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In February 2016, Room to Read began a two-year internal evaluation of its newly-contextualized
Sepedi language Literacy Program in South Africa. The aim of the evaluation was to determine the
impact of the intervention on children’s reading skills. Data collected at the end of the evaluation in
October and November 2017 revealed that the program had a positive impact on the development of
learners’ reading skills. Learners at schools benefiting from the program made reading skill gains from
the beginning of Grade 1 to the end of Grade 2 that were 1.5 to two times larger than learners at
comparison schools not receiving the intervention. The evaluation results also highlighted significant
differences in performance by gender, and that room for program improvement exists.
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1 Executive Summary

Room to Read’s Literacy Program is a multi-faceted intervention that seeks to develop children’s reading skills and
reading habit in the primary grades. The program strengthens reading and writing instruction in Grades 1 and 2
and provides regular access to reading materials through the establishment of school libraries and the provision
of quality local language books. The instruction component of the program works in conjunction with a country’s
existing language curriculum and includes detailed lesson plans, classroom materials, and comprehensive teacher
training and coaching support. Overall, the program has had a substantial impact on reading skills and reading
habits in nearly all of the countries in which it operates. In South Africa, a newly-contextualized Literacy Program
was launched in 70 schools in Limpopo Province in January 2016.

In February 2016, a two-year impact evaluation was launched to accompany the roll-out of the new program and
measure its impact on learners’ reading skills development. The evaluation included 26 schools benefiting from
the program and 24 comparable schools in the same region not benefiting from the program. Room to Read
assessed learners’ reading skills using a version of the the Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA)! that was
adapted to the Sepedi language by local experts. The baseline assessment found that children from Literacy
Program schools and comparison schools entered Grade 1 with similarly low reading skills.

In October-November 2017, we conducted an endline follow-up assessment with the same cohort of pupils to
measure the impact of the program after two academic years. The results showed that the Sepedi language
Literacy Program had a positive impact on improving Grade 2 learners’ reading skills. Learners in project schools
made gains in reading skills from the beginning of Grade 1 to the end of Grade 2 that were 1.5 to two times larger
than those of comparison school learners (p<.001). Thirty-two percent of project school learners met the Grade 2
“fluent reader” benchmark, while an additional 27 percent of project school learners could be classified as
“emergent readers.” Both boys and girls benefited from the program, but girls improved significantly and
dramatically more; for example, 46 percent of project school girls met the Grade 2 fluency benchmark of 45 wpm,
whereas only 19 percent of project school boys did.

The evaluation results also highlighted that room for improvement exists. Twenty-three percent of project school
learners remained “non-readers” at the end of Grade 2, and the drastically lower performance of boys is
concerning. The average reading levels achieved by learners benefiting from the program were similar to levels
achieved in previous years, meaning the updated contextualized Literacy Program is not yet bringing leaners to
higher overall reading levels. The learning curve associated with the team implementing a new program, alongside
staffing shortages and program implementation challenges from 2016-2017 likely reduced the potential impact
of the program in its first 2-year cycle.

In the coming years, the Room to Read South Africa team will make program adjustments that aim to improve
child reading outcomes in the target schools, which we believe will strengthen children’s learning going forward.
Key actions the team identified in the discussion of these evaluation results include:

1The EGRA was developed by RTI International in 2006. For more information, please see:
https://globalreadingnetwork.net/resources/early-grade-reading-assessment-egra-toolkit-second-edition.



https://globalreadingnetwork.net/resources/early-grade-reading-assessment-egra-toolkit-second-edition

1. Improve hiring and operational practices to ensure there are a sufficient number of coaches to support
teachers, and that there is sufficient LPOT support for coaches, so that the program can be implemented
with fidelity.

2. Effectively utilize streamlined program implementation monitoring system.

3. Implement formative assessment effectively and utilize data to target struggling students and ensure
that resulting improvement strategies are implemented.

4. Investigate the poor performance of boys and related teaching practices.

5. Utilize the school-by-school EGRA assessment results to target teachers at low performing schools with
additional support, and develop a strategy for sharing results with district and provincial education
officials.

6. Investigate rates of teacher retention in project schools, to better understand how this may be affecting
program implementation and what training and knowledge gaps it may lead to within the active teacher
cohort.

7. Develop a proposal for guided reading within the program, to help teachers be able to support children
in small groups by reading ability level.

8. Once consistently captured, analyze data from classroom observation forms and program
implementation monitoring to better understand the quality of implementation and how this correlates
to reading skills outcomes.

Through these and other routine strategies to review and improve the Literacy Program, Room to Read hopes to
make significant progress towards achieving its goal of having all children in the program reading fluently with
comprehension by the end of Grade 2.



2 Introduction

Room to Read’s Literacy Program is a school-based intervention that seeks to develop children’s reading skills and
reading habit in the primary grades. The program includes two main components: reading and writing instruction
for children in Grades 1 and 2, and access to reading materials through the establishment of school libraries and
provision of quality local language reading materials. The instruction component of the program works in
conjunction with the country’s existing language curriculum and includes the provision of detailed lesson plans,
classroom materials, and comprehensive teacher training and coaching support (see Appendix A for more detail);
its primary goal is for children to become fluent readers by the end of Grade 2.

Room to Read Literacy Program teams in all countries participate in an impact evaluation that includes reading
assessments at the beginning of Grade 1 (baseline) and at the end of Grade 1 (midline) and Grade 2 (endline). The
data from these evaluations enable Room to Read to:

1. Determine whether the Literacy Program is having an impact on learners’ reading skills;
Determine whether the implementation of the program facilitates the acquisition of early reading skills in
children at a rate that ensures that they will reach the goal of becoming fluent readers by the end of Grade
2; and

3. ldentify reading skills that could be better supported by the program and determine how to improve these
reading skills quickly and effectively.

To date, the Literacy Program has had a substantial impact on reading skills in nearly all of the countries in which
it operates. For example, the program has improved reading fluency scores by a magnitude of 1.2 to 2.8 across
nine of the ten countries in which it has been implemented.

In South Africa, a newly-contextualized Literacy Program was launched in Sekhukhune District in Limpopo Province
in January 2016. The program targeted Grade 1 teachers in 70 project schools and expanded to supporting Grade
2 teachers in these same schools in 2017. A two-year impact evaluation was launched to accompany the roll-out
of the new program and measure its impact on children’s reading skills development. The evaluation included 26
schools benefiting from the program, randomly selected from the 70 new project schools; it also included 24 non-
project “comparison” schools, which were randomly selected from a set of comparable schools in nearby wards
in Sekhukhune District.?

Baseline reading skills assessments were conducted in February 2016 with 30 Grade 1 learners per school to
measure the initial reading skills of learners who would and would not be benefiting from the Literacy Program.
The baseline results indicated that learners from the project schools entered Grade 1 with the same level of
reading skills as learners from the comparison schools. At the end of 2016, a midline follow-up assessment was
conducted with the same cohort of learners to measure the program impact after one school year of project
support. The data revealed that the program had a positive impact on the development of Grade 1 learners’
reading skills. Learners at schools benefiting from the program made reading skill gains from the beginning to end
of Grade 1 that were nearly twice as large as those of learners at comparison schools not receiving the
intervention. One year later, in late October and early November 2017, an endline assessment was conducted

2 Initially 25 project and 25 comparison schools had been identified for the evaluation sample, but one comparison school was changed
to a project school by program staff after baseline data collection completed.



with the same cohort of students. Section 3: Results details these results of the program’s two-year impact on
improving children’s reading skills.

Room to Read assessed learners’ reading skills using a version of the Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA)3 that
was adapted to the Sepedi language by local experts. The EGRA featured the following four tasks: letter sounding,
non-word reading, oral passage reading, and reading comprehension. The assessments were administered
individually with learners by external data collectors trained by Room to Read. Please see Appendix B for a full
description of the research design and methodology.

3 The EGRA was developed by RTI International in 2006. For more information, please see:
https://globalreadingnetwork.net/resources/early-grade-reading-assessment-egra-toolkit-second-edition.
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3 Results
3.1 School and Learner Background Characteristics

Since the literacy intervention was not allocated randomly to project and comparison schools, it is important to
assess whether the two groups were comparable. At the school level, on average, project schools had significantly
larger school enrollment, Grade 2 class sizes, and Grade 2 pupil-teacher ratios than comparison schools. At the
learner level, at baseline, project school learners were significantly more likely to have a television at home and
to have a literate mother than comparison school learners at baseline. In the endline evaluation sample, however,
those learner-level differences did not exist. The baseline results additionally indicated that learners from the
project schools entered Grade 1 with the same level of reading skills as learners from the comparison schools. See
Tables C.1 and C.2 in Appendix C for more details on the school and learner background characteristics. Statistical
comparisons of the assessment results took differences in background characteristics into consideration.

3.2 End-of-Grade-2 Reading Results

3.2.1 Changes in Average Reading Scores

Across each of the four reading skills assessed, project school learners made gains from the beginning of Grade
1 to end of Grade 2 that were 1.5 to two times as large as those of comparison school learners. On average,
learners benefiting from the Sepedi Literacy Program read nearly 31 words correctly per minute and answered 2
out of 5 reading comprehension questions correctly at the end of Grade 2. Comparison school learners,
meanwhile, read only 18 words correctly per minute and answered 1 out of 5 reading comprehension questions
correctly. These differences between the groups were statistically significant (p<.001). Figure 1 depicts the
progression of the key reading fluency result by group over the two year evaluation. Table 1, further below, shows
the baseline, midline, and endline mean scores by project and comparison school group for each assessment task.

FIGURE 1: Oral Reading Fluency Result
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TABLE 3.1: End of Grade 2 Reading Assessment Results

Adjusted

Baseline End of Grade | End of Grade | Gains over Difference

Assessment Task Group Mean 1 Mean 2 Mean 2 years in Gainst

Letter sounding fluency*** Project 4.26 37.38 46.52 +42.26 +16.37
(correct letters per minute) Comparison 3.61 20.65 29.64 +26.03

Nonsense word reading *** Project 0.21 8.87 16.26 +16.05 +6.15
(correct words per minute) Comparison 0.14 4.34 10.02 +9.88

Passage reading fluency*** Project 0.23 13.72 30.52 +30.29 +12.15
(correct words per minute) Comparison 0.13 7.06 18.29 +18.16

Reading comprehension*** Project 0.19 0.75 1.96 +1.77 +0.85
(questions answered correctly) Comparison 0.16 0.39 1.06 +0.90

Legend of statistical significance of differences between project and comparison schools: *** <.001, ** <.01, * <.05

tAdjusted difference in gains reports the difference in gains after controlling for potential differences — such as school and earner background — between

project and comparison schools.

Differences in student gains are further examined by looking at the adjusted effect sizes for the Literacy Program

across the assessment tasks (see Figure 3.2 below). The effect size statistic is used to make comparisons across

measures that use different scales or units. For the purposes of this analysis, we used the standardized mean

effect size statistic, through which an effect size of .80 or higher is considered large. We calculated effect sizes by

determining the adjusted difference in scores between project school students and comparison school students

through linear regression analysis (see Appendix B: Research Design) and then dividing this difference by the

pooled standard deviation of project and comparison learners' scores. The effect sizes for the Literacy Program

intervention were moderate for each of the four reading skills measured, ranging between 0.36 and 0.43 across

the four assessment tasks.

FIGURE 3.2: Adjusted Effect Sizes across Assessment Tasks
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3.2.2 Zero Score Prevalence

Analysis of zero scores provides another view of how learners performed, with a particular focus on children
with the lowest achievement. In the EGRA, zero scores include those instances in which a learner does not
respond correctly to any item in the first line of a reading assessment task (also known as a discontinued task),
or does not provide correct responses to a question. Zero scores on tasks show the subset of learners who can
be characterized as non-readers.

Figure 3.3 depicts the number of children scoring zero on each assessment task for project and comparison
school learners. The percentage of project school learners scoring zero was significantly lower than the
percentage of comparison learners scoring zero on all four reading tasks (p<.05). In fact, the Literacy Program
reduced the prevalence of children who are non-readers by 16 percentage points. Nevertheless, 23 percent of
project school learners remained unable to read a single word correctly at the end of Grade 2.

Figure 3.3: Zero Score Prevalence by Assessment Task
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Legend of statistically significant differences between project and comparison groups: *** <.001, ** <.01, * <.05

3.2.3 Fluency Benchmarks and Score Distributions

Independent studies in multiple countries have shown that children at the end of Grade 2 need to reach a fluency
rate of roughly 45 — 60 correct words read per minute as a prerequisite to read with comprehension.” Room to
Read aims for learners to reach this fluency level by the end of Grade 2. The evaluation found that two times as
many project school learners as comparison school learners could be classified as “fluent readers” at the end of
Grade 2, as 32 percent of project school learners versus 16 percent of comparison school learners read at least
45 words correctly per minute. An additional 27 percent of project school learners and 22 percent of comparison
school learners could be classified as “emergent readers” showing progression towards fluency; these learners
read between 20 and 45 words per minute correctly on the assessment. Figure 3.4, below, depicts the overall
distribution of learners’ oral reading fluency scores.

4 Abadzi, H. (2011). Reading Fluency Measurements in EFA FTI Partner Countries: Outcomes and Improvement Prospects.
Working Paper.



Figure 3.4: Distribution of Learners by Oral Reading Fluency Score
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To complement the oral reading fluency distribution above, Figure 3.5 depicts the distribution of learner’s
reading comprehension scores. Including non-readers, 26 percent of project school learners and 10 percent of
comparison school learners achieved 80 percent comprehension, which is equivalent to answering at least four
out of the five comprehension questions correctly.

FIGURE 3.5: Distribution of Reading Comprehension Scores
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Finally, Room to Read also has a benchmark for analyzing learners’ letter sounding ability. Though this
benchmark of sounding 45 letters per minute was established for the Grade 1 level, it is still interesting to



understand how the Grade 2 learners perform according to it. Fifty-six percent of project school learners, versus
26 percent of comparison school learners, achieved the Grade 1 letter sounding fluency benchmark at the end
of Grade 2. Figure 3.6 depicts this result and the broader distribution of learners’ letter sounding scores.

Figure 3.6: Distribution of (Grade 2) Learners by Letter Sounding Fluency Score
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3.3 Gender Comparisons

Though the primary focus of the evaluation was comparing learners who benefit from the Literacy Program with
those who do not, Room to Read is also interested in the interaction between the presence of the program and
gender. We find that the Literacy Program benefitted both boys and girls. Boys in the project schools made
significantly greater gains on all four assessment tasks than boys in comparison schools (p< .001). Similarly, girls
in the project schools made significantly greater gains than comparison school girls on all four assessment tasks
(p<.001).

Additionally, girls scored significantly higher than boys on all assessment tasks, both overall and within the
project and comparison school groups. The Literacy Program significantly increased the gains girls made over
their male counterparts on all assessment tasks (p<.001). For example, from baseline to endline, project school
girls improved their oral reading fluency by 39 words per minute, while project school boys only improved by 22
words per minute — a difference of 17 words per minute (p<.001). Comparison school girls also improved more
than comparison school boys, but by a smaller margin of about seven words per minute (p<.001). Figure 3.7
depicts the gender breakdown for the oral reading fluency results, while Table 3.2, below, provides the detailed
baseline, midline, and endline assessment results disaggregated by gender for all four assessment tasks.



TABLE 3.2: Comparison of Mean Scores by Gender

BASELINE END OF GRADE 1 END OF GRADE 2 Adjusted
Difference
Assessment Task Group n Mean SD n Mean SD n Mean SD Gains in Gainst
Letter sounding fluency #®<¢  Project boys 378 3.19 5.86 374  31.28 23.19 383 39.83 22.25 +36.64 +13.52
(letters per minute) Comparison boys 307 3.03 6.44 304 17.18 16.91 302 26.05 19.15 +23.02
Project girls 376 5.33 8.10 384 43.33 24.68 384 53.19 22.20 +47.86 +18.92
Comparison girls 292 4.21 7.01 290 24.29 19.90 286 33.42 20.33 +29.21
Nonsense word reading > ¢ d Project boys 378 0.09 0.98 374 6.22 9.31 383 11.86 12.78 +11.77 +3.59
(words per minute) Comparison boys 307 0.10 0.81 304 3.34 7.20 302 810 11.03 +8.00
Project girls 376 0.33 1.81 384 11.44 12.70 384 20.64 14.76 +20.31 +8.59
Comparison girls 292 0.18 1.27 290 5.39 9.02 286  12.04  13.18 +11.86
Passage reading fluency® <9 Project boys 378 0.09 0.96 374 9.64 14.05 383 2213 2235 +22.04 +7.14
(words per minute) Comparison boys 307 0.10 0.73 304 5.36 11.06 301 14.75 19.41 +14.65
Project girls 376 0.36 1.90 384 17.69 18.49 383 38.90 26.72 +38.54 +17.01
Comparison girls 292 0.14 1.02 290 8.85 13.40 285 22.04 22.16 +21.90
Reading comprehension®® <4 Project boys 378 0.15 0.41 374 0.51 1.00 383 1.46 1.69 +1.32 +0.61
(questions answered correctly) Comparison boys 307 0.17 0.45 304 0.27 0.84 302 0.86 1.39 +0.69
Project girls 376 0.23 0.55 384 0.98 1.40 384 2.45 1.78 +2.22 +1.09
Comparison girls 292 0.14 0.38 290 0.51 1.07 286 1.28 1.53 +1.14

a Differences in gains between boys in project schools and boys in comparison schools were statistically significant (p <.001).

b Differences in gains between girls in project schools and girls in comparison schools were statistically significant (p <.001).

¢ Differences in gains between boys in project schools and girls in project schools were statistically significant (p <.001).

¢ Differences in gains between boys in comparison schools and girls in comparison schools were statistically significant (p <.001).

tAdjusted difference in gains reports the difference in gains after controlling for differences in school and learner background between project and comparison schools

10



Figure 3.7: Oral Reading Fluency by Gender Group
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Figures 3.8 and 3.9 depict the program effect sizes for boys and girls, respectively. The effect sizes were larger
for girls on all four assessment tasks. The program had a moderate effect for girls on all four tasks, with the
effect sizes per task ranging between 0.54 and 0.64. The program had a moderate effect on boy’s letter
sounding as well (0.45), but a smaller effect on improving boys’ skills on the remaining three reading tasks (0.25-
0.34).

FIGURE 3.8: Adjusted Effect Sizes — Boys in Project Schools
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FIGURE 3.9: Adjusted Effect Sizes — Girls in Project Schools
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Pronounced gender differences were also evident in learners’ achievement of the oral reading fluency
benchmark and are depicted in Figure 3.10 below. Both project school boys and girls had significantly higher
rates of achieving the benchmark reading level than their respective comparison school counterparts. Yet while
46 percent of project school girls met benchmark reading levels at the end of Grade 2, only 19 percent of project
school boys did. This same gender difference was apparent but smaller between comparison school girls and
boys.

Figure 3.10: Percentage of learners reading 45 words per minute by gender
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Legend of statistically significant differences between project and comparison groups: *** <.001, ** <.01, * <.05

3.4 Reading Score Correlations with Other Variables

The endline assessment results provide important context about the status of early-grade reading and learning
levels in Room to Read’s area of operation in Limpopo Province. The endline data analysis highlighted two
factors that may provide additional information about reading skills in this context: gender and pre-school
attendance. Gender differences by project and comparison group have been highlighted in the previous section;

12



however, holding project status and all background characteristics constant, it is notable that being a girl made
no difference in reading scores at baseline (the beginning of Grade 1), but was associated with significantly
higher improvements in all reading tasks at endline. In particular, at endline, the average girl had a

e 9.3 Ipm higher improvement in letter sounding score (p<.001),

e 6.8 wpm higher improvement in non-word reading score (p<.001),

e 13.0 wpm higher improvement in oral reading score (p<.001), and

e 0.7 question higher improvement in reading comprehension score (p<.001)
than her average male counterpart.

Pre-school, which 97 percent of learners in the combined evaluation sample reported attending, was also
associated with improved reading performance. On average, pre-school attendees scored significantly higher
on the letter-sounding, non-word reading and oral reading fluency tasks than learners who did not attend pre-
school. Holding all other variables constant, pre-school attendance was associated with a

e 4.6 Ipm higher letter sounding score (p<.01),
e 3.1 wpm higher non-word reading score (p<.01), and
e 5.8 wpm higher oral reading score (p<.01).

3.5 Comparison to Previous Evaluation Results

Room to Read has conducted numerous EGRA assessments in South Africa over the past six years, so comparing
the above results with those of previous evaluations can provide useful context for understanding program
impact; such comparisons, however, have key limitations for drawing conclusions. In particular, the different
geographic locations and time periods in which previous assessments were conducted mean their results reflect
different regional and evolving national education contexts as well as different stages of a changing Room to Read
Literacy Program design. The different evaluations also did not necessarily utilize the same methodology nor
identical EGRA tools, further complicating comparability.

The most relevant previous results to this two-year evaluation are data collected during a 2016 Program-Only
Assessment of Grade 2 learners at project schools in the same province as the current evaluation sample, but
which were one-year ahead in program implementation. The sample size for the 2016 Program-Only assessment
was very small (only 100 learners across 10 schools®) and did not include comparison schools. Figure 3.11 depicts
the 2016 and 2017 Grade 2 oral reading fluency and reading comprehension scores side-by-side. The 2017 results
appear slightly lower than the 2016 results, but this may very well be due to chance given the small size of the
2016 sample, as no statistically significant differences were found between the groups. The percentage of Grade
2 learners achieving the 45 wpm fluency benchmark is also roughly the same, ranging between 32 and 33 percent
for the 2017 and 2016 samples, respectively, with no statistically significant difference found.

5 The Program-Only Assessment actually had a sample of 200 learners split across 20 schools in two provinces. As there
were significant differences in the results and program implementation fidelity between the two provinces, only the results
for Limpopo Province (the same region as the current evaluation) are referred to here.

13



Figures 3.11: End-of-Grade 2 Sepedi Reading Task Results for Limpopo Province Project Schools by Year
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Figures 3.12 and 3.13, below, add additional results of Grade 2-level EGRA assessments
conducted by Room to Read in South Africa between 2014 to 2016° Although it is difficult to
compare such disparate evaluation results in a meaningful way, it is nonetheless striking
that the overall results are fairly similar. Across the evaluations at the end-of-Grade 2,
project school learners typically read just over 30 words per minute correctly, and typically

just over 30 percent of them have met the fluency benchmark of reading 45 words per minute.

Figure 3.12: Grade 2 Oral Reading Fluency Results by Evaluation
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6 Note that the 2016 program-only evaluation in Gauteng assessed a version of the program that included professional development,
coaching, and a Room to Read library, but did not include Room to Read classroom materials; results are therefore not directly
comparable to the other evaluation results reported here which did include classroom materials.
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Figure 3.13: Grade 2 Oral Reading Fluency Benchmark Results by Evaluation
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4 Limitations and Context

The comparability of the project and comparison groups is the key technical limitation of the evaluation, while
several program implementation factors provide additional context to help interpret the evaluation results. These
factors include the learning curve associated with the launch of a new program and field staffing and
implementation challenges that the team experienced in the two-year period.

4.1 Limitations

The key limitation of this evaluation was comparability. The validity of impact evaluation results rests on the
strength of the assumption that the comparison schools, on average, are comparable to the group of project
schools amongst all observable and unobservable characteristics that may affect the outcome being evaluated.
Because project schools were not randomly assigned the intervention, it may be possible that they differed from
comparison schools in ways that we did not assess. As explained in Appendix B: Research Design, every effort was
made during sampling to ensure that a comparable set of schools was chosen, and school and learner-level
characteristics were later analyzed to check whether any significant differences did in fact exist. As mentioned in
Section 3.1, no observable differences existed between the project and comparison learners at endline, and
differences in school background characteristics were controlled for in the data analysis.

4.2 Program Implementation Context

Several program implementation factors provide additional context with which to interpret the 2017 Grade 2
results. The instruction component of the Sepedi Literacy Program was revised in 2014 and 2015 as part of an
effort to align Room to Read’s Literacy Program globally with best practices in reading program design and
delivery. Consequently, the 2017 reading skills assessment measures the results of the first cohort of learners (and
teachers) to benefit from two years of the program. In the long-run, we expect the revised program to lead to
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higher learner outcomes than the previous version, but in the short-run, we recognize that the first years of
implementation likely included a learning curve for field staff to fully master and effectively implement the new
program.

Furthermore, staff transitions and hiring delays led to there being an insufficient number of Room-to-Read-hired
Literacy Coaches to provide the required monitoring and coaching support to teachers in both 2016 and 2017. For
much of both years, the program was short-staffed, which reduced the regularity and quality of the guidance and
support that coaches provided to teachers. As these were the first years of program implementation for these
teachers, this more limited coaching support likely lengthened their process of adopting improved teaching
methods over what may have been possible with more regular monitoring and support visits.

Room to Read rolled out an increased focus on program implementation fidelity in 2017, but due to the staffing
shortages and new and extensive monthly reporting requirement that required time and influenced team member
incentives and motivation, implementation remained a challenges for the South African team in 2017. Student
tracking was an activity that created particular challenges and was only partly implemented, resulting in team
members not having timely nor reliable formative assessment data to help guide their support to teachers.

Teacher-level implementation of the program is also an important consideration for understanding the results.
Anecdotal evidence suggests that teachers had a tendency to focus on the bright learners in their classroom and
not on the low performers; coaches conjecture that this may be one of the reasons the gap between boys and
girls was so large, as they find boys are typically lower-performing (or less attentive) in the earliest grades in South
Africa.

5 Conclusion

The evaluation results show that the Sepedi language Literacy Program had a positive impact on improving Grade
2 learners’ reading skills. Learners in project schools made gains in reading skills from the beginning of Grade 1 to
the end of Grade 2 that were 1.5 to two times larger than those of comparison school learners (p<.001). Thirty-
two percent of project school learners met the Grade 2 “fluent reader” benchmark, while an additional 27 percent
of project school learners could be classified as “emergent readers.” Both boys and girls benefited from the
program, but girls improved significantly and dramatically more; for example, 46 percent of project school girls
met the Grade 2 fluency benchmark of 45 wpm, whereas only 19 percent of project school boys did.

The evaluation results also highlighted that room for improvement exists. Twenty-three percent of project school
learners remained “non-readers” at the end of Grade 2, and the drastically lower performance of boys is
concerning. The average reading levels achieved by learners benefiting from the program were similar to levels
achieved in previous years, meaning the updated contextualized Literacy Program is not yet bringing leaners to
higher overall reading levels. The learning curve associated with the team implementing a new program, alongside
staffing shortages and program implementation challenges from 2016-2017 likely reduced the potential impact
of the program in its first 2-year cycle.
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6 Next Steps

In the coming years, Room to Read is confident that the Sepedi Literacy Program will continue to have a positive
impact on child literacy outcomes. Room to Read maintains that the provision of high quality learning and teaching
materials and ongoing support to teachers will promote and encourage the development of learners’ reading skills
and habits. The Room to Read South Africa team will make program adjustments that aim to improve child reading
outcomes in the target schools, which we believe will strengthen children’s learning going forward. Key actions
the team identified in the discussion of these evaluation results include:

1. Improve hiring and operational practices to ensure there are a sufficient number of coaches to support
teachers, and that there is sufficient LPOT support for coaches, so that the program can be implemented
with fidelity. This will include improving hiring processes and developing contingency plans for how to
handle staff transition, which may include compiling and regularly updating a pool of qualified candidates
for certain positions.

2. Effectively utilize streamlined program implementation monitoring system. This will include clarifying
realistic expectations for staff visit frequency and monthly PIM reporting requirements, while ensuring
that any country-level additions to the monthly reporting requirements are not overly burdensome.

3. Implement formative assessment effectively and utilize data to target struggling students and ensure
that resulting improvement strategies are implemented. For 2019, the team proposes completing student
tracking once with Grade 1 classes and twice with Grade 2 classes.

4. Investigate the poor performance of boys and related teaching practices. This will include observing
learner behavior and teacher practices in regard to gender in the classroom, and perhaps providing
targeted coaching support to teachers on effectively engaging boys with reading.

5. Utilize the school-by-school EGRA assessment results to target teachers at low performing schools with
additional support, and develop a strategy for sharing results with district and provincial education
officials;

6. Investigate rates of teacher retention in project schools, to better understand how this may be affecting
program implementation and what training and knowledge gaps it may lead to within the active teacher
cohort.

7. Develop a proposal for guided reading within the program, to help teachers be able to support children
in small groups by reading ability level.

8. Once consistently captured, analyze data from classroom observation forms and program
implementation monitoring to better understand the quality of implementation and how this correlates
to reading skills outcomes.

Through these and other routine strategies to review and improve the Literacy Program, Room to Read hopes to
make significant progress towards achieving its goal of having all children in the program reading fluently with
comprehension by the end of Grade 2.
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Appendix A: Literacy Program Instruction Component Overview

The instruction component of the Literacy Program is a classroom intervention designed to complement and
increase the effectiveness of the government language curriculum. The process of developing the intervention
includes the completion of a scope and sequence of instruction, detailed lesson plans, classroom materials, and
comprehensive teacher professional development. Literacy facilitators, or coaches, provide classroom support to
teachers throughout the intervention.

During the research and development stage of the instruction component for any language, our country teams
analyze the language curriculum and classroom instruction to determine whether all five core elements necessary
in a comprehensive language curriculum are included. These elements, which are best addressed through a
combination of listening, speaking, reading, and writing activities and lessons, include:

e Phonological awareness: Phonological awareness is knowing the sound structure of spoken language.

e Phonics: use of the code (sound-symbol relationships) to recognize words.

e Vocabulary: The knowledge of the meaning and pronunciation of words.

e Fluency: Fluency is determined by how quickly, accurately, and expressively someone reads, which, taken
together, facilitate the reader’s construction of meaning. It is demonstrated during oral reading through
ease of word recognition, appropriate pacing, phrasing, and intonation. It is a factor in oral and silent
reading which can limit or support comprehension (Kuhn et al., 2010).

e Comprehension: A definition of reading comprehension that captures the purpose of reading is
“intentional thinking during which meaning is constructed through interactions between text and reader”
(Harris & Hodges, 1995, p. 207). Reading comprehension consists of three elements: the reader, the text,
and the activity of reading (Snow, 2002). Writing skills are incorporated into the instructional approach
through all components. In addition, teachers teach children how to write and learner workbooks provide
daily opportunities to practice the writing skills taught.
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Appendix B: Research Design

Methodology

The impact evaluation employs a quasi-experimental design that includes learners from schools that benefit from
the Literacy Program (project schools) and learners from schools that do not benefit from the Literacy Program
(comparison schools). Data collection occurs at three points in time and follows the same cohort of learners over
two academic years.” At the beginning of Year 1, a baseline assessment was conducted with project and
comparison school learners who are entering Grade 1 to assess learners’ reading level at the beginning of program
exposure. Subsequent rounds of data collection assess progress of learners from the project school cohort after
one (midline) and two (endline) years of the program in comparison with learners from the comparison school
cohort.

The structure and design of the evaluation allows for an examination of the effects of the Literacy Program on
learner achievement over time. The assessment results also help us understand learners’ reading skill strengths
and weaknesses and provide Room to Read staff, classroom teachers, and administrators with information on
program efficacy. These data guide program improvement strategies to ensure that learners achieve the learning
goals.

Sampling

The aim of sampling was to ensure that project and comparison schools were as similar as possible before the
introduction of the Literacy Program. The project group initially consisted of 25 schools, randomly selected out of
the 70 schools in which the Sepedi Literacy Program was launched in 2016. A list of all potential comparison
schools in nearby wards of the same district as the project schools was compiled. As no objective indicator of
recent school achievement was available, we could not stratify and match the project and comparison schools by
achievement. Instead, a simple random sample of 25 comparison schools was selected from this group. Due to
some challenges experienced during program site selection, one comparison school was ultimately selected to
become a project school by program staff after baseline data collection completed. As a result, our evaluation
sample consisted of 26 project school and 24 comparison schools.

During each data collection period, we randomly assessed 30 Grade 1 learners from each school, stratified by
gender at the school level. During learner-level sampling, we selected children who

e Did not have physical, sensory and significant cognitive disabilities®; and
e Were present on the day(s) of data collection.

In schools where grade-level enrollment was less than the desired sample size of 30 learners, all learners in the
grade were assessed. This sampling procedure resulted in an achieved sample of 1,353 learners at baseline, 1,352
learners at the end-of-Grade 1 midline, and 1,354 learners at the end-of-Grade-2 endline assessment.

7 During each data collection point (i.e., baseline, end of Grade 1, and end of Grade 2), a new sample of pupils was randomly selected
from the same cohort of pupils in project and comparison schools. Though the same pupils may be selected at multiple data collection
points, Room to Read is not intentionally following the same pupils over the two years of the study.

8 We were not able to identify or exclude children with learning and/or reading disabilities as such disabilities are difficult to detect in
Grade 1 and 2.
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Reading Assessments

In this evaluation, Room to Read assessed learners’ literacy skills using a version of the Early Grade Reading
Assessment (EGRA)?® that was adapted from English to Sepedi by local experts. Room to Read used a version of the
EGRA that was designed according to the expected reading levels of Grade 2. The EGRA was comprised of four
common tasks:

e [letter sounding fluency: Ability to sound letters of the alphabet without hesitation and naturally. This is a
timed test that assesses automaticity and fluency of letter recognition. Children are given one minute to
sound 100 letters.

e Non-word fluency: Ability to read words that do not exist, but whose letter combinations follow the rules
of the language. This task assesses the child’s ability to “decode” words fluently as distinct from their
ability to recognize words they have seen before. Children are given one minute to read 50 words.

e Passage reading fluency: Ability to read an approximately 60-word passage that tells a story. Children are
given up to three minutes to read the passage. The assessment rotated through three different versions
of the reading passage.

e Reading comprehension: Ability to answer five questions based on the passage.

Assessments were administered individually with learners by external data collectors using tablets.

Enumerator Training

In total, 17 individuals were trained to administer the end-of-Grade 2 endline reading assessments, including 2
supervisors. These individuals were recruited by Room to Read as native speakers of Sepedi. Six enumerators had
only the minimum education qualification of a South African matriculation certificate, while the majority had some
post-secondary qualification or degree. Eleven of the 17 enumerators had experience assisting Room to Read with
previous EGRA data collection activities using Tangerine, two had experience with administering paper-based
EGRA assessments, and the four remaining enumerators were new.

The training lasted five days and was facilitated by Room to Read South Africa’s Senior Research, Monitoring, and
Evaluation Officer, and supported by Room to Read’s Africa Regional Research, Monitoring, and Evaluation
Manager. The training content included background information on Room to Read and the purpose of the
assessment, introduction to the EGRA tool and tablet technology, in-depth review of the different assessment
tasks, enumerator skills and data collection procedures, data quality considerations, school visit and random
selection procedures, and the logistical arrangements for field work. The training also included significant hands-
on practice, including two days of field testing spread across eight schools, and three inter-rater reliability tests to
verify the accuracy and consistency of the team’s data collection. At the end of the enumerator training, the
average enumerator inter-rater reliability score was 95 percent.

Data Collection

Data collection took place over 10 school days from October 16 to 27, 2017 at a total of 50 schools — 26 from the
project group and 24 from the comparison group. There were five data collection teams, each consisting of three
enumerators, of which one was typically designated as the team leader. Each team was assigned to collect data
from one school per day. Four out of five teams were accompanied to the field by one of the two supervisors or

9 The EGRA was developed by RTI International in 2006. For more information, please see:
www.ineesite.org/uploads/files/resources/EGRA Toolkit Mar09.pdf.
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Room to Read’s Senior RM&E Officer or Africa RM&E Manager on the first day of data collection, and alternately
supported by one of these individuals on later days. Team leaders took the lead in organizing data collection at
their schools, while supervisors provided oversight and assisted with data verifications and quality assurance. The
Research Officer also conducted daily team debriefs and reviewed collected data on a daily basis to ensure proper
assessment administration.

Data Entry

Data was entered directly into the tablet by enumerators during data collection and was uploaded onto the cloud
at the end of each day. The RM&E Officer conducted daily review of the downloaded data to check for
completeness and proper assessment administration and to make minor corrections. Once data collection was
complete, the full dataset was shared with Room to Read’s Global Office for further quality checks and data
analysis.

Data Analysis10

The first aim of the data analysis was to determine if there were significant differences in school and learner
background variables between the project and comparison groups. For the school background variables, we
examined differences in mean school enrollment, pupil-teacher ratio, and the percentage of learners present on
the day of the assessment by conducting t tests. We also examined differences in school location (rural vs. semi-
urban vs. urban) using chi-square tests. For the learner background variables, we examined differences in age,
gender, learner participation in pre-school, home language, whether the child had television at home, whether
the child had a collection of books at home, and mother’s literacy by conducting regression analysis (linear
regression for the continuous variables and logistic regression for the categorical variables) with random effects
at the school level. The equations included the learner background variables (age, gender, etc.) as the dependent
variable and school type (project or comparison) as the independent variable. The results of these analyses appear
in Appendix D.

The second aim of the data analysis was to determine if learners in the project group achieved higher scores
than learners in the comparison group. The analysis strategy was to compare reading levels among the two
experimental groups (project versus comparison). Under the assumption that the project and comparison
groups were similar along observable and unobservable characteristics, an impact of the Literacy Program is
evident if project school learners achieved higher results compared to the comparison group. To determine this,
we conducted linear regression analysis with random effects at the school level and a dummy variable for the
experimental group. Each analysis included one of the assessment tasks’ scores as the dependent variable and
age and gender as covariates!!. We followed a similar procedure to analyze differences in gains by gender. We
created a dummy variable for gender and conducted linear regression analysis with random effects at the school
level to examine differences in gains across each of the following: project school boys versus comparison school
boys, project school girls versus comparison school girls, project schools girls and boys, and comparison school
girls and boys. Each analysis included one of the assessment scores as the dependent variable and age,
preschool attendance, home language, and mother’s literacy as the covariates.

10 All data analyses were conducted using Stata statistical software (Stata Corp, 2013).

11 Age and gender were included in the regression model because of their known effects on pupils’ reading performance. No other
background variables were included because no significant differences between project and comparison schools were found for the
remaining variables (see Appendix D).
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Next, we examined the percentage of learners from each group achieving the Grade 2 reading fluency target of
45 words per minute. We conducted logistic regression analysis with random effects at the school level to
determine if significant differences existed between the percentages of project school versus comparison school
learners achieving the fluency target. The equations included a dummy variable for whether learners achieved
the target as the dependent variable, school type as the independent variable, and age and gender as the
covariates. A similar analysis was done to determine the percentage of learners reaching the “emergent reader”
benchmark for oral reading fluency, as well as the 80 percent reading comprehension standard and the 45-
word-per-minute Grade 1 letter sounding benchmark.

Subsequently, we analyzed zero scores to determine the impact of the intervention on prevalence of non-
readers. The analysis of zero scores is particularly appropriate when the distribution of scores is skewed towards
zero (i.e., is not in a bell-shaped curve). We conducted logistic regression analysis with random effects at the
school level to determine if significant differences existed between the percentage of project school vs.
comparison school learners registering zero scores (vs. non-zero scores). The equations included the presence or
absence of a zero score as the dependent variable, school type as the independent variable, and age and gender
as dependent variables.

Finally, we examined the relationship between reading performance and school and learner background
characteristics. This was completed by adding the background variables as covariates into the linear regression
equation identified above and determining if any statistically significant associations exist. Though not included
in this report, we also examined learner performance by school to be able to understand the spread of
performance and be able to share school-level results with project staff.
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Appendix C: School and Learner Background Characteristics

Table C.1: Background Characteristics of Sample Schools

Project Schools

Comparison Schools

n Mean (SD) or % N Mean (SD) or %
District
Sekhukhune 26 100% 24 100%
Location 26 - 24 -
Urban 0 0% 0 0%
Semi-urban 0 8% 0 0%
Rural 26 92% 24 100%
School Enroliment — Total
Baseline** 26 525.27 (215.93) 24 341.75 (193.98)
Endline** 26 540.58 (228.16) 24 343.29 (199.00)
Grade Enrollment
Grade 1 Baseline** 26 67.77 (34.04) 24 43.54 (26.76)
Grade 2 Endline** 26 69.88 (31.18) 24 42.79 (25.17)
Pupil Teacher Ratio - Overall
Baseline 26 36.25 (5.44) 24 32.57 (10.08)
Endline 26 37.85 (9.85) 24 38.63 (33.48)
Pupil Teacher Ratio — Grade
Grade 1 Baseline** 26 44.33 (14.27) 24 32.57 (10.88)
Grade 2 Midline** 26 45.19 (19.89) 24 30.65 (12.87)
Percentage of Learners Present
Baseline 26 97% 24 98%
Endline 26 94% 24 96%

Legend of statistical significance: *** p <.001, ** p <.01, * p < .05.
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TABLE C.2: Background Characteristics of Sample Learners

Project Schools Comparison Schools
n Mean (SD) or % n Mean (SD) or %
Baseline learners 754 - 599 -
Male 378 50% 307 51%
Female 376 50% 292 49%
End of Grade 2 learners 766 588
Male 383 50% 302 51%
Female 383 50% 286 49%
Age
Baseline 751 5.69 (0.59) 598 5.73 (0.58)
End of Grade 1* 759 7.61 (0.73) 582 7.76 (0.83)
Attended preschool -
Baseline 752 99% 598 100%
End of Grade 2 764 95% 587 96%
Home language is Sepedi
Baseline 754 99% 599 100%
End of Grade 2 734 96% 572 97%
Has a television at home:
Baseline* 754 89% 599 84%
End of Grade 2 765 81% 584 81%
Has a collection of books at home:
Baseline 751 86% 598 82%
End of Grade 2** 762 52% 584 63%
Mother can read and write:
Baseline* 753 86% 595 82%
End of Grade 2 763 78% 584 78%

Legend of statistical significance: *** p <.001, ** p <.01, * p < .05.
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