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Foreword

As part of its mission, the International Association for the
Evaluation of Educational Achievement is committed to the
development of the community of researchers who work in
the area of assessment both nationally and internationally. The
association also has a commitment to provide policymakers
with the types of data and analyses that will further their
understanding of student achievement and the antecedent
factors that are implicated in student learning.

As part of a larger strategy to achieve these broad goals, the
IEA sponsors a research conference every two years as a
means of providing opportunities for new researchers and
more experienced scholars to meet, discuss, and present the
findings of their work as it relates to the secondary analysis of
IEA studies. The proceedings of the Second IEA International
Research Conference, which was held in Washington DC,
November 2006, and hosted by the Brookings Institution, are
published here in two volumes.

The papers in Volume 1 of the proceedings have as their central
focus the Trends in Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS).
Volume 2 brings together papers that focus on the Progress
in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), the Second
Information on Technology in Education Study (SITES), and
the Civic Education Study (CivEd).

IEA is grateful to everyone who participated in this conference
and hopes that the papers provided here will interest those who
work in the various areas of educational research represented
in these pages.

We look forward to future contributions to our conferences,
and hope that these papers not only contribute to our
understanding of educational achievement but also lead to
the development of the community of researchers involved in
international and national assessment.

Hans Wagemaker PhD

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, INTERNATIONAL ASSOCIATION FOR THE
EVALUATION OF EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT
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Civic knowledge of high-school students in Israel: Personal and contextual

determinants’

Orit Ichilov
Tel Aviv University
Tel Aviv, Israel

Introduction

Civicknowledge is gained from a great variety of sources
(Ichilov, 1984; Niemi & Junn, 1998; Torney-Purta,
Lehmann, Oswald, & Shulz, 2001; Torney-Purta,
Schwille, & Amadeo, 1999). Past research on civic
education suggests that students’ performance is largely
influenced by individual socioeconomic background
and motivational factors. There has been little attention
to the effects of school and classroom ideological and
social attributes, such as the socioeconomic make-up
or the political climate of the school or classroom. My
pointof departure is thatopportunities and motivations
to acquire civic knowledge may vary depending mainly
on the ideological and socioeconomic texture of both
the school and the classroom, as well as on students’
background and personal characteristics. This paper,
based on a multilevel analysis of information drawn
from a sample of Israeli 11th-graders in 2000,
examines the effects of a series of student-level and
school-level independent variables on civic knowledge.
Data for the study were collected in Israel as part of
the International Association for the Evaluation of
Educational Achievement (IEA)* comparative study
of civic education in which 16 countries took part.

Schooling processes and citizenship education

A politically knowledgeable citizenry is a central goal
in democracy. Knowledge about the basic democratic
principles and procedures empowers citizens, and
helps them make rational decisions and choices
(Dewey, 1916/1966; Gutmann, 1987). Ample
empirical evidence accumulated over several decades
suggests that formal education explains more aspects
of democratic citizenship than does any other factor
(Almond & Verba, 1963; Barnes & Kaase, 1979;

1 This paper also appears in the August 2007 issue of Political Psychology.

Berelson, Lazarsfeld, & McPhee, 1954; Campbell,
Converse, Stoke, & Miller, 1969; Campbell, Gurin,
& Miller, 1954; Converse, 1972; Dahl, 1961; Dalton,
1988; Delli Caprini, & Keeter, 1996; Kamens, 1988;
Nie, Powell, & Prewitt, 1969; Verba, Nie, & Kim,
1978; Wolfinger & Rosenstone, 1980). Yet how
schooling does it remains an enigma, and the causal
connection between various processes of formal
education and democratic citizenship is pretty much an
un-deciphered “black box” (Torney-Purta, 1997). The
present study attempts to make a modest contribution
to deciphering the puzzle, by focusing scholarly
attention on the social and ideological attributes of the
socializing contexts.

My basic assumption is that students’ motivation
and opportunities to acquire civic knowledge greatly
depend on the social and ideological texture of both
their school and their classroom. I argue that the nature
and the content of educational influences concerning
citizenship are structured by various social contexts,
and that schooling effects cannot be envisioned solely as
an encounter between individual students, possessing
a variety of personal qualifications and resources, and
educational institutions that vary in the quality of
education they provide (Ichilov, 1991, 2002). While
acknowledging the distinctiveness of each student, I
consider individual students to be interdependent.
This means that it is necessary to see individual
behaviors and attitudes as partially contingent upon
those of other individuals. Thus, civic orientations and
knowledge of individual students can be understood
within the larger social aggregates of which they are
part. For instance, how interested in politics are a
student’s classmates? How frequently do they engage
in political discussions? At the same time, however,

2 The International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) is an independent international co-operative of national research institutions
and comparative studies of educational achievements. Since its inception in 1958, 18 cross-national studies have been done. The regular cycle of research projects
encompasses learning in basic school subjects, as well as studies of particular interest to IEA member countries, such as civic education. The Israeli portion of the
IEA study, on which this article is based, was financed by the Israeli Ministry of Education (Office of the Chief Scientist).



aggregated behavior can be understood as more than
the simple accumulation of individually determined
preferences. It represents the characteristics of the
context in which students interact, and the climate
of opinions, motivations, and behaviors within that
context.

I consider the ideological and social texture of the
school and classroom to be of central importance in
determining students’ motivations and opportunities
to acquire civic orientations and knowledge. Schools
convey to students a normative description of society
and of their anticipated place in society as adults
(Kamens, 1981). I argue that, even in school, students
may experience being placed closer or further away
from the center, where meaningful social assets are
allocated. The development of status-related citizenship
orientations therefore is linked to school and classroom
contexts, and begins to emerge in the course of
schooling. Thus, for example, motivation to acquire
civic knowledge, opportunities to discuss politics with
interested others, and aspirations for a lifestyle with
active citizenship as an important component are
closely linked to the ideological and socioeconomic
texture of students’ educational contexts.

Educational contexts greatly determine whom
students associate with in school and out of school.
Association with peers from a similar sociocultural
background may solidify and reinforce status-related
lifestyles that exist in the students’ communities
outside school (Ichilov, 1991). The concentration
of minority and low socioeconomic students in
low-prestige programs or in highly homogeneous
classrooms may foster among these students feelings
of alienation, rejection, and marginality in school, and
of being discriminated against. Studies have shown
that marginalized students are less engaged in school
because they perceive fewer returns from education and
limited opportunities for occupational mobility and
for being politically effective and influential (Edwards
& Foley, 1997; Fordhan & Ogbu, 1986; Johnson,
Crosnoe, & Elder, 2001). Such feelings toward school
as a social agency can be generalized and result in civic
apathy or militancy, distrust for societal institutions,
and a feeling that democracy is a game played chiefly
by the elites.

Interaction among students in the upper tracks or in
a classroom with a majority of well-to-do students may
reinforce feelings of personal competence, acceptance,
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success, and prospects for belonging to the elites in
the future. These feelings can translate into greater
motivation to acquire civic knowledge, and a stronger
sense of political efficacy, reinforcing anticipation of
political engagement in adulthood.

Israeli high schools as educational
environments

Civic education is highly sensitive to the macro-
political cultures of nations and the micro-political
culture of schools within these nations (Mintrop, 2002;
Schwille & Amadeo, 2002). Citizenship education
in western democracies aims at inculcating a shared
concept of citizenship that bridges ethnic, national,
and socioeconomic rifts. It does so by incorporating
particularistic identities and values, such as patriotism
and national pride, and universalistic democratic
codes, such as tolerance and respect for civil liberties.
Current multiculturalism, however, often endorses
social visions that do not necessarily value unity and
cohesion. Minorities may resistand contestany attempt
to bring muldplicity and heterogeneity into unity,
arguing that such attempts entail a denial of difference
and therefore are inherently oppressive (Young,
1990). Consequently, the kind of “civic knowledge”
that schools impart is often considered part of the
oppressive western hegemony, and it is advocated
instead that “civic knowledge” should empower
minorities in ways that enable them to dismantle their
ideological scaffolding and to develop strategies and
practices of resistance (Kanpol & McLaren, 1995;
McLaren, 1997). Social rifts may thus radicalize
minority groups, making them suspicious of appeals to
certain ideals of “good citizenship,” which they see as a
demand that minorities should quietly learn to play by
the rules of the majority (Kanpol & McLaren, 1995;
McLaren, 1997; Samson, 1999; Young, 1990). Social
divides may, likewise, nurture a decline in political
participation and associational life, and encourage and
entrench passive, inward-looking, and resentful forms
of group identity that inhibit wider co-operation,
dialogue, and solidarity (Kymlicka & Norman, 2000;
McDonnell, Timpane, & Benjamin, 2000; Putnum,
1995; Schlozman, Verba, Brady, & Erkulwater, 1998).
Under these circumstances, educating the younger
generation for citizenship becomes an especially
sensitive and difficult task (Byrne, 1997; Ichilov, 1999,
2004).
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A major attribute of Israeli society is the wide
and deep rifts between religious and non-religious
groups, between Israeli Arabs and Jews, between the
political left and the political right, and between the
rich and the poor. These divides, that often intersect
and overlap, represent contesting visions of Israel as
a Jewish-democratic state and they profoundly shape
Israel’s political culture. I contend that these rifts
permeate the schools in ways that may have an effect
on both the implementation and the outcomes of civic
education.

The very structure of the Israeli education system
creates distinct ideological and educational climates in
schools. Three types of school sub-systems exist within
Israel’s state system of education: Arab state schools,
Hebrew religious state schools, and Hebrew regular
(i.e., non-religious) state schools. The type of school
that students attend is of central importance because
these schools cater to distinct sectors within Israeli
society (Ichilov, 1999). The present study focuses solely
on academic (i.e., non-vocational) schools, thereby
minimizing the effects of curricular differences. All
schools follow the same civics curriculum and use the
same textbook. A matriculation examination in civics
is mandatory for all students at either the 11th or
12th grade, but unlike more central school subjects
(such as mathematics, history, or English) that can be
studied at an advanced level, civics is offered at a basic
level only, and constitutes a very small fraction of the
credits toward a matriculation certificate. The teaching
of civics at the high school level occurs during the
year in which students take the civics matriculation
examination.

Non-religious Jewish students form the majority
and attend mainly regular (non- religious) state schools.
Originating from a great variety of socioeconomic and
ethnic backgrounds, students’ families share religiously
non-observant lifestyles and ascribe the Jewishness of
Israel mainly to national and cultural, rather than to
theocratic, attributes (Ichilov, 1999). Religious state
schools serve primarily Zionist orthodox Jews. The
religious dimension overlaps to some extent with
political and ideological controversies within Israeli
society. After the Six Day War (in 1967) and the
Israeli occupation of Judea and Samaria (the West
Bank), which forms the heart of the biblical land of
Israel, religious Jews became religiously and politically
radicalized, and came to play a central role in political

movements and parties on the right side of the Israeli
political map. Many settlements on the West Bank and
the Gaza Strip were founded by religious nationalist
groups, who form the spearhead of opposition to
territorial concessions and the evacuation of settlements
as part of a peace treaty with the Palestinian Authority
(Don-Yehiya, 1994). Bar-Lev (1977) and Don-Yehiya
(1994) claim that religious education at both the
high school level and in higher education religious
institutions (Yeshivot Leumiot) produces the next
generations of religiously and politically radicalized
individuals. In religious schools, students pray at
school, and the dress codes are more conservative than
in regular state schools. In some instances, classrooms
or schools may be gender-segregated, with boys and
girls studying separately (Schwarzwald, 1990).

Arab state schools serve mainly Israeli-Arab
students. The term “Palestinian citizens of Israel”
appears to express the self-definition of Israeli-Arabs
and signifies a change in their collective identity. There
is wide agreement among scholars that, since 1967,
Israeli-Palestinians have undergone a radicalization
process that involves a strengthening of the Palestinian
national identity and a concomitant weakening of the
Israeli civic identity (Landau, 1993; Rekhess, 1976,
1989). The 1987 Palestinian uprising greatly fostered
the Palestinian identity of Israeli-Arabs (Schiff &
Ya'ari, 1990). Islamic fundamentalism also gained
strong hold among some segments of the Israeli-Arab
population, as a form of collective identity. Israeli
Palestinian-Arabs subscribe to the Palestinian historical
narrative that clearly defies the claim of Jews to have
a right to the land of Israel from days immemorial.
Thus, it is not surprising that the national symbols
of the State of Israel that represent Jewish themes
are not an acceptable form of Israeli identity for the
Palestinian-Arab minority. Israeli Palestinian-Arabs do
not participate in the celebration of national holidays
and memorial days, and they commemorate Israel’s
Independence Day as the day of the “Nakba,” that is,
the national disaster of the Palestinian people.

Arab educators and scholars claim that Israel has
used the education system as a means of controlling its
Palestinian-Arab citizens. The state-mandated curricula
frequently are depicted as characterized by “the absence
of any reference to Palestinian identity in history,
literature, and social studies. Instead the curriculum
offers a detailed Zionist narrative of history” (Rouhana,



1997, p. 86). The present state curriculum, however,
compared to earlier versions, reflects some movement
toward the inclusion of Arab and Palestinian identities
(Al-Haj, 1995). Arab students take the matriculation
examinations in their first language—Arabic. Arab
schools are more conservative than are regular Hebrew
state schools concerning school climate and teaching
practices. Relationships between students and teachers
tend to be more hierarchical and authoritarian (Al-
Haj, 1993).

Existing rifts clearly carry over from the students’
families and communities into the schools (Ichilov,
2000, 2003, 2004, 2005). Ichilov (2000) reports that
students in Arab and in Hebrew religious schools
seem more politicized than students in regular (non-
religious) Hebrew state schools. For example, they are
more likely than students in regular state schools to
support the use of military power to retrieve occupied
territories. Arab students are willing to engage in
militant and illegal protest activities, as well as in legal
active citizenship practices. The alienation of Arab
students manifests itself in these students being less
likely than students in Hebrew schools to support
and show pride in Israel. Religious school students,
in contrast, are the most patriotic students (Ichilov,
2005). In addition, Arab and religious school students
participate more intensively than do regular state
school students in out-of-school organizations. The
greater politicization of Arab and religious Jewish
students may result in stronger motivation to acquire
civic knowledge. Similarly, radicalized students may
consider the academic discussion of democratic
principles sterile, irrelevant, and boring. Minority
students may resent civic education as an attempt at
“domesticating” them. These students may thus be
unmotivated to acquire the kind of civic knowledge
that schools impart. Furthermore, Arab and Hebrew
religious schools provide a relatively conservative and
“closed” school climate—one that is less conducive for
inculcating civic knowledge and competences.

We must also take into account the fact that
teachers are not neutral bystanders (Ichilov, 2002).
Arab teachers attach lower importance than do
teachers in Hebrew schools to classroom discussions
of patriotism and national symbols, and to issues
that are of greater concern for the Jewish population
of Israel, such as global anti-Semitism. Arab teachers
also assign greater importance to discussing views that
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challenge the Zionist historical narrative. Teachers in
religious state schools are the teachers most supportive
of discussing patriotism and the national symbols
of the state, and those least supportive of discussing
the peace process, and Arab-Jewish relations in Israel
(Ichilov, 2002). It is reasonable to assume that teachers
may interpret events and curricular materials in the
classroom based on their ideological stance, and that
this, in turn, creates different climates of opinion in
Hebrew and Arab schools, and in religious and non-
religious Hebrew state schools. In summary, it seems
that, through interactions with their teachers, school,
and classmates, students can encounter political ideas
mainly prevalent in their families and communities.
This seems to be especially true in Arab and Hebrew
religious state schools.

Having stressed the importance of the school
as a socializing context, I should note that the
home classroom is the major unit to which students
belong. Most educational activities within Israeli high
schools take place within it, with the exception of the
instruction of several tracked school subjects such as
mathematics. Students may thus experience more
intensive exposure to their classmates than to other
students. I should also mention that civics instruction
takes place within untracked classrooms.

Individual characteristics of students

Studies of the effects of schooling on the acquisition
of civic knowledge, attitudes, and competences
demonstrate the importance of several socioeconomic
and motivational characteristics of students. High
levels of parental educational attainment, economic
affluence, and substantial home literacy resources have
a strong positive effect on students’ civic knowledge
(Ichilov, 2000; Niemi & Junn, 1998; Torney-Purta,
Lehmann, Husfeldt, & Nikolova, 2002; Torney-
Purta et al., 2001; Torney, Oppenheim, & Farnan,
1975). Also, students with high aspirations for further
education attain high scores on civic knowledge
assessments (Niemi & Junn, 1998; Torney-Purta,
Lehmann, Oswald & Schulz, 2001; Ichilov, 1991).
Citizenship orientations and behaviors are clearly
an important component of status-related lifestyles,
as indicated by studies that show a relationship
between individuals’ socioeconomic status and their
voting behavior, their sense of political efficacy, and
their involvement in public affairs (Easton, 1965;
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Himmelweit, Humphreys, Jaeger, & Katz, 1981; Lane,
1959; Lipset, 1960; Milbrath, 1965; Stouffer, 1955).

These findings suggest that affluent and better-
educated parents are more interested and involved
than lesser-educated parents in politics, and that they
are more likely to engage their children in political
discussion and to motivate them to acquire knowledge
about politics. The findings also suggest that
anticipated lifestyles associated with further education
motivate students to acquire civic knowledge. The
importance of “anticipated future” for the formation
of citizenship orientations and knowledge is evident
in several studies. The report of the IEA International
Civic Education Study (CivEd) (Torney-Purta et al.,
CivEd, 2001) reveals that “expected years of further
education” had the strongest effect on civic knowledge
among 14-year-old students in 28 countries, stronger
than “home literacy resources” and “open classroom
climate.” A similar variable was an important predictor
of civic knowledge in the IEA Civic Education Study
of 1971 (Torney et al., 1975) and in Niemi and Junn’s
(1998) analysis of the National Assessment of Civics
in the United States.

The evidence concerning gender differences in civic
knowledge is less consistent. In a study conducted
among Israeli high school students, Ichilov (1991)
found that the positive effect of schooling was greater
for males than for females. In other words, schooling
reinforced the involvement, efficacy, and support of
freedom of speech of males more than it did of females.
A more recent study reported no significant differences
between 14-year-old boys and gitls in 27 countries in
mean performance on a civic knowledge test (Torney-
Purta et al., 2001). The disappearance of gender
differences suggests that greater gender egalitarianism
may have advanced the view that politics is not an
exclusively male domain, encouraging female students
to become interested and engaged.

Discussing and debating social and political issues
in school is also an influential factor (Almond & Verba,
1963; Niemi & Junn, 1998). Apparently, political
discussions allow for the transmission of information
through active learning and can thus enrich students’
understanding of political issues. In addition, through
political discussions in school, students become more
skillful and thus perhaps more willing to discuss
politics in other settings as well (Conover & Searing,

2000).

Based on the preceding discussion, my conclusion
is that opportunities and motivations to acquire civic
knowledge may vary depending on the ideological
and socioeconomic texture of both the school and the
classroom, and on students’ backgrounds and personal
characteristics. I expect the contextual factors to have
the greatest effect upon students’ civic knowledge.

Research questions and hypotheses

The present study examines the effects of a series of
student-level and contextual independent variables on
civic knowledge. The purpose of the analysis was to
explore what percentage of the variance in students
civic knowledge scores would be accounted for by
student-level and contextual variables, and which
variables, at each level of analysis, would account for
such variance. It was expected that, overall, school-level
variables, especially the type of school that students
attend (Arab versus Hebrew), would have the greatest
effect upon students’ civic knowledge test scores.
More specifically, the expectations were as follows:

o Student-level variables: Higher test scores were
expected among those students who had better-
educated parents, a large number of books athome,
and high aspirations for further education, and
who frequently engaged in political discussions. No
gender differences in test scores were expected.

o School-level variables: Higher test scores were
expected in Hebrew schools and in those
schools with high percentages of students from
socioeconomically well-off families. Higher test-
scores were expected in classrooms with an open
climate, and in classrooms where high proportions
of classmates had well-educated parents and more
books at home, frequently engaged in political
discussions, and had high expectations for further
education. The percentage of male students in the
classroom was not expected to affect test scores.

Multilevel analysis of civic knowledge
Data and sample

The target population consisted of the age cohort of
students ages 16 years to 16 years and 11 months at
the time of the study and who were Grade 11 students
within Israeli academic (i.e., non-vocational) state
high schools. Data provided by the Central Bureau of
Statistics (1996) estimated that the target population
included about 80% of the relevant age cohort.



Uniform sampling procedures were set for all
participating countries in the IEA Civic Education
Study 2001, using a two-stage stratified cluster
design. During the first stage, schools were sampled
using a probability proportional to size (Foy, Rust, &
Schleicher, 1996). During the second stage, the sample
consisted of one intact classroom per school from the
target grade (Grade 11). Sampled schools were drawn
from a database provided by the Ministry of Education.
The final sample consisted of 5,847 Grade 11 students
in 157 Hebrew schools and 76 Arab schools. The total
number of students assessed was 4,430, representing
a participation rate of 83% (Amadeo, Torney-Purta,
Lehmann, Husfeldt, & Nikolova, 2002). The sampling
procedure made it possible to address phenomena at
the individual student-level, as these were embedded
within the school and classroom contexts.

The data were collected using a questionnaire that
included a multiple-choice test of civic knowledge and
skills, designed to have correct and incorrect answers.
The items assessed knowledge of civic content as well
as skills in interpretating material with civic or political
content, including short-text passages and cartoons.
Also included were items assessing economic literacy,
but these were excluded from this study.

The developed by the

International Steering Committee of the IEA in

questionnaire  was
collaboration with the participating countries, and in
Israel was translated from English into both Hebrew
and Arabic. The Hebrew version was administered to
students in Hebrew schools, and the Arabic version
was administered to students in the Arab school
system (Ichilov, 2000; Torney-Purta, 1996).° The
final version of the test was preceded by an elaborate
process of piloting, and was adopted based primarily
on confirmatory factor analysis and IRT modeling,
indicating that the test meets high psychometric
standards across countries (Amadeo et al., 2002;
Torney-Purta & Klandl-Richardson, 2002). The IEA

resolved that test items must remain confidential.
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Method and variables

We assessed the effect of both individual-level and
school-level variables on civic knowledge using
hierarchical linear modeling (HLM). Multiple-level
analysis suited both our theoretical assumptions
concerning the acquisition of civic knowledge, and
the structure of our data (Bryk & Raudenbush, 1987;
Hoffman, 1997; Kreft & De Leeuw, 1998).4

The dependent variable

Civic knowledge test score: The outcome variable was the
number of correct answers on a civics test consisting
of 28 items. The items tested students knowledge
and understanding of the foundational principles and
processes of democracy. The alpha score for the civic

knowledge scale was .77.

Student-level independent variables

Two sets of variables were included:
a) Demographic and socioeconomic variables
* Gender: Coded 1 for males and 0 for females.
o Parental  education: A index
representing the mean number of years of
mother’s and father’s education, ranging between

composite

4 = partial elementary education and 15 = college
education.

* Home literacy resources:  Number of books
at home, ranging from 1 = none to 6 = more
than 200. Given the great variation among
participating countries in income, standard of
living, prestige grading of occupations, etc., in
IEA international studies, number of books at
home is considered a proxy for socioeconomic
status (SES). This variable correlates highly with
parental education (Beaton, Mullis, Martin,
Gonzales, Kelly, & Smith, 1996).

b) Motivation and activity variables

* Expected years of further education: Ranging from
1 = 0 years to 7 = over 10 years.

o Frequency of political discussion: A composite
index reflecting the mean tendency to discuss
politics with parents, teachers, and peers. 1 =
never, 2 = rarely, 3 = sometimes, 4 = frequently.

Alpha = .65.

3 The participating countries in which the upper-secondary questionnaire was developed and applied were Chile, Colombia, Cyprus, Czech Republic,
Estonia, Hong Kong SAR, Israel, Latvia, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Russian Federation, Slovenia, Sweden, and Switzerland.

4 'This technique and its advantages are described in the cited literature. I mention here only a few of the key features of HLM that are of special relevance
for this study. First, it explicitly takes into account the fact that students are clustered within schools, and are not statistically independent observations.
Standard errors can be underestimated when this within-school clustering is not taken into account. Second, it involves distinguishing the variation that
occurs among students within a school from the variation that occurs among schools.
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School and classroom-level variables

Two types of variables were included: variables that
apply to the entire school (such as school type and
school SES), and aggregated classroom variables
that characterized the context of each classroom.
Empirically, we treated both types of variables as
school-level variables, because only one classroom was
randomly sampled within each sampled school.

* School-type: two dummy variables:

— Arab school = 1, Hebrew state schools = 0.
— Religious Hebrew schools = 1, Hebrew state
schools = 0.

* SES:Acomposite index reflecting the socioeconomic
composition of the student body. Schools were
grouped into 10 categories ranging from the upper
10% of schools (those with the lowest proportion of
disadvantaged students) to the lowest 10% of schools
(those with the highest proportion of disadvantaged
students). The index used was produced by the
Ministry of Education.

* Time of testing: The grade at which students take the
civics matriculation examination: 1 = at Grade 12,
0 = at Grade 11.

* Aggregated school variables: Scores as above, unless
mentioned otherwise.

* Gender:

classroom.

Percentage of male students in a

* Classroom  climate: An  aggregated variable
representing the mean score of items reflecting open
classroom climate. Based on students’ perceptions
of classroom practices associated with an open
classroom climate. Included, for example, were
items concerning the presentation of different
views on various issues in the classroom, teachers
encouraging students to form their own views, and
students’ ability to freely express themselves and to
disagree with their teachers. These were coded 1
= never, 2 = rarely, 3 = sometimes, 4 = frequently.
Thus, the higher the mean score, the more “open”
students perceived the classroom climate to be.
Alpha = .82.

» Parental education: The average number of years
of education for parents of students within each
classroom.

* Home literacy resources: An aggregated variable
reflecting the mean number of books at home for

students within each classroom.

o Expected years of further education: An aggregated
variable measuring the mean number of years of
anticipated education for students within each
classroom.

* Discussing politics with parents, teachers, and peers:
Mean frequency of discussing politics with each of
the following: parents, teachers, and classmates of
students within each classroom.

Results

Tables 1 and 2 present descriptive statistics and
correlations pertaining to student-level and school-
level variables. The interesting statistics at both the
student and school levels reveal that the mean scores of
the civics test were fairly low (18.53 and 17.55 correct
answers or 66.17% and 62.89% correct answers,
respectively). At both levels, test scores positively
correlated with similar variables (differentially defined
as an individual or as a classroom attribute) and
reflected socioeconomic, motivational, and behavioral
components. These included number of books,
expected years of further education, and parental
education.

The study required two levels of analysis:

1. The student level, which examines the effects of
students’ characteristics on civics test scores: Students’
characteristics were introduced into the model in
two steps: first demographic and socioeconomic
variables (“Model 1,” column 1 in Table 1),
followed by the inclusion of motivation and
activity variables (“Model 2,” column 2 in Table
1).

2. The school level, which explores between-school
differentiation in mean test scores: School-level
variables were introduced into the model in three
steps: first school type (“Model 3,” column 3 in
Table 1), and then school SES (“Model 4,” column
4 in Table 1), followed by aggregated contextual
classroom variables (“Model 5,” column 5 in Table
1).

Two equations were computed. At the student
level, the test score of student i in school j is predicted
as follows:

1. (score)ij = P0j + Pl(genden)ij + P2(parental
education)ij + B3(number books)ij + B4 (expected
years)ij+ B5(discussion)ij + rij.

At the school level, only the intercept [Boj] was
allowed to vary among schools. The slopes of all
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1able 1: Descriptive Statistics and Correlations: Student-level Variables (N = 4,642) (All students)

1 2 3 4 5 Mean SD
1. Gender, male - 0.50 0.50
2. No. of books 0.03* 4.57 1.30
3. Expected years of further education -0.07* 0.26* 3.72 1.36
4. Political discussions 0.02 0.13** 0.13** 2.54 0.63
5. Parental education (years) -0.06** 0.33* 0.28* 0.01 11.92 2.71
6. Civic knowledge score 0.01 0.21** 0.31* 0.05* 0.36™* 18.53 6.98
Note: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
Table 2: Descriptive Statistics and Correlations: School-level Variables (N = 216) (All Schools)
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 Mean SD
1 Gender, male - 0.50 0.25
2 No. of books 0.04 4,48 0.62
3 Expectedyears -0.12 0.61* 3.61 0.64
of further
education
4 Political 0.08 017 0.21* 252 0.22
discussions
5 Parental -0.10  0.55" 0.59* -0.15* 11.71  1.68
education
6 Hebrew state -0.15* -0.12 0.13* -0.38"* 0.51* 0.52 0.50
school
7 Religious 0.03 0.24** 0.01 -0.10 0.15* -0.42 0.14 0.35
Hebrew school
8 Arab school 0.13 -0.05 -0.15* 0.47* -0.65** -0.74 -0.29** 0.34 047
9 SES 0.05 -0.30* -0.36™* 0.12 -0.58* -0.34 0.14* 0.25" 503 275
10 Testing time -0.14*  0.08 0.07 -0.43" 0.44* 0.44 0.24* -0.65"™ -0.21* 0.55 0.50
11 Classroom 0.01 0.22** 0.22* 0.44* 0.22* 0.00 0.12 -0.09 -0.05 0.01 295 0.24
climate
12 Civic -0.05 0.55* 0.66™ -0.03 0.75* 0.36 0.16* -0.51* -0.41* 0.32** 0.32* 17.55 5.14
knowledge
score

Note: *p <0.05; *p<0.01.

independent variables were fixed because of a lack
of theoretical rationale for the expectation that their
impact on test scores would vary, and because their
between-school variance did not reach statistical
significance. The following equation defines the
intercept as a function of the school-level variables and
a random error:

2. B0j=y00 + YO1(school: Arab)j + vy02(school:
religious);j + Y03 (school SES);j + Y04 (testing time);
+705(% male)j + y06(mean parental education);
+707(mean number books)j +y08(mean expected
years)j + y09(mean discussion)j + y10(mean
climate)j + v0j.

All variables at the student and school level (with
the exception of the dummy variables) were centered
around the grand mean. Thus, the intercept represents
the average test score of a female student characterized
by parents with elementary education, an average
number of books at home, and average motivations
and activities score, who studies in a Hebrew state
school, with average school characteristics, and who
takes the civics test at Grade 11.

We began the analyses of students’ performance on
the civics test by using a preliminary unconditional
model to determine the amount of variation that occurs
among students within schools and the amount of
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variation that occurs between schools. The estimation
of the variance components from the unconditional
model for civic knowledge revealed that 46.70% of
the variation in students’ test scores occurred between
schools. We then proceeded to examine the influence
of student-level and school-level variables on students’
test scores. The results of the analyses are presented in
Table 3, and will be discussed step by step.

We began our analysis by examining whether
demographic and socioeconomic differences were
evident in students’ civics test scores. The data (“Model
1,” column 1 in Table 3) reaffirmed the findings of many
previous studies concerning the effects of students
socioeconomic background, by revealing that students
with more books at home scored higher than students
with fewer books at home, and students whose parents
were better educated scored higher than students
with less-educated parents. In addition, contrary to
our expectation, male students scored higher than
female students. The effect of these variables remained
significant throughout the next facets of our analysis
(with the exception of “number of books,” which
became insignificant at the last phase of the analysis).
However, while the introduction of the motivation
and activity variables reinforced the observed effect of
gender (“Model 2,” column 2 in Table 3) and remained
strong throughout the various phases of the analysis,
the effect of parental education and number of books
diminished. Test scores were positively affected by a
student’s educational aspirations (expected years of
further education) and by a student’s tendency to
discuss politics with others.

As was reported previously, estimation of the
variance components from the unconditional model for
civic knowledge revealed that 46.70% of the variation
in students’ test scores occurred between schools. To
determine the unique effect of each school variable,
we compared each phase in Model 3 with each phase
in Model 2, and each time, we deleted the percentage
of reduction of the between-schools variance in the
previous phase. The addition of school type (column 3)
revealed that Arab schools scored lower than Hebrew
state schools on the civic knowledge test. School type
reduced 30.41% of the between-schools variance
in civic knowledge. The direct effect of school type
remained significant with the introduction of school
SES (column 4). Lower SES related to lower test scores.
The socioeconomic composition of the student body

in each school reduced another 8.20% of the between-
schools variance in test scores. With the addition of
classroom contextual variables (column 5), the direct
effect of school SES became insignificant and some
context effects became evident. This suggests that
school SES did not directly affect civics test scores, and
that classroom contextual variables mediated its effect.
Furthermore, classroom contextual variables reduced
an additional 28.69% of the between-schools variance
in test scores. Open classroom climate made a positive
contribution to students’ test scores: the higher the
average number of expected years for further education
among the students in a classroom, the more likely
they were to gain the higher scores on the test. The
same relationship held for level of parental education:
the higher the level of parental education among the
students in a class, the more likely it was for these
students to gain the higher scores on the test.

Opverall, the contextual variables (introduced in
columns 3 to 5) reduced 67.3% of the between-schools
variance in test scores. School type and classroom
contextual variables made the largest contribution to
the reduction of between-schools variance.

Conclusion

My basic assumption was that students’ motivation and
opportunities to acquire civic knowledge would greatly
depend on the social and ideological texture of both
the school and the classroom. The results support my
contention that contextual effects outweigh individual
socioeconomic and motivational characteristics, and
play a consequential role in determining students
civic knowledge scores. As expected, the type of school
that students attend strongly affected civics test scores,
with Arab students scoring lower than Hebrew school
students. The direct effect of school type persisted
when school SES and contextual classroom variables
were introduced.

These results suggest that the lower civics scores
among Arab students can be partially attributed to
and may reflect the rift between Israeli-Jews and
Israeli-Arabs. In other words, Arab students could
be resentful of or indifferent to the kind of “civic
knowledge” that schools are expected to impart. Arab
teachers are also unenthusiastic about teaching their
students how to become citizens in a Jewish-democratic
state (Ichilov, 2003, 2004, 2005). Such findings may

not be unique to Israeli society alone. Many western
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Table 3: Gamma Coefficients from Hierarchical Linear Models Analysis of Civic Knowledge Scores (N = 4,642)

(Standard Errors in Brackets)

Variable Model 1: Model 2: Model 3: Model 3: Model 3:
Students’ Mode 11+ Mode 12+ Mode 12 + Model 2 +
Background Students’ School Type | School Type + | School Type +
Motivations SES SES +
and Activities Classroom
Composition
STUDENT-LEVEL VARIABLES
Constant 13.64** (0.54) 11.06** (0.62) 12.84*
(0.71) 15.08* (0.08) -13.10* (3.48)
Demographic and socioeconomic variables
Gender, male 0.63** (0.20) 0.74* (0.20) 0.76*
(0.20) 0.75** 0.19) 0.75* (0.20)
Parental education 0.21* (0.04) 017 (0.04) 0.14**
(0.04) 0.13* (0.04) 0.10* (0.04)
No. of books 0.27* (0.07) 0.15* (0.07) 0.17*
(0.07) 0.16* (0.06) 0.12 (0.06)
Motivation and activity variables
Expected years of further 0.59** (0.07) 0.61* (0.07)
education 0.60** (0.07) 0.54* (0.08)
Political discussions 0.58** (0.14) 0.62** (0.14)
0.64** (0.14) 0.63** 0.14)
SCHOOL-LEVEL VARIABLES
School type (Hebrew state school is reference)
Arab -5.20* (0.63) -4.29*
(0.61) -2.74* (0.79)
Hebrew religious 0.07 (0.62) 0.9
(0.59) -0.17 (0.58)
School’s SES: Student body -0.51* (0.09)
composition -0.06 (0.08)
Civics matriculation testing time: 0.01
1 =12th, 0 = 11th grade (0.48)
Percentage of male students 0.30
(0.84)
Mean no. years of parents’ 0.65*
education (0.32)
Mean no. of books 0.96
(0.53)
Mean expected years of further 2.39*
education (0.52)
Mean frequency of political -1.45
discussions (1.33)
Mean classroom climate score 3.156™
(1.00)
Between-school variance 21.02 19.76 13.75 12.13 6.46
components
Percentage reduction in between- - - 30.41 8.20 28.69

schools variance components
(comparing Model 2)

Note: *p < 0.05; ™ p <0.01.
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societies are becoming increasingly multicultural. The
unifying effect of citizenship traditionally founded on
a shared collective memory, cultural togetherness, and
nationality may be missing in multicultural societies,
and it could be that students of citizenship education
are neglecting to take into account the likelihood that
citizenship and multiculturalism are forces pulling
in diverse directions—unity versus disunity. Thus,
minorities that are unable or do not wish to be absorbed
and integrated into mainstream society could resent
the type of “civic knowledge” that represents the ideas
of the dominant majority.

School SES also affected test scores: the lower the
SES, the lower the test scores. However, the direct
effect of SES became insignificant when classroom
contextual variables were introduced, suggesting that
the effect of SES is mediated by classroom attributes.
The results indicate that studying in a classroom that
has an open classroom climate, with classmates who
have high expectations for further education and
who have well-educated parents, improves students’
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Abstract

The universal importance of reading as one of the
components of literacy was highlighted when UNESCO
(the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization) declared 1990 the “International Year of
Literacy.” This declaration confirmed the widely held
belief that one of the main purposes of education is to
ensure school students acquire the necessary skills to
read with understanding. Worldwide, primary schools
generally are responsible for teaching basic literacy skills.
However, throughout the world, societies vary in terms
of the degree of equality among their communities and
among their schools. Given that, the question arises
as to why some schools have higher average student
achievement than would be expected and why some
have lower average student achievement despite their

Introduction

The universal importance of reading as one of
the components of literacy was highlighted when
UNESCO (the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization) declared 1990
the “International Year of Literacy.” Reading skills
are fundamental to most everyday activities as well as
necessary for personal intellectual growth. Reading is
one of the most important abilities students acquire
as they progress through their early school years. In
a global society, a literate population is essential to a
nation’s social and economic development. Therefore,
one of the main purposes of education in all countries
is to ensure that school students acquire the skills they
need to read with understanding. Because reading is
vital to every child’s development, the International
Association for the Evaluation of Educational
Achievement (IEA) conducted the Progress in
International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), which
took place in 2001. PIRLS defined reading literacy in
a way that applies not only to young readers but across
all ages: Reading literacy is the ability to understand and
use those written language forms required by society and/

home and school circumstances. This study was based
on data from the student questionnaire and tests of
the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study
(PIRLS), conducted under the auspices of IEA. The
sample included 3,001 students whose average age was
9.7 at the time of testing. The statistical analysis used to
distinguish the more effective and less effective schools
was based on the residuals. From this analysis, six factors
explaining school differences in reading achievement were
identified. The first, and strongest, factor related to class
activities subsequent to the reading class. The second
most important factor related to reading outside school.
The third factor related to time spent on homework, the
fourth to attitudes toward reading, the fifth to activities
during teaching, and the sixth to school climate.

or valued by the individual.

Due to the continual struggle to improve education
worldwide, theissue of school effectiveness hasattracted
considerable attention. School effectiveness as an area
of study seeks to improve educational practice by
studying how schools discharge their role as institutions
of learning and instruction. More specifically, this area
of interest looks to define what makes for a successful
school. Although we might assume that effective
schools are simply those with high average student
achievement, recent literature makes it clear that high
achievement often depends on the composition of the
student intake (Martin, Mullis, Gregory, Hoyle, &
Shen, 2000). It is also important to take into account
the difhculty of the educational task when evaluating
the effectiveness of a school. All societies vary in terms
of the degree of equality among their schools: some
schools are relatively rich and others are relatively
poor; some schools are well equipped and others
less well equipped. In extreme cases, we find schools
located in affluent communities with children whose
parents do everything possible to help their children’s
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learning, and schools located in poor communities
where parents believe their children’s learning is the
school’s concern and not their own (Postlethwaite &
Ross, 1992). But there are exceptions. Some schools
serving poor communities perform well above the level
we might expect given their circumstances, and some
schools serving affluent communities perform well
below the expected level. The schools that perform
above the expected level are called more effective, and
the schools that perform below their expected level are
called /less effective (Postlethwaite & Ross, 1992). The
question that arises is: What are the factors related to
teaching that distinguish the more effective schools from
the less effective schools?

This inconsistency is mainly due to four reasons:

1. Some schools are located in afuent areas;

2. Schools with high achievement have more and
better resourcing;

3. Schools with high average scores have principals
who are good managers; and

4. Schools with high average scores have good
teachers.

Good teachers are defined as teachers who get
feedback systematically from the students, demand
a lot from their students, know their subject matter,
know how to structure the material to be learned,
give help to those who are having problems mastering
some objectives, and keep good order in the classroom
(Postlethwaite & Ross, 1992).

PIRLS, conducted every five years by IEA, provides
a tool to investigate both student achievement
and school effectiveness, as it factors in the varying
influences of instructional contexts and practices as
well as home environment. Consistent with IEA’s
primary purpose of providing policy and instructionally
relevant information, PIRLS includes a full range of
context questionnaires. Since the home environment
plays such an important role in providing children
with early language and literacy experience, parents
and caregivers are asked to complete a questionnaire
about various aspects of fostering reading development.
Additionally, students are asked about their reading,
both within and outside of school (Mullis, Martin,
Gonzalez, & Kennedy, 2003). Questionnaires are
also administered to school principals and teachers.
Gathering information about children’s experiences in
learning to read, together with reading achievement
on the PIRLS tests, allows identification of factors or
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a combination of factors associated with high levels of
reading literacy.

PIRLS and the other IEA studies also offer
objective information on student performance from
different countries and cultures, thereby providing
and
educators with an important data source (Mullis et
al., 2000). These international studies, which focus
on students’ academic outcomes in relation to the

international national  policymakers and

school, teachers, student, and home environment
(Gadeyne, Ghesquiere, & Onghena, 2006) not only
give direction to policymakers but also enable them
to develop improvement strategies more effectively
(Brown, Dufhield, & Riddell, 1995; Grobler, Grobler,
& Esterhuyse, 2001; Nasser & Birenbaum, 2005;
Secada, 1992).

Research studies on school effectiveness have
attracted considerable political support in several
countries (Luyten, Visscher, & Witziers, 2005). This
kind of research aims to identify the factors that
contribute to effective education and especially those
that schools can implement (Creemers & Reezigt,
2005; Scheerens & Demeuse, 2005). One focal
point of school effectiveness research is to highlight
the characteristics of schools and classrooms that are
associated with differences in school effectiveness. If we
know the special characteristics of an effective school,
especially those relating to the sphere of features that
could be changed, then we are in a position to improve
underperforming schools by encouraging them to
adopt those characteristics (Luyten et al., 2005).
Another objective of school effectiveness research is to
identify what works in education and why (Creemers
& Reezigt, 2005). Furthermore, the extent to which
schools vary in effectiveness and the school factors
that seem to promote effectiveness are academically
interesting.

Many studies have focused on the fact that the
composition of the student body has a substantial
impact on achievement over and beyond the effects
associated with students’ individual abilities and social
class. Some studies report that schools with low social
class intakes have certain disadvantages associated with
their context (Baumert, Stanat, & Watermann, 2005;
Opdenakker & Van Damme, 2005; Van de Grift &
Houtveen, 2006; Wilms, 1992). Other studies argue
that among the factors most influencing performance
are clear, well-organized teaching that keeps students
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actively involved in the learning process; teaching
that motivates students and connects learning to
their extant knowledge; teachers who maintain
students’ active involvement in lessons; and classes
that are efficiently organized and well structured.
Recent research reveals that a major problem in
underperforming schools is that their students are not
given opportunity to attain the minimum objectives
of the curriculum. This lack of opportunity can be a
product of numerous factors, including textbooks that
are inappropriate for attaining curriculum objectives,
insufficient time allotted for learning and teaching,
and poor teaching that does not stimulate students
(Van de Grift & Houtveen, 2006). This same study
found that underperforming schools advanced student
performance when the teaching was improved, the
class was better organized, and the students were kept
actively involved.

As Stoll and Wikeley (1998) indicate, school
improvement efforts in recent years have given greater
attention to effectiveness issues such as the teaching and
learning processes and student outcomes. For school
improvement to be successful, certain characteristics
of the school atmosphere must be favorable. For
example, a school and its students must have common
goals, mutual respect and support, and positive
atticudes toward learning. Moreover, the school must
feel responsible for its students’ success (Creemers &
Reezigt, 2005). Behavioral theorists agree that schools
will not change if the staff within the schools—the
teaching staff especially—do not change (Creemers,
1994).

Schools differ in terms of average student reading
achievement. In general, a school’s student intake
will result in outcomes that are not caused by school
processes (e.g., teaching methods, attitudes, etc).
Thus, before comparing schools, we need to correct for
student intake. A significant factor considered relevant
in this respect is the socioeconomic status of students’
families. The student populations of schools can differ
considerably in relation to the home environment. The
extent to which and how the home situation affects
educational achievement has also received much
attention (Luyten et al., 2005; Papanastasiou, 2000,
2002; Schreiber, 2002).

With its basis in school effectiveness research, this
present study investigated achievement in schools in
relation to the factors that enhance school performance.

The main research question was: Why do students ar
some schools learn much less than would be expected on
the basis of their family background and, conversely, why
do students at some schools learn much more than would
be expected on the basis of their family circumstances?
The aim of the study was to find out whether a set
of characteristics taken from the student PIRLS
questionnaire for Grade 4 of the primary school could
be held responsible for a difference in reading literacy
achievement.

Method

This study was based on Cyprus data from the student
questionnaire and the reading tests of PIRLS. In
this study, a two-stage, stratified, clustered sampling
process was used to obtain the sample. In the first
stage, a representative sample of 150 public schools
was selected from a total of 299 schools (the 150
schools represented 50.2% of the total). During the
second stage, one intact classroom of students in each
sampled school was randomly selected. The resulting
sample included 3,001 students, representi<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>