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Why this panel?
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Learning outcomes
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(Spaull,	2019,	forthcoming)	
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A	Decade	of	PIRLS	scores	in	SA	2006-2016	
(Note	these	use	the	rescaled	PIRLS	scores	and	are	comparable	over	Bme)	

NO		
improvement	

Mullis	et	al.	2017	
Can	be	difficult	to	interpret	what	these	scores	mean	



Oral Reading Fluency norms
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“We	found	that	South	African	Grade	5	second	language	
learners	from	rural	areas	in	South	Africa	had	essenKally	
the	same	distribuKon	as	Grade	1	second	language	
learners	in	Florida,	or	Grade	2	second	language	
remedial	learners	who	had	been	removed	from	
normal	classes	because	they	“cannot	communicate	
meaning	orally	in	English	and	demonstrate	very	liMle	
understanding	in	English”.		

46  
WCPM 
Words Correct Per 

Minute 
Mean Rural Grade 5 

 





What does this look like in reality?

Many	 years	 ago	 Leopard	 was	 a	 creature	 with	 no	 spots.	

One	 day,	 he	 was	 relaxing	 in	 the	 shade	 of	 a	 thorn	

tree	 when	 Zebra	 walked	 past.	

Many	 years	 ago	 Leopard	 was	 a	 creature	 with	 no	 spots.	

One	 day,	 he	 was	 relaxing	 in	 the	 shade	 of	 a	 thorn	

tree	 when	 Zebra	 walked	 past.	

Draper,	K.,	and	Spaull,	S.	(2015).	Examining	oral	reading	fluency	among	grade	5	rural	English	Second	Language	(ESL)	
learners	in	South	Africa:	Analysis	of	NEEDU	2013.	South	African	Journal	of	Childhood	EducaBon	5(2)	pp.44-77.	

Recommended	
rate	at	Gr5	
(Hasbrouck	&	Tyndal,	2006)	
~130	WCPM)	

40%	of	SA	rural	
Gr5	learners		
(<40WCPM)	
WCPM	
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Reading benchmarks in 
African languages 
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Policy brief
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Language in SA

Why should we focus on benchmarks by language and grade?

Why are benchmarks important for African language?





How	are	African	languages	different?	
	







Nal’ibali’s  
Story Powered Schools
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• RCT	impact	
evaluaKon	of	
Nal’ibali’s	Story	
Powered	Schools	

•  360	schools	in	
KwaZulu-Natal	
and	Eastern	Cape	



Teacher perception and learner 
performance – Grade 4 (Term 1) 
HL 
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Teacher perception and learner 
performance – Grade 4 (Term 1) 
HL 
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Oral reading fluency distribution by 
score on productive listening 
comprehension – Grade 4 HL (Term 
3) 
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Tension between 
research and M&E
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Tension between reading research needs and 
literacy intervention M&E needs

“To be useful, tests have to be reasonably accurate. 
But to be accurate, tests have to be fairly complex, 
and complex assessment procedures contradict the 
fundamental notion that assessment should be 
simple and easy to deliver” (Singleton 1997 Screening early literacy)

Early literacy is best assessed one-on-one.  This is time consuming, and fieldworkers 
have to be well trained to administer the tests correctly and rigorously.
Budgets usually accommodate 2 fieldworkers per school, per morning. 
At most, about 15-20 Grade 1-3s can be tested in a morning, using various items on 
EGRA. Many of these are timed decoding tests, where performance is measured within 
a minute to determine automaticity in processing.
 



NOT EVERYTHING CAN BE 
TESTED SIMPLY OR QUICKLY 

Phonological/phonemic processing  - it is developmental; some 
skills emerge before others and are easier than others. There need to 
be enough items of each aspect of phonological processing included in 
the assessment 

Vocabulary – do frequency levels need to be factored in? (Wawire & 
Kim  2018 = Kiswahili 25 items)

         noun classes in African languages

Morphology – prefixes/suffixes;  nominal/verbal 

Reading comprehension -  a few items based on an ORF passage

Listening comprehension – instructions vs story recall



Quantitative work on reading in 
African languages
ASSESSMENTS
•  Quality of assessments?

•  Which grades/texts/languages/types?
•  What are we testing?

•  (Oral) Language comprehension (vocab, listening C, verbal reasoning, syntax) 
•  (Print) Decoding / word recognition (alphabetic principle, ORF, 

•  Quality/impact of translations?
•  Evaluated how? DIF?
•  Impact of dialects?

•  Cost & frequency of assessments

ANALYSIS
•  Relationships between inputs/outputs?

•  Fluency&/Vocabulary and comprehension?
•  Impact of morphology?

•  Language-specific norms and ‘standards’ for reading?
•  Relationships between HL and EFAL – testing hypotheses. Transfer? Which grades?
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