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ABSTRACT

This is a research study trying to find out the competencies of Afghan students in reading
literacy at the end of grade nine i.e. compulsory educations in the country as well as to
explore the responses of Afghan students on internationally developed and tested reading
literacy items.

This study is based on a field research through utilizing two test items from Program
for International Assessment (PISA) and two items developed locally as written test. A total
number of 338 school students in different districts of Kabul city participated in this research.
The study also tried to look for differences among male and female, public and private and a
comparison based on the medium of instruction as well as the result related to student factors
e.g. parents education.

The major findings of the study indicate a very low performance level of Afghan
students in international test items. As reported the average score of the Afghan students
participated in this study in PISA items is around 3 out of 10. If this test had been a final
grade examination hardly any student could succeed to pass.

Although, average score of students in locally developed test items goes beyond 5, but
still indicate poor results. Making comparisons average score of male and female students in
sampled schools of Kabul city shows that boys are slightly better than girls in PISA items
while the result in local items is totally different and reveals better performance of girls.

In additions the students with instruction language as Pashto did perform worse than
those students with medium of instruction Dari, might be caused by weak teaching or low
professional level of teachers in such schools.

The classes with Pashto medium of language is established in various schools but this
research shows lower performance level of students in such classes compared to classes with
Dari medium of instruction. This could be due to limited availability of qualified Pashto
speaking teachers as well as proper resources.

Overall, the findings area is alarming when it comes to the low level of reading
competencies of student compared to international averages. More likely not only weak
teaching but also less pedagogically composed textbook may play an important role in these
issues.
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INTRODUCTION

This research paper focusing on learning achievements of students at the end of grade nine i.e.
compulsory educations in Afghanistan as well as the responds of Afghan students in
international reading literacy items starts with some basic definitions and explanations as
available literature about the topic. It looks up on reading from different prospective and
notifies some cognitive competencies on reading literacy from two institutional views. It
includes analysis and comparisons of findings in the light of the aim of the study as well as
research questions. The finding chapter is followed by a discussion and conclusion note.

Background

Over the past 10 years considerable progress has been made in the field of Education in the
country, while more than 9 million students are enrolled, the number of teachers increased
almost to 200,000 and new curriculum is developed (MoE, 2013). Despite all the
achievements in quantitative aspects, quality still remains as a challenge. It affects the
learning although it is important to be considered that what students learn at the end of
compulsory education is essential for the rest of their life which is directly linked to the
quality of education.

Basic literacy, numeracy and even more scientific literacy are the essential
competencies that schools are expected to provide to the students. Moreover, as Mullis et al,
(2006) states reading fundamentally leads to personal learning and academic growth while
social and economic growth of every society in today’s world requires literate population.

The Education system of Afghanistan remain the same for more than decades with few
changes in textbooks, while the assessment and grading system is absolutely classroom based
and depended on the judgment of the teacher. Though there are many subjects that highly
focus on reading and comprehension but no studies have been conducted to measure the
learning achievements of students especially in reading literacy at the end of compulsory
education. There is also little knowledge available how Afghan school students perform
compared to the regional and international level of reading comprehension.

There is no doubt that a substantial change has been made and Afghanistan has
witnessed improvements in education sector but most of the achievements are quantitative
and quality still remains as a challenge. Over 70% of school teachers are only high school or
TTC graduates more than 200 districts out of almost 364 are lucking at least a TTC graduate
female teacher while around 50% of the total schools have no proper building (MoE 2013).
Textbooks which are almost the basic tools for schooling in the country due to security and
logistic problems always reaches schools late especially in rural areas. School time is too
short for completing the curriculum in an academic year while schools in urban areas are with
three or even four shifts. These can be seen among strong factors influencing the quality of
education in the country.

Problem Area
The world today requires students to be problem solvers and critical thinkers in all areas
which include the development of skills for life. Learning these skills is essential for
contribution in the economic and democratic development process (Mullis et al., 2006).
Reading lays the foundation of learning among all subjects and is one of the most
important abilities that students develop in their early school years. It allows the students to
contribute in their society and can be used for personal growth (ibid).
Like any other part of the world millions of students in Afghanistan go to schools and
continue the traditions of reading for assessment of learning (grade exam) i.e. to pass grade
exam in all their school life. This is very common in Afghanistan and most students prefer to
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read for assessment and memorize the text books in order to pass the final examination rather
than reading for learning and gaining knowledge with developing skills for life. Reading skill
is a prerequisite for learning but complains on low level of reading skills among Afghan
students have always been there. Traditionally reading and reading comprehension skills are
not taught in schools- rather decoding and memorizing text are dominant teaching strategies
in schools (Mansory, 2010).

The assessment system in the country is not standardised. Final grade exam are
organised and assessed by teachers. So it is almost impossible to compare grade exams with
international standards. Afghanistan is lacking a proper assessment system while the present
assessment system is school based, not standardized, and very subjective. Student’s
promotion is based on final grade exam, which are managed by school teachers. Neither
national assessment system nor standardised tests are in place, hence there is no knowledge
about how do school student perform in relation to goals set in the national curriculum. As
such there is no knowledge about the reading skills of school students on national level,
especially at the end of compulsory Education.

Since the country has not participated in any international assessments, hence there is
no knowledge how school system works compared to international standards.

Though nowadays the parents, students, teachers, schools and governments wants to
realize that how well the investments in education sector make effect and how well the
students are able to read and comprehend (OECD, 2009). This kind of research based
knowledge is of extreme importance for all parties, not least for policy makers in the country.

Countries in developed world went beyond these questions and for more than last one
decade there have been many studies conducted globally to assess the learning achievements
of students in reading literacy such as PISA and Progress in Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS).
PISA was launched in 1997 while the commitment of governments grew for monitoring the
outcomes of education systems in terms of preparing the students for life. PISA assesses the
achievements of 15 years old students on a regular basis according to an internationally
agreed framework which provides information to define and implement education goals
(OECD, 2009).

Countries participating in such studies are not only seeking to find out how good their
students read but comparison of their performance with global trends provide them with the
information to reform the system and take action accordingly just to improve the abilities of
students in reading literacy.

Afghanistan as a developing country but part of the international community has not
yet participated in such studies though the Ministry of Education make efforts to establish the
Learning Assessment System in the country with high focus on assessing language and the
first study is to be conducted by 2014 on grade 6 (MoE, 2013).

Therefore this study which is conducted in Kabul city explores how Afghan students
read and comprehend. It is a mixed design from the PISA 2009 and Afghan textbooks of
grade nine. It will not only assess the reading competencies but will provide information on
how Afghan students read and how they respond to internationally used reading items.
Further on it provides the opportunity to compare Afghan students with international
standards of PISA reading literacy.



Aim

The main aim of the study is to find out the learning achievements of students in reading
literacy at the end of grade nine i.e. at the end of compulsory education, compared to
international standards.

To achieve the aim of the study, the following research questions are set to be
answered:

1. To what extent students in grade nine are able to read and comprehend?
2. How Afghan students respond to internationally designed reading test items?

3. What is the variation among students in relation to gender, school type, language of
instruction in responding to PISA and Local items?



LITERATURE REVIEW

Reading helps children to be able to prevent any learning problems in the future. Many people
still does not understand the impact of reading on life of children. Reading facilitates the
language development in children and paves the ground for more enthusiasm among children
for further learning (Russ et al., 2007).

It is very important to create the interest of reading among children. Regardless of the
type of text, reading lead children to learning and improving their own vocabulary. The more
words spoken to a child the more enriches the vocabulary of the child. “By increasing the
percentage of parents who read aloud every day, a state can increase the proportion of young
children who receive essential early language and literacy stimulation” (Russ et al., 2007 p.4).

What is Reading?

Reading as debating issues between professionals and theorists can be seen from different
aspects. Some people views reading as a process of decoding while most of the language
theorists argue that reading is ways of responding to an appreciating literature (Stahl and
Murray, 1998, cited in Collins & Collins, 2002). Reading is a mental process where eyes have
the job of sending information which is printed to the brain and the brain does the real act of
reading (Collins & Collins, 2002). Rereading is not the goal for itself, but essential for
succeeding in society and is really valuable for social and economic development (Snow. et al
1998).Reading as a complicated challenge can be intertwined with many other activities such
as attention, memory, language and motivation (Snow. et al 1998).

The Progress in Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) views reading literacy as one of the
most important abilities of students especially in their early school years. It lays the
foundation across all subjects and enables the students to contribute in society (Mullis et al.
2011).

Reading as a mental process covers two parts the recognition of the words which is
also called decoding and the process of comprehension or meaning making (Collins &
Collins, 2002).

Decoding

To start with Bialostok (2012 p.1) “decoding is the ability of the individual to figure out the
pronunciation of a written word and ultimate determine the word’s meaning”. While Collins
& Collins, (2002) stated that Decoding focuses on act of recognition of words in print and
without making any meaning from the recognition of words can’t be called reading.

When an individual see a sequence of printed letters which refers to the form of
written language then matches it with a pronunciation or meaning of that word in his brain. It
iIs where the information can be collected and stored and later on transfers the mentioned
information about its pronunciation, meaning and typical role in sentence to his working
memory (Collins & Collins, 2002).

Comprehension

The act of making meaning from what one is reading is comprehension but still it cannot be
seen as simple process because it involves many complex cognitive processes which enable
the reader to make meaning of what is being read (Bialostok, 2012).

Comprehension occurs while the reader combines a number of words and makes a
collective meaning form it in his mind. It is the reading and getting meaning which leads to
have successful opportunities and avoid failure or disappointment in life (Collins & Collins,
2002). Simultaneously comprehension is also not possible without decoding the print thus it
can be argues that one without other is not reading.



Reading fluency

Reading fluency is a critical component of learning how to read and in every effective reading
program which includes the formal school curriculum and text book there should be
instructions given on fluency. Reading fluency can be seen as a bridge between the key
components of reading such as decoding and comprehension (Rasinski, 2004). In fact it is
accuracy which leads fluency and facilitates the decoding process. Accuracy in speech,
phrasing and expression, appropriate speed directly facilitates the communication and can be
counted as major aspects of reading fluency. (ibid)

Rasinski, (2004) emphasizes on three factors or elements for characterizing fluent
reading: Accuracy, Rate and “Prosody”. Accuracy is the ability of decoding words in the text
without any problem or errors. Rate is the ability of decoding words automatically but
prosody is the ability of using phrases and expressions appropriately.

However fluency in reading can differ from one fluent reader to another but still it
depends on the type of the text. It varies from one text of narrative type to another of poetry or
explanatory. Factors like background knowledge and information as well as prior practice of
reading and vocabulary can also influence the fluency of reading (Rasinski, 2004).

Defining reading literacy

As argued above different people and institutions focus on different aspects of reading and
define it from their own point of view. International institutions focusing on international
assessments of reading literacy and making efforts for improving the reading literacy globally
define reading from their own prospective and focusing angel.

Mullis et al. (2011. pl1) define the reading literacy for PIRLS as “ability to
understand and use those written languages forms required by society and/or valued by the
individual. Young readers can construct meaning from a variety of texts. They read to learn,
participate in communities of readers in school and everyday life, and for enjoyment”.

Moreover the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) goes beyond the
notion of decoding and literal comprehension on defining the reading literacy and defines it
as” understanding, using and reflecting on written texts, in order to achieve one’s goals, to
develop one’s knowledge and potential, and to participate in society” (OECD, 2009 p.16).
There are many theories behind the reading literacy as a constructive and interactive process
and readers can learn from different types of texts about the world.

Assessment of reading literacy internationally
As much as the children lose their ability of reading in early grades the risk of falling behind
increases further and further as they would not be able to understand printed information,
written notes even communicate well. Weakness in reading might draw disappointing results
and even causes higher levels of drop out at early stages (Gove &Wetterberg, 2011).
According to Gove &Wetterberg, (2011 p.1) “Teaching young children to read is the
cornerstone of improving educational outcomes and has far-reaching implications. Unless
they learn to read at an early age, children cannot absorb more advanced skills and content
that rely on reading”.

To be able to know the situation better (Gove & Wetterberg, 2011) states that
although, the data of learning assessment in early grade literacy in low income countries are
limited but still shows that many students are lagging behind in learning the basic skills of
reading. Therefore in order to know how well the students are performing in schooling
especially how good they gain skills of reading literacy it allows the policy makers, educators
and donors to be aware of the implications of poor reading in the future learning of students.
The awareness which can be drawn from such assessments can lay the foundation to take



action for overcoming the existing problems of students in terms of reading. (Gove
&Wetterberg, 2011).

In order to increase awareness about the situation and improve the quality of reading
among students besides the nationals systems of learning assessments International
organizations have come across to design and conduct international reading assessments and
measure the abilities of students of same age in different regions. In the following section two
of the main assessment organization will be discussed.

Progress in Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS)

Among those international studies targeting to measure the reading abilities of students
Progress in Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) was developed to help improve the teaching of
reading and the acquisition of reading skills around the world. This program was approved by
the General Assembly of The International Association for the Evaluation of Educational
Achievement (IEA) as a key component of the IEA’s regular cycle of core studies (IEA,
2011).

IEA is functioning since 1959 and its main purpose of this is to conduct comparative
studies with high focus on educational policies and practices in countries around the world
(IEA, 2011)._PIRLS assess reading achievements of students in the member country with
same scales in their fourth year of schooling. It provides information for countries on how
well their children are in terms of reading and will indicate influencing factors on learning to
read such as home supports for literacy and the instructions provided in schools (IEA, 2011).
PIRLS is conducted each five years and provides information for the member countries on
how the change in the achievements of students in terms of reading literacy happens.

Since in some countries students in years fifth and sixth develop some competencies
of comprehension IEA emphasizes that information of achievements in grades 5™ and 6"in
reading literacy is very important and can draw vital conclusions therefore the organization
encouraged the member countries to participate in PIRLS for grades 5" and 6" as a
prerequisite for PIRLS and provide information about basic reading skills (IEA, 2011).

According to IEA, (2006) one of the key domains being assessed in PIRLS refers to
purpose for reading which measures literary experience i.e. as half of the study while other
half is about assessing to get information and use it. The second key domain for PIRLS covers
processes of comprehension which are:

Focus on and retrieve explicitly stated information

Make straight forward inferences

Interpret and integrate ideas and information

Examine and evaluate content language and textual elements



Program for International Assessment (PISA)

In additions to PIRLS there is another international survey designed by Organization for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) in 1997 _called Program for International
Assessment (PISA) in order to respond the growing commitment of the countries for
monitoring the learning outcomes of their education systems (OECD, 2009).

Since nine years of schooling is the end of compulsory education in most of the
countries PISA aims to measure that how good students are developing skill and gaining basic
knowledge for successful participation in the society(ibid).

PISA conducts surveys every three years in around 70 almost developed countries of
the world which all together makes up close to 90% of the world economy. It paves the
ground for policy dialogs and collaborations and provides a new basis for policy dialogue and
for collaboration in defining and implementing educational goals in the way that can reflect
judgment about the skills which are relevant to adult life (ibid).

PISA focuses on students ‘abilities in reading, mathematics and science and measure
many other factors including students’ interest, attitudes and motivation. It aims to study how
well the PISA assesses the reading abilities of students with using different text formats,
reading process and situations. Further on it mainly focuses three types of reading processes
as following:

The proficiency of students in:

(a) Retrieving information
(b) Interpreting texts and forming a broad general understanding of the text
(c) Reflecting and evaluating its contents, form and features.

On the other hand, Bialostok; (2012) introduces the bellow strategise proven important
by researches during reading comprehension:

. Inferencing

. Visualizing

. Monitoring

. Identifying important information. (storyline in a narrative text and main ideas in
expository texts)

5. Generating and answering questions

6. Summarizing-Synthesizing

AW~

In a comparative glance similarities in cognitive competencies of PISA and PIRLS
can be seen. Further on a quick look to the above mentioned cognitive competencies
measured in PIRLS and PISA or generally in international studies it can be easily seen that
international assessments look up on higher order levels of thinking which can be easily seen
in Bloom’s Taxonomy. In contrast considering the traditional way of teaching reading and
writing in Afghanistan it shows that still the entire system remains in the lower levels as
remembering and recalling information and hardly to the levels of understanding. In order to
elaborate more on this issue [ would like to briefly explain Bloom’s Taxonomy as following:

The Bloom’s Taxonomy

The Bloom’s Taxonomy is a model which classifies or divides thinking in two six cognitive
levels of complexity. These levels through the years of development lead a teacher to
convince the students to reach a higher level (Forehand, 2005).



Bloom’s Taxonomy
(Revised)
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Apply

Understand — Describe, Explain\

/ Knowledge - Remember \

Based on an APA adaptation of Anderson, L.W. & Krathwohl, D.R. (Eds.) (2001)

Based on the levels of difficulty this classification is divided into two levels:

The lower level includes Knowledge, comprehension and application.
Higher level includes Analysis, evaluation and synthesis.
Taking in view the above classification one can say that this arrangement in Bloom’s
Taxonomy leads to a natural division of lower and higher order levels of thinking (Forehand,
2005).

Looking to the Bloom’s Taxonomy and the cognitive competencies defined in PISA
i.e. retrieving information it can be seen that this cognitive competency in the Bloom’s
taxonomy refers to the knowledge and remembering. In additions the second cognitive
domain i.e. Interpreting texts and forming a broad general understanding of the text can be
seen in the second layer of bloom’s taxonomy as understand or Describe while the third
cognitive domain i.e. Reflecting and evaluating its contents, form and features of PISA refers
to the third and fourth layers as Applying and Analyzing the content.

Teaching Reading and Writing in Afghanistan

In a quick look to the current system of education in Afghanistan not only teaching reading or
language but almost teaching all subjects is limited to the specific subject text—books.
Teachers put efforts to teach the textbook rather than focusing on teaching reading
competencies to the students. Generally all language books in Afghanistan contain narrative,
descriptive texts as well as poems. Teachers know reciting the book as their main
responsibility and keep reading the text daily based where students must listen and learn the
accuracy and fluency from listening to teacher. In additions to the mentioned text types
another key area in Afghan language text books is high focus on grammar.

Students have to memorize the words especially the new words and their main job in
learning writing is to copy the text of the book in their notebooks. Teachers rarely assign
homework of analyzing texts of writing analytical topics or passages from the lessons learned
from text books.

Higher order levels of thinking as explained in the Bloom’s Taxonomy and mentioned
in the key domains of PIRLS and PISA assessments are rarely mentioned in Afghan text



books. In addition, in a country where more than 60% of teachers have just completed
secondary school would not be even aware of such higher levels of reading competencies.

It is argued that in schools reading and more writing is not taught at in the real sense
of teaching reading and writing (Karlsson, 2005). Moreover reading comprehension strategies
are hardly talked about when teaching languages and are not taught in teacher training
programs as well (Mansory, 2010). In additions writing is almost forgotten and the traditional
way of teaching writing at schools for the last decades are copying exactly the texts of text
books into notebook and it has created the misconceptions about writing skills as imitating
other texts. This way of practicing teaching writing at schools cannot be ignored for being
influential on acquiring writing competencies among Afghan children. As it is more focused
on text books there always has been complains about problems and mistakes in text-books
even at higher levels so a mixture of these problems in teaching and the high focus on such
text-books which contains many mistakes and does not properly respond to the needs of
society it can be seen as a strong influencing factor on students learning. It is claimed that the
dominant teaching strategy in school is “talk and chalk” which hardly promote any analytical
thinking but memorisation. Although the situation should have changed the last years as with
intensive teacher education programmes of in service nature are provided to all school
teachers in the country, but to my knowledge, no study has been done on its impacts.

Few small scale researches although conducted for another reasons but still covers the
area of language and reading shows low performance of Afghan students in language due still
is better than math and other subjects.(Mansory, 2012).

A study of DT3 program (District Teacher Training Team 3) conducted in 168 schools
of 17 provinces by Amir Mansory report that average scores of the test results of grade three
and six of Afghan students are below 60 out of 100. The mentioned study which was focused
on language and math at the end of grade six however in math but still has made a comparison
with international averages in specific cognitive domains of math i.e. whole number
performing routine procedures, data representation, fraction performing routine procedures,
whole number solving problems with EFA 2004 results (Mansory, 2012).

According to the study the result of the Afghan students are below the international
average in selected items even in some cases the result is very low particularly when it comes
to data analysis presentations in graphs of diagrams shows that the afghan students are at the
bottom line while in some items even its closer to the international average (Mansory, 2012).



METHOD

Since the entire study aims to find out the responses of Afghan students to the items
developed and tested for measuring the reading abilities of grade nine students globally as
well as testing few familiar items from the Afghan text books therefore this study is following
a quantitative based approach.

As Denscombe (2007) states that questionnaire can be used for a large number of
respondents in different locations and provides brief straightforward information and responds
to our need for standardized data for equal questions. In additions taking in view the
international studies such as PISA, PIRLS and TEMS the common way of assessing reading
globally is utilizing questionnaire and developing specific test items based on the core
competencies of reading according to the objective of the study.

Thus in this study questionnaire and test items were found appropriate tools for data
collection. The information about the background of students and schools such as age, sex,
mother tongue, language of instruction, type of school and....was collected through using the
questionnaire. In additions the main tools for data collections were four test items out of
which two items were translated and contextualized from PISA and two items were developed
locally.

The four separate test items were developed in the way that two of the test items were
selected from Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) that were tested in more
than 70 countries. The mentioned items were translated to Dari and Pashto and to some extent
contextualized for avoiding any cultural or social biases. Beside this the other two items were
exactly the texts from the grade nine Textbooks but the questions were developed
accordingly.

The logic behind selecting few items from PISA and few items from the Afghan text-
books is that to a large extent there are huge differences between the education system of
Afghanistan and the rest of the world. Moreover PISA is to some extent adapted to the
western culture of education which talks about a variety of topics out of which some are
absolutely strange for Afghan students and they have never heard about such topics. As an
example The Labour task force structure in PISA 2006 shows process of work forces in
different areas in a diagram. Such texts have never been included to the language text books
in Afghanistan and looks up on measuring levels of cognitive competencies. The way reading
is being taught in Afghanistan is more typical in a way that the culture of reading literacy in
the country is more focused on decoding and memorization while PISA measures higher order
thinking levels of as per Bloom’s Taxonomy i.e. understanding, applying analysis and
evaluating.

Conducting the study required formal agreement of the Ministry of Education and the
Kabul city Education Directorate along with the agreement of the school authorities.
Therefore completing the formalities and conducting the study continued for more than 20
days in September.

The first stage of conducting the study was piloting the questionnaire and test items in
one male and one female secondary school as of Ghulam Mohammad Ghubar boys’ High
school which is located in fifth district of Kabul city and one female secondary school of
Gulkhana girls’ high school which is located in the 7" district of Kabul city. As there were no
serious problems seen in piloting then it was decided to continue conducting the main
research in the other schools of Kabul city.

The way schools are managed in Kabul city most of the grade —nine students were
studying in the morning so it was possible to cover only one school daily. In some cases
where the grade nine students were in 2" or 3" shift of schools in the afternoon it was
possible to cover two schools but in general one school was visited daily. Since Kabul city is
nowadays highly populated and the exiting schools cannot cover all of the students at once.

10



Thus different classes are divided into shifts such as morning shift and afternoon or even in
some cases into three shifts of elementary early in the morning, followed by lower secondary
and then upper secondary.

Data collection tools both the questionnaire and test items which included different
types of questions such as optional, multiple choice and descriptive questions were put in one
booklet and already printed, only delivery to schools used to happened daily. Sampling was
done based on the random approach. The names of schools were selected randomly from a list
of total schools in Kabul city and later on the one school was randomly selected from the list
of total grade nine classes of the mentioned randomly selected school. Although the main test
was mostly conducted in one class of each school but as mentioned earlier that there were
generally two types of test items the internationally tested PISA items and the local items and
regardless of the difference in number of students in every target types of the test items were
utilized in all classes. Since the gquestionnaire did not include the space for the name of the
respondent thus it was specified with a code which facilitated the process of analysis later.

The test was conducted in 14 schools of Kabul city and total number of the
respondents was 338 students. The sampled community contains male and female students of
boys and girls ‘secondary schools in Kabul. Further on it contained the categories of Dari
speaking classes where the language of instruction was Dari as well as Pashto speaking
classes where the language of instruction was Pashto as well as the category of public schools
and private schools.

Out of 14 schools, six of them were girl’s schools where more than 160 respondents
were girls in five districts of Kabul city. In additions it contains around 50 students of private
schools where the language of instruction was only Dari. Due to the aim of study which
focuses on language, | could succeed to locate four classes where the language of instruction
was Pashto classes in Kabul city and covered around 70 students.

According to the agreement of the Ministry of Education and almost in all of the
cases even in private sector the people and the management of the schools were really nice
and flexible with the timing but still they only agreed to give one of the four test items to
every student. The reason behind this was that completing the background questionnaire and
test items along with introduction and formalities required 120 minutes. Therefore on random
bases the test items were distributed to students in every class and all types of the test items
were covered in every class.

The frame of the test items was PISA and the local items were also aligned with the
frame of PISA. In PISA each reading items contains 5 questions which assess different types
of competencies and cover a range of correct, partially correct and incorrect answers (OECD,
2009). Therefore the two items including one graph and on continues text were selected and
translated into Dari and Pashto languages and two other test items were developed locally
from the Afghan text books of grade nine.

The item graph was a unique item which is developed based on the core competencies
of retrieving information, reflecting and evaluating the text as well as interpreting the text.
The entire item contains only two sentences for facilitating reading the graph and the rest of
the information should be drawn from the contents of the graph and chart. One of the
questions in this item can only be responded after making a comparison in the content of the
item. The second item was a text for providing awareness about flu. This item was also
translated from PISA 2009 which in comparison to the first item (graph) it was less strange
although contained multiple choice questions which to a larger extent was new for the
respondents.

The last two items which were developed locally was from the text books of grade 9 in
Afghanistan. According to my own knowledge and understanding | found two narrative texts
from text books and developed five questions for each accordingly.

11



Similarly the frame of analysis was also frame of PISA for the items taken from PISA
as well as the items developed locally. All of the correct answers were marked 2 and all of the
partially correct answers were marked 1, while incorrect answers both in PISA and local items
were marked O similar to the grading system sued by PISA (OECD, 2009). As PISA reports
the findings based on the percentage of correct responses in relation to each question with
specific competences thus the findings in this study is represented in totally similar way and
compared with each other based on the average percentages (OECD, 2009).Additionally,
average scores of each students per item i.e. the scores out of totally 10, as well as frequencies
of correct answers to each item have been computed. As there were seen some interesting
findings as the cumulative frequency was also studied in relation to each item.

Limitation

Afghanistan never participated in any international reading assessment yet. Schools are rarely
used for such purposes and the culture of research is not common among school students.
Especially collecting background data and asking students about their socio-economic status,
the education of their parents, the support that they find from parents in their school life. In
additions, the way they manage their studies and overcome challenges in cases that the
teachers are not able to support in solving or are not welling. Considering these factors
students were mostly feeling strange at the first glance to the questionnaire but while we
assured them about the safety of the data and it would not be used for any personal issues
especially when we asked them to avoid mentioning their names in the questionnaire to some
extent it helped them to feel comfortable and provide information. Although it was planned
that all of the four test items should be given to students but due to the limitation of time that
solving only one item along with filling the background questionnaire required 2 hours
therefore in order to overcome the challenge it was decided to select students on random base
and give them only one item along with questionnaire. An implication of this is that students
are compared based on cognitive competencies in each item adopted from PISA and
compared accordingly.

However the study has been conducted in a specific number of schools but considering
the nature of standardized test item, the finding can be generalized in Kabul city; although the
test items feature was strange for the students especially while studying language but |
explained even repeatedly in some classes the entire booklet and made sure that students
understand how to respond to questions especially assuring that the students realize the part of
questions about their background and the main test item. Despite all these explanations in
some cases usually students used to ask individual questions about the questionnaire and data
on their background which was replied accordingly.
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FINDINGS

Introduction

The learning achievements of students in language have been looked up in two languages of
Pashto and Dari in the schools of Kabul city. It was based on the average scores of the items
translated from PISA and items locally developed from the text books of grade nine.

The schools where the study was conducted most of the public schools seemed
generally in the same conditions in terms of environment, equipments and facilities as well as
the private schools. There were no big differences considered among public schools while
most of the private schools also appeared in the same conditions.

Findings are analyzed according to the average score of students in each item.
Generally as per the objective of the study the results which were drown from analyzed data is
compared in different groups of boys and girls, students of public and private schools,
medium of instruction in schools i.e. Pashto or Dari. In additions some student factors i.e.
parental educations are also looked up on.

Taking in view the objective of the study for making comparisons with PISA
international average the results of items which were adopted from PISA was compared to the
PISA international average. This comparison was based on the percentage of correct answers
of respondents in questions of each item.

Students test results

However the collected data on learning achievements of students both in PISA and local items
can be analyzed from different aspects but as it is mentioned in the Method chapter that the
frame of analysis for this study is PISA, therefore the analysis is limited to the average score
of students in each item and compared to PISA international scale as well as some
comparisons in relation to the gender, type of school and language of instruction has been
made which is presented in tables 2,3 and 4.

Table: 1 Average score of students based on each item; Max score = 10.

Item type
Item 1 Item 3 ltem 4
Tendencies Lake Item 2 Flu, Ahmad Ayaraan
Chad, (PISA) Shah BaBa, (Local),
(PISA) (Local)
Average Score 2 3.1 5.1 5.1
N 82 84 84 88
STDEV 2 2.5 2.8 3.4

As seen in table 1, the average score of students in the first item which was a graph
and picture and was translated from PISA 2006 is the lowest figure. It meansthat students in
the targeted schools are weaker in solving problems shown in graphs and pictures but the
result in this time is the least dispersed (Std 2 the lowest in all four groups). The next item
which was a continues text and was also translated from PISA items however there is a slight
difference with the first item but still the average score is lower than half of the total score of
the test and the result is even more dispersed. In local items the average score is at least
succeeding the level of half of the total test score and means that students in local items are
performing two times better than in items adopted from PISA on the other hand, the level of
dispersion in the results increases in this item the test, which indicate that students are of very
different level of reading competence is in the group.
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The average scores of student’s further was dug for finding in differences between
male and female students and the findings are reported in the figure 1.

B Male students Average Score

B Female students Average Score

Item 1 Lake Item 2 Flu, Item 3 Ahmad Item 4
Chad, PISA PISA Shah BaBa, Ayaraan, Local
Local

Figure 1: Compared the average score of male and female students in each item.

Taking in view the comparison between boys and girls in the figure it can be clearly
seen that the average score of boys are almost two times higher than the average score of girls
in the first item from PISA. The STDEV calculated in result of boys is 2.11 and the total
number of male respondents in this item is 42 while the STDEV in result of girls 2.2 and the
total number of girls are 42. Applying T-Test in this item shows that the result statistically
significant with P Value of 0.0.

Similarly in the second item from PISA still the average score of boys is higher than
girls. The STDEV calculated in result of boys in second item is 2.6 and the total number of
male respondents in this item is 42 while the STDEV in result of girls 2.5 and the total
number of girls is also 42. Applying T-Test in this item shows that the result is not
statistically significant.

On the other hand the average score of girls in the local items is higher than boys.
Although in both especially in the fourth item the average score of girls are two times higher
than boys. The STDEV in results of boys is calculated 2.5 while in results of girls it is 2.9 in
third items but it fourth item the STDEV is 2.9 in results of boys and 3.1 as calculated in
results of girls. Applying T-Test in items developed locally shows that the result is significant
with P-Values 0.01 and 1.45E-05 respectively.

The highest average score of boys in entire test items is found in the third item which
is a narrative text and developed locally while the lowest average is in the first item the graph
adopted from PISA. The situation repeats in relation to the first item with female students as
well and the lowest average score of girls is also recorded in the first item but the average
increases according to the number of items and in the last item it reaches to 6.7 which is
almost two to three times higher than the average score in items adopted from PISA. When T-
Test was applied it showed that the result in the items first and third is statistically significant.
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Chad, PISA Shah BaBa, Local

Local

Figure: 2 compared the average score of students in public and private schools.

The table above shows that students in sampled private schools are generally
performing better than the students in public schools, although the observed differences is
found to be statistically significant only in the case of first item (reading and interpreting
graph of PISA study). In the first item which is the adopted graph from PISA there is a
significant difference between students in private schools in comparison to public schools.
The STDEV in result of students in Public schools is calculated 2 while in the same item the
STDEYV in results of students of private schools is 2.7

In the second item also adopted from PISA however the average score of students in
private schools are slightly higher and the STDEV is calculated 2.5 and 2.7 respectively in
results of students in public and private schools.

In the local items however in 3rd item the students of private schools have still done
better the STDEV is calculated 3 and 1.8 in respectively in results of students in public and
private schools while in the item 4 a slight change can be seen and the average score of
students of public schools went higher than the students in private schools. The STDEV in
results in both categories is calculated the same 3.4.

It can be clearly seen that item 4 is the only item where students of public schools
have done better than in private schools and the in the rest items the average score of private
schools remained higher.

Applying the T-Test showed that in general the result only in first item is statistically
significant while the results in other three results cannot be counted statistically significant.

Table: 2 Average score of students based on language of instruction at school

Item type
i . Item 1 Item 3 Ahmad Item 4
Language of instruction Lake Chad gfénAz Flu, Shah BaBa, Ayaraan,
, PISA Local Local
Dari Average Score 2.5 3.4 5.7 5.7
School N 65 65 67 73
STDEV 2.4 2.6 2.7 3.2
Average Score 1.6 2.1 2.5 1.9
Pashto N 17 19 17 15
STDEV 1.8 2.1 1.8 2.1
T-TEST (P Value) 0.096 0.03 0.00 2.59E-06
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The above table where the average scores of students in sampled schools are compared
according to the language of instruction show that in 1st and 2nd items which are
internationally tested items the students who were taught by Dari are performing better and
the average is higher than students instructed by Pashto.

When T-Test was applied in these items it shows that the result in first item is not
statistically significant. The P-Value in the second item is calculated 0.04 which indicates
statistically significance in the result.

In local items there is a dramatic change in the results and students taught in Dari have
performed even 2 times better than students taught in Pashto. Generally the data in schools
where Dari is a mean of instruction schools is more dispersed compared to Pashto.

Table: 3 average score of students in relation to mother’s education; Max score 10

Item type
Mother's Education levels Iltem 1 Lake | Iltem 2 Flu Item 3 Item 4
" | Ahmad Shah | Ayaraan,
Chad, PISA | PISA
BaBa, Local | Local
Average Score 2.4 2.6 4.6 4.6
aGnrg‘fgv?,er N 58 43 54 45
STDEV 2.3 2.6 2.7 3.6
Average Score 2.2 3.6 6.1 5.6
Snrgﬁglﬁer N 24 41 30 43
STDEV 2.3 2.4 2.9 3.1
T-Test ( P Value) 0.637335 0.063102 0.020769 0.20132

The above table shows a relation between the education levels of mother and the
achievements of students. It can be easily seen that generally those students whose mothers
have completed high school or higher studies are performing better. However in the first item
any significant change cannot be seen even the average of students whose mothers have
studied grade nine or lower are slightly better. As it comes to the item 2 then the average
score of students whose mothers are educated increases and keeps increasing in other items as
well. Item 3 shows a significant change in levels of achievements of students even to 6.1
compared to 4.6 and this significant difference can also be seen in the last item as well.

When T-Test was applied it showed that the difference between the average score of
students whose mothers have just completed grade nine or lower and students whose mothers
have completed secondary education or even higher in the first and last items is not
statistically significant. Though in the second and third items this difference is significant
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Table: 4 average score of students in relation to Father’s education; Max score 10

Item type
. . Item 1 Item 3 Item 4
Father's Education levels Lake Chad IIDtIeénAZ Flu, Ahmad Shah | Ayaraan,
, PISA BaBa, Local | Local
Average Score 2.0 3.4 4.4 3.9
Snrg‘igv?/er N 30 24 32 28
STDEV 2.0 2.7 2.7 3.5
Average Score 2.5 3.0 5.5 5.7
aGnrjﬁglﬁer N 52 60 52 60
STDEV 2.4 2.5 2.8 3.2
T-Test (P Value) 0.308 0.506 0.077 0.024

Considering the table 4 a clear result can be drawn that there is a relation between the
education levels of father and the achievements of students. Table shows that generally those
students whose fathers have completed high school or higher studies are performing better
compared to students whose fathers went to lower secondary or grade nine and even lower.
However in the first two items any significant change cannot be seen and even in first item
those students whose fathers have completed only grade nine performed better but in items 3
and 4 there is significant chance in achievements. The average score of students whose
fathers’ education levels is at least grade 12 or higher respectively increases to 5.5 compared
to 4.4 and 5.7 compared to 3.9. Generally it can be said that the data in second category of
students with higher levels of parental education is less dispersed compared to the first
category.

When T-Test was applied it showed that the difference between the average score of
students whose fathers have just completed grade nine or lower and students whose fathers
have completed secondary education or even higher in the first three times is not statistically
significant while in the last item this difference is significant.

Comparison with PISA international average

According to the objective of the study the first and second items were adopted from PISA
and the findings in these two items are calculated based on the average correct answers of the
respondents in each item. In order to be able to compare the result of Afghan students in
sampled schools the percentage of correct answers of the respondents is counted and
compared with the PISA international average according to questions in every item.

70 +
60 -
50 +

40 -
30 - B PISA Afghanistan Results

M PISA International Average

20
10
0 T T T T T

Question1l Question2 Question3 Question4 Question5

Figure: 3 average correct answers of students in sampled schools of Kabul compared
with PISA international scale in the item Lake Chad.
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As seen in chart 3 the percentage of the correct answers of Afghan students is almost
half of the PISA international scale but the interesting figure in the chart is that where the
performance of students in PISA countries are low the achievements of Afghan students
become even lower. in the Q1 the PISA international Scale show an average percentage of
above 60 while the achievements of Afghan students remain at the level of 30% and when
PISA scale decreases to below 50% in Q2 the achievements of Afghan students get closer to
the border of 10% and keeps reducing even to 5% in Q3. In contrast when it comes to Q4
there is a dramatic increase of achievements both in PISA countries as well as among Afghan
students to the level of above 70% and 38% respectively and slightly reduces in Q5 to 50%
and 20% as well.

However the biggest difference between results with PISA international averages was
observed in question 3, which was developed based on the core competency of reflecting and
evaluating the test.

70 A

60

50 A

40 B PISA International Average

30 A M PISA Afghanistan Results

20 +

10 A

0 T T T T T
Questionl Question2 Question3 Question4 Question5

Figure: 4 average correct answers of students in sampled schools of Kabul compared
with PISA international scale in the item Flu.

The above chart shows the percentage of correct answers of Afghan students in
sampled schools of Kabul compared with PISA international average. In the first question a
significant difference in performance of Afghan students compared with PISA international
average can be seen which to goes above 50% and records the lowest performance but this
difference reduces to 10% in the second question. When it comes to the third question then
the level of difference increase to above 30% and show lower performance of afghan students
while in question four there is a dramatic change and the percentage of Afghan students is
equal to the international scale and in the fifth question the difference is similar to the second
question almost 10% lower than international average.

Taking in view the above findings when data was further analyzed the relative and
cumulative frequency was calculated and the percentile is indicated in bellow table according
to each test item:
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Table: 5 cumulative frequency according to the students’ score in each item; Max score 10

First Ictﬁqu)(l‘ake Second Item ( Flu) Th"ghgzrr? éﬁbhamad Fourth Item (Ayaraan)

Cumulative Cumulative Cumulative Cumulative
Scores scores scores

frequency | Scores | Frequency Frequency Frequency

0 34% 0 22% 0 5% 0 14%

1 35% 1 31% 1 13% 1 18%

2 70% 2 47% 2 26% 2 28%

3 70% 3 62% 3 33% 3 39%

4 84% 4 75% 4 41% 4 45%

5 0% 5 85% 5 58% 5 54%

6 98% 6 94% 6 72% 6 60%

7 99% 7 95% 7 79% 7 69%

8 99% 8 97% 8 83% 8 81%

9 99% 9 97% 9 92% 9 87%

10 100% 10 100% 10 100% 10 100%

It can be seen that in the first item which was PISA item as found above 84 percent of
students earned only 4 scores or lower than while in the second item also adopted from PISA
75% of students hardly earned 4 score and even lower. As it come to the third item which is a
local item it indicates that 41% of the respondents scored 4 or lower and in the fourth item it
even increases to 45% and shows that around half of the respondents could not succeed even
to reach the level of 50%.

In conclusion it can be seen the lowest average score of Afghan students is recorded in
international items adopted from PISA which is generally around 3 out of 10Although,
average score of students in locally developed test items goes beyond 5, but still indicate poor
results. Making comparisons average score of male and female students in sampled schools of
Kabul city shows that the average score of boys are slightly higher than girls in PISA items
while the result in local items is totally different and reveals higher average score of girls. .

In additions the average score of students with Pashto as medium of instruction in
sampled schools of Kabul city is even lower compared to those students with medium of
instruction Dari.
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DISCUSSION

Since the objective of the study was to test some items from PISA in Afghanistan and find out
the responds of Afghan students on internationally tested items as well as locally developed
items of reading literacy which are more familiar to them. However it covers different
categories of schools and the data is analyzed from different aspects but it is important to be
considered that study represents the Kabul city. Though it can be generalized but could be
only limited to Kabul.

As reported in Table 1 the first item that contained a graph and a picture where
students were asked to answer questions based on core competencies of retrieving information
was the item where the lowest average score of students is recorded. The result shows that
Afghan students did perform poorly in retrieving information from illustrations and graphs.
This can be due to difference in way of teaching reading in Afghanistan especially when it
comes to languages as mentioned in the chapter Literature review most of the language text
books which focus on reading are lacking such parts of analysing the illustrations and graphs.
Language teachers hardly focus on such kind of reading items. It is claimed that generally
teaching even other subject at schools hardly promotes reading illustrations such as tables and
graphs or charts and even maps. Similarly in the second item of table 1 which was a narrative
text the average score of Afghan students are 3.1 however is higher than the first but still it
shows that Afghan students are performed poorly in responding questions developed based on
the core competencies of reflecting and evaluating the text as well as making interpretations
form the text where also methodological factors influence. Pretending if it was a final ear
exam of students in language it definitely indicates that hardly any student could pass and
promote to higher grade in school. In additions it shows very lower performance at the end of
compulsory education which means those students with such poor abilities would not be much
of use in their future life and they will eventually face difficulties in their daily life in terms of
reading literacy.

On the other hand the average score of students are mostly two times higher in items
developed locally in comparison to the internationally tested items. This can be due to the
familiarity with the type of texts as well as type of the questions that were developed based on
the core competencies of retrieving factual information and hardly included questions on
analyzing and making interpretations from the text. The average score of students in both
local items considering the test items still shows poor levels of performance and means that
the average score of students are slightly higher than 50%. It could also be interpreted that if it
was a final year exam of grade nine only 50% of students could pass even in these local items
and the rest all had to repeat the grade. The fact that the respondents have done better in
locally developed items is that local items how ever in terms of in structure was adopted to the
PISA structure but the kind of questions which were asked was similar to the questions that
usually respondents face in their annual exams. More ever in some cases they have seen same
questions in exercises of their text books. Such kind of questions however asks factual
information or recalling facts, which comes in the lower level of learning hierarchy as of
Bloom’ Taxonomy. Similarity of these questions was allowed the students not to feel strange
and usually students with a deeper reading and comprehending capabilities were able to find
the answers accordingly. This helped the respondents to perform better in local items.

Due to the objective of the study especially the second research question which
emphasizes on finding the differences among Afghan students, therefore in the second table
which reports the findings according to students’ gender. As is easily seen, those in the first
and second items boys are doing better. The average score of boys in the first item is 3.1
almost two times higher than 1.6 of girls while in third and fourth items girls have performed
better. The average score of girls in the last item is 6.7 almost two times higher than 3.7 of
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boys and shows a dramatic change in learning achievements of girls compared to boys in
international items. The fact that the average score of boys are better in the items tested can be
due to the access of boys to reading material outside school especially their efforts for
learning other languages out of school which contain such illustrations and make them able to
better analyze and find out the results. More exposures of boys outside home and school to
such illustrations especially in public places or Bazaar might also put influence in this area.

In some cases Boys in Kabul city especially when the parents are well educated to
some extent attend English language courses out of school time which helps boys to be
familiar with different systems of learning language and allow them to see different types of
texts and illustrations for gaining specific skills in reading. The fact that boys have more
access to such courses compared to girls is that most of these courses usually to a large extent
belong to private sector. The owners and implementers prefer their business rather than
learning qualities and facilities of students. Therefore the locations are not appropriate and
most of them are located in the center of Bazaars and residential houses. Taking in veiw the
situations most of the Afghan families are not willing to send their daughters especially young
doughters to such courses and this remain as a brier again the learning foreign languages out
of school for girls.

When it comes to local items then a dramatic change can be seen in learning
achievements of girls compared to boys. In contrast to international items the average score of
girls are even two times higher than boys in the local items which can be due to the higher
level concentration of girls on studies as well as the higher level of interest of girls with
language and literature subjects. Taking in view the Afghan society most of the girls are very
calm and concentrated students who care better than boys on their studies and give more of
their time for their studies while boys spend much time out of home. In additions girls a
higher interest rate can be seen among girls for studying language and other subject with high
focus on reading such as history and geography compared to science subjects. This situation
might also put influence on achievements of girls in local items.

Finding out the differences among students of public and private schools in Kabul is
another aim of the study which is described in the second research question therefore the table
3 reports that students in private schools are doing better than in public. The fact that students
of private score are doing better can be due to the facilities which are provided in private
schools and the longer schooling time where all of the private schools runs in one shift and
keep students 2 to 3 hours longer compared to public schools. The reason of better
performance of private schools in first and second items which are adopted from PISA can be
that in most of the private schools there is a high focus on teaching international languages
through using the oxford and other text books which contain such figures, graphs and
illustrations this can help students to be familiar with the internationally tested reading items.

On the other hand when it comes to local items then the difference between students of
public and private schools is really smaller and even in the last item as reported in table 3
students of public schools have slightly done better compared to students in private schools.
This may mean that teaching reading in private school promote understanding while in public
school promote rote learning i.e., recalling information as of Bloom’s Taxonomy in the lower
hierarchy.

Another aspect of the study is to find out the differences between students where
medium of instruction is Pashto and the students being taught in Dari language in Kabul city.
As reported in table 4 students instructed in Dari are generally better in both local and
international items. The fact that students who are instructed by Dari are better is that Kabul
city as the capital of Afghanistan is mostly Dari spoken city. However Pashto remains as the
formal language and the Ministry of Education of Afghanistan is committed to provide the
opportunity education in mother tongue but still among the influencing factors lacking of
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fluent Pashto speaking teachers in public schools of Kabul can be counted which directly
affects the achievement levels of students being taught in Pashto. It seems important to be
mentioned here that although the study shows lower performance of students in classes with
Pashto as the medium of Language but the study cannot be generalized to Afghanistan. The
findings do not mean that generally students with Pashto as the medium of instruction are
lagging behind. Taking in view the southeren and eastern parts if we same test would be
applied the findings might be contradictory to what is found here.

In additions to the above mentioned factors some of the family and background factors
have also been studied according to the objective of the research among which the findings on
the parental education is analyzed and reported in tables 5 and 6.

There is no doubt that a mutual relation between the education levels of parents and the
learning achievements of the child exist and this claim is proved well in this study. Table 3
reports a direct relation between the education levels of Mother with achievements of
students. Those students whose mothers have completed secondary education or higher are
doing better than students whose mothers have just completed grade nine or even lower.
According to Human Capital theory which argues that investment on human was seen similar
as investment in other means of production and notions about economical values of schooling
were elaborated. The return to college and high school education was estimated as a
significant factor for social and economical growth (Unterhalter, 2009). In additions it from a
social prospective since education is an investment on human capital it increases the
productivity and the rates of return come in the form of economic growth (Mansory &
karlsson, 2007). This finding here could be applied to the content of Social Capital theory and

Considering the Afghan society it can be due to the time that they spend at home and
the kind of support that they find from their mothers as well as the way of caring about their
progress at school. Educated mothers in Afghan society are the really instructors of their
children they are supportive in providing better opportunity at home as well as contributing in
better learning of their children. They provide support to their children in doing homework in
some cases negotiate with school authorities about their children which can be counted as an
influencing factor on their children’s learning achievements.

This situation repeats when the correlation between the education levels of father and
the learning achievements of students was studied. Based on the information provided in table
5 the students whose fathers have completed secondary education or even higher have
performed better than the students whose fathers have just completed grade nine or lower than
that. Considering the Afghan society the fact that the children of educated fathers have
performed better is that educated parents provide better learning opportunities for their
children and highly focuses on the learning of their children. They monitor and supervise the
progress of their children at school which can be efficient in increasing the learning
achievements of their children.

Generally this research approves the findings of the study of DT3 program as
mentioned in Literature review especially in the part of local items. As mentioned in the
Method chapter the locally developed items were more familiar for Afghan students and the
average score is slightly higher than 50% which is obviously close to the result found in DT3
Assessment. Considering the findings of DT3 program assessment the results of both studies
are to a large extent aligned with each other and indicate lower performance of Afghan
students in reading competencies.

Comparisons of PISA items

As mentioned in earlier chapters especially in the research question 2 one of the key
objectives of this study was to find out how Afghan students respond to internationally tested
reading items which assess and evaluate not only reading abilities but also focuses on aspects

22



of developing knowledge for participating in the society as mentioned in the chapter literature
review.

Hence to reach this objective and find out the responses of Afghan students on
internationally tested items both of the items are analyzed and compared with PISA
international averages separately.

Chart 3 compares the achievements of the respondents in Kabul with PISA
international average in the item Lake Chad. Generally it can be seen that where the
international average is high the performance of respondents in Kabul is also better and where
it falls down then the percentage of correct answers of respondents in Kabul reduces as well.

In the first two questions which are developed based on the core competency of
retrieving information from a graph the gap in achievements between Afghan students and
international average is 30 to 40% respectively. In general there is a 30% difference among
Afghan respondents and international average in all questions except the second question.

This item records the lowest performance of Afghan students and as explained earlier
might be due to the strangeness because Afghan text books hardly contains graphs and
illustrations in language books. Even to some extent language teachers are lacking skills in
analyzing graphs and illustrations.

The next item adopted from PISA was a narrative text about Flue, which is mostly
based on the core competencies of interpreting the text and reflecting and evaluating text. In
this continues text however contains a range of multiple choice and descriptive questions but
still there is a slightly better performance of Afghan respondents compared to the item Lake
Chad. As showed in Chart 4 however in the first question there is more than 50% difference
in performance of Afghan respondents with international average but as it comes to the
second fourth and fifth question then the difference reduces to almost 10%.

In this item question 3 is the only question where Afghan respondents reaches the
level of 30% which is the international PISA average. The mentioned question is developed
based on the core competencies of interoperating the text and here Afghan students showed
their highest levels of performance regardless of all exiting limitations in Afghanistan and
could reach the level of international average.
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CONCLUSION

Since the aim of the study was to find out the reading competencies of Afghan students in
schools of Kabul as well as their responses on internationally tested items of reading this
paper in the light of the research questions findings are analyzed and comparisons have been
made. The entire findings and discussion is more focused on responding to the different
aspects of the research questions.

Taking in view the findings and discussion chapter it can be clearly claimed that
students in schools of Kabul develop poor skills of reading not only in international items but
even in locally developed tests and the average is just closer to 50% which is an alarming
issue. Meanwhile another result can be drawn that students develop only 50% of reading
competencies in schools however there are slight differences between the students of private
and public schools. Generally it can be seen that only 50% of the grade nine students
participated in this study are capable to hardly pass final year examination and practice their
poor reading skills in upper secondary. Taking in view the findings it can be claimed that
students in private schools learn better compared to public school especially there average is
at the level of 60% with 10% difference in comparison to students of public schools although
it also could not be a desired result.

On the other hand when girls and boys are compared then there is a considerable
difference among these two groups of students, boys are doing better in internationally tested
items and mean that they are more familiar with type of texts that are not included in their text
books while girls are better in responding to questions which are familiar to them and are
included in their text books. It can also be added that as per the scientific classification of
Bloom however the performance is poor but still boys are better in at least med level
cognitive improvements.

One of the important findings of this study is that those classes which are established
for Pashto speaking students in some specific schools of Kabul and the medium of instruction
is Pashto in most cases there is only one Pashto class in entire school with a number o f 30 or
40 students is not as efficient as classes where the language of instruction is Dari. The
performance of respondents from Pashto instructed classes compared to Dari instructed
classes in Kabul is very low and even concerning.

Generally one can say that this study to a larger extent is focused on responding to the
research questions and aim. All aspect of research questions including gender, language of
instruction, public and private and most important that the responses of Afghan students on
internationally tested items is found out.

Considering the finding and discussion one can state that the performance of Afghan
students is really low in comparison to international averages and the current way of teaching
reading as well as the existing material including text books are not responding to the needs of
the current society.

In additions in order to be able to achieve better reading competencies it can be
suggested that using internationally utilized items as supplementary material at schools which
will allow students to be familiar with different types of texts and meanwhile will enable them
to develop higher order levels of reading competencies.

I am sure that the instructions that | have provided to respondents on how to respond
to questions have been useful but since the text books are lacking various types of multiple
choice and responses questions the students were taking time in dealing to such questions.

In this research there only have been two items from PISA that due to the limitations
but for a deeper understanding of the situation it could be even more useful to conduct a larger
scale study which requires more time and resource but without any doubt will provide even
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more evidence about how concerning the situation is and how largely Afghan children are
lagging behind in developing reading competencies.

As mentioned in the chapter Literature review in order to be able to contribute more
effectively and to be able to recover the problems at earlier stages it might be even useful to
conduct a PIRLS study in Afghanistan which will show the situation in primary education and
will allow the stakeholders to find a chance of policy dialogue and reforms.
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ANNEXES

Annex 1: Student Questionnaire English

Student’s Questionnaire

In this section you will find questions about:

. You

. Your Family

. Your Schooling
. Your Interests

Please read each question carefully and answer as accurately as you can. In the test

you usually circle your answers. For this questionnaire, you will normally answer by

ticking one box

In this questionnaire, there are no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answers. Your answers should be

the ones that are ‘right’ for you.

You may ask the teacher for help if you do not understand something or are not sure
how to answer a question.

All your answers will be kept confidential.
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QUESTIONS ABOUT YOU

Question 1
How old are you?

Question 2

What is your sex?

Please fill one circle only.
Boy

Girl

Question 3

Which language do you speak at home most of the time?
Please fill one circle only.

Dari

Pashto
Another language

QUESTIONS ABOUT THE PLACE WHERE YOU STAY DURING THE SCHOOL
WEEK

Question 4

Where do you live?

Please fill one circle only.

With my parents

Elsewhere (e.g. hostel/with other family members)

Questions 5 to 10 are about the place where you stay during the school week which you
selected in Question 4.

Question 5

How far away is the school from the place where you live?

Please write the approximate number of kilometres in the box below.

Kilometres

Question 6

How long does it take for you to come to school each day?
Please fill one circle only.

Less than 30 minutes

30 minutes to 1 hour

1to 2 hours

More than 2 hours

Question 7

How safe do you feel on your way to school?
Please fill one circle only.

Not safe

Partly safe

Moderately safe

Very safe

Extremely safe

28



Question 8

On a normal school day, how do you travel to school?
Please fill one circle only.

| travel in a car or on a scooter/motorbike

| travel in a bus

I walk

I ride a bike

Question 9

Do you have any books at home in addition to school books?
Please fill one circle only.

No P Please go to question 11.

Yes P Please go to the next question.

Question 10

How many books are in your home that are not school books, newspapers or
magazines?

Please fill one circle only.

There are no books

1-10 books

11-30 books

31-50 books

51-100 books

101 or more books

Question 11
How much time do you spend each day on the following activities?
Please fill one circle in each row.

Less Between 1 Between 2 More than 3
No time than 1 hour and 2 hours and 3 hours hours
Doing chores around
the h(_)use (e.g._ 0 0 0 0
cleaning, cooking,
washing)
Helping with my
family’s business 0 0 0 0 0

(e.g. in a shop,
doing deliveries)

Questions about your parents or guardians

Question 12

What is the highest level of education that your mother (or female guardian) has
completed?

Please fill one circle only.

Grade 5 or lower

Grade 6

Grade 9

Grade 12

Grade 14
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University degree (excluding teacher training)
I do not know
I do not have a mother or female guardian or my mother has died

Question 13

What is the highest level of education that your father (or male guardian) has
completed?

Please fill one circle only.

Grade 5 or lower

Grade 6

Grade 9

Grade 12

Grade 14

University degree (excluding teacher training)

| do not know

I do not have a father or male guardian or my mother has died

QUESTIONS ABOUT YOUR SCHOOLING

Question 14

How many times have you repeated a grade since you started school?
Please fill one circle only.

| have never repeated a grade

I have repeated a grade once

| have repeated a grade twice or more

Question 15

Since you first started school, have you ever missed two or more consecutive months of
schooling?

Please exclude school holidays. Please fill one circle only.

No, never

Yes, once

Yes, twice or more

Question 16
Which of the following do you have?
Please fill all circles that apply. If an item is broken at present but can be mended, fill in
the circle next to it.
Pencil

Pencil sharpener

Pencil eraser

Ruler

Pen

School bag

Calculator

Mathematics textbook
<Test language> textbook
Islamic studies textbook
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Holy Quran
Computer/notebook

Question 17

Are you allowed to take books (other than textbooks) home from school, that is, from a
school library, class library, book corner or book box?

Please fill one circle only.

No, because there are no library books at school or in the class.

No, there are library books at school or in the class but we are not allowed to take them
home.

Yes, there are library books at school or in the class and we are allowed to take them
home.

Question 18

How much time do you typically spend per week studying the following subjects in
regular lessons at school?

Please fill the appropriate circle in each row. Do not count any extra tuition you attend.

Less 45
2 - 3 6 or more
. than 2 lessons
No time lessons a lessons a
lessons a a
week week
week week
language 0 0 0 0 0
Question 19

Did you attend a community-based school before coming to this school?
Please fill one circle only.

No

Yes

Question 20

What age did you first start going to school?
Please write the age in the box below.

Age

Question 21

Have you studied all 9 years of school here in one school?
Yes

No

Question 22

What’s the highest level of education you expect to complete?
Please fill one circle only.

Complete Grade 9

Grade 12

Grade 14

A university degree
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QUESTIONS ABOUT YOUR HOMEWORK

Question 23

How often are you given homework by your school teacher in each of the following
subjects?

Please fill the appropriate circle in each row. Do not count homework from any extra
tuition you might be attending.

I am
. Once Three
not given . Once a .
or twice a or four times
any week
month a week
homework

Question 24
How often does your school teacher check whether you have done your homework in
each of the following subjects?
Please fill the appropriate circle in each row.
Teac

I am Teach Tea Teac
. her
not given any er never . cher often her always
sometimes
homework checks checks checks checks

Question 25

How often does a person other than your teacher help you with your homework?
Please fill one circle only.

I do not get any homework

Never

Sometimes

Most of the time

Question 26

Besides your study time at school, do you spend any time on extra tutorials?
Please fill one circle only.

No P Please go to question 35.

Yes P Please go to the next question.

Question 27
Besides your study time at school how much time you spend on blew activities:

Reading Language books hours per week

Writing topics and texts related to language hours per week
Other Subjects
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Question 28
What materials do you read?

Please fill all circles that apply.

Holy Quran

Fiction books

Textbooks for school
Non-fiction books

Magazines

Comic books

Newspapers

Online materials
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Annex2: Student Questionnaire Pashto
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Annex 3: Student Questionnaire Dari
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Annex 4:

Head Teacher Questionnaire Dari and Pashto
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Annex 5: Head Teacher Questionnaire English
Questions from Head Teacher of School:

Question 1
What is the type of school?

o Boys
o Girls

Question 2
What academic Level is provided in this school?
o Lower secondary education
o Upper Secondary (High School)

Question 3
What is the medium of instruction in your school?
o Dari
o Pashto

Question 4
What is the qualification of the language teacher of related class?
o Secondary School
o Grade 14
o University Degree or Higher
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Annex6: Test item 1 English

LAKE CHAD

Figure 1 shows changing levels of Lake Chad, in Saharan North Africa. Lake Chad disappeared
etely in about 20,000 BC, during the last Ice Age. In about 11,000 BC t reappeared.

Today, its level is about the same as it was in AD 1000.

Lake Chad:

changing levels
T & ¢ § 1 7 g
§ § § § §&§ =

Figure 1

Rgure 2 shows Saharan rock art (anclent drawings or paintings found on the walls of

caves) and changing patterns of wildiife.

Saharan rock artand changing patiems of wildiile

buffalo we

g8 RAAJIAxIY
8

a-—-wm-—m 1968 Extracted from The Thes Atds of Archascfogy snd repro duced by
parmissdon

rper Coll i Pubd shars.
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Question 1: LAKE CHAD

What is the depth of Lake Chad today?
A About two meters.

B About fifteen meters.

C About fifty meters.

D It has disappeared completely.

E The information is not provided.

Question 2: LAKE CHAD

In about which year does the graph in Figure 1 start?
Question 3: LAKE CHAD

Why has the author chosen to start the graph at this point?
Question 4: LAKE CHAD

Figure 2 is based on the assumption that

A the animals in the rock art were present in the area at the time they were drawn.

B the artists who drew the animals were highly skilled.

C the artists who drew the animals were able to travel widely.

D there was no attempt to domesticate the animals which were depicted in the rock art.

Question 5: LAKE CHAD

For this question you need to draw together information from Figure 1 and Figure 2.
The disappearance of the rhinoceros, hippopotamus and aurochs from Saharan rock art
happened

A at the beginning of the most recent Ice Age.

B in the middle of the period when Lake Chad was at its highest level.

C after the level of Lake Chad had been falling for over a thousand years.

D at the beginning of an uninterrupted dry period.
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Annex 7: Test item 1 Pashto
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Annex 8: Test item 1 Dari
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Annex 9: Item test 2 in English

FLU

ACOL VOLUNTARY ALU IMMUNIZATION PROGRAM

As you am no doubt aware, the flu can strike rapidly and axtenshvaly during winter. |t can leave
itg victims il for weeks.

The best way to fight the virus is to have a fit and healthy body. Daily exercise and a diat
including plenty of fruit and wagetables are highly recommendad to assist the immune system to
fight this invading virus.

ACOL has decided to offer staff the opportunity to be immunized against the flu as an additional
wiay to prevent this insidious virus from spreading amongst us. ACOL has aranged for a nurse
to administer the immunizations at ACOL, during a half-day session in work hours in the week of
May 17. This program is frea and availlable to all members of staff.

Participation ks voluntary. Staff taking up the option will be asked to sign a consent fomm
M%ﬂﬂhydnnﬂhmmyﬂrﬂu.aﬂﬂﬂﬂuy%ﬂuymym

Medical advice indicates that the immunization does not produce influenza. However, it may
cause some side effects such as fatigue, mild fever and tenderness of the arm.
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Reading Literacy

WHO SHOULD BE IMMUNIZED?

Anyons interested in being protectad against the virus.

This immunization is especially recommended for people over the age of 65. But
mgﬂ'r.lmufq;u ANYONE who has a chronic debilitating disease, aspecdially
cardiac, pulmonary, bronchial or diabetic conditions.

In an office environment ALL staff are at risk of catching the flu.
WHO SHOULD NOT BE IMMUNIZED?

Individuals hypersensitive to eggs, people suffering from an acute feverish iliness
and pregnant wormen.

Check with your doctor if you are taking any medication or have had a previous
reaction to a flu injection.

If you would like to be immunized in the week of May 17 please advise the personnel
officer, Fiona McSweeney, by Friday May 7. The date and time will be set according
to the availability of the nurse, the number of participants and the time conveniant for
most staff. If you would lke to be immunized for this winter but cannot attend at the
arranged time please st Fiona know. An alternative session may be aranged if thera
are sufficlent numbers.

For further information please contact Flona on axt. 5577.

njoY
Gocfd’Health

Reading Literacy
Fiona McSweeney, the personnel officer at a company called ACOL, prepared the
information sheet above for ACOL staff. Refer to the information sheet to answer the
questions which follow.
Question 1: FLU
Which one of the following describes a feature of the ACOL flu immunization
program?
A Daily exercise classes will be run during the winter.
B Immunizations will be given during working hours.
C A small bonus will be offered to participants.
D A doctor will give the injections.

Question 2: FLU
R0O77Q03-0129
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We can talk about the content of a piece of writing (what it says).

We can talk about its style (the way it is presented).

Fiona wanted the style of this information sheet to be friendly and encouraging.

Do you think she succeeded?

Explain your answer by referring in detail to the layout, style of writing, pictures or
Other graphics.

Reading Literacy

Question 3: FLU
RO77Q04

This information sheet suggests that if you want to protect yourself against the flu
virus, a flu injection is

A more effective than exercise and a healthy diet, but more risky.

B a good idea, but not a substitute for exercise and a healthy diet.

C as effective as exercise and a healthy diet, and less troublesome.

D not worth considering if you have plenty of exercise and a healthy diet.

Question 4: FLU
R0O77Q05-0129

Part of the information sheet says:

WHO SHOULD BE IMMUNIZED?

Anyone interested in being protected against the virus.

After Fiona had circulated the information sheet, a colleague told her that she should
have left out the words “Anyone interested in being protected against the virus”
because they were misleading.

Do you agree that these words are misleading and should have been left out?
Explain your answer.

Reading Literacy

Question 5: FLU
R0O77Q06

According to the information sheet which one of these staff members should contact
Fiona?

A Steve from the store, who does not want to be immunized because he would
rather rely on his natural immunity.

B Julie from sales, who wants to know if the immunization program is

compulsory.

C Alice from the mailroom who would like to be immunized this winter but is
having a baby in two months.

D Michael from accounts who would like to be immunized but will be on leave in
the week of May 17.
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Annex 10: Test item 2 Pashto
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Annex 11: Test item 2 Dari
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Annex 12: Test item 3 Pashto
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