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For several years, the question of equity within education systems has been the subject of 

debate. From this perspective, it is essential to question how all students, regardless of their 

personal characteristics or level of competence, receive (or do not receive) the same chances to 

develop their skills. This refers directly to the concept of opportunities to learn (OTL), defined 

in terms of curricular coverage, but also of teaching practices. This article focuses on the content 

emphasis dimension of the OTL concept as measured through the PIRLS 2021 survey in the 

Wallonia-Brussels Federation. Through 9 items of this survey, we investigated whether 

teaching practices differ according to the average level of students within classes. The analyses 

carried out show that, in lower-level classes, teachers modify their teaching practices, exposing 

students less frequently to long, resistant texts and inviting them less often to engage in complex 

tasks or tasks that work on high-level cognitive processes. These differences in terms of OTL 

according to the level of the pupils do not enable the weakest among them to develop their 

reading skills in the best possible way, and run counter to the compensatory justice perspective 

that is so popular in education systems (as provided). 
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Introduction 

The question of the effectiveness of education systems arises not only in terms of quality, but 

also in terms of equity (Nachbauer & Kyriakides, 2020). Indeed, beyond knowing "what works" 

for education, it is necessary to ask "what works for whom" and "under what conditions" 

(Kyriakides & Creemers, 2018). The Educational Effectiveness Research (RER) has focused 

primarily on the question of quality. It is more recently that studies in this have turned their 

attention to the equity dimension (Kyriakides & Creemers, 2018; Nachbauer & Kyriakides, 

2020).  

Several studies have highlighted major inequalities in achievement based on social origin at 

international level, although these vary significantly from one country to another (Mons, 2007; 

Monseur & Lafontaine, 2012; Caro & Mirazchiyski, 2012). These inequalities arise at different 

levels: family, systemic, but also more local, within the classroom. Indeed, teaching practices 

within the classroom can contribute to maintaining or even accentuating initial inequalities, 

notably through the existence of misunderstandings between students and teachers regarding 

the tasks carried out in class (Bautier & Goigoux, 2004; Bautier & Rayou, 2009), or following 

an adjustment of practices according to the students in the classroom, i.e., a difference in terms 

of opportunity to learns (Schmidt & Maier, 2009). 

This paper focuses on this last level. More specifically, in the French-speaking Belgium context  

marked by low achievement in the PIRLS survey and significant social inequalities (Schillings 

et al., 2023), this paper questions whether students attending “low-skill” classrooms benefit 

from the same opportunity to learn as their peers attending “advanced-skill” classrooms. 

To answer this question, secondary analyses of the PIRLS 2021 data were carried out. 

Considering the skill levels of the students in the classroom, their teaching practices were 

analyzed from a descriptive and comparative perspective.  



Literature review 

The notion of equity in education 

The notion of equity is not new. However, demographic changes, migratory crises and climate 

change are leading to an increase in diversity within societies, raising questions about the ability 

of education systems to promote equitable education (OECD, 2023). 

To fully understand the notion of equity, we must first differentiate it from the notion of 

equality. Equality is defined by UNESCO-UIS (2018, p.17) as "the state of being equal in terms 

of quantity, rank, status, value or degree". In the case of education, this means giving all 

students the same opportunities regardless of the conditions in which they were born. The 

concept of equity is more ambitious, since it takes account of individual starting points and 

needs: "all children should be given the education they need to achieve certain outcomes" 

(Nachbauer & Kyriakides, 2020). Thus, equitable education systems are those where "the 

achievement of educational potential is not the result of personal and social circumstances, 

including factors such as gender, ethnic origin, Indigenous background, immigrant status, 

sexual orientation and gender identity, special education needs, and giftedness" (OECD, 2023). 

This definition involves an egalitarian view of equity (Van Damme & Bellens, 2017), since it 

is not based on student merit (meritocracy) but on society and, more specifically, in the case of 

education, on the ability of education systems, schools and teachers to promote teaching that 

reduces learning differences due to background characteristics.  

Social background and school performance 

The link between social origin and academic success is well established (Sirin, 2005). As early 

as the 50s, a wealth of research and literature began to focus on the problem of social inequality. 

In Belgium (Hotyat, 1964), France (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1970), Canada (Fotheringham & 

Creal, 1980), the United States (Coleman et al., 1966), or Sweden (Husén, 1967), the findings 



were the same: socio-economically disadvantaged pupils had lower indicators of academic 

success than their peers from advantaged backgrounds. More recently, the Programme for 

International Student Assessment (PISA) attests to significant differences in performance at age 

15 according to socio-economic background (OECD, 2019). The 2015 OECD report also noted 

that social inequality in OECD countries was at its highest level since 1980. In 2018, the trend 

is still the same: between 2009 and 2018, few countries are characterized by a decrease in the 

socio-economic gap in reading (OECD, 2019). In the French-speaking Belgium, these 

inequalities are already present at age 10. The PIRLS 2021 survey highlights a achievement 

gap of 85 points between the most and least advantaged students (Schillings et al., 2023a). 

While this gap between the most and least advantaged pupils is not among the widest (Bulgaria, 

for example, has a gap of 122 points), some countries manage to maintain smaller differences, 

such as the Netherlands (with a gap of 67 points).  

These social inequalities in educational success result from a combination of several factors 

(Felouzis, 2014): the context of socialization (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1964; 1970), the 

organization of the education system (Mons, 2007; Monseur & Lafontaine, 2012; OECD, 2019) 

but also classroom practices (Bautier & Goigoux, 2004; Gustafsson et al., 2018) 

The first source of inequality is linked to the hierarchical and stratified nature of our society. 

Students do not all grow up in the same family environment, which gives them different 

backgrounds in terms of knowledge of what is expected at school and institutionalized cultural 

capital (Bourdieu, 1979). In this respect, Bourdieu and Passeron's habitus theory (1970) is 

illuminating: the dispositions (in terms of language, relationship to knowledge and mental 

reflexes) acquired during primary socialization will enable some pupils to acquire school 

knowledge without difficulty, while others will be hermetic to it (Felouzis, 2014). 

Data from international surveys such as PISA have also highlighted the structural dimension of 

social inequalities, some of which are linked to the way education systems are organized (Mons, 



2007; Monseur & Lafontaine, 2012; Caro & Mirazchiyski, 2012, OECD 2019). Several 

structural mechanisms are singled out as amplifiers of social inequalities (Mons, 2007): 

repetition, early tracks, homogeneous grouping practices in separate schools and negative 

discrimination (more disadvantaged pupils benefiting from a lower-quality educational 

environment). 

Finally, the construction of inequalities also takes place within the classroom. Based on detailed 

observations in French classrooms, Bautier and his colleagues (Bautier & Goigoux, 2004; 

Bautier & Rayou, 2009) have highlighted major misunderstandings between pupils and teachers 

concerning the tasks proposed and the objectives pursued. Students' understanding of what is 

expected of them at school requires a process of secondarization. Students who secondarize are 

able to elaborate the meaning of school objects and learning content (Bautier & Goigoux, 2024). 

For Rochex and Crinon (2011), misunderstandings are a source of inequality, since some 

students with a social and cultural capital are able to “secondarize”, i.e. understand the learning 

goals behind  school tasks, while others with less social and cultural capital are not. Another 

source of inequality is the variation in the curriculum used in the classroom, depending on the 

characteristics of the pupils (Bonnéry, 2007). It refers to the concept of opportunity to learn 

(OTL) which is a fundamental instructional process according to which ''what students learn in 

school is related to what is taught in school'' (Schmidt & Maier, 2009, p. 541).  

Opportunity to learn 

Far from being new, the concept of opportunity to learn (OTL) initially referred to students' 

exposure time to a task or subject of study (Carroll, 1963). This definition was later broadened 

to include individual or system characteristics (aptitude, comprehension, quality of instruction, 

etc.). Thus, in addition to the time allocated for learning content, the idea of the student's 

effective engagement with the curriculum in relation to learning goals was added. The definition 



given by Stevens et al (1998) reflects these changes and a broader vision of the concept. These 

authors consider OTL along four dimensions:  

- content coverage, which refers to the proportion of the prescribed curriculum (for a 

specific grade or subject) that has been covered; 

- content exposure refers to the fact that students have been exposed to specific content, 

and that this content has been taught to them. It is therefore mainly a question of the 

time teachers have devoted to teaching this content during their lessons, thus echoing 

the original definition of OTL; 

- content emphasis indicates the importance attached by the teacher to content within the 

lessons given to students. Together with content exposure, it distinguishes the 

prescribed curriculum from the curriculum actually implemented in the classroom; 

- quality of instruction delivery reflects the way in which teachers present content to 

students, which influences the way in which they understand what is being taught.  

This last variable is directly linked to the way in which OTL will be measured in large-scale 

surveys. Indeed, attention to OTL is linked to international surveys, notably with the first IEA 

comparative studies, assessing mathematics and science (Floden, 2002; Schmidt & Maier, 

2009; Schmidt & McKnight, 1995), which have repeatedly established a link between OTL and 

students’ performances. Moreover, this research on OTL has also informed researchers about 

how equitable or inequitable school systems can be. Differences in results between and within 

countries could be explained by variations in students' exposure to the curriculum (Lafontaine 

et al., 2015). This therefore leads us to question these disparities between students and their 

impact on their chances of learning. While these studies have highlighted dysfunctions in 

certain educational systems, OTLs are nonetheless an effective lever for improving student 

performance (McDonnell, 1995). The attention paid to OTLs in large-scale studies is therefore 

linked to questions of equity.  



Opportunity to learn and equity 

If we adopt a meritocratic view, the consideration behind OTL will be to consider that the 

student's responsibility to capture as many learning opportunities as possible in what the school 

has to offer, and that the school's role is to offer the same thing to everyone. On the contrary, 

according to a principle of corrective or compensatory justice, it is more appropriate to make 

up for the inequalities that exist between students by giving them more support. It is therefore 

the school's responsibility to offer more to those who have less competencies, to ensure that 

everyone has the same chance of success. 

However, with students in difficulty, teachers may be tempted to differentiate teaching by 

adjusting leaning goals and by proposing easier and more fragmented activities. 

In French-speaking Belgium, the education system is not equitable (Baye et al., 2009). 

Exposure to OTL varies greatly from school to school, and even from class to class. It is linked 

to the socio-economic composition of the schools. Pupils from less advantaged schools are more 

exposed to diminished OTL (both quantitatively and qualitatively), which contributes to 

widening academic and social gaps (Hattie, 2009). 

Reading comprehension and its instruction  

 

Purpose of the study 

The aim of this study is to examine the extent to which teachers in the French-speaking Belgium 

adapt their learning content and reading teaching practices according to the level of students’ 

reading skills in their class. While this adaptation may be well-intentioned, it raises questions 

in terms of equity because it does not offer students the same opportunities to progress.  



Few studies have been carried out on this subject in the field of reading. What's more, few 

studies have addressed differences in teaching practices between classes. Previous studies have 

focused on differences between schools (Gau, 1997), between countries (Lafontaine et al., 

2015), between students in the same classroom (Rowan & Correnti, 2009) or between 

educational pathways (Scherff & Piazza, 2005).  

The PIRLS survey offers an opportunity to analyze these differences between classrooms based 

on teachers' declared practices. Our research question is: "Do teachers adapt their teaching 

practices to the classroom composition and how? "  

Methodology 

Data 

This study utilized data from the 2021 Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 

(PIRLS) directed by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational 

Achievement (IEA). In 2021, 57 countries and 8 benchmark countries took part in this large-

scale study aimed to measure pupils' reading skills at grade 4. For this article, only data collected 

in the French-speaking Belgium are used. It concerns a representative sample of 4,274 pupils 

from 261 grade 4 classes. These classrooms came from 158 schools. In addition to the reading 

comprehension tests administered to the students, the teachers of evaluated classrooms were 

asked to complete a questionnaire. This consisted of 43 multiple-choice questions divided into 

8 themes: the school's achievement policy, the school and its environment, teachers' job 

satisfaction, teaching reading to the PIRLS class, reading in the school, libraries and digital 

resources, reading homework and reading assessment. Data on pre-service and in-service 

training as well as seniority in teaching are also collected. A total of 242 teachers responded to 

the questionnaire. This represents a participation rate of 93%. 

 



 

 

Instrument 

In this article, we focus more specifically on teachers' responses concerning the teaching of 

reading to the PIRLS classroom, i.e. the tested classroom. The analyses presented below focus 

on a selection of 9 items from the questionnaire sent to the teachers (Table 1). Two items relate 

to the texts’ type used by teachers during reading instruction or reading activities in the 

classroom. Four items relate to the tasks proposed to students in order to develop their reading 

comprehension skills. Finally, three items relate to the frequency with which teachers propose 

challenging tasks to their students.  

Table 1: Questions and items used in this paper 

Types of text When you have reading instruction 

and/or do reading activities with the 

students, how often do you have the 

students read the following types of 

text (in print or digitally)? 

 

Every day or almost every day, 

once or twice a week, once or twice 

a month, never or almost never. 

Short stories (e.g., fables, fairy 

tales, action stories, science fiction, 

detective stories) 

Longer fiction books with chapters 

Tasks to 

develop reading 

comprehension 

skills or 

strategies  

How often do you ask the students 

to do the following things to help 

develop reading comprehension 

skills or strategies?  

 

Every day or almost every day, 

once or twice a week, once or twice 

a month, never or almost never. 

Explain or support their 

understanding with text evidence 

Compare what they have read with 

experiences they have had 

Compare what they have read with 

other things they have read 

Make generalizations and draw 

inferences based on what they have 

read 

Challenging 

tasks 

How often do you do the following 

in teaching reading to this class? 

 

Every or almost every lesson, about 

half the lessons, some lessons, 

never. 

Encourage students to deepen their 

understanding of the text 

Encourage students to challenge the 

opinion expressed in the text 

Encourage students to read texts 

with multiple perspectives 

 



 

 

Analysis 

The aim of this paper is to analyze the extent to which reading teaching practices differ 

significantly or not according to classroom profile in terms of students’ performance in reading 

comprehension. To this end, the analyses were carried out in 2 stages. First, classrooms were 

categorized according to the percentage of students in the class at each level of the international 

achievement scale. This four-level achievement scale is specific to the PIRLS survey. It was 

established based on the 2021 results (von Davier, et al., 2023). In fact, the PIRLS average 

results are summarized on the PIRLS achievement scale for reading comprehension in the 

fourth grade. Achievement is cut at four points along the scale as International Benchmarks: 

• Advanced International Benchmark: student's achievement is higher than 625 - at this 

point students could be considered as expert readers. They are able to integrate and 

interpret events spread throughout a difficult text in order to analyze information or 

support a point of view.  

• High International Benchmark: student's achievement is between 550 and 625 - 

students are good readers. They are able to make inferences and interpretations and 

justify their answers with reference to the text. This benchmark can be considered as 

the attended level for grade 4 students. 

• Intermediate International Benchmark: student's achievement is between 475 and 550 

- students are low readers. They have poor reading comprehension skills. They are able 

to make direct inferences by linking two or more pieces of information close into the 

text. 



• Low International Benchmark: student's achievement is between 400 and 475 - at this 

point, students are struggling readers. They are able to locate and reproduce explicitly 

stated information from different parts of a text. 

Two types of classrooms were considered in the analysis. First, classrooms where 50% or more 

of the students are at the low international benchmark or below. This means that, in these 

classrooms, the majority of students are experiencing major reading difficulties. We will refer 

to these classes as "low level classrooms" in the remainder of this article. This classroom 

category accounts for 26.2% of the students assessed in the survey. The second classroom 

category is where 50% or more of the students are at the high or advanced international 

benchmarks. In these classrooms, the majority of students are good or even expert readers. 

These classrooms are referred to in this paper as "high level classrooms". This category 

accounts for 9.4% of all students. 

The second stage of the analyses entailed descriptive analyses, and more specifically the 

calculation of the percentage of students whose teachers claim to implement the practices 

identified in the 9 selected items. Then, we examined the extent to which these practices differed 

significantly according to classroom type. The significance of percentage differences was 

calculated considering measurement errors, using SAS 9.4 software. 

Results   

Types of texts 

Since PIRLS 2011, the first cycle in which French-speaking Belgium took part in the large scale 

study, short stories have remained the most frequently used medium in the classroom, with 67% 

of students reading short stories at least once a week. In 2021, however, there will be a 

promising increase in the percentage of students regularly (once a week) exposed to fiction 

books divided into chapters. Although still low, this percentage will rise to 19% in 2021, 



compared with 13% in 2016 (Schillings et al., 2023b). The results, according to the two types 

of text (Table 2) show that, in “lower-level classrooms”, students read more regularly short 

stories (every day or almost every day). This finding supports the hypothesis that Grade 4 

reading instruction practices in French-speaking Belgium provide very few opportunities for 

both good and poor readers to develop expert reading skills in the face of large-scale texts. In 

addition, 10% of students in “low level” classrooms never read short stories. This raises the 

question of the type of texts these students read, since it is also very rare for them to be 

confronted with longer fiction books with chapters. In fact, only 18% of students in these “low-

level” classrooms read longer fiction books at least once a week, and 38% never read it at all. 

Conversely, in “high-level” classrooms, although students read short texts on a regular basis, 

more of them are also confronted with longer stories (30%). Yet reading authentic texts, such 

as longer ones, is necessary for the development of some reading strategies and skills, such as 

integrating information and critically assessing a text. These strategies, which involve 

distancing oneself from the text, will be discussed in the next section. 

Table 2: Percentages of students exposed to different types of text by type of class. 

How often do you have the students read the following types of text (in print or digitally)? 

Short stories 

  Low level classroom High level classroom 

Every day or almost every day % (s.e.) 10.6 (4.2) 6 (4.3) 

Diff. (s.e.)  -4.6 (1.3)*** 

Once or twice a week % 52.2 (7.2) 63.7 (12.5) 

Diff.  +11.5 (3.3)*** 

Once or twice a month % 27.8 (6.5) 30.3 (12.8) 

Diff.  +2.5 (3.1) 

Never or almost never % 9.5 (4.4) 0 

Diff.  -9.5 

Long fiction books with chapter 

Every day or almost every day % (s.e) 4.7 (2.6) 3.7 (0.9) 

Diff. (s.e.)  +1 (0.62) 

Once or twice a week % (s.e) 13.3 (4.6) 26.3 (11.1) 

Diff. (s.e)  +13 (2.4)*** 

Once or twice a month % (s.e.) 44.1 (7.7) 44.5 (13.1) 

Diff. (s.e.)  +0.4 (3.3) 

Never or almost never % (s.e.) 38 (7.3) 25.5 (10.7) 

Diff.  -12.5 (2.9)*** 

P value : *** <.001 ; **<.01 ; *<.05 



 

 

Developing reading comprehension skills and strategies 

The questions selected here focus on which tasks teachers ask students to help them develop 

their reading comprehension skills or acquire new reading strategies. These activities are linked 

to the development of their ability to interpret and integrate ideas and information. Generally, 

the task of linking reading with students' experiences and knowledge is not very common in the 

French-speaking Belgium (Schillings at al., 2023b). The same applies to distanciated reading. 

Regarding differences in teaching practices depending on the skill level of the students in the 

classroom, students in “low-level” classrooms are more often exposed to low-level strategy like 

explaining or supporting their understanding with text evidence. In fact, 46% of students in 

classes with a higher proportion of low-level students are required to explain or demonstrate 

their understanding of what they have read every day or almost every day. Only 29% of students 

in classes with a higher proportion of better readers do so. 

Conversely, students in “high level” classrooms are more frequently exposed to tasks that train 

high-level strategies: compare reading with experiences, compare reading with other things they 

have read or make generalizations and draw inferences. Even if these tasks are rarely asked of 

students on a daily basis, whatever the class. In high-level classrooms, more students work on 

these strategies on a weekly basis.  

  



Table 3: Percentages of students who develop these reading strategies by type of class. 

How often do you ask the students to do the following things to help develop reading 

comprehension skills or strategies? 

Explain or support their understanding with text evidence 

  Low level classroom High level classroom 

Every day or almost every day % (s.e.) 45.9 (7.7) 29 (12.5) 

Diff. (s.e)  -16,9 (3.2)*** 

Once or twice a week % (s.e.) 38.6 (6.8) 57.9 (12.9) 

Diff. (s.e.)  +19.3 (3.4)*** 

Once or twice a month % (s.e.) 12.3 (4.5) 7.8 (5.6) 

Diff. (s.e.)  -4.5 (1.6)*** 

Never or almost never % (s.e.) 3.2 (0.4) 5.3 (1.3) 

Diff. (s.e.)  -2.1 (0.3)*** 

Compare what they have read with experiences they have had 

Every day or almost every day % (s.e.) 3.6 (2.1) 8.2 (7.8) 

Diff. (s.e.)  +4.6 (1.8)*** 

Once or twice a week % (s.e.) 24.1 (4.8) 33.9 (13.1) 

Diff. (s.e.)  +9.8 (3.0)*** 

Once or twice a month % (s.e.) 50 (7.8) 43.1 (12.4) 

Diff. (s.e.)  -6.8 (3.1)*** 

Never or almost never % (s.e.) 22.3 (7.0) 14.8 (8.1) 

Diff. (s.e.)  -7.6 (2.1)*** 

Compare what they have read with other things they have read 

Every day or almost every day % (s.e.) 5.1 (3.4) 0 

Diff. (s.e.)  -5.1 

Once or twice a week % (s.e.) 22 (6.0) 42.1 (12.4) 

Diff. (s.e.)  +20.1 (3.0)*** 

Once or twice a month % (s.e.) 55.3 (6.7) 38.4 (12.4) 

Diff. (s.e.)  -16.9 (3.00)*** 

Never or almost never % (s.e.) 17.6 (5.6) 19.5 (9.0) 

Diff. (s.e.)  -1.9 (2.1) 

Make generalizations and draw inferences based on what they have read 

Every day or almost every day % (s.e.) 7.5 (3.4) 0.7 (0.2) 

Diff. (s.e.)  -6.8 (0.8)*** 

Once or twice a week % (s.e.) 54 (6.7) 71.4 (11.3) 

Diff. (s.e.)  +17.4 (3.00)*** 

Once or twice a month % (s.e.) 35.9 (6.7) 23.8 (10.6) 

Diff. (s.e.)  -12.1 (2.8)*** 

Never or almost never % (s.e.) 2.7 (1.9) 4 (3.9) 

Diff. (s.e.)  +1.4 (1.00) 

P value : *** <.001 ; **<.01 ; *<.05 

 

 



Challenging task 

Regarding tasks with greater difficulty, which help to develop more expert reading skills, 

differences in practice can also be observed according to classroom level (table 4). Students in 

high-level classrooms are more frequently encouraged than others to deepen their 

understanding of a text. Indeed, 73.8% of students in “high level” classrooms do so every or 

almost every lesson, whereas only 55.5% of students in “low level” classroom do so at this 

frequency. Similarly, students in low-level classrooms are very rarely encouraged to read texts 

with multiple points of view: 40.1% do so at some lessons and 41.3% never do. Conversely, in 

high level classrooms, 45.1% of students do so in at least half the lessons. Finally, there is 

slightly less of a difference in practice when it comes to the frequency with which students are 

encouraged to challenge the opinion expressed in the text. They are slightly more likely to do 

so in half the lessons in the high level classrooms, but no other significant differences can be 

observed.  

  



Table 4: Percentages of pupils whose teachers say they offer challenging tasks, by frequency 

and type of class. 

How often do you do the following in teaching reading to this class? 

Encourage students to deepen their understandings of the text 

  Low level classroom High level classroom 

Every or almost every lesson % (s.e.) 55.5 (5.9) 73.8 (10.7) 

Diff. (s.e)  +18.3 (2.9)*** 

About half the lessons % (s.e.) 26.9 (6.0) 20.1 (9.9) 

Diff. (s.e.)  -6.8 (2.6)*** 

Some lessons % (s.e.) 14.5 (4.8) 6.1 (5.6) 

Diff. (s.e.)  -8.5 (1.7)*** 

Never % (s.e.) 3.1 (0.4) 0 

Diff. (s.e.)   

Encourage students to challenge the opinion expressed in the text 

Every or almost every lesson % (s.e.) 33.9 (6.6) 30.1 (12.2) 

Diff. (s.e.)  -3.8 (3.0) 

About half the lessons % (s.e.) 30.6 (6.8) 45.2 (13.1) 

Diff. (s.e.)  +14.7 (3.3)*** 

Some lessons % (s.e.) 27.7 (5.9) 23.9 (10.1) 

Diff. (s.e.)  -3.7 (2.7) 

Never  % (s.e.) 7.9 (3.3) 0.7 (0.7) 

Diff. (s.e.)  -7.2 (0.8)*** 

Encourage students to read texts with multiple perspectives 

Every or almost every lesson % (s.e.) 1.9 (1.35) 22.2 (12.2) 

Diff. (s.e.)  +20.3 (2.8)*** 

About half the lessons % (s.e.) 16.7 (3.9) 22.9 (10.8) 

Diff. (s.e.)  +6.3 (2.5)*** 

Some lessons % (s.e.) 40.1 (7.7) 24.2 (9.8) 

Diff. (s.e.)  -15.9 (2.8)*** 

Never  % (s.e.) 41.3 (6.9) 30.7 (12.7) 

Diff. (s.e.)  -10.7 (3.0)*** 

  



Discussion 

When it comes to equity in education, different approaches are possible. Today, the principle 

of corrective justice is the most popular (OECD, 2023).  One of teachers' roles is to try to bridge 

the initial inequalities by providing more support to students who need it. One way of doing 

this is to adapt teaching practices. However, this adaptation must not result in depriving students 

of opportunities to develop even their most advanced skills.  

This paper aims to document the issue of OTL in the field of learning and teaching reading 

comprehension. More specifically, based on PIRLS 2021 data from the French-speaking 

Belgium, the aim was to see to what extent OTL differ according to the skill level of the students 

in the classroom. More specifically, teachers' responses to nine content emphasis items were 

analyzed.   

The results suggest that, in low-level classrooms, students are less frequently exposed to long 

texts. Similarly, they are more exposed to activities that develop low-level strategies than to 

activities that develop higher-level strategies. They are also less exposed to challenging tasks. 

Thus, reading teaching practices adjust to the level of reading skills of the most vulnerable 

students, which, through a cumulative effect, risks limiting their opportunities to learn to read 

expertly. The source of this adjustment may lie at various levels. Firstly, Rubbie-Davies (2007) 

has highlighted the fact that teachers have lower expectations of low-level classes. Another 

source of adjustment is linked to one of the seven capital misunderstandings set out by Goigoux 

(1998) for Kindergarten (also applicable in the early years of the core curriculum). This consists 

in avoiding placing pupils in a position of failure by simplifying the tasks proposed to them. 

This tendency to place pupils in a position of success may also stem from the injunction to 

success that teachers may feel. This injunction may lead teachers to do things that are easy to 

place students in a position to succeed, instead of developing high-level skills in the latter or 

offering additional learning time for these skills. Finally, this adjustment could be explained by 



a statist vision of learning reading comprehension, leading teachers to consider, for example, 

that reading fluently must be taught before working on comprehension strategies. 

Whatever the reasons, these adjustments lead to the avoidance of dealing with the complexity 

of the situations and notions manipulated. Yet scientific studies in the field of reading 

unanimously stress the importance of making expert comprehension approaches visible, which 

implies diversifying and covering a range of text difficulties (CNESCO, 2016; Shanahan et al., 

2010). Consequently, at this level of compulsory schooling, encouraging students to read texts 

presenting multiple points of view (and making them visible) is, for example, one of the keys 

to expert reading. 

While these results are interesting, it is important to point out several limitations associated 

with the data used. Firstly, these measures are based on self-reported data. While some authors 

report a high correlation (over 0.70) between data collected in a large-scale cross-sectional 

study and those derived from teachers' daily self-reports (Smithson and Porter, 1994, cited by 

Schmidt and Maier, 2009), this correlation decreases when we go into greater detail. In addition, 

as Likert scales are involved, responses may be subject to biases linked to response styles. 

Response styles are systematic and stable patterns of response that cannot be explained by the 

content of a question, nor by what it is designed to measure. For example, the tendency to 

acquiesce, the choice of extremes, the choice of intermediate levels, erratic behavior or social 

desirability (Lafontaine, 2017).   

For these reasons, it's difficult to know exactly what teachers are doing in the classroom. These 

initial analyses should be supplemented by classroom observations to understand how teachers 

adapt their expectations, learning objectives and tasks. These observations could be 

complemented by interviews with teachers to understand their vision of teaching in terms of 

equity and how they explain their pedagogical choices.  
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