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ABSTRACT

This study aims to determine the effect of school conditions on learner reading
achievement in primary schools in South Africa. Reading skills are not only
imperative for further study but are essential for economic and meaningful
citizenship. Initiatives such as the Quality Learning and Teaching Campaign,
geared to improve the quality of education for all children and to ensure improved
learner achievement have resulted in an increase in educational spending.

Despite such initiatives, learner achievement remains poor.

In order to measure the relative relationship between school conditions and
learner reading achievement, this study focused on selected variables from the
PIRLS 2006 South African data, notably from Grade 5 learner reading
achievement, teacher and school questionnaires. A secondary data analysis
through multiple regression technique was utilised in an attempt to measure those

school conditions that may enhance or impede learner reading achievement.

This study follows the tradition of school effectiveness research by utilising the
context-input-process-output (integrated model for school effectiveness research)
model as espoused by Scheerens (2000; 2005). The integrated model was
adapted combining school and classroom factors in order to measure the effect of

school wide processes on learner reading achievement.

Although this study was unable to measure the effect of educational leadership on
learner reading achievement, it found significant school and classroom factors
associated with learner reading achievement. This study highlights the importance

of improving the teaching and learning of literacy across all 11 official languages.
Keywords:

PIRLS 2006, school effectiveness, school improvement, school climate, learner

achievement, secondary analysis, multiple regression analysis.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

1.1 INTRODUCTION

This study aims to ascertain the effect of school conditions on learner reading
achievement in primary schools in South Africa, utilising the Progress in
International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) 2006 South African data. Hoy, Tarter
and Hoy (2006) assert that “researchers have been challenged to go beyond
socio-economic status in the search for school-level characteristics that make a
difference in student achievement” (p. 425), therefore, in identifying the effect of
school conditions on learner reading achievement an opportunity to investigate

factors beyond socio-economic status is at hand.

The quality of education is measured through a variety of factors, such as the
school building and resources, pedagogy, general learner achievement
(outcomes) and subsequent learner achievement, including future participation in
the economy as well as civil participation (Mortimore & Stone, 1991). In South
Africa, three indicators are explicitly used, namely, the assessment of learning
achievement, the level of teacher qualifications and learner-educator ratio
(Department of Basic Education (DBE), 2011).

The focal point of this study is learner achievement, particularly learner reading
achievement in primary schools using Grade 5 PIRLS 2006 South African data.
Learner reading achievement provides an appropriate indicator for the quality of
education (Bohlmann & Pretorius, 2008; le Cordeur, 2010; Nel, Dreyer, & Kopper,
2004). Furthermore, literature suggests that reading skills are strong predictors of
learner Mathematics achievement (Setati, 1998; Howie, 2002), whilst reading
skills form the foundation upon which educational success is based (Pretorius &
Machet, 2004). Moreover, reading skills are not only necessary for further studies
but equally essential in areas such as the economy and meaningful citizenship
(Department of Basic Education (DBE), 2010).

13
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Literacy is an embedded construct within reading, and by extension within reading
achievement. Literacy is broadly referred to as a socially constructed form of
human behaviour which entails language activities such as reading, writing and
speaking (Pretorius & Ribbens, 2005). Under this paradigm, it will not be
uncommon to have varying definitions of the construct. However, a definition
espoused by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational

Achievement (IEA) for reading literacy is used in this study:

The ability to understand and use those written language forms
required by society and/ or valued by the individual. Young readers
can construct meaning from a variety of texts. To read to learn, to
participate in communities of readers in school and everyday life, and

for enjoyment (Mullis, Kennedy, Martin & Sainsbury, 2004, p.3)

PIRLS 2006 is conducted under the auspices of the International Association for
the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) and assesses reading literacy.
PIRLS is a trend study conducted every five years to measure reading literacy
achievement at Grade 4, since at this age learners are expected to progress from
the ability to learn to read to the ability to use reading in order to learn (Mullis &
Martin, 2007). PIRLS 2006 is the second trend study, but first participation for
South Africa, wherein Grade 4 learners were assessed with Grade 5 being an
additional grade included in the study (Howie, Venter, van Staden, Zimmerman,
Long, du Toit, Scherman & Archer, 2008). PIRLS 2006 data measures long-term
trends and also monitors educational systems in respect of reading and broader
educational provision. However, in South Africa PIRLS 2006 data provides an
opportunity to assess reading literacy at Grades 4 and 5 levels coupled with
contextual information as gathered from a number of background questionnaires.
In the South African PIRLS 2006 study, Grade 4 represented a transitional phase
in terms of learners making a transition from mother tongue education to English
as Language of Learning and Teaching (LoLT), while the inclusion of Grade 5
learners provides the opportunity to investigate the progress or differences in
reading knowledge as well as skills between the two grades (Howie & Venter,
2008).

14
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Drawing on data from PIRLS 2006, this study is a secondary analysis embedded
in a quantitative approach that employs selected items from the learner, teacher
and school questionnaires in order to measure the effects of school conditions on

learner reading achievement in primary schools.

Although PIRLS 2006 questionnaires have as their focus the experiences of
learners in learning to read, both at home and at school, this study focuses on
school conditions, which include the school location and type of inputs (human
and physical resources) as context against which learner achievement takes
place. School processes in terms of leadership, curriculum quality, safety and
orderliness and use of resources complete the school conditions as
conceptualised for the purposes of this study. Accordingly, teacher and school
questionnaires that were used in PIRLS 2006 to collect information about the
classroom and school are utilised to determine the process effects of school
conditions on learner reading achievement in primary schools in South Africa.
PIRLS 2006 South African data presents a unique opportunity to better appreciate
individually or in combination those school conditions that contribute to learner

reading achievement.

Chapter 1 is comprised as follows: Section 1.2 provides a link between the
curriculum and PIRLS 2006, while Section 1.3 presents the context for the study.
Section 1.4 formulates the problem statement and provides the rationale for the
study, followed by Section 1.5 which frames the main research questions. An
overview of the research methodology used in this study is captured in Section1.6.

The structure of this dissertation is provided in Section 1.7

1.2 CURRICULUM LINK WITH PIRLS 2006

An Outcomes Based Education (OBE) Curriculum was introduced into the South
African Education system in 1998, and came to be known as Curriculum 2005.
This curriculum moved to a more learner-centred approach to education and was
underpinned by principles of quality, access and equity. The introduction of OBE,

however, came with its own challenges and cynicism.

15
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The curriculum attempted, amongst other things, to align school work with
workplace, social and political goals, pursue the value of diversity in the areas of
race, gender, culture as well as to develop citizens who are imaginative and

critical problem solvers (Cross, Mungadi & Rouhan, 2002).

Accordingly, in 2001, amendments that aimed at streamlining and strengthening
Curriculum 2005 were initiated. In July of the same year, a Draft Revised National
Curriculum Statement for Grade R — 9 emerged, and subsequently, a Ministerial
Committee reconvened to incorporate suggested changes, resulting in the
Revised National Curriculum Statement (RNCS) replacing the National Curriculum
Statement (NCR) (DBE, 2002). In recognising the diverse nature of the South
African society, multilingualism in schools is accordingly promoted through the
Language in Education Policy (LIEP) in terms of Section 3(4) of the National
Education Policy. Learners are encouraged to study more than one language with
home language forming the basis for access to other languages. The language of
learning and teaching in public schools must be an official language, as envisaged
in the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa. Consequently, learners are
expected to learn at least one language as a subject in Grades 1 and 2, while from
Grade 3 onwards all learners are to learn the LoLT and one additional approved
language (SASA, 1996). To facilitate this learning, the RNCS provides a time
allocation for language literacy in the Foundation Phase (Grade R-3) as well as
both in the Intermediate (Grade 4-6) and Senior Phase (Grade 7-9) to constitute
40% and 25% respectively.

Overall outcomes of the RNCS with respect to language include listening,
speaking, reading and viewing, writing, thinking and reasoning, language structure
and use. Of importance in this study are the reading and viewing outcomes that
envision a life-long learner that is literate and is “able to read and view for
information and enjoyment, respond critically to the aesthetic, cultural and
emotional values in text” (DBE, 2002, p.20). This outcome can be aligned with the
PIRLS 2006 aspects of reading literacy, namely, the process of comprehension,
purposes for reading and reading behaviours and attitudes (Mullis et al., 2004).

16
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In the South African study, PIRLS 2006 assessed learners in Grade 4 and Grade
5, which represent the first and second grades in the intermediate phase
respectively. It is during this phase that the RNCS for languages outlines

assessment outcomes that require learners to be able to:

e Read a variety of texts for different purposes using a variety of reading and
comprehension strategies;

e View and comment on various visual texts;

e Describe their feelings about the text, giving reasons;

e Discuss how the choice of language and graphical features influence the
reader;

e Identify and discuss aspects such as central idea, character, setting and
plot in the fiction texts;

¢ Infer reasons for the actions in a story;

e Recognise the different structures, language use, purposes and audiences
of different types of texts;

e Identify and discuss values in the texts in relation to cultural, moral, social,
and environmental issues;

e Understand and respond appropriately to information texts;

e Interpret simple visual texts; and

e Select information texts for own information needs (DBE, 2002, pp.72-77)

Curriculum change comes with its own challenges and pessimism. However, the
Language in Education Policy attempts to harmonise the diverse nature of the
South African society as outlined by the assessment outcomes across all of the

country’s 11 official languages.

1.3 THE CONTEXT FOR THIS STUDY

After 1994, South Africa developed a governing document that was to be the
supreme document of the land, the Constitution of South Africa (Act no 108 of
1996), Section 29(1) of Chapter 2, and provide for the right to education for

everyone in the country, including adults.
17
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Subsequently, enabling legislation was developed, particularly the South African
School Act (SASA) Act no 27 of 1996 to provide for a uniform system of
organisation, governance, and funding of schools, underpinned by principles such
as equity, quality and access. At the height of the global recession, education in
South Africa received a significant budget increase, which increased dramatically
from R140,4 Billion in 2009 to R189,5 Billion in 2011.

A need arose to assess the performance and the health of the education system.
At a national level, Systemic Evaluation (SE) was initiated with the purpose of
determining the level of achievement of learners within the system, to highlight
specific areas within the system that required attention or further investigation and
to create a baseline for future SE (Kanjee, 2007). At regional level, the Southern
and Eastern Africa Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality (SACMEQ) I
and lll, which is constituted by 15 ministries of education (Botswana, Kenya,
Lesotho, Malawi, Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia, Seychelles, South Africa,
Swaziland, Tanzania (Mainland), Tanzania (Zanzibar), Uganda, Zambia and
Zimbabwe, is chiefly concerned with monitoring and evaluating the conditions of
schooling and the quality of education in Southern and Eastern Africa. South
Africa participated in both SACMEQ Il and Il

At international level, South Africa participated in a number of international
studies, such as the Trends in Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) 1995,
1999 and 2003 and the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 2006
(PIRLS). TIMSS focused its attention on the improvement of teaching and learning
in Mathematics and Science, and collected background information on the
quantity, quality and content of instruction in schools. The PIRLS 2006 study
aimed at identifying long-term trends and monitoring national developments in
reading and education over a period of time. PIRLS 2006 South Africa was,
according to Howie et al. (2008), “the largest, most ambitious and complex
national design within an international comparative study ever undertaken” (p.v),
South Africa also participated in PIRLS 2011.

18
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South Africa’s overall performance in PIRLS 2006 was below the international
mean of 500. In particular, the Grade 4 performance was above 200 (253, SE' =
4.6) while the Grade 5 performance was at 302 (SE= 5.6) (Howie et al., 2008). In
addition, PIRLS 2006 managed to highlight deficiencies pertaining to language

skills and reading strategies taught in different grades.

In particular, complex reading skills such as making generalisation and inferences
as well as describing the style and structure of the text were not taught in Grade 4
or even Grade 5 (Van Staden & Howie, 2008). Table 1.1 (below) offers a selected
summary of international studies and results about South African learner’s

performance in reading, Mathematics and Science.

Table 1.1: Summary of Selected International Studies and Results

Name of Study Purpose International Overall
mean performance

The Southern and The study is concerned with the Reading: 500 Gr 6 494,9

Eastern Africa monitoring and evaluating the (SE = 4.55)
Consortium for conditions of schooling and the

Monitoring quality of education in Southern

Educational and Eastern Africa. (SACMEQ III)

Quality (SACMEQ)
n

Trends in The study focuses its attention in ~ Science: 516 326
Mathematics and the improvement of teaching and

Science Study learning in Mathematics and Maths:513 354
(TIMSS) 2003 Science and further collects

background information about the
quantity, quality and content of
instructions

Progress in The study aims at identifying long Reading: 500 Gr4 253

International term trends and to monitor (SE = 4.6)

Reading Literacy countries’ system developments

Study (PIRLS) 2006 in reading and education over a Gr 5 302
period of time (SE=5.6)

! SE values in brackets refer to the Standard Error.
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SACMEQ Il and PIRLS 2006 present a negative picture of learner reading
achievement, thus a clear indicator of poor reading skills. Reading skills form the
backdrop for future educational success (Pretorius & Machet, 2004) and are
strong predictors of Mathematics achievement (Setati, 1998; Howie, 2002).
Hence, better reading skills may translate to future educational success, including
better Mathematics achievement, as confirmed by Howie (2002), who stated that
language proficiency predicts mathematical achievement. Under these
circumstances a study that attempts to search for school-level conditions that are
likely to make a difference on learner reading achievement in primary schools in

South Africa is justified.

1.4 PROBLEM STATEMENT AND RATIONALE

In South Africa, a trend from various studies has emerged that points to learners
having difficulty in learning to read, highlighted through poor reading achievement
(Pretorius & Machet, 2004, Pretorius & Ribbens, 2005, Howie et al., 2008). Poor
reading achievement of learners may be attributed to numerous factors, though
the list is not exhaustive, such as a poor socio-economic environment, lack of
parental involvement, low educational level of parents, cognitive factors and
various language, school and intrinsic factors (Lessing & Mahabeer, 2007). In
addition, reports suggest that 7% of learners are absent on any given school day
(DBE, 2011), which also affects the quality of learning. Against this backdrop,
numerous initiatives aimed at improving the quality of education, particularly

literacy, have been undertaken by the Department of Education (DBE).

The Kha Ri Gude Mass Literacy Campaign launched in February 2008 was chiefly
aimed at reaching 4.7 million illiterate people, enabling them to read, write and
calculate in their mother tongue in an attempt to reduce the illiteracy rate by 2015
by 50% (DBE: online). Likewise, the Quality Learning and Teaching Campaign
(QLTC), also launched in 2008, aimed to improve the quality of education for all
children and to ensure improved learner achievement (DBE, 2008). However,
despite such initiatives, learner achievement consistently suggest that the quality
of education remains poor, as evidenced in results of various international and
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national studies wherein South Africa learners achieved lower than the

benchmarks and standards.

For instance, in the PIRLS 2006, they achieved a mean average of 302, well
below the international average of 500 (Howie et al., 2008). In the Southern and
Eastern Africa Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality (SACMEQ Ill), in
which Grade 6 learners were tested in reading and Mathematics (SACMEQ,
2010), achievement fell below the mean average of 500. In the 2010 Annual
National Assessment (ANA), in which learners were tested for reading and
Mathematics, results found currency with the aforementioned studies. A little over
half (563%) of Grade 3 learners did not achieve at least 35% in the literacy test
(DBE, 2011).

With this in mind, literature indicates that few South African studies focus on
school conditions in relation to learner achievement (Howie, 2000; Kotze &
Strauss, 2006; Milner & Khoza, 2008). Howie (2000) describes factors beyond the
school control, such as the location of the school and the home language of the
learner in a study of Grade 8 Mathematics achievement. McEvoy and Welker
(2000) argue that a better understanding of poor learner achievement is largely
based on the ability to identify and modify school climate. In this study, however, a
view is taken that better understanding of poor learner achievement rests with the
ability to identify those school conditions that may enhance or hinder learner
achievement. This study, then, explores the effect of school conditions on learner
reading achievement in primary schools in South Africa, utilising PIRLS 2006
South African data.

1.5 MAIN RESEARCH QUESTION

The aim of the study is to identify those statistically significant school conditions
that either enhance or impede learner reading achievement. This study is a
secondary analysis of the PIRLS 2006 South African data using the learner,

teacher, learner and school questionnaires, drawing on selected items considered
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significant for the study. It is against this background that the following question is

asked:

What are the effects of school conditions on learner reading

achievement in primary schools?

The study is also guided by five research sub-questions:

1.6

. What is the context in which PIRLS 2006 was undertaken in terms of inputs

(as measured by learner enrolment, teacher characteristics and available
physical resources) and the context in respect of the school’s physical

location?

To what extent does Educational Leadership (as measured by the

principal’s daily activities) have an effect on learner reading achievement?

What is the effect of Curriculum Quality on learner reading achievement (as
measured by the opportunity to learn, attention for learners with special
educational needs, assessment practices and programmes aimed at

encouraging parental involvement)?

What is the role of Safety and Orderly Atmosphere in the school
environment (as perceived by school principals) and its effect on learner

reading achievement?

To what extent does the Use of Resources (as measured by the frequent
use of textbooks, reading series, workbooks or worksheets, children’s
newspapers and or magazines, computer software for reading instructions,
reading material on the internet, variety of children’s books and material

from other subjects) have an effect on learner reading achievement?

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

As the aim of this research is to determine the effect of school conditions on

learner reading achievement in primary schools, drawing on the PIRLS 2006
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South African data, this study is designed as a predictive secondary data analysis

embedded within a quantitative research approach.

In secondary data analysis, the researcher does not have the opportunity to collect
further data but rather re-analyses the data to answer a different question to the
original study (Babbie & Mouton, 2001). The researcher does not have direct
interaction with respondents or participants, which implies that he or she is
detached or independent from that which is researched (Creswell, 1994). In a
quantitative approach, the researcher attempts to understand the phenomena
from the outsider perspective to keep the research process free of bias (Welman,
Kruger & Mitchell, 2010). In this regard, and in keeping with the research question,
the researcher is concerned with determining which school conditions are most
highly related to the complex factor such as learner reading achievement (Gay,
Mills & Airasian, 2009).

The current study draws on selected items from the PIRLS 2006 South African
data, particularly from the learner, teacher and school questionnaires. PIRLS 2006
South African data was collected using a cross-sectional survey. Vanderstoep and
Johnston (2009) cogently note that the use of cross-sectional surveys in a
quantitative approach provides opportunity to collect large quantities of data that
may be reflective of the population in a relatively short time. The PIRLS 2006
South African data is sufficiently representative of Grades 4 and 5 learner
population in primary schools and reflective of the school population by language

and province (Howie et al., 2008).

As this is a study with multiple variables, a multivariate data analysis technique is
used, specifically Multiple Regression Analysis technique. The flexibility and
adaptability of multiple regression analysis allows for its use in any dependency
relationship (Hair, Anderson, Tatham & Black, 1998). Chapter 4 provides a more

in-depth discussion on the research methodology and design used.
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1.7 STRUCTURE OF THE DISSERTATION

Chapter 2 provides an historical overview of IEA and the origin of PIRLS 2006.
Various definitions of reading literacy are explored and a definition for PIRLS 2006
is presented coupled with the purpose for reading and processes for reading
comprehension. The home, school and classrooms as contexts within which
learners learn to read are also highlighted. Lastly, background questionnaires
utilised to collect data about behaviour and attitudes are also discussed as well as
the focus on school context through the use of selected items from the teacher

and school questionnaires.

Chapter 3 provides an overview of literature and highlights the difference between
school effectiveness and school improvement to draw on selected school
conditions that have been found to correlate closely with learner achievement.
This study also draws on school climate literature and considers selected school
conditions that relate to learner achievement based on a broader field of school
climate literature. Scheerens’ (2000, 2005) school effectiveness model of Context
—Input—Process-Output as a conceptual framework that was used to guide the

analysis and interpretation of results is also highlighted.

Chapter 4 outlines a numerical secondary data analysis research design
embedded within a quantitative paradigm. Multiple Regression Analysis was used
as a method for this study, using the IDB Analyzer software to answer the
research questions. The chapter sheds light on the nature of the PIRLS 2006
study, including capturing, processing, reliability and validity of data. A three-stage
cluster sampling design which was stratified by province and language was used.
Although various questionnaires were used to elicit information about different
learner contexts this study was concerned with the learners’ school conditions,
hence the use of the teacher and principal questionnaires against learner
achievement. Lastly, ethical clearance was applied for and granted by both the
CEA and the University’s ethical clearance committee for access to the data and

the subsequent analysis thereof.

Chapter 5 describes a wide range of input variables such as the school context,

learner demographics as well as teacher demographics. Process variables include
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the principal’s leadership role as reflected by daily activities such as time spent in
teaching, administration, curriculum development and staff development. Process
variables also focused on the activities of teachers in creating learning
opportunities and their assessment practices. In addition, action or inaction
undertaken by the school to support learners with special educational needs
together with efforts to involve parents are described. In this study learner
achievement represents the output variables. More importantly, this chapter
attempts to answer the first research sub-question. It concludes by paying
attention to how the IEA computed learner achievement (Plausible Values) and

presents a distribution of international reading achievement.

Chapter 6 provides a rigorous analysis and reliability analysis of each item. As
selected questionnaire items were not dichotomous, a Cronbach Alpha approach
was utilised to test the reliability of individual items. Dovetailing reliability
coefficients, factor analysis results are presented to determine the extent to which
items cluster together. Lastly, evidence to answer the research question is

presented as derived from multiple regression results.

Chapter 7 presents a summary of results through a discussion of each sub-
question. A discussion of results highlights the importance of creating and
maintaining an enabling environment which holds promise for improved quality of
education. Lastly, the chapter concludes with reflections on the conceptual

framework coupled with recommendations and proposals for further studies.
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CHAPTER 2

THE PROGRESS IN INTERNATIONAL READING LITERACY
STUDY (PIRLS) 2006

21 INTRODUCTION

“Our children and youths need to be better prepared by schools to read, write,
think critically and solve numerical problems. These skills are the foundation on
which further studies, job satisfaction, productivity and meaningful citizenship are
based” (DBE, 2010, p.8). This statement indicates that schools need to be aware
of their responsibilities and be appropriately prepared to deliver on this mandate,
particularly as the quality of schooling is a strong determinant of reading
achievement (Bohlmann & Pretorius, 2008). Taylor, Pearson, Clark and Walpole
(2000) argue that effective schools tend to prioritise reading and have a strong link
with parents of learners, with teachers in the school collaborating on the delivery

of reading instruction and being responsive to learner needs (Allington, 2002).

As an independent international cooperative organisation, the |IEA coordinates
research organisations and government education departments with a permanent
office in the Netherlands (Mullis, Martin, Kennedy & Foy, 2007). In conducting
PIRLS, the IEA provides concrete system-level information of reading literacy
achievement in addition to offering suggestions not only to researchers but also to
teachers “on how to improve literacy and reading achievement” (Mullis, Kennedy,
Martin & Sainsbury, 2006, p.v). The IEA was established in 1958 by a group of
researchers, mainly from the fields of educational psychology as well as sociology
and psychometry, who met in Hamburg and decided that Germany should
consider undertaking a study of measured outcomes in education (Neville, 1995).
A feasibility comparative study was conducted during the period 1959 to 1961,
resulting in a First International Mathematics Study (FIMS), and by 1995 over 50

educational systems were participating (Neville, 1995).

With respect to reading literacy, the first PIRLS study took place in 1991, but was
initially called the Reading Literacy Study 1991 (Postlethwaite & Ross, 1992).
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PIRLS is conducted every five years with PIRLS 2001 having 32 educational
systems2 participating across 35 countries. PIRLS 2006 was the second such
study, comprising 40 countries with 45 education systems participating. The focus
of PIRLS is to measure trends in children’s reading literacy achievement, as well

as policy and practices related to literacy (Mullis et al., 2007).

Learners who are in their fourth year of schooling are the primary focus for
assessment by PIRLS 2006. The target grade should be the grade that represents
four years of schooling, counting from the first year of the ISCED [International
Standard Classification of Education] level 1 (Mullis et al., 2006, p.7).

The following section describes the conduct of PIRLS 2006, firstly by looking at
definitions of reading literacy (2.2) then the contexts for learning to read (2.3). The
PIRLS 2006 framework includes: reading purposes and processes of
comprehension and is discussed in Section 2.4. Thereafter the assessment
instruments such as the assessment booklets and the background questionnaires
for the study are discussed in Section 2.5. Lastly Section 2.6 provides a summary
of Chapter 2.

2.2 READING LITERACY

Pretorius and Ribbens (2005) broadly refer to literacy as a socially constructed
form of human behaviour which entails language activities such as reading, writing
and speaking. However, in an attempt to develop an appropriate definition of
reading literacy that will serve as a foundation for PIRLS 2006, the IEA revisited its
1991 study in which reading literacy was defined as “the ability to understand and
use those written language forms required by society and/or valued by the
individual” (Mullis et al., 2006, p.3). As a result of the Reading Development Group
for 2001 deliberations regarding the definition were refined to highlight the
widespread importance of reading in schools and everyday life. The following
definition was then adopted for PIRLS 2006:

? Reference to education systems is made in instances where entire countries did not participate in PIRLS
and instead only provinces or regions.
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vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv

Reading literacy is defined as the ability to understand and use
those written language forms required by society and /or valued by
the individual. Young readers can construct meaning from a variety
of text. They read to learn, to participate in communities of readers

in school and everyday life, and for enjoyment (Mullis et al., 2006
p.3).

The above definition of reading literacy, according to the authors, reflects
numerous theories of reading literacy, attitudes of readers and reasons for
reading. The definition reflects reading as a constructive and interactive process.
Readers construct meaning through interaction between themselves and texts in
the context of a particular reading experience. Reading literacy also implies
knowing effective reading strategies as well as reflecting on what was read.
Readers are thought of as active participants who are able to use their various
reading strategies to learn from a host of text types, such as books, newspapers,
magazines, documents, text messaging, television and traditional media. More
importantly, classrooms and school libraries, as socially constructed
environments, may provide learners with formal as well as informal opportunities
to broaden their perspectives about texts and thus view reading as a shared

experience with both their classmates and schoolmates.

Reading experience is not only shared within the confines of either the classroom
or the school but may be extended to the learner’s family, community and friends
(Mullis et al., 2006). However, learning to read occurs in a wide variety of contexts,

such as nation and community, home, school as well as the classroom.

2.3 CONTEXT FOR LEARNING TO READ

Reading literacy is acquired through a variety of activities and with experiences
within various contexts. Although some experiences are structured and some
informal, they are both important in aiding learners to develop reading literacy.
PIRLS 2006 identifies four contexts in which learning to read takes place, namely,
the national and community context, the home context, the school context as well

as the classroom context.
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These connect and support each other and the connection between home and
school is an important element in learning in general and learning to read in
particular (Mullis et al., 2004). These different contexts, as depicted in Figure 2.1
(below), foreground the development of PIRLS (Schwippert & Lenkeit, 2012) and

provide a theoretical framework that guides the development of the PIRLS study.

Figure 2.1: Context for the Development of Reading Literacy (taken from Mullis et al., 2004,
p.25)

2.3.1 National and Community Context

National and community level factors, such as the cultural background, social,
political and economic, together contribute to the background of a learner's
development within a country. The success a country might have in educating its
children and thereby producing a literate society depends to a greater degree on
the emphasis on the goals of literacy for all, the resources the country has and the
manner in which effective strategies are put together to effectively provide
programmes and incentives that not only foster reading but also improve learner

achievement (Mullis et al., 2006).
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The decisions and direction a country makes pertaining to the emphasis on
literacy and literacy activities are profoundly influenced by its citizen’s beliefs in
literacy. These beliefs are largely reflected through national and local policies
which will have an influence within the school context. Parents and members of
the community may foster an environment that values reading and thus invite and

share experiences with text (Mullis et al., 2006).

According to Mullis et al. (2006), the rate of literacy is a function of the country’s
demographics and national economy. Countries such as South Africa, with a large
and diverse population, tend to face greater challenges than their counterparts.
Economic resources enable better educational facilities and provide an opportunity
to invest in literacy programmes across all schools. The manner in which schools
operate is mainly influenced by educational policies of a country. Some countries
such as England have a highly centralised education system and thus policy-
related decisions are made at either national or regional level and tend to show
uniformity in terms of curriculum choices, textbooks and other general policies
(Twist, 2012). Other countries with a decentralised education system, such as
New Zealand, tend to show differentiation on how learners are taught and

progress within the system (Mullis et al., 2006; Chamberlain, 2012).

In this respect, South Africa shows a combination of both centralised and
decentralised education systems. The Department of Basic Education (DBE)
operates at national level and is concerned mainly with policy formulation while

implementation is decentralised to provinces.

2.3.2 Home Context

Long before a learner starts school, parents or caregivers, siblings and other
family members, including the immediate community, influence and impart their
own beliefs about reading and the learner is inevitably exposed to and
experiences some form of text. An important lesson for the learner is that printed
text conveys meaning and reading is desirable for development (Mullis et al.,
2006).
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Linguistic diversity poses a challenge to both parents and teachers in creating
environments that are conducive to the development of reading. Au (1998) states
that if the language used by the learner at home differs from the language at
school then the learner may experience challenges in his or her journey in learning
to read. These challenges may manifest in limited use of instructions in the home
language and a lack of encouragement for learners to utilise their existing
language skills as a foundation for developing literacy (Au, 1998). Coupled with
linguistic diversity is the importance of supporting teachers in their instructional
efforts so that they may create an environment that accepts diversity (Flynn & Hill,
2005). The social and cultural aspect plays an important role in developing reading
literacy in South Africa, a country with a diverse population and 11 official
languages. Despite diversity, parents need to encourage and express positive and
enhancing opinions about reading and literacy in general. Parental involvement
not only reinforces the value of learning to read but is also an important element in
strengthening the home—school connections, because learners with strong home-

school connection tend to achieve better outcomes (Mullis et al., 2006).

Equally important are the choices that parents make in becoming involved in their
child’s education. In this regard, Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1995) explain that
parents become involved in developing their child’s reading because they have
developed a positive sense of efficacy for helping their children succeed in school,
they perceive opportunities or demands for involvement from children themselves
or the school and finally, and regard helping their children as a parental role
(p.311).

Section 20 (1) (e) of the South African School Act of 1996, provides for parental
involvement through the School Governing Body (SGB). It is required that an SGB
of a school “supports the principal, teachers and other staff of the school in the
performance of their professional functions” (p.B-12). For this reason, schools are
taking initiatives through home and school communication to get parents involved
in their children’s learning (Lemmer & van Wyk, 2004). However, Heystek (2003)
observes that parental involvement tends to be limited because of negative
attitudes towards schools and inferior feelings parents have. Lemmer and van

Wyk (2007) add that limited knowledge or uneducated parents and negative
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educational experiences that parents may have may also contribute to limited
parental involvement. On the other hand, Jeynes (2005) reveals that a relationship
between parental reading, parental expectations and the checking of homework is
statistically significant across racial and gender lines, thus more parental
involvement tends to correlate with high learner achievement (Singh, Mbokodi &
Msila, 2004).

2.3.3 School Context

The school may influence the development of learners’ reading literacy through
factors such as the school policy and curriculum, as well as the general school
environment and resources. Brown, Collins and Duguid (1989) reveal that
knowledge development is a product of activities and context within which it takes
place. Similarly, development of literacy is a function of interrelated activities and

the context within which it happens, such as the school.

The school policy and curriculum provide for the environment for formal reading
instructions in the hopes of enhancing learner achievement. Despite uniform
policies and curricula in South African primary schools, Zimmerman (2010), also in
a secondary analysis of PIRLS 2006 data, observes that language teaching
activities tend to be diverse, which implies varying implementation of curricula

across schools.

Not only are strategies diverse and implementation of the curriculum varied, but
teachers seem to lack the appropriate skills to develop high quality tasks
(Ramothlale, 2008). Under these circumstances, a school policy that fosters an
opportunity for teachers to purposefully collaborate on curriculum matters is
important and necessary (Goddard, Goddard & Tschannen—Moran, 2007). In
essence, enhancing learner reading achievement may very well depend on a
sense of security for all. More important are the positive attitudes and collaboration

of teachers and learners in enhancing a positive school environment.

Resource availability and their subsequent use is another important aspect in
enhancing the quality of learner reading experiences (Mullis et al., 2006).
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This study pays special attention to the school context because what happens or

may happen in class is not unconnected to the school context.

2.3.4 Classroom Context

The day-to-day classroom activities are more than likely to have a significant
impact on the reading development of learners without discounting the general
school environment. The teacher is the most critical human resource in the
classroom and can positively or negatively influence the learner’s reading literacy
development, by either increasing or decreasing opportunities for learning
(Fillmore & Snow, 2000).

Teacher qualifications reflect the level of training the teacher has received and
have a profound impact on the development of reading literacy for learners,
including the quality of instruction for the development of reading literacy. In
addition, sustained teacher development has the potential to broaden the
teacher’s knowledge of reading literacy and heighten his or her effectiveness in
the classroom (Mullis et al., 2006). It is in the classroom that learners spend much
of their day while at school, thus an enabling environment and structure may have
a greater influence on the development of reading literacy in the learner. The
teacher in this regard may structure the classroom in such a manner to encourage

reading development (Mullis et al., 2006).

The teacher not only has to structure the classroom, but is also required and
expected to select relevant instructional materials and technology to foster reading
activities (Mullis et al., 2006). Word recognition, comprehension and writing
activities are some of the instructional strategies that teachers may employ to
encourage and foster reading literacy development. Integral to this learning
process is assessment and homework which provide an opportunity to monitor
learner’s progress and to extend reading activities as well as offer support (Mullis
et al., 2006).
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2.4 THE PIRLS 2006 ASSESSMENT FRAMEWORK

PIRLS 2006 focused on three aspects of assessing reading literacy which
included purposes for reading, processes of comprehension, and reading

behaviours and attitudes to reading (Mullis et al., 2006).

A spread of the percentage of text in the reading assessment that is dedicated to

reading purposes and process for comprehension is encapsulated in Table 2.1.

Table 2.1: Percentages of Reading Assessment devoted to Reading Purposes and
Processes (taken from Mullis et al., 2006)

Purposes for Reading Percentage
Literary Experience 50%
Acquire and Use Information 50%

Process of Comprehension

Focus on and Retrieve Explicitly Stated Information 20%
Make Straightforward Inferences 30%
Interpret and Integrate ldeas and Information 30%
Examine and Evaluate Content, Language, and Textual 20%
Elements

Although PIRLS 2006 examines the purposes of reading and the processes of
comprehension separately, neither function independently or in isolation of each
other or from the context in which learners live and learn. The processes of
comprehension and the purposes for reading form the basis of the written test of

reading comprehension (Mullis et al., 2006) and are discussed below.

241 Purposes for Reading

There are various reasons for reading. Widely, these reasons may include
personal interest, pleasure, community participation and reading to learn.
However, PIRLS 2006 focuses on two purposes for reading that are assumed to
account for most of the reading done by learners in a variety of contexts.
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These are, according to Mullis et al. (2006), reading for literary experience and
reading to acquire and use information. The purposes for reading are achieved
through the learner’s interaction with the text. Because both types of reading
purposes are important for learners at this stage, PIRLS 2006 affords both

purposes equal weight in the assessment of each (see Table 2.1, above).

With respect to reading for literary experience, the learner engages with the text
so as to become involved in imagined events or settings and be able to
appreciate and enjoy the language. To better understand the literature, the
learner needs to relate the text to his or her experiences, feelings and knowledge
of the literary forms. In the main, literary texts used in the PIRLS 2006
assessment are drawn from narrative fiction and offer the learner the opportunity
to explore situations and feelings they have not yet encountered. Although some
of the PIRLS 2006 reading assessment takes the form of narrative fiction,
events, actions and consequences, it provides the learner with the experience to

reflect upon situations that mirror real life (Mullis et al., 2006).

Reading to acquire and use information is the second purpose for reading. Here
the learner is presented with the opportunity to interact with aspects of the real
world so that an understanding can form of how the world is and has been and
why certain things work as they do. Learners may go beyond the mere
acquisition of information and actually use the information for reasoning and also
in actions (Mullis et al., 2006). Texts in this regard may be arranged
chronologically, logically and expositorily thus presenting explanations or
describing event. In PIRLS 2006, informational texts may be presented using

tables or illustrated with both diagrams and pictures.

2.4.2 Processes of Comprehension

Assessment of reading comprehension rests on the process for comprehension
and purposes for reading (Mullis et al., 2006). Four processes of comprehension

are assessed within each of the two purposes for reading.

The first process is focusing on and retrieving explicitly stated information; the
second making straightforward inferences; the third interpreting and integrating
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ideas and information; the last process examining and evaluating content,
language and textual elements. These processes form a hierarchy from easiest

to most complex (Mullis et al., 2006).

With respect to the process of focusing on and retrieving explicitly stated
information, the learner is expected to retrieve only information contained in the
text, in which case there is no need to infer from the text or to interpret it.
Learners executing this process may use various ways to locate and understand
content that is relevant to the question asked. Retrieving explicitly stated
information requires that the learner not only understand what is stated explicitly

but also how information is related to the question posed (Mullis et al., 2006).

Reading tasks that may exemplify this type of text processing may include the

following:

¢ |dentifying information that is relevant to the specific goal of reading

e Looking for specific ideas

e Searching for definitions of words or phrases

¢ |dentifying the setting of a story (for example, time, place)

e Finding the topic sentence or main idea (when explicitly stated) (Mullis et
al., 2006, p.13).

In so far as making straightforward inferences is concern, the learner is required
to construct meaning from text and be able to move beyond its surface so as to
fill in the perceived ‘gaps’ in meaning that often occur. In this case, the ideas are
explicitly stated and are text-based. However, it is the responsibility of the
learner to connect these ideas so as to draw inferences (Mullis et al., 2006).
Reading tasks that demonstrate this type of text processing may include the

following:

e Making inferences that one event caused another event
e Concluding what is the main point made by a series of arguments
e Determining the referent of a pronoun

¢ Identifying generalisations made in the text
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e Describing the relationship between two characters (Mullis et al., 2006, p.
14).

Mullis et al. (2006) explain that learners who engage in the interpretive process
do so in order to construct a more specific or more complex understanding of the
text through integrating their personal knowledge and experiences with the
meaning that is found in it. However, meaning constructed in such a way may
differ because of the personal experiences and reading skills that the learner
brings or meaning attached to events in the text. Nonetheless the process is
similar to the making of straightforward inferences in that the learner is

processing text beyond the sentence level.

Reading tasks that may be associated with this type of text processing may

include:

e Discerning the overall message or theme of a text

e Considering an alternative to actions of characters

e Comparing and contrasting text information

e Inferring a story’s mood or tone

e Interpreting a real-world application of textual information (Mullis et al.,
2006, p.15).

Lastly, at the most complex level for which PIRLS 2006 makes provision,
learners are expected to engage in the process of examining and evaluating
content, language and textual elements. In order for the learners to be able to
examine or even evaluate content, their understanding of the world comes into
play. They are able to accept, reject or remain neutral to the text presentation.
Here meaning is examined from the personal perspective or an objective
perspective. Learners who engage in this process are regarded as “...standing

apart from the text and examining or evaluating it” (Mullis et al., 2006, p.16).

Reading tasks that may represent this type of text processing include the

following:

o Evaluating the likelihood that the events described could really happen

e Describing how the author devised a surprise ending
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e Judging the completeness or clarity of information in the text
e Determining an author’s perspective on the central topic (Mullis et al.,
2006, p.16).

2.5 ASSESSMENT INSTRUMENTS

Consistent with the broad covered goals of the PIRLS 2006 framework and the
emphasis on the use of authentic text, passages together with their accompanying
items required extensive time. A total of 13 assessment booklets were designed

(Mullis et al., 2006), each containing two reading passages.

2.5.1 Reading Literacy: Achievement Booklets

Grade 4 level stories and informational texts, included in the assessment booklets,
were taken from different countries (Howie & Venter, 2008). An important finding
by the PIRLS Reading Development Group was that a valid assessment of two
purposes for reading, namely reading for literary experience and reading to
acquire and use information, with reliable measures of two processes of
comprehension would have meant six hours of testing time. It is unreasonable to
expect the administration of the entire set of passages and test items to any one
child. Consequently, the PIRLS 2006 achievement booklet design used a matrix
sampling technique, whereby the passages and accompanying items were divided
into groups or blocks, and individual learner booklets were made up from these
blocks according to a plan. The six hours of testing time were then divided into
40—-minute blocks of passages and items, labelled as follows: L1 — L5 for the
literary passages and |1 — |5 for the informational passages (see Table 2.2) (Mullis
et al., 2006).
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Table 2.2: PIRLS 2006 Matrix—Sampling Blocks (taken from Mullis et al., 2006, p.39)

Purpose for Reading Block
Literary Experience L1 L2 L3 L4 L5
Acquire and Use Information M1 12 13 14 15

The 10 blocks were then distributed across 13 booklets, each consisting of two
40-minute blocks of passages and items, with each learner expected to respond
to one assessment booklet. Booklet 13 consisted of two blocks (one literary and
one informational) and was presented in colour and a magazine—type format with
questions in a separate booklet. This learner booklet is referred to as the PIRLS
“‘Reader” (Mullis et al., 2006) and was left at schools after completion of data

collection for use in the classroom.

Table 2.3 (above) illustrates how the test booklets were compiled. Twelve test
booklets are derived by combining four literary (L1, L2, L3 and L4) and four
informational (11, 12, I3 and 14) Blocks. The 13" booklet, the Reader, accounts for
the remaining literary block, L5, and informational block, 15. Although the blocks,
L5 and 15, in the Reader are not directly linked with any other block, the pairing of
blocks in booklet 1 to 12 ensures that there are good links both among the literary

and informational passages as well as between the two purposes for reading.

Table 2.3: PIRLS 2006 Learner Booklet Design (taken from Mullis et al., 2006).

Booklet Literary Experience Acquire and Use Information
1 L1 L2
2 L2 L3
3 L3 L4
4 L4 1
5 11 12
6 12 13
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© University of Pretoria




Booklet Literary Experience Acquire and Use Information
7 13 14
8 14 L1
9 L1 1
10 12 L2
11 L3 13
12 14 L4
Reader LS 15

2.5.2 Question Type and Scoring Procedures

The PIRLS 2006 assessment uses two question formats, namely multiple choice
and constructed response items. Each multiple choice question is worth one point.
Apart from one point, each multiple choice question provides learners with four
response options, of which only one is correct. Mark allocation on the constructed
response questions depends on the depth of understanding required in a
constructed, written response. Constructed response questions are worth one, two
or three points. This question type is mainly used to assess any of the four
comprehension processes and is consistent with the definition of literacy
underlying the framework. On average, at least 15 score points — made up of
approximately seven multiple-choice items (1 point each), two or three short-
answer items (1 or 2 points each), and one extended response item (3 points) -

were designed (Mullis et al., 2006).

2.5.3 Behaviours and Attitudes: Questionnaires

It is broadly accepted that reading for knowledge and information is the hallmark of
reading literacy. Apart from the ability to construct meaning, reading literacy
involves attitudes and behaviours that support not only reading acquisition but also
sustain lifelong reading. Learners with a positive attitude for reading tend to read
for pleasure and information (Van Staden & Howie, 2008). In such instances, they

gain valuable experience in reading different types of texts that may further their
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development as proficient readers. These learners are likely to discuss their
reading either in writing or orally and are thus establishing themselves as
members of the literate community. It was therefore important that PIRLS 2006
investigated learner’'s reading literacy behaviours and attitudes through the

learner, parent, teacher and school questionnaires (Mullis et al., 2006).

Studying the home and school factors closely associated with learner’s reading
literacy is an important purpose in the PIRLS 2006 study. Accordingly it
administered questionnaires to learners, their parents, teachers and principals of
the schools. These questionnaires were designed to measure important aspects of
learners’ home and school environment (Mullis et al., 2006). A discussion of each

follows.

Learner Questionnaire

Each learner who was tested was required to complete the learner questionnaire.
Aspects regarding the learner’'s home and school life, classroom experiences and
reading homework, self-perception and attitudes towards reading, out-of-school
reading habits, computer use, home literacy resources and basic demographics
are asked. Fifteen to 30 minutes were required for learners to complete the

questionnaire (Mullis et al., 2006).

Learning to Read Survey

The home factors or background information were collected through what was
referred to by the PIRLS 2006 study as the Learning to Read Survey. The parents
or caregivers completed the questionnaire taking 15-30 minutes for completion.
Information collected included parent-child literacy interactions, home literacy
resources, parents reading habits and attitudes. In addition, the questionnaire
collected specific information on the demographics and socio-economic aspects,
thus providing a global picture of an important context for learning to read (Mullis
et al., 2006).
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Teacher Questionnaire

The teacher questionnaire collected data on the characteristics of the class tested,
instructional time, materials, classroom resources, assessment practices, home-
school connection, teachers’ views on their opportunities for collaboration with
other teachers and teacher development as well as personal information about the
teachers’ education and training. This questionnaire was completed by the teacher
whose class was sampled and required about 30 minutes to complete (Mullis et
al., 2006).

School Questionnaire

The principal of each school participating in PIRLS 2006 was expected to
complete the school questionnaire, designed to take 30 minutes to complete and
provide information about the school enrolment, school characteristics, available
resources, indicators of socio-economic background of learners in the school,
instructional time, school resources, emphasis and materials in reading

instructions, home-school relations and school climate (Mullis et al., 2006).

Curriculum Questionnaire

The national research coordinator of PIRLS 2006 in each country completed the
curriculum questionnaire, which sought information pertaining to the goals of
reading instructions, reading curriculum, national policy on reading, which included
time specified for reading, goals and standards for reading instruction, provision of
books and other literacy resources (Mullis et al., 2006). Data collected from the

questionnaire does not form part of the current study.

Minor revisions were suggested for PIRLS 2006 and incorporated into the PIRLS
2006 contextual framework and these included:

e Expand the section on national and community context to include the

emphasis on literacy in a country
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¢ Include more references to the home context, such as home resources and

student’s literacy activities outside of school

e Separate school and classroom context to differentiate between influencing

factors of these environments

e Add a section to address homework and both formal and informal

assessment of performance in reading within classroom context

e Update references to include current research since PIRLS 2001 (Kennedy,
2007, p.24).

However, in keeping with the investigation of the school context, this study only
focuses on selected items from the teacher questionnaire as well as the school
questionnaire and excludes the curriculum questionnaire, learner questionnaire
and parent questionnaire (or Learning to Read Survey). Learner data for purposes

of this study takes the form of the achievement data.

26 SUMMARY

The focus in this chapter was on providing an overview of the IEA and the origin of
PIRLS 2006. A definition espoused for PIRLS 2006 was presented coupled with
the purpose for reading and processes for reading comprehension. The different
contexts not only provide a theoretical framework for the development of the
PIRLS 2006 study, but also to describe those contexts within which learners learn

to read.

This chapter paid attention to the assessment data available for Grade 5 learners,
as well as contextual background information as gathered by means of learner,
parent, teacher and principal questionnaires. Of interest to this study is particularly
the teacher and principal questionnaires in efforts to provide relevant data about
the learner’s reading achievement in relation to different curricular, instructional
practices as well as the general school environment (Mullis et al., 2007). Although
PIRLS 2006 has as its focus the experiences learners have both at home and
school, only the school context, as derived from teacher and school questionnaire

data, is significant to this study, coupled with learner achievement data.
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CHAPTER 3

A REVIEW OF LITERATURE

3.1  INTRODUCTION

This study aims to determine the effect of school conditions on learner reading
achievement in primary schools in South Africa using PIRLS 2006 South African
data. It utilises the body of School Effectiveness Research (SER), School
Improvement Research as well as school climate literature to focus on school
conditions for purposes of this study that may have an effect on learner
achievement. Building on the concept of school climate, this study follows the
traditions of school effectiveness research by measuring the relative relationship
strength between school enhancing conditions and learner reading achievement in

primary schools in South Africa.

Before any discussion of school conditions can take place, school climate needs
to be explored, an aspect of school effectiveness as described by Scheerens
(2005). This has been observed to have a positive effect on the quality of learner
achievement (Lubienski, Lubienski, & Crane, 2008; Scheerens, 2005) provided
demographic factors are kept constant. However, in South Africa demographic
factors may play a major role considering the country’s history of inequality.
Equally important is that school climate does not only have a positive effect on
learner achievement but it is also a factor that has a strong relationship with the
quality of learner achievement (O’Donnell & White 2005). Apart from having a
strong relationship with learner achievement, school climate studies find
significance in school effectiveness research (Anderson, 1982; Scheerens, 2005;
Johnson, Livinston, Schwartz & Slate, 2000; Scherman, 2002; Nkosi, 2007), which
is traditionally concerned with the association of school enhancing conditions and
learner achievement, that is what works best in education and why (Creemers,
2002; Scheerens, 2005). School improvement research tends to focus mainly on

policy necessary to improve learner achievement.
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Researchers and education policymakers have long been interested in the effects
of schooling on learners, and their concern includes what to look at in schools and
how. Though complicated, this task requires the studying of human behaviour in
schools which involves ordering and conceptualisation of simultaneously existing
and mutually interacting variables (Argyris, 1952, as cited in Anderson, 1982).
However, McEvoy and Welker (2000) posit that a school climate that is
characterised by positive interpersonal relationships and optimal learner
opportunities, irrespective of the school’'s demographic environment, has the

potential to enhance learner achievement.

Against this background, the aim of Chapter 3 is to explore literature from school
effectiveness research, school improvement research and school climate to
identify school conditions that may link with learner achievement. The chapter
describes this study’s conceptual framework that will guide data analysis and

concludes with a discussion of the research sub-questions guiding this study.

Section 3.2 elaborates on school effectiveness and school improvement in order
to ground the study, while Section 3.3 presents what school conditions refers to in
this study against a background of school climate as a specific aspect of school
effectiveness. Section 3.4 focuses on the discussion of some of the factors that
find prominence in both school climate and school effectiveness research studies
which will provide insight on the effects of school conditions on learner reading
achievement. Scheerens’ (2000,2005) integrated model for school effectiveness
studies is used as a conceptual framework for this study and will be discussed in

Section 3.5, while the summary of the chapter is found in Section 3.6.

3.2 SCHOOL EFFECTIVENESS AND SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT

School effectiveness encompasses all theories and research studies that have, as
a focal point, a direct link between educational processes and learner
achievement (Creemers & Reezigt, 1997). Thus, school effectiveness studies rest
on the assumption that a school has a profound effect on learner achievement

(Purkey & Smith, 1983; Johnson et al., 2000).
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According to Creemers and Reezigt (1997), school effectiveness is concerned
essentially with developing knowledge based on questions, theories and research
about educational practices, providing a better insight into educational
phenomena, to objectively engage in the investigation of how education works and

thus explaining underlying processes in terms of stable causes and effect.

School effectiveness studies have identified a range of school-wide factors and
classroom enhancing factors, as in the review by Purkey and Smith (1983, p.443):
The school and the management of the site which includes all staff of the school

comprise:

1. Instructional leadership that specifically focuses on the principal's

management of the school.
2. Staff stability, such as exceptional interpersonal relationships.

3. Curriculum articulation and organisation, which implies a planned and
purposeful programme that is academically beneficial. This is a clear

programme that focusses on the purpose or aim of the curriculum.

4. School-wide staff development aimed at providing relevant skills and

techniques related to the instructional programme.
5. District support in the form of guiding and helping the entire school.

However, Scheerens (2005, p.196), through his review of school effectiveness
studies, has provided what appears to be the most comprehensive list of 12

enhancing factors for school effectiveness:

Achievement orientation/High expectations/Teacher expectation
Educational leadership

Consensus and cohesion among staff

Curriculum quality/ opportunity to learn

School climate

Evaluative potential

Parental involvement

© N O g bk~ W DN =

Classroom climate
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9. Effective learning time (classroom management)
10. Structured instruction
11. Differentiation, adaptive instructions

12.Feedback and reinforcement

Teddlie and Reynolds (2001) and Luyten, Visscher and Witziers (2004) classify
criticism directed at School Effectiveness Research (SER) into three main
categories. Firstly, the political-ideological nature of SER is problematic. Critics
regard SER as blinded by governmental concern and an obsession with the link
between school factors and learner achievement, with the result that objectivity

may be compromised (Luyten et al., 2005).

Second are the theoretical limitations of SER, as conclusions on how a particular
phenomenon influences learner performance may not be plausible and thus may
impede theory development (Teddlie & Reynolds, 2001). In this regard, Luyten et
al. (2004) propose that SER needs to have standardised instruments and be able
to draw from other theoretical developments in other disciplines. Creemers (2002),
echoing this idea, proposes that school effectiveness research draws from other
disciplines in order to be able to integrate school effectiveness and school
improvement perspectives and achieve effective improvements. By extension it
may contribute to theory development. Lastly, quantitative research methodology
uses survey methods, particularly cross-sectional methods, and according to
critics only makes a brief outline rather than studies that cover a wide time span.
Furthermore, during data analysis a tendency to control school input
characteristics results in reporting only the between school variance which
constitutes limited impact on school effects. Luyten et al. (2004) suggest that
school effectiveness research may benefit by focusing on the teachers because
“the effect of schooling is more appropriately in the rate of learning rather than in
the level of learner achievement” (p.266). However, a pragmatic approach in

studying schools may offer advantages (Teddlie & Reynolds, 2001).

Creemers and Reezigt (1997) posit that all theories and research studies that
focus on strategies for educational change to increase learner achievement,
coupled with strengthening the school management capacity, may be classified

within the school improvement perspective.
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Harris and Chrispeels (2006) trace the trajectory of school improvement research
and suggest five different but overlapping phases. Phase 1 of school improvement
research consists of a concerted research effort on teacher action, and is followed
by a focus on the school as a unit of change in phase 2. Replication of
comprehensive school reforms characterises phase 3, while phase 4 gives rise to
decentralisation of the system with sweeping educational reforms. In phase 5, the
focus is on networking communities as well as the link with immediate district

initiatives, but this seems to be still maturing.

With respect to school improvement studies, changing policy, particularly the role
of the state and school leadership, finds prominence. According to Grauwe,
Lugaz, Balde, Diakhate, Dougnon, Moustapha and Odushina (2005),
decentralisation should not be misconstrued as diminishing the role of the state in
the control of education but that of change, though the implementation at school
level is challenging. On a positive note, decentralisation has been instrumental in
identifying principles of good practice in schools. Large-scale reforms that have
taken place in the South African political landscape include decentralisation. For
instance, the formation of School Governing Bodies (SGBs) is but one classical
example of the consequences of decentralisation. However, for it to be effective
Muijs and Harris (2006) argue that the establishment of a culture of trust and
support, teacher leadership and principals that are the initiators of teacher

leadership need to be in place.

Reezigt and Creemers (2005) take the view that school improvement requires
effective school level processes wherein the teacher is the force of change within
an educationally conducive context. It is a context that supports continuous
teacher support and focuses on the school processes that are linked to learner
outcomes (Harris & Chrispeels, 2006). School improvement may benefit and be
sustained in a school context that fosters teacher empowerment and places a

major emphasis on teaching and learning (Stoll, 2009).

However divergent the school improvement phases seem, school improvement
research tends to converge into considering what works in schools (Harris &
Chrispeels, 2006). The convergence into what works marks a shift to capitalise on

the similarities rather than differences between school improvement research and
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school effectiveness research. Thus, Reezigt and Creemers (2005) suggest a link
between school effectiveness research as well as school improvement research
as holding a promise for enhanced learner achievement, and point out that
effective school improvement rests largely on the willingness by schools to

become learning sites.

An effective school requires reflective teachers who perceive themselves as
learners. Altering modes of communication by teachers is the hallmark of reflective
teachers (Katyal & Evers, 2004). According to Muijs and Harris (2006), for
teachers to spread good practices in the changing learning context and take
initiatives for effective school improvement, an environment that is embedded in
trust and support foregrounds any attempt for teachers to be change agents. It is
increasingly clear that learner achievement stands to benefit from school
effectiveness research and school improvement research with the teacher as the
driver of effective school improvement. In summary, Muijs, Harris, Chapman, Stoll
and Russ (2004) propose that effective schools in which learners are able to
achieve may benefit through selecting and adopting success strategies that
involve creating an information-rich environment, with a focus on teaching and
learning, renewed leadership, building a learning community, and heightened
parental involvement within the changing environment. Therefore, the school
processes with teachers as drivers of change take centre stage across the two

research continuums.

The following section explores the concept of school climate as background to

identifying school conditions as used for purposes of this study.

3.3 EXPLORING THE CONCEPT OF SCHOOL CLIMATE AS BACKGROUND
TO IDENTIFYING SCHOOL CONDITIONS

A discussion of school climate is incomplete without a brief differentiation between
climate and culture. The tendency to use the concept of school climate and school
culture interchangeably is, according to Van Houtte (2005), problematic as school

climate entails the total quality of the environment or school as compared to
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school culture, which is concerned with shared assumptions, beliefs or thinking.
On one hand, culture may be of importance in school effectiveness and school

improvement research, but on the other hand, school climate:

...should be reserved to describe organizations in their entirety, including ...
the relationships between individuals and groups in the organization, the
physical surroundings, and the characteristics of individuals and groups

participating in the organization (Van Houtte, 2005, p, 85).
It follows that school culture is contained within school climate.

On the other hand, Schoen and Teddlie (2008) contend that school climate is a
subset of school culture. Their argument is based on the new definitions of the

four dimensions of school culture as represented in Table 3.1.

Table 3.1: Definitions of the Dimensions of School Culture (Schoen & Teddlie, 2008)

I. Professional Orientation II. Organisational structures

The activities and attitudes that characterise | The style of leadership, communication
the degree of professionalism present in the | and processes that characterise the way
faculty the school conducts its business

[ll. Quality of the Learning Environment IV. Learner-Centred Focus

The intellectual merit of the activities in | The collective effort and programmes
which learners are typically engaged offered to support learner achievement

School climate, according to Welsh (2000), entails factors such as communication
patterns, norms about what is appropriate behaviour and how things should be
done, role relationships and role perception, patterns of influence and
accommodation. A closer look at Welsh’s (2000) view on school climate reveals
that communication patterns are part of school climate which form part of Schoen
and Teddlie’s Dimension Il — organisation structures. By implication, Dimension I
contains elements of school climate. In addition, Sweetland and Hoy (2000) point
to the internal characteristics that differentiate one organisation from the other.
This view encapsulates and fuses all other remaining dimensions of Schoen and

Teddlie’s definitions into one, thus making school climate a broader and
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overarching concept compared to school culture. Accordingly, school climate is a
broad concept that is suitable to describe the total quality of the school

environment (van Houtte, 2005).

Scherman (2002) considers school climate as referring to the school atmosphere,
the individual attitudes and the interaction of the principal, educators and learners
in a school. These interactions influence their individual perceptions and invariably
affect their behaviours towards one another. On the one hand, McEvoy and
Welker (2000) state that school climate consists “of the attitudes, beliefs, values
and norms that underlie the instructional practices” (p.134), while on the other
hand Hoy (1990) posits that “school climate is the relatively enduring quality of the
school environment that is experienced by participants, affects their behaviour,

and is based on the collective perceptions of behaviours in schools” (p.152).

School climate is viewed as a “set of internal characteristics that distinguishes one
organisation from another and influence the behaviour of its members” (Sweetland
& Hoy, 2000, p.705). These characteristics finds currency with Glover and
Coleman (2005), who posit that school climate is concerned with factors that affect

learner achievement and measurability® of those factors.

It may be a missed opportunity to focus on individual views on school climate, as
taking all these views together suggests that it is concerned with all those human
endeavours to transform school inputs in pursuance of optimal learner
achievement. School climate implies the interacting characteristics that are unique
to a school and is the sum total of interrelated activities and processes that take
place in a school in order to achieve enhanced learner achievement. In the
attempt to identify school conditions from school climate literature this study will

benefit from exploring factors that are associated with school climate.

* Measurability is the measure of the relationship between a factor and other factors and learner
achievement.
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3.4 SCHOOL CLIMATE FACTORS

School climate is generally explained from two perspectives, particularly openness
as well as its health. An open school climate is characterised by genuine
commitment of teachers and principals to learner achievement. In such a school
climate the principal not only leads by example but also provides direction and
support. A closed school climate consists of elements of dishonesty by both the
teachers and principal to learners’ achievement. Furthermore, the principal is

ineffective, unfriendly and detached (Sweetland & Hoy, 2000).

The second perspective pertains to the health of the school climate. Sweetland
and Hoy (2000) posit that a healthy school climate houses positive learners,
teachers and principal interrelationships. On the other hand, an unhealthy school
climate is characterised by negative and toxic conflicts. The authors further
combine the two perspectives and refer to school climate as characterised by four
factors. The first factor pertains to leadership and is referred to as collegial
leadership, which views the principal’s actions to be supportive and egalitarian.
The second factor is the teacher-to-teacher relationship and is called teacher
professionalism, which encompasses commitment to learners, teacher’s task of
teaching, respect for colleagues, warmth and friendliness. The third factor is
concerned with academics, resource support and principals’ influence and is
referred to as academic press. Here reasonably high but achievable goals are set,
learners respond positively to the challenge and the principal supplies the
resources and exerts influence in the attainment of set goals. The fourth factor is
called environmental press, and is mainly concerned with pressure from both the
parents and the community to change the school policy and influence the general

functioning of the school.

Nkosi (2007) finds that factors that have a profound impact on school climate

include:

trust, respect, physical resources, safe and orderly environment, control,
staff cohesion, opportunities for learner participation, use of reward and
praise, high expectations, collegial organizational processes, teacher —
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learner cohesiveness and support, administrator — teacher relationship,

learner morale, teacher morale and instructional leadership (p,18).

This study sifts through school climate factors in order to identify those school
conditions that may have an influence on learner achievement. Drawing from
Nkosi’s (2007) school climate factors, this study identifies physical resources with
special reference to their use, safe and orderly atmosphere together with
academic press (Sweetland & Hoy, 2000) as school conditions to be considered.
Here academic press means creating learning opportunities, assessment
practices and efforts to involve parents as indicators of curriculum quality.
Furthermore, this study incorporates selected enhancing factors proposed by
Scheerens (2000, 2005). Thus, drawing from the school climate studies and
school effectiveness research the following factors are discussed as they apply to

school conditions for the purposes of this study:
1. Educational Leadership
2. Curriculum Quality
3. Safety and Orderly Atmosphere
4. Use of Resources

Conceptualising school conditions for purposes of this study draws on the PIRLS
2006 assessment framework as described by Mullis et al., (2006) who reveal that
PIRLS 2006 considers school context at two levels, namely, school wide context
and the classroom context. Conditions that have an influence on learner reading
achievement and found within the school wide environment are school policies,
general school environment (safety of the environment) and availability of
resources, while classroom context is characterised by conditions such as
classroom environment and structure, instructional material and technology
together with teacher training and preparations, instructional strategies and

activities together with homework and assessment.

In this study, educational leadership and a safe and orderly atmosphere are
conditions in the school-wide context, while curriculum quality and the use of

resources are conditions within the classroom.
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Despite categorising school conditions between the school-wide and classroom

context this study is not multi-level.

3.41 Educational Leadership

Of significance is the observation by Scheerens (2005) that there seem to be two
dominant discernable approaches to educational leadership. The first concerns
the structural conditions around instructional process, the second approach
considers cultural aspects. The structural approach focuses on aspects such as
delegation of routine tasks to others, whilst learner achievement is regularly

monitored and observation of both the teacher and learners as central aspects.

The cultural approach is primarily on the stimulation of an achievement—oriented
policy, articulation of the school mission, gaining support from outside
stakeholders, commitment to various educational decisions and stimulating
cooperative relationship between teachers with the aim of attaining joint ownership
of the mission. However different these approaches may seem, they suggest that
the central point is the creation of coherence and consensus among staff
members. The observation resonates with the view of Leithwood and Riehl (2003)
that school leadership is an important aspect in fostering a positive school climate.
Furthermore, Johnson et al, (2000) believe that the perception of both teachers
and parents with regard to the principal’s strong leadership skills are linked to

learners’ achievement through the influences on internal school processes.

A vast corpus of literature claims that the principal is to a g