


3





	 34	 |	 Chapter 3	

likely in�uence home environments and schools and thus children’s 
reading literacy. Even broader, yet as important, is the national context 
in which children live and go to school. �e level of resources generally 
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across countries based on responses to a curriculum questionnaire. 
To gather information about the home, school, and classroom factors 
associated with the development of reading literacy, PIRLS 2011 will 
collect responses to background questionnaires completed by the 
students tested, their parents or caregivers, their school principals, 
and their teachers. 

National and Community Contexts

Cultural, social, political, and economic factors all contribute to the 
backdrop of children’s literacy development within a country and 
community. �e success a country has in educating its children and 
producing a literate population depends greatly on the country’s 
emphasis on the goal of literacy for all, the resources it has available, 
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Figure 2	 Contexts for Developing Children’s Reading Literacy
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and the mechanisms it can establish for providing e�ective programs 
and incentives that foster reading and improve achievement.

Languages and Emphasis on Literacy

�e historical background of language and literacy in a country 
can in�uence the challenges and instructional practices in teaching 
children to read. For example, some countries have one commonly 
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instruction in their �rst year, due to the cognitive demands of reading. 
In addition, for a study of children at this level, the type of school 
that students generally attend during the early years and whether 
students will eventually move into a tracked or comprehensive 
program of study are of interest, as are promotion and retention 
policies. �e presence of an examination system with consequences 
for program placement or grade promotion can have a signi�cant 
in�uence on children’s progress in learning to read.

Even before they begin formal primary school, children may 
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home characteristics can create a climate that encourages children 
to explore and experiment with language and various forms of 
texts. Parents and other family members impart their own beliefs 
about reading that shape the way that children are exposed to and 
experience text (Baker, A�erbach, & Reinking, 1996; Cramer & 
Castle, 1994). �e following discussion highlights some of the major 
aspects of the home that contribute to reading literacy development. 

Economic, Social, and Educational Resources

Research consistently shows a strong positive relationship between 
achievement and socioeconomic status, or indicators of socio-
economic status such as parents’ or caregivers’ occupation or level 
of education (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002; Haveman & Wolfe, 1995; 
Willms, 2006). Children with less exposure to books at home, parents 
less involved in schooling, and who are less likely to be regularly read 
to by parents are less likely to be good readers (Aikens & Barbarin, 
2008; Darling & Westberg, 2004; Senechal & LeFevre, 2002). An 
important aspect of the home environment is the availability of 
reading material and educational resources. Research shows 
that ready access to various types of printed material is strongly 
associated with literacy achievement (Purves & Elley, 1994). Homes 
that make such material available convey to children the expectation 
that learning to read is a desirable and worthwhile goal.

Because learning to read is dependent on children’s early language 
experiences, the language or languages spoken at home and how 
they are used are important factors in reading literacy development. 
As formal reading instruction begins, children are likely to be at an 
initial disadvantage if their knowledge of the language of instruction 
is substantially below the expected level for their age (Scarborough, 
2001). In addition, use of di�erent languages or dialects at home 
and at school is related to young students’ literacy development 
(Bialystok, 2006; Ho� & Ellidge, 2005). 
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Parental Emphasis on Literacy Development

Early parental involvement in children’s literacy activities can impact 
literacy development with long-lasting e�ects (Levy, Gong, Hessels, 



	 42	 |	 Chapter 3	

need to reach out to inform, encourage, and show receptivity to 
parents’ input. Students with parents involved in their schooling 
have higher academic performance than students whose parents 
are not involved in their schooling (Jeynes, 2005). Research shows 
that students who discuss their school studies and what they are 
reading with their parents or caregivers are higher achievers than 
those who do not (Mullis, Martin, Gonzalez, & Kennedy, 2003). 
Involved parents or caregivers can reinforce the value of learning 
to read, monitor children’s completion of reading assignments for 
school, and encourage children through praise and support.

Parents’ Reading Behaviors and Attitudes

For most children, the home provides modeling and direct guidance 
in e�ective literacy practices. Parents and other family members 
convey their beliefs and attitudes in the way they teach their children 
to read and to appreciate text (Baker & Scher, 2002). Parents’ and 
caregivers’ engagment in many literacy activities foster children’s 
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demands placed on students at this level. At this point, children 
are transitioning from “learning to read” to “reading to learn” 
(Chall, 1983). Students’ educational experiences may be especially 
signi�cant at this point in their reading literacy development. 

Many factors in school a�ect reading literacy acquisition, directly 
or indirectly. Some of the main school factors that contribute to the 
acquisition of reading literacy are discussed below.

School Characteristics
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As an instructional leader, the school principal or head may 
promote a positive school climate and increase students’ academic 
achievement. �is leadership generally involves a clear articulation 
of the school’s mission and managing curriculum, but can have 
di�erent dimensions (Davies, 2009; Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 
2005; Robinson, 2007). Prominent theories of educational leadership 
share several key elements, such as the importance of a leader’s role 
in communicating expectations, promoting teacher learning and 
development, and identifying necessary resources for planning 
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The sense of security that comes from having few behavior 
problems and little or no concern about student or teacher safety 
at school promotes a stable learning environment. A general lack 
of discipline, especially if students and teachers are afraid for their 
safety, does not facilitate learning. 

Research has shown that good attendance by students and 
teachers is related to higher achievement. If students do not attend 
school regularly, they dramatically reduce their opportunity to 
learn. Previous PIRLS research has shown that students have lower 
achievement in schools where principals report attendance problems 
(Mullis, Martin, Kennedy, & Foy, 2007). Similarly, teachers’ absences 
reduce students’ achievement (Abadzi, 2007; Clotfelter, Ladd, & 
Vigdor, 2007a; Miller, Murnane, & Willett, 2007), and teachers 
being absent or leaving school before the end of the school year is 
an increasing problem. 

School Resources
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Parental Involvement

�e success of a school can be greatly facilitated by a cooperative 
attitude among school administrators, teachers, and parents 
(National Education Association, 2008). �is cooperation, however, 
requires outreach by the school. Schools that encourage and welcome 
parental involvement are more likely to have highly involved parents 
than schools that do not make an e�ort to keep parents informed and 
participating in various activities. High levels of parental involvement 
can improve student achievement, as well as students’ overall attitude 
toward school (Darling & Westberg, 2004; Dearing, Kreider, & 
Weiss, 2008; Taylor, Pearson, Clark, & Walpole, 2000). Parental 
involvement may range from meeting with a teacher or attending 
a school open house to activities demonstrating a greater degree of 
involvement such as acting as a volunteer to organize or supervise 
a school event, serving on a committee to revise curriculum, or 
participating in fundraising. Helping with academic activities can 
range from supporting teachers with classroom activities to closely 
monitoring their children’s schoolwork assignments. 

Classroom Contexts

Even though the curricular policies and resources of the school o�en 
set the tone for accomplishment in the classroom, students’ day-to-day 
classroom activities are likely to have a more direct impact on their 
reading development than the school environment. �e instructional 
approaches and materials used are clearly important to establishing 
teaching and learning patterns in the classroom, including the 
curriculum, the strategies employed to teach it, and the availability 
of books, technology, and other resources. �e teacher, of course, is 
another very in�uential determinant of the classroom environment 
(Lundberg & Linnakyla, 1993; Rivkin, Hanushek, & Kain, 2005). �is 
can include his or her preparation and training, use of particular 
instructional approaches, and experience in teaching reading. 
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Finally, the behaviors, attitudes, and literacy level of students in 
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effective teachers continue to acquire new knowledge and skills 
throughout their careers. 

Teacher Characteristics and Attitudes

Teachers’ personal characteristics and the attitudes they bring to 
the classroom can shape their students’ learning experience. To a 
large extent, demographic characteristics of the teacher population 
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Classroom Characteristics

Because young students spend many hours each day in one or 
more classrooms, the classroom environment and structure can 
have a signi�cant in�uence on reading literacy development. One 
fundamental characteristic that may dictate how teachers approach 
instruction is class size, or teacher-to-student ratio. Some research 
has indicated that smaller class sizes during the early years of 
schooling may benefit students’ reading development (Rivkin, 
Hanushek, & Kain, 2005).

The classroom can vary greatly, from highly structured and 
teacher-centered to more open and student-centered. Also related to 
reading development is the interaction among students, informally 
and in classroom discussion of reading and literacy-related activities 
(Baker, 1991; Baker, Dreher, & Guthrie, 2000; Gambrell & Almasi, 
1997; Guthrie & Alvermann, 1999). Classrooms that encourage 
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Instructional Materials and Technology

Another aspect of the classroom that is relevant for reading literacy 
includes the extent of the variety and richness of the reading material 
available to students. The reading material and technology that 
teachers use in reading instruction form the core of students’ reading 
experience in school. 

The presence of a classroom library or a special place for 
independent reading may foster positive reading habits and attitudes, 
in addition to giving students ready access to a wide variety of 
texts and text types. Also, in many countries, computers are widely 
available in schools and Internet access is steadily increasing. �e 
use of electronic texts and other technologies is emerging as an 
important part of students’ literacy learning (Kamil, Intrator, & Kim, 
2000; Labbo & Kuhn, 1998; McKenna, 1998). Reading “on-line” is 
becoming an essential literacy skill as more and more diverse types 
of texts and information are made available to students through the 
Internet and other electronic modes of communication. Regardless 
of format, research has indicated that the students’ exposure to a 
variety of texts and text types is associated with achievement in 
reading (Moats, 1999).

Instructional Strategies and Activities

�e e�ective classroom discusses conceptual themes, has hands-
on experiences related to reading, and provides time for extended 
reading (Guthrie, 2004). Teachers use an abundance of interesting 
texts, including literary chapter books and information trade books, 
that include such features as a table of contents, index, illustrations, 
and bold headings. �ere are innumerable strategies and activities 
that teachers may use for reading instruction (Alexander & Jetton, 
2000; Creighton, 1997; Dole, Nokes, & Drits, 2009; Langer, 1995; 
Pressley, 2000; Stierer & Maybin, 1994). Much research has been 
devoted to investigating which reading instructional activities are 
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most effective. Most educators and researchers agree that using 
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of the two. �e amount of homework assigned for reading varies 
both within and across countries. In some countries, homework is 
assigned typically to students who need the most practice—those 
who tend to have the most di�culty reading or understanding what 
they have read. In other countries, students receive homework as 
enrichment exercises. Time spent on homework generally has an 
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to participate in such activities. For example, students can share 
experiences and interpretations of text by attending plays or joining 
book clubs. 

Positive Attitudes Toward Reading

A positive attitude toward reading may be among the most 
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practice with a variety of texts (Pressley, 2006). Learning to read 
well involves spending considerable time reading, and students’ 
value for reading and their preferences for reading materials 
can in�uence the time they spend reading both in and outside 
of school. Motivation to learn to read involves being interested 




