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Foreword by the President of the Reading Association of Ireland

It gives me great pleasure to write a brief introduction to this, the

proceedings of the 12
��

European Conference on Reading, hosted by the

Reading Association of Ireland at Dublin City University in July of 2001.

The conference was a wonderful event, bringing together as it did,

educators and reading specialists from the far-flung corners of the globe. It

was also a truly international event. We celebrated our diversity from our

common interest in literacy and in the written and spoken word. It was a very

gentle and gracious event, marked with good humour and tolerance for our

many differences. And all of this was made possible by the hard work of a

truly remarkable group of people on the organising committee! We owe each

of them a debt of gratitude, especially those who may not have found

themselves in the limelight during the week, but who quietly went about the

work of making sure that each and every delegate was looked after, and made

welcome. And on your behalves, I would like to acknowledge the work of the

organising committee and to thank them.

This book is an ‘éacht oibre’ – a great work. It brings together a selection

of papers on a range of topics on the teaching of reading. Each paper adds to

our collective understanding of the efforts we are engaged in to bring reading

education into focus at the centre of the wider education debate. We thank

each one of you who submitted papers and hope that you find as much to

think about in the other papers here as their authors will in yours!

Le Gach Dea Ghuí,

FINIAN O’SHEA

(President, RAI, 1999-2002)

Learning Support Department

Church of Ireland College of Education

Dublin

June 2003
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Foreword by the President of the International Development in Europe

Committee of the International Reading Association (IDEC)

It was a great pleasure and honour to preside at the 12
��

European

Conference on Reading in Dublin, in Ireland, my mother’s native land. As

Declan Kiberd powerfully argued in his opening keynote address, there is every

reason to resist being forced into false dichotomies – and I am proud to be both

English by birth and (half) Irish by ancestry. It gave me great pleasure to hear

so many excellent presentations and see the interest and friendship that grew

from this truly international occasion, for which we thank the host organisation,

the Reading Association of Ireland (RAI), most warmly.

These volumes of Proceedings from the conference contain almost 70

papers from 19 countries. Forty-two papers come from Europe and 28 from

elsewhere. Within those from Europe, the host country features strongly (15),

and 14 other countries are represented.

Having given some idea of the quantity, let me give you some feeling for

the quality. In the three keynote addresses, Declan Kiberd ranges over Irish

literature in Irish and English and the complexities and ambiguities of identity

involved; Bente Hagtvet reports on research tackling the pressing problem of

poor reading through prevention rather than remediation; and Vincent Greaney,

former President of RAI and now working for the World Bank in Washington,

DC, writes movingly of the problems of literacy in developing countries.

In addition, the Contents pages show that the papers cover the full gamut of

literacy processes and topics (except that information and communications

technology is curiously absent), and that every topic is shared across countries

(except that all the papers on teacher development come from the United States)

– both observations suggest powerful areas for future research in Europe. And in

all the research and development that we do, learners must be central – as indeed

they are in all the papers here. I trust that these volumes will give readers as

much pleasure and food for thought as the conference gave the participants.

GREG BROOKS

(President, IDEC, 1998-2002)

University of Sheffield School of Education

England

June 2003
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1 Irish Literature: Excavating the Past

Declan Kiberd, Ireland

Literature has never been a marginal adornment but always a central

and defining element of Irish life. This has been the case for two millennia.

Writers like Swift, Yeats and Joyce have featured on the banknotes of the

modern nation; and the recent Nobel Prize for Seamus Heaney was the lead

headline on TV news programmes and in the Sunday papers. The source of

that authority is very ancient. In the oral culture of Gaelic Ireland, a word

was itself also an action, a deed; and the filí (poets) had the power to bless

and to curse.

It was the poet who ceremonially handed the chieftain his rod of office

at investiture; and it was the poet who had the duty to adjudicate thereafter

whether this was a good or a bad reign. The first recorded file (poet) was

Aimhirgin who lived in the first century AD. His duties were to tabulate

and apply all laws, and to tell imaginative stories (a conjunction which

suggests that Irish cynicism about the law predated colonial days). ‘What

you have told us is incredible, Aimhirgin’, the sardonic men of Ulster

would guffaw in response to his latest fable, ‘but we believe you because

you are a poet, and when a poet says a thing, it must be true’.

In this way, people recognised the power of words not so much to

reflect as to transform reality – an aesthetic theory developed many

centuries later by Oscar Wilde who asked ‘What is a good lie?’ and

answered ‘That which is its own evidence’. No wonder rulers and princes

went in awe of the poets, rewarding them with rich fields or fat cattle for

their panegyrics. For the bards were the publicists and press agents of their

day and a successful leader needed them to promote his cause.

After the defeat of Gaeldom at the Battle of Kinsale in 1601, the

English planters targeted the poets as defenders of the old order and, by

implication, subverters of the new. With the Flight of the Earls in 1607,

most Gaelic poets lost their patrons and were reduced to hawking their

songs to the masses. Their self-image remained aristocratic, even as their

actual lives became desperate. Some were little better than beggars; yet

they were also the first dandies of modern European literature, which is to

say courtiers without a court. Their position was rather like that of today’s

Ph.D.s who cannot find academic employment and drive taxies in order to

make a living.
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These ruined bards became exemplary artistic figures for many

subsequent Irish writers of English. The tramps in Samuel Beckett’s

Waiting for Godot wear the dented bowler hats and shabby morning suits

of a former gentility, as when one says to the other, ‘You should have been

a poet,’ the reply is ‘I was once. Is it not obvious?’ Poets like WB Yeats,

and writers like JM Synge identified with these displaced Gaelic artists,

seeing in their plight a pre-configuration of the crisis which overtook the

Anglo-Irish aristocracy at the end of the nineteenth century, leaving its

imaginative sons and daughters suffering from feelings of deracination and

displacement. They were all ‘tramps’ now.

The poetry produced by the Gaelic bards after 1601 was a powerful

lament for the death of the old culture; yet the very energy with which the

diagnosis was made suggested that the culture wasn’t dead, merely

undergoing a further transformation. What dies was not Gaeldom, but a

Gaelic aristocratic class. The Gaelic tradition lived on in the vary laments

for its passing; and the account of the apparent death of its one aristocratic

order became the master-narrative of its successor.

Even afterwards, Irish writers from Jonathan Swift to Samule Beckett

took a certain pleasure in starting with the worst, but in stating it so

superbly well as to rob it of half of its power to depress. ‘Do you believe in

the life to come?’ someone once asked Beckett, only to be told, ‘Mine was

always that’. This aperçu found its way not only into one of his famous

plays, but also onto a wall of graffiti in West Belfast during the recent

violence: ‘Is there a life before death?’ Death and dying became regular

paradigms of Irish culture. The Irish language, like the rural arts of thatcher

or weaver, has been officially ‘dying’ for centuries, and much lamented in

brilliant texts – yet it is still in a remarkably rude state of health, with more

than four hundred books published in it each year. This might be termed the

‘Elvis Presley’ theory of culture, based on the notion of early death as the

ultimate career move.

Once the English colonists tightened their control after 1601, the

poets of the Gael had to become journeymen, day-labourers, itinerant

teachers, even mendicants – yet in another sense they became more

important than ever, for they were now expected to maintain the

consciousness of a proud, if dispossessed, people. Words were the only

weapons of the disarmed; and the telling of lies to scouts of the occupying

armies might save a whole townland from devastation. Hence, the love of

word-play, deceit and irony in the writing of the colonial period. Gaelic

poets lamented the felling of the woods, but these woods turned out on
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inspection to be protectors of rebels on the run. They sang love-songs

urging maidens to shelter gallant lovers from the storm, but the lovers

always turned out to be insurgents and the storm was the gunfire of an

English soldiery. Artists were learning how to say one thing while meaning

quite another.

On the English side, the same penchant for irony took hold. A Modest

Proposal by Swift was the classic exercise in the mode; its jocular

suggestion that Irish children under the age of six be supplied as roasting

meat to English tables was intended as a metaphorical account of the

realities of English policy at the time, but it was taken literally by some

London readers.

There were always two versions of reality in colonial Ireland, neither

wholly successful. The English had power, but the Irish had numbers. It

was less a case of official versus unofficial, than of unofficial versus

unofficialer. Writers became as interested in ways of seeing as in the thing

seen. So in Gulliver’s Travels, Swift made great play of how differently the

world appears to little and to big people; it all depends on perception. The

Anglo-Irish, such as Swift, came increasingly to feel themselves a

spiritually hyphenated people, seen as forever English in Ireland and

forever Irish in England. This led to anxiety about their own identify, but it

was a state conducive to the production of great literature. Most of the

major writers of comedy in England came from this background:

Congreve, Farquhar, Goldsmith, Sheridan, Shaw, Wilde. The secret of

their dramatic success was that they were sufficiently like the English to be

acceptable as valid commentators on the London scene, yet if they went too

close to the bone or said too much, they would be dismissed as brainless

Paddies and purveyors of Celtic whimsy.

Feeling themselves neither fully Irish nor fully English, Anglo-Irish

writers adopted a rather detached approach to the world. If life is a comedy

to the person who thinks and a tragedy to the one who feels, they were more

likely to write comedy. Some of their greatest geniuses, from Swift to

Beckett, took their detachment so far that as to write about man in a near-

anthropological mode, as if he were a non-human witness to himself.

By the nineteenth century, literature was still of huge importance as a

source of self-recognition to both Anglo-Irish and to the mere Irish as they

took on the English language. A novel by Jane Austen was read, not just for

its story, but as the model of a possible society and culture; people read

such books in order to learn how to conduct themselves in polite company

or how to address a noble lord.
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The literature produced by the ordinary Irish now carried inscribed

within it all their hopes. These people could not identify with the law, the

army, the police, the state service, but literature remained the sole social

institution (along with the Catholic church) through which they felt able to

explore and express an identify and a longing for expressive freedom.

It followed that the literature produced by the coloniser and the

colonised had a strong utopian element. Over time, both the Anglo-Irish

and the Gaels came to identify a common plight, as the Anglo-Irish began

to feel neglected and misunderstood by their lords and masters in London.

Like the Gaelic bards, they also felt themselves to be upholders of valuable

but imperilled traditions. Some, from Swift to Yates, created audacious

experimental forms in which to protect their ancient ideas, while others,

like Sheridan and Maria Edgeworth, used familiar forms in which to

promote some modern democratic ideas.

Because Ireland was a colony, it was treated as a laboratory in which

experiments could be tried by English social engineers too timid to attempt

such things in the first instance at home. So a whole series of modernising

changes was introduced initially in Ireland – a postal system, a scheme for

national schools, disestablishment of the relation between church and state,

the expropriation of aristocracy. Ireland became in consequence a crucible

of modernity.

The adoption of English by the masses was part of that process; and it

led to the emergence of a poetic new hybrid, Hiberno-English, spoken by

those who were still thinking in Irish while using English words – ‘Is it you

that’s going tomorrow?’ Out of this dialect, figures such as JM Synge and

Augusta Gregory would forge the basis for a revival of national literature in

English, albeit in an English as Irish as it is possible for that language to be.

After the Great Famine in the 1840s, the modernisation process

gathered pace. People who had started their lives in windswept Neolithic

villages in the west of Ireland ended them in places like Hammersmith or

Hell’s Kitchen; even those who remained at home began to feel like

strangers in their own land, as they sought to view it through the newly-

acquired English language. By a curious paradox, English became the

language in which the Irish case for a separate, distinct nationhood was put,

and put so well that it was finally conceded in 1921.

Although the Literary Revival of the previous decades masked itself

as a return to the Gaelic values, it was from start to finish wholly

revolutionary in its understanding of tradition. If the leaders of 1916 Rising

invoked ancient Gaelic values as a way of underwriting their commitment
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to modern social democratic ideas, James Joyce could gift-wrap the most

innovative prose narrative of the twentieth century, Ulysses, in one of

Europe’s oldest tales, The Odyssey of Homer.

The sheer pace of change had made the Irish futurologists of

necessity; and so they consoled themselves once again with suggestions

that seemed a radical departure from what would actually be a revival of

something old and long-familiar. Such tactics persist in the land of the

Celtic Tiger, but they should not mislead anyone into thinking of the Irish

as conservative people.

What the Irish worship is not so much the past as their own power over

it. A people who could, for the most part, dispose of their native language

in the nineteenth century when it no longer seemed of practical use, seemed

by the close of the twentieth to be bidding farewell to those two elements

which had filled the ensuing space – the Catholic religion and a belief in

political nationalism. In the even vaster space left by these disappearances,

it is possible that literature will become an even more important source of

identity and self-description than it has been in the past. It is certain that the

most recent waves of immigrants from overseas will bring cultural forms

which, when blended with the Irish ones, may lead in time to even greater

innovations. And that is really saying something.
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2 Early Literacy Stimulation in a Preventative

Perspective

Bente E. Hagtvet, Norway

Over the years teachers have used creativity, ingenuity and even

threats and tricks to motivate children to read. In the main Oslo newspaper,

Aftenposten, in May 2000, we could read another impressive story about a

teacher’s personal contribution to her students’ literacy development. The

story goes that the teacher, Ms Pedersen, a 37-year old, made a bet with her

28 sixth-graders the previous September that if they read 70,000 pages of

books during the school year, they could give her a yoghurt bath in May. If,

on the contrary, they lost the bet, the children would have to sing Ba Ba

Black Sheep and Incy Wincy Spider with movements in front of all the

pupils and teachers at the school. Needless to say, both teacher Pedersen

and the dedicated readers were held in awe and admired by their fellow

pupils. And Ms Pedersen got her message across – that reading skill is to a

large extent a result of how many words and pages one reads.

The story about Ms Pedersen – and other similar stories – have a

number of additional lessons to teach teachers and researchers of reading.

First, there is a lesson about the challenges involved in motivating sixth-

graders of today to read. Second, it points to the importance of motivation

and positive affects in the development of reading skills. Third, and by

implication, it suggests that if positive emotions are built into written

language instruction from the first day in school, there may be less

demanding ways of developing good reading skills than taking yoghurt

baths. We should also remind ourselves that while an important majority of

the pupils in Ms Pedersen’s class presumably raised their reading scores

considerably by means of their large amount of reading, the poorest readers

may not have profited that much. They probably contributed fewer pages of

reading to the overall class pool of pages read. After six years of low scores

and feelings of inferiority, it usually takes more than a motivational kick to

raise their competence and self-esteem. Rather, research indicates that

their predicament might be much better handled by preventative means.

Poor readers and the prevention of poor reading are at the core of this

paper, which regards early literacy stimulation in a preventative

perspective. First, I discuss why early and preventative literacy stimulation

are important. Second, I reflect on the impact that emotions appear to have

on literacy development as the emotional correlates of success and failures
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are crucial when prevention of written language problems is discussed.

Third, I present a general framework for early literacy stimulation that also

includes emotional growth, and show how the framework can be

implemented.

The Importance of Preventing Reading Failure

It is a well-established fact that failing to read and write properly

damages a child’s total development and may lead to reduced life

opportunities in a great number of areas. In a review article on the socio-

emotional consequences of having a reading problem, Bryan and Bryan

(1990) identify a number of variables that are often associated with poor

reading skills: test anxiety and problems of controlled attention, behaviour

problems, tendency to give up when confronted with challenges, and

tendency to be ignored by teachers as well as by friends, to mention only a

few. If combined with poor environmental conditions, the list of correlates

also includes school dropout, unemployment, depression and involvement

in criminal activities (Maughan, Gray & Rutter, 1984). While reading

problems cannot be seen as the cause of serious behaviour problems, they

represent a serious at-risk factor. In this perspective, the prevention of

reading problems contributes to the prevention of emotional instability and

great human losses.

A second reason for preventing reading problems is related to the

issue of time. Poor and slow reading skills tend to be more or less cemented

after only a few years in school. This was documented in a study by Badian

(2000) who examined the stability in reading scores across a span of nine

years. Children who were poor readers at the end of grade three were

typically poor readers at the end of grade eight as well, suggesting that

kindergarten and the first years in school are critical for developing good

reading skills.

Successful intervention may take place with older children. However,

one then, typically, has to work through a complex composition of

negative emotions and lost self-esteem. Also, inefficient learning strategies

have to be eradicated and new ones encouraged. For these reasons, late

intervention is often too late, or at best costly in terms of money, time and

effort. Successful later intervention typically implies intensive and costly

remedial treatment, for example, in special schools for dyslexic children

(e.g., Finucci, Gottfredson & Childs 1985; Gaskins, 1998).

A third reason for preventing early reading problems is that a great

number of recent studies on literacy training document that prevention
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works. Children who receive good early literacy training have proved to be

better readers after a few years in school than groups of control children

with less systematic literacy training. Indeed, a broad range of studies

focusing on how children come to terms with the alphabetic script show

this (for overviews see Badian, 2000; Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998). The

studies have been carried out in English as well as in languages with more

regular orthographies, but they have a common theme. At some stage in the

programme, they direct the learners’ attention to the sound structure of oral

language, and in most cases also to the connection between phonemes and

graphemes (e.g. Ball & Blackman 1991; Bradley & Bryant 1983; Hatcher,

Hulme & Ellis 1994; Lundberg, Frost & Petersen 1988; Landerl, 2000).

In sum, two developmental patterns are prominent when studies of

reading and writing development are scrutinised. One is surprisingly

negative: a ‘minor’ difficulty with learning to read and write often

develops into a long-term and hard-to-remediate reading problem which

typically generalises into a whole range of cognitive, social and emotional

problems. The other pattern is surprisingly positive: early instruction that

is appropriate to the child’s developmental needs appears to lead to

positive literacy development, even in children at risk of developing

reading problems. Crucial elements in training studies associated with

success stories are phonemic awareness and awareness of how phonemes

and graphemes are connected. To achieve functional reading ability,

attention should furthermore be paid to the integration of semantics and

phonology. This yields a balanced approach integrating elements from

training studies focusing on phonemic awareness and elements from ‘the

tradition of whole language’ as the optimal approach to early literacy

stimulation in a preventive perspective (Snow et al., 1998).

The Impact of Emotions on Reading Development

The tendency for a reading problem to impact on other cognitive and

social realms of functioning has been attributed to factors like poor reading

comprehension due to decoding problems, low motivation for school work

and also to the emotional burden of perceiving oneself as a failure (Bryan

& Bryan, 1990). This is a retrospective line of argument that at best is an

inaccurate and superficial description of how language and emotions

interact during development. There has been much less scientific concern

with the complex set of potential elements of successful prevention, and

why success creates more success. The intricate developmental interplay

between language and emotions that appears to play a crucial role in
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narratives of both success and failure is simply not well understood. This

may explain why early reading instruction tends to be rather technical and

at best language – oriented, but most typically with no in-built emotional

component. This may also explain why discussions of reading instruction

often become superficial debates between right or wrong methods,

between whole words versus phonics, between the use of authentic versus

artificial texts etc.

Whether I study child language research, research on reading

instruction or psychiatric research, or whether I look at psychologists

working with reading-disabled children or teachers in special needs

education, I tend to see experts who deal with either emotions or reading

and language skills. Speech therapists and cognitive psychologists deal

with language, clinical psychologists and psychiatrists deal with emotions,

and teachers deal with subjects. And we are well trained to respect the

limits of our professional competence. We do not even attend the same

conferences. Few teach – or treat – language and reading against a

background of professionally empowering children emotionally, and few

deal with emotions while at the same time strengthening the language and

reading skills of children in a professional way.

There are of course important exceptions to this. The Benchmark

School in the U.S.A., for example, which is a special school for children

with reading impairments, strongly emphasises the importance of

including the child’s emotional well-being in their instructional

programme (Gaskins, 1998). On the assumption that it is crucial to a

student ‘to be seen’, each teacher is nominated as a mentor for a small

group of children, with a personal responsibility to make each of these

students feel esteemed and cared for emotionally every day.

In an ongoing intervention study focusing on children with serious

reading problems, we are regularly reminded of the importance of having a

double glance at language and emotions. Last spring we worked with a

case, David, who was then in sixth grade and who comes from a family

with a history of reading problems (father, sister and grandfather read

extremely poorly). David has participated in a longitudinal project we have

run for more than seven years, that includes children between five and nine

years old who have parents with dyslexia (Hagtvet, Horn, Lassen, Lauvås,

Lyster & Misund, 1999). The intervention was designed to offer

educational support to those children in the longitudinal study who did not

learn to read and spell in school.
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In sixth grade (i.e. at the age of eleven), David read five years below

his classmates and had developed a mode of behaviour that was extremely

irritating to teachers. When we first started to collaborate with the school to

design a reading programme for David, the principal presented him as a

complete nuisance. ‘He is mentally absent in class, lies to teachers, spits at

other pupils, has no or few friends, and is attracted to older children

involved in criminal activities,’ he stated. Interestingly enough, the poor

reading was not referred to by either the principal or the teachers, despite

the fact that David labelled himself as ‘word blind’ – a label which

legitimised individualised work outside the classroom on his personal PC.

The teachers, however, paid little attention to David’s interaction with the

computer. It was as if his behaviour problems had attracted their full

attention.

We went back to the videotapes we had taken during assessments at

the institute in his pre-school years, and observed an open co-operative and

interested little boy. Somewhat slim and short for his age, above average

intellectually (according to the Wechsler scales), a strong motive for

achievement, and loving parents that David appeared attached to. The only

at-risk signs we could detect in his pre-school records beyond the family

history, was a subtle phonological weakness (i.e., identifying sounds in

words at ages five and six) and a rather serious problem in the rapid naming

of pictured objects.

We appealed to the teachers to ‘set aside’ ten weeks where everyone

assumed that David’s behaviour problems were consequences of the

reading problems. During those ten weeks we worked with David’s

reading as well as his self-confidence. The expectation was that the

behaviour problems would be reduced as the reading abilities improved.

For an hour a week for those ten weeks we worked with David’s

reading and spelling in a small group which included two other children at

his age. We used a balanced and integrative reading programme focusing

on both reading for meaning and analysing and manipulating segments in

words (Frost, 2000). In particular we had David analyse syllables in words,

as he needed to speed up his reading of long words. At the same time, we

strengthened David’s self-esteem through dialogues and creation of

success experiences in the classroom and at the reading course. Because he

was a fast and imprecise reader, we also focused on strengthening his

metacognitive awareness by, for example, commenting favourably every

time he applied a reading strategy that contributed to a more accurate
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reading. For example, he was praised when he stopped himself by applying

the rule, ‘not too fast’.

In the classroom, David’s teachers were encouraged to give him

manageable tasks in every subject – tasks he could master. We encouraged

them to structure his work, and praise him for good attempts, and also to

recognise improvements. In short, the teachers were encouraged to create

successes and point them out to David, work on his learning strategies, and

support his reading for comprehension by means of reading material

adapted to his reading level.

The change in David’s performance was evident after only a few

weeks. At the end of the course his behaviour was described by his

principal as ‘normal’. ‘I never have to deal with him anymore,’ he

proclaimed. David’s reading skills had likewise improved. They were

approaching a Grade 4 level. ‘From presenting us with a behaviour problem,

he has become an academic challenge,’ the principal poignantly stated.

Again, David’s story is a story about things having gone wrong.

Things had in fact developed into something so extremely negative that a

double view on emotions and language was forced on us. I shall now discuss

how language and emotions appear to be related during early development –

before things go wrong. I shall argue that such a double view is part and

parcel of literacy stimulation with a truly preventative perspective.

The Dynamics of Emotions and Learning to Read and Write

My own interest in the interplay between language and emotions took

off some 15 years ago when we did a longitudinal study of the oral and

written language development of 70 randomly-selected children from age

four until age nine (Hagtvet, 1996). Being a norm sample of four-year-olds

when we standardised the Norwegian version of the Reynell

Developmental Language Scales, all children were at the outset perceived

by their parents to be functioning normally in terms of oral language

mastery. However, when assessing the children’s oral and written

language skills by more precise testing, there were considerable

differences within the group at more subtle oral language levels, in

particular in language awareness and mastery of decontextualised

language. At ages six, seven and nine there were also significant within-

group differences in written-language mastery. In addition to language

variables, emotional status was assessed clinically and by means of a

checklist focusing the extent to which the child’s functioning was on or off

task (Hagtvet, 1996; 2000).
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The average developmental profile of 13 children who became poor

readers was compared with that of average readers and a group of so-called

early readers, i.e. children who taught themselves to read before they

started school. Three main characteristics stood out as striking:

• First, the relative achievement levels of the three groups were stable

across time. The group of poor readers scored below the average

readers, who, in turn, scored below the early readers on almost every

language variable at every age-level from age four to age nine.

• Second, the only two variables on which the poor readers scored

higher than the comparison groups were test anxiety and off-task-

behaviour. This was evident both before and after starting school

(starting-age in Norway at the time was seven).

• Third, there was a negative correlation between most language scores

and ‘anxiety level’. Children who had a good command of oral

language at age four were in general less emotionally aroused. In

more concrete and positive terms they were more persistent when

performing different tasks, were more able to sit still on the chair and

more verbally outgoing. They even took greater pleasure in telling

jokes, had a better command of verbal jokes and were better at telling

jokes with a point or a punch line. On the other hand, the children who

scored low on oral and written verbal variables in pre-school, were

also more highly aroused emotionally.

It is noteworthy that this correlation was observed even before the

children experienced failure in learning to read and write in school. At least

some of the children therefore started school with a double vulnerability –

in the emotional and the linguistic domains. It is also noteworthy that this

was observed in a group with no documented problems in oral language,

suggesting that even a subtle language weakness may be associated with

feelings of worry, anxiety and stress in the pre-school years. The early

readers, however, showed an emotional strength, which in combination

with their strong verbal abilities, in particular in manipulating linguistic

segments and using and comprehending language in decontextualised

ways, appeared to act as a resilience factor (Garmezy, 1993) in learning

situations in school.

Being the poor readers’ ‘weaknesses’ and the early readers’

‘strengths’, emotional variables appear of particular relevance to written

language mastery.

Correlations as well as average group scores refer to general

developmental patterns and functioning that may conceal within-group
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variations. For this reason the individual developmental patterns of the 13

poor decoders identified at age nine were retrospectively scrutinised

(Hagtvet, 1996).

It then emerged that the four poorest readers at age nine also scored

the lowest on the Reynell Developmental Language Scales at age four, and

they were at all ages also highly aroused emotionally. The negative

correlations between language variables and stress/anxiety were in other

words higher in the group of extremely poor readers.

Co-occurrence does not of course necessarily imply causal patterns.

We do not know whether the primary cause of low functioning was to be

found in a language weakness or in the emotional system or the child’s

temperament. In a developmental and educational perspective the primary

cause may also be of less importance than the mechanisms by which the

two factors develop and interact.

McGee et al., (1986) postulate a developmental pattern characterised

by an interactive spiral where language and emotions constitute two

cornerstones mutually reinforcing each other. They based their reasoning

on a longitudinal study of reading disabilities and behaviour problems in

boys from New Zealand aged five to eleven years, and found that

‘behaviour problems pre-date reading disability, while reading failure

further exacerbates the existing problem behaviour’ (McGee, Williams,

Share, Anderson & Silva, 1986, p. 597).

Our study with its dual focus on language and behaviour before the

introduction to literacy makes the ‘opposite’ causal path just as plausible.

The seriously poor readers showed signs of oral language weakness and an

increased tendency to engage in off-task-behaviours, relative to

comparison groups of average and good readers, before they started school

and failed in learning to read and spell.

There was furthermore, as was also the case in the New Zealand study,

a tendency for increased ‘stress level’ at age nine. One probable hypothesis

that should be tested in future research is the assumption that a negatively

working interactive spiral was initiated at a very early age, or as soon as a

child started to feel insecure in linguistically demanding situations.

Complementarily, one might presume positive interactive spirals – or

resilience – in the child with an advanced command of language, even

before (s)he starts school. This appears to have been the case for the ‘early

readers’ whose advanced language skills accelerated in both the oral and

the written modality, as did also their emotionality level and ability to

focus on task.
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The observation that subtle oral language weaknesses in pre-school

children are associated with later written language problems have been

documented in a number of studies over the last decade, first and foremost

by Scarborough (1989) in her seminal study of children of dyslexic parents.

In this study she found that about 60% of the children from these families

developed written language problems and that they had weaknesses in both

phonological and syntactic areas as early as at age 2 ½.

The causal path might, of course, work differently for different

children, starting in socio-emotional restlessness in some children, and in

language weaknesses in others. The important point is that language and

emotion appear to be strongly related.

After these rather striking findings in a study of a ‘normal’ and

randomly selected samples of children, I studied the library systems to look

for developmental studies that treated language and emotions as two sides

of the same coin, so to speak. My suspicion was confirmed.

The relation between language and emotion in early development is

an underdeveloped area of research. In one perspective, this is only natural

when it comes to written language development, since the relation between

emotions and written language problems cannot easily be studied until

after the reading problems have entered the arena, i.e., after the child has

failed to learn to read normally in school.

However, when looking at another arena where children are novices –

at babies – it is well established that language competence develops in an

emotional space created by the child and his/ her caretaker. Mothers’ talk to

children (baby talk) is loaded with affect, typically conveying closeness

and warmth (Ferguson, 1977). Early mother-child communication is in

fact to a large extent a matter of communicating feelings (e.g., Bateson,

1975; K. Bloom, 1977, 1990). The early interchange of emotions in gaze

and vocal sounds (proto-conversation) is based on a sensitivity to timing

which is extremely emotional and constitutes the ground on which the later

verbal turn-taking is built.

On this basis, the relative lack of continued interest in how language

develops in emotional space after the first year in a child’s life is

noteworthy. This lack of interest in first (oral and written) language

learning is in some contrast to second language learning, where the relation

is emphasised. In fact the emotional engagement of children learning a

second language appears to be vital, since second-language learning

appears inefficient when the language-learning situation is detached from

emotional involvement and social interaction.
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Immigrant children who are not integrated in the social-emotional

networks of the native speakers only insufficiently pick up the semantic,

syntactic and prosodic nuances in school (Krashen, 1982). And Dutch

children do not appear to learn to speak German from watching television

with only German speech (Snow, Arlman-Rupp, Hassing, Jobse, Joosten

and Vorster 1976).

I shall next discuss an educational programme in which both affect

and literacy are emphasised. The programme was originally tried out on

Norwegian six-year-olds in kindergarten. Fifty children participated in a

10-months programme over a three-year-period (16 to 18 children each

year) during the year before they were formally introduced to reading and

writing in school. The programme has later been adapted to both younger

and older children. I have labelled the programme, Ego-Based Literacy

Stimulation to emphasise the importance of bridging the child’s feelings

and literacy development.

An Ego-based Literacy Stimulation Programme

A basic aim of the programme was to prevent written language

problems while at the same time offering rich learning opportunities to all

children (Hagtvet, 1988, 1990). Written language was discovered – or

constructed – in play-oriented or daily routine activities, greatly inspired

by both ‘the language experience approach’ and ‘the emergent literacy

tradition’.

The focus of stimulation was communication, rather than isolated

letters and letter-sounds. This focus was based on the assumption that a

basic motivation for reading and writing in young children is the discovery

that texts have meaning, that ideas may be converted into text and that

written language is of use in everyday life.

Influenced by dyslexia research and the tradition of phonics, we at the

same time offered a play-oriented program stimulating phonological

awareness (Frost and Lønnegaard, 1996; Tornéus, Hedström & Lundberg,

1986).

At a general level the content of the programme focused on four

educational key areas:

• linguistic awareness (the ability to view language from an observer’s

point of view)

• decontextualised language (language detached from situational

context)
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• writing (‘communicative drawing’, pretend writing, dictating,

conventional writing)

• reading ([pretend] reading, conventional reading aloud by adult to

child)

To engage the children emotionally in literacy activities, efforts were

made to ground the activities in the children’s own experience, interests,

needs and feelings. We also paid due attention to the didactic challenges of

implementing these constructs into educational activities. Traditionally

teachers have tended to focus on procedures and activities, e.g. ‘read to

your child’, ‘play with rhymes’, ‘discuss ideas in the text with your pupils

during reading’. Relatively little attention has been paid to the importance

of the emotional and social mood in which procedures are carried through.

This may have left an extremely important component open to accidental

acts and subjective judgement. This goes directly into the

emotion/language issue, as it is the way activities are performed rather than

their content that determines the emotional and cognitive impact those

activities will have on the children. I shall now briefly give a few examples

of the kind of ‘meta-educational’ reflections I have in mind.

Inclusion of activities stimulating linguistic awareness, and, in

particular, phonological awareness, was motivated by research suggesting

that sensitivity to the phonological structure of language is associated with

good reading and writing abilities and vice versa (Bradley & Bryant, 1983;

Frost, 2000; Hatcher, Hulme, & Ellis, 1994; Lundbeg, Frost, & Petersen,

1988; Snowling, 1987). But, if these activities are carried out by teachers

who are not committed to them, or as teacher-driven routine duties, the

effect may be the creation of reading failure.

Therefore, linguistic awareness skills were ‘trained’ by means of

musical activities emphasising the rhythm and segmentation of language at

a syllabic level. The programme also involved games focusing on, for

example, first, last and middle sounds in short words, games such as sound

subtraction (‘What is the first sound in Anna?’, ‘Which word do you get if

you remove /t/ in /tin/ or /s/ in /sand/?’). Via pleasant and motivating

activities, the children thus increased their linguistic awareness while at the

same time creating good feelings about language and linguistic activities.

Corrections of mistakes by the teacher were to be avoided. Rather, a

central aim was to strengthen the child’s self-confidence by emphasising

what was good about an initiative or answer and by recasting a child’s

response or initiative into something promising and constructive.
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The children were also encouraged to ‘talk in monologues’, e.g. by

creating and retelling stories and jokes, or by dictating to an adult who

wrote the monologue/text down while the child was watching. The idea

was that this would contribute to the development of decontextualised

language. Speaking in monologue is, according to Moffett (1968), the first

step towards writing because the child now has to take on speaker

responsibility and create a text without dialogue support, as is also

typically the case when writing.

Influenced by the emergent literacy tradition, the children were also

invited to (pretend)read and (pretend)write (Sulzby, 1986). Many have

over the years emphasised the power of storybook-reading to create

interest in literature, and in letters themselves. Storybook reading may also

create emotional bonding, or attachment between child and the adult

reader. Creating texts in connection with wordless picture books is another

activity that is frequently recommended for children at this young age. But

few activities have as strong a potential for getting children into the

alphabetic principle as has writing, and in our programme the children

wrote a lot. They scribbled, used their own secret signs and explored the

alphabetic system in play and routine-like activities by taking notes and

writing messages.

Writing furthermore starts inside the author’s head and in a

fundamental sense promotes ego involvement. As opposed to reading,

writing starts with a familiar topic and also with the letters and words the

writer knows. One may write a lot with the letters of one’s own name and

those of mom’s and dad’s, in particular if combined with pretend letters or

‘alternative’ signs if knowledge of the alphabet is limited. Writing also

offers time to dwell on the taste of the sounds and to feel their articulatory

position in the mouth. Writing thus has some unique qualities that

contribute to anchoring the written language system inside the child, in his

and her feelings, head and articulation system.

But, even as promising an activity as writing may be killed if the

teacher does not see the author. Young authors need praise, encouragement

and guidance in insightful ways and within each child’s zone of proximal

development (Vygotsky, 1962).

Vygotsky and related western theorists have designed general

paradigms within which a didactics of individualised ego-based literacy

instruction may be nicely framed. Ideas like ‘scaffolding’ and ‘guided

participation’ together with the idea of ‘zone of proximal development’

underscore the importance of the ego via concepts like ‘dialogue’, ‘graded
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help’ and ‘individual learning zones’. But some bridging appears to be

needed between the rather general guidelines offered by a theorist like

Vygotsky and the implementation of such ideas into practical acts, e.g. as

practical instructions given in manuals for reading instruction. This

bridging is crucial in an ego-based literacy stimulation. It is constituted by

the forces that empower the child to success while at the same time learning

to read and write. It appears to be deeply emotional and it is as much a

matter of how the teacher behaves as what (s)he says or do.

I will illustrate some elements in this ‘bridging’ with reference to

examples from four-to-seven year olds, who have participated in projects

we have carried out in Norway and Sweden.

Some Crucial Elements in Ego-based Literacy Stimulation

First, we consider the issues of individualised progression and

content. Not only was progression in our project defined by the individual

child rather than by a prefabricated plan or method, but the ‘Me’ of the

child was also in focus in most of the child’s writing.

As mentioned above, the children were not formally introduced to the

alphabet. Written words and sentences were, however, generously visible

in the environment as signs, memos and text commentaries. The teacher

furthermore answered questions when a child asked for the name or form

of a letter when reading or writing, and she would also encourage a child to

use more letters. She was in other words an active mediator of learning.

A ‘This is Me’ book was in continuous use. In this book the children

would write down – by drawing, pretend writing or using alphabetic letters

– ‘foods I like and dislike’, ‘things I like and do not like to do’, ‘things

which make me happy, unhappy and angry’, etc. The children’s feelings

were thereby made a central focus. First, they were discussed orally, e.g.,

with reference to pleasant and unpleasant experiences in class, or with

reference to pictures of children expressing emotions. Then feelings were

explored and expressed on paper. In most cases the children did not know

the letters as alphabetic entities, for which reason they tended to ‘pretend

write’ by using their own ‘secret signs’.

The children wrote about past events, future events or daily life events

– events that were important to them. By means of writing, they reflected

on personal experiences, emotional reactions and their relations to other

important persons. In this way, writing became a means of ‘marking’ the

individual child. It also made the children more aware of themselves –

which presumably contributed positively to their identity formation. Next
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to his picture, Peter, age 6, wrote, ‘My little brother (lillebroren min) stands

(står) in the window (i vinduet) and looks at me (og ser på meg)’. This

simple text expresses a moment of closeness between two brothers, and

one might speculate that expressing this in writing makes Peter more aware

of the importance of their relationship.

A crucial element in an ego-based literacy instruction is the idea that

children should feel no emotional pressure in connection with learning to

read and write. The fact that the children in our projects used and explored

written language with no pressure to learn was probably a most important

factor, in particular to the slow developers. So was the fact that much

writing took place in groups and social settings – in role play, when groups

were designing theatre performances and also when groups were writing

memos and reports of projects and excursions. Written language was

therefore based in social settings where play in a broad sense was an

important element. It is the magic of play that things happen at a ‘pretend

level’, and that failing then does not matter so much. One may take chances

when playing, as play is not serious.

Another important element concerns teachers’ ability to create

experiences of mastery. Corrections took place in the form of reframing

and rephrasing with no confrontation of failure, but rather by offering

appropriate help. A central aim was to strengthen the child’s self-

confidence by emphasising what was good about an initiative or answer

and by recasting poorly-formed sentences or reactions. The main idea was

to create success and feelings of mastery in the children, and if needs be – if

a task was too difficult – to make sure that every child succeeded by means

of guided participation.

I am not arguing that individualised progression and content,

avoidance of emotional pressure, and creation of experiences of mastery

are innovative and new concepts. They are as old as history of education

itself. What I am arguing is that these elements – and some others – are

crucial in preventive literacy instruction.

Do children learn to read and spell in such a child-driven educational

context where the letters are not even introduced systematically?

First, the programme I am advocating is not completely child-driven.

In the project with the six-year-olds, the children to a large extent decided

on topics and style of writing, but the teachers were active mediators in

each child’s zone of proximal development. Secondly, the teachers did

initiate many games stimulating linguistic awareness, and many activities

stimulating decontextualised language. And the children did slowly break
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the alphabetic code, but most typically with little awareness about their

great achievement.

The majority of the children developed into alphabetic writers during

the 10 months in which they participated in the programme. At the end of

the year, 86% of the sample (N=43) wrote alphabetically. This is in some

contrast to comparison groups of Norwegian children where around 20

percent of the children wrote alphabetically before starting school at age

seven (Hagtvet, 1996). Even the poorest reading child who did not break

the alphabetic code until May in Grade 1 – and with considerable

individual tutoring by her teacher – kept her joy of writing. In Grade 3 she

was still a fairly slow reader. She wrote extensively, however – and with

great motivation.

Fifteen years have passed since we did the project with the six-year-

olds. In 1997 an important school reform enabled Norwegian children to

start school at the age of six rather than seven, and the new plans for Grade

1 include many of the elements mentioned above. This last spring I visited

a number of first-grade classrooms in connection with a big evaluation

scheme where we evaluated the so-called 1997 reform.

My preliminary impression is quite clear: few Norwegian children

experience literacy stimulation which bridges the cognitive/linguistic and

affective domains. Rather, phonemes and letters are typically taught in

‘school-like’ ways, e.g. by means of work sheets, while ego-involved play

is used to stimulate social, motor and oral language development. Elements

from the type of ego-based literacy stimulation I have discussed above

were rather rare.

In the introductory part of a new book from 2001, Literacy and

Motivation, the editors – Ludo Verhoeven and Catherine Snow – proclaim

that the central issue of their book is how a world of engaged readers can be

created. ‘Promoting literacy acquisition requires interventions that address

attitudes and beliefs as much as interventions that assure cognitive changes

in the learners,’ they claim (p. 2).

I would move a step further and argue with Vygotsky that language

and emotion are so close that they should be treated as one unity of

meaning. Or with L. Bloom that children simply do not learn language

when their emotional systems are not receptive. Or with myself, that

prevention of reading disability presupposes early literacy stimulation

anchored in positive emotions. After all, it was also Ms Pedersen’s

recognition of the importance of play and humor that made her sixth-
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graders read 70 000 pages of books while she – the ‘bet-loser’ – was forced

to take a yogurt bath to the delight of her pupils.
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3 Literacy in Developing Countries: Why Not?

Vincent Greaney, Ireland

Illiteracy is both a cause and consequence of slow economic growth.

Countries cannot develop their economies without capable human

resources to provide basic services. Developing countries need people who

are sufficiently numerate and literate to deal competently with commercial

transactions, understand rules, regulations and contracts, create

communication systems, and know how to provide basic services in health

and education.

Literacy empowers the poor and their communities (Lauglo, 2001)

and contributes to more productive agricultural techniques (Carron, Mwira

& Righa, 1989). Female literacy is particularly relevant to health, has been

associated with improved mothers’ child-rearing practices, family health

and population control (Greaney, 1996).

Definitions of literacy differ in many countries and from time to time

within individual countries (Greaney, 1994). There is now a growing

realization that the dichotomy, literate/non-literate, is inadequate and that

literacy should be viewed as a continuum. The 1990 Jomtien World

Conference on Education for All extended the view of literacy to

incorporate that of basic learning competencies, which include in addition

to the three Rs (reading, writing and arithmetic) general knowledge,

problem solving and life skills. The addition of problem solving and life

skills suggests that the tasks used to determine what constitutes a literate

person will vary by location; life skills which are essential in one

geographical economic context will be quite different in other contexts.

Given the confusion over what constitutes literacy, no one definition

is appropriate for all situations. Literacy statistics will inevitably vary

according to the definition used. UNESCO literacy statistics for various

countries are based on different definitions and measurement approaches.

Given these serious limitations, literacy/illiteracy estimates should be

treated with considerable caution. UNESCO (2002) estimates that there

were 887 million illiterates in 2000. The illiteracy problem is most

pronounced in developing countries; recent data suggest that in developing

countries 27 per cent of the population is illiterate, the majority of them

being female. Not surprisingly, the greatest numbers of illiterates (71% of

the total) are found in the most populous regions of East and South Asia.

Illiteracy is particularly pronounced in Sub-Saharan Africa; among people
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aged 15 years and over, in excess of half the countries have illiteracy rates

of 40 per cent +, while over one third have rates in excess of 50 per cent

(Lauglo, 2001).

The reasons for the relatively high illiteracy rates are complex and

inter-related. They stem in the main from conditions inimical to the

development of literate populations. In this brief paper, we focus on five

such conditions: (1) poverty, (2) inadequate education quality, (3) conflict,

(4) poor governance, and (5) poor health.

Poverty

Inadequate National Finances

Poor countries tend to lack income generation capacity and face huge

demands for scarce financial resources. They tend to lack such basic

necessities as clean water, sanitation, electricity, and communications,

roads and telecommunications systems. Lack of adequate roads, for

instance, makes it difficult if not impossible to get agricultural produce to

lucrative export markets. Lack of natural resources limits the potential for

generating revenue. Lack of energy sources makes the production of

materials highly labor-intensive. Recent economic and political develop-

ments do not suggest that the situation is about to improve. Over the last

decade the price of some basic commodities (e.g., coffee, tea, cotton,

minerals) has declined. While OECD countries in general during the 1990s

experienced improvements in their GNPs, many of the poorer countries

(e.g. Kenya, Ethiopia, Zambia, Central African Republic and Sierra Leone)

have experienced declines in their wealth.

Family Poverty

Today over half the world’s population lives on less than US$2 per

day and over 1.2 billion on less than US $1 per day. Most of the poor reside

in rural areas. Frequently, children have little option but to work. Recent

estimates (World Bank, 2001b) suggest that in developing countries the

number of children between the ages of 5 and 14 who are working is about

250 million, of whom 120 million work full time. Africa has the highest

incidence of child labor (about 40 per cent) while Asia and Latin America

have about 20 per cent rates. A working child gives up childhood and

future prospects and foregoes the opportunity of becoming literate so that

his/her family can eat and, in some cases, so that younger brothers and

sisters can attend school.
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Inadequate Education Quality

Schooling is a necessary but not sufficient condition for literacy

development. The limited objective comparative evidence from the

existing national and international studies of educational achievement (e.g.

Ross et al., 2000, Martin, Mullis et al., 2000) indicates that the level of

learning achievement of students in participating developing countries

tends to be low. Evidence from Bangladesh (Greaney et al, 1999) suggests

that school attendance was virtually essential to achieve even minimal

literacy levels, but that mere enrollment was insufficient to achieve

literacy. Among those who left school after three years the majority were

unable to recognise letters, or complete simple number and word

identification tasks. Problems in promoting literacy through schooling

include high levels of grade repetition at the junior grade levels (most

notably in Francophone African and in some Latin American countries),

and early dropout.

By OECD standards, many teachers have low professional

qualifications. Teachers entrusted to give instruction have qualifications,

as low as third grade primary school (e.g., Maldives), primary school

completion (e.g., Madagascar) or less than ten years of schooling (India).

Much instruction is of the chalk and talk variety with a great deal of

emphasis being placed on rote learning. Not surprisingly, many teachers

are seriously deficient in subject matter mastery. Lack of textbooks and

teaching aids ensures that many children do not have access to quality

education materials to support meaningful instruction and learning.

While governments recognise that education has the potential to

alleviate poverty and promote development, some countries cannot afford

education systems. Countries with a gross national income per capita

(formerly gross national product) of less than US$ 300 include Cambodia,

Central African Republic, Chad, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Ghana, Madasgascar,

Malawi, Mali, Mozambique, Nepal, Nigeria, Rwanda, Tanzania, Togo,

and Uganda (World Bank, 2002c). Despite their best intentions, these

countries plus many others may not be able to devote adequate resources

even to basic education. In Haiti, 80 per cent of students are enrolled in

private schools, simply because the state cannot afford to provide public

schooling. Even where schools exist, many parents cannot afford the costs

of sending children to be educated. Prohibitive costs include books,

uniforms, travel, supplementary fees to support teacher salaries and

examination fees. In China the high cost of textbooks has contributed to the
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inability of some parents to send their children to school (Greaney, 1996).

Girls have more difficulty than boys in acquiring a good quality education.

Fewer girls are likely to complete primary education. In India whereas 81

percent of males aged 15 to 19 have completed grade 1, only 58 percent of

females did so (World Bank, 2002b). In some Muslim countries, social

attitudes do not permit school education for girls on the conviction that it

might lead to sexual exploitation by male teachers.

The situation is not improving. Currently, the international community

is striving to achieve the Education for All (EFA) goal of having access to

and completely free compulsory primary education of good quality. Some

83 countries are on track to achieve Education For All (EFA) by the

deadline of 2015 set at the 2000 World Education Forum in Dakar

(Senegal). However, on present trends, more than 70 other countries will

not make it, and some are even regressing (UNESCO, 2002).

Conflict

Literacy cannot be fostered in times of armed conflict. Widespread

conflict undermines the capability of governments to deliver basic

services, including education. Over 50 countries have experienced

significant armed conflicts since 1980 (World Bank, 1998). The number of

wars between countries has dropped considerably. In the 1990s, conflicts

between countries killed about 220,000 people, a drop of nearly two-thirds

from the 1980s, while about 3 million died in wars within states and the

number of refugees and internally-displaced persons increased 50%

(UNDP, 2002). Short (2002) reported that 20 per cent of Africans are

affected by conflict. The vast majority of armed conflicts in recent times

involved internal conflicts (e.g., Sri Lanka, Bosnia Herzegovina, Rwanda).

Thirty countries experienced displacement of more than 10 per cent of their

populations through conflict (Bush & Saltarelli, 2000). Education has been

a major casualty; eleven countries identified as being unlikely to achieve

universal primary education by 2015 (Matsuura, Wolfensohn, Obaid,

Bellamy, & Malloch Brown, 2001) were bogged down in conflict and have

to face the additional problem of educating war-orphans and child soldiers.

Close to half of Mozambique’s primary schools were destroyed during its

war. Rwanda lost two-thirds of its teachers through death or emigration;

the economy was decimated and over 300,000 children killed. In the past

decade, over 2 million children have been killed and 6 million injured as a

result of armed conflict (World Bank, 2001a). Currently there are nearly

300,000 child soldiers actively participating in armed conflict around the
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world; many of these have had their formal education and chances of

becoming literate prematurely ended.

Poor Governance

Corruption hurts the poor most severely as it diverts scarce funds for

public services including education from those who most need them. In

developing countries there is widespread evidence of corrupt government

administration including purchasing of government positions, and misuse

of funds. In education for instance, the needs of politicians rather than the

distribution of school-age children may often determine where new

schools are constructed. Students in remote areas are often denied access to

trained teachers due to political influence, which allows excess teachers to

work in urban schools. In some instances cooperation between

administrators and/or politicians permits scarce educational funds to be

directed towards non-existent schools (‘ghost schools’) and teachers

(‘phantom teachers’). Monopolistic national textbook boards, lacking

incentives to produce quality textbooks, can be a particular source of

corruption. Evidence of poor governance brings with it additional costs.

The perception that politicians and civil servants in poor countries are

corrupt undermines international public support for development

assistance by creating the erroneous impression that all assistance is

affected by corruption.

Poor Health

Over 180 million preschool children under the age of five, or 33 per

cent of children under five in developing countries, are stunted or

chronically undernourished (UN ACC/SCN, 2000). Nearly 30 million

children born every year suffer from inadequate foetal nutrition and are

disadvantaged at birth (UN ACC/SCN, 2000). Over 100 million children

are affected by Vitamin A deficiency alone (UNESCO, 2003). In 1998,

approximately 11 million children died from preventable and treatable

diseases such as diarrhoea, measles, malaria and pneumonia, over 50 per

cent of which are attributable to malnutrition (UN SCC/SCN, 2000).

The HIV/AIDS epidemic underlines the extreme vulnerability of the

economies of poor countries. In 1999, AIDS killed almost 3 million people

worldwide. More than 5 million were newly infected with HIV in 2000,

almost 80 per cent of them in Africa. The twenty countries with the highest

prevalence rates are all located in Sub-Saharan Africa. Over one third of

the adult population in Botswana is infected. HIV/AIDS is on the increase
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in Eastern Europe and in East and South Asia. The education sector is

seriously affected by this disease (World Bank 2002a). Teachers tend to

have high infection rates. In the worst afflicted African countries, it is

estimated that 10 per cent of teachers will die from AIDS over the next five

years. Current data suggest that, by 2010, 14,500 teachers will have died

from aids in Tanzania, and between 88,000 and 133,000 in South Africa.

Teacher deaths in Zambia in 1998 were equivalent to the loss of two-thirds

of the annual output of newly qualified teachers. Inevitably, teacher illness

and absenteeism leads to a decline in educational quality, an increase in

illiteracy rates and deterioration in the number of skilled workers.

Additional teachers have to be trained from already meagre and strained

national education budgets. It is anticipated that HIV/AIDS will also

contribute to school dropout and the diversion of financial resources to

support orphanages. Girls are more likely to drop out of schools to look

after sick relatives or younger children.

The Challenge

Existing international data suggest that illiteracy rates have been on

the decline in all regions of the world in recent decades, due in great part to

an increase in access to primary education. The estimated absolute number

of illiterates, however, has declined only marginally, partly due to the rapid

increase in population especially in developing countries. Illiteracy data

continue to be subject to much debate due to problems of definition and

measurement. UNESCO data for OECD countries are no longer

considered appropriate measures in modern industrialised countries, which

tend to have higher literacy expectations than mere mastery of word

recognition and simple writing tasks. The International Adult Literacy

Survey for instance defined literacy as the ability to understand and employ

printed information in daily activities, at home and in the community, a

definition that requires much higher achievement levels than has been the

case in UNESCO statistical reports to date.

Developing countries face great challenges as they strive to empower

their citizens through making them literate. Far too many lack the human,

financial, and material resources to tackle illiteracy in a large scale

meaningful way, and will need external support. This support and

assistance can be given in the form of grant aid, technical assistance and

concessional funding that allow for the development of sustainable and

affordable activities. Changes in current economic policies can help some

of the poorest countries.
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Debt relief remains a severe challenge for many countries. Between

1990 and 1998, overseas aid to Africa had fallen drastically from $32 per

head in 1990 to just $19 in 1998. Some progress has been made in tackling

debt in the World’s most heavily indebted countries. The United Nations

has set a target of 0.7 per cent of GNP for aid for developing countries. In

1999, four countries surpassed the UN target: Denmark, Norway, The

Netherlands and Sweden, followed in order by Luxembourg, France,

Switzerland, Canada, Finland and Ireland; the United Kingdom ranked

15th and the United States 20th in terms of official aid support (Morrissey,

1999). Industrialised countries spend more than US $300 billion dollars a

year on agricultural subsidies, a figure that is roughly equal to the GNP for

all of Sub-Saharan Africa. In addition, OECD countries provide about one

billion U.S. dollars on a day in domestic agricultural subsidies, more than

six times what they spend on official development assistance for

developing countries (UNDP, 2002). On average, industrial country tariffs

on imports from developing countries are four times those on imports from

industrial countries.

The quality of most current national and international literacy data is

less than satisfactory. Rather than depend on estimates or indirect measures

such as years of schooling, valid measurement requires some form of

performance assessment of literacy levels. Modern sampling test

development approaches, such as used in the International Adult Literacy

Study (Murray, Kirsch & Jenkins, 1997) can make this form of literacy

assessment more valid, reliable, timely and efficient than the present

inadequate approach.

Literacy is central to personal development and to economic

prosperity as it greatly enhances peoples’ abilities to absorb knowledge

and raise their living standards. The scope of the problem is so great in

many countries that it will require strong national leadership and

considerable external support. Governments in developing countries need

to devote more of their scarce resources to promoting education, and

ensure that children have access to and avail of quality basic education.

This may require adopting strong political stances including prioritising

primary education over other levels, stamping out cronyism and

corruption, and limiting expenditure on military and on expensive non-

productive schemes (e.g., national airlines, conference centres and

grandiose public buildings). Citizens in developed countries can develop a

deeper understanding of the plight of their fellow humans living in less

fortunate circumstances, and give support in the form of aid and technical
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assistance. They can also try to influence legislators and others to remove

or minimise economic policies that discriminate against poorer countries

and support educational programmes and initiatives in countries lacking

the resources and capacity to promote literacy.

Lack of education and access to printed materials has condemned far

too many people to lives of ignorance and poverty. Future historians will

judge the response of individuals, national governments and organisations

and international bodies to the major challenge of eradicating illiteracy.
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4 Adolescents’ Responses to Fiction:

Qualitative Aspects of a Quantitative

Reading Literacy Survey

Astrid Roe, Norway

The OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)

is a new regular survey that assesses the competence of 15-year olds in

three domains of literacy: Reading Literacy, Mathematical Literacy and

Scientific Literacy. The first assessment was carried out in 32 countries

during 2000 and comprised 180,000 15-year olds. Reading literacy was the

major assessment domain in 2000. Reading materials consisted of 37

passages and 137 items. Nearly 50% were open-response items, which, in

some cases, invited a large variety of responses, particularly where

questions asked for interpretation or reflection.

This paper examines the responses of 115 students to one of the items

in the study. The item is a question based on a short story. As a comparison

26 graduate students of literature, who were regarded as reading experts in

this connection, also read the story and answered the question. The paper

focuses on how 15-year olds respond to fiction. Outcomes are considered

in terms of the students’ overall reading achievement and their gender.

Differences between the responses of 15-year olds and students in the

graduate group are also investigated.

The PISA Reading Literacy Framework

The PISA reading material is designed to represent the kinds of

literacy that 15-year-olds will face in the future. Reading literacy is defined

as the ability ‘to understand, use and reflect on written texts in order to

achieve one’s goals, to develop one’s knowledge and to participate in

society’ (OECD, 1999, p. 20). Students are expected to demonstrate their

proficiency in retrieving information, understanding texts at a general

level, interpreting texts and reflecting on content and form of texts in

relation to their own knowledge of the world.

It is clearly stated in the PISA Reading Framework that reading

literacy is to be understood in a broad sense rather than in a technical sense.

Furthermore, readers should be able to construct, extend and reflect on the

meaning of what they have read across a wide range of texts associated

with a variety of situations. The theory behind the reading framework is
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based on cognitive views of reading literacy, emphasising the interactive

nature of reading and the constructive nature of comprehension. The

framework regards reading as a process in which readers generate meaning

in response to texts, by using their prior knowledge and understanding.

There is wide agreement on the view that understanding a written text

is more than just understanding the meaning of the words. Reading is a

result of cognitive and verbal processes that are influenced by the reader,

the context and the text itself. Readers will have different levels of prior

knowledge and experience. Texts can affect different readers in different

ways. Thus the process of reading and understanding becomes different

from one reader to another (e.g. Fish 1987, Beach & Hynds, 1991).

Two-Digit Coding

Marking and coding open responses in PISA is sometimes quite

demanding, and a detailed marking guide with strict rules for coding of

answers had to be followed. For most of the items, the codes 1 or 0 were

used for credited and non-credited answers. If an item called for advanced

interpretation, code 2 (full credit) was given to the best answers, and code 1

(partial credit) was given to simpler or shorter answers. The codes make

only a rough categorisation of all the various answers arising from some of

the questions. As the codes are transformed into score values for statistical

analyses, the qualitative aspect is totally lost. To preserve some of this

qualitative aspect, the Norwegian PISA Project Group developed a two-

digit code system to categorise the responses into groups, defined by

content for diagnostic use. This was done for ten of the main study items

and was used in Norway only (Roe, 2000). The development of two-digit

codes for reading was inspired by the work done by the Norwegian Maths

and Science groups, who developed two-digit codes for their domains after

the field trial in 1999 (Kjærnsli, Lie & Turmo 1999). Two-digit codes are

the official codes in PISA mathematical and scientific literacy – based on

the experience from the Third International Mathematics and Science

Study (TIMSS), where such codes were used for diagnostic purposes (Lie,

Taylor & Harmon 1996).

The item to be presented is based on a short story about a woman and a

panther. The two are trapped in a house surrounded by floodwater. The

woman is inside the house, while the panther has jumped from a floating

tree onto her porch. It is hungry and threatening and the woman considers

shooting it. At the end she puts the gun aside and feeds the animal with

what is left of the ham that she has just cooked for herself. The next
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morning the flood is gone and the only trace of the panther is the white

gnawed ham bone on the porch. Seven questions are based on this text, of

which four are open-ended. The following item is chosen for this paper:

Here are some of the early references to the panther in the story.

‘the cry awoke her, a sound so anguished…’: (line 32)

‘The answer was a repeated cry, but less shrill, tired sounding…’ (line

44)

‘She had…heard their cries, like suffering, in the distance.’ (lines

52–53)

Why do you think the writer chooses to introduce the panther with

these descriptions?

The question requires the student to demonstrate ability to detect

nuances in language, which colour interpretation. It is categorised as

‘reflecting on the form of a text’. For full credit (code 2), the student ‘…

must recognise that the descriptions are intended to evoke pity or to prepare

for the woman’s later compassionate behaviour when she feeds the cat’.

For partial credit (code 1): the student ‘… must refer to the author’s

intention of creating suspense or mystery or to the literal information given

in the quoted descriptions’ (PISA Marking Guide, 2000). Table 1 gives the

two-digit codes which were developed:

����� �� ��	
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Score Code Example

Full Credit 21 To evoke pity

22 To prepare for the woman’s later behaviour

23 The panther is in the same situation as the

woman/They both fight to survive

29 Other

Partial Credit 11 To create suspense

12 Because this is how wild panthers cry

13 To make the setting mysterious

19 Other

No Credit 01 Vague

00 No answer (missing)
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For most responses, the codes worked well. Most of the student

responses contained only one element, for example: ‘To make the reader

feel sorry for the animal’ (code 21) or ‘To tell us how a panther sounds’

(code 12). 17% of the answers contained elements from two code

categories. Giving the higher code solved the problem, although this

conceals one of the two elements that the student has mentioned. In future

analyses, such answers will probably be given all relevant codes to

preserve the qualitative aspect to a greater extent.

Results

Table 2 shows how the responses are distributed. The majority of the

credited answers focus on suspense (code 11) or pity (code 21). It is also

noticeable that very few students mention the author’s intention to prepare

for the woman’s later behaviour (22) or the comparison with the woman’s

situation (23), which require the ability to draw an inference from the

arrival of the panther to what happens later in the story. The most striking

result, however, is the gender differences in the non-credited and ‘missing’

categories.

����� �� ����������	� 	� ����	���� � ��������
�� 	�

��������

Codes Girls Boys Total

No credit 9 24 17

Code 11 27 20 23

Code 12 10 8 9

Code 13 17 11 14

Code 21 25 16 20

Code 22 - 2 1

Code 23 6 - 3

Missing 6 19 13

Total 100 100 100

The International Association for the Evaluation of Educational

Achievement (IEA) International Reading Literacy Study for 14-year-olds

also revealed a small gender difference favouring girls for the narrative

domain (Elley 1992). In the IEA report Are Girls Better Readers?
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(Wagemaker, 1996), Munck and Taube suggest that the content of reading

materials has a differential influence on males’ and females’ reading

comprehension. They refer to a hypothesis suggested by Chipman,

Marshall and Scott (1991), who claim that students simply shy away from

or have difficulty dealing with subject matter that is regarded as the

territory of the other sex. It is also argued that female students are less

sensitive to the reading content than boys are, which might imply that boys

would experience stronger affective reactions against typical feminine

literature than girls against masculine literature. As the main character in

the PISA short story is a woman, the above theory could be one explanation

of the fact that girls outperformed boys in all seven items based on the story.

A cognitive explanation of the gender difference might be the degree

of familiarity of the content of a text. If boys are only interested in

masculine contents, and girls have broader interests, girls perform better.

The reading comprehension of boys in comparison with that of girls can

also be seen as a product of boys’ slower maturation rate relative to girls,

and their lower cognitive abilities at the age of 15 (Kimura, 1999). Many of

the items require written answers, which may explain why girls perform

better, given the fact that girls’ writing skills generally are better than

boys’. Motivation may also be a gender-related factor.

Figure 1 shows students’ achievement in each response category.

Overall reading scores are standardised to mean of 0 and a standard

deviation of 1. The bars show standard errors of the mean. There is a clear

tendency for students who relate the description of the panther to the

author’s intention ‘to evoke pity’, or to ‘the woman’s situation’ to achieve

better than students who focus on more general aspects that are not related

to what happens later in the story, like ‘suspense’ or ‘the way panthers

scream’. The four students in the code 23 category (one student was coded

22 and two were coded 23, the four appear together as code 23 in the

diagram) seem to be among the best achievers. The most common code 21-

answer, ‘to evoke pity’ may reflect the ability to draw an inference from the

arrival of the panther to the woman’s situation; however, it may just as

well represent an interpretation of the part of the text referred to in the

question stem. Code 12, which seems to comprise the lowest achievers

among those who get credit for their answers, represents a literal retrieval

of the quoted passages in the stem. Responses in the categories 11 and 13

reflect an understanding of the author’s intention to influence the reader in

a certain way. Students who give answers that are not accepted or who do

not answer are among the lowest achievers.

��	��� ��� ��



��
��� �� ������� ����	���� �� ������
 ����������� �����

The expert responses did not fit very well into the code system, first of all

because most of them contain more than one, and often three or four, elements.

Expressing more than one interpretation probably reflects ability to see more

nuances in the text. This hypothesis was confirmed when we looked at the

achievement levels of 15-year-olds who mention one versus two elements

who include varying numbers of elements in their answers (Figure 2).

In general, the expert responses contain various explanations that

focus on the symbolic or the thematic meaning of the text. These

experienced readers show the ability to infer relations between events and

facts in systematic ways. They include the identification and representation

of both referential and causal/logical relations in text, which are regarded

as essential components of reading comprehension. They also show high

standards for coherence, which are necessary for successful compre-

hension. Very few 15-year olds’ responses reflect these standards and

abilities. According to van den Broek (2000), the standards for coherence

differ widely as a function of the skill level of the reader, and skilled

readers are driven by a desire to grasp the referential and causal/logical

antecedent of the current sentence. Less-skilled readers may relax totally

and abandon the need for such coherence. The standards that readers adopt

differ by such factors as metacognitive skills, motivation, reading goals

and pragmatic concerns (p. 7).
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The quotations below will illustrate how the two groups of readers

actually expressed their responses. The students’ responses also serve as

examples of how the two-digit codes were used.

Students:

• To show that the panther suffered because of the flood too (code 23).

• To explain why she gave it food instead of killing it (code 22).

• To create suspense and because the reader will feel sorry for it (code

11 and 21, was coded 21).

• To establish a relationship between the panther and the reader so the

reader hopes she doesn’t kill it (code 29).

• Because she has never seen a panther in her life, and the reader can

learn how a panther really is (code 12).

• To make it more mysterious as she did not know where the cries came

from (code 13).

• He wanted to create suspense by describing the animal gradually

(code 11).

• No it was very surprising. I would never thought of it (code 01).

• I don’t know. You have to ask him yourself (code 01).
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Experts:

• The way the panther is described through the sounds that it makes,

makes it more alien. The woman had never seen the animal, and may

not know for sure what it is. The alien can be connected to something

sacred, and the food then becomes a sacrifice.

• The panther’s life is threatened, and its predicament compares with

the woman’s situation. At the same time, there is a battle of survival

between the animal and herself.

• The panther is presented as human. It represents the desperate in her

and her surrounding’s situation. There is a touch of empathy in the

description.

Final Reflections

This analysis shows that expert responses to a fictional text are

dominated by inferences and understanding beyond the literal meaning,

whereas 15-year olds generally focus on the surface or literal meaning of the

text. Further analyses of open response items might add interesting

information that could elaborate on the pattern that has so far emerged. The

use of two-digit codes will be a helpful tool in these analyses, which again can

contribute to better understanding of how adolescent readers respond to texts.

Finally, it is our hope that this work can lead to better teaching of reading in

secondary schools. Studies have shown that secondary school teachers pay

little attention to actually teaching reading, unless the student suffers from

dyslexia or has other special needs – although students have to read a lot in

secondary schools (Lundberg, Tønnessen & Høien, 1993). If teachers

knew more about how different groups of students read, they might be better

able to teach reading strategies to help them go beyond the surface meaning

of the text, to analyse, evaluate and extend the ideas presented in the text, to

draw inferences, to read between the lines and to grasp symbolic meaning,

metaphors, or irony. Reading strategies are needed, not only when reading

fiction, but also when reading newspapers, magazines, textbooks and the

diversity of electronic texts that young people are increasingly exposed to.

Young adults need to be aware of how texts are constructed and how texts may

actually influence people’s perspectives on the world.
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5 National Assessments of English Reading

Literacy in Ireland

Jude Cosgrove and Patrick Forde, Ireland

The aim of this paper is to review the outcomes of recent national

assessments of reading literacy carried out in Ireland and to reflect on their

implications for policy and teching practice. The paper concludes with a

discussion of future directions for national assessments of English reading.

In 1972, the first formal assessment of English reading was carried out

by the Department of Education as part of a broader system designed to

monitor educational achievement (Kellaghan, 1997; Cosgrove, Kellaghan,

Forde, & Morgan, 2000). Since then there have been four national

assessments of English reading (Table 1). All of these assessments were

implemented at primary level, and involved pupils from 4th and 5th classes

(grades). The assessment instruments used overlap from one assessment to

the next so that it is possible to examine trends in performance over time.
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Single indices, based on the number of correct responses on the

assessment as a whole, were used as outcome measures up to the 1993

assessment. Since then, pupil achievement in English has been reported by
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sub-domain. This shift in reporting practices occurred in line with develop-

ments in international assessments, including the 1991 International

Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement’s Reading

Literacy Study (IEA RLS; Elley, 1992; Martin & Morgan, 1994).

The main instrument used in the 1993 and 1998 assessments (Tasks

for the Assessment of Reading Achievement, or TARA; Martin, Forde, &

Hickey, 1991) was developed between 1989 and 1991 specifically for use

in national assessments of English reading. Similar to IEA RLS, TARA

assessed pupils’ performance in three separate but related sub-domains:

narrative or story texts, expository or information texts, and documents or

non-continuous texts. Results were also reported as a weighted aggregate

of these three subscales (documents was assigned half the weight of the

narrative and expository scales, which were assigned an equal weighting).

In the 1993 and 1998 national assessments, reading literacy was

defined as ‘… the process of constructing meaning through the dynamic

interaction among the reader’s existing knowledge, the information

suggested by the written language, and the context of the reading situation’

(Wixson & Peters, 1984; see also Robeck & Wallace, 1990). The

importance placed on comprehension and the constructivist nature of the

reading process is evident in this definition.

In order to collect information about aspects of pupils’ environments that

are relevant to achievement, all national assessments of English reading

included questionnaire measures. In the 1993 and 1998 surveys, for example,

questionnaires were administered to pupils, teachers, parents and principals.

Achievement in Reading

Some of the main findings from national assessments of English

reading are summarised in this section. While trends in achievement since

1980 are reviewed, the emphasis is on outcomes of the 1993 and 1998

assessments (see Cosgrove et al., 2000 for more details).

Trends in Overall Achievement

Improved reading scores were observed between 1972 and 1980, with

gains equating to 10 months in reading age (Kellaghan & Madaus, 1982).

Improvements in reading standards of Irish pupils were also recorded in

smaller-scale studies of schools in Dublin around this time (Travers, 1976;

Ward, 1982). Since 1980, overall standards of reading have not changed.

Overall mean reading scores on the TARA measure in the 1993 and 1998

assessments were almost identical.
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Performance by Sub-domain

In the 1993 and 1998 assessments, scores on the documents scale

were marginally lower than on the narrative and expository scales. This

finding may be linked to the relatively lower emphasis given to documents

text in the national English curriculum for primary schools (which was

revised recently; Ireland, 1999), and is consistent with findings from IEA

RLS (Martin & Morgan, 1994).

Descriptions of Achievement

Using data from item analyses, it was possible to describe the

achievement of pupils. Questions involving the following types of task

were answered correctly by most 5th class pupils: use of a TV guide;

simple cross-referencing in a timetable; identification of highest rates on a

graph; and straightforward location of information in both continuous and

non-continuous texts. Questions involving the following types of task, on

the other hand, posed difficulties for many 5th class pupils: distinguishing

between active and passive voice; distinguishing between concepts such as

title, theme, protagonist and content; distinguishing between motive and

outcome; inferring meanings of unfamiliar words using context clues;

integrating prior knowledge with information explicitly mentioned in the

text; understanding and inferring causality; dealing with more complex use

of index, glossary and dictionary; and complex cross-referencing of tables.

Gender Differences in Overall Achievement

In 1993, no significant gender differences were found when the total

(aggregate) scale scores were compared. However, in 1998, girls scored

significantly higher than boys on reading assessment as a whole. In 1993, no

significant gender differences were found when the mean scale scores of each

of the sub-domains were compared. In 1998, in contrast, girls scored

significantly higher than boys on the narrative and documents scales.

Trends in the Distribution of Achievement

The percentages of pupils scoring two or more standard deviations

above and below the mean in the three domains and on the overall test

(about 2.5%) did not differ significantly between 1993 and 1998, nor did

the percentages differ by gender. However, the 1993 data indicate a non-

significant difference in the percentage of boys and girls scoring two or

more standard deviations below the mean (3.4% compared with 1.7%).

The corresponding percentages in 1998 were 2.3% and 2.6% respectively.
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Martin (1996) analysed the distribution of achievement in IEA RLS

by identifying the upper and lower performance quartiles of boys and girls

and comparing the means of these groups. Results indicated that, in many

countries, gender differences favouring girls were more pronounced in the

low-scoring than the high-scoring group, with Ireland showing the second

highest mean difference at age 9 and the highest difference at age 14.

Previous analyses of 1991 IEA RLS data (Martin & Morgan, 1994)

revealed that three times as many Irish 14-year old boys as girls had

reading scores two or more standard deviations below the mean. When

these results from IEA RLS are compared with the outcomes of the 1993

and 1998 national assessments of reading literacy, they suggest that the

gender gap at the lower end of the achievement distribution has narrowed

somewhat.

In contrast, if we compare teachers’ ratings of boys’ and girls’

achievement in 1998, we find a statistically significant difference

favouring girls. For example, while teachers classified 12.4% of boys as

‘weak/inadequate’ readers, only 8.5% of girls were so classified.

Similarly, while 10.9% of boys were rated by their teachers as having a

reading proficiency of ‘3rd class or lower’, only 7.4% of girls were judged

to be at this level. When teachers were asked about pupils’ preparedness

for everyday demands in reading they indicated that 14.5% of boys but

only 10.2% of girls would ‘need assistance’.

School Resources for Teaching Reading

Three important findings relating to school resources emerged from

analyses of the 1993 and 1998 reading assessments. Firstly, although the

number of library books per pupil varied substantially across schools (the

range in 1998 was 0.4 to 58.6), overall, the average number per pupil per

school doubled between 1993 and 1998 (from 4.4 to 8.7). Secondly, there

has been an increase since 1993 in the provision of learning support. In

1993, 9.5% of boys and 7.1% of girls were in receipt of learning support; in

1998 these figures rose to 14.8% for boys and 9.5% for girls. Thirdly, on

average, pupils receiving learning support scored about one standard

deviation below the mean in both 1993 and 1998. However, 1.9% of the

pupils receiving learning support in 1998 were found to have reading

scores that were one to two standard deviations above the mean, while a

further 37.7% scored within one standard deviation of the mean. Of pupils

not receiving learning support, 1.0% had reading scores that were two or

more standard deviations below the mean, and 10.9% had reading scores
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that were one to two standard deviations below the mean. These findings

have implications for allocation of learning support facilities between and

within schools.

Correlates of Achievement in Reading

In this section, variables associated with the reading achievements of

pupils in recent national assessments are considered.

Pupil Correlates

Frequency of leisure reading was quite high in both 1993 and 1998,

while the frequency with which pupils read books in their leisure time did

not change since 1993: over 40% of pupils (45.1% in 1993 and 43.8% in

1998) read books almost every day or daily. Large gender differences were

associated with leisure reading. For example, in 1998, 53.4% of girls, but

only 34.0% of boys, read books almost every day, and 17.4% of boys

compared with 6.9% of girls indicated that they thought reading was

boring. These findings are important as both the frequency of leisure

reading and a positive attitude to reading correlated positively with reading

achievement (r for leisure reading and achievement = .32; r for attitude to

reading and achievement = .25).

In both 1993 and 1998, correlations between time spent watching

television/videos and reading achievement were not statistically significant,

and the correlations between time spent playing computer games and reading

achievement were weak but significant. There was large variation in the

amounts of time spent watching television and videos (e.g., in 1998, 29.6%

of pupils watched one hour or less per school day, compared with 19.1%

watching three hours or more). Pupils did not play computer games as

frequently as they watched television and videos; only 9.1% claimed that

they played 3 or more hours of computer games a day at the weekend. Of

these ‘heavy computer game users’, 7 out of 8 were boys.

Home Background Correlates

The high response rates for the parent questionnaire in both 1993 and

1998 (over 95% in both years) suggests a high degree of interest and

involvement on the part of parents in their children’s education. Many

home background factors were found to be associated with reading

achievement. Pupils living in lone parent families scored, on average, one-

fifth of a standard deviation lower than pupils in families where both

parents were present. Pupils of lower socio-economic status, as indicated

�( �������� �		
		�
��	 �� 
����	� �
����� ���
���� �� ��
����



by possession of a medical card, scored two-thirds of a standard deviation

lower than pupils whose parents did not possess a medical card. Access to

a range of study aids in the home was significantly correlated with

achievement also (r = .43), as was number of books in the home (r = .44).

These two indicators may be regarded as a proxy for positive home

educational climate and the finding is consistent with analyses of the 1991

IEA reading literacy survey (Martin & Morgan, 1994). Indeed, Martin and

Morgan (1994) suggest that one of the most striking findings of IEA RLS

was the consistent association between reading achievement and access or

exposure to print.

The frequency with which parents read to their children during

preschool years was also associated with achievement (r = .33 in 1998),

indicating the important role parents play in shaping their children’s

reading skills. Parental academic aspirations for their children were also

associated with pupils’ achievement (r = .51 in 1998), suggesting once again

that parents do play a central role in their children’s academic progress.

Implications of Recent National Assessments

The finding that there has been no change in overall reading standards

between 1980 and 1998 may appear surprising to some, given that school

resources (as evidenced, for example, in the increase in the number of

books in school libraries and the increased number of learning support

teachers) have improved noticeably since 1993. However, it may be that

the impact of these resources will not be translated into improved test

scores so soon. The next national assessment of English reading, which

will be implemented in 2004, will allow for a further analysis of the impact

of resources on achievement. It is also possible that the measurement of

resources has been inadequate in previous surveys, and that indicators of

school resources should include a measure of resource use as well as

resource availability.

Further, it is possible that standards in other curricular areas have

improved, although in the absence of trend data in other curricular areas we

cannot know whether this is the case or not. Also, the recent replacement

of the 1971 curriculum (Department of Education, 1971) with a

substantially revised curriculum (Ireland, 1999) which emphasises meta-

cognitive skills in reading, may be expected to have an impact on

achievement in time.

Another factor to take into account when considering the lack of

change in standards is the fact that pupil achievement is not determined by
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