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RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN
SCHOOL-ORGANIZATION FACTORS AND
READING INSTRUCTION AMONG
TEACHERS OF FOUR- TO SEVEN-YEAR-OLDS

Peter Archer and Bernard O’Rourke
Educational Research Centre
St Patrick’ s College, Dublin

Iindings of a national survey of teachers in the early pnmary school grades in the
Republic of Ireland suggest that such teachers pursue an approach to the teaching of
recading which 1s not only more formal than that required by the prescribed
curriculum but more formal than they themselves would like Using the same survey
dataset an attempt 1s made m the present study to explain the apparent discrepancy
between teachers preferred and actoal teaching practices by examining the
relationship between school orgamization factors and various aspects of the 1eaching

- of reading The rationale for the approach 1s based on the premise that
school organization factors may act to constrain directly or indirectly the
nstructional options available to teachers (¢ g how many and what kind of books
10 cover 1n a year or how much freedom to give pupils to move around the classroom)
The specific aspects of school organization considered arc type of school (1e a
school with all grades or onc with junior grades only) size of school (as indicated by
number of teachers) class size and class mix (1 e single grade ormixed grade) The
results of a senes of stepwise regression analyses indicate that the school
organization vanables account for statisuically significant but relatively small
proportions of variance in eight out of ten of the aspects of teaching of reading which
were examined

Findings of a national survey of teachers in the early primary-school grades
in the Republic of Ireland suggest that such teachers pursue an approach to the
teaching of reading which 1s not only more formal than that requircd by the
prescnbed curriculum (9), but more formal than they themselves would like
When asked a series of questions on their attitudes to early education, a majority
of teachers expressed support for an approach to tcaching which emphasized
social, emotional, and general cogmuve and lingustic goals in contrast to
objectives related to preparation for later academic work (16) Nevertheless,
teachers’ reports of their own pracuces indicate that the formal teaching of
reading occupied a very prominent place in classrooms for children beginning
primary school Forexample tcachers reported that the teaching of reading was
allocated approximately three hours per week (about one third of the total ume
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devoted to language teaching) Furthermore, the survey results show that most
teachers introduced their pupils to a reading scheme duning the pupils’ first two
terms 1n school and that they expected them to progress fairly rapidly through
the stages or levels of the scheme Charactenzation of the method of teaching
reading as formal and tradiuonal s also supported by the more general finding
that whole-class teaching was allocated about 45% of the total teaching time 1n
all classrooms {see also 2, 6)

In seeking an explanation for the apparent discrepancy between teachers’
preferred and actual teaching practices, we suspected that some external
pressures might be operating on teachers to cause them to adopt an approach to
teaching which was more formal than wouald be expected on the basis of their
reported atuitudes and preferences For example, we noted that some schools
operated a policy which required particular books from a reading scheme to be
covercd 1n the early grades Simularly, we suspected that class size might place
constraints on the adoption of particular kinds of preferred practices in the
teaching of reading (16)

Using the same dataset as in previous reports (1, 16), we attempt in the study
descnibed 1n this paper to explain the apparent discrepancy between teachers’
preferred and actual teaching practices by examming the relationships between
school-organization factors and various aspects of the teaching of reading The
rationale for this approach s based on the premise that school-organization
factors may act to constrain direcdy and/or mdirectly the mstructional options
available to teachers (¢ g , how many and what kind of books to cover 1n a year
or how much ume can be devoted to individual and group teaching) The specific
aspects of school orgamzation considered are type of school (1 ¢ , a school with
all grades or one with junior grades only), size of school (as indicated by number
of teachers), class size, and class mix (1 e , single grade or mixed grade)

Constraints of the kind discussed above are hypothesized to be more
pronounced tn large schools and 1n schools which cater for all grade levels on
the assumption that such schools are more likely to have school policies on
reading which are based on the perceived needs of older pupils Regardless of
the existence of a formal school policy on reading, the practices of teachers at
senior grades might influence those of teachers 1n junior grades For a vanety
of reasons, therefore, there may be pressure (actual or perceived) on junior-class
teachers to cover certan parts of a reading programme or reading scheme
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Although average class size m Ireland has been esumated to be larger than
those m other countries (e g , 7), constderable vanation still exists (10, Section
I, Table 5) The suggestion that class size might influence the adoption of
particular kinds of preferred practices 1n the teachung of reading seems to parallel
teachers” own beliefs For example, the results of a number of previous surveys
of teaching at the primary level 1n Ireland indicate that teachers regard large
classes as being a major obstacle to the implementaiton of the prescnbed
curriculum handbook’s recommended pracuces (Ireland Department of
Education, 1971) These recommended practices are characteristically informal
m approach and especially so at the junior level (e g , 5, 11)

Of the teachers who responded to the survey, approximately 41% taught
classes which were made up of pupils from more than a single grade (or
standard), such classes are referred to as mixed-grade classes The incidence of
mixed-grade classes 1n the sample 1s broadly similar to the incidence of such
classes i the system as a whole for the year n which the survey was carried out
(10, Secuton 11, Table 10) It might be expected that constraints on day-to-day
management of mstruction imposed by having to deal simultaneously with
pupils at different ages and different levels of achievement would be reflected
n ways teachers approach the teaching of reading

METHOD

Sample

The target population for the study was the population of teachers 1n infant
(unior and senior) and first classes in primary schools in the Republic of Iretand
during the school year 1980-81 It was estimated that this population numbered
approximately 6,809 teachers (16)

A sample of 345 primary schools was drawn 1n order to achieve a sampling
fracuon of approximately 0 1 Sampling incorporated three straufication factors,
yielding 24 cells school type (1 ¢ , jumor-primary cycle only, complete primary
cycle), pupil gender served (1 ¢ , boys, girls, mixed), and school size (1 ¢, 2/3,
4-7, 8-12, 13+ teachers) While the sampling fraction used was constant over all
cells, addiuonal schools were selected whenever the sampling fraction yielded
less than seven schools per cell When population cells actually included fewer
than seven schools, all the schools i the population cell were selected
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The survey sample was selected using a stratified simple one-stage
cluster-sampling design (8) Schools (1 ¢, clusiers) were chosen with equal
probability and all infant and first-class teachers within selected schools were
invited toparucipate This procedure effectvely made the sample self-weighting
(see 17), although the topping up of stratification cells disturbed the
seif-weighting feature of the design to a small extent

Altogether, 581 teachers from 245 schools returned completed
questionnawres This means that about nine percent of teachers in infant and first
classes m Insh primary schools actually responded to the questionnaire The
response rate of 0 55 was slightly less than anticipated

Procedure

Questionnaires were posted to the pnincipals of selected schools Formal
approval for the study was sought from each principal using a cover letter which
also requested the principal to distribute the questionnatres to all infant and
first-class tcachers who were willing to participate Each participaung teacher
received a cover-leticr, a questionnarre, and a stamped-addressed envelope Not
all the teachers who accepted questionnaires from their principals actually
returned them

Questionnaire Data

The questionnaire from which the data used in the study were obtained
contamned about 140 questions and covered six broad content areas An 1nitial
section sought mformation about the teachers’ tramning and expenience and the
size and ability composition of their classes The substantive areas were covered
by sections on classroom organizauon, language and mathematics teaching, use
of instructional aids and matenals, and attritudes to 1ssues and topics n early
childhood education The study reported in this paper draws mainly on response
data from the secuons on language teaching and classroom organization The
particular vanables used are described below

Dependent and Independent Variables

All analyses reported relate to the relationships between ten dependent
variables concerned with the teaching of reading and five independent vanables
concerned with features of school organizauon A sixth school organization
variable (grade taught) 1s controlled for 1n all analyses
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The ten dependent vanables are described in Table 1 The first allows a direct
test of the hypothesis that schools differ in the extent to which they require
teachers of infants and first class to cover specific parts of a reading programme
The vaniable consists of a dichotomy indicaung whether or not the teacher’s
school has a policy on the particular books to be used from the scheme at each

class level

TABLE 1

LABELS EXPLANATIONS AND CODING SCHEMES FOR DEPENDENT VARIABLFS

Vanable

Bookpol

Hrread

Pread

Schmtime

Intraver

Levaver

Wholecl

Seat

Move

Talking

Explanation

Existence n school of policy
on use of reading schemes

Hours per week teaching
reading

Proportion of weekly language
teaching time to reading

Proportion of reading teaching ume
devoted to use of reading scheme

Time of introduction to a reading
scheme Average pupils

Reading scheme level reached
Average pupils

Proportion of 1otal teaching ume
devoted to whole class teaching

Teacher’s pracuce on letung pupils

choose their own seats

Teacher's practice on letting
pupils move around classroom

Teacher s practice on lettmg pupils
talk quetly dunng class

Coding Scheme

0 = No Policy
1 =Policy

Count of hours
teaching reading

Hours teaching reading
divided by total language ume

1= 0 20%
2=21 40%
3=41 60%
4=61 80%
5=281-100%

Month of school year

From 1 (Pnmer)
107 (Level 6

Time spent as
proportion of total ime

0 = No choice
1 = Some choice
2 =Free choice

0 = Never
1 = Sometimes
2 = Usually

0 = Not permutted
1 =Pemitted
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Three dependent vanables deal with the amount of emphasis given to formal
reading, both in absolute terms and n relation to other language-teaching
activities

Two variables relate to the ume of ntroduction and progress through
graded-reading schemes These vanables were denved from two questions
asking teachers to indicate (1) the month in which their pupils were first
mtroduced to a scheme and (1) the highest level or stage in the scheme which
was reached by pupils during the school year For both questions, teachers were
asked to differenuate between ‘weak’, ‘average’, and ‘good’ pupils In the
present study, we use only the responses relating 1o average pupils

The remaming four dependent vanables refer to the orgamzation of teaching
and not specifically to the teaching of reading The varnables measure the
proportion of total teaching ume devoted to whole-class teaching and the amount
of freedom afforded to pupils to choose where they sit, to move about the
classroom, and to talk to each other

TABLE 2
LABELS EXPLANATIONS, CODING SCHEMES AND DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS FOR
INDEPENDENT VARIABLES

Vanable Coding Scheme N % M SD Range
Grade 1 = Juntor Infants 22 349 — — —

2 = Senior Infants 175 303 — — —

3 = First Class 201 348 — — —
Class mix 0 = Mixed grade 239 411 — — —_

1 = Single grade 342 589 — — —
Class size Reported average 563 — 304 55 12 43

daily attendance
Attendance Average attendance divided 563 — 09 01 51
nate by total class enrolment
Type of school 0 = Junior grades 24 351 — — —

1 = All grades 377 649 — — —
School size Number of teachers 581 — 90 62 2 24

Note For teachers of mixed grade classes grade indicates the grade of the largest constituent group
of pupils
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The six independent variables, including grade taught, are described i Table
2, which also mcludes descniptive statistics on each vanable In the case of
categonical vanables, the number and percentage of teachers in each category 1s
given For continuous variables, the number of respondents, mean, standard
deviation, and range are presented Intercorrelatons for the six independent
variables are presented n Table 3 .

TABLE 3

CORRELATIONS AMONG INDEPENDENT VARIABLES

Auendance Type of School
Class mix Class mix Tate school s1ze
Grade r 16 08 17 0 (Y
n 578 560 560 578 578
p *ky * EE 2 *
Class mix r 30 10 53 64
n 563 563 581 581
P LR 2 *% &% Rk
Attendance 1 13 0
rate n 563 563
P *%k
Type of r 29
school n 581
p k%

Note Zeroes indicate non significant correlations
*p< 05 **p< 01 ***p< (01

The grade taught by teachers was coded 1n a straightforward manner for
teachers working with classes constituted of pupils of a single grade However,
approximaiely 41% of the teachers surveyed taught classes made up of pupils
from more than one grade In the analyses, teachers of mixed-grade classes were
classified according to the majonty grade in the class In order to retain the
informauon on the grade composition of the class (i €, single grade or mixed
grade), an additional dichotomous variable was created (class mix)

The measure of school size used was simply the number of teachers employed
n the school according to Department of Education records Two options were
available to descnbe class size (1) the total number on the roll for the class, and
(u) ateacher’s estimate of the average daily class attendance We decided to use
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the latter, combining 1t with an additional vanable to measure attendance rate

The attendance-rate vanable indicates the average rate of class atiendance and
1s computed by dividing the average daily class attendance by the total number
enrolled 1n the class  Use of this variable allows us to retain the informaton on
total class size while focusing attention on a measure of class size (average daily
attendance) which reflects the actual number of pupils being taught daily

RESULTS

The amount of vanance 1n ten dependent vaniables explained by each of our
five mdependent (or predictor) variables, based on the results of a scrics of
stepwise multiple-regression analyscs, 1s displayed 1 Table 4 Stepwisc
regression selects variables for mclusion 1n the regression equation in the order
of thewr importance n predicung the dependent variable Therefore, the entrics
in Table 4 represent increments 1n vanance cxplaincd by a predictor after other
predictors found to be more important than itself have been entered 1n the
equauon (sec 3)

[ABLL 4

VARIANCL ACCOUNITI DIOR IN DI PI NDI NI VARIABI 1 S BY INDIPENDENT
VARIABLLS INDIVIDUAIT Y AND COILTTCIIVITY CONIROITING FOR GRADE

TAUGH I
Dependent [ndependent Vanables
Vanables
lype of  School  Class  Atwndance  Class Total
Grade school sie s1e ralc mix variance

Bookpol () 0 105 16 0 24 146
Hrread 249) 0 07 0 0 34 41
Precad 5) 0 0 0 0 0 0
Schmtime 23) 13 0 0 0 0 13
Intraver (528) 0 0 0 0 0 0
Levaver (500) 0 0 0 0 20 20
Wholecl (0) 0 18 0 0 0 18
Seat on 07 0 0 0 38 45
Move ) 12 0 0 0 0 12
Talking 0) 09 0 0 0 0 09

Note A zero indicates a siatisucally non significant value The values for grade are presented in
parentheses to indicate the amount of variance this vanable accounts for before any of the other
mndependent vanables are entered
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In each regression analysss, the relationship between grade taught and the
dependent vaniable was controlled for (or partialled out) as the initial step The
vanance associated with grade taught 1s given 1n parentheses in Table 4, but 1s
not included 1n the calculation of the totals presented

With the exception of the variable concemed with the existence of a school
policy regarding reading schemes, the amounts of vanance in the dependent
variables explamed by our set of independent vanables are relatively small
While the variable relating to the school-book policy had 14 5% of its vanance
accounted for, the next largest amount of varniance accounted for was 4 5%
{pupils’ freedom to choose seats), with the lowest amount of significant vanance
accounted for being 0 9% (pupils’ freedom to talk) The set of five predictor
variables accounted for significant amounts of vanance 1n all but two cases of
the ten dependent variables proportion of language-teaching time devoted to
reading and time of introduction to a reading scheme

The large number of zero-cell entries in Table 4 indicates that, even for those
dependent variables with significant overall relationships with the set of
independent variables, only one (five cases), two (two cases), or three (one case)
independent variables actually contnibute to prediction

Grade taught accounts for a very large proportion of vanance for two of the
dependent vanables tme of introduction to a reading scheme and level of
reading scheme reached with average puptls For these variables, only one of
the five ndependent variables (class mix) makes any additional contributzon to
vanance explamned, and then only for one of the two dependent vanables
(scheme level reached) Of the ten dependent vanables, grade 1s significantly
related to six

The situation with respect to the relationship between independent and
dependent vanables 1s less clear when one examines the direction of significant
relationships (Table 5) For example, although type of school 1s related to the
three vanables which refer 1o the amount of freedom afforded to pupils (1€ , to
choose where they sit, to move around the classroom, and to talk to each other),
the direcuion of the relauonship is not consistent over all three variables In one
case (1¢, talking), more frecdom 1s afforded to children in all-grade schools
while the reverse 1s true of the other two variables Simularly, with respect to
class mix, while teachers of mixed-grade classes devote a smaller proportion
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TABLE S

CORRELATIONS BETWEEN DEPENDENT AND INDEPENDENT VARIABLES

Dependent
Vanables

Bookpol

Hrread

Intraver

Schmume

Levaver

Wholecl

Seat

Move

Talking

W s " U 3" w2 N T = R N VT I TN

o o=

-1

Grade

545

559

513

73
525

P2 ]

15
536

L L]

Class
mix

24
532

Lt

13
552

2

17
578

L2

577

581

Independent Vanables
Class Attendance
size rate
24 0
530 530
ik
0 0
544 544
1 0
500 500
-
0 18
511 511
%
0 0
521 521
09 12
517 517
- *%
13 0
535 535
e
11 0
560 560
e
0 0
559 559
0 0
563 563

Note Zeroes indicate non significant correlations

*p< 05 **P< 01 ***p< 001

Type of
school

19
548

527

15
578

ELL

School

L L]

577

581
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of language-teaching time to reading than do teachers of single-grade classes,
mixed-grade teachers actually expect their pupils to reach a shightly igher level
n the reading scheme than sigle-grade teachers

DISCUSSION

The fact that our book-policy variable was found to be reasonably well
predicted by our independent vanables provides some limited support for our
suggestion that school-orgamzation factors might mfluence the kind of policy
with regard to reading which 1s pursued mn mdividual classes However, since
other dependent vaniables are not well predicted, we cannot conclude that pohicy
differences are reflected to any great extent 1n the teaching practices of teachers
as measured 1n our study

The finding that class size was not significantly related to any of our
dependent vanables, apart from that concerned with the school policy on reading
schemes, might be regarded as surprising It mught have been expected that
teachers n smaller classes would have devoted more ume to group teaching and
mdividual instruction and that therefore the amount of time given to whole-class
teaching would have been lower than in large classes It would also seem
reasonable to suggest that pupils in small classes might be afforded more
frecdom than their counterparts in larger classes

The findings of our study are simihar to the findings of other research
designed to examine the impact of school-organization factors on achievement
in reading and 1n other school subjects, which typically report weak and unstable
relatonships  Thus, studies in the so-called school-effectiveness literature (€ g,
4,12, 13, 14, 15) have found school influences to be considerably less important
predictors of achievement than factors such as general measures of scholastuc
ability or home background In addition, while most studies 1n this area have
found some school factors to be related to achievement, there 1s little consistency
across studies on which precise factors are important

That very few large relationships were observed in the present study, or
indeed 1n other studies, does not entitle us to conclude that teaching 1s generally
unaffected by features of school organization All we can say 1s that the specified
set of measured school-organization factors used 1n studies does not covary with
selected aspects of teacher behaviour (as reported 1n response to questionnaires)
Finally, it 18 important to note that our study, ke so many others, was



64 PETER ARCHER AND BERNARD O ROURKE

correlational and not expenmental in nature Thus, we cannot infer that changes
n school organization deliberately brought about would not result in changes n
teaching pracuce
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