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Independent evaluation of the quality of reading and understanding texts by the students: sociological analysis
The article presents a survey of the ways how elementary school students of the Khabarovsk territory read and understand texts. The author focuses on the factors and conditions that have an impact on the quality of reading and understanding texts by junior schoolchildren. Among them are family resources, parental attitude to reading, classes for preschool-age children, kindergarten’s attendance, students’ attitude to reading, and teachers’ demographic characteristics. The results of an independent education quality assessment in the region are compared with the international comparative research results on the same topic of research. It also offers a list of scientific and practical recommendations that can be used to increase younger students’ reading literacy.
Независимая оценка качества чтения и понимания текста учащимися школы: социологический анализ 
В статье представлен социологический анализ результатов исследований процесса изучения текстов и особенностей их понимания учащимися начальных классов школ Хабаровского края. Автором выделяются факторы и условия, обуславливающие качество чтения и понимание текста младшими школьниками. Среди них: ресурсы семьи, отношение родителей к чтению, занятия в дошкольном возрасте, посещение детского сада, отношение учащихся к чтению, демографические характеристики учителей. Результаты независимой оценки качества в школах региона сравниваются с данными международного сравнительного исследования по исследуемой проблеме. Предлагается перечень научно-практических рекомендаций, которые можно использовать для повышения читательской грамотности у младших школьников.
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The introduction of independent assessment as a prerequisite for improving the quality of educational institutions and for the efficient use of budgetary funds is one of the priorities of the national education reform. In accordance with the Russian President’s ‘May Decrees’, the Russian Government was instructed to "ensure independent quality assessment of organizations that provide social services, including the definition of criteria for the efficiency of such organizations and the introduction of public ratings of their performance" [1]. Independent quality assessment of education "is aimed at obtaining information on the education process, the quality of education and the implementation of educational programs." [2].
Independent assessment of the quality of students’ training may be carried out by special organizations in accordance with the forms and methods established by them, as well as "in the framework of international comparative studies in education in accordance with the criteria and requirements of Russian, foreign and international organizations" [2].
As a secondary analysis, let us consider the results of independent assessment of education quality received in the course of an international comparative study entitled the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS). This study began in 2001 and was conducted once in every 5 years, and it allows us to compare the level and the quality of reading and understanding a text by primary school students around the world, as well as to identify differences in national education systems.
The author's interest in addressing this international research is related to the fact that its main goal of independent assessment of the quality of text reading and comprehension is compatible with the requirements for the acquisition of the basic educational program of primary general education in Russia. It is related to students’ mastering the skills of semantic reading of texts of different styles and genres, and their ability to produce an utterance consciously, both in oral and written forms, in accordance with the goal of communication [3].
In 2016, fifty countries carried out the next cycle of PIRLS and, at present, the results are being processed and analyzed. In this regard, the results of the previous cycle of International Studies (2011) will be used in this article. The comparability of independent assessment results concerning the quality of reading and text comprehension by third-grade school students in the Khabarovsk territory
 (2014) with PIRLS data (2011) allows us to identify the main factors and conditions, which contribute to younger students’ successful reading and comprehension.
The goal of the regional project is to make an independent assessment of third-graders’ reading literacy, which is achieved by answering the questions: “How well do third-graders read in the region schools?” “How do the family and the school contribute to the development of reading literacy?”, "What are the factors that determine the achievement of the highest levels of reading literacy?” and others.
In order to identify the factors and conditions affecting the success of the region's third-graders in the text reading and comprehension surveys of teachers, students and parents was conducted. Its results are reflected in the following subjective indicators:
1. Family Resources to maintain the level of reading literacy.

This indicator includes three main components: parents' education, parents’ occupation (job) and the number of children's books at home. Thus, according to the survey, 24% of third-graders’ families have sufficient resources, 59% have average resources, and 17% insufficient resources.
The results showed a positive correlation between the level of family resources and the level of reading literacy. The success rate of students from families with a significant level of resources was 75%, families with the average resources accounted for 70% and families with insufficient resources for 54%.
The data analysis revealed a positive correlation between the level of parents’ education of (especially mothers’) and students’ progress in reading (table 1).
Table 1
The relationship between students' progress in reading and their parents’ education (percentage of respondents)
	Parents’ education
	Number of students
	 Success rate

	Higher education
	40
	74

	 Primary or secondary vocational education
	40
	69

	Secondary education
	9
	68

	Basic education
	7
	63

	Primary education
	1
	63


Source: Compiled by the author 

2. Parents' attitudes to reading.
According to the data of international PIRLS-2011
 study, children from reading families become better readers and have better results. This trend was confirmed by the third-graders of the Khabarovsk territory. The children, whose parents love to read and read for pleasure almost every day, showed the success rate of 75%. Students, whose parents have different attitudes to reading and read for pleasure 1-2 times a month, coped with their work at 71%. The students from the families where parents do not like to read or rarely read for pleasure showed the lowest result of 59% (table 2).
These results prove that it is the family that manages the process of a child’s development as a competent reader.
Table 2
The correlation between students' progress in reading and their parents’ attitude to reading (percentage of respondents)
	Like to read and read for pleasure almost every day
	Have different attitude to reading and read for pleasure 1 – 2 times a month
	Do not like to read and rarely read for pleasure

	number of parents
	children’s success rate
	number of parents
	children’s success rate
	number of parents
	children’s success rate

	6
	75
	71
	71
	23
	59


Source: Compiled by the author 

It is worth paying attention to the fact that a relatively low percentage of parents who like to read participated in the survey (6%). This is lower than the average figure for Russia (23%) according to the results of the PIRLS-2011 study and international data (32%). Considering the tendency that "the more parents love to read, the higher the level of reading literacy among their children," these results are not very promising.
3. Classes at the pre-school age contributing to a successful mastery of reading.
A study conducted in England in 2008,  proved that a combination of seven variables (reading books to a child, taking him/her a library, playing games with numbers, taking classes in painting and drawing, learning to count, learning songs / poems /games with rhymes), is a more important pre-condition for a child’s success in learning calculation and reading than other factors, including socio-economic status of the family, parents' education, etc. (Melhuish et al., 2008). That is why the questionnaire for parents included questions reflecting the data on the variables listed above.
The sociological data processing resulted in dividing students into three groups:

"those who were often engaged in early activities affecting the mastery of reading";
"those who were sometimes engaged in early activities affecting the mastery of reading 
"those who were never or almost never engaged in early activities affecting the mastery of reading”. 
The study established a correlation between the frequency of learning activities that parents have with their children of pre-school age and the success rate of students (table. 3).
Table 3
The correlation between the students’ progress in reading and the frequency of learning activities that parents have with their children of pre-school age (percentage of respondents)
	 Often
	Sometimes
	Never or almost never а

	number of students
	 success rate
	number of parents
	 success rate
	number of parents
	 success rate

	22
	73
	64
	70
	15
	54


Source: Compiled by the author 
The results of the sociological survey of third-graders’ parents in the Khabarovsk territory indicate that the majority of parents (86%) in some degree (often or sometimes) trained their children before school, which is confirmed by their good results. This proves the positive correlation between activities that prepare students for mastering reading skills at pre-school age and being successful readers in the future.
4. Kindergarten attendance.
PIRLS-2011 reveals a positive correlation between children’s attendance of pre-school educational institutions and their level of reading literacy. The results obtained in the Khabarovsk territory confirm this correlation (table 4).
Table 4
The correlation between students' progress in reading and kindergarten attendance (percentage of respondents)
	Attended kindergarten for 3 years or longer
	Attended kindergarten for less than 3 years but more than 1 year
	Attended kindergarten for 1 year or less
	Never attended kindergarten

	 number of students 
	success rate 
	number of students 
	success rate 
	number of students 
	Success rate
	number of students
	success rate 

	69
	72
	20
	70
	2
	68
	9
	66


Source: Compiled by the author 

5. Students’ attitude to reading.
This figure includes three parameters: students’ attitude to the reading process, motivation for reading, students’ self-assessment of their reading skills.
The data were obtained from students’ questionnaires (tables 5 – 7).
Table 5
The correlation between the results of students’ progress in reading and their attitude to the process of reading (percentage of respondents)
	Enjoy reading 
	Mostly enjoy reading 
	Do not like reading

	number of students
	success rate
	number of students
	success rate
	number of students
	success rate

	2
	77
	96
	71
	2
	65


Source: Compiled by the author 
It should be noted that only 2% of third-graders love to read for pleasure every day (according to PIRLS-2011, this group makes up 26% in Russia) and have good results in reading. The same percentage of students (2%) does not like to read and rarely read for pleasure and, consequently, show lower results. In this connection, it is necessary to pay special attention of parents and teachers to the formation of positive attitude to reading in primary school students.
Table 6
The correlation between students' progress in reading and their motivation (percentage of respondents)
	Motivated to read
	Motivation is not clear
	Unmotivated

	number of students
	Success rate 
	number of students
	success rate
	number of students
	success rate

	54
	72
	45
	69
	1
	62


Source: Compiled by the author 

The survey indicates a direct correlation between students' motivation and their success rate: three-quarters (72%) for highly motivated and two-thirds (62%) for unmotivated students. More than half of the Khabarovsk territory school students have motivation for reading, and only 1% of them have no such motivation (according to PIRLS-2011, 83% have motivation for reading in Russia, while 2% are unmotivated).
Table 7
The correlation between students' progress in reading and self-assessment of their reading skills (percentage of respondents)
	High
	Moderate
	Low

	number of students
	success rate
	 number of students
	success rate
	 number of students
	 success rate

	9
	79
	85
	70
	6
	60


Source: Compiled by the author 

Only one in ten (9%) third-graders of the Khabarovsk territory has high self-assessment of their reading skills. For comparison, the number of Russian students with high self-assessment who participated in PIRLS-2011 amounted to more than a quarter (28%).
However, the difference between the two groups of students with high and average self-assessment of reading skills is not so big (79% and 70% respectively), which may indicate low self-assessment of students. It is important to take into account that the inadequacy of students’ self-assessment does not contribute to their successful learning.
6. The demographic characteristics of teachers.
Finally, let us consider the socio-demographic characteristics of teachers and their possible impact on the success of reading and understanding texts by students. A primary school teachers survey (n = 200) demonstrates that with increasing age of primary school teachers, students show better results (table 8). It is necessary to consider the fact that the number of young teachers is only 4%. The distribution of the Khabarovsk territory teachers who took part in the survey confirms the results obtained in the international PIRLS study. Considering this trend reflected in the cycles of PIRLS-2001, PIRLS-2006, and PIRLS-2011, the number of teachers who are over 40 will increase in the coming years.
Table 8
The correlation between students' progress in reading and their teachers’ age
	Teachers’ age
	Students’ success rate 

	Less than 25 years old
	67%

	25-29 years old
	63%

	30-39 years old
	68%

	40-49 old
	71%

	50-59 years old
	71%

	60 years old or over
	78%


Source: Compiled by the author 

The answers to the question "Your complete teaching experience by the end of this school year" correspond to the data on the age of the teachers: the majority of teachers (88%) have a teaching experience of more than 11 years. The average length of teaching experience is 24 years.
These figures drawn up from the questionnaires demonstrate a direct correlation between students’ success rate and their teachers’ experience. The more experienced teachers are, the more successful students are. It is therefore necessary to provide support to young teachers who have little experience.
Table 9
The correlation between students' progress in reading and their teachers’ length of experience

	Length of experience (full years)
	Students’ success rate 

	0-3 years
	66%

	4-10 years
	64%

	11-25 years
	70%

	26-40 years
	72%

	Over 40 years
	77%


Source: Compiled by the author 
Most of the teachers who participated in the survey have the first qualifying category (47%), about the same number have the second qualifying category and position (21% and 20%, respectively), 8% have the higher category, and only 1% are "young professionals". It should be noted that 4% of the teachers said that they did not have a category. 

The findings reflect a positive correlation between the teachers’ qualifying category and the students’ progress in reading. However, the findings in the category of "a young professional" are not statistically significant, as it is only 1%. (table 10).
Table 10
The correlation between students' progress in reading and their teachers’ qualifying category 

	Category
	Students’ success rate 

	Higher
	76%

	First
	71%

	Second
	71%

	Teachers meet professional requirements
	69%

	Young professional
	79%

	No category
	66%


Source: Compiled by the author  
The study revealed that primary school students showed higher scores in reading when their teachers had secondary vocational education (table 11).
Table 11
The correlation between students' progress and their teachers’ education
	Education
	Students’ success rate

	Secondary vocational
	73%

	Higher
	70%

	Two diplomas of higher education, academic degree
	68%


Source: Compiled by the author  

Thus, the demographic characteristics of teachers, accumulating their experience and professionalism, have a direct impact on the success of students in reading and understanding texts. There are few young teachers in primary schools of the Khabarovsk territory, which can lead to acute shortage of qualified teachers. At the same time, those young professionals who are already working at schools need ongoing support of more experienced colleagues, including their students’ motivation for reading and understanding texts.
In conclusion, it is necessary to point out that all the teachers who participated in the survey are satisfied with their profession, they like being teachers at school. But, the fact that most of the teachers were more enthusiastic when they started their career arouses concern (table 12).
Table 12
The results of the survey of teachers’ satisfaction with their profession (percentage of respondents
	To what extent do you agree with the following statements?
	Fully agree
	Tend to agree
	Tend to disagree
	Strongly disagree

	a) I am satisfied with my teaching profession
	54
	44
	2
	1

	b) I like being a teacher at my school
	59
	36
	4
	1

	в) I can name other teachers at my school who are satisfied with their job
	45
	48
	6
	1

	c) I was more enthusiastic when I started my career than now
	46
	23
	22
	9

	d) I am useful as a teacher
	65
	35
	0
	0


Source: Compiled by the author 

Thus, the results of regional sociological studies of third-graders’ reading literacy and a comparative analysis with the data of international surveys allowed us to identify the factors and conditions, causing the success / failure of students. These include family resources, parents' attitude to reading, learning activities with children of preschool age, kindergarten attendance, the attitude of students to reading and demographic characteristics of teachers. 
Scientific and practical recommendations for improving reading literacy among younger students may be the following:
- The organization of task-oriented work on independent evaluation of the quality of text reading and comprehension by elementary school students;
- Intra-school system of sociological monitoring of younger students’ academic progress concerning the formation of universal learning skills, namely semantic reading and working with information;
- Encouraging parents and children to read by organizing joint extra-curricular activities (book clubs, theatrical performances, etc.)
- Involving younger students in extra-curricular activities (preparation of information stands, posters, thematic classes, etc.);
- Involving children in the system of pre-school education (this measure may be implemented at the municipal and regional level);
- Encouraging young professionals to work in education and providing them with professional support;
- Organization of the professional development courses for primary school teachers on the topic "Developing semantic reading skills and working with information as an important resource to improve the quality of education";
- Workshops with the aim of sharing educational experience in the development of semantic reading skills and the skills of working with information by the primary school children.
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