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Abstract

This study undertakes a comparative examination of the 
alignment between first language (L1) curricula in Ireland and 
Türkiye and the PISA 2022 reading proficiency framework. 
The study is motivated by the need to understand how 
the structural design of L1 curricula relates to the distinct 
performance gaps observed in international assessments, 
beyond socio-economic variables. Adopting a qualitative 
research design grounded in document analysis, the study 
systematically maps reading-related learning outcomes 
from both national curricula onto the proficiency levels 
defined by PISA. Rather than relying on conventional grade-
level comparisons, the analysis employs a proficiency-
oriented perspective to evaluate the cognitive demands 
embedded in curricula and the progression of reading skills. 
The findings indicate that the Irish curricula consistently 
incorporates higher-level reading skills associated with 
PISA Levels 4 and 5, supported by a clearly structured and 
coherent progression that begins in the early years of primary 
education. In contrast, Türkiye’s 2015–2019 curricula primarily 
emphasize basic and intermediate reading proficiencies 
corresponding to PISA Levels 2 and 3, while advanced 
reading skills are addressed in a limited, inconsistent, and 
fragmented manner. However, the analysis of the 2024 
Maarif Model Turkish Language Curriculum reveals a 
substantial structural shift. This new model demonstrates 
greater potential to align with PISA’s advanced reading 
requirements, including critical, reflective, and problem-
solving reading, by embedding these competencies within 
a more comprehensive and developmentally organized 
framework. The study concludes that examining curricula 
through their structural alignment with international 
proficiency standards provides a robust foundation for 
interpreting cross-national performance differences and 
offers practical insights to inform curriculum development 
and reform. Specifically, the study recommends adopting 
proficiency-oriented analytical frameworks for international 
curriculum comparisons and emphasizes the need to 
enhance teachers’ capacity for high-order questioning 
to effectively implement curriculum reforms. Furthermore, 
ensuring the vertical continuity of advanced reading skills 
across all educational levels is proposed as a strategic 
priority for national education policy.
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Introduction

International large-scale student assessments provide 
a valuable reference framework for the comparative 

evaluation of educational outcomes across national 
education systems. Among these assessments, the 
Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) measures not only students’ basic reading 
comprehension but also their capacity to interpret 
and evaluate texts, engage in critical thinking, and 
employ metacognitive strategies during reading 
(OECD, 2023a). From this perspective, PISA provides a 
robust analytical basis for examining the quality and 
cognitive demands of reading skills embedded in 
countries’ first-language curricula (Hopfenbeck et al., 
2018).

The PISA 2022 results reveal statistically significant 
and distinct differences between countries in both 
average achievement levels and the distribution 
across proficiency levels in reading literacy. While 
Ireland stands out as one of the high-performing OECD 
countries, Türkiye’s average reading literacy scores 
are relatively low (OECD, 2023b). This performance 
gap suggests that, beyond socio-economic variables, 
the structural design of L1 curricula and their 
alignment with global proficiency standards warrant 
a rigorous comparative examination. Studies have 
determined that pedagogical practices and teaching 
approaches are related to PISA reading performance 
(Ho & Gan, 2023). Accordingly, the way curricula 
structure reading skills can be linked to PISA results. 
In this context, it is essential to examine the cognitive 
depth and continuity of reading skills in countries’ first 
language curricula.

In contemporary educational understanding, reading 
literacy encompasses cognitive competencies 
that go far beyond simply understanding a text, 
including establishing connections between texts, 
questioning the author’s intent, critically evaluating 
information, and being able to monitor one’s own 
mental processes as a reader (Butterfuss et al., 2020; 
Sirén & Sulkunen, 2025). In this respect, the PISA reading 
literacy framework defines literacy as the processes of 
understanding, using, evaluating, and reflecting on 
texts (OECD, 2019).

PISA’s reading proficiency framework defines reading 
skills at different proficiency levels and shows the extent 
to which countries’ education systems support them. 
Therefore, the extent to which curricula align with 
the reading proficiencies defined by PISA is essential 
not only for education policies but also for curricula 

effectiveness (Batur & Ulutaş, 2013). At this point, rather 
than curricula directly targeting PISA, the fact that the 
dominant cognitive reading actions required in these 
curricula can be analytically linked to PISA reading 
proficiency levels forms the basis of the concept of 
“level of alignment” used in this study. Specifically, this 
study approaches the curricula not merely in terms 
of content coverage, but through their structural 
alignment with PISA’s reading proficiency levels, 
which serves as a standard analytical yardstick for 
cross-national comparison. While PISA performance 
is influenced by a complex array of factors, empirical 
evidence suggests a significant relationship between 
the cognitive demands of national curricula and 
student outcomes. Studies conducted in the Turkish 
context indicate that the specific level of reading skills 
mandated in curricula is associated with students’ 
PISA achievement (Suna et al., 2020; Ulutaş & Kaya, 
2023). Furthermore, comparative analyses of high-
performing countries reveal that their curricula tend 
to emphasize higher-order cognitive skills, whereas 
those in lower-performing countries often focus on 
lower-order skills (Cer, 2018; Sandoval-Hernandez 
et al., 2023). This suggests that the structural design 
of reading instruction and the nature of cognitive 
actions emphasized in teaching practices are closely 
associated with countries’ PISA reading performance.

This study has two purposes; the main goal is to 
analyze, through a comparative examination of 
the Irish and Turkish examples, how the cognitive 
demands placed on reading skills in first language 
curricula are structured at different levels and how 
this structure demonstrates continuity and deepening 
across levels within the context of the PISA 2022 
reading proficiency framework. This analysis reveals 
the level and distribution of cognitive demands placed 
on reading skills in the Irish and Turkish curricula by 
mapping learning outcomes onto the proficiency 
levels defined by PISA.

The second purpose of the study is to examine the 2024 
Maarif Model Turkish Language Curriculum, which 
has been implemented in Türkiye since 2024. Through 
this examination, the differences between Türkiye’s 
previous curricula and the new curriculum approach 
are evaluated in the context of PISA reading literacy, 
thereby discussing the potential of this change to 
support higher-level reading skills and offering insights 
into the curriculum development process in Türkiye.

Conceptual Framework

Defining Reading Skills within Contemporary 
Approaches

This study approaches reading skills not only as 
an individual cognitive competency but also as a 
learning domain structured and guided through the 
curricula. According to the traditional understanding 
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of reading, novice readers acquire a hierarchical set 
of sub-skills that gradually develop comprehension 
skills; once these sub-skills are acquired, readers are 
considered experts who understand what they read. 
In this approach, reading is treated mainly as a text-
centered linguistic activity, limited to recognizing and 
restating explicit information in written texts over a 
long period of time; the reader is seen as a passive 
recipient of that information. Based on the assumption 
that meaning resides in the text itself, the reader’s 
primary goal is defined as correctly deciphering and 
reproducing the meaning presented in the text (Dole 
et al., 1991). However, in contemporary educational 
approaches, reading is defined as a competency 
area that involves multidimensional, higher-level 
cognitive processes, in which the reader constructs 
meaning through interaction with the text. In this 
context, reading is a complex cognitive activity that 
encompasses not only comprehension but also 
interpretation, evaluation, and critical thinking 
(Rosado-Castellano & Martín-Sánchez, 2023).

In contemporary reading theory, the reader is not 
a passive recipient of the text but an active subject 
who constructs meaning based on prior knowledge, 
contextual information, and objectives (Butterfuss et 
al., 2020). This process involves higher-order cognitive 
actions, such as establishing connections between 
texts, questioning the author’s intent, evaluating the 
reliability of the information, and making inferences 
from the text. In this context, the contribution of 
processes such as assessing the reliability of texts and 
making inferences to reading performance has also 
been empirically demonstrated (Kiili et al., 2024).

One of the distinguishing features of contemporary 
reading theory is the consideration of metacognitive 
processes as an integral component of reading 
proficiency. The reader’s ability to monitor their 
own comprehension processes, be aware of the 
strategies they use, and adjust these strategies when 
necessary, is among the key determinants of reading 
success. Indeed, studies based on PISA data reveal 
that metacognitive strategies, in particular, have a 
powerful effect on students’ reading performance 
(Memisevic & Cehic, 2022). This finding shows that 
reading proficiency is closely related not only to text 
characteristics but also to the reader’s cognitive 
awareness.

PISA Reading Literacy Framework

PISA defines reading literacy as the capacity of 
individuals to understand, use, evaluate, reflect on, 
and interact with written texts to achieve personal 
and societal goals (Koyuncu & Fırat, 2020). The 
education literature also indicates that reading 
literacy is approached as an interactive structure 
encompassing this entire set of cognitive processes 
(Arastaman et al., 2024). This points to the fact that 

reading skills are positioned not only as a school-based 
academic achievement area but also as the ability 
to use information sources effectively and critically in 
daily life. In this respect, PISA addresses reading skills 
as a functional, life-related competency (Pulkkinen & 
Rautopuro, 2022).

Within the PISA reading literacy framework, students’ 
performance is classified into proficiency levels 
defined by the complexity of the cognitive reading 
actions required. At lower proficiency levels, skills 
such as finding explicit information in the text and 
grasping the basic meaning come to the fore; at 
higher proficiency levels, complex cognitive processes 
such as analyzing the implicit meanings of the text, 
comparing different perspectives, establishing 
relationships between multiple texts, and making 
critical evaluations are decisive (Araújo et al., 2020). 
This structure demonstrates that PISA approaches 
reading skills from a hierarchical and developmental 
perspective.

Analyses of high-performing countries reveal 
that the advanced competencies defined within 
the PISA reading framework are closely related 
to metacognitive evaluation and the ability to 
consciously manage the reading process (Bu & Chen, 
2023). In particular, evaluating the reliability of the 
text and critically filtering information are among 
the distinguishing components of high-level reading 
proficiency. This demonstrates that the PISA reading 
literacy framework exhibits a substantial theoretical 
overlap with contemporary understandings of 
reading. In this respect, the PISA reading literacy 
framework provides a functional theoretical basis for 
analyzing the reading skills required in curricula, as it 
addresses interpretation, evaluation, critical thinking, 
and metacognitive processes that are prominent 
in contemporary reading comprehension within a 
holistic framework.

The Relationship Between Curriculum and Reading 
Proficiency

Curricula are fundamental policy documents that 
outline what knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviors 
an education system expects from its students 
(Gökalp, 2020). Learning outcomes are perceived as 
tools for educational and instructional planning and 
curriculum development, as well as for measuring 
effectiveness and accountability (Prøitz, 2010). In 
this context, the learning outcomes or acquisitions 
included in curricula clearly reflect which cognitive 
actions students are expected to perform. Therefore, 
curricula structure not only the content to be taught 
but also the levels of thinking required of students 
(Ersöz & Demirel, 2025).

In terms of reading skills, curricula determine the nature 
and limits of the relationship students will establish 
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with the text. The fact that curricula primarily focus 
on basic comprehension and retelling-based learning 
outcomes may lead students to experience a learning 
process limited to superficial reading skills. In contrast, 
the systematic structuring of learning outcomes 
that include higher-order cognitive processes, such 
as interpretation, evaluation, and critical thinking, 
supports students in developing deeper, more 
functional reading proficiencies. Studies conducted in 
the Turkish context indicate that a relationship exists 
between the level of reading skills required in curricula 
and students’ PISA performance (Suna et al., 2020).

In this context, analyzing curricula in relation to the 
reading proficiency levels defined by PISA reveals 
the level of reading skills that curricula aim to equip 
students with. This competency-based approach 
allows for the comparison of curricula from countries 
with different education systems, independent of 
grade levels; it enables a more objective assessment 
of the cognitive demands placed on reading 
instruction by curricula. Therefore, the PISA reading 
literacy framework provides a functional, theoretical, 
and analytical basis for analyzing curricula.

Problem Statement

International comparative assessment studies provide 
data-driven grounds for discussions on restructuring 
education policies by revealing the strengths and 
weaknesses of countries’ education systems. In this 
context, PISA has gained a prominent place on the 
policy and research agenda due to its approach, 
which does not limit reading literacy to basic 
comprehension but also considers more complex 
reading actions such as interpretation, evaluation, 
critical thinking, and metacognitive processes. 
Indeed, the increasing diversification of PISA-focused 
studies over the past twenty years, the intensification 
of technical discussions in the literature, and indicators 
at the student, school, and system levels demonstrate 
the continuity of this impact (Zheng et al., 2024).

In this study, Ireland was selected as the comparison 
country based on both empirical and theoretical 
considerations rather than a random choice. Since 
the early cycles of PISA, Ireland has consistently 
demonstrated strong performance in reading 
literacy (Shiel, 2002). With the exception of a decline 
observed in the 2009 cycle (Perkins et al., 2011), Ireland 
has generally performed above the OECD average. 
Following a series of educational reforms, including 
curriculum renewal, teacher education initiatives, and 
policy-driven instructional improvements, a marked 
recovery and improvement in reading performance 
was observed by 2018 (Hepworth et al., 2021; Looney et 
al., 2022; Shiel et al., 2022). Most recently, Ireland ranked 
among the highest-performing OECD countries in 
reading literacy in PISA 2022 (OECD, 2023b).

Beyond achievement outcomes, Ireland represents 
a relevant case due to its curriculum design in first 
language education, which systematically integrates 
higher-order cognitive processes—such as critical 
reading, intertextual analysis, and reflective thinking—
starting from the early years of schooling (Department 
of Education and Youth, 2025). These features 
demonstrate a strong structural alignment with the 
PISA reading literacy framework. Therefore, Ireland was 
selected not only because of its high performance, 
but also because it exemplifies a proficiency-oriented 
and developmentally structured approach to reading 
instruction.

PISA results indicate significant differences in reading 
proficiency across countries; the gap between Türkiye 
and high-performing countries underscores the need 
to address the various components of the education 
system. However, the diversity of variables highlighted 
in the literature to explain reading success makes the 
question of the extent to which these variables are 
structured in line with the cognitive reading actions 
required by the curricula even more critical (Araújo 
& Costa, 2023; Kılıç-Depren & Depren, 2022; Şahin & 
Güzle-Kayır, 2022; Zhang et al., 2024). Therefore, the 
comparative examination of the cognitive depth and 
continuity with which reading skills are structured in 
curricula constitutes a curriculum-based problem 
area.

The focus of this study on reading skills and reading 
proficiency is grounded in the central role of reading 
literacy as a key cognitive competence for both 
academic achievement and lifelong learning. 
Reading proficiency functions as a foundational 
tool that enables access to, comprehension of, and 
engagement with knowledge across all learning 
domains (Aturamu, 2025; Cadiz-Gabejan & Quirino, 
2021). 

Within the PISA framework, reading literacy extends 
well beyond basic comprehension to encompass 
higher-order cognitive processes such as interpretation, 
evaluation, integration of information across multiple 
sources, and metacognitive awareness (Thomson et 
al., 2013). Consequently, reading proficiency provides 
a powerful indicator for understanding cross-national 
differences in educational system performance as a 
whole. The literature consistently emphasizes a direct 
relationship between students’ reading proficiency 
and the cognitive demands embedded in curricula 
(Department of Education, 2022). Accordingly, the 
question of how curricula structure reading skills 
across different cognitive levels constitutes not only 
a pedagogical concern, but also a strategically 
significant issue for education policy.

Findings regarding the metacognitive dimension of 
reading proficiency further reinforce the importance 
of a curriculum-based examination. The significant 
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impact of metacognitive strategies on reading success 
directly raises questions about how reading instruction 
is structured in curricula (Memisevic & Cehic, 2022). 
Therefore, although variables explaining reading 
success have emerged in the literature, there remains 
a strong need to examine them comparatively in the 
context of curricula’s cognitive demands.

There are significant methodological debates in 
the literature regarding the interpretation and 
comparability of PISA data. Evidence that students 
may not take low-stakes exams seriously, potentially 
introducing bias into scores and country rankings, 
makes it challenging to base “cause-and-effect 
inferences” directly on PISA results (Akyol et al., 
2021). Assessments that the representativeness of 
the sample and participation issues may increase 
the uncertainty of PISA findings also support this 
cautious approach (Jerrim, 2021). Furthermore, the 
fact that “non-construct” elements may significantly 
affect item difficulty in converting the assessment 
framework into item properties underscores the need 
to carefully consider the gap between the measured 
construct and its application (Marcq & Braeken, 2025). 
Such discussions suggest that positioning PISA as an 
analytical reference framework for comparing the 
cognitive demands of curricula, rather than treating 
it as the “final outcome” in itself, may be a more 
consistent approach. Findings that PISA is effective 
in influencing policy and reform processes on a 
global scale through “soft governance” mechanisms 
also increase the need to examine the extent to 
which curricula align with PISA proficiencies (Li et al., 
2025). However, it is emphasized that the criticisms 
directed at PISA constitute a comprehensive area of 
discussion regarding the program’s basic assumptions, 
implementation, and the impact of its results on global 
education; therefore, it is essential to ground PISA-
based comparisons in pedagogical and curricular 
frameworks (Zhao, 2020). Thus, when PISA’s worldwide 
impact and the critical agenda directed at PISA are 
evaluated together, studies that concretely examine 
how curricula structure reading skills can help bring 
many abstract claims in policy discussions to the 
ground. For this reason, in this study, PISA is positioned 
not as a “final result that ranks countries,” but as an 
analytical reference framework for comparing the 
cognitive reading actions demanded by curricula.

The Maarif Model Turkish Language Curriculum claims 
to transform the quality and scope of reading skills 
compared to previous curricula. However, it is not 
yet clear how this transformation corresponds to the 
reading proficiencies measured by PISA, nor at what 
levels the curriculum intensifies cognitive reading 
demands. Furthermore, the limited number of studies 
that have examined Türkiye’s previous curricula and 
the Maarif Model comparatively with the PISA reading 
literacy framework, using Ireland as an example, 

which performed highly in PISA 2022, highlights the 
problem area of this study.

In this context, the comparative analysis of Irish and 
Turkish first language curricula in line with the PISA 
reading literacy framework constitutes a significant 
challenge for revealing the level, distribution, and 
continuity of the cognitive demands placed on 
reading skills by these curricula. Such an analysis will 
enable more in-depth assessments of the relationship 
between curricula and student performance by 
focusing on the structural characteristics of curricula, 
which are the fundamental policy documents shaping 
these factors, beyond the multidimensional factors 
affecting reading achievement.

Research Questions

This study sought to answer the following research 
questions:

1.	 How do the reading acquisitions and 
learning outcomes included in the Irish and 
Turkish first language curricula compare 
in terms of PISA 2022 reading proficiency 
levels?

2.	 How do the Irish and Turkish first language 
curricula differ in terms of the level at 
which they demand high-level reading 
proficiency?

3.	 What is the shift in orientation between the 
2015-2019 Turkish Language Curriculum and 
the 2024 Maarif Model Turkish Language 
Curriculum in Türkiye in terms of PISA 
reading proficiency?

4.	 To what extent does the Maarif Model 
Turkish Language Curriculum implemented 
in Türkiye align with the PISA 2022 reading 
literacy framework?

Method

Research Design

This study was structured within a qualitative research 
framework and conducted using the document 
analysis method. Document analysis is a method that 
allows systematic analysis of written materials within 
the scope of the research and is widely preferred, 
especially for examining official policy texts such 
as teaching programs (Bowen, 2009). In this study, 
document analysis was used to evaluate the reading 
acquisition and learning outcomes in the Irish and 
Turkish first language curricula, in line with the PISA 
2022 reading literacy framework.

The research is based on a comparative education 
approach. In this context, the comparison is made 
using PISA’s proficiency-based reading framework 
rather than directly matching countries’ curricula at 
the grade level. Thus, the cognitive level of reading 
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skills required in first language curricula across 
primary and secondary school levels has been made 
comparable in terms of continuity and differentiation 
through a common reference framework. As the PISA 
assessment covers the 15-year-old age group, the 
analysis process also included middle school curricula 
in Türkiye and Junior Cycle curricula in Ireland.

Data Sources

The curricula included in this study were selected 
through purposive sampling. The primary criterion 
guiding this selection was representativeness, 
specifically ensuring that the curricula reflected 
those to which students participating in the PISA 2022 
assessment were exposed during their compulsory 
education.

In the Irish context, the 1999 Primary School English 
Curriculum, the 2015 Junior Cycle English Curriculum, 
and the 2019 Primary Language Curriculum 
collectively capture the developmental trajectory of 
reading instruction from primary to lower secondary 
education. These documents allow for an examination 
of the historical continuity and proficiency-oriented 
design of reading skills in Ireland.

In the Turkish context, the 2015, 2018, and 2019 Turkish 
Language Curricula represent the instructional 
frameworks experienced by the majority of students 
comprising the PISA 2022 sample. In addition, the 
2024 Maarif Model Turkish Language Curriculum was 
included to reflect the recent paradigmatic shift in 
curriculum design in Türkiye. This inclusion enables the 
analysis not only of existing practices, but also of the 
potential orientation of curriculum reform with respect 
to reading proficiency.

The data sources for the research consist of official 
documents related to the first language curricula 
implemented in Ireland and Türkiye. Three curricula 
from Ireland and four from Türkiye were examined 
within the scope of the study.

The curricula examined in the Irish context are as 
follows:

1.	 1999 Primary School English Curriculum (3rd 
and 4th grades),

2.	 2015 Junior Cycle English Curriculum, and

3.	 2019 Primary Language Curriculum (Fifth 
and Sixth Classes).

The curricula examined in the Turkish context 
are as follows:

1.	 2015 Turkish Language Curriculum (grades 
3, 4, and 5),

2.	 2018 Turkish Language Curriculum (grades 
6 and 7),

3.	 2019 Turkish Language Curriculum (grade 
8), and

4.	 2024 Maarif Model Turkish Language 
Curriculum (3rd–8th grades).

The curricula included in the study were selected 
through purposive sampling to represent the curricula 
that students participating in the PISA 2022 assessment 
were exposed to during their compulsory education, 
as well as the new curriculum approach implemented 
in Türkiye. 

Data Collection Process

During the data collection process, the reading skill-
related acquisitions and learning outcomes included 
in the examined curricula were determined. The 
terms “acquisition” in Turkish curricula and “learning 
outcomes” in Irish curricula were accepted as the unit 
of analysis. In this study, the terms “acquisition” and 
“learning outcomes” are used together as the umbrella 
term “acquisition/learning outcome” throughout the 
text. 

All identified acquisitions and learning outcomes 
were included in the analysis by being directly taken 
from the curriculum texts, without any linguistic or 
semantic changes. This was done to prevent any shifts 
in meaning arising from the researcher’s interpretation 
during the analysis.

Data Analysis

In the data analysis process, reading acquisitions 
and learning outcomes from the curricula have 
been correlated with the proficiency levels defined 
within the PISA 2022 reading proficiency framework. 
PISA proficiency levels are performance descriptors 
defined by test items; therefore, matching them 
to learning outcomes in curricula is, by nature, an 
interpretive classification process. In this study, the 
mapping was not carried out to test whether the 
curricula directly targeted PISA; instead, it was done 
to make the dominant cognitive reading actions 
required by the learning outcomes comparable 
through a common proficiency framework. In this 
process, each acquisition or learning outcome was 
linked to one of the PISA reading proficiency levels 
based on the dominant cognitive reading action it 
required. All reading learning outcomes included in 
the curricula were analyzed; in the findings section, 
examples of the analysis were presented in tabular 
form for the learning outcomes corresponding to the 
same PISA reading proficiency level.

In level matching, action verbs included in the 
learning outcomes (e.g., identifying, interpreting, 
evaluating, comparing, justifying) and the cognitive 
processes required for these actions have been taken 
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into account. Expressions related to finding explicit 
information in the text and understanding the basic 
meaning are associated with lower proficiency levels; 
expressions requiring interpretation, evaluation, critical 
thinking, establishing intertextual relationships, and 
metacognitive awareness are associated with higher 
proficiency levels. Level 6 competencies, as defined 
within the PISA 2022 reading proficiency framework, 
were not included in the scope of the analysis. Level 
6 involves advanced academic literacy skills such 
as advanced synthesis, intertextual integration, and 
ideological analysis of abstract, multi-layered, and 
often contradictory texts. Therefore, Level 4 and Level 
5 competencies, which have concrete counterparts 
in curriculum learning outcomes and are suitable for 
comparative analysis, served as the basis for “high-
level reading skills” in this study.

A two-stage approach was used in the analysis. In the 
first stage, each curriculum was analyzed individually 
to determine the distribution of reading acquisition 
and learning outcomes across PISA proficiency 
levels. In the second stage, comparisons were made 
between countries and curricula to reveal general 
trends in reading proficiency. The tables presented in 
the findings section were created from the outputs of 
this two-stage analysis.

Validity and Reliability

To enhance the validity of the research, the PISA 
reading literacy framework used in the analysis has 
been adopted as an internationally recognized, 
standardized reference. Furthermore, the fact that 
all acquisitions and learning outcomes are directly 
drawn from the curriculum texts supports the validity 
of the data source.

To ensure reliability, consistent criteria were used in 
the level matching process, and each acquisition 
or learning outcome was evaluated based on 
the dominant reading activity. The stages of the 
analysis process were reported in detail to ensure the 
transparency of the research. Thus, the research was 
designed to be traceable and reproducible by similar 
studies.

To ensure the reliability of the data analysis, the 
consistency of the researcher’s coding (PISA level 
matching) was assessed using the ‘peer debriefing’ 
method. In this context, a second coder, who is an 
expert in the field of Turkish Education and is familiar 
with the PISA proficiency framework, independently 
coded the learning outcomes in the data set; the 
agreement coefficient between the two coders (Miles 
& Huberman, 1994) was calculated as .90. Items on 
which there was disagreement were discussed, and 
the analysis was completed with full agreement.

Findings 

This section presents a comparative analysis of the 
cognitive demands placed on reading skills in the 
Irish and Turkish first language curricula, based on the 
PISA 2022 reading literacy framework. The analysis 
was conducted based on proficiency levels, revealing 
the distribution of learning outcomes across PISA 
proficiency levels rather than matching curricula 
one-to-one by grade level. The learning outcomes 
presented in the tables were taken directly from the 
curriculum texts and grouped together under the 
“learning outcome umbrella” to ensure comparability.

PISA 2022 Reading Proficiency Profiles of The Curricula

To reveal the overall picture of differences in reading 
proficiency between the Irish and Turkish curricula, 
this section first presents the distribution of all learning 
outcomes across PISA 2022 reading proficiency levels. 
This approach allows the difference between the 
curricula to be assessed by considering all learning 
outcomes, rather than just selected examples.

Table 1 shows PISA Level 1a as a separate sub-level 
because it involves basic reading actions, such as 
recognizing explicit information in the text and making 
direct inferences. The numerical and percentage 
distributions in the table show a clear structural 
difference between the Irish and Turkish curricula in 
reading proficiency. It is observed that a significant 
portion of learning outcomes in Irish curricula is 

Table 1.
Numerical and Percentage Distribution of Reading Learning Outcomes in Irish and Turkish Curricula According 
to PISA 2022 Reading Proficiency Levels

Country/Curriculum Level 1a Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5

Türkiye 2015 (3-5) 1 (6.7%) 7 (46.7%) 4 (26.7%) 3 (20.0%) 0 (0.0%)

Türkiye 2018 (6-7) 0 (0.0%) 2 (15.4%) 6 (46.2%) 5 (38.5%) 0 (0.0%)

Türkiye 2019 (8) 0 (0.0%) 2 (12.5%) 6 (37.5%) 7 (43.8%) 1 (6.2%)

Türkiye 2024 Maarif 
(3-8)

0 (0.0%) 1 (5.9%) 6 (35.3%) 8 (47.1%) 2 (11.8%)

Ireland 1999 (3-4) 1 (10.0%) 5 (50.0%) 2 (20.0%) 2 (20.0%) 0 (0.0%)

Ireland 2015 Junior 
Cycle

0 (0.0%) 1 (8.3%) 3 (25.0%) 7 (58.3%) 1 (8.3%)

Ireland 2019 (5-6) 0 (0.0%) 1 (8.3%) 3 (25.0%) 6 (50.0%) 2 (16.7%)
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concentrated at PISA Levels 4 and 5, whereas those 
in Türkiye’s 2015-2019 curricula are predominantly 
clustered at Levels 2 and 3. The Maarif Model Turkish 
Language Curriculum, implemented in Türkiye in 2024, 
shows a marked increase in the proportion of learning 
outcomes at Levels 4 and 5 compared to previous 
curricula. This distribution suggests that Ireland, 
which performed well in PISA 2022, has given greater 
emphasis to higher-level reading competencies in its 
curricula. 

The general distribution presented in Table 1 is 
detailed in Table 2, along with representative learning 
outcomes. This table presents sample learning 
outcomes that correspond to PISA reading proficiency 
levels in the curricula. Therefore, the Irish 1999 Primary 
School English Curriculum, which mainly includes basic 
and intermediate proficiency levels, is not represented 
in this table.

Table 2 shows that the fundamental difference 
between the Irish and Turkish curricula lies in the 
level of cognitive reading actions required, rather 
than the number of learning outcomes. While higher-

level reading proficiencies are structured early and 
systematically in Irish curricula, Türkiye’s 2015/2018 
curricula show that reading skills are concentrated 
mainly at Level 3, with the level rising in 2019. It is 
noteworthy that in Türkiye, higher-level proficiencies 
are defined through a limited number of learning 
outcomes. In contrast, in the Maarif Model, these 
proficiencies are more visible and systematically 
incorporated into the curriculum structure. This 
general overview necessitates a more detailed 
examination of how curricula demand higher-level 
reading proficiencies in particular.

Level of Demand for Advanced Reading Proficiency in 
Reading Skills

The findings presented under this heading reveal 
how the Irish and Turkish first language curricula 
differ in terms of the level of demand for advanced 
reading proficiency. Table 3 presents sample learning 
outcomes at the relevant levels to illustrate how the 
curricula demand advanced reading proficiency. 
Therefore, not all curricula are represented in this table.

Table 2 
Comparison of Curricula in Terms of PISA 2022 Reading Proficiency Levels

Country / Curriculum Learning outcome  PISA reading 
proficiency level

PISA level matching rationale (predom-
inant reading activity)

Ireland (Primary 2019) Compare, contrast, and 
critically reflect on the intent 
of different authors.

Level 5 Comparing authors’ intentions, critical 
reflection, and multi-text evaluation

Ireland (Junior Cycle 2015) Select key moments from 
texts and give thoughtful 
value judgements.

Level 4 Developing reasoned value judgments 
on selected elements from the text

Türkiye (2015) Identifies the main idea and 
main emotion of what they 
read.

Level 3 Deriving the main idea from the text as 
a whole

Türkiye (2018) Summarizes the text. Level 3 Selecting and integrating basic infor-
mation

Türkiye (2019) Analyzes media texts. Level 5 Critically and analytically analyzing 
multi-source texts

Türkiye (2024 - Maarif) Critically evaluating printed 
and digital media texts.

Level 5 The purpose of media texts, credibility, 
and impact assessment

Table 3 
Representation of Higher-Level Reading Skills in Curricula

Country / Curriculum Learning outcome PISA reading 
proficiency level

PISA level matching rationale (predomi-
nant reading activity)

Ireland (Junior Cycle 2015) Use a wide range of reading 
comprehension strategies…to 
question, analyse, synthesise 
and evaluate.

Level 5 Multi-stage reading involving question-
ing, synthesizing, and evaluating

Ireland (Primary 2019) Identify, appreciate, and 
compare how different 
genres shape texts and the 
reader’s experience.

Level 4 Inter-genre comparison and reader 
experience evaluation

Türkiye (2015) Interprets the text by refer-
ring to examples and details.

Level 3 Text-based, limited interpretation

Türkiye (2019) Questions the reliability of 
information sources.

Level 4 Critical reading based on source eval-
uation

Türkiye (2024 - Maarif) Generating a solution to 
the problem in the text and 
justifying the solution.

Level 5 Problem identification, solution genera-
tion, and reflection
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The learning outcomes presented in Table 3 reveal not 
only which proficiency levels the programs include, 
but also at which grade levels these proficiencies are 
structured, through which cognitive reading actions, 
and to what extent they are sustained. 

In Irish curricula, high-level reading proficiency is 
addressed from an early stage within a vertical 
development framework. The fact that the learning 
outcomes included in the Junior Cycle (2015) 
curriculum, which involve multi-stage cognitive 
processes such as inquiry, analysis, synthesis, and 
evaluation, are linked to PISA Level 5 demonstrates that 
Ireland has a curriculum approach that demands the 
highest level of reading proficiency even at the middle 
school level. Furthermore, the positioning of learning 
outcomes involving complex cognitive actions such 
as cross-genre comparison and reader experience 
evaluation at Level 4 within the Primary Language 
Curriculum (2019) reveals that high-level proficiencies 
are systematically structured from primary school 
onwards. This suggests that advanced reading skills 
in Irish curricula are addressed in accordance with 
the principles of temporal continuity and cognitive 
deepening.

When examining Turkish curricula, it is observed 
that higher-level reading proficiency exhibits a 
more limited, fragmented structure. The fact that 
the learning outcome included in the 2015 Turkish 
Language Curriculum, which involves interpreting 
text based on examples and details, is positioned 
at PISA Level 3 indicates that reading skills during 
this period were primarily addressed at the level of 
intratextual comprehension and limited interpretation. 
In the 2019 curriculum, the learning outcome related 
to questioning the reliability of information sources 
aligns with Level 4, indicating that the critical reading 
dimension has become more visible. However, it is 
difficult to say that these proficiencies are addressed 
in a systematic vertical structure throughout the 

curriculum.

Shift in Reading Skills in Turkish Curricula

Table 4 clearly shows the shift in focus of reading 
skills over time in Turkish curricula. While reading was 
approached more as a process of comprehension 
and retelling in the 2015 and 2018 curricula, the 2019 
curriculum has introduced, albeit to a limited extent, 
the dimensions of evaluation and problem-solving. 
The Maarif Model Turkish Language Curriculum 
represents a clear shift in orientation within this table. 
The positioning of the learning outcome, which 
includes problem-solving and justification of the 
solution, at PISA Level 5 indicates that, for the first time 
in Turkish curricula, higher-level reading competencies 
are directly linked to complex cognitive processes 
such as problem-solving, reflection, and justification. 
This finding suggests that the Maarif Model tends to 
disseminate and systematize higher-level reading 
proficiencies not only through limited examples but 
also within the curriculum’s general approach to 
earlier grade levels.

Level of Alignment Between Reading Learning 
Outcomes in the Maarif Model Turkish Language 
Curriculum and PISA 2022 Reading Proficiency Levels

The findings presented in Table 5 show that the reading 
learning outcomes/objectives of the Maarif Model 
2024 Turkish Language Curriculum are highly aligned 
with the PISA 2022 reading proficiency framework. 
The curriculum for grades 3 and 4 in elementary 
school is structured at Levels 2 and 3, with learning 
outcomes that emphasize cognitive demands such 
as constructing basic meaning, identifying the main 
idea, and making text-based inferences. As students 
progress to higher grades, learning outcomes shift 
towards Level 4 and Level 5 proficiencies, with a 
noticeable increase in reading activities based on 
interpretation, comparison, evaluation, criticism, and 
problem-solving.

Table 4. 
Transformation of Reading Skills in Turkish Curricula

Curriculum Learning outcome PISA reading 
proficiency level

PISA level matching rationale (pre-
dominant reading activity)

Türkiye (2015) They tell the fable, fairy tale, 
or story they have read.

Level 2 Rephrasing public information

Türkiye (2018) Identifies the main idea and 
supporting ideas of the text.

Level 3 Deriving the main meaning from 
the text as a whole

Türkiye (2019) Generates different solutions 
to the problems addressed in 
the text.

Level 4 Alternative thinking based on the 
text

Türkiye (2024 - Maarif) Interpreting the text and 
rephrasing it from different 
perspectives.

Level 4 Interpretive and transformative 
reading

Türkiye (2024 - Maarif) Generating a solution to 
the problem in the text and 
justifying the solution.

Level 5 Problem identification, solution 
generation, and reflection
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Discussion

This study compares the Irish and Turkish first language 
curricula based on the PISA 2022 reading literacy 
framework. The findings reveal significant differences 
between the two countries’ curricula in terms of the 
level and distribution of cognitive demands placed 
on reading skills. In particular, how higher-level 
reading literacy (PISA Levels 4 and 5) is addressed in 
curricula provides essential clues to understanding the 
performance differences between countries.

The general distribution presented in the ‘Findings’ 
section shows that a significant portion of the reading 
learning outcomes in Irish curricula are concentrated 
in proficiencies requiring higher-order cognitive 
processes. Consistent with this finding, Burke and 
Welsch (2018) emphasize that higher-order cognitive 
reading actions are systematically structured in these 
curricula from the earliest grade levels onwards. In 
contrast, when the Turkish 2015 (grades 3, 4, and 5), 
2018 (grades 6 and 7), and 2019 (8th grade) Turkish 
Language Curricula experienced by students forming 
the PISA 2022 sample in Türkiye are evaluated as 
a whole; it is seen that the acquisitions related to 
reading skills are strategically shaped around the 
basic and intermediate level proficiencies within 
the scope of PISA Level 2 and Level 3, while the 
acquisitions representing higher-order cognitive skills 
remain at a limited level of representation. Indeed, 
Cer (2018) found that the learning outcomes in the 
curricula of countries that perform well on PISA tests 
are concentrated at the middle-to-high cognitive 
levels, while the curricula in Türkiye are predominantly 
focused on the lower cognitive levels. According to 
the author, this structural feature is directly related to 
Türkiye’s relatively low performance observed in PISA 
reading results.

Findings on the developmental distribution of reading 
skills indicate that in Irish curricula, higher-level 
proficiencies are not limited to specific grade levels 
but are addressed within a vertical structure that 
deepens over time. In Türkiye, however, in previous 
curricula examined at the primary school level, the 
development of reading skills is concentrated more 
on basic comprehension and retelling; skills such 
as evaluation, critical thinking, and metacognitive 
awareness are limited to higher grade levels. In their 
study examining middle school Turkish language 
assessment tools, Dilekçi and Çiçek (2022) confirm this 
situation by finding that the majority of questions are 
concentrated at the lower cognitive levels of PISA, 
while level 5 and 6 questions requiring evaluation, 
reflection, and critical thinking are almost absent from 
textbooks and exams. This difference reveals how the 
pedagogical priorities assigned to reading instruction 
in curricula vary between countries.

The findings from the study, particularly when 
evaluated alongside the analysis of the Maarif 
Model Turkish Language Curriculum presented in 
Table 5, indicate that reading instruction in Türkiye 
is undergoing a significant shift in orientation at the 
curriculum level. The Maarif Model structures reading 
skills at Levels 2 and 3, starting in primary school, 
while systematically transitioning to Levels 4 and 5 
proficiencies in middle school. This structure suggests 
that higher-level reading proficiencies, which were 
limited and intermittent in previous Turkish Language 
Curricula, are being addressed for the first time within 
a comprehensive and developmental curriculum 
architecture.

In the Maarif Model, the critical, reflective, and 
metacognitive dimensions of reading skills have 
become more visible; learning outcomes related to 

Table 5. 
Distribution and Representation of Reading Learning Outcomes in the Maarif Model 2024 Turkish Language 
Curriculum According to PISA 2022 Reading Proficiency Levels

Grade Level Learning outcome/objective PISA reading 
proficiency level

Level matching rationale

3-4 Forms an opinion about the content of the 
text based on its title and images.

Level 2 Establishing the basic meaning based 
on the image and headline

3-4 Identifies the main idea/main emotion in 
the text they read.

Level 3 Deriving the main meaning from the 
text as a whole

3-4 Expresses whether they agree or disagree 
with the messages in the text they read, 
stating their reasons.

Level 4 Reasoned assessment and judgment 
formation

3-4 Makes different suggestions regarding the 
structure of the text he reads.

Level 4 Interpretation based on text conversion

5-8 Ability to make high-level inferences to de-
termine the deeper meaning of the text

Level 4 Contextual inference based on the 
entire text

5-8 Ability to compare texts Level 4 Comparison between different texts

5-8 Ability to evaluate what one reads (by 
setting standards)

Level 5 Norm-based judgment and evaluation

5-8 Ability to evaluate printed and digital me-
dia texts

Level 5 Critical reading and source evaluation

5-8 Ability to generate solutions and reflect on 
the problem in the text

Level 5 Problem identification, solution genera-
tion, and reflection
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higher-level reading proficiencies have increased both 
numerically and proportionally. The study reveals that 
learning outcomes in the reading domain in the 2024 
curriculum are designed to be more intensively and 
systematically linked to critical thinking processes. This 
reflects Türkiye’s efforts to establish a more systematic 
framework for higher-level reading proficiency, which 
was only partially reflected in previous curricula. 
Indeed, the 2024 curriculum shows a significant 
increase in the coverage of critical thinking sub-
components in learning outcomes related to 
reading skills compared to the 2019 curriculum 
(Ulutaş & Karadedeli, 2025). However, how this trend 
will be reflected in student performance should 
be evaluated in the long term, taking into account 
the implementation process of the curriculum and 
its interaction with teaching environments. The 
success of these curricular structural improvements 
in classroom applications depends on teachers 
adopting this new approach, preparing teaching 
materials accordingly, and making assessment 
practices process-based. El-Annan and Hassoun 
(2025) emphasize that when there is no complete 
alignment among curriculum objectives, classroom 
teaching practices, and assessment tools, the impact 
of structural reforms on student achievement will be 
limited; the most critical link in this process is high-
quality professional development. In the Turkish 
context, teachers mentioned the need to update the 
curriculum with advancing technology, the positive 
aspects of simplification, and that the need for 
change became more apparent as the curriculum 
was implemented. Alongside these positive views, 
negative criticisms regarding the curriculum not being 
well explained, being somewhat complex, and the 
transition being too rapid confirm the importance of 
preparing teachers for the process and establishing a 
comprehensive support mechanism for the successful 
implementation of structural improvements (Gül et al., 
2025). Otherwise, there is a risk that the emphasis on 
‘high-level skills’ in the curriculum text will remain a 
theoretical aspiration with no counterpart in practice.

In this study, the comparison was based on the 
cognitive reading demands defined in the PISA 2022 
reading proficiency framework rather than a grade-
level-matching approach. This approach enabled 
comparisons of the cognitive demands placed on 
reading skills across curricula from different education 
systems using a common reference framework. In this 
context, “alignment” refers not to curricula directly 
targeting the PISA reading proficiency framework, but 
rather to the structural and functional relationships 
between the reading acquisitions and learning 
outcomes in curricula and the reading proficiency 
levels defined by PISA. Indeed, analyses conducted by 
the Board of Education reveal that the skills included 
in the Turkish Language Curriculum for Primary and 
Secondary Schools under the Türkiye Century Maarif 

Model are fully aligned with PISA reading proficiency 
levels and offer an orientation aimed at developing 
higher-level cognitive reading skills (Talim ve Terbiye 
Kurulu Başkanlığı - Board of Education, 2024, pp. 242-
243). In this regard, the study’s findings indicate that 
the Maarif Model Turkish Language Curriculum has 
greater potential for structural alignment with the 
cognitive reading requirements defined by PISA than 
previous curricula.

Overall, the study’s findings indicate that a 
relationship can be established between the 
structural characteristics of education systems, the 
nature of reading skills emphasized in teaching, 
and countries’ PISA reading performance. Indeed, 
in high-performing countries, reading instruction 
is structured to encompass higher-order cognitive 
processes such as comprehension, application, and 
reflection; in contrast, teaching practices in relatively 
low-performing countries do not sufficiently support 
these cognitive demands (Sandoval-Hernandez et 
al., 2023). In this context, considering curricula not 
only in terms of content scope but also in terms of the 
level of cognitive reading actions required of learners 
provides a crucial analytical basis for interpreting the 
performance differences observed in the PISA reading 
domain. The Irish example shows that structuring 
reading instruction to include higher-level cognitive 
processes from early stages can support student 
proficiency. In Türkiye, the shift in orientation offered 
by the Maarif Model Turkish Language Curriculum 
has the potential to better align with the reading 
proficiencies measured by PISA. In this context, 
evaluating curricula not only in terms of content but 
also the cognitive reading actions required offers 
an essential perspective for improving educational 
outcomes.

Conclusion and Recommendations

This study comparatively examined the Irish and 
Turkish first language (L1) curricula based on the PISA 
2022 reading proficiency framework. The findings 
indicate that the distinct performance gap between 
the two countries in PISA reading is closely related 
to the structural alignment of their curricula with 
cognitive proficiency levels.

The findings of this study demonstrate that policy 
comparisons conducted at the curriculum level 
provide substantial input for the restructuring of 
national education policies related to reading 
proficiency. OECD’s Education Policy Outlook studies, 
which are based on comparative policy analyses, 
highlight the decisive role of evidence-based and 
comparable evaluations in assessing and repositioning 
countries’ education policies (OECD, 2020). Within 
international assessment frameworks, reading literacy 
is conceptualized not merely as a language-specific 
skill, but as a core competence that reflects individuals’ 
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capacity to engage with diverse texts, integrate 
and evaluate information, and use knowledge for 
purposeful goals—thereby indicating the cognitive 
demands and learning depth of education systems 
(OECD, 2019). These findings suggest that curriculum 
reforms should be understood not only as content 
updates, but as comprehensive policy instruments 
aimed at increasing the level of cognitive demand 
placed on learners. In this regard, the Irish case is 
particularly noteworthy, as the early and systematic 
integration of higher-order cognitive processes—
such as interpretation, evaluation, and metacognitive 
awareness—into reading instruction appears to 
contribute positively to student performance in the 
long term.

A fundamental conclusion of the study is that the Irish 
curriculum structures reading skills within a vertical 
progression that integrates higher-level proficiencies 
(PISA Levels 4 and 5) from the early stages of 
education. In contrast, Türkiye’s 2015 - 2019 Turkish 
Language Curricula predominantly clustered reading 
skills around basic and intermediate proficiencies 
(Levels 2 and 3). This suggests that Türkiye’s relatively 
low performance in PISA reading may stem from the 
limited cognitive demands placed on students by 
those curricula.

The 2024 Maarif Model Turkish Language Curriculum 
represents a significant shift in orientation regarding 
this structural limitation. The emphasis on critical, 
reflective, and problem-solving-oriented reading 
outcomes indicates that the model has greater 
potential for structural alignment with PISA’s advanced 
reading proficiencies than previous curricula.

Based on the research findings, the following 
recommendations are offered:

1.	 International comparative studies of 
curricula should adopt the “proficiency-
based analysis” approach used in this study 
instead of direct grade-level matching. 
This method enables a more objective 
evaluation by comparing curricula through 
a common cognitive reference framework 
across different educational systems.

2.	 To translate the “advanced proficiency” 
claims of the Maarif Model into the 
classroom, teachers’ skills in high-level 
questioning and text processing must be 
supported. Unless the theoretical claims 
of the curriculum are simultaneously 
reinforced by classroom practices and 
assessment tools (e.g., textbooks, exams), 
the impact of this structural reform on 
student achievement risks remaining 
limited.

3.	 Reading instruction policies in Türkiye should 
be reconfigured based on the principle 
of “vertical continuity” observed in the 
Irish example. The cognitive deepening 
of reading skills should show a systematic 
increase from primary school onwards; 

advanced proficiencies (Levels 4 and 5) 
should form the backbone of the curriculum 
rather than being exceptional outcomes.

4.	 Longitudinal studies should track the 
development of students exposed to the 
new curriculum to measure the actual 
impact of this orientation shift in the 
Maarif Model on student performance in 
proficiency tests such as PISA.
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