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ABSTRACT

South African higher education institutions have implemented different means of developing first-

year students’ English language abilities. In 2007, a university of technology introduced a

compulsory computer-based reading development course to help first-year students improve their

reading ability. A decade after implementation, an investigation into the effectiveness of the

course, from the students’ perspectives, became imperative. This article reports on an evaluation

of the perceived effectiveness of the course that was undertaken in 2018. A questionnaire survey

of 269 Bachelor of Education students, followed by focus group interviews, were used to gather

data. The design of the study was informed by a theoretical lens that highlights a set of directives

that are underpinned by theory on student engagement and creating motivational conditions. This

theory is integrated with theory emanating from studies on technology acceptance and use of the

computer as medium. The findings indicate that the course was generally perceived as easy to

use, useful and engaging, and that a good level of inclusion had been established. A few aspects

needed attention, however, and pointed to the institution’s obligation to ensure that all conditions

are adhered to for the creation of a motivational environment for culturally diverse communities.

The article not only touches upon the practical implementation of reading development in higher

education, but also describes in detail an integrated theoretical lens that can be customised to

evaluate the perceived effectiveness of many technologically enhanced teaching and learning

applications in higher education.
Keywords: reading development, computer-based education; technology acceptance model

(TAM), student engagement; motivational environment, integrated theoretical directives

South African Journal of Higher Education  https://dx.doi.org/10.20853/37-2-5083

Volume 37 | Number 2 | May 2023 | pages 109-131 elSSN 1753-5913

109


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2709-7469
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8241-0024

Lenong, Holtzhausen Applying an integrated theoretical lens to evaluate the perceived effectiveness ....

INTRODUCTION

Students’ English language proficiency is a matter of concern at South African higher education
institutions. Research studies report that first-year students enter higher learning institutions
with reading problems and poor writing skills (Pretorius 2002a; Bertram 2006; Ngwenya 2010;
Bharuthram 2012; Livingstone et al. 2015). Many studies have explored students’ reading
abilities, in particular that of first-year students (Grabe and Stoller 2002; Nel, Dreyer and
Klopper 2004; Bertram 2006; Pretorius 2002b; Klopper 2001; Ngwenya 2010; Bharuthram
2012; Livingstone et al. 2015). They determined, inter alia, that students’ reading is far below
the assumed reading level, which could lead to students’ failure to cope with academic work
(Klopper 2001; Nel et al. 2004; Bertram 2006; Ngwenya 2010; Bharuthram 2012). Similar
alarming results were found by an analysis of the Placement Test in English for Educational
Purposes (PTEEP), in which 79 per cent of the students failed to score above 50 per cent
(Sebolai 2014).

Howell Major, Harris, and Zakrajsek (2015) point out that, when a student enters higher
education, fluency in reading impacts the student’s learning and success, regardless of the
discipline or course; they emphasise that without suitable intervention, students who do not
have the necessary reading skills will be at risk of failing. In South African higher education,
different means of developing the English proficiency level of students have been implemented.
A university of technology (referred to as “the UoT” in this article) addressed the problem by
including a computer-based reading development (CRD) course in their academic literacy
programme. (“Course” in the discussion, therefore, refers to the specific computer software
application, as well as its use and organisation within the broader literacy development
endeavour.)

Over the last decade technology-enhanced teaching and learning methods have become
more common in higher education (Gachago et al. 2013; Waghid 2014; Govender 2015). The
choice of a technology intervention was strengthened by research that showed that using
technology can lead to positive experiences and outcomes in the higher education classroom
and can help to engage students in active and meaningful learning environments (Lee, Tan, and
Goh 2004; Gachago et al. 2013; Waghid 2014; Waghid and Waghid 2016). Aljaloud et al.
(2015, 315) list advantages, such as the interactivity that promotes learner-centred teaching,
better communication, new opportunities for support and feedback; and enhanced student
performance and engagement “that brings fun in the learning environment, positive attitudes
and a desire to learn”. Similarly, Waghid and Waghid (2016) assert that higher education is
challenged to use technology in educational settings to stimulate excitement, interaction, and

sharing in students.
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At the UoT, the CRD course uses the Readers are Leaders software, which its website
describes as “a leading computer-mediated reading and language program in South Africa”.!
Since its implementation in 2007, the course has been compulsory for all first-year students.
Reading classes are structured within the academic timetable. Students who are enrolled for the
course must spend 12 weeks (one term) in the reading laboratory. They are divided into groups
according to their faculties, and they engage in reading activities to improve their reading speed,
retention and comprehension. Students engage in the following exercises: timed passages; word
definition exercises; comprehension exercises; word recognition; vocabulary exercises and
grammar exercises. The students start work at Grade 12 level 13 and move on to upper (tertiary)
levels once they have completed the lower levels and performed well (Lenong and Masoabi
2018). Students receive immediate feedback after completing a single exercise, and again after
all exercises in a section have been completed. They can view their reports, which contain the
results of all the activities completed. Students whose reading ability is still poor after
completing the course are referred for remedial sessions.

A study by Livingstone et al. (2015) that evaluated an academic reading programme in
South Africa with the aim of helping students who lack the prerequisite reading skills for the
reading load at university level found that the programme improved the reading speed of
participants, whilst maintaining comprehension. Another study, undertaken by Lenong and
Masoabi (2018), explored the effects of the CRD course on first-year students’ reading speed.
The results provided evidence that the course improved the reading speed or fluency of all
(100%) the participants, while 80 per cent of the sample obtained a final reading speed that was
above their averages throughout the term.

However, since its implementation in 2007, no study has investigated students’ views on
the CRD course. Such a study has become imperative, not because the course is compulsory,
but because it requires a great deal of time, effort, and resources. This study, thus, aimed to
evaluate the perceived effectiveness of the implementation of the CRD course. The evaluation
can be described as improvement-oriented evaluation, formative in nature, because, in the view
of Martinez-Torres et al. (2008), using e-learning material can only be warranted by its
evaluation and quality enhancement. The personal interest of the researcher (the first author)
arose from her involvement in the course over several years, and consequent interest in the
effectiveness of the course and the role the institution can play to enhance the quality of the
students’ experiences on the course.

The article commences with an overview of the theory that underpins the study and leads
to the formulation of the integrated directive used in the evaluation. The theoretical directive

integrates relevant educational theory, and theory related to technology use (computers in
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particular). In the discussion of the results that follows, the application of the directive is clearly
illustrated. The article concludes with the researchers’ views on the contribution of the study,
the limitations of the study and suggestions regarding the refinement of the directive and

possible further research.

A THEORETICAL LENS FOR THE STUDY

The theoretical lens comprises a set of directives that was developed for the evaluation of the
computer-based reading course. The directives integrate relevant education theory related to
student engagement, motivation and the use and acceptance of technology. Many of the
concepts underlying the various theories/models overlap and strengthen one another.
Integrating these concepts provides useful guidelines that underpin the effective use of
computer-based and other technology in a higher education setting and, consequently, also for

the evaluation of its perceived effectiveness.

Student engagement theory: Activity and motivation

Student engagement represents two important features of institutional quality: 1) The amount
of time and effort students put into their studies and other educationally purposeful activities;
and 2) How the institution deploys its resources and organises the curriculum and other learning
opportunities to encourage students to participate in activities that decades of research studies
show are linked to effective student learning (National Survey of Student Engagement 2013).
There is, in fact, a sound body of knowledge on the positive influence of student engagement
on academic achievement, satisfaction, and persistence (Trowler 2010; Kuh 2008). Again,
teaching and learning create human engagement (Davids and Waghid 2018). Although students
are usually the focus of student engagement discussions and research, there is no uncertainty
about the obligation on institutions to create effective learning environments for their students
(Kuh 2008).

Engagement involves, however, more than participation or involvement — “it requires
feelings and sense making as well as activity” (Harper and Quaye 2009, 5). In this regard,
Fredricks et al. (2005) distinguish three dimensions of student engagement, namely cognitive,
behavioural, and emotional. In her conceptualisation, Barkley (2010, 8) describes student
engagement as a process and a product that is experienced on a continuum and results from the
synergistic interaction between motivation and active learning. Ginsberg and Wlodkowski
(2009) point out that that there is extensive proof that motivation is consistently and positively
related to academic achievement. The implication is, once again, that without motivation as

essential ingredient, activity may not be enough to engage and bring about positive outcomes.
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But how can the synergistic interaction between motivation and active learning and, thus,
(positive) engagement be promoted?

Barkley (2010) identified three conditions for synergy between activity and motivation,
which are all applicable to the use of technology, namely, helping students work at their optimal
level of challenge; teaching so that students learn holistically; and creating a sense of classroom
community. The latter condition is interwoven with the institution’s role and the motivational
aspect of student engagement. Do students feel they belong in the programme, that their diverse
needs and circumstances are recognised and addressed, and that they learn something they
value? All these and related aspects mentioned previously, put an obligation on the institution
to create a motivational environment that encourages engagement and positive learning
outcomes for a diverse community of students — who often originate from backgrounds that

lack the necessary preparation for higher education learning.

Creating a motivational environment

Ginsberg and Wlodkowski’s (2009, 24) motivational framework for culturally responsive
teaching is useful for planning a learning experience that “1) respects diversity; 2) engages the
motivation of a broad range of students; 3) creates a safe, inclusive, and respectful learning
environment; 4) derives teaching practices from across disciplines and cultures; and
5) promotes equitable learning”. The framework is believed to inherently represent the four
motivational conditions of inclusion, attitude, meaning, and competence “that act individually
and in concert to provide a pedagogical ecology that continuously enhances intrinsic motivation
to learn” (Ginsberg and Wlodkowski 2009, 24). The four conditions for a motivational

environment that flows from the framework include the following aspects:

1. Inclusion (feeling of connectedness, trust, respect);

2. A positive attitude (favourable disposition toward learning, created through
personal/academic relevance);

3. Meaning (created through engaging and challenging learning experiences); and

4.  Competence (effectively learning something valued and perceived as authentic to the real

[personal or academic]).

The above framework provides the ideal basis or point of departure for the study of any
educational innovation, with the main question being, do learners experience the innovation
according to the four motivational conditions? Or, do they feel included, show positive
attitudes, see meaning in and experience benefits from participation? In the case of technology,

however, the question that arises is how the framework must be customised to make provision
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for the features of the tool. Applicable theory related to acceptance of technology and, more
specifically, computer-mediated communication (CMC), can provide valuable guidelines in

this regard.

Technology acceptance

The evolvement of computer-based education leads to questions about possible conditions or
prerequisites for the effective use of technology/CMC in higher education, and in particular,
how do students experience and perceive the effective use of technology?

The technology acceptance model (TAM), developed by Davis (1989) and extended by
Venkatash and Davis (2000), presents an applicable theoretical point of departure for explaining
the conditions for the successful use of various types of technology in an educational setting.
The model suggests that an individual’s behavioural intention to use a system is directed by
two beliefs: perceived usefulness (seen as the extent to which users believe that using the tool
or system will enhance their performance) and perceived ease of use (the extent to which users
believe that using the system will not require effort). Venkatash and Davis (2000) developed
and tested a theoretical extension of the TAM. They found that user acceptance intentions are
significantly influenced by social and cognitive processes. Social influences refer to factors
such as social acceptance of participation, identification with the system (“image”) and
voluntary participation. Cognitive instrumental processes include beliefs about the importance
of the tool (related to goal setting), output quality (how well the system performs tasks) and
perceived ease of use. In the case of the CRD, participation is not voluntary; this could mean
that factors such as social acceptance and beliefs about the importance assigned to attaining
goals should be strong enough to overcome the potential negative influence of compulsory
participation.

In their research, Martinez-Torres et al. (2008) emphasise the role of factors related to
human and social change processes in advancing technology acceptance and adoption in e-
learning environments. The results of the study strongly support the extended TAM, as adapted
for an e-learning context. Corresponding support for the extended TAM was found by Merhi
(2015), in his study of factors that influence higher education students to adopted listening
podcast. In his podcast acceptance model, perceived ease of use, and perceived usefulness had
significant relationships with variables such as perceived enjoyment, perceived self-efficacy,
relative advantage and image. Of importance is the motivational aspect of podcast use, and its
perceived advantages, which are vital for the creation of positive attitudes about the use of the

technology tool involved.
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Computer-mediated Communication (CMC) Theory

To a greater or lesser extent, CMC theories are all relevant to the educational use of computers,
also for the CRD course. The use of this tool exhibits many typical characteristics of CMC,
such as being flexible, interactive, and instantaneous, and operating through a network system
that makes it possible to reach many people at any time, and any place. The tool is asynchronous
(not synchronous) and not face to face (as in classroom teaching). Two CMC theories illustrate
relevance to — and even overlaps — educational theory and technology acceptance theory,

namely the uses and gratifications theory (UGT) and the theory of CMC competence.

e  The UGT links to the socio-psychological tradition that focuses on human behaviour in
certain communication situations. The UGT focuses more on the human who uses a
medium to address self-perceived needs, than on the message (Littlejohn and Foss 2005).
Media can be used in many ways, and many factors can affect people’s ideas, their
ultimate choice of media, and what they want from it. These factors may include personal
interest, social and education needs, a sense of connectivity with other users, the
possibility of personalised communication, the ease of use of the technology, and its
usefulness (Littlejohn and Foss 2005). The motivation to use media, therefore, relates to
the gratifications it presents that are valued by its users. When applied to the reading
development course, UGT points to the activity and interactivity, through the instant
feedback provided, the goal-directedness, the importance of ease of use, and the fulfilment
of perceived needs.

e  The theory of CMC competence focuses on the motivation of the user and includes aspects
such as context and the skills and knowledge gained (the outcomes). According to the
theory, selection and effective use are influenced by culture, the environment, and social
relationships, while knowledge as a skill in using the media also plays a role (Saritas
2006). The theory emphasises the importance of expectations, where positive expectations
lead to positive outcomes, and vice versa. Positive encounters with the medium are related
to better self-esteem, improved social relationships, greater cultural awareness, and
engagement in learning (Coetzee, Wilkinson, and Krige 2016). The theory of CMC
competence shows close links, not only with student engagement theory, but also with the
framework for culturally diverse teaching and the creation of motivational conditions

(Ginsberg and Wlodkowski 2009).

The research literature on the CMC and acceptance of technology not only embraces and

underscores the research-based principles and models for effective teaching and learning in
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higher education (including student engagement theory and conditions for the creation of a
motivational environment), but extends the theory, to allow for the use of computer-based and
other technology in education. Integration of theory from the various spheres, therefore,
provides a useful lens for the evaluation of the effectiveness of a technology application such

as the CRD course.

Conceptualising the perceived effectiveness of a computer-based application

Based on acknowledged educational and CMC research, using technology has social, as well
as cognitive advantages that can play an important role in creating a motivational environment,
and can give rise to positive attitudes and feelings of inclusion, meaning, and competence. The
latter aspects can be linked to the perceived ease of use and perceived usefulness of the
technology involved; thus, acceptance of or a positive inclination towards the process and
outcomes of using the tool involved — as also related to the UGT and the theory of CMC
competence. In our conceptualisation, the interrelatedness of these conditions and feelings

inform the perceptions regarding the effectiveness of a computer-based application (see Figure

1.

Perceived
effectiveness
(and potential

improved
competence in
reading ability

Perceived
usefulness

Perceived Motivational ]
ease of environment using a computer-
use inclusion, based program in
meaning, .
attitude, this study)

competence

Technology Acceptance Computer-mediated Communication Theory

Student Engagement Theory

Figure 1: Theoretical underpinnings of the perceived effectiveness of a computer-based teaching and
learning application

In our conceptualisation (Figure 1), student engagement is depicted as the foundation of the
implementation — and thus perceived effectiveness — of the technology innovation. Student

engagement embraces conditions for success from relevant CMC theory, such as optimal
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challenge, holistic learning, high expectations and classroom community. The engagement
takes place in a computer-mediated environment, with applicable CMC theories pointing to the
gratifications the medium offers, and the competencies attained. The three gears represent the
interrelated “driving forces” of the use of technology in the educational setting: The creation of
a motivational environment helps to form beliefs about the ease of use and usefulness of the
tool involved, and the intention of use is enhanced. The model suggests that, in interacting, the
driving forces “steer” a student to engage, act, interact, feel at ease, become intrinsically
motivated, enjoy, identify with the programme, feel safe and connected, and develop positive
attitudes. Positive experiences and feelings would not only enhance participants’ perceptions
of the effectiveness of the programme, but would promote effective learning (competence in
reading ability, in this case), and have other gains, such as improved self-esteem, self-efficacy,
and motivation to read. The obligation, however, lies on the institution to deploy resources and
create a motivational environment in which the desired outcomes can be attained. The model
can, consequently, also be regarded as a conceptualisation of good practice in the planning and
implementation of technological innovations in the higher education environment (or as a
computer-mediated learning model).

With the theoretical model in Figure 1 in mind, an integrated set of directives for the

evaluation of the computer-based reading development course was formulated (see Figure 2).

1.  Inclusion: To what extent has inclusion been established? (Indications of a feeling of
connectedness, trust, respect — also concerning diversity in and provision for background,
talents/abilities, personal circumstances — thus, equitable learning.)

2. Ease of use/user-friendliness: Do students experience the use of the computer-based reading
programme as easy, also technically? Has possible lack of prior knowledge (of technology use
and the software) been taken into account (adequacy of training and support) — also technically?

3.  Attitude: To what extent has a positive attitude (a favourable disposition toward learning) been
developed? Any positive feelings, such as enjoyment and interest? To what extent have the
users identified with the programme? OR: What is the image of the course, even if the course
is compulsory?

4. Usefulness: To what extent have feelings of competence been engendered, outcomes attained
(“gratifications”)? Did users learn something they value — also in a wider academic sense, and
personally?

5. Engagement: Were users willing to spend time and effort on the task? To what extent has
meaning been established/expectations met? Do users perceive the learning experience as
challenging but attainable? How do users perceive the efforts of the institution regarding the
supply of resources, the creation of a motivational environment and equitable conditions for a
culturally diverse group of students?

Figure 2: Directives for evaluation of the perceived effectiveness of a computer-based course

The directives in Figure 2 reflect how the theory underlying our conceptualisation of perceived
effectiveness (Figure 1) can be applied as a theoretical lens that focuses on and informs an

evaluation of the CRD course. In the sections that follow, it will become clear how the directives
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were integrated into the research methodology employed.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Overall, the current study shows the characteristics of an improvement-oriented programme
evaluation. Such an evaluation is formative in nature and was executed with quality
enhancement in mind; it strived to identify strengths and weaknesses of the course and to
manage it more effectively in the future (Babbie and Mouton 2001, 338-339). The mixed
methods approach that was employed resembles an integration of the explanatory and the
triangulation types of mixed method design (Creswell 2009): Quantitative data was collected
first, followed by the collection of qualitative data that would not only confirm findings
(triangulation), but could shed led light on some of the quantitative findings.

The quantitative data was captured first using a questionnaire, with the purpose of eliciting
information that is offered spontaneously — students recalled from memory their most important
perceptions of their involvement with the CRD course. It was followed by the collection of
qualitative data in focus group interviews.

The purposive, convenient, stratified random sample consisted of 269 first-year students
at the UoT who were studying for various Bachelor of Education degrees (Babbie and Mouton
2001). The questionnaire was completed online near the end of the 2018 academic year;
participation was voluntary, and participants were ensured of confidentiality and anonymity.
The necessary institutional authorisation and ethical clearance were obtained.

The self-constructed questionnaire contained 32 statements that were guided by the five
dimensions of the theoretical directives (see Table 2). Students’ responses to the statements
were rated according to a four-point scale, ranging from “Strongly agree” to “Strongly
disagree”. A couple of open-ended questions were included, to leave room for possible
comments. The results were generated by QuestionPro, and included a summary of the
responses, mean values, and the standard deviation for each statement, with confidence
intervals (at 95%). These statistics were regarded as sufficient for an evaluation of a formative
nature with the goal of diagnosis and improvement of key problem areas.

Participation in the five focus group discussions was voluntary and targeted different first-
year B.Ed. specialisation groupings. There were 52 participants; 5 to 10 persons participated
per discussion. The interview guide used was compiled, firstly, to triangulate the data gathered
with the questionnaire survey. The main questions were, therefore, meant to elicit perceptions
regarding what the participants liked and disliked about the computer-based reading
development course; personal experiences; challenges; the value of the course; and suggestions
for improving the course. Probing questions referred to, inter alia, the support they had received

and how they were treated in the laboratory Questions were also asked to obtain a better
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understanding of some of the results of the questionnaire survey (see discussion under each
category of findings).

A pilot run assured that the statements on the questionnaire were clearly understood by
the participants. The validity and reliability were enhanced further by the mixed methods design
followed, and the consequent triangulation of quantitative and qualitative data. The way the
authors of this article openly share information on the theory that guided the research, and the
detail of its application in the data collection, is likely to benefit repetition or customisation by
other researchers.

The thematic analysis of the qualitative data was mainly deductive in nature, as
predetermined by categories of the set of directives that signify the integrated lens used in the

research.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
Following the presentation of demographic information of the sample in Table 2, a synopsis of
findings that emerged from the questionnaire survey and the focus group discussions will be

presented.

Demographic information

The questionnaire survey was completed by 269 first-year Bachelor of Education students at
the UoT. This sample represented 46 per cent of the total of 578 students enrolled for this
qualification. Of these participants, 60 per cent indicated they were female and 39 per cent that
they were male; a few (1%) did not specify. The respondents represented all the specialisation
areas, namely for teaching languages (27%), economics and management sciences (20%),
natural sciences (17%), mathematics (14%), technology (13%), and computer science (9%).
The distribution of home languages of the participants, presented in Table 1, gives a clear
indication of the multicultural diversity of the sample — with about 11 per cent representing the
white and coloured student communities, and at least 85 per cent representing the Black South

African population.

Table 1: Home languages of respondents (N=269)

Home language N %
Afrikaans 23 9
English 6 2
Sesotho 162 60
Nguni 68 25
Other 10 4

In this evaluation study, the results were not interpreted and compared according to the

differences between the participants (although this analysis could be useful in future studies
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of a more advanced statistical nature).

Perceived effectiveness of the CRD course

In this very brief overview, the results of the questionnaire survey will be merged with the
opinions expressed during the focus group interviews. In Table 2, the results of the survey are
presented according to the categories to which the various statements most obviously relate
(even though we acknowledge that all aspects covered in the questionnaire are interrelated and
that most of the statements can, consequently, represent more than one category of perceived
effectiveness). A couple of the most revealing results are, therefore, repeated under more than
one suitable category — and are clearly indicated (bold, italics and in brackets). For ease of
interpretation, we divided the results in the Engagement category into two sections: perceptions
on student (personal) engagement, and perceptions related to institutional engagement. This
division linked in a more meaningful way with theory on student engagement — as will be

illustrated.

Table 2: Summary of responses to the questionnaire survey (N =269)

Agree/Strongly

Statements per Category agree % Mean SD
1. INCLUSION
1.1 The trainer was patient with all the students 94 1.24 0.60
1.3 The assistants were helpful 96 1.21 0.53
1.4 The assistants treated all student equally 94 1.28 0.64
1.5 The reading laboratory was always quiet to make silent reading 93 1.28 0.66
possible
1.6 | always felt comfortable in the reading laboratory 96 1.24 0.57
1.7 Some lecturers were negative towards reading skills 60 2.06 1.26
development
2. EASE OF USE/USER-FRIENDLINESS
2.1 It was easy to learn to use the Readers are Leaders program 96 1.26 0.56
2.2 All reading material was easy to understand 95 1.28 0.58
2.3 The program instructions were clear 96 1.24 0.56
2.4 | sometimes experienced technical problems with the computers 44 2.69 1.26
2.5 | liked the immediate feedback to my responses 98 1.16 0.48
3. ATTITUDE
3.1 The stories were interesting 96 1.22 0.55
3.2 My classmates feel positive about attending reading skills 92 1.32 0.67
3.3 | enjoyed reading using a computer 96 1.22 0.59
3.4 The course should continue 96 1.18 0.52
3.5 All activities were meaningful 98 1.20 0.47
(1.7 Some lecturers were negative towards reading skills 60 9 1.26
development)
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Agree/Strongly
Statements per Category agree % Mean SD
4. USEFULNESS
4.1 The program improved my reading speed 96 1.22 0.54
4.2 My concentration improved 96 1.19 0.52
4.3 My vocabulary improved 97 1.17 0.49
4.4 My comprehension improved 97 1.18 0.48
4.5 Helped to improve my marks in other subjects 96 1.20 0.52
4.6 Made it easier to study reading material/course content 96 1.20 0.52
4.7 The course gave me confidence in studying 96 1.18 0.52
(3.4 The course should continue) 96 1.18 0.52
5. STUDENT ENGAGEMENT
5.1 | put in maximum effort to complete the Reading Skills course 96 1.22 0.52
5.2 The grammar exercises were challenging 93 1.28 0.64
5.3 | attended all my reading classes 91 1.29 0.66
5.4 | managed to complete all activities in the time provided 96 1.26 0.60
5.6 The exercises kept me engaged 97 1.18 0.48
5.7 | liked the immediate feedback on my responses 98 1.16 0.48
(3.5 All activities were meaningful) 98 1.20 0.47
6. INSTITUTIONAL ENGAGEMENT
6.1 The University did well to provide the computer programme/course 98 1,16 0.45
for Reading Skills
6.2 The time allocated for completion of the course was enough to 96 1,21 0.56
improve my reading ability
6.3 The University should use another program to teach reading 36 2,88 1.30
skills
6.4 There were always enough assistants in the laboratory 95 1,26 0.62
(1.4 The assistants treated all student equally) 96 1,28 0.64
(1.6 Some lecturers were negative towards reading skills 60 2,06 1.26
development)
(2.4 | sometimes experienced technical problems with the 44 2,69 1.26
computers)
Inclusion

The first category in Table 2 gives an indication of the students’ perceptions on the category of
Inclusion or belonging in the course (indications of feeling connected, being trusted, respected
—also about diversity in and provision for background, talents/abilities, personal circumstances
— thus, equitable learning).

Except for statement 1.7 in Table 2, more than 90 per cent of the respondents either
strongly agreed or agreed with the first six statements, thereby demonstrating a considerable
level of trust and respect towards the CRD course. These sentiments are clearly reflected in the
low mean values. The vast majority indicated that they felt comfortable in a laboratory, which

they perceived as quiet, where they were treated equally by assistants, who were regarded as
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helpful and patient.

In an improvement-oriented evaluation, it is, however, necessary to also take notice of the
perceptions of the minority (even though, in this case, they represent fewer than 10%). The
open-ended questions and focus group interviews brought diverse perspectives to the fore.
Contrary to the responses of the majority on the survey, some respondents indicated that they
sometimes found the laboratory noisy, with disturbances coming from “restless learners” (only
one respondent describing the environment as “too silent”). Several students mentioned
“overcrowding” of the lab, that there was “not enough space” and that the number of people
using the lab at a time should be “minimised”. Several mentioned the time factor — that they
needed more time to complete the course or certain exercises. The implication is that the
infrastructure and the organisational arrangements of the CRD course require attention.

There were also complaints that assistants “were not assisting enough”, and respondents
requested that “lecturers should have patience with us”. Others mentioned, “There were a lot of
people and some of them did not respect the teacher”. The most alarming finding in the
Inclusion category was the perception of the majority of the participants (60%, mean 2.06) that
some lecturers had a negative attitude about reading skills development (and, thus, the CRD
course). Figure 3 displays the responses to this statement. It is clear that 60 per cent of the
respondents strongly agreed/agreed on the reality of negative attitudes among their lecturers.
Such a situation can lead to a lack of support, which limits adaptation of technologies in

teaching and learning (Bozalek, Ng’ambi, and Gachango 2013).

/
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Figure 3: Findings related to “Some lecturers have negative attitudes toward reading skills
development” (mean 2.06; standard deviation 1.26)

According to responses to the open-ended questions and comments made during the
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discussions, some lecturers seemingly regarded reading classes as a “waste of time” or are of
the opinion that “periods take their time for theory”. Participants perceived that such lecturers
believed that “students know how to read they don’t have to be taught how to read at tertiary
level”; and “Reading courses should be done in high school”. This type of attitude among
lecturers not only has a bearing on the inclusion established in the course, but also affects the

image of the programme. (This aspect is also discussed under other applicable categories.)

Ease of use

Ease of Use (also related to user-friendliness) is regarded as a key driver influencing user
acceptance and usage behaviour (or intention to use) information technologies (Venkatesh
2000, 342; Wu and Wang 2005). Venkatesh (2000, 342) warns that the emotional aspect
(conceptualised as computer anxiety) could determine early perceptions of ease of use of a new
system, which could inhibit the experience. The aspect of computer anxiety is a factor that
should be taken into consideration in a South African context, where many entry-level students
have never had access or limited access to a computer before — as several respondents
mentioned during the focus group interviews. The results of the questionnaire survey (section
on Table 2) showed, however, that the vast majority of the respondents strongly agreed/agreed
on the functional value of the CRD course, namely that it was easy to learn to use, the
instructions were clear, and that all reading material was easy to understand. This positive
inclination to use computers suggests the development of computer self-efficacy and internal

motivation by respondents, which is consistent with the work of Venkatesh and Davis (2000).

(45%
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Figure 4: Responses to: “| sometimes experienced technical problems with the computers” (mean
2.69; standard deviation 1.26)
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Contrary to the aspects mentioned above, it seems that a relatively large percentage of users
(44%) were frustrated by technical problems, as depicted in Figure 4. The qualitative responses
confirmed this finding and provided possible explanations for the negative perceptions.
References were made to the network that “would usually get lost while busy”, “slow”
computers, computers that needed maintenance and “not enough” computers to accommodate
all students. Such negative experiences could inhibit students’ experiences and give rise to
computer anxiety and frustration.

The various findings related to Ease of use must be interpreted cautiously. The survey was
conducted at the end of the academic year, long after most of the respondents had completed
the 12-week course, and probably after they had forgotten about any computer anxiety they had
experienced. References to initial computer anxiety, in the interviews, should caution
facilitators (as representatives of the institution) to be sensitive and helpful when introducing
computer programs to a diverse group of entry-level students. The frustration experienced
because of technical problems also points to institutional responsibility (see discussion on

Institutional engagement).

Attitude

One of the conditions for the creation of a motivational environment for the use (or even future
continuation of the use) of technology is determined by a positive attitude (Merhi 2015).
Responses to the first six statements in the Attitude category (Table 2) reflect a strong positive
attitude towards the course and its relevant features, which were perceived as enjoyable and
meaningful, and involving interesting stories. There was also a positive inclination toward
active, engaged learning, which is created through the immediate feedback function. The results
also suggest acknowledgment of the positive attitudes of peers towards CRD (which include
memory exercises, which are generally perceived as academically valuable for comprehension
and spelling purposes). Similar positive attitudes were detected in the focus group interviews.
The element of “image” or identification with the program, can be recognised in the findings
in general. However, as in the Inclusion category, the negative attitudes of some lectures (see
4.2.1), may cast a shadow over the “image” of the course. The frustration caused by technical
problems (see Ease of use category) and challenging grammar exercises (see Student
engagement category), may also give rise to negative perceptions in some students, and

subsequently act as possible threats to the creation of a motivational environment.

Usefulness

The Usefulness category (see Table 2) provides evidence of a very high level of agreement
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about perceived outcomes and the personal value of the CRD course. More than 90 per cent of
the respondents agreed/strongly agreed that the course improved their reading speed, and that
it improved their concentration, comprehension, vocabulary, and overall performance. Similar
beliefs were expressed during the focus group discussions. In addition to all the advantages
experienced, several participants mentioned that they became interested in reading for the first
time and had started to enjoy reading books and articles. One mentioned that she was reading
differently than before, with better concentration and understanding.

Caution should, however, be exercised regarding the perception of improvement in
particular constructs, such as comprehension and concentration. A quantitative study by
Livingstone et al. (2015, 6), which also investigated the effect of the Readers are Leaders
software, found no change in the mean values for comprehension.

Students reported that “people who help us, ... didn’t give up on helping us” and that “the
course should continue”, especially since enhanced reading speed, concentration, vocabulary,
and comprehension resulted in greater confidence and goal-directed effectiveness while
studying, and also improved performance (see Table 2). However, some participants identified
threats, namely that the duration of the CRD course was too long and too intensive. Also, it is
evident that some students did not finish the CRD course in the specified time since they missed
some of the classes and some did not achieve the required reading speed. These findings
indicate that the students’ reading ability was below maturity level, which suggests a negative
attitude towards the course. Ribbens (2008) reports that students who reread texts experience

more difficulties in understanding texts.

Student (personal) engagement

Student engagement has been found to be a foundational construct in our conceptualisation of
the perceived effectiveness of a technological tool (such as in computer-based reading
development). Statements in the Engagement category (Table 2) are meant to reflect the
“synergetic interaction between activity and motivation” (Barkley 2010) and the time and effort
exerted to complete a task (National Survey of Student Engagement 2013; Davids and Waghid
2018).

The responses reported in Table 2 suggest a high level of engagement in the CRD course.
More than 90 per cent of the respondents believed that they put in maximum effort to complete
the course, and that they were kept engaged. Similar high percentages agreed/strongly agreed
that they had managed to complete all activities in the time provided and that they had attended
all classes. Almost all the respondents (98%) clearly liked the immediate feedback and found

all the activities meaningful. The focus group interviews endorsed the high level of engagement
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detected by the survey.

It is clear, however, that most respondents (93%) found the grammar exercises
challenging. This finding emerged in the focus group discussions, through comments such as,
“I disliked the grammar exercises. It was very challenging to me” and “Take the grammar out
and then they could just give us a choice to do grammar or not”. This perceived challenging
experience could, however, have contributed to students’ engagement, as helping students work
at their optimal level of challenge is regarded as a precondition for creating synergy between
activity and motivation (Barkley 2010; Davids and Waghid 2018). When taking both the
qualitative and quantitative data into consideration, there appears to be enhanced personal
engagement with learning “to improve own studies”, as well as commitment to continue with

“the repetition of something until being successful”.

Institutional engagement

The mean values of the statements categorised under Institutional engagement are represented
graphically in Figure 5. The lower mean values indicate that most of the respondents
agreed/strongly agreed about aspects such as enough lecturers in the laboratory, equal treatment

of all by the lecturers, and that the time allocated for completion was sufficient.

| sometimes experienced technical
problems with the computers

Some lecturers are negative towards
reading development

The assistants treated all student
equally

There were always enough assistants
in the laboratory

The UoT should use another program
to teach reading skills

The time allocated for completion of
the course was enough to develop...

The UoT did well to provide the
computer-based course to develop...

o

0.5 1 15 2 25 3 35

Figure 5: Mean values of responses in the Institutional engagement category

Perceptions about the negative attitudes of some lecturers towards reading skills development

were discussed under Inclusion and Attitude, and the technical problems with computers in the
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Ease-of-use category. Other points emphasised in the focus group interviews were a “lack of

29 ¢¢

enough computers” “slow computers” and an occasional “overcrowded” laboratory, and that
the computers were slow. All these points of criticism are examples of the inter-relatedness of
the theoretical directives and how one negative factor can influence the perceived (and real)
effectiveness of any teaching and learning endeavour in higher education. (Fortunately, the
same can be said about the effect of positive aspects.)

Two largely contradictory findings were, however, detected: Almost all the respondents
(98% mean 1.16, see Figure 5) expressed that the UoT did well to provide the reading
development course. The perception, “The UoT should use another program for reading
development”, is, therefore, not easy to interpret (see Figure 4, mean 2.88). Although a minority
(36%) agreed/strongly agreed with the statement, it is just too large a group to ignore. Even
probing during the focus group discussions could not explain, to a satisfactory extent, the
negative perception of almost 100 of the 269 participants in the survey. A couple of participants
mentioned that some stories were not interesting; that they had to reread stories to understand
them, which wasted much time; that they were not motivated, especially in the beginning; that
personal problems prevented them from completing the course in the allocated time, leading to
the need to repeat it the next term; and that the grammar exercises should be removed from the
course. Other comments cast doubt on whether the course sufficiently made provision for the
full diversity of students and offered equitable learning opportunities: “There should be various
options for reading to accommodate all students”; “I would prefer it if the course was done
manually — I am kind of old school”. One participant recommended using textbooks and
computers; one suggested the addition of audio clips, while another one mentioned that the use
of the computer affected their sight. None of the suggestions provided sufficient motivation to
change the course. One might suggest that the compulsory attendance of reading development
classes by all, might be an underlying problem — among students who might believe (as some
lecturers at the UoT seemingly do), that reading development should take place in high school.
We may ask whether it is necessary to channel resources towards further reading development

of all students, even those who test high or relatively high on entry-level language testing.

CONCLUSION

English language proficiency provides a foundation for success in South African higher
education. This research investigated, through an integrated theoretical lens, an evaluation of
the perceived effectiveness of a CRD course intended to benefit first-year B.Ed. students’
reading ability at the UoT case study.

Computer-based theories of technology acceptance and computer-mediated
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communication, underpinned by theory on student engagement and the creation of motivational
conditions, offered an academic clarification for the effective application, using technology, of
the CRD course in a higher education context. The questionnaire survey and focus group
interview findings indicate that the course was trusted and respected by most of the sample of
269 B.Ed. students. Through the theoretical lens applied, the evaluation also suggests that the
CRD course was perceived as clear, easy to use and understand, and useful, and that students
believed the course was inclusive. This course, with its interwoven interactive learning
opportunities via motivational conditions, such as support and instant feedback, had seemingly
improved the first-year student participants’ reading ability and academic performance.
Cognitive engagement with purposeful reading activities had stimulated a perceived safe,
active, and meaningful motivation for learning, and created positive attitudes, and stimulated
acknowledgement of fun behaviour. These outcomes appear to have had a positive impact on
students’ goal-directness and the perceived need to enhance reading speed, retention, and
comprehension.

A few aspects need attention, however. Aspects such as the seemingly negative attitudes
of some lecturers at the institution, technical problems students experienced, and challenges
related to the software program used, point to an institutional obligation to ensure that all
infrastructural, organisational, and time allocation conditions for the creation of a motivational
environment are adhered to, to deliver equitable learning opportunities.

This article attempted to contribute to the practical organisation of reading development
using educational technologies in higher education in South African context and global South,
and to demonstrate how a theoretical lens — an integration of directives derived from applicable
theory — can inform an evaluation of the perceived effectiveness of a specific technology tool
(computer-based reading technology, in this case). We believe that this lens can be customised
and applied to devise instruments to evaluate the perceived effectiveness of any technologically
enhanced teaching and learning innovation in higher education. One exciting possibility is the
application of the theoretical lens to customise data collection methods for evaluating the
perceived effectiveness of online and other creative teaching and learning innovations that
evolved during the Covid-19 pandemic. Computer anxiety is another factor that should be
considered in a South African context, where many entry-level students have never used or only
had limited access to a computer. Higher education institutions in the global South should be
prepared to use technology to improve first-year reading.

Limitations of the study are acknowledged, considering the formative nature of the
evaluation. Due to the limited sample and population (from one faculty only), further research

on utilising the useful (and very flexible) theoretical lens with its integrated directives, is
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needed. Several statements on the questionnaire could be rephrased to become more critical,
thereby making provision for alternative views expressed during the focus group interviews,
for example. Eliciting of a wider variety of perceptions in the Inclusion category may provide
a richer array of perceptions from a diverse student community. The fact that the research was
undertaken at the end of an academic year may have diminished its formative and, thus,
improvement-oriented value. Academically it may be more beneficial to undertake an
evaluation of this nature at the end of each 12-week period, targeting the group that had just
completed the course. Completion of the questionnaire may even be built into the course as a
final obligation. Doing so will potentially not only maximally improve the response rate, but

also the diagnostic value of the evaluation.

NOTE

1. http://readersareleaders.co.za/what-makes-readers-are-leaders-so-great/.
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