses can be general or specific.12 Teachers are 
not required to take a certain amount of in-service training every year.

Examinations and Assessments
Educational evaluation includes formative and summative assessment. Formative 
assessment is done through continuous assessment of students’ in-class activities and 
several in-class oral or written tests, as well as homework. 

At the primary level, grade promotion is determined by examinations developed by 
teachers that are administered twice each year. At the end of the fifth year, students take 
a regional provincial examination that is developed by the office for assessment in the 
Ministry of Education in each province. Those who pass the examinations are issued 
an elementary school-leaving certificate, and those who fail are given the opportunity 
to retake the examination in September. Students who fail a second time are given the 
opportunity to retake the examination the following year. The grading system at this stage 
uses points that are earned through continuous assessment and criteria-based written 
and oral examinations. Ten points (out of 20) are required for promotion. The system 
of promotion for lower-secondary school is similar to that used in the primary stage. At 
the end of this stage, a regional provincial examination is taken, and students who pass 
are awarded a certificate of general education. At the end of upper-secondary education, 
there is a national final examination on the subjects covered in this period, which leads 
to a high school diploma. 
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