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Background

Formative assessment is crucial in effective teaching

Teachers need to be able to understand learner progress in relation to curriculum
expectations:

1 Identify learners at risk of falling behind
2 Adapt instruction to meet learning needs & bridge learning gaps
3 Implement parts of the curriculum that require differentiated instruction (e.g. GGR)

Evidence on formative assessment in South Africa suggests that there are inefficiencies in
the assessment process [Kanjee & Bhana, 2022, Kanjee, 2020, Kanjee & Mthembu, 2015,
Kanjee & Sayed, 2013, Mkhwanazi et al., 2014]

Teachers lack understanding of formative assessment, how to interpret assessment results
into learning needs and how to adapt instruction to meet these needs
[Kanjee, 2020, Kanjee & Mthembu, 2015, Mkhwanazi et al., 2014]

Research mainly conducted in small samples, not in foundation phase and focused on
specific assessment strategies
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Motivation

First step in the formative assessment process is to know the learning levels of learners

In the literature, teacher knowledge of learning levels is proxied by teacher judgement
accuracy

Evidence suggests that teacher judgement accuracy is low and teachers tend to
overestimate the performance of learners
[Djaker et al., 2022, Maunganidze et al., 2008, Hadjidemetriou & Williams, 2001,
Ardington & Meiring, 2020, Van der Berg & Shepherd, 2015, Lam et al., 2011].

Teachers face challenges in conducting assessment: inadequate training and support,
limited reading resources, large class sizes and time constraints [Kanjee & Bhana, 2022]

In summary: Assumption that teachers know the learner levels of their learners is
strong

Constraints and poor formative assessment practices do not allow for teachers to
use assessment to adapt their instruction
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Research Aims & Questions

Reading benchmarks are numerical measures of reading proficiency

Intended uses of benchmarks in the classroom [Ardington et al., 2020]:
1 Standard against which to measure learner skills
2 Identify learners at risk of not being able to read
3 Adapt instructional focus to meet learner needs

Benchmarks potentially enable teachers to interpret assessment results, enhancing
teachers’ understanding of learning levels

RQ1:

What is the level of teacher judgement accuracy?

RQ2:

What is the effect of providing training on benchmarks and assessment resources on teacher
judgement accuracy?
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Research Design

Pilot RCT in 40 schools across 4 provinces
Grade 2 & 3 Teachers in schools with at least 3 classes per grade
Randomly assigned 2 teachers to invite to receive the intervention training (treatment)
and the remaining teacher to be control

Invited to training Not invited 

Province Attended 
Did not 

% Attending Attended 
Did not 

% Attending 
attend attend 

Eastern Cape 32 4 89% 4 16 20% 

Limpopo 32 4 89% 5 14 26% 

Mpumalanga 32 7 82% 1 18 5% 

North-West 33 7 83% 3 16 16% 

Total 129 22 85% 13 64 17% 
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Data

Data Collection: Baseline (May) and 6-month follow-up

Intervention: Benchmarks Orientation, EGRA Training, Assessment Text & Resources

Sample Size:

Province Teachers Learners

Eastern Cape (isiXhosa) 49 451
Mpumalanga (isiZulu) 47 463
Limpopo (Sepedi) 53 472
North West (Setswana) 48 472

Total 197 1858

Learner Performance: Letter Sound Knowledge & Oral Reading Fluency Sub-Tasks

Teacher Interview: Demographic Characteristics, Experience, Estimating Learner
Performance
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Teacher Estimate vs Measured Performance
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Estimated vs Actual Benchmark Categories
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Measuring Teacher Judgement Accuracy

Prediction Accuracy

Accuracyit =
TPit+TNit

TPit+TNit+FPit+FNit

Point and Rank Correlation

Corr(xijt , x̂ijt)

Judgement Error

Errorijt = abs(xijt − x̂ijt)

Quadratic Kappa

QWKit =
∑

i,j Wi,jOi,j∑
i,j Wi,jEi,j
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Estimated Impact of the Intervention: Full Sample

(1) (2) (3) 

Variables ITI LATE ATI N 

Rank Correlation 0.0343 0.0418 0.0995** 197 

(0.0382) (0.0397) (0.0434) 

Pearson Correlation 0.0359 0.0437 0.0520 197 

(0.0431) (0.0452) (0.0540) 

Judgement Error -0.417 -0.516 -0.235 197 

(0.783) (0.831) (1.020)

Prediction Accuracy 0.00450 0.00554 0.0144 197 

(0.0115) (0.0121) (0.0144)

Quadratic Weighted Kappa 0.0142 0.0176 0.0560 197 

(0.0377) (0.0400) (0.0448)

Controls Yes Yes No 
Note: Controls are strata fixed effects, years of experience and the baseline outcome. *, **,*** indicate significance 
at the 10-percent, 5-percent and 1-percent significance level respectively. Robust standard errors in parentheses. 
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Intervention Usage
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Estimated Impact of the Intervention: Restricted Sample
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Summary of Findings

Teacher judgement accuracy is low

Teachers tend to overestimate the performance of learners across the performance
distribution

The size of the misestimation is relatively large

12 words
Correctly classify 4 of 10 learners
But: Non − readers < Struggling < Emergent < Proficient < Fluent

Take-up rates of the intervention were fairly low and variable

Intervention improved knowledge of relative reading proficiency of intervention-trained
teachers relative to their non-trained counterparts
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Implications & Conclusion

Initial evidence on how the newly established benchmarks can be used productively in
classrooms

If teachers do not know the learning levels of their learners, it is unlikely that they are
able to adapt their instruction effectively

Strategies or programs that require the targeting of instruction are unlikely to realise their
full potential

Formative assessment practices need to be strengthened

Importance of enhancing the resources, training, and support provided to teachers for the
formative assessment process

Reading benchmarks could augment such support
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