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ABSTRACT
Through document analysis, classroom observation and analysis of children’s 
performance in reading, we investigated tests from Provinha Brasil, as well as 
the relationships between children’s outcomes and practices of their teachers. It 
was shown that there was a relationship between the results of Provinha Brasil 
and teaching practices, but the teachers didn’t dedicate enough time to teaching 
reading texts. It was concluded that the impacts upon Provinha Brasil stemmed 
from teaching the alphabet basis and that the reading level required by Provinha’s 
questions did not demand more elaborated text comprehension skills.
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Habilidades de compreensão leitora: seu 
ensino e sua avaliação pela Provinha Brasil

RESUMO
Por meio de análise documental, observação de aulas e análise do 
desempenho de crianças em leitura, investigamos testes da Provinha Brasil, 
assim como as relações entre os resultados das crianças e as práticas de 
suas professoras. Foi evidenciado que houve relação entre os resultados da 
Provinha Brasil e as práticas docentes, porém as professoras dedicavam-
se pouco ao ensino de leitura de textos. Concluiu-se que os impactos nos 
resultados da Provinha Brasil decorreram do ensino da base alfabética e que 
o nível de leitura exigido nas questões da prova não demandava habilidades 
de compreensão de textos mais elaboradas. 

PALAVRAS-CHAVE 
leitura; avaliação; ensino; Provinha Brasil.

HABILIDADES DE COMPRENSIÓN LECTORA: SU 
ENSEÑANZA Y SU EVALUACIÓN POR LA PROVINHA BRASIL

RESUMEN
A través de análisis de documentos, observación de clases y análisis del 
rendimiento de niños en lectura, investigamos exámenes de Provinha 
Brasil, bien como las relaciones entre los resultados de los niños y las 
prácticas de sus maestras. Se demostró que hubo relación entre los 
resultados en Provinha Brasil y las prácticas docentes, pero los maestros 
poco se dedicaban a la enseñanza de la lectura de textos. Se concluye 
que los impactos en los resultados de Provinha Brasil han resultado de la 
enseñanza de la base alfabética y que el nivel de lectura solicitado en las 
cuestiones de Provinha no requería habilidades de comprensión de texto 
más elaboradas.

PALABRAS CLAVE
lectura; evaluación; enseñanza; Provinha Brasil.
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Introduction

Since its creation, the “Provinha Brasil” [The Brazil Exam] has been the 
object of considerable debate on the Brazilian educational scene. Among other 
controversies, questions about the need to evaluate children at the beginning of 
elementary school has been a recurrent theme. At the heart of this issue we can 
identify tensions concerning the role of school in the first few years of elementary 
education. According to Saviani, “the school is an institution whose role consists in 
the socialization of systematized knowledge” (2008, p. 14). Therefore, “the school 
exists to provide the acquisition of the instruments that enable access to complex 
knowledge (science), as well as the access to the rudiments of that knowledge” 
(idem, p, 15). Saviani affirms:

systematized knowledge, erudite culture, is a literate culture. Therefore, the first 
requirement to have access to this type of knowledge is to learn to read and 
write. Moreover, it is also necessary to know the language of numbers, the lan-
guage of nature and the language of society. (idem, ibidem)

Therefore, according to Saviani (2008), it is a duty of the school to ensure 
access to reading and writing. This discussion is also closely related to the discus-
sion of the role of early childhood education. Brandão and Rosa (2010), among 
other authors indicate that it is possible and desirable to promote exposure and 
reflection on writing with very young children, as long as these situations are ludic 
and suitable to children’s aspirations.

From this perspective, it is important to question the knowledge and skills 
that children are expected to have by the end of early childhood education and at 
the end of the first grade of basic education, and the need to begin work focused on 
learning the alphabetic system of writing at the beginning of the schooling process.

In connection with this initial question, we can also inquire about what is 
the role of the school and what are the expectations for the acquisition of basic 
reading and writing skills in the subsequent schools years. Franco, Brooke and 
Alves (2008), in presenting some of the data collected in the GERES Project [The 
Longitudinal Study of School Generation], conducted from 2005 to 2008, which 
evaluated 20,000 students in Belo Horizonte, Rio de Janeiro, Campinas, Campo 
Grande and Salvador, revealed that, in the first grade of elementary school, chil-
dren in the public and private school systems showed progress in reading abilities; 
however, in subsequent grades (the second and third grades of basic education), 
the pace of learning decreased. Brooke’s study provokes reflections on the possible 
difficulties teachers may have to really know what is the focus of their work after 
students’ acquire basic reading and writing skills.

Other authors, such as Oliveira (2010) and Cruz (2012), also reported low 
rates of learning progress in the classes they accompanied during the school year. 
Oliveira (2010) investigated nine classes, and found poor progress in reading, text 
production and activities related to the alphabetic system among the different 
grades in the schools studied.
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Cruz (2012, p. 304), however, noted that “with regard to the axis of textual 
production and reading”, the data indicated that, although the majority of the chil-
dren in the second and third grades had advanced over the year, the consolidation 
of these core areas presented a deficit concerning the genres studied”.

Considering this situation, there is a clear need to deepen the debate about 
children’s school progress and expectations about what they should learn in the 
first grades of basic education.

By adopting an assessment in the second grade of basic education, the Brazil 
Exam assumes the position that the learning of certain reading and writing skills 
should be introduced by the end of the first grade and that, by the end of second 
grade, the learning of certain skills should be consolidated. But we might ask: what 
are the conditions for children to consolidate the learning of these skills? What 
needs to be ensured in teaching practices so these appropriations can take place?

In parallel to these discussions , we can also mention the debates about the 
evaluation process, that is, considering the complexity of the reading assessment 
process, we can question if the Brazil Exam can be considered a suitable instrument 
for judging children’s command of reading, considering that reading is a process 
of interaction between the reader and the text that aims to achieve a certain goal. 
With the purpose of evaluating reading, the Brazil Exam proposes activities that 
range from the recognition of letters and the reading of words to the evaluation of 
reading comprehension. According to Kleiman (2014, p. 61), reading comprehension 
is “the process by which one puts into operation the skills and cognitive strategies 
needed for comprehension, which allow the reader to simultaneously extract and 
construct meanings from the text to make sense of written language.”

Teachers should help their students to become self-regulated readers (who 
have clear reading objectives), who are active and possess several comprehension 
strategies (idem).

Reading strategies are procedures that must be taught. These strategies can 
help students to conduct autonomous reading (Solé, 1998). Therefore, the Brazil 
Exam proposes descriptors that seek to identify children’s autonomy concerning 
reading in order to understand what reading skills they master, such as making 
inferences, locating information, identifying the theme, the purpose of the text 
and others.

In this article, we focus on an analysis of the Brazil Exam and its potential 
as a reading evaluation tool, and on the relations between the appropriations con-
ducted by children in the second grade of basic education and the practices of their 
teachers concerning the teaching of reading. We start, therefore, from the point 
of view that it is possible and desirable for children to finish the second grade of 
basic education being able to read texts. Our reflections will be conducted in two 
directions: (1) What reading skills does the Brazil Exam assess? Is the Brazil Exam 
a good instrument for evaluating those skills?; (2) What are some of the possible 
relationships between results on the Brazil Exam and teachers’ practices?
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Methodological Procedures

The educational systems of three municipalities in the metropolitan area of 
Recife participated in the study. For each system, we had the participation of four 
second grade teachers, for a total of 12 teachers. In this study, however, we only 
analyze the results of 11 classes – the results of the Brazil Exam for one of the 
classes were disregarded because in that case the test was based on the students’ 
collective answers.

To meet our goals, we observed the administration of the Brazil Exam to 
selected second-grade classes and, later, nine classes given by each teacher before 
the administration of the test in the second semester; we conducted semi-structured 
interviews with the teachers, school administrators and the people who issued the 
test; and an analysis of both assessment instruments administered to the classes (i.e., 
at the beginning and the end of 2010) to understand the instrument’s complexity 
and the possibility to evaluate reading skills.

The interviews and observations were recorded in audio and then transcribed, 
and data were categorized through content analysis.

To begin our discussion, in the next section we will present an analysis of the 
test used in the Brazil Exam in the first and second semesters of 2010 to investigate 
how many questions required children to have an autonomous reading capacity 
and the suitability of this tool to judge the children’s reading capacities. We will 
then discuss the results achieved by 214 children in eleven second grade elementary 
school classes, and conclude with reflections about the teaching practices of the 
teachers of four classes, relating those practices to the results achieved.

The Brazil Exam in 2010: an Analysis of the Instruments

In 2010, the test used in the Brazil Exam comprised 24 questions. In the 
initial assessment in 2010, four questions (1, 5, 6 and 13) evaluated knowledge re-
lated to letters of the alphabet; eleven questions (2, 3, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 14, 16, 17) 
assessed phonological awareness with and without graphophonic correspondence 
and skills related to the reading of syllables, words and sentences; and one question 
(4) assessed the ability to identify the initial letter of words. Of the 24 questions, 
eight sought to evaluate skills related to the reading of texts.

An analysis of the test’s general features shows that the assessment focuses 
on the mastery of the Alphabetic Writing System. This approach is therefore based 
on the acquisition of reading and writing skills, which recognizes this specificity 
in the curriculum of the initial grades of basic education. Therefore, we can see an 
approximation to presuppositions maintained by Soares (2004, p. 15-16) according 
to which, in pedagogical practices for the initial grades of basic education, it is 
necessary to consider the multiple facets of reading and writing skills acquisition: 
“phonological and phonemic awareness, identification of phoneme-grapheme 
relationships, written language coding and decoding skills, knowledge and recog-
nition of the processes of translation of the voiced form of speech into the graphic 
form of writing”.
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Although we recognize that, indeed, this dimension of the pedagogical 
process needs to be a priority at the beginning of schooling, we emphasize that 
other dimensions are also indispensable, such as those related to the development 
of reading and text production. Authors who advocate an approach to reading and 
writing skills acquisition in the perspective of literacy,1 among which we include 
ourselves, share this view. These authors include: Albuquerque, Morais and Fer-
reira (2008); Brandão and Rosa (2005, 2010); Cruz (2008); Frade (2005); Leal and 
Albuquerque (2004); Leal, Albuquerque and Morais (2010); Maciel, Baptista and 
Monteiro (2009); Maciel and Lúcio (2008); Morais (2012); Picolli and Camini 
(2012); Santos and Albuquerque (2005); Silva (2007, 2008); Soares (2003, 2004); 
Souza and Cardoso (2012).

In the exam administered at the end of the school year, which was also carried 
out by means of a 24-item test, five questions (1, 2, 3, 6 and 11) assessed knowledge 
related to letters of the alphabet; eleven questions (4, 5, 8, 9, 10, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 
18) assessed phonologic awareness with and without graphophonic correspondence 
and skills related to the reading of syllables, words and sentences; and one question 
(7) assessed the capacity to identify the initial letter of words. Of the 24 questions, 
seven sought to assess skills related to the reading of texts.

In both tests, four skills related to text reading were included in items fo-
cusing on: recognizing the goal of the text; finding information; identifying the 
theme; and making inferences. The decision to choose these reading activities in the 
assessment process is representative of what current curricular documents propose 
for the teaching of Portuguese in the first grades of basic education.

Leal and Brandão (2012), in their investigation of 26 curricular documents 
from Brazilian state capital cities and state education departments, showed that 
73.07% indicate strategies that should be developed in reading activities. With 
regard to this aspect, Solé (1998, p.70) says that “it is necessary to teach strategies 
for understanding texts. These strategies do not mature, or develop, emerge, or ap-
pear. They are taught – or not – and learned – or not”. Serra and Oller (2003, p. 35), 
also in relation to the core area of teaching reading, affirm that

The strategies that are activated in the course of reading can work as procedures 
that regulate reading itself. As such, these requisites require the presence of 
objectives to be achieved, an assessment of results, and the subsequent change, 
if necessary, of the learning activity. The integration of reading strategies in 
the student’s field of competence will allow him to advance towards the self-
regulation of his own reading activity.

With regard to the ability to recognize the purpose of a text, two questions 
(15 and 23) were formulated in the initial evaluation. In question 15, we can see 

1	 The word literacy is used here as a translation of the Portuguese letramento, through which 
the author means the acquisition of reading and writing skills in a broader sense, i.e., a fre-
quent and competent use of reading and writing, implying text production and comprehen-
sion (T.N.).
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that the child has support from an image of an educational campaign poster to 
answer the question. In addition, the test administrator reads the optional responses.

This text is meant to:
(  ) Invite people to the cat’s party.
(  ) Sell animal food.
(  ) Announce a donation of animals.
(  ) Provide information about vaccinations. 
Figure 1: Brazil Exam 2010, initial test, question 15 (Brasil, 2010a, questão 15)

Therefore, in question 15, if children read the word “vacinar” [vaccinate] 
in the poster, they will be able to answer the question correctly, since the optional 
answers are read by the test administrator.

In question 23, the text format and reading the text already indicate the 
correct answer, particularly because the word that appears in the title is present in 
the correct option.

Guessing game:
It can fill up a hole,
But it can’t fill up a hand,
It’s tied on the back.
It comes in and out 
without gates,
What is it?
A BUTTON

(  ) Teaches a recipe.
(  ) Conducts a guessing game.
(  ) Tells a story.
(  ) Teaches how to do crosswords.

Figure 2: Brazil Exam 2010, initial test, question 23 (Brasil, 2010a, questão 23)

Therefore, we can see that, with question 15, the image and the reading of 
alternatives by the test administrator will favor the possibility of answering the 
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question without actually reading the text. If the child tries to read the text and is 
able to read the word vacinar [vaccinate], it can reach the correct answer, which is 
read by the teacher: Informar sobre a vacinação [Provide information about vaccina-
tions]. With question 23, reading the title could be a clue for the child to mark the 
option Fazer uma brincadeira de adivinhação [Play a guessing game].

In the final assessment, that same ability – recognizing the goal of the text 
– was assessed in items 17 and 21. Question 17 suggests the reading of a non-
verbal text.

Look at the figure.

What is this figure for?
(  ) Telling a joke.
(  ) Making an invitation.
(  ) Indicating a direction.
(  ) Instructing about trash.

Figure 3: Brazil Exam 2010, final test, question 17 (Brasil, 2010b, questão 17)

As with question 15 of the initial assessment, in the final test, the examiner 
reads the optional responses to question 21. Thus, if the child is able to interpret the 
non-verbal text, it can answer correctly. There is no need to be able to read verbal 
texts. In contrast, question 21 requires reading the text and the optional responses 
to reach the correct answer.

Small wounds
For any kind of superficial cut, wash the place of the wound with 
plenty of soap and water, even if it hurts. This is very important 
to avoid infections. If the cut is big, cover it with gauze or a 
piece of clean cloth and find an emergency room quickly.

What is the goal of this text?
(  ) To present an important message.
(  ) To report an accident.
(  ) To teach how to treat a wound.
(  ) To sell medicine for wounds.

Figure 4: Brazil Exam 2010, final test, question 21 (Brasil, 2010b, questão 21)
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Comparing the four questions above, which aim to assess a student’s ability 
to recognize the purpose of texts, we can say that only one of them requires the 
autonomous reading of a verbal text to recognize its purpose. The others require 
the reading of non-verbal texts or can be answered based on the reading of the title 
or isolated words in the text.

Therefore, only question 21 of the final test actually required children to 
recognize the goal of a verbal text by conducting an autonomous reading of it. 
Thus, we can see that, with regard to that ability, the final exam was more difficult 
than the initial one.

With regard to the ability to find information, the initial exam included two 
such items (18 and 20). Item 18 had a very short text (a short comic strip). The 
answer appears in one of the two balloons, that is the one indicating what the girl 
says , since the other indicates the mother’s question.

[Lettering on the book: ‘Fairytales’; Balloon contents: “Well, Magali? What do you want me to read to you?” “The 
cookbook!”.]

WHAT DID MAGALI ASK HER MOTHER TO DO?
(  ) Read the book of fairytales.
(  ) Read a cookbook.
(  ) Put the book on the table.
(  ) Switch off the bedroom light.

Figure 5: Brazil Exam 2010, initial test, question 18 (Brasil, 2010a, questão 18)

The fact that the question refers to what the character Magali asked for 
gives the child a clue that it can look for the answer in the girl’s speech balloon. To 
respond to the item, the child only has to read the second balloon, which is very 
short: livro de receitas [cookbook]. In the correct option, the expression “cookbook” 
appears explicitly.

195Revista Brasileira de Educação      v. 22   n. 68   jan.-mar. 2017

Reading comprehension skills



Item 20 requires reading the text presented to find the correct answer.

FIRE IN THE SKY
THE GOAT SAID TO THE DUCK:

– THE SKY IS BURNING!

THE MOUSE SAID TO THE FEMALE DUCK:

– THE SKY IS BURNING!

THE FEMALE DUCK SAID TO THE ROOSTER:

– THE SKY IS BURNING!

THE MOUSE RAN AWAY, THE ROOSTER RAN AWAY, THE 
FEMALE DUCK RAN AWAY, THE GOAT RAN AWAY.

THE GOAT SAW THE OWL AND SAID:

– FLY AWAY, OWL! THE SKY IS BURNING! THE FIRE 
IS GOING TO FALL ON THE WOODS!

THE OWL SAW THE SKY AND SAID:

– THE FIRE IS A PARTY BALLOON!

MAKE AN X NEXT TO WHAT THE OWL SAID:
(  ) The sky is burning!
(  ) The mouse is burning!
(  ) The fire is going to fall on the woods!
(  ) The fire is a balloon!

Figure 6: Brazil Exam 2010, initial test, question 20 (Brasil, 2010a, questão 20)

In the final exam, questions 23 and 24 were dedicated to assessing the ability 
to locate information.

[CURURU FROG / Cururu frog by the riverside. When the frog sings, oh little sister, it’s because 
the frog is cold. / The frog’s wife is the one inside. / Making lace, oh little sister, for her wedding.]
Where is the Cururu Frog?
(  ) At his little sister’s home.
(  ) At his wedding.
(  ) In his wife’s home.
(  ) By the riverside.

Figure 7: Brazil Exam 2010, final test, question 23 (Brasil, 2010b, questão 23)

With regard to question 23, besides the fact that many children prob-
ably know the song’s lyrics by heart, the question Where is the cururu frog? can be 
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answered based on the image or by reading the first sentence of the text, unlike 
question 24 below.

THE GIRLS
ARABELA
OPENED THE WINDOW
CAROLINA
RAISED THE CURTAIN
AND MARIA
LOOKED AND SMILED,
‘‘GOOD MORNING!’’(…)

According to the text, did carolina do?
(  ) She opened the window
(  ) She said good morning
(  ) She raised the curtain
(  ) She looked and smiled

Figure 8: Brazil Exam 2010, final test, question 24 (Brasil, 2010b, questão 24)

As we can see, question 24 of the final exam and question 20 on the initial 
exam required the child to actually read the text. By comparing the four questions 
dedicated to assessing the ability to locate information in the text, we can see that 
two of them (one in the initial test and one in the final test) required children to 
conduct autonomous reading of a verbal text, and two of them could be answered 
with the support of images or by reading a very short passage of the text.

The ability to identify the subject of the text was assessed, in the initial test, 
by questions 21 and 24. Question 21 could be answered based on a comparison 
between the underlined sentence and the sentences that appear in the optional 
responses, since they are very similar.

SCHOOL ‘PEOPLE WHO LEARN’
CHILDREN’S DAY PARTY
DATE: SUNDAY, OCTOBER 11TH
PLACE: THE SCHOOL YARD
TIME: 3:00 PM
CHILDREN, COME TO THE PARTY!
THE ADMINISTRATION

THE TEXT THAT YOU HAVE READ IS MAINLY ABOUT:
(  ) A christmas party.
(  ) A party for children.
(  ) A birthday party.
(  ) A june party.

Figure 9: Brazil Exam 2010, initial test, question 21 (Brasil, 2010a, questão 21)
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Question 24, however, requires more from the children, since it asks them 
to read the text Por que dormimos? [Why do we sleep?].

WHY DO WE SLEEP?
PEOPLE SLEEP, DOGS SLEEP, BIRDS SLEEP,
EVEN FLIES SLEEP!… BUT HAVE YOU EVER WONDERED WHY?! EVERYBODY 
KNOWS FROM HIS OWN EXPERIENCE THAT THOSE EIGHT LITTLE HOURS 
AT NIGHT ARE IMPORTANT. YOU CAN GO WITHOUT SLEEP ONE NIGHT 
OR ANOTHER, BUT THE CONSEQUENCES ARE IMMEDIATE!

MAKE AN X NEXT TO THE LINE THAT SAYS WHAT THE TEXT IS ABOUT.
(  ) Night
(  ) Birds
(  ) Sleep
(  ) Dogs

Figure 10: Brazil Exam 2010, initial test, question 24 (Brasil, 2010a, questão 24)

In the final assessment, questions 19 and 22 were used to evaluate the ability 
to identify the theme of the text.

Why do clouds turn black 
when it is going to rain?
Many times, when a storm is gathering, the day becomes 
so dark that it almost looks like it’s night time. The 
dark clouds you see in the sky are eye-catching. The 
reason for this is simple: rain clouds are thicker than 
normal clouds. This is because they are full of water. 
When they are all white, it means that instead of little 
water drops, the clouds are full of water vapor.

This text is mainly about:
(  ) cold nights.
(  ) the weather forecast.
(  ) rain clouds.
(  ) lighting and thunder.

Figure 11: Brazil Exam 2010, final test, question 19 (Brasil, 2010b, questão 19)
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[Poster contents: “Fight the dengue fever mosquito / ALL YEAR LONG/
In the war against dengue fever, you are the soldier, and prevention is your most powerful weapon.”]

THIS POSTER IS MAINLY ABOUT:
(  ) A campaign to fight dengue fever.
(  ) The discovery of a new mosquito.
(  ) A war between countries.
(  ) Playing target shooting.

Figure 12: Brazil Exam 2010, final test, question 22 (Brasil, 2010b, questão 22)

Question 19 is more complex. To fully understand it, the child must read 
the text and grasp its general meaning to recognize the theme. Question 22 can 
be answered by simply reading the first sentence and the first choice of answers. 
However, the presence of words such as combata, guerra and soldado [combat, war 
and soldier] could induce marking option C. Therefore, both questions required 
inferences, although question 19 required a greater ability to autonomously read 
the text.

Therefore, we can see that, of the four questions related to the ability to 
identify the subject of the text, two of them (one in the initial exam and one on 
the final exam) actually required greater reading autonomy, and another question 
in the initial exam required knowledge of vocabulary and drawing inferences, since 
children could make a more literal interpretation that the text was in fact about war.

Finally, with regard to the ability to make inferences, two questions were 
used in the initial test (19 and 22) and one in the final assessment (20). This oscil-
lation in the number of items that evaluate each ability seems problematic, since it 
reduces the comparability between the two editions of the Brazil Exam.
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Question 19 of the initial exam used a song that is widely known to children 
(O Sapo não Lava o Pé [The Frog Doesn’t Wash its Feet]).

THE FROG DOESN’T WASH ITS FEET,
IT DOESN’T BECAUSE IT DOESN’T WANT TO,
IT LIVES THERE IN THE POND
IT DOESN’T WASH ITS FEET BECAUSE IT DOESN’T WANT TO,
OH, SUCH SMELLY FEET!

ACCORDING TO THE TEXT, WHY DOES THE FROG HAVE SMELLY FEET?

(  ) Because the pond water is dirty.
(  ) Because it lives in the pond.
(  ) Because it doesn’t wash its feet.
(  ) Because it doesn’t take its feet out of the water.

Figure 13: Brazil Exam 2010, initial test, question 19 (Brasil, 2010a, questão 19)

By recognizing the song, children could answer the question relying not 
only on autonomous reading of the text, but on their knowledge of the lyrics 
(from memory). Of course, we could say that the question still required inferential 
elaboration, not from the text autonomously read, but from the text that is known 
by heart. Autonomous reading was thus required only for reading the optional re-
sponses. However, a closer analysis also shows that the question could be answered 
by simply retrieving previous knowledge. In other words, the answer to the question 
Por que o sapo tem chulé? [Why does the frog have smelly feet?] could come from 
previous experiences in children’s lives, dispensing with the actual reading of the 
text. Therefore, this question was very easy for children.
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The other question (question 22), however, required the ability to relate 
information in the text to previous knowledge, as we can be seen below.

WEATHER FORECAST
BEFORE LEAVING HOME, REBECCA TURNED ON THE TV.
REBECCA SAW THE WEATHER FORECAST ON THE TV AND THOUGHT 
SHE’D BETTER TAKE AN UMBRELLA WITH HER.

WE CAN SAY THAT THE WEATHER FORECAST ON TV SHOWED THAT:
(  ) The weather may be good.
(  ) It may get very windy.
(  ) It may rain.
(  ) It may be a dry day.

Figure 14: Brazil Exam 2010, initial test, question 22 (Brasil, 2010a, questão 22)

In sum, in the initial assessment, one of the questions was very easy, since 
it did not necessarily require inferential elaboration (question 19); however, the 
other required the reading of a short text (with only two sentences) and inferential 
elaboration. Since the data are computed together, question 19 raised the amount 
of correct answers for this descriptor in the initial edition of the test.

In the final exam, inferential elaboration was assessed by only one question. 
Question 20 required inference in the reading of a short comic strip, which is a 
genre that usually requires considerable inferential elaboration to establish mean-
ings. However, because the text was predominantly non-verbal, it did not require 
mastering the autonomous reading of verbal texts. Moreover, in the question in 
the initial assessment, reading the alternatives required autonomous reading, as 
we can see below.

[Lettering: “Cemetery”.]

WHY WAS THE BIGGER DOG AFRAID?

(  ) Because the bones ran out.
(  ) Because it forgot its friend.
(  ) Because it lost its way.
(  ) Because the bones were in the cemetery.

Figure 15: Brazil Exam 2010, final test, question 20 (Brasil, 2010b, questão 20)
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Analyzing the questions of the Brazil Exam that were answered by the chil-
dren allowed us to see that, of the three inference-based questions, question 19 of 
the initial assessment was the easiest one, offsetting the results of question 22, which 
was a little more difficult than question 20 of the final exam. Therefore, we concluded 
that there is no actual equivalence between the initial and the final exams, although 
we can point out that the differences in terms of complexity are not significant, ac-
cording to the account of Mariana (a seven-year-old child who can read and write):

The one with the frog is impossible to get wrong. Everybody knows that song 
and knows that someone who doesn’t wash their feet, has smelly feet. The one 
with the dog is easy too, because you just have to understand the drawings. The 
one with the umbrella is more difficult, but it’s also easy. If you pay attention, 
you won’t get it wrong.

The reflections above, which refer to a judgment of the items based on a 
pedagogical analysis of the questions, reveal that few questions actually required an 
autonomous reading of the texts to answer the questions correctly. The oscillation 
in the complexity level of the items used in different editions of the Brazil Exam 
has also been pointed out by Thaís Silva (2013).

It is important to emphasize that reading, as construction of meaning, is a 
very unique phenomenon because it is only made concrete when there is a significant 
reconstruction of a statement, that takes place in a social interaction. From this 
perspective, the act of reading involves much more than the ability to turn codes 
into sounds or the simple attribution of meaning to words. As Marcuschi (2008, 
p. 228), Kock and Elias (2013, p. 11) and Solé (1998, p. 22) emphasize, to read is 
to construct meanings.

By analyzing the amount of correct answers to the questions presented above, 
we can confirm the hypotheses raised earlier about a questions’ level of difficulty. 
As can be seen in Table 1, the questions requiring autonomous reading for each 
descriptor were correctly answered by a smaller number of children.
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Table 1: Number of correct answers on the Brazil 
Exam’s initial and final assessments

Descriptor
First Test Final Test

Question Percentage of children 
who answered correctly Question Percentage of children 

who answered correctly

Purpose of the Text
15 59 17 85

23 55 21 43

Locating Information
18 60 23 70

20 53 24 48

Identifying the 
Subject of the Text

21 69 19 61

24 45 22 69

Developing an Inference
19 53 20 58

22 43 --- --

Source: Bank survey data. 
Prepared by the authors.

This table indicates that, by the end of the school year, even considering that 
most of the questions did not actually require the autonomous reading of texts, 
many children were unable to answer the questions proposed. On the other hand, 
the data also reveal a possible “worsening” in children’s performance in some skills. 
This result, as mentioned earlier, may be due to the fact that the tests did not have 
the same level of complexity. Other perspectives, such as those of Porto (2011) and 
Silva (2013, T.T.) also reveal this problem in the Brazil Exam administered in the 
fifth grade of basic education.

Returning to the questions presented above, we can present a few partial 
reflections. An aspect worth considering is that, although the Brazil Exam as-
sesses reading skills that are important for educating readers, the questions in the 
editions we analyzed required limited command of autonomous reading of verbal 
texts. Therefore, the tests we examined were not actually instruments that allowed 
a diagnosis of children’s ability to read texts. Another fact to be emphasized is that, 
since the levels of complexity of the texts issued at the beginning and the end of 
the school year were not the same, one cannot say for sure what the progress was 
in each class.

Therefore, in 2010, the Brazil Exam does not seem to have significantly 
helped teachers understand what skills the children had already acquired by the time 
of the initial assessment, thus failing to support planning of the teaching of reading 
texts. Moreover, it does not seem to have significantly helped teachers assess, by the 
end of the year, the progress made. Thus, it does not seem to have succeeded in what 
Horta Neto (2010) recognizes as the goal of external assessments, which would 
be “to learn more about the educational process in order to seek improvement”.
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As mentioned earlier, one of the reasons this assessment failed to make a con-
tribution is that it fails to provide reliable indications about the progress of classes 
due to the lack of equivalence between the instruments. As discussed by Silva (2013, 
F. S.), various factors determine the complexity of a reading assessment instrument, 
such as text complexity, size, vocabulary, the location where information can be 
found in the text, the kind of previous knowledge necessary to solve questions, the 
alternatives provided for children to choose from and others. In the tests analyzed, 
these aspects do not seem to have been used as references for composing the tests.

In the same direction, Colomer & Camps (2002) assert that reading assess-
ment instruments often fail to consider important aspects in the assessment process.

Many reading tests are based on a very general concept of reading comprehen-
sion, in which reading comprehension is inseparable from factors that are com-
mon to different mental processes. When a test is not based on a more current 
concept of reading comprehension, as the articulation of a complex set of skills, 
one cannot know exactly what is being measured and, therefore, what the result 
depends on. This concept of reading precludes considering the need to create 
measuring instruments that distinguish between different types of text and the 
capacity to adapt reading to the readers intent. On the other hand, the lack 
of clear knowledge about the aspects involved encompasses various problems, 
both in the content of tests and in the interpretation of results. (idem, p. 174)

Based on these considerations, we understand that for the tests to be used 
for a diagnostic purpose, it is more important to conduct an analysis by items than 
by scales, which, as indicated by Morais, Leal and Albuquerque (2009) have no 
theoretical support, since they presuppose a linear gradation among skills, which 
is not supported by research on reading.

Considering this finding, we reflect on the second question raised at the 
beginning of this article: What are some of the possible relations between the 
results on the Brazil Exam and teachers’ practices?

Results of the Evaluation of Children on the Brazil Exam

In the survey that was the basis for the reflections presented in this article, 
we analyzed the results of 12 classes in the Brazil Exam in 2010, encompassing 
schools in three municipalities in the metropolitan region of Recife. However, the 
data for class 4 in municipality 3 were not used, because the teacher helped the 
children to take the Brazil Exam at the end of the year. Therefore, 11 classes were 
actually investigated.

Of the 11 classes, we selected for discussion in this article the two classes 
that had the greatest improvement in performance and two that showed no change. 
The table below shows the percentage of children who got more than 20 correct 
answers on the test in each class.
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Table 2: Analysis of the overall performance of 11 classes in the 
initial and final tests of the brazil exam: percentage of students 

who got more than 20 correct answers on the Brazil Exam

Municipality Class First Test 
(%)

Final Test 
(%)

Difference between the 
percentages (final – initial)

Municipality A

01 26 15 -11

02 0 36 36

03 31 54 23

04 10 37 27

Municipality B

05 10 30 20

06 25 37 12

07 10 20 10

08 16 36 20

Municipality C

09 40 75 35

10 76 80 04

11 35 25 – 10

Source: Bank survey data. 
Prepared by the authors.

We decided to consider children who got 20 or more correct answers be-
cause, as discussed previously, most of the items assessed knowledge and skills that 
focused on mastering the alphabetic writing system. Therefore, a child who could 
read words or sentences could get 18 or more answers right, since, as mentioned 
earlier, some text comprehension questions could be answered based on the reading 
of a sentence (very short texts or when the focus of the question only required the 
reading of the title) or the reading of non-verbal texts.

As shown in Table 2, all classes had children who, by the end of the year, 
could read texts. This result is important to refute the idea that two years are not 
enough to teach children to read and write. Nevertheless, we found that for two 
classes, the percentage of correct answers was greater at the beginning of the year 
than at the end, as mentioned earlier (classes 1 and 11). A few hypotheses can be 
raised: (1) correct answers reached by chance at the beginning of the year caused 
results to be slightly better; (2) the test at the beginning of the year was easier than 
the one used at the end of the year; (3) new students entered the classes in the 
middle of the year, or some were absent on the day of the assessment. As shown 
earlier, the analyses of the tests revealed that the levels of complexity of the instru-
ments were not the same.

Although a “regression” occurred in two classes, we can say that, in general, 
the children improved significantly during the school year, because in eight classes 
the results at the end of the year were better than in the beginning. It is also 
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noteworthy that in two classes, the number of children with more than 20 correct 
answers was higher (classes 2 and 9).

To deepen our discussion, we decided to focus our analyses on the classes 
that had the greatest progress and on two classes in which there was no progress 
at all according to the results in the Brazil Exam.

As we can see in the comparison of classes shown in Table 2, class 2 had the 
best progress, because it had the biggest difference between the beginning and the 
end of the year in the number of children who got more than 20 correct answers. 
The question, therefore, is: What is the practice of that teacher concerning the core 
didactic area of reading?

As mentioned earlier, in the last section of the investigation, we sought to 
reflect on the work with reading in the classes examined.

The Classes Given by the Teachers

Continuing our analyses, we investigated whether text reading situations 
were favored during the classes observed in the four selected classes (i.e., the ones 
with the best and worst results). The table below summarizes these data, indicating 
the total days in which the teachers conducted these activities on the nine days 
each class was observed over the school year.

Table 3: Frequency of types of activities conducted in class by teacher

Types of Activities
Teachers / classes

1 2 9 10
Text Reading by the Teacher 7 2 4 6

Collective Text Reading 2 2 - 2

Text Reading by the student 1 2 3 5

Silent Reading 2 - 2 1

Total 12 06 09 14

Source: Bank survey data. 
Prepared by the authors.

A first reflection to be made based on the data is that the frequency of text 
reading activities conducted by teachers (whether collectively or individually) was 
low for all the classes. Considering that the children were in a stage of acquiring 
reading and writing skills, we could expect the reading of texts to occur daily. This 
low frequency of activities related to the teaching of reading skills could signal the 
understanding that mastering the basic knowledge related to “decoding” text would 
be enough for students to develop reading comprehension skills. This counters 
the proposals of various authors such as Bofarull (2003), Serra and Oller (2003), 
Colomer and Camps (2002), Solé (1998) and others.
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By analyzing the table summarizing reading activities, we can see that classes 
1 and 10 performed more reading activities. The class with the greatest progress in 
terms of the number of children who got more than 20 correct answers in the test 
examined (class 2) had little promotion of text reading situations (only six classes).

One hypothesis for this result can be that the Brazil Exam gives more em-
phasis to knowledge of the writing system than to actual text comprehension skills. 
Indeed, our class observations revealed that teacher 2 conducted a range of system-
atized activities of appropriation of the alphabetic writing system (using crosswords, 
word searches, sentence and word writing exercises and others). Therefore, we can 
say that the complexity levels of text reading items on the Brazil Exam might be 
compatible with the levels achieved by the children who managed to master the 
writing system, even though they may not have not reached more sophisticated 
levels of text comprehension. This data corroborates our initial analysis that the 
Brazil Exam, at least in the tests analyzed, required little in terms of autonomous 
reading of verbal texts.

The comparison in relation to situations of reading conducted by the teachers 
shows that classes 2 and 9, which had the greatest progress in Brazil Exam results, 
had fewer situations in which teachers read to the children. Two occurrences were 
found for class 2; four for class 9; six for class 10; seven for class 1.

This indicates that increased text reading by teachers does not seem to be 
enough to expand students’ reading skills. In fact, it is more important to know what 
types of activities are conducted with the texts that are read. The example below, 
extracted from a class report from teacher 1, illustrates a way of working with texts 
that does not help to build reading skills.

Teacher 1
“At 1:55 pm, the teacher reads a poem (…). After finishing the reading, at 2:05 pm, she hands out an 
activity focused on the concepts of male and female. Then she corrects it on the board.

Male			   Female

O menino [The boy]		  A menina [The girl]
O gato [The male cat]		  A gata [The female cat]
O sapo [The male frog]		  A sapa [The female frog]

At the end of the explanation, the teacher asks if pinto [chick] (a word from the text) is male or female. 
The children answer that it is female. She explains again that “o menino” is male and “a menina” is fe-
male. Then, the children correct themselves, saying that pinto is male because it is a boy. Then, everybody 
laughed and were amused at the fact they had initially called the pinto a girl. At 2:45 pm, the teacher 
asked the gender of the other words in the text. (Is limão [lemon] male or female? And sol [sun]? And 
verão [summer]?). After this conversation, the teacher explains the second question of the activity. She 
says that everybody will have to find the female words.”

As we can see, although the teacher read to the children, the focus of the 
activity was not on the constitution of textual meanings. Similarly to what occurred 
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on that day, we found that other reading activities conducted by the teachers usu-
ally did not focus on building reading skills. They were commonly a pretext for 
approaching other contents.

In combination with this question, it is worth highlighting that in few situ-
ations did the children themselves read texts.

Therefore, one hypothesis to explain why the greatest improvement was 
achieved by a class whose teacher promoted few text reading activities is that because 
children in this class (group 2) were in a very early stage in learning the writing 
system, and their results in the initial assessment (at the beginning of the year) 
were very poor, the didactic intervention focusing on the learning of the writing 
system had a significant effect on the final results. However, this does not mean 
that the same type of practice is sufficient for building reading strategies, which 
are so essential in life and participation in various social situations. Only 36% of 
the children in this class got more than 20 correct answers by the end of the year.

This reflection is also supported by the analyses of classes 9 and 10, which 
already had quite advanced levels at the beginning of the year, and displayed little 
progress. In other words, the children needed to expand their capacity to work with 
texts, but they did not receive intervention inducive to that progress. There was a 
high frequency of activities that merely involved copying text in these classes. On 
the other hand, class 1, which had many children in early writing stages and did not 
have a didactic intervention that promoted comprehension of the basic alphabet, 
was the one with the lowest rate of progress.

Final Considerations

A disturbing finding in this study was that even the teachers in charge of 
the classes that had the best improvement in scores on the Brazil Exam had little 
dedication to reading activities, particularly activities that challenged children to 
try to read texts autonomously.

Our data show, therefore, that the impacts on the Brazil Exam results are 
likely to have stemmed from didactic intervention focused on learning the alphabetic 
system. Thus, we can say that teaching alphabetic writing promotes improvements 
in the reading of texts. However, we must be cautious, since we have also stressed 
that the level of text comprehension demanded by the Brazil Exam may not have 
required the ability to comprehend more elaborate texts, which is held by more 
skilled readers. Thus, children who master the alphabetic writing system but show 
difficulties in understanding texts could perform well on items of the Brazil Exam 
that could lead us to classify them at the highest levels in the test.

Therefore, we suggest that items requiring a higher level of reading autonomy 
be tested in the Brazil Exam to truly apprehend whether verbal text reading skills 
have been successfully acquired by children.

Moreover, we emphasize the need for further analyses of the design of tests 
and an effort to attain an equivalence between them, to ensure greater comparability 
between the beginning and the end of the year, since, as we have shown, with regard 
to inferential skills, the two 2010 tests did not seem to be equivalent.
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Finally, we suggest that the method for providing teachers with feedback to 
the Brazil Exam results be changed to emphasize an analysis of the skills and items 
used, rather than presenting result scales that do little to help teachers understand 
what the children are capable of doing.
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