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Abstract

The Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) has indicated over the years modest improvements in
the reading performances of the Romanian students. Nevertheless, Romania still lags far behind the
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) average and remains among the laggards
at EU level. In the present paper we discuss, based on PISA evaluations of 2009 and 2015, the relation between
cultural capital and reading achievement among Romanian students. We come to the conclusion that the
transformations undergone by the Romanian society in the post-communist period contributed to a continuous
and steady decline in the importance of cultural capital with slim chances to redress this tendency despite the
strong interconnection between cultural capital and reading performance.
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Almost three decades ago Romania embarked itself on the transition from a
communist regime whose distinctive features included “public/state ownership rather than
private, an ideological emphasis on equality rather than freedom, an economy organized on a
plan, central control and direction rather than through a market, and a collectivist and public
form of personal integration rather than an individualist one” (Lane, 2014: 11). Along the

way Romania has undergone profound political, social and economic transformations. The
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process of European integration interacted with the one of domestic makeover and
contributed significantly to the shape of the new regime. Romanian education system could
not escape these transformative changes although it proved to be more resilient as, in spite of
a protracted crisis that began in the 1980's and overwhelming difficulties and restrictions,
proved not to be “entirely inefficient, inert, or anachronistic” since it could produce yearly
international ‘Olympics’ in core academic disciplines like math, physics, computer sciences
or winners of international contests in arts performances (Birzea, 1997: 322). In the
Romanian context, the efforts for the country’s modernization that got underway at the end of
the 19th and the start of the 20th century gave rise to appropriate and stable institutions, like
the education system, which due to the structure and organization of the studies, school
orientation and curriculum organization, interest in the situation of the teaching staff,
fostering of research (Reianu, 2014: 300) could not be entirely corrupted by communism
(Birzea, 1997: 323). After 1989, Romania, like most of the Central and Eastern European
countries with the notable exceptions of Slovenia, Hungary, the Czech Republic, and Poland,
has not proceeded to systemic reforms. It rather opted for a reform by infusion characterized
by the observance of the principles of subsidiarity not only through decentralization, but also
through vertical devolution (to local public authorities, communities) and horizontal
devolution (to civil society); increased importance attached to the roles of experts and
professors in all project development stages. This reform strategy was motivated, on the one
hand, by the acknowledged failures of the top-down reform, and, on the other hand, by the
underdeveloped state of the civil society that proved to be unable to unleash a bottom-up
reform (Birzea, 1997: 323-324).

The Romanian educational system seeks to focus on the formation of competences,
understood in the sense of knowledge, qualifications, motivations, attitudes, emotions, as well
as other social and behavioral components appropriate to the context that a person needs for
its own personal and professional development, for its social inclusion and integration into
the labor market. However, in a world undergoing rapid change as a result of globalization
and modernization, the society as a whole and each of its members in particular are exposed
to many challenges. Swift technological changes in the workplace and in day-to-day life lead
to the need to process a considerable amount of information. As a consequence, reading
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competences become essential for engaging in social, economic and cultural life, and
achieving individual aspirations. Educational systems have the mission to provide a
framework for lifelong learning to the society in order to be able to meet the challenges of
tomorrow. Its members need to be prepared to respond successfully to complex requirements,
in various contexts, by mobilizing their cognitive and psychological resources. In this
context, the formation of reading skills acquires special significance as reading is
indispensable for learning in all disciplines and is an essential element in any professional
activity.

The performance of the Romanian education system in an increasingly competitive
environment can be best assessed by PISA tests performed by OECD that have proved to be a
reliable source of information for monitoring the outcomes of education systems in terms of
student achievement, within a common internationally agreed framework, and a useful tool
for refining educational policies. They are and meant to assess the competences of 15-years
old students in reading, math and science. Conducted every three years since 2000, they focus
each time round on one of the three above-mentioned areas of interest, whereby the other two
remain in the background. They are based on the idea of competences gained by the students
until the end of the compulsory education in most OECD countries and understood as “ability
to meet complex demands, by drawing on and mobilising psychosocial resources (including
skills and attitudes) in a particular context (OECD, 2005: 4). It is true that over the years the
capacity of these tests to provide credible information about the success of the younger
generation has come to be questioned on the ground that education is more than doing good
on tests, that correct interpretation of the results of standardized tests with such a high degree
of complexity is generally extremely difficult to accomplish, or that their stake is only the
assessment of knowledge. It is accurate to stress outright that the tests cannot capture the
ability of young people to interact with others, to control and resolve conflicts, to respect and
appreciate other values, i.e. essential skills for the social and professional integration of
young people although a number of studies in the literature have highlighted the
interrelationships between academic competences and social and emotional skills (Oberle et
al, 2014: 146-147). Moreover, several studies have shown that PISA tests have a great
predictability ability on adolescent future success (Schleicher, 2007: 354-356).
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The reading skills assessed through PISA refer to the ability to access, control,
integrate and evaluate information, to think creatively, to formulate hypotheses, to
communicate effectively one's own ideas. So the stake is not primarily to test the ability to
absorb information, but especially to extrapolate it and use it in new situations, similar to
those of real life. The reading performance framework has constantly evolved over the years
from the need to enrich the concept of reading literacy and align it with the requirements of
the current digital age. OECD studies refer to "understanding, use, reflection and engagement
with written text in order to achieve personal goals, develop knowledge and potential and
participate in society" (OECD, 2016: 48-50).

Without any intention to overdo the value of these tests, we have to acknowledge the
fact that the PISA tests have from the beginning highlighted the modest level of knowledge
of the Romanian students in reading, math and sciences. As shown in Table 1 the Romanian
students underperform in all three areas of evaluation and their results are well below the
OECD average and remain far behind the top performers and the other EU Member States.
Looking only to the last assessment, the one from 2015, the performances of the Romanian
education system can be regarded as close to those of EU countries like Bulgaria, Cyprus and
Malta, and at an international level similar to those of Uruguay, United Arab Emirates,
Turkey, Costa Rica, Trinidad and Tobago, Montenegro and Colombia. Although Romania is
praised for taking effective measures for improving performance, our country's position in the

ranking has not made any notable progress.

! Reading skills of young people are assessed on an ascending scale from 1 to 6. The critical threshold is
considered to be the bottom line for level 2 (i.e. 407 score points), regarded as correspondent for the basic level
of knowledge, necessary to be reached by students until the completion of their compulsory education. It
assumes that the student is able to locate one or more information that may require deduction and fulfillment of
multiple conditions, recognize the main idea of a text, understand relationships or build meaning within a
particular part of the text when the information is not obvious. At the same time, the student needs to make
simple deductions, comparisons or oppositions based on a single feature of the text, draw parallels with non-
textual knowledge, using personal experiences and on the basis of individual attitudes. Below this threshold are
levels 1a and 1b, which correspond to a totally unsatisfactory level of knowledge, while at the opposite end
there are levels 5 (scores between 626 and 698) and 6 (scores higher than 698), indicating excellence in reading.
These students are considered to have the ability to locate and organize more hidden information in the text, to
identify truly relevant information, to critically evaluate or formulate hypotheses based on specialized
knowledge, to fully understand a text whose content is not familiar to them.
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Table 1 — Romanian results in PISA testing

2000 2006 2009 2012 2015
R|M|S | R|M|]S|R|M|]S|R|M|]S|R|M]S
ﬁgﬁﬁz 428 | - | - | 396 | 415 | 418 | 424 | 427 | 428 | 438 | 436 | 439 | 437 | 418 | 435
OECD
496 | - | - | 496 | 494 | 502 | 493 | 496 | 500 | 496 | 494 | 501 | 493 | 490 | 493
average
Difference
in score
points to 68 | - | - |1200| 79 | 84 |69 | 69| 72|58 | 58| 62|56/ 72] 58
OECD
average
Topscore | 525 | - | - | 546 | 544 | 563 | 556 | 600 | 575 | 570 | 613 | 580 | 535 | 564 | 556
Difference
in score
. 97 | - | - | 150|129 | 145|132 | 173 | 147 | 132 | 177 | 141 | 98 | 146 | 121
points to top
position
Position
among 4, 51/ | 44/ | 47/ | 49/ | 48/ | 47/ | 51/ | 45/ | 50/ | 48/ | 45/ | 48/
participating | /43 | ~ " | 57 | 57 | 57 | 65 | 65 | 65 | 65 | 65 | 65 | 72 | 72 | 72
countries
EgzgggﬂJ 17/ | | | 26/ | 25/ | 25/ | 25/ | 25/ | 25/ | 26/ | 25/ | 26/ | 27/ | 26/ | 27/
countmess. | 17 26 | 26 | 26 | 26 | 26 | 26 | 27 | 27 | 27 | 28 | 28 | 28

Source: OECD The OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) www.pisa.oecd.org.

Notes:

1/. R = reading, M = math, S = science

2/. Romania did not participate in the 2003 evaluation.

3/. The bold characters indicate the area in focus at each evaluation and the results achieved by the Romanian
students in this area.

4/. Results from PISA 2000 for Romania were, for technical reasons, not available when the report was
assembled, and included later in an addendum to the main report.

5/. Results for Malta are available since 2015, whereas for Cyprus since 2012.

For the purpose of this research, we intend only to discuss the results obtained by the
Romanian students in reading at the 2009 evaluation that focused on this competence and the
one from 2015 as this is the last one before the next year’s assessment concentrated again on
reading. Whenever possible we will bring in inputs from the 2000 assessment whose main
target was yet again reading, but employed slightly different techniques of evaluation. We
proceed from the assumption that reading is the basis of learning in all disciplines and an
essential element in any professional activity. In a world undergoing rapid change as a result
of globalization and modernization, society as a whole and each of its members in particular
are exposed to many challenges. Fast technological changes in the workplace and in day-to-
day life lead to the need to process a considerable amount of information. Under these

circumstances, reading skills become essential for engaging in social, economic and cultural
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life, and achieving individual aspirations. Educational systems have the mission to help train
lifelong learners to meet the challenges of tomorrow. This further raises the question of their
preparation to respond successfully to complex requirements, in diverse contexts, by
mobilizing their cognitive and psychological resources.

The main research question revolves around the role of cultural capital in reinforcing
reading achievements and the way this was affected by the transformations undergone by the
Romanian society in the post-communist period. We consider the concept of cultural capital,
as coined by Pierre Bourdieu in 1977 and later developed in his further research, of
particularly usefulness for explaining unequal intellectual accomplishment of children
stemming from different socio-economic backgrounds. As such, it comprises the social assets
of a person (education, intellect, skills, style of speech and dress, etc.) that uphold its social
mobility in a complex society and represents a break with the assumption that the academic
success or failure depends only on natural aptitudes and the amount of educational
investment. The cultural capital coexists according to Bourdieu in three forms — an embodied
state that combines the hereditary intellectual legacy with the acquisition of scholarly and
social skills throughout the entire period of socialization, an objectified state that refers to the
number of properties that help a person wield strengths and obtain profits in the artistic field,
scientific field, etc. and an institutionalized state that exist in the form of academic
qualifications (Bourdieu, 1986). The scientific literature on cultural capital indicates two
different approaches to its conceptualization — a narrower one emphasizing the exclusiveness
of high status cultural resources (i.e. high culture extracurricular activities such as music,
dance, drama lessons, etc.) and a broader one in the sense of a comprehensive toolkit of
skills, styles, and habits that people use in everyday life to construct designs of action. In an
international context, the explanatory power of cultural capital (especially in its objectified
form) for reading achievements varied depending on the features of the societal structure and
its educational system (Bodovski et al, 2016: 2-3).

In an Eastern European setting, the resort to cultural capital proves to offer certain
benefits as the education systems still bear features that can be ascertained to their communist
past. These regimes aimed to create a supposedly equal society, one in which there are no
classes and each person is seen as part of the collective whole, working toward the end goal
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of political, economic, and social equality. The Communist regimes did provide free,
universal, and compulsory education. Admissions to elite schools and universities (with the
exception of politically sensitive specializations such as law, philosophy, or sociology) was
open to all, education was affordable, state grants to both schools and students were relatively
significant. Illiteracy was virtually eradicated, but education was highly regimented and “the
curriculum was strictly controlled, as all-important decisions were centralized” (Reisz, 2006:
74). By controlling the information that reached the classroom as well as the teaching
methods, the Communist regimes sought to imbue students with Marxist dogma training
them to be future, faithful Communists. Throughout the education process students were not
encouraged to think critically on their own, but rather to commit to memorize and deliver.
Dissatisfaction with the education system remained high among those seeking spiritual and
intellectual freedom and/or planning to specialize in neglected, if not entirely forbidden or
heavily distorted fields (Antohi, 2004). After the shift, reforms took place that altered
curriculum, added supplementary options for textbooks, endorsed activities that develop
critical thinking and practical skills and increased teacher autonomy. However, the process of
reform has been slow and current educational practices are still dealing with the effects of
Communism (Istrate et al, 2006).

As far as the reading skills of the Romanian students are concerned, despite the
outstanding performances of the few Romanian students participating in international
Olympiads in core academic disciplines or international contests in arts acts, the bulk of the
Romanian students achieved results that place them either slightly above the minimum line or
outright beneath this. Cumulating the average score with an even more worrying one
emerging from the same tests, namely, that more than one in three secondary school
graduates is functionally illiterate (in the sense that although is capable to read, still is unable
to understand the message of the text, see Table - 2), we can say that we are faced with a
systemic problem whose main roots need to be identified and properly addressed especially if
we take into consideration that a number of other national tests only confirm the results of the
PISA assessments (Centrul National de Evaluare si Examinare, 2016: 9-12). From the point
of view of increasing the achievement of Romanian students, absolute priority must be given
to improving performance at both extremes. On the one hand, there is the problem of
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recovering those with poor results, since up to Level 2 in PISA assessment Romanian scores
are well above the OECD average. On the other hand, from Level 3 upwards Romanian
students’ scores are well beneath OECD average this meaning that, given the way in which
the Romanian education system works, not even this group of outstanding students can be
properly valued and it is completely out of the question to consider that it can stimulate other
able students to reach the peak of their performance especially if we take into consideration
that according to former Romanian Minister for Education Mircea Miclea, in any education
system, no matter how performing or poorly performing this may be, we have a proportion of
3-5% students with exceptional results, who "are their own product” and not the product of
the system (Pantazi, 2013b).

Table 2 — Percentage of Romanian students at each grade level. Percentage of Romanian low achievers and top
performers in reading in comparison to the OECD average

Level Level Level Level Level Level
Below 1b la Bellow 2 3 4 Above 5
Level (from | (from | Level | (from | (from | (from Level (from | Level
1b 262.04 | 334.75 2 407.47 | 480.18 | 552.89 5 625.61 6
(below to to (less to to to (above to (above
262,04 less less than less less less 613.33 less 698.32
score than than | 409.54 | than than than score than score
. 334.75 | 407.47 | score | 480.18 | 552.89 | 625.61 . 698.32 | points)
points) . points)
score score | points) | score | score score score
points) | points) points) | points) | points) points)

Proficiency .
levels in| 41A 127A | 23.6A | 40.4A | 31.6A . 212V | 6.1V 0.7V 0.7V 0.0V
PISA 2009 .

OECD
average in 1.1 4.6 131 18.8 24.0
2009

28.9 20.7 7.4 6.8 0.8

PP AV Ay Sy s

Proficiency
levels in| 3.7A 11.6A | 234A | 38.7A | 2954 213V | 84V 20V 1.8V¥ 0.2V
PISA 2015

OECD
average in 1.3 5.2 13.6 20.1 23.2 27.9 20.5 8.3 7.2 11
2015

Source: OECD (2010) PISA 2009 Results. Volume I: What Students Know and Can Do, Paris: OECD
Publishing, p. 194. https://www.oecd.org/pisa/pisaproducts/48852548.pdf .

OECD (2016) PISA 2015 Results. Volume I: Excellence and Equity in Education, Paris: OECD Publishing, pp.
373-374. http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264266490-en .

Beyond these figures, which are in themselves significant enough, we need to view
these results also in a European context. While it is true that the cultural capital has a certain
bearing on the level of education, the former’s association with a higher level of

Europeanness in the sense of shared values associated with collective identity constructions
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about Europe, and at the same time with “common cultural traditions and historical
experiences, common development of distinct constitutional and political principles, a
definite sense about what constitutes Europe’s ‘others’ (Paun, Ciceo, 2010: 95) or an
increased role of interculturalism in European integration (Dan, 2014) remains still to be
debated. Examining the association between education and the sense of a European identity,
Best (2012: 217-227) came to the conclusion that although higher levels of education may
elevate elites” Europeanness and impact positively on their attachment to Europe as well-
educated individuals possess increased cognitive abilities and social competences that allow
them to better interact in complex institutional and cultural settings, its impact on common
citizens’ support for European integration according to Inglehart’s theory of cognitive
mobilization remains limited.

The effects of cultural capital on school attainments has been studied over the years
from different perspectives. A number of studies offered comparative analyses on the nature
of this relation (Barone, 2006; Xu, Hampden-Thompson, 2012; Byun et al, 2012; Bodovski et
al, 2016) based primarily on the results of PISA evaluations. There were also attempts to
analyze this relation in a national setting either based on country-level surveys (Crook, 1997;
Sullivan, 2001; De Graaf et al, 2001; Yamamoto, Brinton, 2010) or based on comparisons
with other countries based again on information from PISA database (Pavlovic-Babic,
Baucal, 2011; Byun et al, 2012). Based on data from five national representative and fully
comparable surveys conducted in 1993 in Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and
Slovakia, Kraaykamp, Nieuwbeerta (2000) studied new forms of political and cultural
transmission in former socialist countries. Subsequently, we intend to explore, based on the
poor results of the Romanian students in PISA evaluations why cultural capital in all its three
forms remains a relevant concept for explaining these results in the context of the
fundamental changes undergone by the Romanian education system as a result of the
transition from a communist past. As already mentioned, for reasons related to the limits
imposed on this article we will focus the entire discussion on how the reading skills come to
be influenced by this transformed concept of cultural capital, being convinced that these can
contribute to the remedy other counter-performances of the Romanian education system, such
as, the share of school leavers before graduation (in Romania 19.1%, compared to the EU
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target of 11%), the employment rate of graduates, especially those with high school education
(Romania 59.8 % of the EU target of 71%) or the percentage of those enrolled in university
studies (25.6% in Romania, compared to the EU target of 38.7%) (European Commission,
2016) and bridging the profound fault line that separates the country from the rest of Europe.

Although visibly not entirely unambiguous in construction, cultural capital proved to
be practical enough for researchers and generated a good deal of empirical work, the most
important part of it being focused on the relation between cultural capital and educational
attainment. In general, education assumes the existence of an embodied cultural capital
produced by family upbringing, but how parents pass on this non-material asset to their
children needed to be tested as Bourdieu “assumes much of what he sets out to prove”
(Sullivan, 2002: 153-155). Further on, Bourdieu presumed that cultural capital facilitates the
acquisition of educational credentials which further influence the way in which riches and
supremacy are transmitted between generations, but again was ambiguous in explaining the
mechanisms behind this process. As the definition of the concept lacks the necessary clarity it
has been operationalized in different ways (Lareau, Weiniger, 2003: 570-573). Of relevance
for the present discussion are those studies that link children’s cultural capital to their
parents’, and especially those that focus on reading behavior of both children and parents (De
Graaf, 1986; Aschaffenburg, Maas, 1996; Crook, 1997; De Graaf et al, 2000; Sullivan, 2001).
These studies have indicated that reading is strongly associated to academic success.

That is why improving reading skills would be an important premise for reviving the
parameters in which Romania’s educational system country operates since we live in an era
when, thanks to modern technologies, information is relatively easy to access for everyone.
We have to start from the assumption that in their future adult life today's teenagers will face
the most diverse forms of text from which they will have to extract relevant information on
certain topics important to them in order to assimilate new content or solving complex tasks.
What makes the difference between a competent adult capable of engaging in society and one
less prepared for this is the ability to process, analyze, interpret and apply information.

Reading skills are essential to any kind of vocational training, they are critical for
school/academic performance in all disciplines, they contribute decisively to the lifelong
learning effort and ultimately determine the social and professional insertion of anyone.
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However, reading skills cannot be equated with knowing how to read. As a rule, they sweep
across a broader spectrum — from the ability to detect significant details and to integrate and
interpret ideas by referring to other relevant texts to the impossibility of explicitly
recognizing, locating and reproducing information in a single text. The absence of these
abilities deprive a reader of properly collecting the fruits of the effort to go through a text.
Theories of reading have demonstrated the development of these skills in stages, each one
characterized by different acquisition models. It is generally believed that children first "learn
to read", and only thereafter begin to "read to learn™ (Clarke et al, 2014: 13). In other words,
early school years are essential for the acquisition and development of reading techniques.
Matthew's Effect ascertained that their absence by the end of the primary cycle, when the
reading techniques are assumed to have already been acquired, can trigger for children a
spiral of negative effects, since after this moment it becomes somewhere between very
difficult and almost impossible to recover the gap separating these children from their school
mates and engage consistently in understanding a written text (Ibidem, 25). In our view, it is
equally important to take into account that reading skills need to be expanded, deepened and
refined throughout the entire education cycle. By the time of leaving the school students need
to be equipped with a set of knowledge, skills, and strategies to decode the written text. Only
this way can they realize their life goals and to be able to cope with the demands of the real
world without difficulty.

Reading stimulates creativity, empathy and tolerance towards others, is essential for
overcoming cynicism and selfishness, understanding of values, communication, impartial and
objective search for truth, critical thinking, plays an extremely important role in forming a
capacity to react to the blind power of tradition or abuse of power by the authorities
(Dumitru, 2016). By reading a text must an individual has to be able to identify the main
subject, appreciate the general relevance of the text, assess the credibility of the information,
discern between relevant and irrelevant information, establish connections with information
from other sources, critically analyze the content, draw the correct conclusions. In order to
understand the meaning of a text it is necessary to acquire decoding and understanding
techniques influenced by cognitive, motivational, socio-cultural factors. Reading is in itself a
transformative experience. In the effort to understand the meaning of a text, only part of the
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information comes from the text itself, the rest is the result of the interaction between the text
and the reader. Reading skills take into account the interactive nature of reading and the
constructive nature of meaning-building processes, as the reader generates meanings in
response to the text message, using the knowledge accumulated up to that point, and a series
of reader keys that are professionally formed, socially and/or culturally. Therefore, reading
skills should be supported by general culture, cognitive development, reading motivation,
understanding of the interactive nature of any reading.

Texts can be extremely diverse - longer or shorter, richer or poorer in informative
content, with a simpler or more complex construction. In general, it is considered that the
development of the ability to engage in the penetration of the written text is acquired at all
disciplines studied in school, but it is a priority for language courses (maternal, foreign, etc.).
This is done in steps, through specific methods and techniques (Hadarca, 2015). Regardless
of the discipline, the main pedagogical resource for the formation of these competences is the
written text. However, at present written text is not only in printed or hand-written format.
More and more written text is presented in electronic format, contains hyperlinks and is
accompanied by visual images such as diagrams, photos, pictures, tables, and graphics, and
requires specific decoding techniques. Being literate today means being able to use blogs,
text messages, search engines, social networks, internet communication tools, mobile apps.
Tomorrow, this IT resource inventory that needs to be mastered will expand in order to meet
requirements that are still hard to predict (Leu et al, 2011: 6). Under these circumstances, the
content of reading skills is constantly changing.

In general, electronic texts are nonlinear, interactive, contain multi-media
representations, open the way to extremely varied formulas of text interaction. Whereas the
conventional texts present the information in the form in which it was organized by the
author, and the reader, even when deciding to run over the pages or browse through the text,
can only peruse the content of a text with a linear format and a relatively rigid structure, the
electronic format almost invites the readers to build their own version based on the
information they make available with search engines or multi-media inserts, they can engage
in dialogue with the author or other readers, can express their opinions (Coiro, 2003: 460). In
this fundamentally changed context, beset with both opportunities and challenges for our
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ability to become active members of the society, the arsenal of tools needed to support
reading skills is radically changing, as it becomes imperative to critically evaluate the sources
from which information is retrieved, locate relevant information, draw parallels with real life
situations, manage databases, use search engines, cope with information validation strategies.
The role of the teacher remains essential, even if his mission changes fundamentally, and his
support by the family and community through the promotion of appropriate policies and the
involvement of non-governmental actors (foundations, civic organizations, networks of actors
involved in reading promotion) needs to be reinforced. Moreover, OECD has opened since
2009 the possibility of evaluating students' performance in electronic format, and by 2018 it
would impose this type of assessment on future tests, as in the 21st century, reading skills
should include both printed and electronic text This means that students need to be familiar
with IT equipment and master techniques for navigating and searching information in
hypertext (i.e. text containing hyperlinks and non-sequential structured pages). For students
to learn the necessary cognitive and metacognitive techniques, the teachers themselves have
to review their own training so that they can build the reading skills of students in all
disciplines. The curriculum is bound to be brought into line with the new role of technology
and revised in a way that encourages transdisciplinarity. A greater autonomy for schools and
teachers in organizing study material would become an imperative must. By performing
systematic research projects, performance can be assessed, compared, and used to identify
good practice. In a European context, this process is favored by the regulatory and
competitive pressure created on authorities to adopt competitive educational policies (Lawn,
Normand, 2015: 8-10).

Romanian education system has undergone major changes since 1989. There is now a
growing shift from teacher-centered to student-centered teaching, as officials hope to move
away from a reproductive-learning approach to one that focused more on problem-solving
and empower children to think critically. Nevertheless, the process is very slow. It was found
that even after the curriculum had been changed for several years, only twenty-five percent of
the teachers indicated a dramatic change in their instruction methods (Istrate et al, 2006).
This basically means that the reading skills are still to a large extent generated by methods
inappropriate for allowing students to cope with the demands of the digital age.
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A number of studies have indicated that “children seem to benefit more from their
parents’ linguistic and cognitive skills” (De Graaf et al, 2000: 11) and that the effect of
parental reading on the students’ academic performance is significant yet less important than
the effect of financial resources (Crook, 1997). PISA surveys have confirmed that in the case
of Romania the below-average reading performance is associated with an average impact of
socio-economic background and the figures presented in the report are further compounded
by low enrollment rates (OECD, 2010).

Conclusions

Reading skills play an essential role in integrating and actively involving all of its
members. Developing the necessary reading skills for deciphering the sense of the written
text remains a major desideratum, but we must keep in mind that the format in which the
written text is presented has experienced spectacular developments in the digital age. Without
losing relevance, the techniques, strategies, knowledge needed to understand the printed text
must now be enriched to effectively explore the resources offered by the Internet. The two
text formats are not mutually exclusive and must be exploited effectively. The latest
simulation of the National Evaluation exam for 8" grade students (at the end of their
compulsory education) has shown how even a relatively innocuous printed text can create
major problems for students insufficiently prepared to decode meaning, capitalize on
information and establish connections?.

For Romania, overcoming the modest results achieved so far in international tests,
means that it needs to review the way in which reading skills are formed in school, given the
pedagogical and psychological dimension in which these skills are formed, and the
impossibility of limiting them to intuition or sterile engagement. Otherwise, Romanian
education will be condemned to remain inefficient, irrelevant, unfair and of poor quality

(Miclea et al, 2007: 7-9). If we also take into account the gaps that need to be recovered, the

21n 2017, 8th grade students had to analyze in a simulation for the Romanian National Language Examination a
non-literary text and establish who is the organizer of an exhibition of chess pieces in a museum — a teacher as
private collector and owner of the chess pieces or the museum as a public institution whose mission is to bring
together and display valuable art collections (Ministry of National Education, the National Evaluation and
Examination Center, 2017).
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urgency of the measures becomes even more prominent as otherwise we will continue to sell
illusions of competence and we will end up not counting on the global labor market (Pantazi,
2013a). So far, apparently, it seems to be a moving target to which we are heading, but cannot hope

to reach it very soon.
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