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Preface

This book is the outcome of an Eritrea-Finland collaboration project on
building capacity in institutions of higher education (IHE) in Eritrea. The
Eritrea Learning for All (ELFA) project, one of five IHE projects, was aimed
at building the professional and research capacity of staff at the College of
Education of the Eritrea Institute of Technology (EIT), Asmara Community
College of Education (ACCE) and Eritrea Ministry of Education (MOE). To
achieve this goal, the project delivered capacity-building modules with the
help of Eritrean and Finnish experts in different fields.

This volume contains original research papers from the participants of
the eight capacity-building modules implemented through different in-
structional modes, such as intensive workshops, distance learning and
independent work conducted by the participants and realised in pre- and
post-workshop assignments, readings and written reflections. The last of
these capacity-building modules was on research methodology, including
the design, implementation or fieldwork, analysis and reporting of research
projects. The following chapters are the reports of these research exercises
whereby the participants of the modules formed groups and conducted
fieldwork, collected data, and analysed and reported on these in the format
of the articles presented in this book

The school system in Eritrea comprises two years of pre-school, five years
of primary school, three years of middle school and four years of secondary
school. Successful completion of secondary school and satisfactory results
in the Eritrean Secondary Education Certificate Examinations allow can-
didates to continue their tertiary education in one of the seven IHE in the
country. Outside these formal channels, the MOE provides adult education
programmes and complementary elementary education for out-of-school
children (over school age). Public and private vocational centres provide
various programmes of training in diverse fields.

Some of the major challenges facing schools in Eritrea are high dropout
rates and low learning outcomes. Although enrolment rates have steadily
increased over the years, dropout rates have reached between 5-7% in pri-
mary schools. Many of the possible reasons for this remain understudied;
the possibility of unidentified learning difficulties among children and the
low acceptability among school communities of some of the home language
or ‘mother tongue” programmes and the effect of these on enrolment and
dropout needs further attention. Another closely related problem is the
low learning achievement results reported by a number of surveys, such as
the Monitoring Learning Achievements and the National Reading Survey,
sponsored by the MOE.



xii

The key to facing these and other challenges in education at all levels in
Eritrea was believed to be teachers and teacher education. The ELFA project
attempted to contribute towards building the capacity of teacher education
in the country by providing professional support and training to staff from
different institutions.

Established and implemented in 2015, ELFA is a Higher Education Insti-
tutional Cooperation project between EIT and the University of Jyvaskyla
(JYU). The project is funded by the Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland.
The Finnish National Board of Education coordinates it under The Eritrea
Specific HEI ICI Programme (Higher Education Institutions Institutional
Cooperation Instrument). The project will run up to the end of 2017.

The overall objective of ELFA is to provide support for advanced profes-
sional development of the academic teaching staff at the College of Educa-
tion (COE), ACCE and MOE. Over 60 participants, of whom 10 were female,
participated in different activities in the two-year life of the project.

A number of capacity-building modules were provided to develop the pro-
fessional capacity of the staff involved in teacher education at COE, ACCE
and MOE. The modules in the ELFA project were designed to equip the par-
ticipating staff with the most current and relevant knowledge and practices
required for teacher education and development in Eritrea by following a
research-based teacher education model. Different assignments, such as
pre-workshop assignments, self-reflection papers, and learning logs and re-
search plans, were provided to strengthen the capacities of the participants.

The different modules were designed and delivered with the help of local
and Finnish experts who provided workshops on key thematic capacity-de-
velopment areas, and were followed up with participants’ assignments,
reflections, research plans, and article drafts. The eight capacity-develop-
ment modules offered were: Research methodology; Teacher education,
pedagogy and curriculum development; Literacy research and instruction;
Numeracy research and instruction; Learning difficulties; Educational
leadership; ICT in education; and Co-creation of learning materials.

Based on the teaching experiences within the ELFA modules and the re-
search plans that were submitted by the participants and evaluated by JYU
experts, it was clear that the participants needed additional support in the
research methods before they could embark on individual data collection.
Additionally, there was a lack of standardised tests to assess the basic liter-
acy and numeracy skills of the school children. Moreover, there was now
limited time to wrap up the last few modules before the end of the project.
Considering the above constraints and in line with the core objectives of
ELFA, a pilot research was developed aimed at supporting the participants
by enhancing their capacity in research methods, i.e. data collection, data
analysis, and academic writing and publishing. The emphasis was on con-
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ducting a manageable field research that would still provide opportunities
for the participants to exercise their research skills within a collaborative
perspective.

The proposed pilot research had several thematic areas under which each
of the participants was grouped to conduct research and write an academ-
ic report. These thematic areas were: parental involvement and support;
pedagogy of teacher education; educational leadership and management;
technology (ICT) in education; literacy research and instruction; numeracy
research and instruction; and understanding and managing learning dif-
ficulties.

Five elementary schools in Asmara and one teacher training institute were
selected for data collection. The respondents in the data collection were pu-
pils of grades 1 and 5, and their teachers and parents. Other participants
were the directors of the elementary schools. In addition, the technology
in education module participants explored pedagogies related to ICT in
education for pre-service teachers at ACCE. The research design employed
various tools, such as questionnaire surveys of the teachers, student teach-
ers, parents and educational leaders, focus group discussions, as well as
assessments of first and fifth grade pupils’ literacy and numeracy skills.

The original design of the last of the modules in the capacity-building pro-
ject was targeted at developing literacy, numeracy and learning difficulty
assessment tools based on a pilot of the instruments developed in consulta-
tion with Finnish experts. The plan was to prepare a handbook containing
assessment tools, teaching materials for the COE and eLearning materials
adapted from Finnish software to local languages. In light of the felt need
for further research training and the time limitations, the revised project
plan aimed to engage participants in practical research design, implemen-
tation and report writing,.

At each stage of the data collection, analysis and report writing, the partic-
ipants of the capacity-building modules worked in collaboration with local
and international experts. To enhance learning and collaborative engage-
ment, a number of workshops were held with local and Finnish experts at
different stages of the research process. Around 60-80 participants, local
and international experts took part in the workshops during the design and
appraisal of the instruments, before fieldwork in schools, in the selection
of angles or topics to adequately exploit the collected data, and during the
report writing and revising processes.

Periodic and intensive meetings helped with the adaptation of the instru-
ments by local experts and module participants, e.g. translating the ques-
tionnaire into Tigrigna, reformulating prepared or translated instruments,
etc. In order to take advantage of the huge amount of quantitative data
gathered, expert statistical help from a statistician was sought. To ensure
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the quality of the written reports, which constitute the chapters of this
volume, the participants carried out group consultations, and before sub-
mitting their manuscripts, reviewed the revisions made after at least two
reviews by local and international experts.

Data was collected using the following instruments: Grade 1 Tigriga Com-
prehension; Grade 1 Tigrigna Pseudoword Spelling; Grade 5 Tigrigna
Comprehension (Narrative passage); Grade 5 Tigrigna Comprehension (Ex-
pository passage); Grade 1 Numeracy; Grade 5 Numeracy; Grade 5 Student
Engagement; Parents’” Questionnaire; Teachers” Questionnaire; School Ad-
ministration Questionnaire; and ICT in Teacher Education questionnaire.

Both Eritrean and Finnish experts collaborated on preparing the instru-
ments in the research. Some of the instruments were prepared in English
and others in Tigrigna. As most of the instruments were finally admin-
istered in Tigrigna, there was a substantial amount of work to translate
and adapt the English instruments into Tigrigna. This was carried out by
focal participants in the research groups. The Grade 1 Comprehension,
the Student Engagement and Parent Questionnaire were translated into
Tigrigna and refined through discussions with participants in the project.
Some were prepared in Tigrigna and administered in Tigrigna. The Grade
1 Pseudoword Spelling test and the Grade 5 Comprehension instrument
were prepared in Tigrigna.

The schools deliberately selected for this pilot research were all located in
the centre of Asmara. This was done to save time as all the participants
from the capacity-building modules were conducting the fieldwork while
fulfilling their teaching and office responsibilities in their respective insti-
tutions. The schools were Dahlak, Lalimba, Mai Tesfa, Model, and Medeber
elementary schools.

The school-based student assessments were conducted by the teachers
and focal persons in the capacity-building modules or research projects in
collaboration with the teachers, while school administrations mainly did
school administration interviews during regular working days of the week.
The parent questionnaires were administered by hired research assistants
and by inviting parents to come to the schools during the weekend. The ICT
focal participant conducted a questionnaire on ICT use in teacher prepara-
tion at ACCE.

In a one-week workshop in May 2017, in which all the Finnish experts, their
local counterparts, and the participants of all the modules participated, pre-
liminary results of the data analysis were presented. Groups had already
been formed around general research topics, and with the help of Finnish
and local experts, each group laid down the first draft of their research plan
by writing a tentative title, research questions, keywords and the data to be
used. Analysis methods were also considered. The teams were encouraged
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to create this using a visual mind map. The writing process continued for
several months with support from local and Finnish experts. The articles
were finalised in writers” and editors” group discussions during a one-week
visit to Eritrea by two experts in October 2017.

The book contains eight chapters divided into four sections. The first section
deals with the general educational system in Eritrea, and furthermore, the
educational system and governance to support literacy and numeracy ac-
quisition. The second section deals with the assessment of foundation skills
such as spelling, reading comprehension, and number sense, and addition-
ally, possible learning difficulties. The third section of the book focuses on
examining the interaction between parents and teachers when supporting
students’ learning processes. Finally, at the end of the book, the role of ICT
in teacher training is explored. The chapters partially repeat methodology
descriptions to allow reading the content in any order of interest.

In Asmara and in Jyvaskylad 17.11.2017

Editors
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Abstract

The aim is of this chapter is to provide a general presentation of the Eritrean
educational system and its governance as an overall framework for the chapters
dealing with literacy and numeracy in more detail. The chapter begins with an
introduction, probing into the role of school leadership to justify the educational
leadership scope on literacy and numeracy. This is followed by a brief description
of the Eritrean educational system and its governance based on the corresponding
education policy documents in Eritrea. The main part of the chapter focuses on
Eritrean school directors” views on the educational system and its governance at
the school level as reported by them in a survey to a sample of school directors in
the Central Region (Asmara and its vicinity). In this examination, too, literacy and
numeracy are a central standpoint.

Key words: elementary education, secondary education, governance, leadership,
Eritrea
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Introduction

Today, school leadership is becoming a global educational policy priority
due to the belief that it plays a key role in improving school outcomes and
students” achievements by creating a conducive school environment and
enhancing teachers’ professional development in the world of globalisation
(Pont, Nusche, & Moorman, 2004). It is widely advocated by researchers in
the field that effective and efficient leadership plays a vital role in narrowing
the gaps between low-performing and high-performing schools and, there-
by, enhances the performance of all students. For this reason, Leithwood,
Louis, Anderson and Walhlstrom (2004) considered leadership as second
only to classroom instruction compared to all factors that contribute to what
students learn at school. Furthermore, the Wallace Foundation (2006, p. 2)
asserted that 99% of the superintendents who participated in the national
survey by Leithwood et al. (2004) agreed that behind every great school
there is a great principal. In addition, in the same study, nearly eight out
of 10 superintendents believed that the first and most essential step to turn
around a troubled school is to find a strong and talented leader to lead it.

However, the roles played by school directors are complex to clearly define
and understand. Their role depends on the dynamics of the environment
in which they work and the complexity of the challenges faced by globali-
sation; thus, MacNeill, Cavanagh and Silcox (2005, p. 1) called this ‘a cha-
meleon-like quality’. To this end, Pont et al. (2004) affirmed that in many
countries, there is a lack of clarity about the core tasks to which school
leaders should dedicate their time.

Nevertheless, based on Leithwood et al. (2004), Pont et al. (2004), Pont, Nus-
che and Hopkins (2008) as well as Alava, Halttunen and Risku (2012), we
can identify the following four broad groups of interrelated school leader-
ship roles. They are: setting a direction by developing a consensus around
vision, goals and direction; helping individual teachers through support,
modelling and supervision; redesigning the organisation to foster collabo-
ration and engage families and the community; and managing the organ-
isation by strategically allocating resources and support. In a similar fash-
ion, the Wallace Foundation (2011) identified five key functions of principal
leadership: shaping a vision of academic success for all students; creating
a hospitable school climate; cultivating leadership; managing people, data
and processes; and improving instruction.

Based on the above, we conducted an empirical research to explore the ed-
ucational system and its governance at the school level as an overall frame-
work for the chapters dealing with literacy and numeracy in more detail.
The research examined Eritrean school directors” views on the educational
system and its governance at the school level as reported by them in a sur-
vey to a sample of school directors in the Central Region (Asmara and its
vicinity).



Educational system and its governance to support literacy and numeracy
in Eritrea

The essential policy documents on the Eritrean educational system and its
governance present this in the following manner.

The Government of Eritrea considers education the cornerstone for the over-
all and sustainable development of the nation. In addition, it realises that
the formation of all-rounded human capital is the pre-requisite for effective
socio-economic and political growth. Furthermore, it considers education
one of the pillars of development and a human right for all Eritrean citi-
zens. To fulfil these bases for sound and sustainable human resource devel-
opment and to promote literacy and numeracy in order to ensure lifelong
learning, the Eritrean Ministry of Education (MOE) has adopted a three-
band structure. This consists of basic education, secondary education, and
further and higher education. The structure also allows for combinations of
formal and non-formal education, as well as moving between formal and
non-formal education (MOE, 2009a).

At the elementary school level (grades 1-5), the curriculum is delivered in
the mother tongue, whereas in the middle school level and above, English
is the medium of education. Education is primarily the responsibility of
the government and it is free at all levels, including tertiary education. Ba-
sic education (grades 1-8) is compulsory for all school-age children (MOE,
2003).

According to the Eritrea Basic Education Statistics (MOE, 2014), the over-
whelming majority (91.5%) of the schools are run by the Government,
whereas the remaining 8.5% are owned by non-governmental organisa-
tions representing specific missions and communities, such as the Awkaf
(Muslim Community Institution), or private schools. The MOE monitors
the schools, and a regulatory body compiles a centralised curriculum and
administers four main tasks. These are policy formulation, human resource
development and management, research, and regulatory and standard set-
ting.

At the Ministry level, five departments are responsible for monitoring and
implementing the main tasks of the MOE. For the actual implementation of
the MOE’s policy and guidelines, each of the six Regional Education Offices
have their own sub-region education office and representatives, including
the school level. The Regional Education Offices are administratively under
the Regional Administration Offices, which are responsible for both region-
al and local governance. All of these are professionally responsible for the
MOE (2009b).

At the school level, there is a system of community participation through
the Parent, Teachers and Students Association (PTSA). Every school forms



its own PTSA comprised of democratically elected members from parents,
teachers and students. The mandate of the PTSA is mainly to participate
in the work for the school development plan, to regulate students’ disci-
pline and to manage financial issues. Complementing the role of the school
director and his/her support staff is a supervision system that stretches
itself from the Ministry to the sub-regional level. Its main aim is to regulate,
standardise and give support to teachers and the school administration
(MOE, 2008).

Educational system and its governance on the school level to support
literacy and numeracy

To examine how the Eritrean educational system and its governance man-
ifested itself at the school level and particularly how the manifestations
supported literacy and numeracy, we investigated the opinions and views
of elementary, junior and secondary school directors. The study focused on
five school leadership themes: characteristics and roles of school directors
and sustainable school leadership; quality and effectiveness of education;
school directors as pedagogical leaders and teacher leadership; parental in-
volvement; and school culture. The themes were determined based on the
expertise and interests of the Eritrean research team, taking into considera-
tion the overall literacy and numeracy goals of the ELFA Project.

Methods

The survey employed a descriptive research design that embraces both
qualitative and quantitative approaches. In social science studies, making
specific predictions, narrating facts and characteristics concerning individ-
uals, groups or situations, is possible through a descriptive research design
(Kothari, 2004). Moreover, it allows for a rapid turnaround during data col-
lection (Creswell, 2009).

The determined five school leadership themes were transformed into a sur-
vey. This phase was supported by questionnaires, which had been applied
by the Institute of Educational Leadership, University of Jyvaskyld to ex-
amine educational leadership at the municipal and school levels in Finland
(e.g, Kanervio, & Risku, 2009; Risku, Kanervio, & Pulkkinen, 2014, 2016;
Risku & Pulkkinen, 2016). These, in turn, had been contextualised from
the questionnaires applied by the School Superintendents Association, the
National Association of Elementary School Principals and the National As-
sociation of Secondary School Principals in the United States of America
(USA).

The semi-structured questionnaire was first compiled in English. The final
questionnaire included 53 questions comprising both multiple choice ones



mostly using a 4-point Likert scale and open-ended ones. The 4-point Lik-
ert-scale questionnaire ranged from ‘not at all’ to “very much’. To make it
easy for the participants and to minimise potential misunderstandings, the
final questionnaire was translated into the local Tigrigna language before
it was disbursed to the participants.

A sample size of 37 school directors was selected through non-probability
sampling techniques (purposive sampling) from a target population of 146
elementary, middle and secondary schools in the Central Region (Asmara
and its vicinity) called Zoba Maekel. The total number of school directors
who were invited to participate in the survey in terms of gender were 32
(86.5%) males and 5 (13.5%) females.

The researchers disseminated the questionnaires to each school director in
the selected schools and instructed both them and the sub-Zoba officers on
how to fill-out the questionnaires. Assistant data collectors collected the an-
swers five days after the disseminations. All the distributed questionnaires
were returned on time except for three missed papers. Thus, the return rate
was 91.9%.

The data collected through questionnaires were coded and analysed using
the statistical package for social sciences (SPSS version 22.0). The study ap-
plied descriptive analysis calculating frequencies and proportions for the
quantitative data. These findings were presented in the form of tables and
graphs. The qualitative data from the open-ended questions were catego-
rised and analysed according to themes to complement the quantitative
data.

Of the 34 participants who answered the survey, 76.5% represented public
schools, 11.8% mission schools, 5.9% community schools and 2.9% private
schools, corresponding well to the general distribution of the various school
types in Zoba Maekel. In addition, each of the seven sub-regions in Zoba
Maekel had almost the same 14.3% representation in the final data.

Concerning highest academic qualification of the respondents, approxi-
mately 67.6% had completed grades 12+1 to 12+3. School directors with an
academic degree qualification (grades 12+4) comprised 26.5% of the survey
participants. Only 2.9% had a master’s degree (grades 12+6). From the total
respondents, 11.8% did not have any professional training in leadership.
Furthermore, only 14.7% of the participants had a degree in leadership. In
total, 44.1% of the respondents had less than 15 years of work experience as
subject teachers and only 2.9% had more than 40 years. Furthermore, 67.6%
had less than 10 years of experience as school leaders and 14.7% more than
21 years.



Results and discussion

School director’s roles, characteristics and sustainable leadership

The results of the survey revealed that almost all of the school directors were
of the opinion that good learning outcomes (100%), managing staff (98%),
administrative management (97%), pedagogical leadership (94%), taking
into account students” special needs (91.2%), working with parents (91.2%),
and societal outcomes (91.2%) were among the roles they considered quite
important or very important to their work. This result is consistent with
the findings of Day and Sammons (2016), who assert that a clear vision and
a sense of direction, leading learning and teaching, working with others,
managing the organisation and strengthening the community are as key
roles for effective head teachers in England.

In most cases, knowing something and doing it practically may not be
aligned. Thus, the school directors were asked to give their opinion on
how often they carried out the above tasks so that we could assess whether
the school directors” priorities and practices were the same. The findings
clearly showed that there was congruency between their priorities and
practices. The responses that they rated as tasks performed quite or very
often included pedagogical leadership (100%), administrative leadership
(94.1%), managing staff (91.2%), good learning outcomes (100%) and taking
into account students” special needs (100%). Good societal outcome (85.3%)
and working with parents (85.3%) were the tasks with the lowest percen-
tiles for these frequencies. It is possible here to align the results with the
findings of Harris (2008), who asserted that effective school leaders largely
share the same set of characteristics, including a strong vision, high expec-
tations, clarity of purpose, drive and determination, and a relentless focus
on teaching and learning,.

The respondents were also asked to describe their autonomy in their work.
About 91.2% of the school directors replied that they have ‘very much’ or
‘quite a lot” of autonomy. Therefore, it is possible to conclude that Zoba
Maekel school directors have autonomy in their work to effectively and
efficiently perform their tasks as asserted by the OECD (2008), according to
which school leaders with autonomy can have the capacity, motivation and
support to improve teaching and learning,.

The school directors noted that they made ‘very much’ or ‘quite a lot” of
effort to establish shared visions and values (94.1%), to create school cul-
ture (97.1%), to construct enabling environments (97.1%), as well as to ena-
ble participative decision-making (97.1%) and staff building (88.3%). Many
researchers have identified collaboration with all stakeholders (e.g., Davis,
Darling-Hammond, La Pointe & Meyerson, 2005), setting direction and
developing staff (Cowie, Jones, & Harlow, 2011), developing resources to



support and build capacity (Hargreaves & Fink, 2003), and sharing deci-
sions and practices (Lambert, 2003) as the characteristics for sustainable
leadership. Thus, according to the findings, it can be expected that school
leadership in Eritrea appears sustainable.

The respondents believed that teachers have ‘very much’ expectation
from their school directors for staff management, school development,
management of teaching, students’ welfare, school environment, legal/
administrative problems, collaboration with parents, tasks dealing with
school facilities, collaboration within school, good management of issues,
and safeguarding resources. The response rate rose to over 94% with ‘very
much’ or ‘quite a lot” expectation. Staff development was among the lowest
rated (89.2%) expectation of teachers from their school directors.

Finally, the school directors were asked to give their opinion whether their
work as school directors included stress. Approximately 79.4% replied that
their work had no stress at all or little stress. Only 5.9% replied that their
work as school directors included a lot of stress due to rushing to comply
with short deadlines.

Quality and effectiveness of school leadership

Leadership has been described as a process of social influence in which
a person can enlist the aid and support of others in the accomplishment
of a common task. For example, some understand leaders simply as those
people who others follow or who serve as guides or direct others, while
others define leadership as organising groups of people to achieve common
goals. An educational leader is someone whose actions, both in relation to
administrative and educational tasks, are intentionally geared to influence
the school’s primary processes and, therefore, ultimately students’ achieve-
ment levels. School leadership is the most important factor for academic
achievements (Witziers, Bosker, & Kriiger, 2003). Schools that make a differ-
ence in students’ learning are led by principals who make significant and
measurable contributions to the effectiveness of staff and in the learning of
pupils in their charge (Hallinger & Heck, 1998).

Regarding quality work, the respondents expressed the following. About
one-third (32.9%) of the respondents replied that there was no quality of
work in their schools, while another third (34.7%) assured that there was
quality work. In general, there was dissatisfaction for the quality of work
in the schools.

The respondents were also asked to comment on the assessments and learn-
ing outcomes of their schools. Again, about one-third (34.32%) had doubts
on the assessment and learning outcomes of their schools, while another
third (34.7%) were of the opinion that there were good learning outcomes
and good assessments in their schools.



The main problem according to the respondents was the budget. Some
(15%) said that there was no budget control, about one-third (32%) report-
ed there was little budget control, while another third (32%) agreed that
budget control was quite good in their schools. About one-fifth (21%) were
very satisfied with the budget control in their schools.

The respondents were also asked if they received training to improve the
quality and effectiveness of school leadership and the quality of educa-
tion. All respondents regarded trainings beneficial, but their individual
comments regarding the training offered to them varied. Most respond-
ents (94%) agreed that training was vital to school directors and teaching
staff. Fullan (2001), a strong proponent of this perspective, asserted: ‘It has
become increasingly clear that leadership at all levels of the system is the
key lever for reform, especially leaders who focus on capacity building and
develop other leaders who can carry on” (Fullan, 2001, p. 21).

Most of the respondents agreed that training ensures effectiveness in school
leadership. As much as 85% also agreed that financial incentives ensure
effective school leadership. In addition, the majority were of the opinion
that career promotions are a good means of ensuring the effectiveness of
school leadership. School directors appear to need recognition of the efforts
they have made for their schools. However, the respondents insisted that
the creation of conducive teaching and learning environments is the most
important means of ensuring effective school leadership. This, they report-
ed, would need an urgent response from the authorities.

The respondents were also asked to present their individual opinions re-
garding the factors behind the success of their teachers. Almost all respond-
ents (97%) agreed that teaching skills were the most important factor for the
success of teachers. Furthermore, most (91%) asserted that to individualise
learning was a teacher’s most important teaching skill. All respondents
agreed that the ability to motivate students to learn was also crucial for a
teacher’s success. Similarly, all respondents agreed that the involvement of
students to make lessons learner-centred was most significant. In practice,
all respondents stressed that emphasising the teaching approach (97%) and
the collaborative work among colleagues (94%) makes teachers successful
and can provide quality learning to the students.

The respondents were also asked about their expectations of their teachers
as their directors. Most respondents (82%) answered ‘very much’ for their
teachers’ ability and dedication to manage their teaching, while (18%) of the
respondents replied ‘quite a lot’. Others emphasised student administration
tasks, and some also raised the issue of taking care of one’s own classroom
and equipment. The points that were not given much attention were related
to extracurricular activities, taking part in compiling the school timetables
and generally good management of issues.
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The school directors were also asked about the availability of resources in
their schools. These questions investigated funding, support for special ed-
ucation students, ICT and other technical equipment, including access to
the internet. The respondents’ responses showed dissatisfaction with their
schools’ resources. When they were asked about the availability of internet
access for their students, 97% said there was no internet access at all in
their schools. When they were asked about the accessibility of ICT materi-
als (without the internet), half (50%) replied that they had no ICT materials
in their schools. In addition, 91% of the respondents were not satisfied with
the finance and funding of their schools. Furthermore, 97% expressed their
dissatisfaction with the funding for teachers’ professional development.
Only two respondents were satisfied with the availability of ICT and other
technical materials in their schools.

Pedagogical and teacher leadership

Pedagogy is derived from paidagogos (Greek), meaning the teacher of chil-
dren. The intentional use of the term pedagogy, instead of instruction or
teaching, reflects the focus on learning. According to DuFour (2002), educa-
tors are redefining the role of principal from an instructional leader to one
with a focus on learning. Pedagogical leadership is, therefore, an act that
motivates others into a broader way of thinking about the learning-teach-
ing dichotomy.

Taipale (2004, p. 72) defines pedagogical leadership as being ‘the superior’s
ability to guide subordinates toward the common goal, make the specified
visions and objectives visible and teach people to understand and interpret,
as well as discuss and manage interaction by means of positive interde-
pendence and openness’. Abrevaya and White (2009) view principal leader-
ship as a key mechanism for improving schools.

The second topic of this section, teacher leadership, is often not a formal
role, responsibility or set of tasks. It is more a form of agency where teach-
ers are empowered to lead development work that directly affects the high
quality of teaching and learning (Harris & Muijs, 2005). Mustonen (2003)
suggests that although the ultimate responsibility rests with the leader,
the leader promotes his/her own leadership by sharing responsibility and
working with teachers. Teachers” co-operation and their increasing ability
to exercise decision-making powers related to their own work, in turn, sup-
port teachers’ professional development.

Drawing on the responses from Zoba Maekel, the sample participants
closely related participatory and teacher leadership with each other. This
included how often they employed new strategies to numeracy and literacy
proposed by subject teachers (58.8%), subject teachers participating in deci-
sion-making (55.9%) and department heads playing major roles in deciding
on the best methods (61.8%). When asked about reporting to the Ministry
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when their school encounters with special literacy and numeracy problems,
41.2% of the school directors said that they employed the practice quite of-
ten.

The results regarding the opinions on how best to improve the teaching
capacity of staff showed that several school directors invited guest lecturers
(55.9%) and employed internal projects (50%) for this purpose. The response
rates also indicated that many employed individual courses (44.1%), confer-
ences (67.1%), study visits (67.1%) and reading literature (44.1%) to support
their teachers’ professional development. Exchanging experiences both
within the school (47.1%) and with colleagues from other schools (44.1%)
were also quite common practices.

Based on our findings, the school directors established collective reflec-
tions amongst the various subjects led by themselves (50%), by the teachers
themselves (47.1%), by external actors (35.3%) and with guidance (47.1%).
The respondents also believed that teachers tried to develop themselves by
inviting guests (64.7%) as well as attending internal projects (50%), individ-
ual courses (50%), conferences (58.8%) and study visits (55.9%). In addition,
reading literature (61.8%) and exchanging experiences within their school
(58.8%) were informed as ways employed by teachers to develop themselves.

The school directors believed that teachers also exchanged experiences
with colleagues from other schools (47.1%) and arranged collective reflec-
tions amongst the various subjects led by the teachers themselves (44.1%).
In addition, teachers quite often appeared to engage themselves in collec-
tive reflections amongst the various subjects led by their school directors
and obtained guidance (both 50%). Finally, 23.5% of the school directors
believed that teachers never engaged in collective reflections amongst the
various subjects led by an external actor.

Moreover, the participants were asked five open-ended questions to extract
the impact of pedagogical and teacher leadership on classroom instruction.
The majority (79.2%) replied that professional support is considered the
most important element for the current practices that the school director
can support and monitor for effective classroom instruction. In line with
this, team spirit (13.7%) and a flexible timetable (7.1%) were mentioned as
well. The results reflect the notion by Rayan and Copper (2001, p. 35) that
principals visit classrooms and ordinarily hold conferences to provide
helpful suggestions. Furthermore, Guthrie and Reed (1991, p. 232) note that
the effectiveness of both the school and the school system are dependent on
leadership.

The participants were also asked how they assess their role in supporting
their planning for classroom instruction. All of them (100%) responded that
continuous weekly follow-ups through the pedagogical head were an ef-
fective means to enhance teachers’ classroom instruction. Moreover, they
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were asked what suggestions teachers, students, the school supervisor and
parents would have for quality learning. Consistent monitoring (74.5%),
quickly correcting mistakes (15.3%) and wise use of school resources (5.2%)
were the school directors’ responses. The yearning for learning comes, ulti-
mately, from within the individual and within the organisation (Jay, 1992).

Furthermore, the respondents were told that buying reading and numera-
cy materials (50.8%) and arranging tutorial classes (49.2%) were important
elements for the advancement of literacy and numeracy in their schools.
Eventually, all respondents (100%) concluded that communicating with all
school stakeholders was an effective means of managing change associated
with ICT in their schools.

The results appear to follow prerequisites for successful development activ-
ities identified by Johnson (2006), comprising safeguarding teachers” broad
participation and interaction, continuous training, and good planning and
co-ordination of projects. In addition, our results are in alignment with the
notion of Bryk, Sebing, Allensworth, Luppescu, and Easton (2010) that prin-
cipals are willing to use their authority to break down the walls of educator
isolation, and create new norms of collaboration and collective responsibil-
ity for student learning. Furthermore, our findings correspond to that of
Rayan and Copper (2001, p. 35) who said, ‘Principals visit classrooms and
ordinarily hold conferences to provide helpful suggestions.

In addition to the above, according to Sebastian and Allenworth, (2012), ac-
ademic demand and classroom behaviours are better among those teachers
who believe they have received high-quality professional development.
Thus, it is important that the various ways of professional development
training described by the school directors in our survey are of high quality.

Parental involvement from an educational leadership perspective in
Eritrea

The provision of quality education and training is the ultimate goal of any
educational system. This goal, however, cannot be achieved without the
management of parental involvement, which contributes greatly to stu-
dent success. This is true in that neither the parent nor the school alone
can educate the child adequately. This realisation has contributed to paren-
tal involvement, although it is not a reality in many educational systems
(Schalkwyk, 1987).

Parents play an important role in shaping and building the career of their
children due to their immediate influence on their children’s behaviour,
conduct, character and personality. Parents have the right and responsibil-
ity to be included in the education of their children. According to Epstein
and Rodroguez-Jansorn (2004) in Ma, Shen, Krenn, Hu and Yuan (2015, p.
20), ‘students learn and grow at home, at school, and in their communities,
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and they are influenced and assisted by their families, teachers, principals
and others in the community.

As to the benefits related to engaging parents in the formal education of
their children, Henderson and Mapp (2002) state that students whose fam-
ilies are engaged are more likely to: (1) earn higher grades and test scores
and enrol in higher-level programmes; (2) be promoted, pass their classes
and earn credits; (3) attend school regularly; (4) have better social skills,
show improved behavior, and adapt well to school; and (5) graduate and
go on to post-secondary education. Moreover, Adelman and Taylor (2008),
Thurston (2005) and Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1997) have indicated
that parent involvement has a positive impact on security and school out-
comes as well as on lessening chronic absenteeism among students.

Increased parental engagement in schools is cultivated by the principal,
whose leadership determines whether or not a school promotes effective
parental involvement. As a leader and team builder, the principal guides
the school as an institution and plays a pivotal role in creating and main-
taining its ethos (UNICEF, 2009). It is impossible for principals to meet all of
the instructional needs of a school alone. Therefore, it is imperative that the
principal distributes leadership ‘across people” (Sherer, 2008). This distribu-
tion requires a high level of involvement from staff and parents.

A number of research studies have championed the idea of parental in-
volvement; however, the task of involving parents in the school is not with-
out challenges. Involving parents in schools is the most critical practice in
the school culture (Leithwood & Jantzi, 1999). Studies by Park (2008) and
Warren, Hong, Rubin and Uy (2009) indicated that the strategy of involving
parents was restricted by the parents’ socio-economic status.

To have a formal system for parental involvement is crucial and provides the
opportunity for parents to share responsibilities and a sense of achievement
(Barth, 1990). The Parents-Teachers Association (PTA) is the governance
and management mechanism through which this linkage is manifested.
In the Eritrean school system, the PTA is organised into a series of stand-
ing committees for various activities, such as academic, discipline, finance,
technical and maintenance, extracurricular committees, etc. (MOE, 2008).

Therefore, the research was aimed at investigating parental involvement
from the educational leadership perspective in Eritrea. It was guided by
the following objectives: to establish the rationale for parental involvement;
to examine the current status of parental involvement in schools; and to
examine the challenges for parental involvement in schools and explore
how it can be improved. As mentioned earlier, the participants of the sur-
vey were school directors from elementary, junior and secondary schools
in Zoba Maekel.
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In total, 34 school directors gave their responses on what the rationale was
for involving parents in their schools. The results revealed that the majority
of the school directors responded ‘quite often” and ‘very often” that ensur-
ing sustainability (76.5%), identifying and addressing problems (61.7%),
developing learning materials (52.9%) and increasing accountability (52.9%)
were among the reasons for parental involvement, while developing rele-
vant curriculum (73.5%), maximising limited resources (61.7%) and improv-
ing home environment (52.9%) were considered as ‘never” and ‘sometimes’.
However, this exclusion is against the fact that it is impossible for the school
and principals to meet all of the instructional needs of a school without the
participation of parents (Sherer, 2008).

‘How can parents’ participation support teachers?” was the next question
asked of the participants. Accordingly, more than half (52.9%) replied ‘not
at all’ and ‘sometimes’ that parents providing accommodation for teachers
who work far from school was a form of support. This indicates very low
parental participation in easing teachers’ living conditions, and this might
affect the students” outcome. However, half (50%) replied ‘quite a lot” and
‘very much’ to whether parents participate in supporting teachers’ class-
room practices. Although it is an average response rate, it agrees with the
conclusion that parent involvement has a positive impact on security, school
outcomes and in minimising chronic absenteeism among students (Adel-
man & Taylor, 2008; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997; Thurston, 2005).

Inresponding to the challenges of involving parents, almost all of the partic-
ipants maintained that resistance among teachers (97.1%), illiterate parents
feeling uncomfortable talking to teachers (88.2%), parents’ negative school
experiences (82.3%), fear of losing economical labour (73.5%), and feelings
of parents not having control over the school (58.8%) were considered ‘no’
or a ‘little challenge’. However, this finding stands against findings in pre-
vious research in other contexts. For example, Warren, Hong, Rubin and Uy
(2009) as well as Leithwood and Jantzi (1999) regard involving parents as
the most critical practice for schools.

For the following issues asked of the school directors, they were instructed
to give a ‘yes’ or no” answer. All (100%) replied that they discuss parental
involvement with their staff. The majority (70.6%) also replied that they set
calendars to accommodate major community events, activities and ceremo-
nies. In addition, all (100%) were of the opinion that their staff recognise
that parents play a crucial role in their children’s education. Furthermore,
when they specified the activities of the PTSA in their schools, all (100%)
mentioned the activities under the MOE (2008) guidelines, including aca-
demic, discipline, financial, technical and maintenance, as well as extracur-
ricular committees.

In responding to the frequency of parents-school conferences per year in
their schools, almost all of the participants (91.2%) replied two to four times
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while the rest (8.8%) reported a frequency of more than five times a year.
This finding shows that the principals play a relatively significant role in
involving the parents, and it agrees with the statement by UNICEF (2009)
that principals play an important role in increasing parental engagement
and promoting effective parental involvement.

Finally, the school directors were asked to give their suggestions on things
that need to be done in order to improve the involvement of parents in
school affairs. All (100%) suggested that understanding the nature of par-
ents, establishing communication channels, conducting continuous assess-
ments, and having sports and cultural events were among the needs they
considered as ‘quite” or ‘very much’ important to improve the involvement
of parents.

Eritrean school culture

School culture is an important concept that has received increased atten-
tion in recent years due to the realisation that the school environment has
a great deal to do with the success of its students and the morale of its staff.
The concept of culture in the study of schools is not new, however.

This study focuses on characterising and describing the nature of school
culture in Eritrean schools. The 34 school principals completed the ques-
tionnaire to identify their individual school cultures according to their own
views and attitudes. To study school culture, it was most difficult for the
researchers to decide which aspects of the school activities to include or
exclude. As the research group for this chapter was working on leadership,
it was decided to confine the focus on the leadership culture within the
entity of school culture. In addition to the survey of the school directors, the
study examined a wide range of literature, refining their analyses to those
works that seemed most pertinent to the topic.

The leadership of the principal is a key factor in creating, fostering and sus-
taining a school culture. It is essential to study the leadership culture of the
school and its development as well as the principal’s symbolic role in the
development process (Alava et al., 2012; Lahtero & Risku, 2012, 2014). The
principal’s leadership has a significant effect on the culture of the school,
through which it indirectly also affects the efficiency and learning results
of the school (Harris & Ogbonna, 2000).

Hoy (1990) described the importance of culture as rituals, rites of passage,
ceremonies and values in the school. He emphasised school culture as an
important vehicle to both resist and to redefine educational innovations.
According to Fullan (2001), school culture can be defined as the guiding
beliefs and values evident in the way a school operates. School culture can
be used to encompass all the attitudes, expected behaviours and values
that impact how the school operates. Culture does not remain static but can
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change within schools. Principals can shape the culture by being willing
to make the necessary changes before asking teachers or staff to undertake
any change efforts. Principals must be willing to change their own think-
ing and practices before they can lead others in implementing the dynamic
challenges of school reform, and it is then that the school culture can be in-
culcated in a positive way. There is substantial evidence in the literature to
suggest that a school principal must be the first to understand the school’s
culture before implementing any change (Leithwood et al., 2004).

Bearing the above literature in mind with regard to school culture in the
Eritrean context, we asked the school directors how much effort they put
into the establishment of their school culture. Most of the respondents (62%)
replied that they “very often” made intensive efforts to establish school cul-
ture, while 12.4% responded ‘quite often’. Thus, a majority of the school
directors committed great attention and awareness in promoting school
culture.

Based on the responses, 34% of the school directors were involved in whole
staff meetings, 28% in management meetings, 29.9% in departmental meet-
ings and 23.7% in parental meetings. Looking at parental involvement from
the angle of leadership culture, we asked the school directors whether their
school building was open for parents and communities. Half of the school
directors (53%) replied that their schools were always open for parents and
communities as needed. However, 47% of the school directors said that they
did not open the door for parents after school hours.

We can infer that there are school directors who are weak in their relation-
ships with parents, and they should strengthen their accessibility and their
relationships with parents and the rest of community to open the lines of
communication and promote a positive school culture. In addition to this,
they should involve parents in the different activities of the school.

According to Leithwood and Jantzi (1999), the most critical practice in the
culture of school leadership involves promoting parental and community
involvement in the school. Leadership is no longer considered the stake of
only the school directors; participation in decision-making should begin
with all members of the school community. The ideal of strategic leader-
ship cannot be attributed to only one person; it calls for the cooperation of
key persons in the organisation (Cunningham, 1994). The leadership team
members participating in decision-making enhance the understanding and
commitment to the implementation stage of the chosen strategies (Yukl,
20006).

In interpreting the above findings, one must be aware of the fact that the
school directors have taken an active part in meetings with the teachers,
parents and the management team to make intensively effective changes
in their schools. However, the school directors” awareness of the realisation
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of meetings in the student context with school principals seemed weaker.
Slightly less than half of the school directors (44%) replied that they en-
gaged themselves in arranged student meetings and more than half (56%)
never appeared to have meetings with students. School directors” direct
communication with students in Eritrean schools is thus not satisfactory.
School directors witnessed that they rarely participated with the students
in the management activities of their schools.

The analysis indicated that sharing experiences and ideas among schools
and between schools was not yet the habit of school directors. However,
the findings regarding the culture of collaboration, collegiality, and sharing
responsibility among teachers within the school indicated a high level of
school directors” involvement. This is greatly significant, because sharing
leadership may have its greatest impact by reducing teacher isolation and
increasing commitment to the common good (Pounder, 1999).

Regarding teachers’ decision-making, 62% of the respondents argued that
teachers participated in decision-making and shared responsibilities in
schools. However, the participation of teachers in school development plan-
ning is not strong enough (59%). This result clearly indicates that teachers’
participatory capacity in planning activities is very low.

Most school directors (88%) reported that collaborative activities are very
common in their schools, and almost all of them (91%) pointed out that
harmony and respect of colleagues were positive in their schools. The
finding indicates that school directors were aware of the collegiality, col-
laboration, harmony and distribution of responsibility among their staff
members. Supportive interactions among teachers in school are essential
so that professional communities can enable them to assume various roles.
These include sharing values, a common focus on student learning, collabo-
ration in the development of curriculum and instruction, sharing practices,
and reflective dialogue (Kruse, Louis, & Bryk, 1995). Although many factors
affect whether a professional community will exist in a school, one of the
most significant factors is strong principal leadership (Bryk, Camburn, &
Louis, 1999). It is essential to understand that different teacher cultures af-
fect single teachers and their actions and that, in the end, the core task of
the school is the education of the pupils (Luukkainen, 2005).

The concept of school culture relates to all school activities and practices
conducted in schools. School culture is a product of the meaning and inter-
pretation processes, which constitute themselves through the symbols of
the principal’s functional, verbal and material leadership. According to one
open-ended question, 62% of the schools in our sample can be identified
and characterised by a well-disciplined environment where teaching and
learning can be conducted smoothly. Next to the above analysis, 17.5% of
the school directors also argued that they took into consideration school
sanitation and cleanliness when it supports teaching and learning. Based
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on our findings, it can be noted that the school directors showed very little
consideration for the performance of their school and for the positive re-
sults of their students.

To summarise our survey, we can conclude the following. The school di-
rectors understood their roles as working for learning outcomes, managing
staff and pedagogical leadership. They felt autonomous but also expressed
that their teachers had demanding expectations of them. The directors ap-
preciated parents’” involvement; nevertheless, they admitted that there were
some challenges. According to our study, the school directors also argued
that little attention had been given to their own capacity building. Regard-
ing the school budget and management, the directors highlighted that they
needed more attention. The directors were aware that opinions were not
shared much among schools, such as through cooperation with colleagues.
School timetables were not always suitable for the teachers’ needs to ena-
ble this and the timetables lacked flexibility. Teachers complained that the
timetables were not meeting their needs. In addition, there was little com-
munication between school directors and students.
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Appendix: School Director Survey

Scheol Director Survey for the ELFA Project
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Abstract

This study explored elementary school learners” spelling ability in their mother
tongue, Tigrigna, through a test consisting of 25 selected pseudowords. The test
was conducted in four elementary schools located in Asmara. There were a total
of 241 participants in this study, all of whom were 6-7 years of age. Data was an-
alysed by using regression and correlation analysis of various background and
linguistic variables. Gender, school, syllable complexity, syllable weight, gemina-
tion and syllable length were taken into account when interpreting the results.
Further, the results of the pseudoword test were compared with the participants’
reading comprehension test results. The correlation of these two different tests
was positive.
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Introduction

In Eritrea, elementary education is carried out by using the learners” moth-
er tongue where all Eritrean children from nine ethnic groups learn their
elementary school subjects in their respective first languages. English is
the instructional language from grade 6 onward. Using a pseudoword test
to assess learners’ spelling ability is a unique experience in the Eritrean
context, especially for those who use Tigrigna as the medium of education.
Spelling is relatively easy to learn in transparent languages (Aro, 2004),
and Tigrigna is among the regularly spelt languages with a transparent
and systematically consistent writing system, like the Finnish language
(e.g, Lyytinen, Erskine, Kujala, Ojanen, & Richardson, 2009). In its basic
definition, spelling refers to the relationship between the graphemes and
phonemes of a language (Montgomery, 1997). Spelling is also referred to as
the presentation, surface, secretarial, mechanical, technical, or transcrip-
tion skills. Spelling is multi-dimensional (Burns, 2006) and, thus, learning
the spelling of languages is not very easy; it puts a lot of demands on the
learner. This is a rather more difficult task than recognising all the letters
when they are present in context. Spelling requires the recall of spellings
from the memory store or lexicon of the brain in exactly the correct order
and the ability to construct spellings that are not stored. Learning to spell
places demands on many areas of the brain, and the resulting messages
have to be integrated and coordinated with the writing or transcription
machinery (Montgomery, 1997).

It takes a very long time for learners to learn to spell words well (Browne,
1999). This makes it imperative for learners, especially beginners, to be giv-
en many opportunities to see the orthography of a language being used
and to practise it, as mastering it is not a matter of overnight work (see
Seymour, Aro, & Erskine, 2003). Learners consolidate their spelling ability
as they navigate through the writing system of their language and as their
awareness of written languages develops.

One of our goals in the present study was to determine if pseudoword
spelling test results in Tigrigna are in line with other studies conducted in
other regular languages (Seymour & Aro, 2003). The test was implemented/
carried out in two different phases. To enrich the findings, the learners’
pseudoword spelling skills were compared with their comprehension abil-
ity. The research holds that the spelling skill has some form of correlation
with comprehension. In order to make a comparison, the results of the
pseudoword spelling test were correlated with the results of the compre-
hension test, which was administered some time earlier.

Access to kindergarten is an added value for those children who mainly
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live in cities or towns. The participants in this study all live in Asmara and
are thus expected to have gone through kindergarten education. In kinder-
garten, the children do some literacy practices of prewriting patterns, and
in some cases, they read the alphabet in their mother tongue, in addition to
physical activities such as games, songs, etc. This experience, coupled with
what they do in grade 1, is believed to help learners with tackling the two
tests given in the present study.

The pseudowords (25 in total) were prepared with an increasing level of
difficulty in terms of the number of syllables in the words. Six of the pseu-
dowords were replicas of Tigrigna nouns, two were adjectives, and the
other 17 were verbs. Seven of the verbs were imperatives, such as “Tell her’,
‘Let’s respect one another’, etc. All of the pseudowords only differed from
their real word equivalents in just one sound/syllable. Their pronunciations
and their real word equivalents have been transcribed (see appendix 1).

Pseudowords

Knowledge of spelling is good for both reading and writing, and as such,
good spelling knowledge is likely to lead to good reading and writing skills.
In order to measure learners’ spelling ability, therefore, teachers make use
of real word and pseudoword spelling tests. A pseudoword is a string of
phonemes or graphemes that looks like a real word, but is non-existent and
meaningless in a given language. It is pseudo in the sense that it does not
exist in the lexis of a language, but it follows the orthographic system of that
language.

Pseudowords are almost exclusively used for test purposes rather than
instructional purposes (Khalifeh, 2014). However, where they have been
rarely used as instructional tools, they also have proved to be effective to a
certain degree in helping with learners’ decoding and reading skills (Khal-
ifeh, 2014). Most tests that make use of pseudowords seem to focus more
on reading than on writing (e.g., see Aro, 2004; Juel, 1988; Mann & Wim-
mer, 2002; Saiegh-Haddad, 2004; Torppa, Georgiou, Lerkkanen, Niemi, &
Poikkeus, 2016). A few studies have used pseudowords to measure spelling
accuracy in a language with a transparent orthographic system, such as Ti-
grigna. For example, Eklund, Torppa, Aro, Leppédnen, and Lyytinen (2015)
used a pseudoword spelling test in Finnish, which has a transparent or-
thography, to determine the spelling accuracy of learners with and without
familial risk for dyslexia. They found that dyslexic learners with familial
risk for dyslexia continuously exhibited deficiency in reading speed, and to
a limited degree, in reading and spelling accuracy.

Reading Comprehension

Reading seems to elude definition (Perfetti & Stafura, 2014). Perfetti and
Marron (1998) stated that there could be narrower or broader definitions
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of what reading is. There is no theory of reading, because it has too many
components for a single theory. There are theories of word reading, theories
of learning to read, theories of dyslexia, and theories of comprehension at
various grain sizes (sentence comprehension, text comprehension), appro-
priately targeted to a manageable part of reading (Perfetti & Stafura, 2014,
p. 22).

Ghahraki and Sharifian (2005) highlighted the fact that, despite the centu-
ry-long research done on reading, researchers do not share the same under-
standing about the nature of the skills in comprehension for both L1 and
L2. They further noted that some hold the view that reading is a unitary,
holistic or indivisible skill while others, such as Munby (1978) who identifies
19 reading micro skills, believe that reading is divisible in that it involves a
number of subskills. Others also hold the middle ground position that ear-
ly reading involves the learning of different subskills, which later develop
into a whole as learners progress into skilled readers. ‘According to this
position, sub-skills of reading comprehension are induced and developed
separately in children and later, by constant practice, they are fused into an
integrated and holistic skill’ (Ghahraki & Sharifian, 2005, p. 37).

Reading comprehension can be considered the product of reading a given
text while the subskills are viewed as components of the overall process
of reading (Liu, 2000). It is apparent that these differing views on reading
will continue for years to come, and no matter what position one takes, the
idea that reading is a sum of subskills seems to dominate. Thus, the current
trend on the nature of reading seems to be divided into the components of
decoding (word recognition) and comprehension (Liu, 2000). Test develop-
ers, based on the assumptions they hold about the nature of reading, pre-
pare reading tests to measure whatever skills/subskills they are looking,
thereby leaving their marks on the reading debate.

According to Sure Start (2005), reading comprehension comprises the fol-
lowing: understanding the text; engaging with the text; critically evaluat-
ing the text; monitoring one’s own understanding; making decisions about
which strategies will help clarify understanding; making connections with
existing knowledge; and reflecting upon the response.

Word recognition as a subskill of reading comprehension and spelling as
a part of reading are assumed in this study to contribute to reading com-
prehensions skills. The relationship between word spelling and reading
comprehension is explored using correlation analysis.

Tigrigna syllabic structure
In Tigrigna, the following letters/syllables seem to be complex sounds and

are envisaged as creating difficulty: pharyngeals (0-& ch-h); P‘glottals (V-h
& h-o); velars (P-q & “fi-k); dental (A-s); and palatal (6bh- ¢ & £-g). Some of
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the sounds, such as the pharyngeals, demand more effort in the vocal tract
for their production while others, such as the dental, palatal and velars, in
addition to being produced with effort, are combinations of two sounds.

As can be seen from appendix 1, all of the pseudowords were multisyllab-
ic. It is generally believed that longer words/syllables are more difficult to
study or write than shorter ones.

Gemination is the doubling of a consonant (Matthews, 2007), but according
to Tewolde (2002), vowels can also pass through this elongation process of
sounds. ‘Longer duration of identical segments, or adjacent consonants or
vowels that are the same can form gemination’ (Tewolde, 2002, p. 42). In
Tigrigna, gemination brings about changes in the meaning of some words,
and because geminated sounds are represented by one letter in the Tigrig-
na orthography, speakers stumble over pronunciations while reading when
they encounter words with geminations. It is only by making use of the
context that they get the correct pronunciation. The present study, there-
fore, hypothesises that those words with gemination (see appendix 1) will
be problematic for the participants of the study.

Syllables function as organisational entities for the sequence of sounds, and
they are important segments in a language (Roach, 1987). Tigrigna mostly
uses a single letter or syllable symbol (commonly called fidel) to represent
a syllable. Syllable weight refers to how light or heavy the syllable is. A
heavy syllable consists of a syllable with a branching nucleus or rime. On
one hand, a heavy nucleus (branching nucleus) means the syllable contains
a long vowel or a diphthong, which signifies its duration and follows the
pattern CVV (Consonant-Vowel-Vowel). On the other hand, a branching
rime contains a closed syllable with one or more consonants at the end of
the syllable (a coda), and it follows the pattern CVC (Consonant-Vowel-Con-
sonant).

The research questions were as follows:

1. How does the pseudoword test function in assessing first graders’
spelling skills?

2. What kind of differences, such as gender, in spelling skills are observed
among first graders?

3. How does pseudoword spelling correlate with reading comprehension?

Method

Participants. The four schools involved in the present research were lo-
cated in the centre of Asmara and were selected for their proximity. The
schools were: Dahlak, Lalimba, Mai Tesfa and Model elementary schools.
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Their sizes differ with Mai Tesfa Elementary having a total of 60 learners
and Lalimba Elementary comprising a total of 271 learners. The total sam-
ple number was originally 241, but some were absent from class during one
or more of the test administrations (see table 1). The plan was to include a
sample of half the population in grade 1 from each of the four schools. That
is, if there were two grade 1 classes in a school, one was randomly selected
as a representative with all the learners in that class taking the test. Howev-
er, out of the total population of 614 in all the schools, the final total sample
size was 241 (39.3%).

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of students

n %
Gender
Male 120 50.8
Female 116 49.2
Total 236 100
Age
6 162 584
7 69 291
8 6 2.5
Total 237 100
School

Dahlak 48 199
Lalimba 107 444
Mai Tesfa 30 124
Model 56 23.2
Total 241 100

Note. Totals differ due to missing information.

Instruments. The participants were grade 1 learners from the four afore-
mentioned schools, and they were tested, in addition to the pseudoword
spelling, for their abilities in reading comprehension. The pseudowords (25
in total) were prepared with an increasing level of difficulty in terms of the
number of syllables.

All instruments were prepared by considering the content in the grade 1
textbooks in order to avoid testing children outside the expected learning
outcomes of the curriculum. Specifically, before making the final set of
words for the test, the test administrator consulted the grade 1 Tigrigna
textbook to check which letters/syllables the students were familiar with at
the particular time of the academic year when the test was administered. In
doing so, the children would not be expected to write letters/syllables they
did not know. As much as possible, an attempt was made to represent the
seven order syllables (vowel sounds) found in Tigrigna (I, U, 1, A, e, 6, and

a), and an attempt was also made to diversify the consonant sounds in the
selected pseudowords.
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Procedure. During the implementation of the pseudoword test, the test ad-
ministrator first explained to the learners what they were going to do, and
why and how they were going to do it. He then asked for volunteer learners
to come up and write on the blackboard example pseudowords that he dic-
tated to them. After making sure that they understood what was expected
of them, the real test was delivered. Each learner was given a two-page test
paper where numbers 1-25 were listed, followed by empty spaces for the
learners to write the dictated pseudowords. Words were dictated one after
the other, with each word repeated four times and an approximate interval
of three seconds in between each repetition. After repeating a word two
times, the students were given some time to write the word, and then the
words were read another two times. If the learners were not able to write a
particular word, the test administrator told them to simply move on to the
next number. In the case of the longer words (four syllable-words), the test
administrator used his fingers to show students that they had four sylla-
bles. On average, the test took approximately 30 minutes.

For the reading test, which was administered separately and earlier, the
students were told to choose the sentence that best described a given pic-
ture. Before they started answering the questions, the test administrator
gave them an example on the blackboard and asked volunteer learners to
come up and circle the letter of their choice. After making sure that they
had comprehended what to do and how to answer the questions, the test
administrator instructed them to do their test. The test took, on average, ap-
proximately 20 minutes. In total, there were 25 questions and each question
had three options that described a given picture. See the following example
in figure 1.

) % UAHANFSAL: (*This is a stick.)

ARHLATIYNA P (This is a spoon.)

chAHACANA P+ (This is a pencil.)

*The English translations were not included in the actual test.

Figure 1. Reading test examble

Results

Table 2 shows the results of the 25 pseudoword spelling test items in terms
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of correct or wrong parameters. To avoid any complications and interfer-
ences of unforeseen circumstances, the two raters who were responsible for
correcting the test papers agreed to consider the spelling of a given word
correct if it was completely free of any errors. Thus, 1 was given for a totally
correct word, and 0 was given for any word that contained even a minor
error in spelling one of the letters or syllable symbols.

Table 2. Pseudoword Test results

Question n % Question n % Question n %
1 Wrong 22 99 11 Wrong 84 377 21 Wrong 99 44.6
Correct 201 90.1 Correct 139 62.3 Correct 123 554
Total 223 100 Total 223 100 Total 222 100
2 Wrong 47 211 12 Wrong 88 39.6 22 Wrong 84 378
Correct 176 789 Correct 135 60.5 Correct 138 62.2
Totall 223 100 Total 223 100 Total 222 100
3 Wrong 53 238 13 Wrong 132 595 23 Wrong 108 48.6
Correct 170 76.2 Correct 90 40.5 Correct 114 514
Total 223 100 Total 222 100 Total 222 100
4 Wrong 45 202 14 Wrong 89 401 24 Wrong 106 477
Correct 178 79.8 Correct 133 599 Correct 116 52.3
Total 223 100 Total 222 100 Total 222 100
5 Wrong 36 16.1 15 Wrong 125 56.3 25 Wrong 130 58.6
Correct 187 839 Correct 97 437 Correct 92 414
Total 223 100 Total 222 100 Total 222 100
6 Wrong 126 56.5 16 Wrong 118 53.2
Correct 97 435 Correct 104 46.8
Total 223 100 Total 222 100
7 Wrong 108 484 17 Wrong 126 56.5
Correct 115 51.6 Correct 97 435
Total 223 100 Total 223 100
8 Wrong 78 35.0 18 Wrong 111 498
Correct 145 65.0 Correct 112 50.2
Total 223 100 Total 223 100
9 Wrong 70 314 19 Wrong 93 417
Correct 153 68.6 Correct 130 58.3
Total 223 100 Total 223 100
10 Wrong 106 47.5 20 Wrong 107 48.0
Correct 117 52.5 Correct 116 52.0
Total 223 100 Total 223 100

As shown in Table 2, the best result the participants of this study scored, as
is generally expected with a fewer number of syllables, was on the two-syl-
lable word kaild, where 90.1% of them wrote the correct spelling. The worst
score the students achieved was on the three-syllable pseudo word sotdrro
(see appendix 1) with 59.5% of them spelling the word incorrectly. It was in-
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teresting to see the learners find this word more difficult than other words
with four syllables, complex syllables and more heavy syllables.

The 25 pseudoword spelling test items were further computed for detailed
discussion, as can be seen from the regression table (table 3) below, in terms
of differences in gender, school, syllable complexity, number of syllables,
and the existence of gemination and heavy syllables.

Table 3. Logistic regression analysis of Pseudoword test as a function of
demographic and linguistic variables

B SE. Wald Df p  Exp(B)

Gender -013 .06 5.65 1 017  0.88
School 6082 3 <001

Lalimba -016 .08 471 1 030 0.85

Mai Tesfa -072 10 5508 1 <001 049

Model -031 .09 1270 1 <001 074

Complexity(Cvs NC) -022 .06 1209 1 001 080
Number of syllables 10787 2 <001

Syllables(3) -073 .08 9634 1 <001 048

Syllables(4) -094 12 6730 1 <001 0.39

Gemination (Gvs NG) 019 .08 573 1 017 121

Syllable weight 32.81 2 <001
Heavy syllables(l) -0.09 .07  1.68 1 195 091
Heavy Syllables(2) -041 .08 2866 1 <001 0.67

Constant 134 10 168.38 1 <001 3.83

Note. Modified logistic reagression analysis (dependent variable as repeated
variable). Gender: female = 0, male = 1. Schools: Dahlak = 0 (reference category);
Lalimba = 1; Mai Tesfa = 2; Model = 3. Complexity: wrong =0, correct=1,

C = complex character, NC = non-complex character. Number of syllables:
Ordinal variable taking values 2, 3 or 4. Gemination: wrong = 0, correct=1. G =
gemination, NG = no-gemination. Syllable weight: number of heavy syllables -
ordinal variable taking values 0, 1 or 2.

Gender. Table 3 shows that the odds of getting a correct answer for a male
student are 0.88 times greater compared to the odds for a female student,
keeping the other independent variables in the model constant. In other
words, female students are more likely to score higher compared to male
students. The difference is significant and it can be concluded, at least for
the schools studied, that females are relatively better spellers than their
male counterparts. It would be too bold to conclude that female learners in
general are good spellers, but the results shown in this study suggest that
future studies on spelling need to consider gender as a factor.

School. Learners also showed differences according to which school they
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attended. The point of departure for their comparison is Dahlak Elementa-
ry School and the results are as follows: a student in Dahlak is more likely
to score higher compared to a student in Lalimba, Mai-Tesfa and Model,
and the differences are significant.

In general, learners in Dahlak Elementary are better spellers followed by
learners from Lalimba, Model and Mai-Tesfa. Keeping the other factors
constant, the study suggests that the school environment has its own effect
on the outcome of learners, in this case the spelling of pseudowords.

Complexity. The odds of getting a correct answer for a word with a complex
character are 0.80 times greater compared to the odds for a word with no
complex characters, keeping the other independent variables in the mod-
el constant. In other words, words with no complex characters are more
likely to be answered correctly than words with complex characters. This
finding seems consistent with the popular view that those letters/syllables
designated as difficult, those containing the pharyngeals and velars, and
those with syllables that combine two sounds are very complex. Therefore,
syllable symbols with such sounds deserve extra time and effort on the
part of teachers and learners for a better command. Syllabus designers also
need to give such syllable symbols extra coverage in planning materials for
learners.

Number of Syllables. As can be seen in appendix 1, the pseudowords com-
prised two, three or four syllables. The odds of getting a correct answer for
a word with three syllables are 0.48 times greater compared to the odds
for a word with two syllables, keeping the other independent variables in
the model constant. Furthermore, the odds of getting a correct answer for
a word with four syllables are 0.39 times greater compared to the odds for
a word with two syllables, keeping the other independent variables in the
model constant. Thus, as the number of syllables increases, it can be de-
duced from the result that the likelihood of a learner spelling the word
correctly decreases. Once again, the findings call for more emphasis on
multisyllabic words during the preparation and implementation of teach-
ing and learning materials.

Gemination. Eighteen of the pseudowords in the test had gemination with
one word having two geminating consonants (ldttesso). The odds of get-
ting a correct answer for a word with gemination are 1.21 times greater
compared to the odds for a word with no gemination, keeping the other
independent variables in the model constant. In other words, words with
gemination are more likely to be written correctly than words with no
gemination, and the difference is statistically high. In Tigrigna, geminated
sounds are represented using a single syllable symbol (compared to dou-
bling letters in other orthographies); thus, one might expect to see learners
struggling to write the correct spelling of pseudowords with geminating
sounds. The result, however, proved that gemination positively contributes
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to correct spelling.

Syllable weight. From table 3, it can be seen that as the number of heavy
syllables increases in a word, the more likely the student is to spell the word
incorrectly. The odds of getting a correct answer for a word with one heavy
syllable are 091 times greater compared to the odds for a word with no
heavy syllables, and it is statistically significant. At the same time, the odds
of getting a correct answer for a word with two heavy syllables are 0.666
times greater compared to the odds for a word with no heavy syllables,
keeping the other independent variables in the model constant. Here, too,
the difference is statistically very significant. In other words, these results,
show that heavy syllables pose difficulties for learners in spelling words
correctly. If this result is viewed against the one from the existence of gemi-
nation, they look contradictory. Most of the words with heavy syllables also
shared the characteristics of gemination, but they did not share the results
of the geminated syllables. That is, geminated syllables eased the spelling
task for the participants, but at the same time, they did not help learners in
syllable weight. This seems contradictory and should be studied further.

Correlation between Pseudoword and Comprehension Tests. The com-
prehension test was limited to the sentence level. When the comprehension
test was given in the second semester, the students would have covered
more than half of the content in their textbooks where they start reading
texts beyond the sentence level. Despite the poor results in the comprehen-
sion and spelling tests, analysis was done on correlating both results.

The Pearson correlation coefficient between the pseudoword spelling test
and the sentence comprehension test was .58 (p<.001) indicating that a pos-
itive, linear and moderate correlation exists between the two variables. In
other words, although not very strong, the given coefficient indicates that,
as the results for a pseudoword test increase, the results for comprehension
also increase.

Discussion

The study set out to find answers for the three specific questions listed
earlier. For the first question, to a certain extent, the pseudoword test has
shown what learners can or cannot do in spelling Tigrigna words. With
a mean score of 14.71, the participants have proved that they are far from
being good spellers.

For the second question, from the statistical results above, we can see that
differences in gender, schools attended, syllable complexity, number of
syllables and syllable weight, and the existence of gemination in words
bear effects on spelling ability. According to the results, females seem to
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be better spellers than their male counterparts, and learners from Dahlak
Elementary were better spellers than learners in the other schools. In addi-
tion, multisyllabic words and those with complex syllables pose more dif-
ficulties for learners than those without. Gemination, however, contributed
positively to the outcome of learners” pseudoword spelling. Pseudoword
spelling results can also predict learners” sentence comprehension, as both
tests showed positive, linear and moderate correlation.

The third research question tried to determine if testing spelling through
pseudowords was relevant to Tigrigna. In general, pseudowords are mainly
used to test spelling abilities for learners who use the alphabetic writing sys-
tem, such as English. For Tigrigna, a language that follows the alphasyllabic
orthography, the use of pseudowords to test the spelling ability of learn-
ers is a unique phenomenon. This new experience needs further research
for better understanding and consolidation. However, as a testing instru-
ment, it fitted the language well and no observable difficulties or problems
were experienced. It helped to see where grade 1 learners of the particular
schools lie in terms of their Tigrigna spelling ability. The study by Eklund
et al. (2015) from Finland is further proof that pseudowords can be used as
a testing instrument for transparent languages. The third research question
also dealt with the existence or nonexistence of a correlation between the
pseudoword test results and the comprehension test results. The two tests
correlated linearly, positively and moderately.

In general, students” spelling ability, at least for the participants of the cur-
rent study, is far from satisfactory and a lot needs to be done. However,
as mentioned elsewhere in this article, when the pseudoword test papers
were corrected, the raters had decided to consider only those words that
were error-free as correct. Apart from the statistical analysis discussed
above, a more qualitative error analysis can be done in the future to explore
further angles. Some of the spelling errors were very close to the correct
pseudoword spelling. Others were further away from the correct spelling
of the required pseudowords. Further still, some learners left blank spaces
where they did not write anything at all. An analysis of these responses
has the potential to give a complete picture of the spelling of Tigrigna pseu-
dowords.

Some students were observed replacing one syllable/letter instead of the
correct one, probably because they misheard the examiner who was read-
ing the words as they sound similar, or perhaps as a result of some noise
interference because guaranteeing complete silence around the schools was
not possible. For example, for test item 5, one student (Student 003) wrote
‘tddddsd’ instead of the correct pseudoword ‘téggdsd’ as the /d/ and /g/ are
voiced alveolar and velar consonant sounds, respectively. This student has
shown that he knows the difference between the two sounds as he correct-
ly wrote the spelling of test item numbers 7 and 9 (qdssadd and hogirra).
The last and middle syllables of the words, which are in bold, are the same
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sounds that the student mixed up in test item 5, but got them right here.
In other words, the error the student made is not necessarily an indication
that he did not know the correct syllable or the correct spelling of the pho-
neme within the syllable. The same student, which was also the case with
some other students, also made a similar error in that instead of writing the
correct spelling of the pseudoword * emmu, he wrote 'ummu, which seems
to come from the same source of not differentiating between the second
and sixth order of syllables/letters in Tigrigna. Many Tigrigna speakers are
observed committing this kind of error in their writing as the two syllables
sound very similar.

The errors some students made were systematic in that they either wrote
the real word equivalents of their pseudoword counterparts or words that
rhymed with the required pseudowords, which again could be that they
misheard them. For instance, Student 005, for test item 1, wrote the real
word equivalent (kdda - he left) instead of the required pseudoword (kild),
which was also observed with many other students. Other similar exam-
ples were also observed in students’ papers where they replaced the pseu-
doword hogérra with its real word equivalent nogérra (tell her).

These are just a few examples reminding one that, upon closer analysis,
additional findings can be unearthed to complement the statistical analysis.
The pseudoword test has shown learners mistakenly putting one syllable
for another, which might be the result of inadequate phonemic awareness
exercises. More exercises on phoneme differentiation should be given to
learners in order to develop their spelling abilities.

The textbook for grade 1 lacks word-level writing exercises. It mainly em-
phasises reading words, sentences and paragraphs. Learners can develop
their spelling ability if they are provided with such activities; thus, ensur-
ing that learners get enough spelling exercises can minimise the problems
observed in the study.

Words that have complex syllables, such as the pharyngeals and velars,
need special attention. Teachers should give extra time and effort when
they teach such sounds.

Syllable weight and gemination also need special attention. Heavy syllables
proved to be difficult for learners while words with geminated syllables
tended to be helpful in spelling. Both of these factors call for attention to
syllable boundary. In order to positively utilise their phonemic awareness,
learners need to be acquainted with the idea of segmenting and blending
phonemes/syllables. Exercises specifically aimed at parsing and combining
syllables are needed as they are either missing in the textbook or inade-
quately given.

As with any other study, the present project has limitations that could have
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changed the picture if they were avoided. The study did not include private
schools; all four were government schools. In addition, the schools were
very close to each other, located in the heart of Asmara, the capital. Other
schools on the periphery of the city or villages could have been included
for better representation. Eighteen of the pseudowords had geminated syl-
lables, which leaves only seven of them without. Perhaps these needed to be
balanced. Moreover, the dictation was done in person where variations in
delivery (for example, voice clarity) between schools was unavoidable. Such
variations could have been avoided or minimised if the test was recorded
and delivered using a computer with headphones, as Eklund et al. (2015)
did in their research.

This study is a preliminary one and the results could not be generalised to
all Eritrean schools and learners. A bigger and more detailed project on the
spelling test using pseudowords is needed. Such a research project could
be one that compares the results of learners’ spelling through pseudowords
and real words, for example. This future project also needs to explore the
reason(s) why learners are good or bad spellers to either consolidate the
good results or rectify the problems if they happen to be unsatisfactory,
as well as to see if the reasons mentioned in Allcock (2000) could manifest
themselves in the Eritrean context.
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Appendix 1. Properties of Pseudoword Test

SN PSW PRO RwW PRO C NS G SW
2134 H1 | H2

1  hA kald nA bald N

2 ¥y hani Yn haba N

3 T nassu Q- ‘assu N NN

4 AaD ‘ammu oam- dommu R NN

5 4h taggasi A1f laggasa NN

6 4Ry fissana nRy k&sgana N NN

7 $RR qassada AL qassasa N

8 NhA bokasso NeA borasso N N

9 U hagirra A noagirra N N VW

10 Bne gabbara mne gibbira N NN

11 @Ah wiillih NAh ballih R N N

12 gA 0> gallimu QA oo ‘allimu NN

13 hme satdrro h1e sogdrro N N W

14 Am+ sammitu 99,4 sammiru N N W

15  A%FA l4tto330 R fittasso N v N

16 4ebuL facasi &AM fasasi N N

17 ohe tohod hC tohor R N

18 Nhéh bossarak NNe+ bossarat N N N N

19 Am@@3%  lawmat ADYF+  lawhat N VA

20  PFcN wagqrobba Y- ol ‘aqrabba N N N N

21 +hhg takakkari +HNS tézikkari VN A

22 $4N$ qéribaqqo PNt qéribatto N

23 endAh nodsafillu 184N  nodrifillu N N

24 HhCaFT  horsatat A8+  honsatat N N N

25 3HANC nazzédbabir ThnNc nakkdbabar N N

Note. PSW = pseudoword; PRO = pronunciation; RW = real word equivalent; C =
complexity; NS = number of syllables; G = %emination; SW = syllable weight; H1
= one heavy syllable; H2 = two heavy syllables.
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Abstract

This study examined the performance level in reading comprehension among
fifth graders. More precisely, this study focused on an analysis of the text types
provided in Tigrigna textbooks and the associations between reading comprehen-
sion ability in narrative and expository text types in Tigrigna. The study was con-
ducted in four elementary schools located in Asmara. There were 249 participants,
and all were approximately 10 years of age (M=10.61, SD=0.80). Study one focused
on analysing different text types according to subskills in reading. This data was
analysed according to qualitative theory-driven content analyses. Study two fo-
cused on the associations between different text types and subskills in reading
among fifth graders. This data was analysed quantitatively. Most parts of the text-
books’ texts were represented by the narrative text type. Literal subskills are the
most prominent reading subskills. In reading the narrative text types, the students
performed best in literal subskills. In the expository text types, the students per-
formed best in implied subskill items. Overall, the results indicated that students
performed at a higher level in the narrative texts than in the expository texts. The
students also had a higher performance level in those reading skills in which they
had more practice.
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Introduction

In Eritrea, in the elementary education cycle (grades 1-5), the medium of
education is mother tongue. So, learners from the nine ethnic groups fol-
low curricula prepared in their respective languages: Tigrigna, Nara, Saho,
Tigre, Bidaawyeet, Afar, Kunama, Rashaida, and Bilen.

Eritrea has a relatively long history of putting education through the
mother tongue (especially Tigrigna) into practice (Hailemariam, 2002).
The decision to provide education in the elementary schools in the mother
tongue has led to having three different orthographies within the same
curriculum. That is, Latin is for the Bilen, Kunama, Nara, Saho, Afar, and
Bidaawyeet languages, Arabic is for the Arabic language and Geez script
is for the Tigrigna and Tigre languages (Asfaha, Kurvers, & Kroon, 2008).
Tigrigna, along with Tigre, is one of the major languages spoken in the
country (Tewolde, 2002).

According to Nuttall (1982), reading comprehension questions can be gener-
ally classified into five types: questions of literal meaning; questions involv-
ing reorganisation or reinterpretation; questions of inference; questions of
evaluation; and questions of personal response. Questions of literal mean-
ing refer to those that are straightforward and simple and which can be
answered even verbatim from the text. The ability to answer such questions
is the first step for learners to be able to answer more demanding questions.
Questions involving reorganisation or reinterpretation are more difficult
than the first type above, as these require learners to get information from
different parts of the text and then assemble it together or reinterpret it.
These questions help the learner to look at the text in its entirety, instead of
focusing on each sentence. Terms such as ‘reading between the lines” and
‘implications’” go hand-in-hand with questions of inference. The learners
are required to find out information from a text which is not openly stated,
but rather implied. Questions of evaluation are very advanced and go be-
yond merely understanding the text; these demand the learner to do some
form of judgment of the text and the writer’s ability in achieving his/her
goal. They are the most sophisticated type and include literary appreciation
of texts. Questions of personal response require the learner to show his/
her reaction based on the text in that he/she personalises the content and
expresses his/her impressions. In this case, the learner expresses person-
al opinions using phrases, to borrow Nuttall’s (1982) words, such as ‘I'm
convinced’, ‘I'm not interested’, etc. Questions of literal meaning are labelled
‘reading the lines’, while questions of inference are reading between the
lines” and questions of evaluation mean reading ‘beyond the lines’. Nuttall
(1982) claims that most questions in textbooks represent questions of literal
meaning, along with a few questions involving reorganisation or reinter-
pretation and a few representing questions of personal response. She also
adds that questions of Types 2, 3 and 4 deserve more focus because they
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force the reader to think about not just what the writer has written, but also
how he or she has written it. Unless our students think about that, they are
not likely to become as competent as we would like in tackling difficult
texts. (Nuttall, 1982.)

Although Davis (1968) identifies eight reading skills, only four reading sub-
skills have been pointed out as they are relevant to this research. These are:
drawing inferences, which is about the meaning of a word in context; find-
ing answers to questions answered explicitly or in paraphrase; drawing in-
ferences from the content; and weaving together ideas in the content. Sim-
ilarly, Munby (1978) presents a long list of reading micro skills. To mention
a few, reading subskills are deducing the meaning and use of unfamiliar
lexical items, understanding explicitly stated information, understanding
information when not explicitly stated, understanding relationships be-
tween parts of a text through lexical cohesion devices, understanding cohe-
sion between parts of a text through grammatical cohesion devices, using
basic reference skills, skimming, scanning to locate specifically required
information and identifying the main point or important information in
discourse.

It should be noted that, as Alderson (2000) maintains, the existence of dis-
crete skills of reading such as the above is not without its disputes and is
not necessarily embraced by all scholars.

Based on the literature cited above, the present study focuses on the fol-
lowing subskills or questions that are relevant to the grade specified. These
are: 1) literal meaning, a skill that requires a direct meaning; 2) reorgani-
sation, a skill that demands getting meaning from different parts of a text;
3) implied, a skill that involves inferences and interpretation; 4) guessing, a
skill that asks learners to determine the meaning of words with the help of
context; and 5) the reference, a skill that requires understanding cohesive
devices, such as pronouns.

The main objectives of the current study are to:

1. Determine what reading comprehension skills grade 5 learners who use
the Tigrigna medium of education can demonstrate;

2. Investigate what reading comprehension skills are provided in learners’
textbooks; and

3. Explore whether the text type (narrative and expository) influences
comprehension results.

In this study, we will analyse the kinds of text types students have used
in grades 1-5. We continue with an analysis of the reading comprehension
level of fifth graders, according to their reading comprehension subskills.

Based on these research objectives, we set the following two specific re-
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search foci. Study one focuses on the associations between different text
types and subskills in reading among fifth graders. Study two focuses on
analysing different text types according to reading subskills.

The research questions are as follows:
Study one:

1. How are text types represented in Tigrigna textbooks in grades 1 to 5?
2. How are the reading (comprehension) subskills represented in the Ti-
grigna mother tongue textbooks from grades 1 to 5?

Study twor:

3. What is the level of reading comprehension of narrative texts in terms of
reading subskills among fifth graders?

4. What is the level of reading comprehension of expository texts in terms
of reading subskills among fifth graders?

5. Are there gender differences in reading comprehension?

Research design and methodology

Both quantitative and qualitative methods were employed to gather and
analyse the data. To find answers to the research questions, the following
processes were carried out:

Reading comprehension test

Two reading texts (narrative and expository) of appropriate length were
given to learners to answer reading comprehension questions that put dif-
ferent demands on them. The decision of having two texts instead of one
was taken in order to contain the intervention of text genre in the learners’
outcomes. That is, it would be inconclusive to determine what learners can
answer based on just one type of text. The texts were taken directly from
the learners’ textbook in order to keep the difficulty level age appropriate.
Both texts were the last two reading exercises in the textbook. However,
some amendments, such as shortening them in order for them to be fin-
ished within one hour or so, were made to the original texts so that they fit
the purpose/s of the present study. However, none of the questions were
taken directly from the textbook itself. Each text had 12 questions, which
demanded the ability to answer questions of literal meaning, reorganisa-
tion, implied meaning, reference skills and contextual guessing. The two
tests were administered on different days, with the narrative test given first
because it was believed that it would be easier than the expository one.
Each test was expected to be finished in about 45-60 minutes, but in reality,
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each of them lapsed for approximately 15 minutes.

As shown in table 1, the students were asked 12 multiple choice comprehen-
sion questions in each of the reading comprehension tests - narrative and
expository.

Table 1. Question types (subskills) in tests

Number of questions

Subskills Narrative Expository Total
Literal 3 2 5
Quessing 2 2 4
Reference 2 3 5
Implied 4 4 8
Reorganisation 1 1 2
Total 12 12 24

We also analysed the text types and the reading comprehension questions
provided in their Tigrigna textbooks from grades 1 to 5. We gave marks
and analysed the data to see the students’ level of reading comprehension
in two different text types in general, and their ability to answer questions
that demand different kinds of skills. The reason is that, as proved in recent
research, the subskills and the text types affect the readers” performance
considerably (Dennis, 1982; Lumley, 1993).We used both data to answer our
research questions.

The overall results for both the narrative and the expository tests were far
from satisfactory as shown in tables 5 and 6 below. The mean score for both
tests and individually remained at around 0.5 or 50%.

School background and sampling

The schools involved in the study are located in the centre of Asmara,
the capital for convenience sake within a kilometre of distance between
them. All of them are governmental schools and are elementary and junior
schools of varying sizes as shown in table 2.
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Table 2. End semester test results of the students in their respective schools

Passed Failed
School M F Total % M F  Total %
Model 58 60 118  96.7 2 2 4 3.3
Lalimba 87 190 277 975 2 5 7 25
Dahlak 90 92 182 924 9 6 15 7.6
Mai Tesfa 26 37 63 969 2 - 2 31
Total 261 389 640 959 15 13 28 41

Note. M=male, F=female
Participants

Out of this total number of 668 learners in the four schools, a sample of
249 participated in the present study. There were 129 males (51.8%) and 120
females (48.2%), and 54.2% were 10 years of age (M=10.51, SD=0.80).

Results

Document analysis

The Tigrigna textbooks at the elementary level (grades 1-5) have been ana-
lysed to look for activities that demand different reading skills from learn-
ers. The 2004 document produced by the Department of General Education
under the Ministry of Education (MOE) outlines the expected learning out-
comes that Eritrean learners at the elementary level are expected to achieve
in their mother tongues in all of the language skills (see Appendix). The
following are some of the expected learning outcomes from all five grades
that are found to be relevant to the present study.

The Department of General Education supplies schools with textbooks and
teachers’ guides. The textbook is compulsory material for all grades and the
subjects taught in the classroom. It depicts the curriculum areas that need
to be covered in order to attain the expected learning outcomes. It incor-
porates different designed activities that have to be completed within the
allotted time according to the students” grade level. As a result, teachers’
lesson plans are expected to cover the contents and help their students use
the textbooks to achieve the expected outcomes effectively in the allotted
academic year. The teacher’s guide also gives teachers guidance on practical
areas of learning and teaching, including classroom management, pair or
group work, and assessment and testing. It gives them detailed suggestions
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for using the units and lessons in the textbook effectively. In addition to
these, it shows teachers how to deal with lessons in relatively detailed steps.

When we analyse the reading comprehension questions provided in the
textbooks for grades 1-5 in Tigrigna, it is assumed that the students have
developed the various skills with the help of the different text types pro-
vided. As indicated in table 3, the students have started to become familiar
with different text types from the earliest grade, i.e. grade 1. For example,
in grade 2, they encounter four different text genres - descriptive, narra-
tive, persuasive and expository. These text types make 5.1%, 84.6%, 2.6%
and 7.7%, respectively, of the reading found in that grade. The narrative text
type takes the lion’s share. In that vein, students are expected to perform
well in narrative text types as they practice more of this type, although
the question types for subskills also have a great impact on the students’
overall comprehension ability.

To a varying degree, students from grades 1 to 5 become familiarised with
these five different text genres. They are expected to have read narrative
(61.7%), expository (18.3%), descriptive (15.7%) and argumentative (3.5%) text
types throughout the elementary level. At the very least, they must have
read a persuasive text that makes up 0.8% of the elementary curriculum
in Tigrigna. As a result, they are expected to perform well in the narrative
text type because they have spent much of their reading time with this
type of text. Research has also confirmed that this type of text is the easiest
for readers to visualise in their mind (Dennis, 1982; Nuttall, 1982), and as
it is stratified hierarchically in the first layer of comprehension, it does not
require deep thinking on the reader’s part to comprehend. Argumentative
and persuasive text types, however, are not practiced as much as needed in
their instructional time. The students have only practiced these two types
to a lesser degree (3.5% and 0.8%, respectively) in the whole cycle of their
elementary schooling.

Students have spent more of their instructional time on reading, and pre-
cisely the narrative text type, during their time at the elementary level. So,
they are expected to perform well or score higher results with this type
than the other type. Basically, learning is practicing. The more they practice
something, the more they are expected to achieve. This was evident from
their scores in the narrative and expository tests, as they scored 52% in the
former and 44% in the latter. As shown in table 3 below, the test results are
congruent with the amount of time the students spend reading the two
text types in school. That is, there is also a big gap between coverage of
these two types of text in the learners’ textbooks, with narrative comprising
60.5% and expository comprising 18.4% of the textbooks” composition.



59

Table 3. Text types provided in grades 1 to 5 Tigrigna textbooks

Grade1l Grade2 Grade3 Grade4 Gradeb Total

Text type n % n % n % n % n % n %

Descriptive - - 2 51 4 190 5 167 7 304 18 157
Argumentative - - - - 4 190 - - - - 4 35
Narrative 2 100 33 846 13 620 15 500 8 348 71 617
Persuasive - - 1 26 - - - - - - 1 08
Expository - - 3 77 - - 10 333 8 348 21 183
Total 2 100 39 100 21 100 30 100 23 100 115 100

Students’ reading performance can be greatly influenced by their reading
subskills and text types. These students have practiced various reading
subskills in their instructional time during their study at the elementary
level. An analysis of the textbooks shows that the literal reading subskill
comprises 65.8% of the content coverage with guessing the meaning of
words, implied meaning, reorganisation and reflection subskills making
up 10.4%, 11.5%, 71% and 3.0% of the coverage, respectively (see table 4 be-
low). These numbers suggest that the students have practiced these sub-
skills very much.

Table 4. Reading subskills in the Tigrigna mother tongue textbooks from grades 1
to5

Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 Total

Text type n % n % n % n % n % n %
Literal - - 223 764 83 619 130 594 101 601 537 65.8
Guessing - - 30 103 7 52 24 110 24 143 85 104
Reference - - - - - - - - - - - -
Implied - - 15 51 15 112 40 183 24 143 94 115
Reorganisation 1 333 7 24 22 164 18 82 10 59 58 71
Irrelevant - - 17 58 1 0.7 - - - - 18 22
Reflection 2 667 - - 6 46 7 32 9 54 24 30
Total 3 100 292 100 134 100 219 100 168 100 816 100

From an analysis of the textbooks, one gets the impression that they have
spent more of their reading time answering questions of literal meaning.
This is because the questions for literal meaning ask the reader about sur-
face level information and are supposed to be asked in the lower level for
beginner readers. Similarly, it could also be deduced that students have
practiced questions that require surface level information, such as guessing
the meaning from context and reorganisation. However, they have never
practiced questions that demand the reference reading skill in the elemen-
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tary cycle. They have also practiced questions that need deep thinking from
the reader, such as implied and reflection reading subskills. Both of these
two subskills are supposed to be asked of experienced readers, as they need
detailed and careful thinking from the reader. They have practiced such
types of questions starting from the lower grade, i.e. grades 1 and 2. As a
result of this practice, the students performed well in the exam in the literal
meaning in both text types. Their scores are higher in implied subskills
than in guessing and reorganising subskills in the narrative genre, while
the same is true in guessing, reorganisation and reference in the exposi-
tory genre. Although these skills (guessing, reorganisation and reference)
are easier to teach at the basic level and students can learn them easily, no
matter what the text type is, better performance is perceived in reading
subskills that require extra effort from the reader. This is because they have
practiced them more than the others during their instructional time since
grade 1. Students have not practiced the reorganisation reading subskill
enough in their textbooks as it only comprises 7.1%. As a result, they had the
lowest marks for this subskill in the exam.

Narrative text

The students have practiced answering reading comprehension questions
that demand different reading subskills throughout the elementary level of
various text types. These reading subskills develop gradually and system-
atically from low level thinking to higher level thinking through the five
years of learning time at the elementary level. However, their instructional
time confirms that most of the comprehension questions are practically
dominated by questions of low level thinking. As can also be observed from
table 5 below, the students obtained 52% in the overall result of the narrative
test. The low score of these reading skills has been linked to weaknesses in
phonics and phonemic awareness, and this can affect both reading fluency
and comprehension level. Reading skills are foundational building blocks
at lower levels. If students demonstrate low reading skills at this level, this
will definitely have a negative impact in their future reading ability.

In the narrative reading text, the questions were designed to ask both
surface level information (namely literal, guessing and reference reading
subskills) and critical thinking information (implied and reorganisation
reading subskills) from the text. As can be observed from table 5 below,
within the low overall result, the students performed far better in the lit-
eral reading subskill than the remaining four subskills, and this score has
elevated the overall result of their reading comprehension result in general.
The answers for the comprehension questions of this type were designed
to be obtained relatively easily as they were explicitly given in the text. It
is also confirmed from their textbooks (grades 1-5) that most classroom
reading tasks focus on the literal reading subskill. So, it is not a surprise
that the students performed relatively better in this skill.
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Table 5. Results of the subskills in the narrative text (N=214)

Subskill Items M SD
Literal 3 0.82 0.25
Guessing 2 0.51 0.32
Reference 2 0.57 0.39
Implied 4 055 027
Reorganisation 1 017 037
Total 12 052 019

The students obtained the lowest score in the reorganisation subskill. There
was only one question out of 12 that asked for the reorganisation reading
subskill. From this one question, which was only 8.3% of the overall ques-
tions asked, we cannot conclude whether or not the students are good in
that subskill. Had there been two or more, as in the other subskills, the
conclusion would have probably been different.

Nevertheless, the students’ scores were average for guessing, reference and
implied reading subskills (0.51, 0.57 and 0.55, respectively). Guessing words
from context and reference subskills both require the students to obtain
surface information, whereas the implied subskill requires critical reading
of the text. This suggests that the students are at an average level of reading
ability to find out information that is stated explicitly or inexplicitly in a
given text in a narrative text. Their results on these subskills suggest that
the students do not differ in these areas, and the demand they exert on
them is balanced.

Reading subskills are classified in accordance with the ideas they convey.
They are listed hierarchically according to the level of cognitive ability they
demand. Literal, guessing the meaning of words from the context, refer-
ence and reorganisation reading subskills are classified under the category
of low level cognitive ability. The implied subskill, however, falls into the
list of higher level cognitive ability, because it demands a more in-depth
analysis and processing of the information the reader obtains from the text.
However, the result on this subskill was found to be slightly better than
the subskills that are classified as lower level cognitive ability. This could
probably be due to the time the students spent on this subskill in their in-
structional time.

Expository text

Learning to read in a broader sense, i.e. learning to get meaning from a
text or the interaction between the reader and the writer, can be hindered
or fostered by the reader variables and text variables (Alderson, 2000). Al-
though the language used in the text variables can play a major role ei-
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ther as a barrier or promoter, the content of the text, the text type, the text
organisation, the sentence structure and the like also have a great impact
in helping the reader understand a given text. For example, it is easier to
understand a text describing real things than abstract texts. This is because
abstract texts need more skilful explanations from the writer in order to
make the concepts concrete and imaginable in the reader’s world. However,
if the writer fails to create a visual image in the reader’s mind, it will not be
easily or entirely understandable. As a result, researchers have claimed that
expository texts are harder to process than narrative texts (Alderson, 2000).

In our second research question, the students were asked 12 items of multi-
ple choice questions of the same subskills given in the narrative text, name-
ly the literal, the word guessing from the context, the reference, the implied
and the reorganisation subskills. The students’ overall result in compre-
hension is not encouraging. They scored below the average, as shown in
table 6, with a result of 44 out of 100. This poor result in comprehension can
be attributed to different reasons. Perhaps the students have not practiced
enough reading comprehension tasks of different genres in general, or
maybe their mother tongue reading textbooks do not have enough content
for them to practice expository texts, or the comprehension questions were
not designed or set properly to the grade level in terms of age and level of
difficulty. However, the analysis of the textbooks from grade 1 to grade 5
has shown that the students have been provided with enough expository
texts.

Repeated reading of a text improves scores in comprehension. The question
items given in their textbooks seem to be more difficult than those asked
in the research questions. Nevertheless, the length and the text type, the
language used in the text and the types of questions in their textbooks are
not perceived to be designed well. Also, the teachers” guide does not inform
the teachers about the appropriate teaching approach to follow in order to
help their students learn to read.

In the expository text type, finding answers to questions that asked literal
and implied meanings seemed easier for the students. This result suggests
that, despite the overall poor result, the students are relatively better in
those skills, which might also mean that they have practiced them more.
The scores from these two types of reading subskills improved the overall
test result; otherwise, the picture would have been totally different, since
the students did not have satisfactory marks in the reference and reorgan-
ising subskills. In both subskills, the mean scores registered were 0.30 and
0.34, respectively. Although the guessing result seems better than these
two skills, it is not yet satisfactory. It is below the average, i.e. 0.42. The
results in these three reading subskills indicate that students are not in a
good position to answer questions that require surface meaning. A learner
is not expected to achieve a better result in questions that require higher
level thinking before lower level thinking. Questions requiring lower level
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thinking are expected to be studied earlier, before questions of higher level
thinking are introduced. This is because they are the earliest stage of think-
ing and do not demand critical and deeper thinking from the reader.

Table 6. Results of the subskills in the expository text (N=237)

Subskill Items M SD
Literal 2 054 037
Guessing 2 042 035
Reference 3 0.30 0.25
Implied 4 059 028
Reorganisation 1 034 048
Total 12 044 021

Analysis of the subskills in narrative and expository texts

As there is a great difference in the overall result of the readers’ performance
in both text types, there is a significant difference among the subskills of lit-
eral meaning, guessing the meaning of words, reference and reorganising
meanings. Generally speaking, the students did not perform well in both
text types. They scored 52% in the narrative text type and 44% in the exposi-
tory text type. This is not a pleasing result compared to the time spent read-
ing in their instructional time. However, comparatively speaking, higher
performance was being achieved in the literal reading subskill in both text
types than in the other reading subskills. The result for the narrative text
was higher than the expository text type with mean results of 0.82 and 0.54,
respectively. Similarly, the same trend was shown with the guessing and
reference reading subskills. In guessing the meaning of words, the students
scored means of 0.51 and 042 in the narrative and expository text types,
respectively. The narrative result was better than the expository. Regarding
the subskill of reference, there was a big gap in the two types of texts. The
narrative mean (0.57) was by far better than the expository genre (0.30).

Performance in the reorganisation reading subskill was also unsatisfacto-
ry for both text types, even though this skill asks questions about outer
surface information. Whereas the students performed better on questions
that required harder effort on the part of the reader. In both text types,
they scored mean results of 0.17 and 0.34 for the narrative and expository
genres, respectively, for questions of reorganisation. Relatively speaking,
they achieved a better result in the expository than in the narrative genre.
This is the subskill where the students” result was found to be higher in
the expository text type than in the narrative one. The trend is similar for
implied subskill but the differecence between the means is small.

The study had two limitations. First, all the questions were of the same
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format, i.e. multiple choice questions. Some other formats that could have
eliminated guess work would have been instrumental in giving a good pic-
ture of the learners” abilities. Second, the questions were not balanced. For
example, there was only one question on the reorganising subskill in each
of the tests, which makes it difficult to generalise.

This preliminary research has tried to answer the questions raised in the
research questions earlier. It has studied students” reading performance
in their mother tongue. Students’ reading performance can be greatly in-
fluenced by text variables, that is, the language used in the material, the
sentence structure, text content, text types and the organisation of content.
This research, therefore, has looked at students” performance in reading
subskills and text types using a test and documenting the analysis.

The overall results in both tests were unsatisfactory. The students only
achieved 52% and 44% in both reading comprehension tests. Within these
low scores, relatively speaking, better performance in the overall reading
ability was seen in the narrative text type than the expository one. As many
researchers believe and this research confirms, expository texts are harder
to process and visualise in the readers’ mind than narrative text types.

A careful analysis of the textbooks for grades 1-5 suggested that students
have been familiarised with five different text types since grade 1. They
have also practiced many question types (such as multiple choice, matching,
true/false, short answer and so on) since that grade. Most of their instruc-
tional time was also spent on reading. The contents or topics of the reading
passages are varied, which can raise the students’ interest in reading. Most
of the topics are related to their lives. If a text is about a familiar setting, it
would be more readable and interesting because it will be easier to process.

Various reading subskills have also been introduced since grade 1. Students
have already been familiarised, as the analysis has shown, beyond what
was asked in the exam with an additional skill of reflection. Reflection and
reorganisation subskills were introduced earlier on from grade 1. The lit-
eral subskill was introduced in grade 2, and most of the comprehension
questions (76.4%) provided in that grade are of this type. The students have
never been left without being asked of this type, and it continues until
grade 5 at the same rate. Questions of reference have never been introduced
in the whole cycle of learning. As a result, they are not expected to com-
prehend questions of this type, although it is classified under lower level
thinking and, thus, easier to comprehend. This lack of practice showed its
effect on the learners’ reading outcomes in the given tests. In the expository
text, the learners scored poorly on this subskill. The students did not per-
form well, demonstrating that they cannot do well on what they have not
practiced totally or partially. Questions of guessing the meaning of words,
implied and reorganisation reading subskills were also practiced in their
textbooks. A total of 10.4%, 11.5% and 7.1%, respectively, of all questions pro-
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vided in their textbooks cover these types of questions. The students were
also asked repeatedly throughout their instructional time at the elementary
level to write their reflections after reading a given text. However, this was
not assessed in the present study.

In general, the students did not perform well on the reading comprehen-
sion exams. Part of the problem seems to come from the lack of training on
how to tackle reading comprehension tasks. During the test sessions, most
students were observed reading one question at a time and answering it
from the text, and they continued in this way until the end. They never
grasped a global understanding of the text first. Upon seeing this practice,
the test administrator advised them to first read the text as a whole before
answering. But a habit is a habit! They fell back into their old habit. This
needs to be rectified sooner.

Most elementary school teachers in Eritrean schools are either less trained
or not trained at all. Therefore, perhaps the teachers were not good at help-
ing the students with tackling the reading activities. The teachers’ guides
do not seem to help teachers in using a scaffolding reading experience (SRE)
for the less able students in their reading instructional time. As Graves
states, ‘A scaffolding reading experience (SRE) is a set of pre-reading, dur-
ing-reading, and post-reading activities specifically designed to assist a
particular group of students. The texts were not developed gradually in
terms of their length. Some of passages are three or four pages long while
others are not. There were even lengthy texts without any comprehension
questions at all or which had irrelevant comprehension questions, i.e. they
either had nothing to do with the given text or could be answered without
the text by using common sense.

Although the textbooks had texts of various types, most of them were too
long and the comprehension questions were too few. It has been noted that
the textbooks comprised mainly reading texts of different kinds. However,
availability is one thing and practicing them is another thing. There was
no evidence that the students had practiced all of what is provided in their
textbooks. In other words, it was difficult to confirm that the students had
practiced the test types and subskill types as often as possible.

Gender Differences in Reading Comprehension

The performance of the students with respect to gender shows that female
students performed better than male students on both exams. On the nar-
rative exam, the difference in performance between the female and male
students is statistically significant at the 5% level of significance, with fe-
males (M=0.55, SD=0.18) performing better than males (M=0.50, SD=0.19);
t(239)=-2.08, p=.039. Similarly, on the expository exam, female students per-
formed better than the males, but the observed p-value is a little bit higher
than the 5% level of significance (p=.057).
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Conclusions

Based on the findings of the present study, therefore, the following are rec-
ommended.

Reading is one of the skills of a language. A skill means something that is
learned through doing. There is no alternative to reading other than read-
ing itself. Therefore, teachers and students need to put in extra effort for the
fulfilment of these major skills.

Teachers need to ensure that they give their learners enough reading com-
prehension tasks that require the use of different subskills, as reading com-
prehension is not only about answering questions of literal meaning,.

Teachers need to receive training on how to tackle reading comprehension
tasks. It was obvious that the students were unaware of how to handle
reading tasks. Answering reading comprehension questions by going back
and forth between questions and texts is not the best strategy.

Questions of reference and reorganisation need to be emphasised more as
they were very problematic for the participants in this study.
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Appendix 1. Expected learning outcomes (MOE, 2004)

Grade 1:

TOPIC 3: READING: Word Recognition, Fluency and Vocabulary Development
Read fiction, non-fiction and poetry for pleasure and/or information; and

Discuss meanings of words and develop vocabulary through meaningful/
concrete experiences.

TOPIC 4: READING: Reading Comprehension
Use prior knowledge to anticipate meaning and make sense of texts;

Make and explain inferences from texts such as determining important ideas and
causes and effects, making predictions and drawing conclusions; and

Draw conclusions from information gathered.

TOPIC 5: READING: Literary Response and Analysis
Understand a simple story structure; and
Connect ideas and themes across texts.

Grade 2:
TOPIC 2: READING: Word Recognition, Fluency and Vocabulary Development

Read classic and contemporary works;
Read a variety of genres for pleasure and to acquire information; and

Read to accomplish various purposes, both assigned and self-selected.

TOPIC 3: READING: Reading Comprehension
Use prior knowledge to anticipate meaning and make sense of texts;

Monitor his/her own comprehension and act purposefully when comprehension
breaks down, using strategies such as rereading, searching for clues and asking
for help;

Make and explain inferences from texts, such as determining important ideas
and causes and effects, making predictions and drawing conclusions;

Produce summaries of text selections;

Distinguish different forms of texts, including lists, newsletters and signs, and
the functions they serve; and

Identify text as written for entertainment (narrative) or for information
(expository).

Grade 3:

TOPIC 2: READING: Reading/Word Identification, Fluency and Vocabulary
Development

Read available written materials;
Read a variety of genres for pleasure and to acquire information from both print
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and electronic sources;
Read to accomplish various purposes both assigned and self-selected; and

Demonstrate knowledge of synonyms, antonyms and multi-meaning words (for
example, by sorting, classifying and identifying related words).

TOPIC 3: Reading: Reading Comprehension

Make and explain inferences from texts, such as determining important ideas
and causes and effects, making predictions and drawing conclusions.

TOPIC 4: Reading/Literary Response and Analysis

Respond to stories and poems in ways that reflect understanding and
interpretation in discussing (speculating, questioning) in writing, and through
movement, music, art and drama;

Demonstrate an understanding of informational texts in a variety of ways
through writing, illustrating, developing demonstrations and using available
technology;

Support interpretations or conclusions with examples drawn from the text;
Connect ideas and themes across texts; and

Recognise the distinguishing features of familiar genres, including stories,
poems and informational texts.

Grade 4:

TOPIC 2: READING/Word Identification, Fluency and Vocabulary Development
Read classic and contemporary works, as available;

Select varied sources such as non-fiction, novels, textbooks, newspapers and
magazines when reading for information or pleasure; and

Read for varied purposes such as to be informed, to be entertained, to appreciate
the writer’s craft and to discover models for his/her own writing.

Sub-Topic 2.4: Reading/Vocabulary Development
Develop vocabulary by listening to selections read aloud;

Draw on experience to bring meanings to words in context, such as interpreting
figurative language and multiple-meaning words;

Use available reference aids, such as dictionaries, a synonym finder and software,
to clarify meanings and usage;

Determine meanings of derivatives by applying knowledge of the meanings of
root words of the language in education, i.e. more likely, the MT; and

Study the meanings of words systematically, from cross-curricular content areas
and current events.

TOPIC 3: READING/Reading Comprehension

Determine a text’s main ideas and how those ideas are supported with details;
Summarise the text to recall, inform and organise ideas;

Draw inferences, such as conclusions or generalisations, and support them with
text evidence and experience;

Answer different types and levels of questions, such as open-ended, literal and
interpretative, as well as test-like questions, such as multiple choice, true-false
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and short answer;
Draw conclusions from information gathered from multiple sources; and

Use compiled information and knowledge to raise additional questions and
resolve unanswered questions.

TOPIC 4: READING/ Literary Response and Analysis

Understand literary forms by recognising and distinguishing between various
types of texts, such as stories, poems, myths, fables, tall tales, plays, biographies
and autobiographies;

Analyse characters, including their traits, motivations, conflicts, points of view,
relationships and the changes they undergo;

Recognise and analyse story plot, setting and problem resolution; and
Describe how the author’s perspective or point of view affects the text.

Grade 5:

TOPIC 2. Reading: Word Recognition, Fluency and Vocabulary Development

Apply knowledge of letter-sound correspondences, language structure and
context to recognise words;

Locate the meanings, pronunciations and derivations of unfamiliar words using
dictionaries, glossaries and other sources;

Draw on experience to bring meanings to words in context, such as interpreting
figurative language and multiple-meaning words;

Use various available reference aids, including a thesaurus, a synonym finder, a
dictionary and software, to clarify meanings and usage;

Determine the meanings of derivatives of the respective languages by applying
knowledge of the meanings of root words; and

Study word meanings systematically from across curricular content areas and
through current events.

TOPIC 3: READING: Reading Comprehension

Represent text information in different ways such as in an outline, timeline or
graphic organiser;

Use the text’s structure or pro%ression of ideas, such as cause and effect or
chronology, to locate and recall information;

Determine a text’s main (or major) ideas and how those ideas are supported with
details;

Draw inferences, such as conclusions or generalisations, and support them with
text evidence and experience;

Distinguish fact and opinion in various texts;
Use his/her own knowledge and experience to comprehend;

Establish and adjust purposes for reading, such as reading to find out, to
understand, to interpret, to enjoy and to solve problems; and

Answer different types and levels of questions, such as open-ended, literal and
interpretative, as well as test-like questions, such as multiple choice, true-false
and short-answer.
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TOPIC 4: Reading: Literary Response and Analysis
Read classic and contemporary works;

Select various sources, such as non-fiction, novels, textbooks, newspapers and
magazines, when reading for information or pleasure;

Read for various purposes, such as to be informed, to be entertained, to
appreciate the writer’s craft and to discover models for his/her own writing;

Support responses by referring to relevant aspects of the text and his/her own
experiences;

Connect, compare and contrast ideas, themes and issues across texts;

Understand literary forms by recognising and distinguishing between various
types of texts, such as stories, poems, myths, fables, tall tales, limericks, plays,
biographies, and autobiographies;

Use text organisers, including headings, graphic features and tables of contents,
to locate and organise information;

Summarise and organise information from multiple sources by taking notes,
outlining ideas and making charts; and

Draw conclusions from information gathered from multiple sources;
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Abstract

Number sense development in elementary school is crucial. Therefore, the aim
of this study was to investigate the number sense level and gender performance
in the Eritrean context. The participants included a total of 464 students - 220 in
grade 1 and 244 in grade 5. The data were collected in four selected elementary
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beginning of five years of elementary schooling. In addition, grade 5 was selected
as the focus of the study to get a picture of the impact of the curricula at the end of
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ming instrument. The results suggest that numeracy distribution was distributed
along the normal curve in both grades and that no significant gender differences
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Introduction

In relation to mathematics learning, children engage in mathematical activ-
ities in their daily lives from a very early age. They are motivated and eager
to discover the world around them via play and social interactions with
adults and peers close to their living environment (Aqudelo-Valderrama,
2008; Datta, 1993; Kaartinen & Kumpulainen, 2012). The role of education,
therefore, is to determine children’s level of reasoning and support the
building of a continuum from children’s informal knowledge to children’s
formal instruction (Cobb & Bauersfeld, 1995). In this chapter, we will dis-
cuss factors related to children’s number sense development in the Eritrean
context.

Number sense

According to McIntosh, Reys, Reys, Bana, and Farrell (1997), there are
three strands to children’s good number sense development: knowledge
of and facility with numbers; knowledge of and facility with operations;
and applying knowledge of and facility with numbers and operations to
computational settings. In short, number sense refers to the ability to use
numbers and quantitative methods as a means of communicating, process-
ing and interpreting information. Furthermore, number sense requires the
construction of a rich set of relationships among the actual geometries that
exist in space and time, counting numbers in the spoken language, and
formal symbols such as written numerals and operations.

In everyday and school activities, this is practiced when counting with one-
to-one correspondence in a play situation using visual jigs, using familiar
objects of the child’s interest, and comparing groups of objects using math
language, i.e. more, less, same, equal, all of which support number sense
development and understanding (Bell, 2002).

Like learning in all other areas, number sense learning begins informally
in the home, usually with the help of parents, siblings and tutors, and nurs-
ery school contributes through counting, songs and rhymes. As children
move to primary school, they use numeracy both formally and informally
within a wide range of everyday activities at school, in the playground, and
in social interactions and cultural surroundings (Kaartinen & Latomaa,
2012). In addition, number sense involves the ability to compare numbers,
sequence numbers in meaningful forms, relate the values the numbers rep-
resent, compute mentally, and use the appropriate strategy to understand
the impact of certain operations mathematically, which are facilitated by
conventional procedures, semiotic signs and symbols (Kaartinen & Lato-
maa, 2012). Moreover, age appropriate teaching approaches and guidance,
enforcement and regular practice need to be used to instil critical and crea-
tive thinking apart from memorising mathematical algorithms and proce-
dures (Tajul & Nor, 1992).
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The interplay between learners” participation, the mediated role of math-
ematical tools and teacher scaffolding, positive feedback, social participa-
tion, symmetric interaction, social negotiation, sense of belonging, guiding,
participation initiated by the teacher, etc. offer an environment to learn
number sense and gradually to mathematisation (Kaartinen & Kumpulain-
en, 2012).

The core pedagogical approach to mathematisation is problem solving
through which children learn basic skills and facts. Central to this process
is to model and play what it is doing and learning mathematics. However,
this is sometimes problematic, as has been evidenced in research literature.
In the following, the questions related to problem solving will be discussed.

Problem solving

Markovits and Sowder (1994) have stated that students who are taught
in the traditional way do not show an understanding of number sense in
problem-solving situations involving numbers. A number of mathematics
educators seemed to agree that the difficulties experienced by children
in solving mathematics exercises is closely related to the development of
number sense thinking (Burns, 1989). Higher level conceptual structures in
mathematics depend on the core concepts that students typically acquire
at the age of 5 or 6. Students whose core structure is not in place at the
expected age experience serious delays, have difficulty catching up with
their peers (Griffin, 2004), and continue to underperform on all measures.
He has stated that three instructional principles lie at the heart of teaching
number sense and the Number Worlds program: i) providing rich activities
for making connections; ii) exploring and discussing concepts; and iii) en-
suring an appropriate sequence of concepts.

Mere problem solving as a strategy is insufficient to change pedagogical
practices. We need to also elaborate our learning theory. An applicable
learning theory for the learning of mathematics is constructivist learning
theory which is elaborated in the following.

Constructivist learning theory and the curriculum

The specific principles of the constructivist learning theory integrate pro-
cedural and conceptual elements (Tall & Vinner, 1981) of mathematical
knowledge through an age appropriate pedagogical approach with a ho-
listic perspective that considers the learner’s interests, cognitive strategies,
numerical concepts, collaboration and social interaction. This is related
to the process of how humans generate knowledge and meaning from
their experiences. This theoretical thinking has further developed to the
pedagogical solution for mathematics teaching in which the stress is on a
learner-centred and interactive approach (Gilakjani, Leong, & Ismail, 2013).
According to the constructivist thinking, the regulative principle for math-
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ematical discourse is to model, make visible and construct mathematical
entities in mathematics classrooms. In this view, mathematics is an exercise
of human intuition, not a game played with meaningless symbols. Most
approaches that have grown from constructivism suggest that learning
is best accomplished using a hands-on approach. Learners learn through
experimentation, instead of by being told what will happen. Teachers offer
support and make suggestions so that students make their own inferences,
discoveries and conclusions. It is constructivism that initiated the learn-
er-centred and interactive approach in education. As a pedagogical and
administrative document, the curriculum is the sum of all ideas, values
and visions transmitted through the teaching-learning process. An es-
sential feature of the new national curriculum in the Eritrean context (as
indicated in the national curriculum framework, 2008) is learner-centred
and interactive pedagogy. The new national curriculum policy framework
stipulated for ‘broad, balanced and relevant learning provided to all stu-
dents in the educational system” based on the needs and interests of the
individual, which is essential for lifelong learning. From an international
point of view, it has also been argued that there is a need to develop math-
ematics education towards instruction that is coherent, focused on central
concepts in mathematics, and which is well articulated across the grades
(National Association for the Education of Young Children [NAEYC] ). In
the Eritrean application for this thinking, there are five content areas in the
mathematics curriculum, namely:

1. Numbers, operations and quantitative reasoning
2. Patterns, relationships and algebraic thinking

3. Geometry

4. Measurement

5. Statistics and probability

These content areas are also represented in the Finnish Curriculum (OPH,
2014).

The research questions posed for the study are:

1.Whatistheleveloffirstgradestudents’numbersense intheEritreancontext?
2. What is the level of fifth grade students’ number sense in the Eritrean
context?

Methods

In the present study, both quantitative and qualitative methods were ap-
plied. The quantitative data were collected using a numeracy test, which
was arranged in four Eritrean schools. The data were collected in April
2017.
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The pupils were given 100 minutes to take the tests, which were adminis-
tered under supervision. The origin of the development of the numeracy
test applied in this study is based on research-oriented instruction (Han-
nula & Lehtinen, 2005; Kaartinen & Latomaa, 2012; Koponen, 2008; Mat-
tinen, 2006). Also, practical knowledge of numeracy testing was applied
(LukiMat, n.d.). The final test was developed in collaboration with Finnish
and Eritrean experts. In the first phase of test development, suitable tasks
for a numeracy test were selected in the Finnish context and supporting
visual pictures were attached. The pictures were selected on the basis of
the nature of semiotic scaffolding (Kaartinen & Latomaa, 2012). After this
phase, Eritrean experts modified the tasks as related to semiotic scaffolding
in the Eritrean context. The tests for number sense level in grade 1 and
grade 5 consisted of 25 items, with some of them having sub-items. The
test was developed to get an idea of children’s number sense level, such as
number sequencing, comparing, problem solving, number sentencing and
the concept of part/whole relationship (appendix 1 and 2). Altogether, 220
grade 1 pupils and 244 grade 5 pupils participated in the study by using
a convenience sampling technique. Data were analysed and presented in
tabular as well as graphical form.

Demographic characteristics of students in grade 1 and grade 5 indicate
that there was almost equal participation in the number sense test by both
male and female pupils (table 1). This shows that gender equality is main-
tained in Eritrean elementary school classrooms.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of students in grade 1 and grade 5

Grade 1 Grade 5
n % n %
Gender
Male 120 50.8 129 51.8
Female 116 492 120 482
Total 236 100 249 100
Age
6 162 68.4
7 69 291
8 6 2.5
9 1 04
10 135 54.2
11 83 33.3
12 21 84
13 9 3.6
Total 237 100 249 100

(continued)
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Table 1. (continued)

Grade 1 Grade 5
n % n %
School
School 1 48 19.9 52 20.9
School 2 107 444 106 42.6
School 3 30 12.4 30 12.0
School 4 56 23.2 61 24.5
Total 241 100 249 100

Results and discussion

In the following, the statistical data are reported and interpreted according
to the students’ achievement in relation to the content analysis of the tests.
Parental support is also discussed.

The numeracy distribution of the data for grade 1 number sense shows a
normal distribution (figure 1) with a mean value of 24.10 (out of 43) and a
standard deviation of 6.97 (table 2). The other information observed from
the distribution is that there were 10 very low achievers (P5 = 5th percen-
tile), 21 low achievers (P25 = 25th percentile), 29 high achievers (P75 = 75th
percentile) and 34 very high achievers (P95 = 95th percentile) out of 220
students. Twenty-one of them were missing, and 160 students (66.4 % of
population) scored in the interval of one standard deviation from the mean.

The numeracy distribution of the data for grade 5 number sense shows a
normal distribution (figure 2) with a mean value of 16.54 (out of 49) and a
standard deviation of 8.97 (table 2). The other information observed from
the distribution is that there were 57 low achievers (20th lowest percentile)
and 46 high achievers (20th highest percentile) out of 244 students. This
means that 60% of the population scored in the interval of one standard
deviation from the mean.



Table 2. Descriptive statistics of grades 1 and 5 Early Numeracy Test results by

gender
N M MD SD Min Max Sknewness Kurtosis

Grade 1
All 220 2410 2500 697 1 40 -0.59 0.67
Male 108 2387 25.00 799 1 40 -0.54 0.24
Female 109 2455 25.00 569 8 39 -0.54 0.85

Grade 5
All 236 1654 1500 897 0 46 0.59 -0.05
Male 119 1648 1500 879 0 41 0.57 -0.06
Female 117 16.61 1600 919 1 46 0.61 -0.02

Note. Gender of 3 first graders was not reported. There were not statistically
significant differences between male and female students” means.
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Figure 2. Distribution of 5th grade
numeracy results
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Figure 1. Distribution of 1st grade
numeracy results

For the purpose of analysis, for grade 1 students, the questions were cat-
egorised in the themes of: sequencing or pattern; comparison; operations
on addition and subtraction; converting word problems into mathematical
sentences; part-whole relationship; and place value (table 3).

For part-whole relationship, 80% of the students answered the questions
correctly. This was due to presenting the tasks pictorially.

The results suggest that the students performed well in finding the sums
and differences in basic addition and subtraction problems (appendix 3,
questions 12 and 18), when both addends/minuend and subtrahend were
given. In that sense, their subitising ability is high, with 64. 8% of the par-
ticipants answering correctly. However, when responding to the questions
by how many more or less, difficulties were observed.

As number sense includes issues of comparison, questions related to
comparisons were given to grade 1 students in the numeracy test. In the
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comparison area, each question had two parts. After all of the students at-
tempted the first part, some of them skipped the second part. As a result,
the average of correct answers was 57%.

Another area that the children found somewhat challenging was convert-
ing word problems into mathematical sentences. As a result, they faced real
challenges in addition and subtraction tasks. Their answers to questions 10
and 11 (appendix 3) depict this situation.

Table 3. Descriptives of Early Numeracy Test for first graders (N=220)

KR-20
Task reliability

Themes number Items coefficient M MD SD
Sequencing/Pattern 1,2,3,9 22, 10 .56 46 40 17

23
Comparison 4,5,6,7 14 9 74 57 .56 24
Operations on addition  §,12, 15,18, 13 .78 65 69 21
and subtraction 24
Converting word 10, 11, 13, 7 .65 45 43 27
problems into 16,17
mathematical sentences
Part-whole relationship 19, 20, 21 3 .87 80 1.00 .35
Place-value 25 1 - 41 000 49
Total 43 .87 56 58 16

This research reveals the fact that grade 1 students have problems in skip
counting. About 91.4% of them did not answer questions 2 and 3 correctly.
Particularly in the item analysis, it was found that if a question had two
or more parts, almost all of them only answered the first part. This can
be seen from their responses to questions 4-2, 5-2, 6-2 and 7-2 shown in
Appendix 1.

According to McIntosh, Reys, and Reys (1992) there are three strands to
children developing good number sense: knowledge of and facility with
numbers; knowledge of and facility with operations; and applying knowl-
edge of and facility with numbers and operations to computational settings.
In short, number sense refers to the ability to use numbers and quantitative
methods as a means of communicating, processing and interpreting infor-
mation. Furthermore, number sense requires the construction of a rich set
of relationships among the actual geometries that exist in space and time,
counting numbers in the spoken language, and formal symbols such as
written numerals and operations.

The identification of small quantities without counting, known as subitis-
ing, appears to develop after children have had repeated practice in count-
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ing, such as sets. In order for students to extend their use of subitising, it is
helpful to have many different tasks by changing the arrangement of the
objects in the sets (Chapin & Johnson, 2006).

For grade 5 students, in addition to those given for grade 1, writing num-
bers in words and numerals, and operations on fractions were included. In
grade 5, students are expected to work with multi-digit numbers (table 4).
About 50% of the grade 5 students correctly wrote the numerals in words.
However, when asked to write the number words in numerals, the majority
of them (58%) did not write these correctly (refer to questions 1 and 8 in
Appendix 2). This means that students need to practice a lot to write num-
bers in different forms. The study conducted by the Department of General
Education (DGE) in Eritrea confirms this result (MOE, 2015).

Table 4. Descriptives of Early Numeracy Test for fifth graders (N=236)

KR-20
Task reliability

Themes number Items coefficient ™M MD SD
Writing numbers in 1,8 6 .75 42 33 32
words and numerals
Sequencing/pattern 2,712 10 82 20 17 .25
Comparison 56 2 41 .05 .00 17
Basic operations 3,13,14 4 49 37 .25 27
Place value 4,9,10,11 13 .82 47 46 .25
Part-whole relationship 22 1 - 27 .00 44
Operations on fractions 23 4 .50 16 .00 .25
Problem solving 15,16, 17, 9 .69 27 22 21

18, 19, 20,

21,24,25
Total 49 91 34 31 18

It seems that students’” understanding of the concept of place value is rela-
tively better compared to other thematic areas of number sense (47%). Still,
it is not at the level expected. In writing numbers in expanded form, most
of them did this incorrectly.

The students” achievement in adding and subtracting multi-digit numbers
was low with the exception of one case. Specifically, this occurred when
there was no exchange during the subtraction process, compare to the fol-
lowing question: ‘In a box, there are 2584 mathematics and English books.
If the number of mathematics books is 1756, how many of them are English
books?’
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In questions 5 and 6, in relation to comparison, students” performance was
very low (5%). The questions require students to have more of a conceptual
understanding on how to write the largest and smallest five-digit numbers.
The inclusion of these questions in this research was to get a better pic-
ture of students” understanding of multi-digit numbers. The vast majority
did not attempt these questions. The majority of them suggested that the
numbers to be compared were not given. They expected the numbers to be
compared to be given in the question itself, rather than having to refer to
the previous exercise.

To find the missing numbers in a given sequence (wWhen the difference can
easily be detected), the students’” performance was average. This does not
mean that they are at an average level in sequencing. When we see the
students” responses to question 7, only about 20% answered correctly. This
shows students’ sequencing ability using large numbers is still at its lowest
level.

Rewriting word problems into mathematical sentences was a serious prob-
lem for the larger population of grade 5 students. Their answers to ques-
tions 18, 20, 21, 24, and 25 indicate that they face difficulty with relating
real-life situations involving mathematical sentences. The same situation
was observed in the Monitoring Learning Achievement Test III (MLA III)
conducted by DGE in 2015.

In tasks related to operations in part-whole relationships, such as ‘the pe-
rimeter of a square is 1 meter - find the side of the square’, common errors,
such as treating the addition and subtraction of fractions the same as the
addition and subtraction of whole numbers, were observed. That is, while
performing adding fractions with different denominators, the majority of
them were adding numerators with numerators and denominators with
denominators. The same procedures were applied in the process of sub-
traction.

There is also evidence that many students demonstrate little understanding
of numerical situations in solving number problems (Burns, 1989).

Conclusions

The findings of this research indicate that the number sense level of stu-
dents in both grade 1 and grade 5 is unsatisfactory. So, in order to reverse
the existing situation, a lot needs to be done in the teaching/learning
process. This includes revising the current curriculum, strengthening
the relationship between teachers, parents and the school administration
(PTA) as well as a pedagogical change. The pedagogical change needs to
be done because although the learner-centred and interactive approach is
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the method to be employed, the dominant practice in most of the schools is
the teacher-centred approach. To bring about the required change, teachers
should be given continuous updating through workshops, seminars and
courses on what the learner-centred and interactive approach is and how to
implement it in relation to real-life situations with mathematical concepts.

According to Bell, there is no fixed teaching approach that is successful for
any class of mixed ability grouping (Bell, 2002). However, there are variety
of conventional math programs and ideas that can be modified according
to an individual child’s profile of skills and interests. To help the child learn
math concepts with meaning, the success in teaching depends largely on
concrete manipulatives and visual structures and demonstrations. Within
this, the connection between visual concepts, numbers and number equa-
tions and languaging the situations becomes crucial. Also, the connection
between math activities and the child’s representations for the real world is
an important conceptual understanding. Counting with a one-to-one cor-
respondence in a play situation using visual jigs, using familiar objects of
the child’s interest, comparing groups of objects using math language, i.e.
more, less, same, equal, support number sense development and under-
standing (Bell, 2002).

To teach number sense to young children using a powerful set of tools, all
schools and educational institutions need to develop strategies and appro-
priate pedagogies about what to teach and how to teach in the Eritrean
context.

Constructivism involves the regulative principle that only mathematical
entities that can be explicitly constructed in a certain sense should be ad-
mitted to mathematical discourse. In this view, mathematics is an exercise
of human intuition, not a game played with meaningless symbols. Instead,
it is about entities that we can create directly through mental activity.

Most approaches that have grown from constructivism suggest that
learning is best accomplished using a hands-on approach. Learners learn
through experimentation and not by being told what will happen. They
are left to make their own inferences, discoveries and conclusions. It is con-
structivism that initiated the learner-centred and interactive approach in
education.

The specific principles of the constructivist learning theory integrate pro-
cedural and conceptual elements (Tall & Vinner, 1981) of mathematical
knowledge through an age appropriate pedagogical approach with a ho-
listic perspective that considers the learner’s interests, cognitive strategies,
numerical concepts, collaboration and social interaction.

In conducting this research, a number of challenges were observed. First,
the selected time period was not convenient for both the students and the
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researcher as it was the mid-semester exam week. Second was problems in
reading and writing in the local language, Tigrigna (in grade 1). To over-
come these difficulties, the researcher administering the exam read all the
items; then, afterward, students tried to give their responses. Also, the test
duration caused challenges, which was 100 minutes for both grade 1 and
grade 5 students. This was too much time for grade 1 students, with con-
tinuous interruptions occurring throughout the test. Some of them wanted
to have a rest or go to the toilet. In such situations, the researcher needed
to wait until all were back, resulting in at least 15 to 20 minutes elapsing.
This was additional time that was not part of the 100 minutes. During the
test, some children were doing other activities and leaving the test items
aside. The grade 1 numeracy tests were given in the morning hours in all
schools. However, in one school, it was conducted from 9:30 am until 11:20
am, which was found to be a difficult time to administer the test. The rea-
son was that school buses arrived at about 11 am, so all of the students were
anxious to leave. This situation created a serious problem to administer the
test, because some left the exam room without finishing their tasks.
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Appendix 1. Early Numeracy Test, grade 1

1. Numbers are arranged as seen in the following table. Find the missing
numbers

v 2 Ja]s | 7 ]s | ||

2. Numbers are arranged as seen in the following table. Find the missing
numbers

| 2 | 4 | | 8 | 10 | | 4 | 16 | | 20 |

3. Numbers are arranged as seen in the following table. Find the missing
numbers

v sl 7] ] [wfws| |w|

5. Select the button where there are more holes. How many more?

7. Select the button where there are fewer holes. How many less?
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8. We change tyres on two bikes. Select the correct number of tyres.

OEEDOOOD

9. Continue the number sequence.

0 1 2
5 6 7
6 8 10
10 20 30
8 6 4

10. Make a number sentence for the followin? situation. ‘I have 6 pencils. I'll get 2
t

more pencils. How many pencils do I have a

ogether?

11. Make a number sentence for the following situation. ‘I have 5 triangles. I'll get
3 more. How many triangles do I have altogether?

AAA A A A
AA

12. Add the following.

6+2
3+1
2+4
5+3

13. Altogether, there are 9 triangles. How many triangles are hidden in each case?

AA

AAAA

AAAAAA
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14. Find the biggest sum:

15. Find a number which is two more:

3
5
8

Make a mathematical sentence for the following situations:

16. I have 5 bottle tops. I'll give 4 bottle tops away. How many bottle tops will I
have then?

17.1 have 7 buttons. I'll give 3 buttons away. How many buttons will I have then?

18. Find the results of the following operations:

a1 O
|
N =R N
Il

19. In the following picture, how many equal sizes are there?

20. How many parts of equal size are there?
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21. How many parts of equal size are there?

22. Rearrange the following numbers in ascending order:
17,5,13,9,16, 8

23. Rearrange the following numbers in descending order:
24, 42,35,53,19, 6,16

24 1. Find two whole numbers whose sum is 11.

I L ETY

24 2. Find two whole numbers whose subtraction is 7.

L - J=17]

25. Write in expanded form.

)= -1 ]
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Appendix 2. Early Numeracy Test, grade 5

1. Write the following numbers in words:
A. 1002005
B. 192006
C. 1000043

2. Arrange the numbers given in 1 in ascending order.
3. Find the difference between the largest and the smallest number given in 1.

4. By using the numbers in the following flashcards, make four different five-
digit numbers:

(s ) ) Lef [of [&f [o]

5. What is the largest five-digit number that can be formed?
6. What is the smallest five-digit number that can be formed?

7. Find the missing numbers in the following table.

| 1000000 | 5000000 | 9000000
8500000
| 7000000 | 7400000 | 8000000
7700000
105678 8000000
305678 6500000
505678
8900000
5000000
9800000
1505678 3500000

8. Write the following number words using numerals:
A. One hundred sixty four thousand two hundred forty five
B. Three million four hundred six
C. Two million nine hundred fifty one thousand

10. Write the place value for each of the following numbers:
A. 2364591 B. 345906 C. 2587136

11. Write each of the following in expanded form:
A. 304935 B. 4000325 C. 23545000

12. Find the missing numbers in each of the following sequences:
A. 997,998, 999,
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B. 9997, 9998, 9999, , ,
C. 99997, 99998, 99999, , ,
D. 999997, 999998, 999999, , ,

13. Add the following numbers
34809 + 246+ 8957 + 200367

14. Subtract the following numbers

A. 1349725 B. 47679
-1150983 —3245

15. In a box, there are 2584 mathematics and English books. If the number of
mathematics books is 1756, how many of them are English books?

16. Haile’s first semester total was 869. Asmerom exceeds Haile by 12 points.
What is Asmerom’s total?

17. A house costs 1, 465, 000. Ahmed has 749853 Nakfa. How much should Ahmed
add to buy the house?

18. Nef'at got 18560 Nakfa by selling her 12 sheep all at the same price. What was
the selling price of each sheep?

19. In one school, there are 262 students learning in Grade 5. 148 students are
girls. How many are boys?

20. Solomon has 70 goats. He sold each goat for 700 Nakfa. How much money did
he get?

21. In one store, there are 6888 books. These books are distributed equally to 56
schools. What will each school’s share be?

22. Which part of the whole is missing?

23. Fractional mathematical operations:

A5 4 B 1 1 C9 5 D 13 39

+ X :
12 15 4 10 10 12 121 132

24. The perimeter of a square is 1% meters. Find the side of the square.

25. Sara bought %liter of oil. She used % of what she bought. How much is left?
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Appendix 3. Item Difficulty Index and Item Discrimination Index of first grade
students’ results of Early Numeracy Test (IN=220)

Item Difficulty
Item Index (% of Item Discrimination
nnumber correct answers) Index (r . with total)
1 96 .35
2 .08 .30
3 .08 34
41 93 34
4.2 .36 .38
51 .86 .53
52 .25 31
6_1 78 52
6_2 .36 42
71 84 54
7.2 .20 .26
8 63 33
91 91 31
9.2 9 .24
9.3 16 .00
9.4 51 30
9.5 .29 32
10 19 33
11 23 33
121 91 48
122 95 48
12_3 92 47
12 4 93 46
13_1 .59 25
13_2 46 .39
13_3 44 47
14 .56 .35
15_1 44 .56
15_2 42 .55
15_3 40 44
16 94 .39

(continued)
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Appendix 3. (continued)

Number Item Difficulty  Item Discrimination
Index (% of Index (r ,, with total)
correct answers)

17 .58 41
181 78 .54
18_2 76 .58
18 3 76 .55
19 .86 42
20 78 .37
21 76 .38
22 41 .52
23 .28 47
24 1 44 41
24 2 13 22

25 41 .38
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Appendix 4. Item Difficulty Index and Item Discrimination Index of fifth grade
students’ results of Early Numeracy Test (IN=249)

Item Difficulty
Item Index (% of Item Discrimination
nnumber correct answers) Index (r . with total)
11 39 45
12 40 .58
1.3 45 .50
2 39 46
3 .07 47
4.1 51 47
4.2 48 41
4.3 47 48
4.4 45 48
5 .07 24
6 02 21
71 15 27
7.2 12 43
7.3 23 40
74 .07 .39
7.5 .20 54
8.1 57 48
8.2 34 .61
8.3 24 49
91 18 46
92 .20 51
9.3 18 .50
10_1 82 37
10_2 78 40
10_3 74 43
111 .35 47
11_2 .36 47
11_3 27 44
121 .59 .53
12_2 44 52
12_3 .39 .58

(continued)
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Appendix 4. (continued)

Number Item Difficulty ~ Item Discrimination
Index (% of Index (r ,, with total)
correct answers)

12_4 34 .55
13 37 42
141 .33 44
14_2 .66 .33
15 46 49
16 57 40
17 .20 54
18 10 54
19 48 47
20 25 .38
21 12 48
22 .25 .30
231 11 .33
23_2 .20 .37
23_3 13 .30
23_4 .06 .38
24 .01 .26

25 12 14
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Abstract

This study was focused on describing how learning difficulties in numeracy and
literacy are identified in the Eritrean context, and the kinds of challenges that are
faced within those difficulties. We also studied the teacher’s role in supportive
processes and, furthermore, the parents’ supportive role among children who
suffer from learning difficulties. This study was conducted through document
analysis of educational policy papers and relevant research papers in both print
and electronic form. For the main result, we replicate international findings that
both the parents” and the teacher’s roles are crucial. Intensive learner-centred co-
operation between home and school is essential when supporting children with
learning disabilities. We conclude that such partnerships should be strengthened
in the Eritrean context.
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Introduction

Learning difficulties refer to children who experience learning problems
independent of physical and intellectual impairments (Abosi, 2007). Chil-
dren with learning difficulties, however, have the ability to learn, but they
require different approaches and learning support (Tomlinson, 2004).
Therefore, early identification of learning difficulties in literacy and numer-
acy is important, because it provides a basis for the instructional planning
and immediate remediation that academically weak students need to accel-
erate learning and prevent academic failure (Gunn & Wyatt-Smith, 2011).

In line with national development demands, in the past decades, Sub-Sa-
haran African countries, including Eritrea, have expended considerable
efforts to expand educational opportunities for all citizens. In the academ-
ic year 2013/14, for instance, enrolment in Eritrea in primary and middle
school reached more than 510,000 (Ministry of Education [MOE], 2014) for
the 7-14-year age group. Moreover, the Government of the State of Eritrea
initiated educational reforms that envisage the provision of *. . . a broad,
balanced and relevant curriculum’, delivered in ‘learner-centered and in-
teractive pedagogic” (LCIP) approaches (MOE, 2008) for basic and second-
ary school levels. These policy guidelines also pronounce that elementary
school children (grades 1 to 5) attend their schooling in their mother tongue
(MOE, 2008).

However, children in both the basic and secondary school educational lev-
els exhibit weak progression in learning achievement or outcomes and are
faced with challenges. For instance, statistics show that approximately 10%
of the lower elementary population repeated or failed the 2013/2014 aca-
demic year. Similarly, the overall elementary-level grade repetition figures
do not significantly differ from lower levels (MOE, 2014).

The recent Monitoring Learning Achievement III (MLA) study corroborates
these concerns. This study indicates that a national sample of students in
grades 3 and 5, who were tested for mother-tongue (or language) literacy
and mathematics, failed to attain the minimum mastery level, i.e. at least
80% of learners should attain 50% or above in each tested area according to
the curriculum’s defined expectations (MOE, 2016). These research results
clearly show that children are faced with learning difficulties in our schools.

A multitude of factors lead to students’ underachievement, which are viv-
idly depicted in academic and practical deliberations. How to identify stu-
dents who are underachieving, what counts as a factor, what are the effects,
i.e. nature and extent, of the different factors, etc., have been major issues of
deliberation, which have been pursued in various research approaches and
theoretical lenses.
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In the search for explanations, literacy and numeracy learning and respec-
tive aspects of learning difficulties have received the most attention. The
growing focus on these dimensions is evident, recognising the fact that
literacy and numeracy learning pose a significant barrier to achievement
across the curriculum.

Apparent characterisations of ‘functional’ literacy and numeracy, such as
reading, writing, vocabulary and computing, are strong predictors of later
conventional literacy skills and success in learning other school subjects
(Nag & Snowling, 2012). Research evolving from cross-linguistic inquiry
and action, for instance, shows that children who struggle with reading
in grade 1 would have persistent difficulties with reading in subsequent
grades (Matafwali, 2010).

However, what is literacy and numeracy? Refraining from the captivating
and overwhelming deliberations in defining literacy, literacy is referred
to as a context-bound continuum of reading, writing and numeracy skills,
acquired and developed through processes of learning and application, in
schools and in other settings appropriate to youth and adults (UNESCO,
2005). Numeracy has been defined as ensuring that students are aware of
the role of mathematics in the world and have the dispositions and capac-
ities to use mathematical knowledge and skills purposefully (Australian
curriculum, n.d)). What characterises literacy and numeracy education in
the Eritrean context, and who are the learners deviating from the expected
literacy or numeracy learning standards and to what extent? These ques-
tions remain ominously obscure in the Eritrean academics’ and practition-
ers” discourse.

The research questions are as follows:

1. How are learning difficulties in literacy and numeracy characterised in
the Eritrean context?

2. What are the challenges in identifying children with learning
difficulties in literacy and numeracy in the Eritrean context?

3. To what extent are teachers aware of and support children with learning
difficulties in literacy and numeracy?

4. How do the teaching and learning resources affect the education of
children with learning difficulties in literacy and numeracy?

5. What is the extent of parents’ school involvement in supporting the
education of children with learning difficulties in literacy and numeracy?

Method

This study is a document analysis type of research using electronic and
hardcopy resources. As indicated by Bowen (2009), document analysis is a
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systematic procedure for reviewing or evaluating documents, both printed
and electronic (computer-based and internet-transmitted) materials.

Results

Learning difficulties in literacy and numeracy

Characterising and identifying learners’ learning difficulties in general,
and in the context of literacy and numeracy learning in particular, provides
insights into various paradigmatic and theoretical orientations and posi-
tions (Gunn &Wyatt-Smith, 2011). These insights span from those who con-
sider the “child as a deficit” to those who view the classroom or educational
operatives as the challenges or ‘deficits’ that lead to the student’s failure.
Historically, different terms have been used around the world in reference
to children faced with learning difficulties, including slow learners, specific
learning disability, learning impairment, perceptually impaired, aphasic,
etc. This multiplicity of terms has been a source of discussions, particularly
in the discourse of developing countries” education.

In national contexts, where the orientations of the “psycho-medical ap-
proach’ inform the process of classifying needs and intervention, learning
difficulties *. . . are constructed as reflecting a deficit in the ability (internal
capacity) of individual students” (Gunn & Wyatt-Smith, 2011, p. 18). For
instance, the re-authorised Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of
2004, IDEA (2004) in the United States (US) identifies children with specific
learning disabilities as:

.. a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes
involved in understanding or in using language, spoken or written,
that may manifest itself in the imperfect ability to listen, think, speak,
read, write, spell, or to do mathematical calculations, including
conditions such as perceptual disabilities, brain injury, minimal
brain dysfunction, and developmental aphasia. [The] disorder ... does
not include learning problems that are primarily the result of visual,
hearing, or motor disabilities, of mental retardation, of emotional
disturbance, or of environmental, cultural, or economic disadvantage.

Unlike the medical model of difficulties in learning, which views these as
produced by personal deficiencies (such as impairment), the social model
sees difficulties in learning as arising out of an interaction between learn-
ers and the human and material resources available to support learning
(Muthukrishna & Schoeman, 2000). South African education, shaped by
such orientations and embracing ‘socio-ecological” perspectives, exhibits a
move away from categorising learners as a result of their disability to ac-
knowledging the various factors (intrinsic and extrinsic) that create barriers
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to learning and development, and hence assume:

.. that a learning difficulty .. as mostly extrinsic in nature ... can
be alleviated. Learning difficulties are only experienced in certain
subjects, or certain aspects of subjects and when receiving more
qualitative support from teachers the learners’ achievement improves
relatively quickly. A learning disability, or impairment, is primarily
caused by intrinsic factors, and these learners continue to experience
learning problems despite good teaching and additional support.
(Nel & Grosser, 2016, p. 80)

An OECD (2003) summary of ‘special educational needs’ or barriers in
learning in OECD countries adopts three broad cross-national categories
of disabilities (category A), difficulties (B) and disadvantages (C). The con-
struct is based on additional resources students receive to help them access
the curriculum.

Disability (Category A) ... refers to educational needs of students where
there is substantial normative agreement - such as blind or partially sight-
ed, deaf and partially hearing, severe and profound mental handicap, mul-
tiple handicaps ... adequate measuring instruments and agreed criteria are
available, ... considered in medical terms to be organic disorders attributed
to organic pathologies (e.g. in relation to sensory, motor or neurological
defects). Category C refers to educational needs of students which are con-
sidered to arise primarily from socio-economic, cultural and/or linguistic
factors. There is some form of disadvantaged or atypical background for
which education seeks to compensate ... Category B, refers to educational
needs of students who have difficulties in learning which do not appear to
be directly or primarily attributable to factors which would lead to classifi-
cation as A or C.

In most Sub-Saharan African countries, the discourse of learning difficul-
ties in the local academic and practitioners” domain is scant and sometimes
fuzzy, with conceptualisations and interpretations traded inaptly (Aro,
Jere-Folotiya, Hengari, Kariuki, & Mkandawire, 2011; Nel & Grosser, 2016).
Thus, characterising learners’ learning difficulties in general, and in the
context of literacy and numeracy learning in particular in the Eritrean
educational context requires consideration of many statuses. Hence, for
the purpose of this study, learning difficulties are defined as the learning
support needs of children, which do not appear primarily attributable to
obvious organic disorders (such as sensory or motor impairments) or local
contextual challenges (such as social, cultural, etc.), manifested in the low
literacy and numeracy learning outcomes of the children. A complex inter-
action of environmental and individual constitutional processes present as
the locus of these difficulties.

The International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (re-
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ferred as ICF, http://wwwwho.int/classifications/icf/en) of the United Na-
tions' World Health Organization (WHO, 2001) addresses multi-dimension-
ality of the consequences of disabilities or learning difficulties (figure 1).
The model is extended to cover children as ICF-CY (i.e.,, Children and Youth
(WHO, 2007). Rather than focusing on diagnosis of a child with special ed-
ucational needs a more useful approach may be to view child's functional
skills in his or her developmental context (Hollenweger, 2011; Simeonsson,
2009). ICF-CY is a coding schema that offers common terminology ground
for different measure and assessment instruments (e.g., Adolffson, 2013).

Health condition
(disorder or disease)

4
v v v

Body Functions
and Structures

1 1 1)
v v

Environmental Personal
Factors Factors

Activities =~ «—— Participation

Figure 1. International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (WHO,
2001)

Challenges of Identifying Children with Learning Difficulties

In most Sub-Saharan African countries, the discourse of learning diffi-
culties in the local academic and practitioners” domain is evolving (Nel &
Grosser, 2016). Similarly, in the Eritrean educational context, special needs
education is apparently associated with special school services for children
with observable sensory impairments and a few special class arrangements
in regular schools for children with intellectual and autistic impairments
(see Michael, 2016). However, there is wide recognition of social, economic
and cultural barriers or challenges in the educational system. Thus, identi-
fying learners’ learning difficulties in the context of literacy and numeracy
learning in the Eritrean educational context requires consideration of many
statuses.

On the basis of expected learning outcomes identified in the syllabi, the
national curriculum guidelines propose various assessments tools and
mechanisms to gather information on students’ learning and development
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holistically, and to assist them accordingly [intervene]. The tools include
planed systematic observations, continuous assessments, and examinations.
The guidelines also encourage teachers to allow ample time for assessing
students for it provides the teacher with opportunities to interact with the
students, to challenge and support them when necessary, and to discuss
with them how they could improve (MOE, 2013). However, recognising the
challenges associated with class size, time and the toll of the task in the
course of continuous assessments, the following frequencies for different
dimension, in the teaching-learning of the mother tongue are proposed.

If a student has not achieved a specified outcome(s), the guide advises that
the teaching methods or learning activities in that process must be recon-
sidered and altered to help the student achieve that outcome. Providing
adequate time and assistance to each student, providing ‘quality feedback’
in the learning process, and assigning experienced and committed teachers
at the lower grades of the elementary level are recommended to improve
students” outcomes (performance). However, the details of such feedback,
by and large, remain administrative in orientation.

Promisingly, the guidelines recognise that the first three or four years of
elementary schooling form the basis of a solid foundation on which the fu-
ture of the child will depend. However, it prompts for normal progression
in the lower elementary grades, presuming that:

... these grades outcomes that have not been achieved can still be met
in the next grade with support from teachers and parents. However,
students who were absent from school for a long time (due to illness,
family problem, neglect by parents, displacement etc.) or students
with special needs who as a result of their disabilities were unable
to complete the course in due time will repeat the grade. (MOE, 2013)

Monitoring Learning Achievement III (MOE, 2016) aimed at assessing the
level of performance of grade 3 and grade 5 students in the mother tongue,
the English language and mathematics, including the teaching-learning en-
vironmental conditions. The mother tongue tests, for instance, covered the
major skills in which learners” mastery was measured, such as vocabulary,
reading comprehension, writing and grammar. The survey revealed that,
by and large, children at the elementary level did not learn much of the
material expected of them in the curriculum. Moreover, the study iden-
tified associations between a student’s poor outcome (test underachieve-
ment) and the learner’s age, language of instruction, the school’s human
and material resources (such as the experience and qualifications of teach-
ers, availability of teaching aids, etc.), and the availability of textbooks and
supplementary reading materials. This large-scale assessment arbitrarily
considered a mark below 50% as a basis for categorising unsatisfactory
achievement results. The psycho-pedagogical implications of such a cut-
point, ‘derived from international education indicators’, remained elusive.
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However, the study recommended important points in the literacy and nu-
meracy domains within the intellectual framework of children aged 7 to 12,
including the production of good quality supplementary reading materials
in all Eritrean languages, and for elementary school mathematics education
to consist of the acquisition and application of mathematical knowledge
and mathematical thinking. Thus, teachers need to focus on developing an
understanding and obtaining training in basic numeracy skills, rather than
the memorisation of mechanical processes that provide little motivation for
students.

A similar pilot literacy and numeracy test conducted by ‘Eritrea - Learning
for All" study team (2017) exhibits analogies with the MLA studies. This
pilot study revealed that differences between schools and parents” educa-
tional background, as well as their involvement in the school’s activities,
were associated with academic achievements in literacy and numeracy
among first and fifth graders. The results indicated that there were children
with learning difficulties who had not achieved their learning goals. How-
ever, international literature notes that, in African countries, assessments
of learning disabilities and discerning those caused by external factors is
challenging (e.g., Abosi, 2007).

Teachers” Awareness of Learning Difficulties and the Support They
Provide to Students with Learning Difficulties

According to UNESCO (2009), many children with learning difficulties are
ignored. These children account for a large proportion of children who drop
out and do not complete primary education. They have no obvious disability
but may experience extreme difficulty with learning in one or more areas.
In light of this, a comprehensive teacher education programme is required.
Such a programme should include pre-service education, which prepares
all teachers for inclusive education and with the attitudes and skills to en-
able them to teach all children, irrespective of their characteristics, abilities
and disabilities. In addition, extensive in-service training programmes are
needed to achieve a rapid increase in teachers” attitudes and competencies
that are pre-requisites for successful inclusive education (UNESCO, 2009).
Recent research data collected from South African primary school teachers
shows that their overall knowledge of learning difficulties is still poor. Ac-
cording to Aro and Ahonen (2011) in Zambia, many teachers are ignorant
of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) among their students,
resulting in the teacher punishing such children instead of helping them to
manage their affliction.

The above idea is based on the assumption that teachers” attitudes and ex-
pertise could be barriers to learning. Further evidence from South Africa
has indicated that this lack of attitude hampers learning (Department of
Education, 2002; Samkange, 2013). To address this, a holistic approach is
required that calls for flexible measures in the curriculum, training teach-
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ers in different special needs areas, providing appropriate materials and
requisite human resources, and making these accessible to all learners. In
addition, Donohue and Bornman (2014) indicated that for teachers to cope
with more diverse classes, their skills need to be strengthened by building
an integrated system for all, using a curriculum that is more flexible and
suitable to the needs and abilities of learners. They also recommend de-
veloping district-based support teams to provide systemic support for all
teachers. With regard to reading difficulties, Aro and Ahonen (2011) hold a
similar view in that teachers should be equipped with the knowledge and
skills to assess reading difficulties in order to be able to translate the results
into more effective classroom instruction and intervention.

Teachers’ attitudes could be coupled with other factors, which make them
reluctant to help children with learning difficulties. One Zimbabwean case
showed that in addition to the teachers’ attitudes, the teacher-pupil ratio
resulted in work overload; hence, when given pupils with special education
needs, they sometimes became resentful towards students with learning
difficulties (Samkange, 2013). In such a situation, children who are at risk,
including those with learning difficulties, may not respond to teacher-di-
rected instruction in the normal classroom setting (Aro & Ahonen, 2011).
Zambian experience also indicates that most parents want their children to
stay in mainstream schools, but they also realise that mainstream teachers
are often too busy and pressurised to cope.

Lack of knowledge from the teachers’ side makes them fail to understand
that they are not alone in the process of identifying and helping students
with learning difficulties. Teachers need to know that they along with psy-
chologists need to closely examine the child’s mistakes in regards to place
values, numbers, borrowing, storing to memory, basic knowledge, calcu-
lations and symbols. During a learning difficulty assessment, a volume of
information is gathered about the child. This information is used by the
psychologist, teachers and parents to plan how to support the child in the
future or to determine what possible further assessments should be made
(Aro & Ahonen, 2011).

Assessment should be a comprehensive process that evaluates the child’s
learning difficulties and life situation extensively with several methods and
with cooperation between the psychologist, family and teachers. Parents
and teachers (and possibly the therapists as well) should repeatedly engage
in discussions regarding the child’s learning in order to monitor how well
the child is progressing, and at some point, they may also feel the need
to set new goals to be achieved. Especially in remote rural areas, there
should be continuous capacity building and sensitisation of the special
needs teachers, so that they are conscious of the challenges and needs of
children with learning difficulties. They should be made aware of assess-
ment centres where they can refer these children for further assessment
and intervention.
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The support that teachers are able to provide is dependent on their aware-
ness of and attitudes towards learning difficulties, the quality of their train-
ing, the provision of both materials and resources, and the collaboration
they can draw from the environment. According to the MOE and British
Columbia (2011), teachers should explore the possible existence of learning
difficulties when a student who appears to be capable has a history of strug-
gling with specific components of school and/or begins to demonstrate
behavioural difficulties. To do so, the teachers should be well versed in the
signs and symptoms of learning difficulties.

It is important for teachers to realise that students with learning difficulties
can experience success in school if appropriate support is provided. Hence,
it is essential to focus on early identification and remediation, and utilising
research-based, effective strategies to assist students before behavioural or
emotional issues emerge. Such strategies include differentiated instruction,
combining aspects of good practice to plan for students, adaptations, early
intervention, direct instruction, learning strategies, ICT, and formative as-
sessment.

In relation to this, Edulink (2011), a Finnish- and EU-funded project on
learning and learning difficulties in Africa, listed several guidelines for
educationalists on learning difficulties in Kenya, Namibia and Zambia. The
document also addressed issues such as perception and attitude, teaching
and learning strategies, assessment and intervention as well as general
guidelines for teaching children with learning difficulties. This study could
not find any document from the Eritrean context that explicitly addressed
teachers” awareness of learning difficulties and the support they give to
students with learning difficulties. Thus, this study acknowledges the gap
in the literature on this topic.

Highlighting Teachers’ Situation in Relation to Learning Difficulties
and Accommodating Individual Differences in Classrooms

The National Curriculum Framework (MOE, 2009)

Instruction and assessment. The document indicates that the endorsement
of LCIP by all teachers is an essential feature of the new national curric-
ulum. It recommends that children and youth should be encouraged and
supported to learn not only from teachers and books but also from each

other and from ICT-based multi-media learning resource centres in schools
(MOE, 2009).

Classroom management. The document (MOE, 2009) acknowledges that
teachers face challenges with classroom management with increasing var-
iations in learners’ backgrounds. The document recommends that teach-
ers change these challenges into opportunities for learning by planning,
organising and facilitating a wide range of educational experiences and
interactions.
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Pre-service teacher education. The document stipulates that elementary
school teachers must be able to teach grades 1-5, as classroom teaching,
such as two teachers for a class, places particular demands on the profes-
sional preparation of the elementary teacher. This, in turn, requires new
approaches to teacher education.

Teacher Education Curricula of the College of Education (COE) and
Asmara Community College Education (ACCE) on Learning Difficulties

The only teacher education programmes that are directly linked with train-
ing teachers for the basic education are the diploma programmes of the
COE and the ACCE, and the certificate programme of the ACCE. Analyses
of the diploma and certificate programmes curricula indicate that no spe-
cific course is known to accommodate any topic on learning difficulties.
Hence, the diploma and certificate programme graduates from the respec-
tive colleges do not obtain any training in learning difficulties, and pursue
the teaching profession without any knowledge about learning difficulties.

In relation to training, the COE offers a psychology course named ‘Special
Needs and Inclusive Education’ to the degree students of Educational Psy-
chology and Educational Administration programmes. However, the grad-
uates from these programmes are assigned by the MOE to high schools and
health institutions as teachers, counsellors and administrators. Hence, they
do not provide any form of direct support to elementary school teachers or
elementary school students with learning difficulties. Elementary school
teachers, therefore, do not have any form of school psychological services.

The Roles of Teaching and Learning Resources on the Education of
Students with Learning Difficulties

Teaching and learning resources are materials, and physical and psycho-
social resources, which include many things such as textbooks, teachers’
guides, laboratories, videos and other technological resources that support
the subject matter and student learning outcomes. Hence, these resources
are intended to enable students to achieve the expected outcomes by mak-
ing the lesson clear and tangible.

It is evident that the availability of textbooks, teachers’ guides and other
teaching and learning materials are of paramount importance for the reali-
sation of school objectives. Students struggling with literacy and numeracy
learning will have an opportunity to understand the lesson more easily.
However, these materials, among other things, should be attractive, cost
effective and appropriate for the student’s age and ability level.

Although the policy of the State of Eritrea is to provide free education at the
basic level and to supply textbooks on a 1:1 basis, the findings from an MLA
survey indicated that this goal has not been satisfactorily met in most cases.



106

The study further recommended that relentless efforts must be pursued
until 100% of school-age children are provided with textbooks on a 1:1 basis
(MLA, MOE 2016).

World Bank (Marope, 2005) studies have pointed out serious lapses with re-
gard to literacy levels and language learning in many Sub-Saharan African
countries. The study found that the shortage of textbooks and instruction-
al materials persists, especially in primary schools. Other than textbook
shortages, inadequate instructional materials, such as student workbooks,
teaching aids and enrichment materials, characterise schools. Regarding
the extent of teachers” use of teaching aids and materials in Eritrea’s ele-
mentary schools, the MLA III project (MOE, 2016) indicated that only a few
use aids in their teaching or use them infrequently.

Contrary to the World Bank (Marope, 2005) and MOE (2016) studies stated
above, recent data collected from the pilot study questionnaire of the ELFA
project indicated that 74.4% of parents of low-performing students reported
that they have books for their children at home. The main reason for this
discrepancy could be the fact that the target schools in the study are located
in areas where parents have relatively good incomes.

The other important part of learning resources is the learning environ-
ment. The learning environment not only includes the physical setting but
the psychological setting as well (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988). Some students
with learning difficulties are better able to concentrate and learn if changes
are made to the physical conditions and infrastructure of the school. For ex-
ample, a classroom should be clean, well ventilated and have enough space.
With regards to a school building’s condition, safety and learning space, the
MLA study (MOE, 2016) generalised that most of the elementary schools in
Eritrea are not child-friendly. They are overcrowded and in need of repair
and maintenance. Moreover, in terms of safety, security and learning space,
the availability of necessities such as clean water, toilets, etc., is far from
adequate.

In order to provide effective assistance in language teaching, teachers
should be well prepared and the teaching materials should be provided
in sufficient quantities. However, a survey conducted by the MOE in 2002
found that, for the most part, this was not the case. Teachers received min-
imal instruction in how to teach reading in the mother tongue. They also
had almost no supplementary materials to use in the classroom, and they
lacked the training to prepare such on their own.

The study also found that the basic reading skills - reading rate, accura-
cy and comprehension - at all levels were somewhat weak. The primary
determinant of this weakness appears to be the lack of application. Most
languages in Eritrea have very little literature, so children get little reading
practice during their primary education. Shortages of teaching and learning
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aids were also noted, such as supplementary books, abacus, mathematical
sets, etc., in the numeracy and literacy classes (MOE, 2002, p. xxv).

For students with learning difficulties, technology can be an assistive tool,
replacing an ability that is either missing or impaired. Moreover, it provides
the support needed to accomplish a task. For example, word processing as-
sists students with learning difficulties in improving writing. Computers
offer other support to motivate reluctant writers to write by facilitating
motor actions, providing spelling assistance, helping with revising and ed-
iting, and producing a document that is neat and legible.

An assistive technology device could be a piece of equipment or product
system, which is used to increase, maintain, or improve functional capabil-
ities of individuals with learning difficulties. One example of an assistive
technology is the GraphoGame. This gadget teaches letter-sound corre-
spondences, which are the basis for the reading skill. (see Richardson &
Lyytinen, 2014.)

Parental Involvement in Children’s Learning

As a core of Education for All, the Dakar Framework for Action (UNESCO,
2000) considers parents among the most relevant stakeholders for quality
learning. All stakeholders, including parents, need to work together to de-
velop environments conducive to learning. A formal partnership between
schoolteachers, parents (families), and communities is required, and is par-
ticularly important for excluded groups.

From the Eritrean context, two policy documents, ‘Policy and Strategy of
Inclusive Education in Eritrea” (MOE, 2008) and the “The National Curricu-
lum Framework for Eritrea” (MOE, 2009) emphasised the role of parents in
the education of their children. The intended curriculum only becomes real
for the learners and benefits them and the nation as a whole if the school,
parents and the wider community make a concerted effort to ensure the
provision of quality education for all (MOE, 2009). In relation to this, the
curriculum framework is aimed at encouraging parents, caregivers and the
community to provide a conducive environment and support to all chil-
dren, including those with special learning needs (MOE, 2008, 2009).

According to the MOE (2009), parents can play an important role in en-
suring that their children are well brought up, supporting them in doing
homework, encouraging them to participate in co-curricular activities, and
by participating actively in the Parent-Teacher Association and school life
in general.

In line with this, Crawford and Gordon (2004) noted that parents can sup-
port classroom teachers by engaging in constructive partnerships with
them. This involves establishing high but realistic expectations about the
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learning and development of their children, helping teachers better under-
stand the particular needs and strengths of their children, reinforcing the
teachers’ efforts in their homes, and facilitating complementary activities
for their child’s development in the community. Parents can share infor-
mation and knowledge about instructional strategies and other supportive
measures that have worked well with their children with teachers.

Epstein, Coates, Salinas, Sanders, and Simon (1997) indicated that paren-
tal involvement has five dimensions: parenting, helping with homework,
communicating with the school, volunteering at school and participating in
school decision-making (see also Georgiou & Tourva, 2007). In a five-year
longitudinal study on parent’s involvement with their children’s reading
learning, Sénéchal and LeFevre (2002) found some links between home
experiences, early literacy skills and fluent reading. The MOE (2008, 2009)
noted the school’s responsibility in keeping parents informed about the
curriculum, syllabuses, pedagogy and assessments, so that they know how
best to support their children.

The ELFA pilot study conducted in Asmara in summer 2017, regarding
the role of parental involvement in the educational performance of their
elementary school children, indicates that parental involvement may bring
about some differences in students’ performance. The table below (table 1)
indicates the quality and comprehensiveness of parental help.

Table 1. Parental help on educational performance of their children

Results in % (positive -
those who said yes)

Low Good

performers performers
Are there books for children in your home? 74.7 80.4
Do you read to your children often? 349 44.6
Does Kour spouse read to your children often? 37.3 40.8
Do other people read to your children? 61.4 54.3
Do you help your children with reading or writing 771 87.3
homework?
Does your spouse help your children with reading 494 49.6
or writing homework?
Do you help your children with math homework? 73.5 83.7
Does your spouse help your children with math 470 471
homework?
How often do you meet with teachers to discuss the 69.5 81.7
education of your children?
How often do you meet with the school principal to 30.7 38.6

discuss the education of your children?

The results from the parents’ questionnaire indicated that the parents of
students with good performance provided relatively higher support to their
children in literacy and numeracy than parents of low-achieving students.
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Apart from a single item - ‘Do other people read to your children?” - the
results for all items were higher for parents’ of high-achieving students.

Conclusion

This chapter addresses the learning difficulties that children face in terms
of literacy and numeracy in the Eritrean context. It discusses the teachers’
level of awareness about learning difficulties, the roles of teaching and
learning resources to support learning difficulties, and the importance of
parental involvement in children’s learning.

Various documents from the Eritrean context indicated that elementary
school teachers have a limited understanding about factors that hamper the
learning of children who have learning difficulties. The failure of teachers
to apply LCIP, problems with regard to continuous assessment, the selec-
tion and application of teaching aids, the teacher-student ratio, a lack of
professional skills and knowledge about learning difficulties, and a lack of
pre-service training on learning difficulties for elementary school teachers
all impact teachers” awareness and attitudes. In addition, these gaps could
affect the teachers’ ability to identify students with learning difficulties and
to know the kinds of support they should provide to meet the diverse needs
of students in general and students with learning difficulties in particular.
Furthermore, the documents revealed a shortage of qualified teachers in
elementary schools, and disparities in the percentages of trained teachers
among the zobas. The following recommendations are made towards mit-
igating the learning difficulties in literacy and numeracy learning in the
Eritrean context:

* The MOE and the teacher education colleges need to equip classroom
teachers with teaching and learning strategies, with research-based
available strategies and resources that help teachers support students with
learning difficulties.

* The teacher education colleges need to incorporate in their curriculum
lessons on difficulties to help the prospective graduate change their
attitudes and develop an understanding about the topic.

* The MOE and the school governance need to supervise and ensure that
classroom teachers follow the national guidelines on assessment and LCIP
use to be able to identify students with learning difficulties and provide
appropriate support.

* As a multilingual nation, it is time for Eritrea to conduct studies on
using assistive technology, such as GraphoGame, in elementary schools to
help children with reading difficulties.
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* Supplementary reading materials that allow for independent reading at
a range of ability levels should be made available to all schools.

* The MOE and the schools need to work diligently to sensitise parents
towards getting involved in school and after-school activities more
effectively.

* Further research on learning difficulties in literacy and numeracy
should be conducted.

Although issues related to learning difficulties in literacy and numeracy
include many factors, this document study is limited to challenges in iden-
tifying children with learning difficulties, teacher awareness and support,
resources and parental involvement. Moreover, the inherent characteristics
of document studies in and of themselves have limitations, since they do
not provide sufficient detail to answer a research question, and they mainly
depend on data selection rather than data collection.

References

Adolffson, M. (2013). Applying the ICF-CY to identify children's everyday life
situations: A step towards participation-focused code sets. International Journal
of Social Welfare, 22(2), 195-206. doi:10.1111/}.1468-2397.2012.00876.x

Abosi, O. (2007). Educating children with learning disabilities in Africa. Learning
Disabilities Research & Practice, 22(3), 196-201.

Aro, T. & Ahonen, T. (2011). Assessment of learning disabilities: Cooperation with
teachers, psychologists and parents. African edition. Retrieved from https://
www.nmi.fi/fi/kehitysyhteistyo/materiaalit/learning-disabilities-book.pdf

Aro, T, Jere-Folotiya, ]., Hengari, J., Kariuki, D., & Mkandawire, L. (2011).
Learning and learning disabilities. In T. Aro & T. Ahonen (eds.), Assessment
of learning disabilities: Cooperation with teachers, psychologists and parents.
African edition. Retrieved from https://www.nmi.fi/fi/kehitysyhteistyo/
materiaalit/learning-disabilities-book.pdf

Australian curriculum (n.d.). Retrieved from https://kl10outline.scsa.wa.edu.
au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/5104/Numeracy.pdf

Bowen, G. A. (2009). Document analysis as a qualitative research method.
Qualitative Research Journal, 9(2), 27-40.

Crawford, C. & Gordon, L. P. (2004). Supporting teachers: A foundation for
advancing inclusive education. Ontario: L'Institut Roeher Institute.

Department of Education. (2002). Republic of South Africa: Implementing
inclusive education in South Africa, November 2002.

Donohue, D., & Bornman, J. (2014). The challenges of realising inclusive education
in South Africa. South African Journal of Education, 34(2), 1-14.



111

Edulink (2011). Learning and learning difficulties in Africa: NiiloM&ki Institute.
Retrieved from http://info.grapholearn.com/wp-uploads/2012/11/NMI_
newsletter_issue_5_Nov_11.pdf

Epstein, ]. L., Coates, L., Salinas, K. C., Sanders, M. G., & Simon, B. S. (1997).
School, family and community partnerships. San Francisco: Corwin Press.

Georgiou, S. N., & Tourva, A. (2007). Parental attributions and parental
involvement. Soc Psychol Educ, 10, 473-482. doi: 10.1007/s11218-007-9029-8

Gunn S, & Wyatt-Smith, C. (2011). Learning difficulties, literacy and numeracy:
Conversations across the fields. In C. Wyatt-Smith, J. Elkins, & S. Gunn (eds.),
Multiple perspectives on difficulties in learning literacy and numeracy (pp.
17-48). Dordrecht: Springer.

Hollenweger, J. (2011). Development of an ICF-based eligibility procedure for
education in Switzerland. BMC Public Health, 11(Suppl. 4), 1-8. doi: 10.1186/1471-
2458-11-54-S7

IDEA. (2004). American individuals with disabilities education act - 2004, USA.
Retrieved from http://idea.ed.gov/

Marope, M. T. (2005). Namibia human capital and knowledge development for
economic growth with equity. African Region: World Express.

Matafwali (2010). The role of oral language in the acquisition of early literacy
skills: A case of Zambian Languages and English. Unpublished PhD thesis,
University of Zambia. Retrieved from http://scholar.google.fi/scholar_
url?url=http%3A%2F%2Flollenautafoundation.eu%2Fuploads%2Fphd-abstract-
matafwali.

Michael, A. (2016). Educating children with developmental disabilities in special
classroom of regular schools: The case of Eritrea, Asmara, Eritrea.

MOE. (2002). Eritrea National Reading Survey. Asmara, Eritrea

MOE. (2008). National curriculum framework, Ministry of Education. Asmara,
Eritrea.

MOE. (2009). National curriculum framework, Ministry of Education. Asmara:
Eritrea

MOE. (2013). Learner assessment and progression guidelines, Ministry of
Education, Department of General Education, Assessment and National
Examination Division. Asmara, Eritrea.

MOE. (2014). Eritrea: Basic education statistics 2013-14. Asmara, Eritrea.
MOE. (2016). Monitoring Learning Achievement IIl. Asmara: Eritrea

MOE,, & British Columbia (2011). Supporting students with LDs. A guide for
teachers. Province of British Columbia

Muthukrishna, N., & Schoeman, M. (2000). From ‘special needs’ to ‘quality
education for all: A participatory, problem-centred approach to policy
development in South Africa. International Journal of Inclusive Education, 4(4),
315-335.



112

Nag, S., & Snowling, M. J. (2012). Reading in an alphasyllabary: Implications for a
language universal theory of learning to read. Scientific Studies of Reading, 16(5),
404-423. doi: https://doi.org/10.1080/10888438.2011.576352

Nel, M., & Grosser, M. M. (2016). An appreciation of learning disabilities in the
South African Context. Learning Disabilities: A Contemporary Journal 14(1),
79-92.

OECD (2003). Students with disabilities, difficulties, and disadvantages: Statistics
and indicators of curriculum access and equity. Education Policy analysis, OECD,
2003. Retrieved from http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/studentswithdisabilitiesd
ifficultiesdisadvantages-statisticsandindicatorsforcurriculumaccessandequityspe
cialeducationalneeds.htm

Richardson, U,, & Lyytinen, H. (2014). The graphogame method: The Theoretical
and methodological background of the technology-enhanced learning
environment for learning to read. Human Technology, 10(1), 39-60. doi:10.17011/
ht/urn.201405281859

Samkange, W. (2013). Inclusive education at primary school: A case study of one
primary school in Glen View/Mufakose education district in Harare, Zimbabwe.
International J. Soc. Sci. & Education, 3(4), 953-963.

Sénéchal, M., & LeFevre, ].-A. (2002). Parental involvement in the development of
children’s reading skill: A Five-year longitudinal study. Child Development, 73(2),
445-460.

Simeonsson, R. J. (2009). ICE-CY: A universal tool for documentation of disability.
Journal of Policy and Practice in Intellectual Disabilities, 6(2), 70-72.

Tharp, R. G. & Gallimore, R. (1988). Rousing minds to life: Teaching, learning,
and schooling in social context. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Tomlinson C. (2004). The Mobius effect: Addressing learner variance in schools.
Journal of Learning Disabilities, 37(6), 516-554.

UNESCO. (2000). Education for all: Meeting our collective commitments.
Retrieved from http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0012/001211/121147e.pdf

UNESCO. (2005). Education for all: Literacy for life. Retrieved from http://
unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0014/001416/14163%.pdf

UNESCO. (2009). Education for all: Towards inclusive education for children
with disabilities: A guideline. Retrieved from http://unesdoc.unesco.org/
images/0019/001924,/192480e.pdf

World Health Organization (WHO). (2001). The International Classification of
Functioning, Disability and Health. Geneva: Author.

World Health Organization (WHO). (2007). The International Classification
of Functioning, Disability and Health for Children and Youth. Geneva:
Author.



Parent-Teacher partnership and support



114

Parental involvement in children’s literacy
and numeracy skill acquisition

Dawit Yikealo!, Meriem Hasan', Tekli Simon', Okbaghebriel
Ghebretinsae', Natnael Mekonnen!, Yonas Mengisteab', Mussie
Amlesom!, Daniel Yohannes!, Fiori Solomon!, Ruth Ghebrehiwet!,
Werede Tareke!, Hagos Fessehaye? and Sirpa Eskeld-Haapanen®

!College of Education, Eritrea Institute of Technology
*College of Business and Economics, Eritrea
*Department of Teacher Education, University of Jyvaskyld, Finland

Abstract
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Introduction

According to numerous studies, family engagement in their children’s
learning is considered beneficial (Georgiou & Tourva, 2007, Henderson &
Mapp, 2002; Kim, 2002; Redding, 2006). Parental involvement represents
many behaviours and practices, such as parental aspirations, expectations,
attitudes and beliefs regarding the child’s education (Henderson & Mapp,
2002). Epstein, Coates, Salinas, Sanders, and Simon (1997) state that parental
involvement has five dimensions, namely parenting, helping with home-
work, communicating with school, volunteering at school and participating
in school decision-making.

According to Davies and Johnson (1996), the continuous worldwide po-
litical, historical and socioeconomic changes in societies have increased
awareness concerning the relationship between home and school and
particularly the involvement of parents in their children’s education. Chil-
dren’s scholastic achievements are products that reflect the role of parental
supportive practices. Desforges and Abouchaar (2003) maintain that good
parenting at home has a significant positive effect on a child’s scholastic
achievement. Redding (2006) also asserts that family engagement in their
children’s learning is beneficial.

The relationship between parents and schools has now become a well-es-
tablished partnership in the educational system (Epstein et al., 1997). Par-
ents provide expertise and different ideas and perspectives to meet the
needs of their children. Parents and families are the prime educators, and
they are in the best position to know their children’s needs. Parents can in-
form teachers about their child’s capabilities, characteristics and any other
special needs. Their own experiences and ideas can be joined with those by
many other parents and the teachers to provide a better education and an
educational start to their children’s lives (Carrol, 2000).

Families and schools work hand-in-hand for the betterment of the children.
The school systems acknowledge the involvement of family members in
their children’s educational activities. This can be revealed by a child’s ac-
ademic achievements, as well as his or her social and psychological well-
being. As described by Desforges and Abouchaar (2003), it is widely recog-
nised that full support from parents maximises children’s potential from
schooling. To take advantage of this, school systems use various mecha-
nisms to empower parent’s engagement in guiding and supporting their
children in academic tasks. As stated by Desforges and Abouchaar (2003),
parental involvement and support takes many forms: ‘Good parenting in
the home, including the provision of a secure and stable environment, in-
tellectual stimulation, parent-child discussion, good models of constructive
social and educational values and high aspirations relating to personal ful-
fillment and good citizenship; contact with schools to share information;
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participation in school events; participation in the work of the school; and
participation in school governance’(Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003, p. 4).

The quality and level of parental involvement in their children’s learning
can be determined by various factors. As noted by Desforges and Abouchaar
(2003), the level of parental involvement differs due to numerous factors,
such as social class, poverty, health, and also the parents” perceptions of
their role and their level of confidence in fulfilling it. Furthermore, parental
involvement may vary based on the child’s achievements. When a child
does better, parents are motivated to be committed to helping him or her
(Georgiou & Tourva, 2007).

The present study is intended to explore the current parental involvement
and support of parents in Eritrea, and the connections of the different ef-
fects on their children’s achievement. The study examines certain variables
that are hypothesised to have an influence on the degree of parental in-
volvement and the supportive actions taken.

Children’s school achievement is not merely dependent on teachers or the
educational system at large. It is highly influenced by the involvement and
supportive actions used by parents. As underscored by Hill and Taylor
(2004), families and schools have worked together since the beginning of
formalised schooling. Therefore, parents’ engagement in their children’s
learning is a great help to schools.

Based on the significant role parents play in their children’s learning, the
present study has initiated an exploration of the situation of parents in
Eritrea. This research has a driving belief that, due to various embedded
variables, Eritrean parents refrain from exerting their maximum efforts to
support their children and secure their future life and, particularly, their
academic excellence.

* Educational level
of parents

Parental * Frequency of parental — Literacy and numeracy

Involvement | school visits results of students

* Accessibility to books
at home

Figure 1. Conceptual framework of the study

It is no wonder that parental involvement in schools became a major edu-
cational issue in the United States (US) in the 1980s. This was an era of in-
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creasing concern about the quality of education in the US. The states began
to take a greater role in monitoring and maintaining academic standards.
Communities were ever more watchful of the expense of public education.
Local schools were concerned about continuing to provide high-quality
teaching and other services with dwindling resources. In addition, parents
wanted assurance that their children would receive adequate preparation
to lead rewarding adult lives (Cotton & Wikelund, 1989).

The primary and natural educator of the child is the family (van Manen,
1991). Parental involvement is recognised for making a significant contribu-
tion to the quality of education. Partnerships in education are about rela-
tionships. This is evident in three essential forms of relationships, namely
between children and their teachers, children and their parents and also
between the parents and the teachers. In this context, parental involvement
in their children’s education is a major concern and known to be helpful for
teachers at school (Carroll, 2000).

Carroll’s (2000) study insisted on the significant role parents play in their
child’s development and education. The study asserted that, especially in
the early years of a child’ life, parental involvement is crucial to his or her
education and a determinant for their later educational success or failure.
Parents are a child’s first educators; what they do at home with the child
is of great importance and is the foundation on which all future learning
is based. Carroll (2000) also maintained that there should be a tightly knit
relationship between parent and child. Parents provide more individual at-
tention at home than a teacher can in the classroom. Based on this intimate
relationship, parents can have a deeper understanding of their child, and
his or her needs and feelings.

Desforges and Abouchaar (2003) stated that learners” achievement and ad-
justment are influenced by many people, processes and institutions. Par-
ents, the broader family, peer groups, neighbourhood influences, schools
and other bodies, e.g. churches, clubs, are all supplementary in shaping
children’s progress towards their self-fulfilment and citizenship. The chil-
dren themselves, of course, with their unique abilities, temperaments and
propensities play a central role in forming and reforming their behaviour,
aspirations and achievements.

Parental involvement and support. A supportive parenting style plays
an important role in a child’s academic, social and emotional wellbeing.
It encourages conversation and an exchange between the parent and child
is more conducive to emotional wellbeing during the schooling years. A
supportive parenting style allows for setting limits and rules while mak-
ing transparent the reasons behind decisions, thereby acknowledging the
autonomy and self-responsibility of the child. Conversely, a style which is
emotionally distant yet requires children to obtain high levels of academic
achievement can lead to low levels of self-esteem in children, which can
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have a negative impact on academic achievement (Emerson, Fear, Fox, &
Sanders, 2012).

Parental involvement has been defined across studies as representing many
different behaviours and practices at home or at school, including paren-
tal aspirations, expectations, attitudes and beliefs regarding their child’s
education (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Epstein et al. (1997) suggested that
parental involvement has five dimensions. These are parenting, helping
with homework, communicating with the school, volunteering at school
and participating in school decision-making,.

Furthermore, Desforges and Abouchaar (2003) described parental involve-
ment with the following ideas: “The extent and form of parental involve-
ment is strongly influenced by family social class, maternal level of educa-
tion, material deprivation, maternal psycho-social health and single parent
status and, to a lesser degree, by family ethnicity. The extent of parental
involvement diminishes as the child gets older and is strongly influenced at
all ages by the child characteristically taking a very active mediating role.
Parental involvement is strongly positively influenced by the child’s level
of attainment: the higher the level of attainment, the more parents get in-
volved” (Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003, p. 4). Furthermore, according to Des-
forges and Abouchaar (2003), parental involvement in the form of ‘at-home
good parenting” has a significant positive effect on children’s achievement
and adjustment. In the primary age range, the impact caused by different
levels of parental involvement is much bigger than differences associated
with variations in the quality of schools. The impact is evident across all
social classes and all ethnic groups.

In their study, Emerson et al. (2012) mentioned that international research
has shown that parental engagement (of various kinds) has a positive im-
pact on many indicators of student achievement, including higher grades
and test scores, enrolment in higher level programmes and advanced
classes, higher successful completion of classes, lower dropout rates, higher
graduation rates, and a greater likelihood of commencing postsecondary
education (Emerson et al., 2012, p. 8).

A stimulating home learning environment, which consists of a variety of
educational materials and positive reinforcement by parents about the val-
ue of education, is integral to intellectual and social development in chil-
dren of all ages (Sylva, Melhuish, Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford, & Taggart,
2004). In addition to making learning enjoyable and rewarding, a quality
home learning environment contributes to the standards that children set
for themselves and their aspirations for education (Jeynes, 2005). Home-
based involvement also includes activities that do not take place in the
home per se, such as taking children to events and places that foster aca-
demic achievement. These can include museums, libraries, galleries, talks
and performances (Hill & Tyson, 2009).
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Emerson et al. (2012) explained that the home learning environment is
formative in a child’s social development and is an essential contributing
factor to educational outcomes at all stages of the learning trajectory. Par-
ents can create a home environment suitable for learning by, among other
things, designating an area to do homework, providing access to reading
material, and assisting with the organisation of homework and studies.

Similarly, Emerson et al. (2012) explained that parental involvement at home
has a positive effect on children’s achievements. Parents can communicate
their expectations and educational aspirations by, for example, discussing
subject selection and choices, academic aspirations and post-school path-
ways. Such communication represents a style of parenting that is support-
ive of a child’s academic progress, places value on learning, and models
behaviours appropriate for achievement. Furthermore, Hill and Taylor
(2004) reported that parental school involvement is largely defined as con-
sisting of the following activities: volunteering at school; communicating
with teachers and other school personnel; assisting in academic activities at
home; and attending school events, meetings of parent-teacher associations
and parent-teacher conferences.

Parental involvement and educational level of parents. Desforges and
Abouchaar (2003) reported that the educational level of parents has a posi-
tive impact on the strength of the parental involvement. In this study, par-
ents’ educational level was positively related to parent-teacher contact. The
more educated the parent, the greater was their involvement in their child’s
education. A lack of extended personal educational experience renders a
lack of relevant skills or an appropriate conception of ‘parents as co-edu-
cator’.

Furthermore, Desforges and Abouchaar (2003) argued that parents” views
of their role as a teacher and their degree of comfort in communicating with
teachers might in part be a reflection of their own educational experience. A
poor or limited personal education might leave the parent lacking in vision,
confidence or competence in supporting their own child.

Similar findings from a study conducted by Baker and Stevenson (1986)
indicated that parents’ higher education level is positively associated with
a greater tendency for them to advocate for their children’s placement in
honours courses and actively manage their children’s education.

Parental involvement and frequency of parents’ school visits. Parental
engagement in their children’s learning can be enhanced by confirming
their participation in the school. The school should ensure that there are
trusting relationships between teachers and parents. However, building
trust can be challenging and may require additional effort and creativity
on the part of teachers and schools (Emerson et. al., 2012).
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Children can gain more from learning when parents and school staff work
together to facilitate a supportive learning environment in both the home
and the school. The combined effect of parental support in the home, a
quality home learning environment, a positive relationship between par-
ents and teachers, and a quality learning environment at school has been
found to make a positive contribution to children’s academic achievements
throughout the schooling years (Henderson & Mapp, 2002).

Desforges and Abouchaar (2003) revealed that parental involvement within
the school can act as a precursor to effective practices at home, and parents
are more able to assist their children if they are kept informed about how
they are doing in school and the best ways to encourage and motivate them
to learn.

Lee and Bowen (2006) showed that the home learning environment remains
critical to a child’s education; a dialogue between parents and school needs
to occur to keep parents informed about curricula, courses, school rules
and assessments. By building this kind of communication, parents and
teachers can then work together to support the child in his or her educa-
tion. This dialogue can lead to conversations about optimal home learning
environments that in turn benefit a child’s academic pursuits. Henderson
and Mapp (2002) also noted that meetings between parents and teachers
commonly occur when there is a formal parent-teacher discussion about
student progress, or when parents are required to meet with the school as a
result of behavioural or learning problems. Such problem-focused encoun-
ters do not necessarily foster a desire for learning in children or raise their
expectations of education.

For parent-teacher relationships to become more supportive, there needs
to be more frequent and higher-quality interactions, which are focused on
connecting parental engagement to learning goals and objectives. Such in-
teractions are beneficial not only for parents, who over time become more
attentive to their children’s learning, but also for teachers, who become
more aware of parents’ capacity to support educational activities and out-
comes (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). By ensuring conversations are positive
in content and tone, parents can receive clear and consistent information
from schools on how to effectively contribute to their children’s learning
(Emerson et al., 2012).

Consistent dialogue from the beginning of the school year between parents
and the school is critical to developing and sustaining relationships that
are conducive to learning outcomes. A lack of appropriate communication
from schools to parents is linked to lower levels of parental engagement,
particularly in lower-performing schools, and parents are more likely to
engage when school personnel value, expect and invite them to be involved
(Westmoreland, Rosenberg, Lopez, & Weiss, 2009).
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Parental involvement and provision of learning facilities at home. Just
as regular conversations between parents and children about learning are
important, access to educational resources in the home has a long-lasting
impact on students’ outcomes (both academically and non-academically;
Emerson, et al., 2012). According to Sacker, Schoon, and Bartley (2002), learn-
ing material deprivation had a strong negative effect on children” scholas-
tic achievement. As material deprivation worsened, parental involvement
decreased markedly. Material deprivation was notably worse in families
with lower socioeconomic statuses. The report revealed that at age 16, the
effect of material deprivation on pupil achievement and adjustment was
twice that of parental involvement, ‘significantly undermining the positive
effects of parental involvement on children’.

The strength of the relationship between parental involvement and chil-
dren’s skills acquisition. As Henderson and Mapp (2002, p. 30) state, ‘the
more families support their children’s learning and educational progress,
the more their children tend to do well in school and continue their educa-
tion”. Similarly, a study conducted by Cotton and Wikelund (1989) found that
the more active forms of parent involvement produce greater achievement
benefits than the more passive ones. That is, if parents receive phone calls,
read and sign written communications from school, and perhaps attend
and listen during parent-teacher conferences, greater achievement benefits
accrue than would be the case with no parent involvement at all. However,
considerably greater achievement benefits are noted when parent involve-
ment is active—when parents work with their children at home, certainly,
but also when they attend and actively support school activities and when
they help out in classrooms or on field trips, and so on.

This study is generally intended to explore the current Eritrean parents’
involvement in and support of their children’s skills acquisition. To this
end, the status of the parents” involvement and the type of supportive ac-
tions that they exercise have been comprehensively analysed. In detail, the
research has the following specific objectives to attain: 1) To determine the
relationship between parents’ involvement and children’s acquisition in
skills; 2) To examine the relationship between parents’ educational level
and children’s skills; 3) To explain the relationship between frequency of
parents’” school visits and children’s skills; 4) To determine whether the
accessibility of learning facilities support children in their skills develop-
ment; and 5) To know the supportive procedures parents usually practice
in guiding their children in acquiring skills.

The main research question was as follows:

What is the strength of the general relationship between measured paren-
tal involvement and students’ skills in Eritrea?
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And as sub-questions:

1. What supportive actions do parents use in helping their children
acquire skills?

2. To what extent does the educational level of the parents influence
children’s skills?

3. How does the frequency of parents” school visits influence children’s
skills?

4. To what extent does the provision of books at home support children’s
skills?

Methods

This research utilised a descriptive research design, which specifically ap-
plied the survey method. It was conducted in four elementary schools in
Asmara (the capital city of Eritrea), namely Mai Tesfa Elementary School,
Model Elementary School, Dahlak Elementary School and Lalimba Ele-
mentary School. To gather data from the targeted population, this research
used an adopted questionnaire for parents, which was administered by
the data collectors. In addition, this research conducted tests that assess
the skills/knowledge of grade 1 students in the schools. In this study, 241
children in grade 1 were randomly selected from four randomly selected
schools in Asmara to sit for the tests. Moreover, to administer the parent
questionnaire, all of the children’s parents were requested to come to their
children’s respective schools.

Table 1 shows that the grade 1 students drawn as a sample were 50.8% male
and 49.2% female. The table also shows that the participants were selected
from four elementary schools in Asmara. Among these, 19.9% were from
Dahlak, 44.4% were from Lalimba, 12.4% were from Mai Tesfa, and 23.2%
were from Model.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of participant grade 1 students

n %

Gender
Male 120 50.8
Female 116 492
Total 236 100

School
Dahlak 48 199
Lalimba 107 444
MaiTesfa 30 125
Model 56 23.2
Total 241 100
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The parents who participated in the study were predominantly the stu-
dents” biological fathers (n=83, 49.1%) and mothers (n=80, 47.3%). The re-
maining 3.6% (n=6) were not the students” biological parents. most of the
participants (n=107, 63.3%) had completed junior or secondary schooling.
Of them, 26.6% (n=45) were in their tertiary level and 7.7% (n=13) had com-
pleted the elementary level. Very few of them were illiterate and attending
adult education (n=4, 2.4%).

To analyse the data collected from the parent questionnaires, both qualita-
tive and quantitative approaches were applied. In utilising the qualitative
data analysis, the research team used an inductive approach, whereby the
data was analysed with the help of concrete themes that merged the par-
ticipants’ responses into certain major categories. For the quantitative data,
both descriptive and inferential statistics were applied. The results were
depicted in the form of tabulations and percentiles. Eventually, the results
obtained from the parent questionnaires were cross-tabulated to find the
regression results of the identified variables in the study with test results.
Generally, this research utilised the SPSS software to analyse the data col-
lected from all participants.

Results

Supportive actions

As depicted in table 2, the majority of the participants (91.1%) reported that
they help their children with reading and writing homework. However,
8.9% of the participants said that they do not get involved with helping
their children with their reading and writing homework. Similarly, 90.5%
of them said that they help their children with their math homework, and
the remaining 9.5% do not involve themselves with helping their children
with their math homework.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of the extent to which parents or guardians help
their children in performing reading and writing homework (N=169)

n %
Do you help your child with reading or writing homework?
Yes 154 911
No 15 89
Do you help your child with math homework?
Yes 153 90.5
No 16 95

Table 3 shows a list of practices that parents use to support their children
in accomplishing their reading and writing homework. Among these, most
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of them help their children by providing other similar questions as those
found in their homework (59.7%) and by encouraging their children to do
their homework on their own (51.3%). The rest of the participants revealed
that they practice various procedures as indicated in the table below.

Table 3. Percentages of parent/guardian responses regarding the extent to which
they help their children with reading and writing homework (N=154)

n %
Read to him/her 4 26
Encourage him/her to read/workout questions 79 513
Give other similar questions to those in the homework 92 597
Morally support him/her in homework or study 22 143
Provide him/her with supplementary reading materials 13 84
Assign him/her reading time 2 13
Other 5 32

As represented in table 4, 72.5% of the participant parents reported using
illustrations or examples with their children when doing their math home-
work. Of them, 32% said that they let their children do their homework by
themselves and then the parents check their work. Also, 24.2% of the par-
ents reported using certain teaching aids to help their children with doing
their math homework. The rest of the participants reported using various
supportive acts.

Table 4. Percentages of parent/guardian responses regarding the extent to which
they help their children with math homework (N=153)

n %
Help him/her (general) 27 176
Give illustration/example 111 725
Child does homework and I check it 49 320
Use teaching aids 37 242
Do his/her homework (parent) 3 20
Encourage him/her to even the difficult questions 4 26
Hire tutor 2 13
Other 3 20

The accessibility of children to reading materials at home. As represented
in table 5, the majority of the participant parents (79%) reported that they
have books at home for their children. The remaining 21% indicated that
their children have no access to reading books at home. Furthermore, 46.2%
of the participants reported that they have a few books and 40.2% said that
they have an average number of books at home for their children. A few of
them (11.4%) said that they have many books, and the remaining 2.3% said
they have a lot of books available for their children to read.
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Table 5. Descriptive statistics of the accessibility of children to reading materials
at home

n %
Are there books for your children at home?
Yes 133 787
No 36 213

Total 169 100

How many books for children do you have?
Afew 61 462
Average 53 402
Many 15 114
Alot 3 22
Total 132 100

Table 6 shows that 10.1% of the participants reported that they visit their
children’s schools many times during the year. Similarly, 8.9% of the partic-
ipants also visit schools more than eight times a year, and 11.8% of them do
not visit the schools at all. The majority of the parents, i.e. 26% and 36.1%,
visit their children’s schools 4-8 times and 1-3 times a year, respectively.
The rest (71%) did not give a relevant response to this item.

Table 6. Descriptive statistics of how often parents/guardians visit schools
(N=169)

n %

How often do you meet with teachers
to discuss your child’s education?
Many times a year 17 10.1
More than 8 timesayear 15 89
4-8 times ayear 44 26.0
1-3 timesayear 61 361
Do not visit 20 11.8
Cannotsay 12 71

Table 7 shows that the majority of parents (76.7%) contact their child’s
teacher to discuss his or her poor academic performance. Of them, 27.4%
said that they visit the school and contact teachers when the school invites
parents, and 21.2% said that they contact the teacher to discuss their child’s
disciplinary problems. The remaining few participants reported that they
contact their child’s teacher for various reasons.
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Table 7. Percentage of parent/guardian responses to the objectives of the last
parent and teacher meeting (N=146)

n %
When school invites parents 40 274
Poor performance of student 12 767
Disciplinary problem of student 31 212
To asE permission for student from school 2 14
To speak on behalf of a child, e.g. bullying 7 48
Related to health and psychological problem of child 6 41
Active in school affairs 5 34

Predictors of literacy learning outcomes

As indicated in table 8, the explanatory variables of regression analysis are
gender (female = 0, male = 1), school (reference is Dahlak), educational lev-
el of parents (reference is elementary school), books for children at home
(No=0, Yes = 1), and frequency of school visits (one to three times a year is

the reference category).

All the signs of the coefficients were as expected. The interpretation of those
coefficients which were found to be statistically significant is given below.

Educational level of parents. A student whose parent has a tertiary educa-
tion (diploma or above) is, on average, expected to score 17.6 points higher
compared to a student whose parent/guardian has an elementary educa-
tion. The difference is significant at the 5% level of significance.

Table 8. Regression table for the identified variables of the study and literacy

results
Unstandardised Standardised
coefficients coefficients
Std
B error Y t )
(Constant) 51.63 13.87 3.72 <.001
Gender -4.74 413 -09 115 254
School
Lalimba -3.71 5.63 -07 -0.66 511
Mai Tesfa  -20.41 6.80 -29 -3.00 .003
Model -2.62 6.25 -04 -042 676
Educational level of parents
No education  18.55 15.10 12 123 221
Junior, secondary  11.50 791 22 145 148
Tertiary  17.60 8.57 31 2.05 .042

(continued)
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Table 8. (continued)

Unstandardised Standardised

coefficients coefficients
Std
B error B t P
Availability of books for 3.39 5.30 .06 0.64 524
children at home
Frequency of school visits by
parent/guardian a year
More than 8 times a year ~ 2.97 5.98 .05 0.50 .620
Between 4-8 times a year  5.73 5.36 10 1.07 .286
Do not visit ~ -3.43 5.84 -.06 -0.59 558

Note. Gender: 0=female, 1=male. Dahlak as reference school. Education:
elementary education level as reference. Books: 0=no, 1=yes. Visits: 1-3 times a
year as reference.

Predictors of numeracy learning outcomes

Most of the signs of the coefficients were as expected (table 9). Below, an
interpretation of those coefficients which were found to be statistically sig-
nificant is given.

Educational Level of Parents. A student whose parent has a tertiary educa-
tion (diploma or above) is, on average, expected to score 13.8 points higher
compared to a student whose parent has an elementary education, for a
comparable status in the other controlled variables. The difference is signif-
icant at the 5% level of significance.

A student whose parent has a junior, secondary education is, on average,
expected to score 11.1 points higher compared to a student whose parent/
guardian has an elementary education, for a comparable status in the other
controlled variables. The difference is significant at the 5% level of signifi-
cance.

A student whose parent has no or adult education is, on average, expected
to score 20.6 points higher compared to a student whose parent/guardian
has an elementary education, for a comparable status in the other controlled
variables. The difference is significant at the 5% level of significance.

Frequency of Parental School Visits. A child whose parents do not visit
the school during the year is, on average, expected to score 8.1 points lower
compared to a child whose parents visited the school one to three times in
a year, for a comparable status of the other variables in the model, and this
difference is statistically significant at the 5% level of significance.



128

Table 9. Regression table for the identified variables of the study and numeracy
results

Unstandardised Standardised

coefficients coefficients
Std
B error Y t )
(Constant) 48.62 8.79 553 <.001
Gender -3.06 2.69 -.09 114 257
School
Lalimba  5.26 3.72 15 141 160
Mai Tesfa  -7.63 4.51 -16 1.69 .093
Model  -6.02 415 -15 145 149
Educational level of parents
No education  20.56 1017 19 202 .045
Junior, secondary  11.11 542 31 205 .042
Tertiary  13.81 5.85 .36 236 .020
Availability of books for 3.58 3.52 .08 1.02 311
children at home
Frequency of school visits by
parent/guardian a year
More than 8 times a year ~ -0.20 3.79 -01 -0.05 .958
Between 4-8 times a year  -0.46 3.48 -01 -013  .896
Do not visit ~ -8.11 3.87 -18 210 .038

Note. Gender: 0=female, 1=male. Dahlak as reference school. ducation:
elementary education level as reference. Books: 0=no, 1=yes. Visits: 1-3 times a

year as reference frequency.

Discussion

Families, schools and communities as a whole contribute in unique and
complementary ways to a child’s learning process. Children’s learning out-
comes are the result of multiple actors, such as parents, teachers, schools,
the wider community, and peers, which interact in a child’s learning and
formal education. Successful parental engagement strategies and initia-
tives reflect an awareness of this interdependence and the wider context in
which child development occurs (Emerson et al,, 2012). Likewise, the pres-
ent research identified that parents are involved in their children’s learning
through various supportive procedures. The majority of the parents of the
sample children reported that they support their children in literacy and
numeracy acquisition. They explained that they support them by providing
other similar questions to those in their homework and by encouraging
their children to do their homework themselves in their literacy work. In
addition, they indicated that they use various supportive procedures that
differ from one another. With regard to their math homework, the majority
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of the parents help their children by giving them illustrations or examples.
Some parents described that they let their children do their homework by
themselves and then the parents check their work. Others also practice us-
ing certain teaching aids to help their children with their math homework.
The rest of the participants reported using supportive acts that differ from
one another. The study also shows that the majority of the parents visit
schools one to eight times a year to discuss their children’s academic per-
formance with their teachers.

Parent-school relationships do not occur in isolation, but in community
and cultural contexts. One of the biggest challenges schools have today
is the increasing diversity among students (Lichter, 1996). Demographic
characteristics, such as socioeconomic status, ethnicity and cultural back-
ground, and other parental characteristics are systematically associated
with parental school involvement (Hill &Taylor, 2004). Correspondingly,
this research found that variables such as parents’ educational level, ac-
cessibility to books at home and frequency of parental school visits, have a
definite relationship as normally expected. Among these variables, parents’
educational level and accessibility to books at home show a positive rela-
tionship with literacy results. Whereas with regard to parental school vis-
its, the research shows that parents with no visits have children with very
low literacy results. However, parents” educational level was only found to
have a statistically significant relationship with children’s literacy results.
In numeracy, parents” educational level and parents with no school visits
were found to have statistically significant positive relationships with the
children’s numeracy results. With regard to the availability of books for
children at home, parents with a certain number of school visits were found
to have a positive relationship with their children’s numeracy results, but
this was not statistically significant.

Generally, the study shows that parental involvement plays a crucial role in
guiding learners to master skills at their level. The parents support their
children in performing math, reading and writing homework using various
supportive procedures at home. The majority of the parents visit schools
one to eight times a year to discuss their children’s academic performance
with their teachers. They provide learning materials at home which can
support their children in their learning. Furthermore, the parents” demo-
graphic characteristics were found to have a positive relationship with the
test achievement of the learners. However, some of the relationships are not
statistically significant. In supporting their children, parents explained that
they use various procedures that differ depending on various characteris-
tics, such as the parent’s educational level, which is known to determine the
level and quality of support.
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Abstract

The learning of school children involves a concerted effort of different stake-
holders putting teachers and parents at the forefront. Teachers are at the heart
of framing and mediating activities, building relationships between students and
subjects. In the Eritrean school system, parents are acknowledged as the primary
stakeholders in the education of their children in different ways. The focal point
for all of these efforts, however, is the child - the key stakeholder in education.
This paper explores the parents” and teachers’ perceptions, and the parent-teacher
partnership in children’s learning in the Eritrean elementary schools (grades 1
and 5). In Eritrea, primary education is the formative level and foundation in the
hierarchy of the educational system. Harmonious parent-teacher support for the
child’s learning at this stage has a positive multiplier effect for the following levels.
The research involved 363 parents and 36 elementary school teachers. Semi-struc-
tured parent questionnaire and teacher questionnaire instruments were used to
gather qualitative data. Descriptive analysis techniques were employed. Children
supported at home are appreciated by teachers for their academic performance,
their diligence in learning, hygiene, discipline and other social values. Parents
appreciate the significance of home-school communication. The learner is the
channel of communication between parents and teachers. Parents and teachers
call for well-coordinated communication between home and school to make learn-
ers good students and citizens.
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Introduction

Education is transformative and a catalyst of positive change in the think-
ing, behaviour and understanding of pupils as well as laying the founda-
tion for a better future. Education involves a concerted effort of different
stakeholders, including providers of learning resources, policies and cur-
ricula, parents (Ps) and teachers (Ts). Teachers are at the heart of framing
and mediating classroom tasks, building relationships between students
and subjects as well as acting as the link between the school and parents.
Parents practically support education in different ways by ensuring their
children go to school, get interested in learning, do their homework, etc.
The focal point for all of these efforts, however, is the child - the key stake-
holder in education. The attention, efforts and interactions between parents
and teachers are focussed on the child. When parents and teachers under-
stand how the child can learn best when they collaborate on the student’s
learning, a purposeful partnership between all concerned stakeholders
and the home-school in particular boosts the student’s learning outcomes.

This chapter explores the parent-teacher partnership in children’s learning
in Eritrean elementary schools. It further examines how the home literacy
environment and home-school communication affect students’ learning
outcomes. In Eritrea, elementary school education is the formative level
and foundation in the hierarchy of the educational system. Harmonious
parent-teacher support for the child’s learning at this stage has a positive
multiplier effect on various levels. Before introducing the study in more
detail, however, we provide a brief overview of the role and responsibilities
of parents and teachers in students” learning in the Eritrean elementary
school context.

The parental role in supporting a child’s learning and igniting the child’s
motivation to learn is very supportive for the student and accelerates the
teacher’s work at school. The Eritrean education system treats parents as
the major components of its stakeholders’ network, especially in the par-
ent-teacher-student association (PTSA). The guidelines for the PTSA set by
the Supervision Division of the Ministry of Education (MOE) in 2008 stip-
ulated that the participation and support of parents and communities in
school activities expedites the efficiency of learners and the achievement of
the mission of the schools. The guidelines further noted that parents must
play a leading role in the all-round strengthening of schools. A nationwide
study conducted in Eritrea reported that ‘if there are lapses in student mo-
tivation and interest, it is the responsibility of parents, teachers, education
authorities and other stakeholders to provide an enabling environment
in which students can experience success in school and in work contexts’
(MOE, 2016, p. 82). The lack of motivation of learners has become a world-
wide challenge of education systems (South African Review of Education
[SARE], 2008). The MOE (2016) highlighted the strategic importance of the
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parental involvement and Eritrea has ‘developed policies and strategies to
support the growth and expansion’ of early education with “partnershipls]
involving families, communities and government institutions’ (p. 22).

In the Eritrean elementary school context, teachers are usually recruited
by MOE with the requirement of a teaching certificate from Asmara Com-
munity College of Education (ACCE). ACCE shoulders the responsibility
of the one-year certificate programme of the basic level of teacher prepa-
ration after the candidates sit for a matriculation examination in grade 12.
The Ministry also recruits ‘non-trained teachers” without prior teaching
experience, but later trains them through summer in-service training pro-
grammes. The ACCE recently started receiving training candidates directly
from high school (grade 10) based on their interest to pursue a career in
teaching. The current policy of the MOE aims to keep only trained teachers
in the classrooms. This strategy entrusts qualified teachers to take respon-
sibility for teaching the respective subjects and get involved in the overall
school activities.

Teachers guide and facilitate children’s learning in and out of the classroom.
The Eritrean school system follows the learner-centred interactive pedago-
gy (LCIP) approach. However, this does not seem practical in many cases for
a number of reasons, including unideal class sizes for LCIP, the classroom
arrangements, such as ‘chain-connected’ desks one after the other, teachers
not trained in the LCIP strategy, etc. In such a situation, the communication
between parents and teachers (home-school partnership) becomes a great
source of collaboration for better learning. Teachers, parents and students
are the foundations of the school community entrepreneurship.

Though teachers are often expected to socialise parents into the school and
teaching-learning activities (Sriprakash, 2010), how teachers should social-
ise parents to the roles they need to play and how the support provided by
teachers and parents intersect at the point of the child are less clear. The aim
of the study is to empirically investigate the school-home partnership by
exploring the support of teachers and parents in educating school children
at elementary schools. The overall research task is to better understand the
way in which the support provided from these two different banks of the
river can intersect. The specific questions addressed in this chapter are:

1. What are parents’ perspectives on the parental support pupils need?
2. What are teachers’ perceptions of the support provided by parents?
3. What are the current arrangements for parent-teacher communication?

Methodology

As outlined in the Introduction, questionnaires were employed to gather
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parents” and teachers’ perspectives on learning and home-based support
for children’s learning. The research focused on the converging efforts of
the parent-teacher partnership in relation to the perceived performances of
learners. The parents’ data was based on a parent questionnaire developed
as part of a larger research initiative within the Eritrea Learning For All
(ELFA) project. The authors were involved as researchers in developing and
administering the questionnaire. The participants were parents of grade 1
and grade 5 students and their teachers. All the parents and teacher par-
ticipants came from four elementary schools in Asmara, namely Dahlak,
Lalilmba, Mai-Tesfa and Model. All in all, 490 parents were called during
the weekends for interviews in four schools. A total of 363 parents partic-
ipated, which is approximately 75%. The teachers’ questionnaire was de-
veloped by the research team as part of the ELFA project, and the research
team distributed 40 teacher questionnaires with 15 open-ended questions
in the four elementary schools selected for the ELFA research project. Thir-
ty-six teacher questionnaires were returned, which is a return rate of 90%.
The interviews and distribution of questionnaires were conducted at the
selected schools by the staff from the COE, the MOE and ACCE. This study
contains both qualitative and quantitative information. As the ELFA pro-
ject parental questionnaire included questions that go beyond the provision
of support and perceptions of learning, only the data relevant to the topic
were selected. The qualitative data were analysed following a qualitative
content analysis approach (Krippendorf, 2002). Descriptive statistics are
used to illustrate parental involvements.

Results

This section introduces quantitative results with regard to parents’ per-
ceptions of education and practices in support of their children, teachers’
perceptions on home-based support of learning, communication and the
parent-teacher partnership in learning. Figure 1 portrays the literacy of the
home environment of the parents/guardians in terms of the provision of
printed materials, parents’ modelling children in reading and reading for
the child at home. Children from households with more books and which
support the children in reading were expected to positively impact the stu-
dents’ learning processes and outcomes.

The summary of responses from parents about the support provided to
their children in English and mathematics is shown in Figure 2 and 3.
The adjacent charts display the main activities and how the parents act in
support of their children’s learning. The results indicate that 58.3% of the
respondents said that they encourage their children to read at home, while
694% of them responded that they help their children by giving exercises
similar to the homework in numeracy.
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Books for children at home

|80.4

Books for adults at home

|77.3

Parents’ regular reading for children

44.6

Figure 1. Books at home and parents’ reading to their children

Engourage them to read [T 583 Give examples [ 6o 4
Give similar tasks ey Check homework [TTTT]33.6
Moral support to study 17.8 Provide general support 25.0
I read to my children 75 ¢ Use teaching aids 16.8

Supplementary reading []2.2 Hire tutor [|2.3
Assign reading time []2.2 Encourage to work hard ] 2.0
Not able to help }0.6 Do homework on behalf f1.6
Other |1.1 Other [[3.9

Figure 2. Home-based learning support
for students in English.

Figure 3. Home-based learning support for
students in mathematics

Many times a year, 11% Hl Poor student performance

741

More than 8 times a year, 7% [] Invited by the school 27.5
4-8 times a year, 25% [ Student’s disciplinary problem 18.1
1-3 times a year, 39% [l Consulting student’s bullying |53
Never show up, 9% O Student’s health problem []4.7
No answer, 9% W School affairs consultation [|2.8
Student’s absence permission }o.6
Student’s slow learning 0.3

Figure 4. Frequency of parents’
school visits.

Figure 5. Aims of parents” school visits.

Figures 4 and 5 summarise the frequency of parents’/guardians’ school
visits to discuss their children’s school performance with their respective
teachers. The majority of them visited the school between one and three
times during the academic year. In addition, the objectives of the parents’/
guardians’ last visit indicate that 74.1% of the visits were aimed at discuss-
ing students’ poor academic performance with the teachers.
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Parents’ Perspective of Student Learning Outcomes and Practices to
Support Learning

The results in response to the first research question suggest that with re-
gard to the four schools, overall the parents’ perspective indicates a rea-
sonably high degree of parental interest in the education of their children.
Parents seek to provide support from home, encourage children to com-
plete assigned tasks, and are ready and responsible regarding their school
studies. The results indicate that parents are keen observers of behavioural
and social changes as well as skills development the students demonstrate
as the result of schooling. The skills included in the parents’ responses were
cognitive, social, language and self-concept skills. The parents remarked
that they are happy with the cognitive improvements in literacy and nu-
meracy their children attained since they started schooling. With regard
to social skills, the parents recognised that their children are learning not
only to read and write but also how to communicate and interact in pairs
and with a large audience outside the home environment.

One father whose child joined elementary school through kindergarten
noted that ‘since he enrolled at kindergarten, my child learned to sing, to
orally recite poems, and actively participate in extra-curricular activities
beyond my expectations’ (Parent-1). Parents appreciated the fact that their
children learn a number of social skills in school, such as respecting and
helping others. Another father interviewee said that ‘the school is teaching
them a lot of new things that can help them outside home” (Parent-2).

With regard to language skills, mastering language and improved commu-
nication skills of students are admired by the parents. From the parents’
point of view, a student who started speaking English in the early grades
is regarded as if he or she is learning better, although this is not always
the case (Marinova-Todd, Marshall, & Snow, 2000). The results suggest that
parents are very interested in the overall development of their children and
value the role of school within this process. One mother shared that “...
above all, my child learned to understand a number of concepts, such as
the school time concepts, and developed an interest in going to school by
himself” (Parent-3). One father explained:

I observed a great deal of behavioural changes in my son. In the beginning,
I was frequently being called to school because he was responding to his
classmates physically than verbally. But through time, he learned how to
interact with others in the classroom and outside school in arguments, rather
than biting. This is big progress in shaping his personality. (Parent-4)

Home literacy environment and students’ learning. To understand the
home literacy environment and the support provided by parents at home
in support of the child’s learning and schoolwork was explored in terms of
the type and availability of printed books for children and adults at home
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as well as the reading habits of the parents/guardians. The types of reading
material available at home are likely to influence the reading appetite and
motivation of the learner. A large number of the households indicated the
availability of relevant books for the children and parents at home. Parents
use textbooks, reference books and newspapers to support their children’s
learning. However, the print environment alone is not enough; the reading
habit at home is equally important. The parents” reading habits for them-
selves and for their children are not encouraging (Figure 1). A large number
of parents reported that they have books at home for adults and children,
but they did not hide the fact that their reading habits are not a good model
for their children.

Parents reading at home to their children or for themselves serve as good
models for reading. Children can learn better to read at home by observ-
ing their parents than by being told to read by parents who never read
themselves. An interviewee parent said, ‘I do not read books deliberately
to influence the child” (Parent-5). During the interview, parents indicated
that their children mainly observe them reading local daily newspapers
and periodicals. However, the majority of parents in our sampled schools
were functionally literate enough to support the learning of the elementary
school children at home through reading.

Strategies of home-based support for students’ learning. Parents/guard-
ians are regarded as the major stakeholders for learners” home-based sup-
port. The quality of knowledge-based parental support and the strategy
employed make a difference in students’ learning. Parents use different
helping strategies, from scaffolding and ordering to study and control strat-
egies, to academically assist their children’s learning at home. The parents
indicated that they provide reading materials in English and get involved
usually when the child is experiencing translation or spelling difficulties.
The majority of parents reported that unless the student approaches them
and asks for help, they only involve themselves in ‘correcting errors” that
the student makes in school. According to the parents, in learning mathe-
matics, practice is crucial. Parents assist children by giving mock exercises
similar to the classroom and homework activities.

Another strategy, which is not common to many households for financial
reasons, is home-based regular tutoring. Home-based tutoring is done either
by hiring a private teacher to teach the child at home or sending the child to
the teacher(s) running tutorial in line with the regular classes in school or
summer classes for groups of students in private houses and schools, too.
Some parents indicated that they set timetables for their children to study
at home and elder siblings take on the teaching job. Home-based teach-
ing, however, can facilitate or hinder learning, depending on the approach
used and the family context. Sometimes it puts extra demands on students,
which might reduce the child’s interest in education if he or she is too busy
at home. As a result, home-based support can be a source of confusion for
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learners. One father participant noted:

We teach her [his daughter| every lesson before the teachers teach her in
school. But at times, there is confusion because the method her teachers use
and what we use to teach her at home have some differences. ... we tell her that
she must know both ways but during examinations, she has to follow what
her teachers taught her at school. (Parent-8)

The parental assistance focuses on task-oriented support, usually imme-
diate assistance while doing homework and assignments and guiding the
students to read themselves. An interviewee parent said that in learning
literacy, ‘First, I tell my kid to read by herself, help her based on the text-
books and from experience’ (Parent-6). Another parent said that ‘I focus
on encouraging my child to develop the concept of self-learning and time
management’ (Parent-7).

Teacher Perceptions of Home-Based Support to Students’ Learning

The results from the second research question suggest that teachers appre-
ciate the home-based support. A teacher shared his opinion that “... active
participation of parents in their children’s learning process during the early
school years is significantly important for later learning outcomes of their
children’ (Teacher-2). The quality of early learning has a determinant effect
on learners’ career orientations and purpose of life. These good intentions
and mutual appreciation align with international research (Christenson,
2002) and the national education study (MOE, 2016).

Home-based support for children is regarded by teachers as highly sup-
portive in the teaching-learning process. According to the teachers’ re-
sponses, pupils regularly helped at home do better in their school academic
performance. The teachers indicated that parents support their children to
do their homework and better understand classroom lessons. As regards
the teachers” explanations, when parents support students at home in line
with the regular curriculum, learning becomes easy for learners at school
and teachers encounter less difficulties in supporting the students. Chil-
dren supported at home actively participate in learning duties, ask and
answer questions in the class, explain and read well, complete their work
in time, do their assignments and projects properly and express themselves
in class with full confidence. One of the teachers commented “...from my
experience, those who have parental support are well disciplined and the
best achievers in the school” (Teacher-1).

In addition to the academic benefits, the teacher participants indicated
that home-based support is visible in different dimensions of the students’
learning, including neatness, hygiene, discipline, punctuality, interest
and motivation towards learning. Students supported and not supported
at home differ in their handling of learning materials and the way they
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wear their uniforms. Students supported at home easily cope, understand
the lessons and concepts without difficulties, actively participate in class-
room discussions and perform well, and this significantly enhances their
learning interest. One teacher said, ‘Students supported at home are my
stakeholders in teaching’ (Teacher-3). In this regard, parental support was
highly valued by the teachers and perceived as an important factor in the
development of good learners and good citizens. One teacher participant
indicated that weak students have minimal parental support. Another
teacher explained that:

Children supported at home create less problems as compared with children
not supported at home. Generally, unsupported children are not interested in
learning, even fail to bring learning materials to school; their participation is
low and are involuntarily involved in classroom discussions by being pushed
by teachers. They do not complete their class and home work. (Teacher-4)

A teacher participant observed that ‘students with minimal parental aca-
demic support at home solely depend on the teachers activities’ (Teacher-5).
However, one teacher explained that though the best and average learners
usually have parental support at home, on average, most of the parents are
not academically supportive. He further elaborated that the interest of the
parents to support is high, but they make excuses for their failure, such as
being busy in their workplaces and an incompatible level of education.

Home-School Communication and Parent-Teacher Partnership on
Learning

Research suggests that in the early school years, the support from parents
and teachers provides a vital bridge into the school life of pupils (Ahtola et
al.,, 2016). However, the results to the third research question highlight the
difficulties of coordinating and developing this good intention. Although
teachers and parents work for the same purpose to support the learning
of learners in school, they often work from different banks of the river.
The significance of harmonising the home and school initiatives to support
student’s early education is undeniably noteworthy. The teachers explained
that, especially in grade 1, parental involvement and parent-teacher com-
munication must be part of the daily exchange of information between the
two parties. Vavrus, Thomas, and Bartlett (2011) described “... constructive
relationships between teachers and parents’ as decisive conditions for ‘qual-
ity teaching’ (p. 58). Sriprakash (2010) interviewed an experienced teacher
(Savitha), who attributed his “brilliance” to the “... interest of his parents
demonstrated in his education” (p. 302).

The dynamics of the school-home partnership depends on parental vis-
its to schools and respecting the school invitations. As is indicated in the
pie chart above (Figure 4), only 7% of the parent participants reported that
they visited a school eight or more times in the academic year. The quality,
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frequency and style of home-school communication plays a crucial role in
the learning progress of students. However, the absence of firm and pro-
active communication patterns between the two parties indicates the lack
of a well-founded framework for a teacher-parent interaction strategy. The
teachers indicated that the schools hold at least one general meeting with
parents in a semester and another specific parents” day at school every se-
mester as part of the school calendar. Teachers also privately ask parents to
come to school to discuss the learning performance of their children. Spe-
cial calls are usually made to parents of poor performing students or when
they display some disciplinary problems and/or repetitive absenteeism.
The main communication channel between home and school on students’
learning are the learners. However, teachers complain that few parents
respect the call, particularly parents of poor performing students, whose
response is not up to the schools” expectations. Some of the parents of such
targeted students come after several calls or never show up. However, it
is hard to conclude that the parents do not want to show up. The students
might not inform the parents about the requested meeting at school in time.

However, the parents of poorly performing children are only contacted
with regard to negative messages; thus, perhaps a more constructive kind
of relationship needs to be developed. Parents of good-performing students
are often more interested in the learning progress of their children, because
they regularly visit the schools to learn about the strengths, weaknesses and
discipline of their children. A teacher noted, "... parents of good achievers
are our regular customers. Their participation is very good to the extent of
making the relationship between teachers and parents as family members’
(Teacher-6).

The teachers and parents explained that the main purpose of parents’
school visits is to see the students” marks. Teachers also know the involve-
ment of the parents in the learning of their children by checking the paren-
tal signature on the students’ exercise books on a daily basis, but this is not
common to all teachers and parents. The parent-teacher discussions focus-
ing on the students” performances are mostly held during the 15-20-minute
break time or the teacher’s free period during working hours. However,
this well-intended communication between parents and teachers must
involve providing more opportunities and engaging activities for parents
to visit schools - not just during break times. The parents recommended
a tight teacher-parent-student partnership that can embolden the home-
school link to support student learning. Some parents reported that they
discuss school administration, subject matter contents, methods of teach-
ing, examination issues, etc., and provide financial assistance and make
other contributions to the school. Thus, the intersection between parents
and teachers as an investment in students” best learning experiences will
remain of paramount importance not only in intention, but also in practice.

This study provides a glimpse into the teacher-parent partnership in select-
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ed schools to support students’ learning. However, the data does not rep-
resent the national situation, because the data was purposefully gathered
from four elementary schools in Asmara. Nevertheless, this study provides
insights into education in Eritrea, but it should be regarded as tentative
results for further development.

Just as education continues to be an area for development in Eritrea as well
as in other contexts, it is hoped that adopting a research-based approach to
education will support this development. Research on education in Eritrea,
however, is in its initial stages, but the results such as those presented in
this publication should provide important insights and suggestions for on-
going action that supports the intersecting relationships between different
educational stakeholders as well as wider educational development.
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Abstract

Information and communication technology (ICT) has become an important part
of education. ICT is often perceived as a catalyst for change - change in learning
approaches and in access to information. ICT offers us new ways to access infor-
mation, analyse data and present findings. The present study aimed to show the
role that ICT plays in learning and education in Asmara Community College of
Education (ACCE). It also studied how ICT is applied at ACCE from the perspec-
tive of diploma student teachers. Furthermore, it studied whether gender differ-
ences existed regarding male and female student teachers” perceptions of ICT used
in the classroom, and their accessibility to use it in learning and education. The
participants were 92 student teachers from the diploma level, with 67 males and
24 females, while one student did not report a gender. The data were gathered via
self-administrated questionnaires and were analysed by nonparametric statistical
methods. The results indicated that students were highly confident in their ICT
usage, and their estimates of ICT use in higher education were also very positive.
Furthermore, there were some gender differences among the students” perspec-
tives of ICT usage. Female students had higher confidence in their use of ICT than
their male counterparts. The ICT usefulness estimations were not associated with
the gender of student teachers.
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Introduction

ICT in Learning and Education

Information and communication technology (ICT) is starting to be seen in
many aspects of life in the globalised world of the 21st century. ICT capaci-
ties are fundamental to participation and engagement in modern informa-
tion society. ICT can be used to find, develop, analyse and present informa-
tion, as well as to model situations and solve problems. Education is the first
key area for ICT applications. A traditional approach to high achievement
within a general education system assumes a high level of contact between
teachers and students. The focus is on the teachers to present their lessons
in a clear and concise way and, thus, on the efforts they exert in their class-
rooms. In education, ICT has the potential to offer great support to both
teachers and students. It enables rapid access to ideas and experiences from
a wide range of people, communities and cultures, and allows pupils to col-
laborate and exchange information on a wide scale (see Toro & Joshi, 2012).

ICT can help learning and education by providing supportive tools (Deaney,
Ruthven, & Hennessy, 2003). In general, the purpose of ICT in education is
to familiarise students with using and working with computers and ICT
tools, and to understand the related social and ethical issues. Students can
also use their smartphones to carry e-books and activities, and this can also
facilitate their learning. ICT has also enabled learning through simulations
and games. Moreover, ICT can be used as a tool for research, problem solv-
ing, creativity and learning (e.g. Akbulut, Kesim, & Odabasi, 2007; Kozma,
2008).

Instructors can enhance their teaching efficiency and create an engaging
classroom where learning can be maximised by utilising ICT-interactive
pedagogy. Online courses, online conferences and outreach programs are
some examples of how ICT has been used in many universities and high-
er education institutions. Today, educational services have been taken to
an international arena by crossing borders and by breaking the national
boundaries. With the help of ICT, the newfound depth and breadth of ed-
ucational services are being expanded to a wide variety of societies with
diverse economic, social and political realities. With fast communication
networks that offer increased access to online educational environments at
home, work and school, learning could truly become a lifelong activity, one
in which the pace of technological change forces the constant evaluation of
even the learning process itself.

The use of ICT will not only enhance learning environments, but it will also
prepare the next generation for their future lives and careers that will sim-
ilarly involve ICT components (Wheeler, 2001). People benefit from having
access to knowledge via ICT by keeping pace with the latest developments
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(Plomp, Pelgrum, & Law, 2007). Furthermore, the round the clock usability
of digital resources for students, teachers and professionals is supported
by ICT with the creation of digital libraries (Bhattacharya & Sharma, 2007;
Cholin, 2005). The truth is that communication and data processing technol-
ogy products are already present in higher education. Consequently, efforts
should be increased to understand how to use, supply and distribute ICT,
what usage and ethical principles will be applied, and how their effects will
be investigated and evaluated.

It has been shown in many countries that ICT usage among teachers is
insufficient. However, since some students are loaded with information
related with these products as a result of their environment, it requires
opening a new dimension for relations among the student-teacher-manag-
er and even parent (Sari, 2014). At the university level, the integration of
ICT resources can facilitate learning, thus resulting in enhancing students’
performance. According to Forcheri and Molfino (2000), ICT can be used to
promote collaborative learning, including methods, such as role playing,
group problem-solving activities and articulated projects. It is also believed
that ICT could align theory and practice by creating interfaces whereby
students could deal with questions and answers about the material, and by
supplementing the lesson with visual displays, such as pictures and videos.

Important factors for the successful implementation of ICT in learning are
ICT skills, confidence in using computers, infrastructure and availability
of hardware and software. In contrast, barriers to the usage of ICT are, for
example, a lack of technical support, insufficient knowledge, gender and
age of the teacher, and lack of motivation. Toro and Joshi (2012) state that
the teacher’s enthusiastic nature towards using ICT, ICT policies, budget,
educational management and skills training plays an important role in the
integration process of ICT. The success of ICT-based education depends
upon the teacher’s ability to keep pace with the developments, since teach-
ers are responsible for quality control, improvements in learning and the
aggregate effectiveness of the learning process. The main role of teachers
will not be to transmit information and culture, but rather to act as experts
and leaders to motivate learning. However, the limitations of ICT’s impact
resides in the fact that the schooling content, methods and assessment crite-
ria are rather inert to the continuous changes in reality (Toro & Joshi, 2012).
Potentially, ICT can be a very powerful dimension to transform the way the
young generation prepares for further education. It has great capabilities to
spread knowledge, enhance education and develop a more efficient educa-
tional sector. It can be assumed that colleges with good ICT resources that
are utilised well, have better learning environments for their students.

ICT in ACCE

According to the Ministry of Education (MOE, 2003) of Eritrea, the provision
of education in Eritrea envisions the creation of a modern, technologically
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advanced and internationally competitive economy. The Government of
Eritrea has introduced ICT as an instructional, management and research
tool in order to promote creativity, independent learning and innovative
thinking in the student population (MOE, 2003). Many of the current poli-
cies and practices reflect a technocratic determinism in which technology
is considered unproblematic as it provides relatively immediate tools for
teachers and students, and its use primarily calls for the development of
technical skills. ICT in education is a key contributor to improving the qual-
ity of education in Eritrea and enhancing life-long learning skills, such as
information processing, critical thinking and problem solving. The MOE in
Eritrea is pushing for an educational reform where ICT will become a part
of the learning process for every student. Even though there are some opti-
mistic hopes in Eritrea, some inherent problems with the internet still per-
sist. According to Nirmala, Karthikeyan, Appalabatla, and Patharaj (2012),
the level of internet connectivity in Eritrea is very low. Furthermore, ACCE
has no access to the internet, even though ICT is a compulsory subject for
all students. ACCE has three ICT rooms, each of which has 25 computers.
The college does have plans to equip the ICT rooms with the needed ICT
tools in the future, including internet connectivity.

ACCE has more than 200 diploma students (during academic year 2016-
2017) who come from six administrative zones in Eritrea. The students
have varying degrees of understanding of ICT and computers. This study
explores students’ current perceptions and experiences in the use of tech-
nology in education and, therefore, aims to provide supporting material for
the MOE in the execution of their educational reforms.

The specific research questions are as follows:

1. How confident are student teachers at ACCE in their use of ICT?
2. How useful is ICT for learning, according to the student teachers at
ACCE?

Age, gender and ownership of ICT equipment were used as independent
variables.

Methods

Students were randomly selected from the ACCE students, and their par-
ticipation was voluntary. The questionnaire consisted of both structured
and unstructured questions. The questionnaire was distributed in a print
format. In this study, a total 92 student teachers from the diploma level par-
ticipated. Of the participants, 67 were male and 24 were female, while one
participant did not report a gender. The average age of the participants was
30.13 (SD=6.45). Female student teachers (M=25.00, SD=4.40) were statisti-
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cally significantly younger than the males (M=31.66, SD=6.19); (85)=-4.48,
p<.001.

The questionnaire consisted of three parts. The first part had an open-end-
ed question that was meant to analyse the students’ possession of electronic
devices, such as computers and mobile phones. Here, the idea was to col-
lect data about students” access to devices that could support learning. The
second part included questions regarding students’ confidence in using
technology for various learning processes, personal development and man-
agement purposes. Items related to the frequency of technology use had
a 5-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = no opinion
(missing value), 4 = agree and 5 = strongly agree. Those participants who
responded with ‘3" were omitted from the analysis. The third part inspected
the students” confidence in using various technological tools and methods,
such as typing, software installation, customising the desktop and software
use, including MS Office, Adobe Reader, EPUB and Geez Word. The third
part used a 4-step scale: 1 = I don’t know the application, 2 = not confident,
3 = confident, and 4 = very confident.

The statistical analysis were made using the SPSS program. The descriptive
results are presented as frequencies and percent proportions. Sum scores
are reported as their means and standard deviations. The items were recod-
ed so that the higher number refers to higher confidence. The level of confi-
dence of the use of ICT was the average score of three items (‘T am confident
using ICT’, ‘I feel fearful using ICT" and ‘I have seen ICT gadgets for the
first time at ACCE’). The Cronbach’s alpha was .73. The usefulness of ICT in
education was the average of two items ('ICT should be used in teaching’
and ‘ICT should be used in learning’). The Cronbach’s alpha was .80. The
significance of independent variables for bivariate dependent variables was
analysed by logistic regression analysis. There was non-normality in the
distributions of continuous dependent variables; therefore, age associations
were analysed by Spearman’s rank order correlations. Gender differences
and ICT-equipment ownership results were analysed by Mann-Whitney
U-test.

Results

ICT equipment

Most of the student teachers” had at least one piece of ICT equipment (59.8%).
The age of the student teachers was not a statistically significant predictor of
ownership (B=-.02, SE=0.03, Wald=0.46, df=1, p=496). The distribution was
not associated with the gender of student teachers; x>=0.54, df=1, p=464.
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ICT confidence

The confidence level of the use of ICT among the student teachers was rela-
tively high (M=2.83, SD=0.75). The student teachers’ ages correlated statisti-
cally significantly with their ICT confidence level (r,=-.34, p=.001). The older
the students were, the less confident they were. There was a statistically
significant difference between the female and male student teachers’ views;
U=400.00, Z=-3.67, p<.001. The female (mean rank=62.83) student teachers’
confidence level was higher than the male (mean rank=39.97) student teach-

7

ers.

Student teachers who had ICT equipment (mean rank=54.55) estimated
their confidence in the use of ICT more positively than students who did
not own the equipment (mean rank=34.55); U=575, Z=-3.55, p<.001.

Most of the student teachers were relatively confident with their basic ICT
skills (see table 1). They were confident in the use of computer and MS Office
tools. However, they were less often confident in the software installation
and in the use of applications. About 56% did not know Adobe (Acrobat)
Reader.

Statistical testings revealed that the male student teachers were more confi-
dent in the software installation estimations than the females. By contrast,
the female students teachers reported a higher level of confidence than the
males in respect of desktop customication, use of Word, Excel, EPUB (i.e.,
e-book format), and Geez Word (i.e., language learning application). Finally,
those student teachers, who owned at least one ICT equipment, reported
higher confidence in the use of keyboard, mouse, PowerPoint, and Geez
Word than those without their own equipments.

ICT usefulness

The student teachers regarded the use of ICT in education very highly
(M=3.39, SD=0.55). The students” ages did not correlate statistically signifi-
cantly with their views on ICT usefulness; r,;=.03, p=.761. There was not a sta-
tistically significant difference between female and male student teachers’
evaluations; U=716.00, Z=-0.74, p=461). Also, the students” ICT equipment
ownership was not associated with their views; U=716.50, Z=-74, p=461.
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Table 1. Basic ICT Confidence Evaluations of Student Teachers.

Don’t know Not Confident Ver
confident confident
n % n % n % n %
Use of computer 1 11 19 211 55 611 15 167
keyboard*
Use of computer mouse® 0 0 7 7.8 47 522 36 400
Software installation® 25 281 41 461 17 191 6 6.7
Customising desktop® 9 101 41 461 28 315 11 124
MS Word®e 3 34 20 225 46 517 20 225
MS Excel® 2 22 22 244 50 556 16 178
MS PowerPoint* 19 213 37 416 25 281 8 9.0
Adobe Reader 50 562 21 236 14 157 4 45
EPUB® 63 708 18 202 7 79 1 11
Geez Word®* 26 289 20 222 29 322 15 167

Note. = = statistically significant association, males > females. © = statistically
significant association, females > males. © = statistically significant association, no
ICT equipment < at least one piece of ICT equipment.

Discussion

How confident are student teachers in the use of ICT at ACCE?

Confidence is related to the student’s age at ACCE. According to our study,
an older age means lower self-confidence. Many student teachers do not
have ICT equipment. There is also a big gap between ICT usages. Students
start their ICT usage at very different levels. How can their studies be sup-
ported at ACCE? What kind of pedagogical support must be given to those
students who are not confident and familiar with ICT? ICT skills should
somehow be evaluated at the beginning of their studies. Older students
also need special support with ICT usage to raise their confidence. These
should be added to the curriculum, for example, additional courses in ICT
studies. Eritrea is heavily influenced by prolonged colonialism, war and
sanctions. According to Rodney (1981), means of communication were not
constructed in the colonial period so that Africans could visit their friends.
More importantly, they still were not laid down to facilitate internal trade
in African commodities (Rodney, 1981). These problems had an immense
effect on the usage and application of ICT. The current situation is still very
complex, even though the government has put efforts into ICT (Nirmala et
al., 2012).
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How useful is ICT for learning, according to the student teachers at
ACCE?

According to this study, ICT is considered very important for developing
awareness, promoting life-long learning skills, such as information pro-
cessing, critical thinking and problem solving, supporting pupils with spe-
cial needs and girls, and improving management, operations staff and the
community at large.

ICT is a tool to assist teaching, but it does not help academic outcomes.
However, this does not mean that ICT will only help to achieve better
outcomes if supported with awareness on how to use ICT as a means of
development. In our case, this is due to the student teachers” background
(place, infrastructure, society and the school community), age, interest and
motivation, confidence, etc.

It can be seen that ACCE is still lacking in implementing ICT. Tradition-
ally, teachers have been considered the key players in the arrangement of
learning. It seems quite logical that teacher training should be the solid
starting point for this innovative process. Thus far, the paradigm has been
that teachers need to be taught as they are intended to teach. The dilemma
of bringing teachers and student teachers to a new didactic method, such
as the integration of ICT, resides in the fact that they themselves have been
taught in plenary, discursive, non-ICT supported ways. Finally, there is an
overall lack of candidate students in ACCE, and this deficit is compensated
by an imported workforce from the other side of the digital divide. The
processes of intensifying teacher attitudes toward using ICT in the learning
process nowadays is helped by the development of alternative assessment
methods, the admission of pre-service teachers, and the aim of distinguish-
ing their predicted classroom performance.

There is no question as to whether or not ICT is applicable to learning;
rather, the question is how to apply it effectively. According to the existing
needs and capabilities, every nation must start training teachers on how to
implement ICT in the learning process. Students also need to be provided at
least with the basics on how to manipulate ICT for their learning purpose.
Although in some places you see very small kids using recent technological
innovations, such as the Xbox, tablets and so on, for personal enjoyment,
we also need to make them use those for educational purposes.

The main role of ICT is to act as a catalyst for the learner’s interest to get
acquainted with the ‘unknown’. Even if the content is understood, it is not
obvious what to learn and why it is important to learn. At the core of cu-
riosity is one’s existential awareness: what do I see as crucial for me and
what (ICT) tools are critical in this process? It means that ICT is a bridge
between existential and intellectual aspirations. As soon as learners per-
ceive the need to learn to improve living conditions, it becomes difficult to
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prevent them from learning. The scale of available knowledge impacts the
way it functions in society. Here, the notion of ‘memes’ fits well; it claims
that ideas compete, survive or become extinct due to their power of pre-
diction. It does not matter how ideas are transported; what does matter is
how to bring learners to the right communities so that they become critical
thinkers, rather than absorbers of information.

Teachers have been polarised in their acceptance of the new technologies.
Whilst some have enthusiastically integrated computers and the internet
into the classroom, others have been cautious in their acceptance and some
have simply rejected the technologies. There is a level of justifiable cynicism
based on previous experiences with computer-based applications, such as
computer-aided learning. Ironically, some enthusiasts have inadvertently
damaged the reputation of ICT through poor classroom practices - using
the technology for the sake of its novelty value. With the inevitable prolifer-
ation of ICT in the classroom, the role of the teacher must change, and here
are four key reasons why this must happen:

1. It is no longer sufficient for teachers to merely impart content
knowledge. It will be crucial for teachers to encourage critical thinking
skills, promote information literacy, nurture collaborative working
practices and prepare children for a new world. The internet is a network
of networks providing opportunities for inquiry-based learning where
teachers and students are able to access some of the world’s largest
information archives.

2. Teachers must begin to prepare the methods by which they meet
children’s learning needs and match curricula to the requirements of
human thought.

3. ICT may also make some assessment methods redundant. In the ICT
environment, online tests can easily be used, which will instantly provide
the teacher with a wide range of information associated with the learner’s
score.

4. ICT will cause certain teaching resources to become obsolete.

This report has clearly demonstrated that any absence or shortage of ICT
and insufficient ICT training for student teachers, as reported here, has
the potential to alienate students’ abilities, confidence and attitudes, and
also to compromise learning. The factors that negatively influence student
teachers’ readiness for and confidence in using ICT need to be dealt with
by the various stakeholders, including the college management and private
partners, and especially the MOE.

However, the findings showed that technology use was very low in most
cases, indicating that within the college, some student teachers perceived
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their ICT integration confidence as high while most of the others perceived
it as low. Since this college is the only one producing elementary teachers
who are privileged to receive teacher training on ICT integration and access
to technology tools, one would expect better results on ICT integration prac-
tices. While the overall use of ICT in the college was found to be low, the
student teachers’ perceptions revealed that very few students used ICT for
learning, while the majority were found to have limited confidence in using
technology to facilitate their learning. Therefore, it is suggested that ACCE
explore ICT-integration strategies that focus more on making a shift from
teaching ICT or using ICT for learning purpose to appropriate pedagogical
uses that could enhance student teachers’ learning. Teaching technology
can have an impact on students’ skills and knowledge of technology, while
using technology to enhance learning can have an impact on the students’
understanding of the lessons at ACCE.

These are quite tentative results. The questionnaire was not very thorough,
although it provided some ideas from some areas. It was designed by other
people (former members of ICT in an education module) and some of the
questions do not represent the issue of the study area. Both qualitative and
quantitative methods were used. We mostly used quantitative data due to a
lack of clarity in the open-ended questions. We mainly measured attitudes
and, thus, the results may be too positive. It is important to collect additional
data; for example, observing with computers may give different results.

ACCE is already on good track with ICT. These results support ICT usage at
ACCE in the curriculum. Finally, we recommend additional ICT training,
which needs special attention to enhance the quality of education at ACCE
and all sectors in the MOE.
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