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Assessing the School Readiness of Children in Jordan

"Suha M. Al-Hassan
Jennifer E. Lansford

Abstract

In 2003, Jordan initiated a period of education reform, one component of
which was an effort to improve readiness for first grade by opening public
kindergartens. This study had three goals: (a) To describe the school
readiness of Jordanian children; (b) To compare the first grade readiness
of children who had and had not attended kindergarten; and (c) To
compare the 2004 and 2007 readiness of children in areas that instituted
kindergartens during that time period. Trained observers directly assessed
4,681 children’s readiness, and teachers reported on children’s social skills
and behavioral readiness. At least 80% of children were rated as being
almost or fully ready for first grade in each assessed domain. Children who
had attended kindergarten were more ready for first grade than those
children who had not attended kindergarten. In communities with newly
established kindergartens, children were more ready for first grade in 2007
than in 2004.

Keywords: School Readiness, Dynamic, Children Development,
Nurturing, Elementary Schools

Introduction

During the dynamic years from age one to five, children developed a
sense of themselves in relation to family and community. They are
exploring the world through play and seemingly endless questions
that require caregivers’ validating responses. They are ready to learn
a healthy lifestyle from powerful adult role models with which they
are strongly identified. The quality of nurturing and stimulation that
a child receives in the first few years of life can have effects on
development that lasts lifetime (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000).
Although the importance of early experience in shaping school
readiness and the importance of school readiness in setting the stage
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for future success in school are well documented in the literature,
most of this research has been conducted using North American
samples. Much of this research has examined how particular
preschool experiences (e.g., attending the American Head Start
program) are related to students’ school readiness (e.g., Henry,
Gordon, & Rickman, 2006). A limitation of this research is that it
does not document how to prepare children for school in other
countries. This Research does not consider how well programs are
working in other countries for preparing their respective children for
school.

To address these limitations, we sought to document the school
readiness of Jordanian children in relation to a major education
reform currently underway in Jordan: the implementation of public
kindergartens. This education reform afforded an important
opportunity to evaluate whether school readiness improved over time
and again in communities; where public kindergartens were
implemented and whether children who attended kindergarten had
higher levels of school readiness in first grade than did children who
did not attend kindergarten.

School Readiness

Quality in early education experiences in families, child care,
preschool, and early elementary settings help prepare children to
succeed later in school (Meisels, 1999; National Research Council,
2001; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). Pianta (2002) has described
school readiness as a multifaceted, complex, and systemic
combination of children’s experiences and resources at home,
experiences and resources in childcare and preschool settings
attended by the child, community resources that support high-quality
parenting and child care, the extent to which the elementary school is
well linked to these family and child care resources, and the degree
to which classroom experiences provided for children in
kindergarten and first grade effectively build on competencies they
bring to school (see also Love, Aber, & Brooks-Gunn, 1992;
Meisels, 1999; Pianta & Walsh, 1996). All of these experiences
prepare a child (or not) to be ready for school in a number of
different social, behavioral, cognitive, emotional, and physical
domains.
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Comprehensive efforts to promote school readiness require an
adequate understanding and assessment of children’s skills (Meisels,
1999). Such assessments, when repeated at regular intervals over
time and again, are like taking the temperature of the community
with regard to its efforts to enhance children’s development (Love et
al., 1992). Attention to school readiness, in particular, is based on the
literature showing when children demonstrate or fail to demonstrate
certain skills early in their school careers; they are more or less likely
to succeed later in school (Entwisle & Alexander, 1999; Pianta &
McCoy, 1997). School readiness includes several dimensions. For
example, children must be physically ready for school (Sassu, 2007);
this dimension includes children’s health status, growth, and
disabilities as well as gross and fine motor skills. Children must also
be socially and emotionally ready for school (Webster-Stratton,
Reid, & Stoolmiller, 2008). Readiness in this domain includes social
skills such as the ability to take turns and to cooperate, the ability to
understand the emotions of other people, and the ability to interpret
and express one’s own feelings. Approaches to learning, including
enthusiasm, curiosity, and persistence on tasks, are also critical to
school readiness (Denham, 2006). Language development is another
important domain for school readiness (Lunkenheimer et al., 2008).
This dimension includes both verbal language (e.g., listening,
speaking, vocabulary) and emerging literacy (e.g., print awareness,
understanding the components of stories, representing ideas through
drawing, letter-like shapes, or letters). Cognition and general
knowledge are also important dimensions of school readiness (La
Paro & Pianta, 2000; Scott-Little, Kagan, & Frelow, 2006). This
includes academic knowledge such as shapes, spatial relations, and
number concepts as well as knowledge about social conventions.

Education in Jordan

Although many elements of school readiness are likely to be similar
across cultural contexts, education systems themselves are largely
dependent on national and local policies and practices. In Jordan,
first grade is mandatory, but it is not necessary in kindergarten. Until
recently, kindergartens were either not available to most children or
were available only in the private rather than public sector. However,
Jordan is now in a period of education reform. Since 2003, the

6
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Ministry of Education has established 532 public kindergartens in
Jordan. The expansion of kindergarten in public sector is being
implemented as part of a larger reform to address the vision of King
Abdullah in making Jordan the information technology hub in the
Middle East and in developing human capital for the knowledge
economy. In July 2003 the Ministry of Education launched a five
year project called Education Reform for the Knowledge Economy
(ERfKE). The initial phase of the project is now complete, and a
second phase of ERfKE will be launched in 2009. Substantial
funding is being secured to enable the Ministry of Education to
undertake educational reform at the governance, program, and
facility quality levels, in order to achieve sustainable learning
outcomes relevant to a knowledge economy. This project is the first
of its kind in the Middle East. Four major components are part of this
broad reform: (1) Reorienting education policy objectives and
strategies and reforming governance and administrative systems; (2)
Transforming education programs and practices to achieve learning
outcomes relevant to a knowledge economy; (3) Supporting the
provision of quality physical learning environments; and (4)
Promoting school readiness through expanded early childhood
education (Ministry of Education, 2002). The fourth component is of
particular relevance to the present study.

With the increasing demand for accountability and improved student
performance that has swept the nation, policy makers and educators
have struggled to find ways to assess children when they enter
school. Understanding children’s level of readiness as they enter
school can help teachers know where to focus their efforts on
enhancing children’s readiness and can provide clues to help parents
and teachers understand children's performance later in their school
career. Furthermore, this knowledge can provide teachers with
essential information for individualizing the curriculum to help
children learn more effectively. Finally, assessment of children's
readiness at school entrance may play an important role in
accountability measurement, because this information can provide
baseline data against which future data on children can be compared.

The Present Study
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The long-term objective behind the present work is to launch a
standard for national assessment of school readiness in order to
assess the efficacy of national and community-based interventions
and social policies aimed at improving early childhood outcomes in
Jordan. This involves the measurement of early childhood outcomes
over time to identify areas of strengths and weaknesses. The short-
term objective was to assess the school readiness of Jordanian
children in five key domains: social skills and behavior, awareness of
self and environment, cognitive skills, language and communication
skills, and physical development.

The present study had three specific goals: (a) To describe the school
readiness of Jordanian children in the five domains; (b) To compare
the first grade school readiness of children who had and had not
attended kindergarten; and (c) To compare the 2004 and 2007 school
readiness of children in areas that instituted public kindergartens
during that time period. Consistent with a large body of research
attesting to the importance of early childhood programs in enhancing
school readiness (e.g., Gilliam & Zigler, 2000), we hypothesized that
children who had attended kindergarten would have higher levels of
school readiness than would children who had not attended
kindergarten. We hypothesized that children would have higher
levels of school readiness in 2007 than in 2004 in communities that
instituted public kindergartens across that time period.

Method

Participants

The present sample included 4,681 grade one students (46% girls,
54% boys) who were identified by the National Center for Human
Resources Development (NCHRD) from the Ministry of Education's
database. Most of the sample (n = 3,657) was selected to represent
the national population. A nationally representative stratified random
sample of 144 schools from a defined population of schools with first
grade enrolment of more than 9 children was selected. Twenty-four
children were selected from each school that had 24 or more grade
one children. The remainder of the sample (n = 1,024) was a
stratified over-sample that was selected from 47 schools where
public kindergartens were newly established as part of the national
education reform; these schools served several towns, were located
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in rural poor areas, and were not previously served by the public
sector.

Procedure and Measures

Data were collected by 63 field researchers at the Ministry of
Education. They were chosen by the directorate of Early Childhood
Education at the Ministry of Education as qualified personnel to
carry out research. All of them had a university degree in education
or a related field. In addition, they had specialized training in early
childhood education and participated in a workshop that was held in
the NCHRD for the purpose of preparing them for the research tasks.
Each field researcher was assigned a number of schools and was
trained how to select the sample. In schools where there was more
than one section of first grade, one section was randomly selected. In
the sections where there were more than 24 students, 24 students
were randomly selected. In small schools where there were fewer
than 24 students in first grade, all of the students were selected. In
first grades where there were both genders, approximately equal
numbers of males and females were selected.

The instrument that was used in this research was developed in
Canada as part of a five-year research project called Understanding
the Early Years (UEY). The Early Development Instrument used in
UEY (Janus & Offord, 2007) was adapted and validated with
Jordanian children, resulting in the Early Years Evaluation Tool
(EYE). The EYE assessment/evaluation tool has been identified as a
useful measure in cross-cultural comparisons of developing
countries. The World Bank intends to use the EYE in developing
countries to compare children’s readiness to enter school; countries
in the first phase of the World Bank’s work are Jordan, India, and
Turkey.

The EYE assesses children’s performance in five domains: Social
Skills and Behavior, Awareness of Self and Environment, Cognitive
Skills, Language and Communication, and Physical Development.
The tool is composed of a total of 49 items (o0 = .94) distributed
among the domains as follows: (a) 14 items in the social skills and
behavior domain (a0 = .93); (b) 9 items in the awareness of self and
environment domain (o = .81); (¢) 12 items in the cognitive skills
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domain (a0 = .85); (d) 7 items in the language and communication
domain (o0 = .80); and (e) 7 items in the physical development
domain (o = .72). In the social skills and behavior domain, each item
was rated by teachers on a 4-point scale with 1 = This trait is never
present and has not been observed, 2 = This trait is seldom present
and rarely observed, 3 = This trait is frequently present and is usually
observed, or 4 = This trait is consistently present and is always
observed. In the remaining domains, a trained researcher observed
the child’s performance on specific tasks and rated the child’s
performance on each item with 1 = Child is unable to do this and
appears not to have any of the skills required for this task, 2 = Child
has some of the skills required for this task but was unable to do it at
this time, 3 = Child can do this partially but not consistently. It
appears that he/she will soon master this task, 4 = Child can do this
confidently and consistently; It is clear that he/she could do it
correctly whenever asked.

Scale averages in each domain and for the total measure were used in
analyses. On the basis of the teacher and observer ratings, four levels
of school readiness were defined. Level 1 (mean score < 1.5)
indicated that children were developing readiness slowly and were
not yet ready for school; the skills, knowledge, or behaviors
necessary for readiness were absent or rarely demonstrated by
children at this level. Level 2 (mean score > 1.5 and < 2.5) indicated
that children were approaching readiness; skills, knowledge, or
behaviors were emerging but not yet demonstrated consistently.
Level 3 (mean score > 2.5 and < 3.5) indicated that children were
ready for school and almost proficient; the skills, knowledge, or
behaviors were partially demonstrated, and children were on the
verge of mastery. Level 4 (mean score > 3.5) indicated that children
were fully ready for school and proficient; the skills, knowledge, or
behaviors were firmly within the children’s range of performance.

Results

Table 1 shows the percent of children who were classified at each
level of school readiness overall and for each of the five subdomains.
It is notable that in every domain, at least 80% of children were
deemed to be at Level 3 or higher, indicating that they were almost
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ready or fully ready for school. Less than 2% of children were
classified in the not ready category for all five domains. As shown in
Table 1, overall 39.7% of children can be described as fully ready for
school, and 54.2% can be described as almost ready for school. Six
percent of the children were emerging in readiness, and only .2% of
the children were not ready for school.

Table 1 also summarizes Jordanian children’s school readiness in
five specific domains. With respect to social skills and behavior,
45% of Jordanian children are almost ready for school, and 43.1%
are fully ready for school. In terms of awareness of self and
environment, 43.2% of the children are almost ready for school, and
44.4% are fully ready for school. For cognitive skills, 41.6% of the
children are almost ready for school, and 49.5% are fully ready for
school. In the domain of language and communication skills, 49.9%
are almost ready for school, and 31.2% of the children are fully
ready for school. With respect to physical development, 28.7% of the
children are almost ready for school, and 68.3% are fully ready for
school.

We next turned to the question of whether children who had attended
kindergarten were more ready for first grade than were children who
had not attended kindergarten. Using the continuous measure of
overall readiness, children who had attended kindergarten (M = 3.36,
SD = .42) were found to be significantly more ready for first grade
than were children who had not attended kindergarten (M = 3.05, SD
=.51), 1(3,632) = 16.98, p < .001. Forty-five percent of children who
had attended kindergarten were at Level 4 of school readiness,
compared to 22% of children who had not attended kindergarten.
Fifty-two percent of children who had attended kindergarten were at
Level 3 of school readiness, compared to 63% of children who had
not attended kindergarten. Four percent of children who had attended
kindergarten were at Level 2 of school readiness, compared to 15%
of children who had not attended kindergarten. Finally, .1% of
children who had attended kindergarten were at Level 1 of school
readiness, compared to .4% of children who had not attended
kindergarten.
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Given the particular importance of the communities in which
kindergartens had recently been established as part of the education
reform, the next set of analyses compared the school readiness of
children in these communities at the beginning of education reform
in 2004 (n = 955) with the school readiness of children in these
communities in 2007 (n = 1,024). Using the continuous measure of
school readiness, children in 2007 (M = 3.31, SD = .44) were
significantly more ready for school than were children in 2004 (M =
3.21, 8D = 45), t(1,977) =4.97, p < .001. Overall, 39.3% of children
in these communities were observed to be fully ready for school
(Level 4 of school readiness) in 2007, compared to 29.1% in 2004. In
these communities, 55.7% of children were observed to be almost
ready for school (Level 3 of school readiness) in 2007, compared to
63.2% in 2004. Thus, one of the main effects of introducing public
kindergartens appears to have been moving children from being
almost ready to fully ready for school. Only .1% of the children in
these communities were observed not to be ready for school (Level 1
of school readiness) in 2007, compared to .3% in 2004. Table 2
shows school readiness in 2004 compared to 2007 in each of the five
domains of readiness. In communities with newly introduced
kindergartens, children in 2007 were significantly more ready for
school than were children in 2004 with respect to their social skills
and behavior, #1,977) = -4.69, p < .001, language and
communication, #(1,977) = -4.95, p < .001, and physical
development, #(1,977) = -6.49, p < .001. There were no significant
differences between 2004 and 2007 in children’s awareness of self
and environment or cognitive readiness.

Discussion

The present study had three goals: (a) To describe the school
readiness of Jordanian children in five domains; (b) To compare the
first grade school readiness of children who had and had not attended
kindergarten; and (c) To compare the 2004 and 2007 school
readiness of children in areas that instituted public kindergartens
during that time period. Overall, results revealed that over 80% of
Jordanian children were almost ready or fully ready for first grade in
each of the five domains. Less than 2% of children were rated as
being not ready for first grade in each of the five domains. Children
who had attended kindergarten were significantly more ready for

12
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first grade than were children who had not attended kindergarten. In
communities with newly established kindergartens, children were
significantly more ready for first grade in 2007 than in 2004.

The results are encouraging in that most Jordanian children were
either nearly ready or fully ready for first grade (the first year of
mandatory schooling). For the children whose school readiness is
just beginning to emerge and for those children who are not yet
ready for school, the quality of kindergarten and other early
childhood programs is likely to be especially important in helping
these children prepare for school (Henry et al., 2006). Individualized
instruction in addition to a high quality school curriculum may be
necessary for the small percent of children who are at the lowest
level of school readiness to help them advance to the level of their
peers (National Association for the Education of Young Children,
1995).

As expected and consistent with previous research regarding early
childhood education in other countries (Gilliam & Zigler, 2000),
children who had attended kindergarten were significantly more
prepared for first grade than were children who had not attended
kindergarten. These findings lend support to the national objectives
in education reform being implemented by the Ministry of Education
in a long-term plan to establish public kindergartens that will
eventually be available to all Jordanian children. The establishment
of public kindergartens is especially important for children in rural
areas who are not typically served by the private sector. In the
context of this reform, a national kindergarten curriculum was
prepared by a team of national experts in early childhood education
and was finalized and launched by her Majesty Queen Rania in the
beginning of the 2004-2005 school years. The findings are
encouraging in suggesting that the quality of the newly implemented
kindergartens is high enough to be improving children’s school
readiness in several domains important to later school success, as
indicated by the higher levels of school readiness of children in 2007
than in 2004 in communities with newly launched kindergartens.

Despite these encouraging results, there is still room for
improvement in enhancing Jordanian children’s school readiness.
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For example, although 43% of Jordanian children were fully ready
for school in terms of their social skills and behaviors, almost half of
Jordanian children were rated as nearly (but not fully) ready for
school, indicating minor difficulties coping with school in terms of
their social abilities. Social skills at school entry are importantly
related to later school success (Webster-Stratton et al., 2008),
therefore, additional efforts should be implemented in kindergarten
to help students learn to get along with other children, accept
responsibility for their own actions, follow rules and class routines,
respect adults, gain self-confidence and self-control, adjust to
change, and work independently. Similarly, additional efforts should
be made to improve the school readiness of children by working
through kindergartens to enhance children’s awareness of themselves
and their environment, cognitive skills, language and communication
skills, and physical development. Language and communication
skills appear to be in need of particular attention because 17% of
children were observed to be only beginning to show school
readiness in this domain.

Recommendations for Policy and Practice

Within Jordan, the Ministry of Education should continue to expand
kindergarten coverage. It should aim at increasing kindergarten
enrollment rates by expanding the reach of quality kindergarten
programs, especially to poor, remote, and underserved areas in order
to ensure equitable access of sufficient quality to prepare all children
for school. The private sector also should be encouraged to establish
and run kindergartens under the supervision of the Ministry of
Education, especially in poor and rural areas. When public
kindergartens are not available in a particular geographic area, the
Ministry of Education could provide economic support for low-
income families to enable them to send their children to private
kindergartens. The Ministry of Education should make sure that the
kindergarten curriculum is responsive to the varying needs of
children and the different developmental strengths and weaknesses
they bring to kindergarten. The school curriculum also should be
responsive to the unique needs of children who are considered at-risk
and with developmental delays.
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More broadly, investment and commitment are needed to ensure that
every child enters school ready to succeed and that schools are
effective in educating every child. Every child must be provided with
a basic foundation that is critical to learning in school, and schools
must be prepared to meet the needs of individual children as they
enter school. It is important that kindergarten teachers be aware that
by the end of kindergarten children should be able to adjust socially
and be emotionally secure in school, communicate with adults and
other children, be aware of print and letter-sound relationships,
understand stories, recognize and understand basic mathematical
concepts including the ability to identify patterns and place items in a
certain order, have a basic understanding of their environment and
the roles of people in their families and communities, and be
physically strong and coordinated. Being equipped with this diverse
set of skills early in their school careers will prepare children for
future academic success.
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Assessing the Difficulty Index of Course Materials in
National Open University of Nigeria

*Inegbedion, Juliet O.

Abstract

To have a sustainable learning outcome in open and distance learning there
must be availability of quality course materials for the students, which is
one of the criteria considered in setting up a new programme; it is also
used by the public in determining the quality of education the students are
expected to receive. National Open University of Nigeria (NOUN) is not an
exception in this regard. Therefore, this study is interested in assessing the
difficulty index of NOUN course materials; which is a criterion for
determining quality. The assessment of course materials is not a new
phenomenon, educational researchers and practitioners have over the time
recognised this. To find out the level of text difficulty of NOUN course
materials, three research questions were raised — Are required course
materials available? Do the available course materials meet the standard
specified for ODL? What should be the criteria in reviewing course
materials published in 2004? To answer these questions the survey method
was used to generate responses. All registered students in Lagos Study
Centre formed the population, Through judgment/purposive sampling
method 100 students were selected for the sample; while systematic
sampling technique was used in selecting 10% out of the total number of
printed course materials that were available at the time of study. Following
this, the Gunnings’s Fog Index, Flesch Reading Ease, Cloze text and
Rowntree’s Complexity Quotient were used to assess the difficulty index of
selected course materials; while questionnaires were designed to elicit data
from the learners to get their perception on the content, format and
language of the course materials including any other opinion they may
share. The results showed a shortfall of course materials, fairly adequate
age matching of text, a need for course material review, and fairly adequate
difficulty level of text.

* National Open University of Nigeria, Lagos (jinegbedion@nou.edu.ng or
ladyjay4god @yahoo.com)
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Introduction

Course materials are vital tool which determine the progress of
academic sessions in Open and Distance Learning (ODL). The need
for availability and quality course materials cannot be
overemphasized especially for new institutions like The National
Open University of Nigeria (NOUN) where the populace wants to
know the quality of knowledge that would be received by the
learners; which is a determinant of the quality of products. It
therefore means that to attain a sustainable learning outcome in Open
and Distance Learning, quality course materials must be available.

Presently, NOUN is facing the challenge of course material
production, more so that the course materials need to be reviewed in
every five years. One major challenge faced during course material
production is ‘Editing’, which includes content, language and format,
where the shafts are sieved from the wheat; because it is during the
editing stage you determine the quality. It therefore means that the
editors need to know the areas of concentration that would be used to
determine quality. To find solution to the challenge the following
research questions were raised — Are the required course materials
available? Do the available course materials meet the standard
specified for ODL? What should be the criteria in reviewing course
materials published in 2004? To answer these questions, the study
assessed the difficulty index of available course materials.

Literature Review

Text difficulty is determined by looking at the ease the learner would
have in comprehending a text and the interest the learner would
derive. To be able to match students with appropriate texts, you
need to assess the difficulty of the texts you consider using, as well
as the likelihood that the students will be motivated to read them
(Hiebert, 2005). Hiebert identified the following as factors
influencing text difficulty: vocabulary, sentence structure, length,
elaboration, coherence and unity, text structure, familiarity of content
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and background knowledge required, audience appropriateness,
quality and verve of the writing, interestingness.

Vocabulary — is one of the major identifiable characteristics
suggesting text difficulty. It should be noted that a mere replacement
of difficult words with simple one does not make the difficulty level
simple. Sometimes this type of replacement may lead to confusion
because there are words that cannot be replaced if the meaning has to
be retained (Anderson and Freebody, 1981). It should however be
noted that a few difficult words may cause serious barrier to
comprehension as shown by Freebody and Anderson (1983) that it
takes a substantial proportion of difficult words to affect students’
comprehension.

Sentence Structure — is one of the text characteristics that is easy to
assess, very long and very complex sentences make text very
difficult to read. But, sentence structure strength on text difficulty is
not as strong as that of vocabulary (Coleman, 1971). Also, it is
recommended that the sentence in a text need to be complex enough
to clearly convey the meaning of the text (Pearson, 1974 — 1975).

Length — for learner who cannot read fluently, length could form a
formidable obstacle. It is also applicable to those learners who have
a short reading span.

Elaboration — “Texts can be written so that they present concepts
without much explanation, or so that they present concepts along
with a good deal of explanatory material — examples, analogies, and
linkages of various sorts” (Hiebert and Fisher, 2005).

Coherence and Unity — Anderson and Armbruster, 1984; Beck and
Mckeown, 1989, see coherence as the integration of material how
each topic and subtopic is defined and the relationship that exists
between the parts. Unity is the oneness of purpose. Good texts are
directed to a particular topic, objectives, concepts and particular
points.
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Text Structure — is the organization of text. Drum, 1984 identifies
narratives or expository as the two categories student text normally
fall into.

Quality and Verve of the Writing — it is also important to consider
the quality of the writing, the flair of the writing, the particular blend
of topic, organization and style that make one piece of writing
intriguing and memorable and another mundane (Hiebert and Fisher,
2005).

Interestingness — is the most subjective factor, because the factor
used in determining interest is dependent on the reader. What may
serve as interest to one may not serve as an interest to another? In
writing, the main theme must not suffer even while sustaining
interest.

In addition to these factors, the aims, goals and objectives of each
programme or course would be other elements to consider when
matching texts and students.

Methodology

The descriptive method of research was used. Descriptive research
involves “collection of data in order to test hypotheses or to answer
questions concerning the current status of the subject of the study”
(Gay, 1992). The survey method was used in the collection of data.
“A survey is an attempt to collect data from members of a population
in order to determine the current status of that population with
respect to one or more variables” (Gay, 1992).

All registered NOUN students and all available printed course
materials formed the population of the study. For the purpose of this
research, the students’ population was restricted to Lagos Study
Centre because of the difficulty of getting all registered students in
NOUN, but from statistics, Lagos Study Centre has the highest
number of registered students among other Study Centres, which
formed a good representation of the entire students.

Judgment/purposive sampling method was used in selecting the
respondents while systematic sampling technique was used in the
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selection of the number of course materials used for the research.
Using the judgmental sampling method, 100 students comprising 40
postgraduate and 60 undergraduate students were sampled. 10% of
the printed course materials were used.

Table 1: Available Printed Course Materials as at
April 30th, 2008

Available Pf& ;’:d
S/N School Printed .
Materials Materials
Used
School of Arts & Social Sciences
(SASS)
1 116 11
School of Business & Human
Resources Management
2 (SBHRM) 47 5
3 School of Education (SED) 67 7
4 School of Law (LAW) 16 2
5 School of Science & Technology
(SST)
72 7
318 32
Total

A questionnaire was designed to elicit information from the
respondents. The questionnaire had three main sections — content,
format and language. The items were drawn to get the learners
(users) feeling about the three main areas which determine the
quality of course materials. In addition to the main sections, a
section was set aside for free comments. The items designed required
‘yes’ or ‘No’ answer. The validity and reliability of the instrument
were tested using content and construct validity; and split-half
reliability after which a pre-test of the questionnaire was carried out
before it was finally administered to the selected respondents. 100
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questionnaires were distributed and only 80 were successfully filled
and returned; which reflected 80% response.

Also used in the study is Gunnings’s Fog Index, Flesch Reading
Ease, Cloze text and Rowntree’s Complexity Quotient to assess the
course materials as recommended by Staff Training and Research
Institute of Distance Education (STRIDE) in 1993. STRIDE is an
autonomous institution under the control of the Board of
Management of Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU).
Gunnings’s Fog Index or Modified Gunning Fog Index was used in
measuring the level of reading difficulty of the course materials.
Though it has received criticism, it is still a good instrument in
knowing the tone and style of writing a particular text. The modified
Fog Index helps in measuring the ‘reading age’ of a particular text.
It is also important to know that the use of technical terms or jargon
can increase Fog Index scores. The Modified Fog Index can be
calculated as:

1. Count exactly 100 words from a paragraph of your text.

2. Underline those words that have 3 or more syllables (a,
e, 1,0,0).

3. Count the underlined words (A)

4. Count the number of sentences.

5. Workout the average words per sentence. Round up to

the nearest (B).

Add A and B (O).

Multiply C by 4.

Divide D by 10 (E)

Add 5 to E and you will get fog Index
(http://www.wikieducator.org/session_10).

AR SN

Before the modification of Fog Index, it was said that: The Fog
Index does not determine if the writing is too basic or too advanced
for a particular audience rather; it helps to decide whether a
document could benefit from editing or using plain language
techniques (Klariti, 2000). Flesch Reading Ease is another formula
for calculating reading age and the formula is:

RE =206.535 - 0.846w - 1.015s
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Where:
w = average number of syllabus per 100 words;
s = average number of words per sentence.

The higher the RE, the easier the text Harley (1994) in Wikieducator
(2008). Microsoft Word could also be used in calculating the Flesch
Reading Ease. This can be assessed through ‘Spelling and
Grammar’ from “Tools’ on the menu bar.

Cloze Test is also used for testing readability. “In the cloze test,
every 5" or 7" word of a sample text is omitted, and the text is given
to the target group to read by filling the missing words. Readability
is calculated on the basis of predicting the correct words, and a 60%
score is considered satisfactory for comprehension, while 40 — 60%
indicates partial comprehension, and less than 40% indicates
inadequate comprehension” (Wikieducator, 2008). Rowntree’s
(1996) Complexity Quotient is another way of testing the readability
of a text. The writer further suggests the calculation of complexity
quotient viz:

1. Count the number of complete sentences you have on a
page (A).

2. Count the number of “long” words (three or more
syllables) (B).

3. Divide B by A to get complexity quotient.

The prose is regarded as difficult ones when the score exceeds 3 as
compared to most novelists.

Presentation of Data
Table 2: Percentage of Learners’ Response on the Quality of Course
Materials Content

%
. % %
S/N Details NO | NR
YES
1 Is the introduction of modules | 91 9 0
adequate?
2 Does the Introduction of a| 94 3 3

24



JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH (Vol.12, No.1) 2009 Dept Of Education IUB,

Pakistan

unit/module  relate the present
unit/module  to  the  previous
unit/module and the next, to ascertain
continuity?

3 Does the Introduction reflect the | 91 6 3
reason for studying the content in that
unit/module?

4 Does the Introduction serve as a good | 94 6 0
motivator for the learners?

5 Are there clearly stated behavioural | 85 15 0
objectives in the course materials?

6 Do the objectives cover the entire unit | 70 27 3
content?

7 Would the objectives help you assess | 97 3 0
your own learning?

8 Do the objectives set achievable task | 91 6 3
before you?

9 Is the study material planed to meet | 85 15 0
the theme of the unit?

10 | Is the content logically sequenced? 85 12 3

11 | Is the level of content appropriate for | 94 6 0
your level?

12 | Is the content lucid and learner | 82 12 6
friendly?

13 | Are explanations in the course | 67 33 0
materials adequate?

14 | Is the content designed to sustain your | 67 21 12
interest by using example,
illustrations, humour, anecdotes etc?

15 | Are there adequate self-practice | 91 6 3
activities for you?

16 | Are ideas and arguments sequential? | 70 21 9

17 | Are relevant information supplied in | 73 21 6
the content?

18 | Is the given information up-to-date | 64 36 0
and accurate?

19 | Are the conclusions in the course | 64 30 6

materials adequate?
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20 | Does the summary review the main | 85 12 3
points for your recapitulation and
reinforcement?
21 Does the summary contain statements | 91 6 3

of major concepts?

22 Are the T.M.A’s well structured to | 88 6 6
cover what has been learnt in a unit?

23 | Did you notice any plagiarism in the | 24 55 21
text

Total | 1843 | 367 | 90

Average Percentage | 81 16 3

Note: NR means No Response

Table 3: Percentage of Learners’ Response on the Quality of Course
Materials Format

%
% %
S/N Details
YES NO | NR
1 Does the arrangement of the content | 85 15 0
make your reading easy?
2 Are you comfortable with the font | 82 15 3
size?
3 Are you comfortable with the font | 88 9 3
type?
4 Are you comfortable with the | 88 6 6
appearance of the text?
5 Does the spacing enhance your | 91 3 6
reading ability?
6 Does the Course Material meet the | 94 0 6
house style format?
7 Is the title page well presented? 88 6 6
8 Is the Table of Content well | 82 12 6
presented?

Total | 698 | 66 36

Average Percentage | 87 8 5

Table 4: Percentage of Learners’ Response on the Quality of
Language used in the Course Materials
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%o

%

SN/ Details 1:17:1
YES | NO

1 Is the language learner friendly? 94 6 0

2 Is the style of writing personalized? 48 48 4

3 Is the text written in simple and short | 76 18 6
sentences?

4 Is the communication effective and | 88 12 0
readable?

5 Is the paragraphing adequate? 97 3 0

6 Are the sentences free of grammatical | 36 64 0
errors?

7 Are all words spelt correctly? 39 58 3

8 Are all the spellings in UK English | 55 33 12
format?

9 Are active voice used correctly? 55 24 21

10 | Is the usage of idioms adequate? 61 21 18

11 | Is the text in conversational format? 67 18 15

12 | Is the language in the course material | 30 58 12
gender sensitive?

13 | Does the writing style makes the | 79 12 9
learner feel he/she is being talked to?
By using the words “You”, “I”, “We”

14 | Did the level of the language match | 73 12 15
the level of the content?

15 | Are the vocabulary and technical | 85 6 9
terms used adequate?

16 |Is the language used simple and | 76 15 9
clear?

17 | Did the language used meet with the | 76 15 9
linguistic ability of the learners?

18 | Is the complexity quotient adequate? | 61 24 15

19 | Is the fog index adequate? 52 24 24

20 | Is the cloze test adequate? 49 24 27

21 | Are there inconsistent spellings? 52 36 12

22 | Are the quotations used very essential | 79 6 15
to the theme?

23 | Are there superfluous words or | 36 46 18
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phrases?
24 | Are there clichés and worn out | 36 40 24
phrases?
25 | Are the tenses inconsistent? 39 39 22
26 | Are the punctuations adequate? 55 27 18
27 | Are there verbal expressions? 58 21 21
28 |Is the use of nominal expression | 61 21 18
avoided?
29 | Is the use of non English words in an | 43 36 21
English text expressed in bold
format?
Total | 1756 | 767 | 377
Average Percentage | 61 26 13

Comments on Availability of Course Materials by Respondents
From the section of the questionnaire where respondents were given
opportunity to comment as desired, 90% of the total number of
respondents expressed dissatisfaction with the non availability of
most of their course materials.

Table 5: Presentation of Difficulty Index of the Selected Course
Materials at the Undergraduate Level

S/N Course Modified El:;(ci?ng Complexity | Cloze
Code Fog Index Ease Quotient Test
1 BIO 111 | 16 50.4 1 58%
2 BIO 191 | 16 54.3 0.5 55%
3 BIO 222 | 16 38.1 2.2 60%
4 CSS 105 | 18 49.3 2.6 60%
5 CTHOI11 | 16 46.9 2.0 65%
6 CTHO025 | 17 47.6 2.1 58%
7 CTH 031 | 20 53.2 2.5 57%
8 DFR 022 | 19 48.7 2.5 60%
9 EDU 202 | 17 44.5 2.2 56%
10 | EDU204 | 22 432 3.5 63%
11 | HCM 20 57.1 1.7 61%
112
12 |INR 101 | 17 29.0 2.3 55%
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13 | LAW 19 41.0 3.0 66%
102
14 | NSS217 | 18 50.5 2.0 58%
15 | NSS301 |19 47.4 1.5 57%
16 | PHY 204 | 16 39.7 2.2 50%
Total | 286 740.9 33.8 939 %
Average | 18 46.3 2.1 59 %

Table 6: Presentation of Difficulty Index of the Selected Course
Materials at the Post Graduate Level

S/N Course Modified E:as(cl?ng Com[')lexity Cloze
Code Fog Index Ease Quotient Test

1 BHM 23 26.5 3.7 60%
667

2 CTH 603 | 22 40.5 2.5 54%

3 EDA 710 | 21 33.3 3.0 62%

4 EDU 634 | 20 40.2 3 62%

5 EDU 702 | 16 34.7 1.7 61%

6 HEM 16 47.6 1.5 62%
603

7 JLS 602 | 19 47.8 2.0 61%

8 JLS 608 | 20 37.6 1.8 53%

9 LED 605 | 20 39.0 2.5 60%

10 | MBA 20 34.5 2.5 66%
701

11 | MED 22 39.2 33 60%
708

12 | MPA 19 30.9 2.5 60%
704

13 | MPA 23 38.4 2.0 65%
706

14 | PCR 601 | 27 48.6 2.6 56%

15 | PCR702 | 18 50.6 2 61%

16 | SED713 |21 41.9 3.8 58%

Total | 327 631.3 40.4 961 %

Average | 20 39 2.5 60 %
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Discussion

Research Question 1:

Are the required course materials available?

From the data presented in Table 1, there were only 318 printed
course materials in NOUN as at April 30", 2008. Considering the
total number of courses offered in the various schools; the total
number of course materials required would be about 1000. This,
therefore means that there is a short fall in the production of course
materials, which implied that students might have problem
completing their programmes as at when due. This was further
confirmed by the respondents’ free comments in the questionnaire.

It was discovered that the management of the university was also
disturbed about the non availability of course materials; which was
expressed by the vice chancellor at the Senate, for which the
management is presently doing every thing possible to salvage the
situation.

Research Question 2:
Do the available course materials meet the standard specified for
ODL?

In testing the standard specified for ODL, the index difficulty of the
course materials was calculated using Fog Index, Flesch Reading
Ease, Cloze Test and Rowntree’s Complexity Quotient. The Fog
Index and the Flesch Reading Ease help to calculate the reading age,
which will help determine the matching of the course materials with
the age of learners. From the results presented in Tables 5 and 6
above, the average reading age for the course materials prepared for
the undergraduate level is 18 and that of the post graduate 20 years.
Considering the recommended minimum school age for university
education in Nigeria, which is 16 and the practical age at which
students turn out of university education these days, it could be said
that the course materials fairly suit the students age. Fairly, because
using the government regulations, the minimum age for post
graduate would have been 21, age attained after the National Youth
Service Corps (NYSC). That is to say that the level of difficulty in
the course is what they could cope with. Considering the suggested
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table presented by Flesch Formula Readability Ease Score which
states thus:

Table 7

RE Description of | Required Reading
Value Style Skill

90 — 100 | Very Easy 5" Grade

80-90 | Easy 6" Grade

70 —80 | Fairly Easy 7" Grade

60—70 | Standard 6" — 9" Grade

50— 60 | Fairly Difficult | 10" — 12" Grade
3050 | Difficult 13" — 16" Grade
0-30 Very Difficult College Graduation

and its equivalent in Nigeria as shown below:

Table 8
Description Required Rea.ding. Skill
RE Value of Style Nigerian
Equivalent
90 — 100 Very Easy 5" Grade Primary 5
80 — 90 Easy 6" Grade | Primary 6
70 — 80 Fairly Easy | 7" Grade | JSS 1
60 — 70 Standard 8" 9" 1 JSS2 &3
Grade
50 — 60 Fairly 10" — 12" [ SSS1-3
Difficult Grade
30-50 Difficult 13* — 16" | Under
Grade Graduate
Levels
0-30 Very College Post
Difficult Graduation | Graduate
Levels

A fair judgment could be made on the Flesch Reading Ease of the
course materials. From Tables 5 and 6, the average Flesch Reading
Ease record 46.6 for undergraduate and 39 for the post graduate.
Using Tables 7 and 8, it could be said that the course materials
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prepared for undergraduate students have their correct level of
difficulty. But that of the post graduate levels need an upgrade in the
level of difficulty to adequately suit the level it is meant for. This is
very important at the time of review. A close look at Tables 5 and 6
revealed the need to stabilise difficulty levels for which course
materials are written e.g. INR 101, a 100 level course, shows a
Flesch Reading Ease of 29.0 which is an indication that this course
material is very difficult for this level, again the difficulty may have
been as a result of some or all the factors influencing text difficulty —
vocabulary, sentence structure, length, elaboration, coherence and
unity, text structure, familiarity of content and background
knowledge required, audience appropriateness, quality and verve of
the writing, interestingness as stated by Hiebert (2005). Also PCR
702 records a Flesch Reading Ease of 50.6 and a Modified Fog Index
of 18. From the formula, 50.6 is below the level of a post graduate
programme but comparing the Flesch Reading Ease of 50.6 and the
Modified Fog Index that showed the reading age at 18, which is the
age that mostly falls under the undergraduate level, it could be said
that the course material matches the age and not the level. There is a
need to watch out for the appropriateness of the level of difficulty in
course material production, because inappropriateness of difficulty
level may bring discouragement to students in the programme.

Using Rowntree’s Complexity Quotient, any text with a score that
exceeds 3 is regarded as a difficult text. From the analysis given
above, the undergraduate course materials record complexity
quotient average of 2.1 and post graduate 2.5. This implies that the
texts are not difficult for the levels they are meant for, but rather
considered fairly adequate.

The Cloze Test rule says that when the cloze test of a text is 60% it
means the text his satisfactory for comprehension, when it is 40% -
60% it would be considered partial for comprehension and less than
40% is taken as inadequate comprehension. With this rule in place,
it could be said that the cloze test for the undergraduate text which
has an average of 59% and the postgraduate average of 60% are
partial for comprehension. This reflects the need for improvement
on the content and language of the course materials, though some of
the course materials are satisfactory for comprehension.
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Research Question 3:
What should be the criteria in reviewing course materials published
in 20047

From the results gathered in the field, the focus in the review of
course materials published in 2004 should be on:

e adequate upgrade of course materials level of difficulty,
e adequate review of content and language of every course
material,

Findings
The following were the findings from the research:

1. Students expressed great dissatisfaction with the non
availability of course materials. Also some of the
postgraduate students did not stop with the non
availability but extended it to the inadequacy in content
in some of the course materials.

2. The course materials written in 2004 are due for review.

3. From the analysis of data in this research it was revealed
that the editing part of the course material production
need to be given more attention especially in getting the
difficulty level index. In doing this, the content and the
language of the text must be properly edited so as to get
the right difficulty level.

4. That though NOUN course materials need some
improvement to adequately meets with the specification

of ODL course writing.

Recommendations
From the findings, the following recommendations are made:

1. In starting an Open and Distance Learning, the institution
should ensure availability of all 1% and 2" year course
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materials before taking off. This might not be through
development but adaptation and better still adoption where
possible. While the 1 and 2™ sessions are running the
courses of other levels would be undergoing development.
Through this process there would be a minimal shortage and
stagnation of sessions.

2. The university should procure software for calculating Text
Difficulty Index to be used in calculating the Difficulty
Index of course materials in the university. The use of the
software will enhance adequacy in the quality of course
materials.

3. There should be a re-training for course materials reviewers.

4. Difficulty Index of the text should be considered at whatever
method the course materials are produced — development,
adaptation and adoption.
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