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With the new Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 

for education, governments have pledged to ensure 

that every child is enrolled in school and learning by 

2030. The focus in the past on access to school has 

given way to a clear commitment to deliver on the 

transformative power of education with an emphasis 

on learning. Thus, it is no surprise to find that five of 

the seven education targets highlight learning skills 

and outcomes of children and adults.

Reading is considered a gateway skill to all 

other learning. For this reason, governments are 

increasingly focused on assessing reading among 

young children—primarily through oral reading 

assessments, which are no longer restricted to 

school settings. A growing number of assessment 

initiatives led by citizens rather than governments 

are being conducted in households to help fill the 

gaps in delivering quality education. While there 

is strong and systematic support from donors for 

countries to measure oral reading skills, stronger 

advocacy and better use of resources are needed 

to improve learning outcomes. Additionally, 

further development for the generation and use of 

assessment data to better inform programmes and 

policies must be encouraged.

In response, the UNESCO Institute for Statistics 

(UIS) led a collaborative effort among implementers 

and practitioners to better understand and 

communicate what works when implementing oral 

reading assessments and why, within and across 

countries. The UIS brought together a diverse 

community of practitioners (including government 

officials, donors, non-governmental organizations 

and university researchers) to identify good 

practices in the design, implementation and use of 

oral reading assessments through the production 

of a series of case studies and articles. This 

ebook presents the complete collection of papers, 

recommendations and a set of concrete guidelines 

to improve the collection and use of oral assessment 

data. The contributions cover experiences in more 

than 60 developing countries.

By presenting a range of experiences from a 

collaborative but technically rigorous perspective, 

Understanding What Works in Oral Reading 

Assessments is uniquely designed to encourage 

different stakeholders to learn from each other in 

ways that enhance capacity, ownership and cultural 

sensitivity while fostering innovative forms of 

international collaboration.

As the SDGs become a reality, governments will 

need more and better data to inform policies, 

take corrective action and monitor progress. Early 

detection of learning gaps will be essential to 

guiding remedial action and securing the ambition 

of the new goal to ensure that all children are in 

school and learning. This publication serves as a 

unified voice from the community of oral reading 

assessment practitioners, implementers and donors 

on the importance of early reading skills to ensure 

learning for all by 2030.

Silvia Montoya 

Director, UNESCO Institute for Statistics

Foreword
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 
This chapter introduces oral reading assessments and situates their importance within the Education 
2030 agenda. It presents the Understanding What Works in Oral Reading Assessments initiative and 
the process to produce the ebook.

©
 M

ar
ga

rit
a 

M
on

te
al

eg
re

, N
ic

ar
ag

ua
 



14  ■  Understanding What Works in Oral Reading Assessments—Introduction

With the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 

the international community has pledged to 

ensure that every child is in school and learning 

by 2030. Reading is a gateway skill to all other 

learning, which is why governments are increasingly 

using oral reading assessments to evaluate and 

improve the skills of young children. By detecting 

reading weaknesses early in a child’s educational 

experience, the resulting data can be used to better 

direct policies and interventions before it is too late.

To promote the use of these assessments and their 

results, the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS) has 

brought together a wide range of organizations that 

are leading the development, implementation and 

financing of oral reading assessments conducted 

in schools and households. Through a collaborative 

but technically rigorous process, they have identified 

common practices and effective strategies to 

design, implement and use these tools for effective 

policymaking based on experiences in more than 60 

developing countries. The results are presented in 

this ebook. 

With contributions from more than 50 experts in 30 

organizations, the ebook presents a series of articles 

highlighting good practices in executing effective 

oral reading assessments—from planning and 

design to implementation and use of the resulting 

data. The ebook is uniquely designed to encourage 

different stakeholders to learn from each other in 

ways that enhance capacity, ownership and cultural 

sensitivity, while fostering innovative forms of 

international collaboration. 

The ebook also presents a comprehensive set of 

recommendations based on the experiences of 

the authors in non-governmental organizations, 

academic organizations, ministries of education, 

donors, international organizations and civil society 

groups.

THE SHIFT IN EDUCATIONAL REFORM 

Over the last decades, much progress has been 

made toward ensuring that all children have 

access to quality education. Despite this progress, 

considerable challenges remain: 124 million children 

and youth are out of school (UIS database, 2016) 

and many more millions of children who are in 

school are not learning. Research studies and 

results from learning assessments have exposed 

the causes of educational failure. These include 

untrained teachers and absenteeism; mismatches 

between the language of instruction and children’s 

mother tongue; grade repetition and dropout; 

children who were never enrolled in school; 

malnutrition; and more (Sillers, 2015). In many 

developing countries, a large number of children 

never start school or drop out, while many of those 

who do complete their primary education and 

graduate do so without acquiring the basic skills 

required to function in society. 

In the last 15 years, the focus of educational reform 

has been gradually shifting from increasing school 

attendance to improving the quality of education. 

The shift in focus to instructional quality has 

been driven in large part by learning assessment 

results. Although large-scale international and 

regional assessments have demonstrated for 

years that children in developing countries were 

not learning at the same rate as their counterparts 

in Western countries, the recent move to assess 

reading skills in primary school has helped 

mobilise reform efforts. Since 2009, the number 

of countries around the world that have collected 

assessment data to measure early reading skills 

Introduction
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has increased exponentially through assessments 

with non-representative sample sizes (studies, 

impact evaluations, project benchmarks) and those 

administered at the system-level (examinations, 

participation in regional or cross-national initiatives 

and implementing a national learning assessment). 

INTRODUCING ORAL ASSESSMENTS 

Although there are many types of learning 

assessments, this report focuses on standardised 

measures that are designed, administered and 

scored in a consistent manner and are criterion 

referenced. In essence, they measure what 

children are expected to know and be able to do. 

The assessments are individually administered 

one child at a time and are direct assessments of 

foundational skills for learning. We refer to them 

as oral assessments because children respond 

orally—usually to written stimuli. Administering an 

assessment orally is more inclusive as this method 

allows all children to participate—even those who 

are not literate. Governments do not necessarily 

organize the administration of the assessments; 

generally, there are many partners involved in 

the different stages of the assessment process. 

Although the assessments are not explicitly based 

on the education curriculum in particular countries, 

they are often compatible with the curriculum as 

they measure key components of reading and/or 

numeracy skills acquisition. This report focuses on 

oral reading assessments. 

The use of oral assessments to measure children’s 

reading development has been instrumental in 

shifting the focus of educational reform to one 

that emphasises system accountability, improved 

instruction and the identification of student learning 

needs. Unlike international (e.g. PIRLS) and regional 

assessments (LLECE, PASEC, PILNA, SACMEQ), 

oral assessments can be—relative to policy 

impact—smaller, quicker and cheaper (Wagner, 

2011) to design and administer in local languages. 

These are critical features in settings where children 

enter school speaking a number of different 

languages and funds for conducting assessments 

may be limited. Further, results are actionable, 

targeted to early reading and are usually available 

for dissemination in a shorter timeframe compared 

to regional or international assessments. It is these 

last three characteristics that have contributed to the 

impetus needed to change the focus of educational 

reform from access to education to quality of 

instruction and student learning outcomes.

It is important, however, to recognise the limitations 

of oral reading assessments. First, they are resource 

intensive in terms of staff required to complete 

the process. Second, they are time consuming as 

they involve training several groups of individuals 

to perform the various tasks required. Third, the 

reading comprehension measures are limited and 

may not discriminate among students for several 

reasons: there are few items; the test generally 

allows lookbacks; and the questions included are 

typically explicit and inferential so do not involve 

interpreting, integrating ideas and information, or 

evaluating and critiquing content. 
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With the adoption of the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs), governments have pledged to ensure 

that every child is enrolled in school and learning by 

2030. The focus on learning outcomes is a shift from 

the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which 

focused on ensuring access to, participation in and 

completion of formal primary education (UNESCO-

TAG, 2015). 

Policymakers at the global and national levels clearly 

recognise the importance of determining whether 

the quality of education is improving and the role 

that the monitoring of learning outcomes plays in 

achieving this end. It is not enough to know how 

many children are enrolled in school or how many 

teachers are hired to reach the SDGs. They need to 

know whether children possess the basic reading 

and mathematics skills essential to future learning. 

They need to know what children can and cannot 

do early on to ensure that there are policies and 

practices in place to support early intervention 

and remediation. Waiting until the end of primary 

education to ascertain learning levels will be too late 

for many children. 

To help transform this promise into action, 

governments will need more and better data to 

identify areas of improvement, install change and 

monitor progress. The good news is that through 

household surveys, learning assessments and 

research studies, educators, administrators and 

other stakeholders have been engaged in answering 

questions, such as: What are children learning? 

Where are they learning? And who is being left 

behind?

The ability to read is essential for progress in the 

education system. Having relevant, high-quality 

early grade literacy data is a crucial step in attaining 

this goal. Although assessment is vital to guiding 

government policy and changes to instruction, it 

alone is not enough. Data should be analysed and 

governments should continuously evaluate their 

policy agendas, school-level implementation and 

progress through the use of assessments and their 

results to ensure that all children are learning. 

A FOCUS ON READING 

The SDG for education calls for monitoring learning 

outcomes, and several indicators in the Education 

2030 Framework for Action specifically refer to 

reading. Reading is considered a gateway skill 

to all other learning. Children who fail to develop 

appropriate reading skills in the first few years of 

schooling are likely to continue to lag behind their 

peers (Juel, 1988). In low income countries, these 

children often drop out of school before completing 

primary education. Thus, ensuring that all children 

learn to read has served as the impetus for assessing 

reading in the early years of schooling—primarily, 

through oral reading assessments. Although there 

is consensus that reading is an important skill, there 

is, however, less agreement on what skills should be 

assessed and how they should be assessed.

SHARING EXPERIENCES TO UNDERSTAND 
WHAT WORKS IN ORAL READING 
ASSESSMENTS 

Given the focus on reading and on trying to 

guarantee early success as a contribution to primary 

school completion, many organizations have 

started using one-on-one oral assessments that 

involve printed stimuli. The rationale for using oral 

assessments as opposed to written assessments 

will be described throughout this report. Of these, a 

few warrant mentioning at the outset. 

Education 2030 and data on learning outcomes
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First, participation in most pencil and paper 

assessments requires some word reading ability so 

if many children are not able to respond, there will 

be very low discriminant capacity at the lower end 

of the scale. Also, given the relative informality of 

many school settings, it is possible that in group 

assessments, especially if teachers are present 

or the assessment content is leaked, children 

may be coached or even helped during a group-

administered, pencil-and-paper test. Assessments 

that are orally administered, one-on-one, by 

individuals who are from outside the school, help 

circumvent some of these problems. In addition, oral 

assessments can assess very basic oral skills such 

as phonological awareness and basic literacy skills, 

such as letter knowledge.  

For these reasons, the use of oral assessments 

has become relatively widespread. Despite some 

commonalities among the instruments used, there 

are also differences in the purpose, design and 

administration of these assessments. Given the 

wide array of assessments available to practitioners, 

the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS) led a 

collaborative effort with organizations that have been 

actively financing, designing and implementing oral 

assessments (see Box 1). Representatives from these 

organizations were asked to submit case studies and 

position papers that exemplify good practices. The 

information from these papers was then synthesised 

and used to derive the resulting recommendations.

It is hoped that these recommendations will provide 

the field with a set of concrete guidelines to improve 

data collection and their use.

The methodology of this collaborative exercise drew 

on the following principles: 

1. Moving towards consensus. Being a consensus-

building exercise, the organizations’ own know-

how served as the starting point. Experiences were 

shared and different perspectives were compared.

2. Focus on identifying balance between cultural 

specificity and global applicability. Maintaining 

equilibrium between these two principles and 

addressing the challenge of identifying the 

culturally specific lessons that apply only to 

certain regional, linguistic or cultural contexts was 

deemed important. Equally important is the goal 

to identify overall principles that may apply to a 

wide variety of developing contexts.

3. Parsimony. It was key to emphasise the 

importance of streamlining and simplifying 

assessment instruments and methodologies 

without incurring a loss of precision and 

explanatory power as these are relevant to 

policymaking.

The 20-month process that culminated in the 

development of these recommendations can be 

summarised in Figure 1. 

July 2014: 
Meeting 

convened 
to present 

conversation 
starters

Until January 
2015: Topics 
refined and 

drafting teams 
formed 

Until September 
2015: Developing 

conversation 
starters to full 

articles

††† †

Figure 1. Development phases of the oral reading assessments recommendations

Until January 
2016: Peer- 

review process

March 2016: 
Publication, 

dissemination 
and 

communication

Box 1. Collaborators of Understanding What 
Works in Oral Reading Assessments

 ■ 30 organizations

 ■ 50 contributors 

 ■ Combined experiences from more than 60 
developing countries
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Assessment, in educational contexts, refers to 

a variety of methods and tools that can be used 

to evaluate, measure and document learning 

progress and skill acquisition (see Box 2). In 

addition to providing information on current 

student achievement, empirical data can be used 

to determine teaching instruction quality, identify 

students’ learning needs or evaluate language 

ability. The most common use of oral reading 

assessments is to determine students’ current 

level of performance. These data often serve as a 

baseline for specific interventions or generalised 

reform efforts.

Box 2. Commonalities among oral reading 
assessments

Although oral reading assessments are 
designed for different purposes, they share 
some characteristics. Any given assessment 
is typically a standardised measure that 
is designed, administered and scored in a 
consistent manner and is criterion referenced. 
The assessments measure what children are 
expected to know and be able to do. They are 
individually administered, direct assessments 
of key components of reading skills acquisition. 
Most often, these are assessments of learning 
(i.e. they are designed to inform stakeholders 
and not teachers). 

Once a need for reform has been established and 

an intervention is implemented, oral assessments 

can serve as an outcome measure to determine the 

effect of the intervention. When assessments are 

used to determine the effect of an intervention, it 

serves as an evaluation tool. According to Fenton 

(1996), ‘evaluation is the application of a standard 

and a decision-making system to assessment 

data to produce judgments about the amount and 

adequacy of the learning that has taken place’. 

Essential to this process is the availability of 

standard or normative scores that provide parents, 

educators, administrators and donors with an index 

by which to judge whether learning progress is 

meaningful. This section will provide an overview of 

the different types of oral assessments.

ACCOUNTABILITY ASSESSMENTS 

Accountability assessments are used to report to 

the public and other stakeholders on educational 

trends and to demonstrate the effectiveness of the 

education system in serving children and in meeting 

the needs of the community and state. 

Citizen-led assessments

Citizen-led assessments are generally those that 

are led by citizens or civil society organizations 

Overview of oral reading assessments
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Chapter 2  
Reading Assessments: 
Context, Content and Design 
The articles in this chapter describe the types of assessments used to measure early reading skills. The 
advantages and challenges of using various techniques are described. Suggested strategies to collect 
additional information alongside reading assessments are provided.
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ABBREVIATIONS

 HLE Home Literacy Environment

 SES Socio-economic status

1.  INTRODUCTION

Jolly is an 8-year old girl who is completing her 

first year of primary school in Rwanda. When Jolly 

returns home from school each day, her mother 

makes sure she completes her homework, and 

her father and Jolly read together. When there is 

free time, Jolly sings and plays cards with her six 

brothers and sisters. Flora is a 9-year old girl also 

completing her first year of school. She lives in the 

same district of Rwanda as Jolly. When Flora gets 

home, she first fetches water, then collects kindling, 

then cooks dinner for her family. No shared reading 

occurs because, according to her father, there is 

nothing in the house to read. Even if there were, 

Flora’s life is so busy that she only completes her 

homework with friends while walking to school 

(Tusiime et al., 2014).

Despite living close to one another, being of 

the same age and grade, speaking the same 

language, reading the same textbooks and being 

taught by similar teachers, Flora and Jolly will 

have drastically different experiences at school. 

Regardless of what curricula are used or which 

skills are emphasized in the classroom, the daily 

experiences that Flora and Jolly have at home 

and in the community will affect their motivation, 

learning and development. 

As we gather oral reading assessment data to better 

understand how to help learners, it is critical to 

collect data on the learning environment. A thorough 

mapping of children’s learning environment—both 

inside and outside schools—provides an empirical 

foundation for building better learning interventions. 

With greater insight into the supports and obstacles 

to learning that children experience throughout their 

lives, we can design and improve programmes that 

can meet the diverse needs of all learners. 

In this article, we offer a field-tested method to 

add learning environment data to improve the 

quality and utility of oral reading assessment data 

collection and analysis. We do so by first defining 

the Home Literacy Environment (HLE) and briefly 

reviewing its empirical relationship to learning, with 

special attention to studies in both developed and 

developing world contexts. Then, we describe how 

we measure the HLE in developing world contexts 

and how we analyse these data to inform efforts to 

improve learning in the developing world. 

2.  WHAT IS HLE? 

Hess and Holloway (1984) define the HLE in five 

dimensions: 1) the value placed on reading, 2) 

the press for achievement, 3) the availability of 

reading materials, 4) reading to children, and 5) 

opportunities for verbal interaction. While this 

definition of the HLE as a predictor of reading skills 

in children prevails in the developed world where 

plentiful print and readers are common, it lacks 

two things: consideration of children’s interest in 

Home Literacy Environment Data Facilitate  
All Children Reading
AMY JO DOWD AND ELLIOTT W. FRIEDLANDER
Save the Children
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and motivation to read as well as the roles that 

neighbors, extended family and community may 

play in providing opportunities to read and be 

read to. These determinants of opportunities to 

read and amounts of reading practice may be 

particularly salient characteristics of a literacy 

environment in the developing world. Thus, while 

Hess and Holloway’s HLE framework is a central 

feature of Save the Children’s best practice, we 

also acknowledge that this frame is improved by 

capturing children’s interest in and motivation to 

read as well as accounting for the varied places 

and people with whom opportunities to learn occur 

beyond the school walls (Dowd, 2014; Friedlander et 

al., 2016).

3.  IS THE HLE RELATED TO LEARNING? 

The preponderance of evidence that proves the 

relationship between the HLE and children’s 

academic achievement comes from developed 

country settings (Hess and Holloway, 1984; Snow 

et al., 1998). There are, however, developing 

country studies that verify this link. In this section, 

we review the strong evidence of the relationship 

between the HLE and learning in developed world 

contexts and the emerging evidence of its different 

yet nonetheless positive association with learning in 

developing world contexts. 

The links between language and literacy in the 

home and a child’s school performance and reading 

achievement in particular is well documented in 

developed world contexts (Bradley et al., 2001; 

Hart and Risley, 1995). Across samples of different 

ages, socio-economic statuses, languages, and 

many different measures of literacy-related skills 

and abilities, the trend is clear: the more supportive 

the HLE, the better the child’s reading achievement 

(Bus et al., 2000; Snow et al., 1998). In fact, Taylor 

(1983) even challenged “whether we can seriously 

expect children who have never experienced or have 

limited experience of reading and writing as complex 

cultural activities to successfully learn to read 

and write from the narrowly defined pedagogical 

practices in our schools”. This question posed in the 

United States more than three decades ago remains 

relevant today across the globe. 

In the developing world, several studies find 

empirical links between the HLE and learning 

(Chansa-Kabali and Westerholm, 2014; Kabarere 

et al., 2013; Kalia and Reese, 2009; Wagner and 

Spratt, 1988). In addition, studies reporting on 

students’ motivation and voluntary reading at home 

also found positive links between HLE and reading 

achievement (Abeberese et al., 2014; Elley, 1992). 

Studies by Save the Children conducted largely in 

rural areas of developing countries measured the 

HLE as books in the home, verbal interactions, 

models of independent reading, shared child-family 

reading, and help or encouragement to study. 

Analyses found generally consistent links between 

reading skills and student reported measures of 

the HLE (Dowd and Pisani, 2013; Friedlander et 

al., 2012). Additional indicators of motivation and 

reading skills used in Malawi significantly predicted 

all reading skills even when controlling for socio-
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economic status, gender, repetition and age (Save 

the Children Malawi, 2013).

The evidence suggests that to better understand the 

development of reading skills in developing world 

contexts, it is necessary to collect and analyse 

data that represent the five dimensions of the 

HLE, children’s motivation to read and children’s 

opportunities for reading practice inside and 

outside both the home and the school. Including 

these elements will provide us with a better 

understanding of and a broader evidence base 

that more appropriately represents the rich variety 

of learning environments in different languages, 

cultures, physical environments and living situations 

around the world. Measuring the HLE and children’s 

interest and motivation will help us investigate and 

eventually improve our definitions of ‘best practices’ 

to support reading achievement. 

4.  HOW TO COLLECT HLE ALONGSIDE 
ORAL READING ASSESSMENT DATA

Save the Children began collecting oral reading 

assessment data in 2007. Since that time, HLE data 

collection shifted as we discovered the need for a 

broader framework in developing world contexts. 

In 2009, we merely asked children whether or not 

there were books at home and whether any reading 

occurred at home. From the resulting data, we 

saw strong associations between the presence 

of books and readers and reading achievement. 

We next added questions on book variety and 

whether there were individuals who could read at 

home, and in 2011, we began to collect data that 

specifically mapped onto all of Hess and Holloway’s 

five dimensions. With each increase in the level of 

HLE specification, our understanding of its links 

to the variation in children’s reading skills grew. In 

2013, further exploration beyond the HLE, namely 

motivation and use of skills beyond school walls, 

demonstrated the need for greater information on 

literacy in the lives of children. Current Save the 

Children’s best practice in collecting HLE data uses 

a survey of family members and activities as well as 

follow up questions to capture information on the 

motivation for reading and literacy use outside the 

home. 

To collect the data described above, an assessor 

first establishes a friendly rapport with the sampled 

child and collects informed assent to participate 

in the study. Following this, the assessor asks 

the child background questions, including what 

types of books are found in their home. Country 

teams develop a list of relevant types of reading 

materials on which to inquire in a given context, 

which generally includes textbooks, newspapers, 

magazines, religious books, storybooks, coloring 

books and comics. Then, the assessor asks the 

child, ‘Who do you live with?’ As the child responds, 

the assessor fills in the boxes in the matrix shown 

in Figure 1. For each person the child names, the 

assessor asks whether the child saw the person 

reading during the last week, whether the person 

told them or helped them to study in the last week, 

etc. As the child responds, the assessor records ‘1’ 

for yes and a ‘0’ for no in the matrix. 

Over time, we have determined that questioning no 

more than eight family members sufficiently captures 

the majority of families in contexts where we work—

an extremely small percent of sampled children live 

in homes with more than eight members. Our field 

teams have conveyed the two ways to collect this 

data efficiently. The first is to fill in the data column by 

column while the second is to fill in the first column, 

then ask about the literacy habits of each member 

(e.g. ‘Do you see Mom read? Does Mom read to 

you?’). Depending on the number of family members 

a child has and the rapidity with which a child 

responds, collecting this data adds an additional five 

to seven minutes to our oral reading assessments. 

5.  HOW TO ANALYSE HLE AND ORAL 
READING ASSESSMENT DATA

The data collected from the matrix and questions 

listed in the last section enable several different types 

of analyses. First, we can very simply model the 

relationship between binary descriptions of the HLE 

and reading achievement. This allows us to answer 

questions such as ‘What is the relationship between 
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reading to children and children’s reading abilities?’ 

or ‘How are the presence/absence of books at home 

associated with reading achievement?’ 

The family member-specific data also enable 

more sophisticated analyses that investigate how 

reading achievement is predicted by the number 

of readers at home, the amount of reading a child 

is exposed to, the saturation of literacy habits in 

the home or even patterns of who reads related 

to reading achievement. Also, data on the types 

of books at home enables investigation into how 

different materials may or may not predict reading 

achievement. For instance, we can consider the 

presence of child-appropriate materials only (e.g. 

storybooks, comics) as an interesting subset linked 

to learning to read. When examining the overall 

relationship between the HLE and reading, we 

often combine the variables relating to the HLE 

into one or two sub-indices representing materials/

activities and motivation/use. Collecting data on all 

of these aspects of children’s literacy environments 

outside of school offers rich possibilities to 

advance our understanding of children’s reading 

development and our efforts to improve reading 

globally. 

6.  HOW CAN HLE DATA INFORM EFFORTS 
TO IMPROVE LEARNING? 

Given the importance of the HLE in the development 

of children’s reading skills, Save the Children always 

measures it alongside reading skills when a study 

intends to consider influential factors or the impact 

of specific factors. This is important because it 

helps define baseline opportunities and challenges, 

enables accurate estimates of factors that influence 

learning and facilitates analyses of equity in impact. 

HLE data in and of itself provides key details into 

the access to reading materials and opportunities 

to read that children have at baseline. This insight 

Name/initials 

Relationship
1-Mom, 2=Dad, 3=Sister, 
4=Brother, 5=Grandma, 

6=Grandpa, 7=Other Female, 
8=Other Male 

Seen reading 

1=YES, 
0=NO

Told/helped you 
to study 

1=YES, 
0=NO

Read to you 

1=YES, 
0=NO

Told you a story 

1=YES, 
0=NO

Other than at school, did anyone outside your home read to you last week? __No (0) __Yes (1)

Other than school, did you read to anyone outside your home last week? __No (0) __Yes (1)

Other than at school, did you read alone last week? __No (0) __Yes (1)

In the last week, did you use your reading skills outside of school? __No (0) __Yes (1)

If yes, where? _________________________________________________ __Yes (1)

In the last week, have you helped anyone using your reading skills? __No (0) __Yes (1)

Figure 1. HLE survey matrix
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can illuminate challenges that might otherwise be 

overlooked. For example, if there are few or no 

children’s books or very few people seen reading at 

home, interventions can shift focus to provide more 

books or to identify community reading mentors to 

support children who come from poor HLEs. HLE 

data can also reveal opportunities such as a setting in 

which most children report their parents already read 

to them. Figure 2 shows simple HLE profiles that set 

the stage for interventions in Nacala, Mozambique 

and Meherpur, Bangladesh. Comparing these two 

very different contexts for learning to read reveal the 

different challenges that children may face. 

The significantly (p=0.001) higher percentage 

of families that engage in these practices in 

Bangladesh signals more opportunities to build 

from in Meherpur. Conversely, there are greater 

challenges in Nacala, Mozambique but there is also 

greater room for growth. These HLE data set the 

stage for interventions by teams in each country by 

indicating the level of learning environment support 

outside the school walls. 

Including HLE data in analyses also clarifies 

the relationship between other student-level 

characteristics and reading factors. For example, 

if, we find that girls in Region X have significantly 

higher average reading skills than boys in the same 

region, we may draw the wrong conclusions if HLE 

data is not included. Perhaps the relationship may 

be explained by the fact that girls in Region X have 

more access to books and readers in the home. 

Without HLE data in analyses, we might mistakenly 

conclude that there is something intrinsic about 

girls or about the way people treat girls that makes 

them read better. We would also miss the fact 

that students with poor HLEs are not receiving the 

support they need to succeed. When we account for 

access to books and readers in statistical models 

of reading achievement, it enhances our contextual 

understanding of the supportive culture for learning 

to read. It further helps identify potential important 

target groups for intervention as well as possible 

remedies to help struggling readers outside of the 

school. 

It is very common to collect information on sex 

and socio-economic status (SES). These two 

characteristics are often considered key factors that 

influence learning. In our experience, the HLE is also 

a key predictor of reading. A seven-country study of 

factors that influence reading found that, controlling 

for age, sex, SES and HLE as well as early childhood 

participation and chore workload (as available), the 

HLE significantly predicted reading skills in nearly a 

Figure 2. HLE materials and activities in Bangladesh and Mozambique
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third of the 43 multivariate models fitted, while SES 

did so in 16% and sex in only 4% (Dowd et al., 2013). 

Finally, without HLE data, we miss the opportunity 

to understand impact and equity. For example, the 

chance to determine if an intervention helped all 

children equally and not just those with supportive 

HLE backgrounds. Even more important, if children 

from deprived HLE backgrounds had lower average 

scores before an intervention or policy change, we 

could determine if the shift closed that gap and 

if not, what else might be needed to achieve this 

goal. Figure 3 displays regression results of the 

statistically significant (p<0.05) relationship between 

gains in Pashto reading accuracy by HLE and book 

borrowing frequency in Pakistan.

The more often children borrowed books, the closer 

the average predicted gains of children with low HLE 

(blue) are to those of classmates with higher HLE. For 

children with the highest HLE at baseline in this context 

(green), the impact of borrowing books is minimal. 

Accepting that HLE plays an important role in 

children’s reading skill development makes it 

imperative that we collect these data alongside 

oral reading assessments to better understand the 

context, accurately estimate effects and critically 

analyse remedies. 

7.  LIMITATIONS

There are several limitations to collecting HLE 

data using the field-tested method outlined here. 

First, it does not enable a view of the quality of the 

interactions that occur with reading materials and oral 

language in the home. Second, it is student reported 

and therefore susceptible to social desirability 

bias. Third, there can be varied interpretations 

and understandings of what it means to ‘read to 

children’ that can affect how staff adapt and pilot 

the questions, how assessors pose these questions 

to children and how children answer them. These 

limitations would theoretically make relationships 

harder to discern in the data. However, in our 

data collections, we consistently see the same 

relationships, indicating that the data have reasonable 

reliability and validity. Even considering these 

limitations, collecting data on the HLE and grappling 

with how to address the limitations mentioned here 

serves to support our understanding and progress 

towards ensuring that all children are reading.

Figure 3. Gain in Pashto reading accuracy by HLE and book borrowing frequency in Pakistan
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1. INTRODUCTION

In recent years, standardised primary grade reading 

assessments have revealed disturbingly low levels 

of primary grade student achievement in reading 

and math in many countries around the world. As 

organizations and governments strive to improve 

primary grade learning outcomes, understanding 

which factors account most for the dramatic 

differences in student achievement will increase the 

likelihood of the success of interventions. 

Through sample-based national testing using the 

Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) or other 

similar tools, we now know a lot about where 

students stand in relation to the competencies 

necessary for reading with comprehension. However, 

we still do not know enough about teachers who 

1 This publication is made possible by the generous support of 
the American people through the United States Agency for 
International Development (USAID) under the Basa Pilipinas 
Project and the Philippines Department of Education. The 
contents of this publication are the sole responsibility of 
Education Development Center, Inc. (EDC), and do not 
necessarily reflect the views of USAID or the United States 
Government.

are entrusted with ensuring that students attain the 

necessary reading and math skills by the end of the 

primary grades. Similarly, although more information 

is now available about primary school access, we 

still do not know what instruction looks like and what 

competencies are being taught. In addition, in the 

field of education research, reliable measurement 

of teacher quality is still at the “comparatively early 

stages of development” (Centre for Education 

Statistics and Evaluation, 2013).

Efforts to address teacher skill gaps and improve the 

quality of teaching is likely to fail without information 

on teacher skills since any professional development 

programme is only successful if it builds on existing 

knowledge and skills. So far, only a limited number 

of attempts have been made in developing nations 

to investigate the teaching cadre and better 

understand the content of instructional practice in a 

systematic way. Without such information, student 

achievement data provides only half of the story—it 

identifies the problems, but not the opportunities for 

solutions that may lie in improving teaching quality. 

This paper addresses two key areas in literacy 

assessment that focuses on teacher quality:

1. How can we assess teacher quality in primary 

grade literacy instruction that goes beyond 

credentials or content knowledge? What tools 

help assess the quality of classroom literacy 

instruction?

Teacher Quality as a Mediator of Student 
Achievement
NANCY CLARK-CHIARELLI AND NATHALIE LOUGE1

Education Development Center
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2. What are the implications for building professional 

development in primary grade literacy that 

provides support for change in instruction?

2. EDUCATIONAL CONTEXT 

2.1 The link between teacher quality and 
student achievement 

In the U.S., research has shown that teachers 

have a substantial impact on student learning. 

One recent meta-analysis of over 2,000 research 

studies of teacher quality found that the effect 

size of teacher quality on student achievement 

averages .50 (after controlling for student 

characteristics), which translates into more than a 

half of a school year of achievement gains  (Hattie, 

2009). Although individual student background is 

usually found to explain much of the variance in 

student scores, some studies have shown that high 

quality instruction throughout primary grades can 

substantially offset the disadvantages associated 

with poverty (Darling-Hammond, 2000). A study by 

Rowe (2003) found that:

“…whereas students’ literacy skills, general 

academic achievements, attitudes, behaviors 

and experiences of schooling are influenced 

by their background and intake characteristics, 

the magnitude of these effects pale into 

insignificance compared with class/teacher 

effects. That is, the quality of teaching and 

learning provision are by far the most salient 

influences on students’ cognitive, affective, 

and behavioral outcomes of schooling—

regardless of their gender or backgrounds. 

Indeed, findings from the related local and 

international evidence-based research indicate 

that ‘what matters most’ is quality teachers 

and teaching, supported by strategic teacher 

professional development”.

Moreover, there is evidence that the effects of 

teacher quality on student performance are 

cumulative. Students who are assigned to several 

ineffective teachers in a row have significantly lower 

achievement and educational gains than those who 

are assigned to several highly effective teachers in 

sequence (Sanders and Rivers,1996). This research 

holds a lot of promise for promoting education in 

developing countries.

Underlying the hypothesis that teachers are a key 

mediator in influencing student achievement is a 

conceptual theory of change. Figure 1 articulates 

this process associated with improvement in 

literacy instruction and the ultimate goal of positive 

changes in students’ literacy achievement. Moving 

from left to right, this diagram identifies the inputs 

and processes that provide sources of support 

for student literacy achievement. Undergirding 

classroom instruction are inputs that are controlled 

at the macro-level of the school system—be it at 

the national, regional or district level. These are 

inputs over which most teachers usually have 

less control. These include 1) educational policy, 

leadership and supervision; 2) standards and 

benchmarks; 3) curriculum; and 4) opportunities for 

professional development. The mediator between 

these macro-level policies, structures and increases 

in students’ literacy achievement is ultimately 

the actual instruction that teachers deliver and 

students receive. It is in the classroom and daily 

instruction where teachers enact curricular and 

instructional goals and objectives. Also, it is the 

quality of this enactment that is associated with 

student gains. A similar model has been described 

by Desimone (2011) in her research on effective 

professional development in which she posits a 

change theory including the following steps: 1) 

professional development experience for teachers; 

2) professional development increases knowledge 

and skills and influences attitudes and/or beliefs; 

3) improvement in content and pedagogy of 

instruction; and 4) gains in student learning.

2.2 Indicators of classroom quality in literacy 
instruction

As many have described, reading is comprised 

of a set of components which must be taught in 

order for students to read but which if presented 

discretely are not necessarily sufficient in order for 

them to become a skilled reader (Comings, 2014). 
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Students need instruction and practice on individual 

components as well as time reading connected 

text in which the components seamlessly work 

together (Snow et al., 1998; National Reading 

Panel, 2000). Perhaps the most succinct report on 

the vital components of reading development was 

expressed in the 2008 U.S. report of the National 

Reading Panel (NRP). In this seminal report, the 

panel identified five key components: phonemic 

awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary and 

comprehension. Thus, any tool designed to assess 

quality of literacy instruction must minimally assess 

these five components as well as dimensions of 

instruction that are more holistic in how these 

components are combined in effective literacy 

instruction (e.g. level of classroom discourse, 

effective management of instructional time). To 

this end, the question must be asked, How can 

we assess teacher quality in primary grade literacy 

instruction? 

3. SCOPE-LITERACY ASSESSMENT

To address the need for information on the quality 

of teacher instruction in literacy, the Standards 

Based Classroom Observation Protocol for 

Educators in Literacy (SCOPE-Literacy) was 

developed for use in international settings. The 

SCOPE-Literacy is a classroom observation tool 

and is founded on a research-based set of guiding 

principles aligned with Education Development 

Center’s reading model, Read Right Now! (Education 

Development Center, 2013). These guiding principles 

identify teaching strategies that are most effective 

in developing competent readers and writers—

strategies consistent with what students should be 

able to achieve in language and literacy. The SCOPE-

Literacy’s guiding principles and teacher observation 

protocols are as follows:

 m Teacher builds a supportive learning 
environment that provides the foundation for 
student participation and risk taking. Rules and 

routines provide efficient use of class time and 

allow students to engage in purposeful activity. 

Particularly for young learners and for those 

learning new languages, a risk-free environment 

must be created through the teacher’s skillful use 

of modeling and reframing of responses when 

students make errors. Teacher intervention when 

conflicts or student non-compliance occurs is 

calm, non-threatening and effective. The ultimate 

goal is to facilitate independent, productive 

problem-solving strategies among learners.

 m Teacher uses effective grouping strategies to 
support learner participation and language 
and literacy learning. The use of a variety of 

grouping strategies (i.e. whole group, small 

group, pairs) supports high collaboration and 

cooperation. Smaller groups also support 

language development among students as each 

student is given more time to verbally interact 

with others than in traditional large groupings.

 m Teacher ensures full participation of all 
learners regardless of their gender, special 
needs or other differences. The teacher 

orchestrates the class such that prior knowledge 

and personal interests are used as the basis 

Figure 1. Theory of change to produce student literacy achievement

Educational policy, 
leadership, & supervision

Standards & benchmarks

Curriculum

Professional development

Teachers' enactment of 
curricular and instructional 

goals and objectives

Student literacy 
achievement

Source:  EDC Philippines, 2013/2014
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for conversations, activities and learning 

experiences. Individual differences are valued 

and specific strategies are used to engage all 

learners. Effective use of ‘wait time’ promotes the 

participation and risk-taking of students.

 m Teacher and students have access to 
classroom materials. High quality materials are 

available and in sufficient quantity for the number 

of students in the classroom. Books support 

instructional goals and student learning.

 m Teacher manages instructional time 
effectively. The teacher has a lesson plan and 

follows it. There is evidence that lesson plans 

build on one another and support mastery 

of reading and writing competencies. Clear 

instructions about what students are expected to 

do are appropriately brief.

 m Teacher builds students’ oral language skills. 
The teacher provides learners with rich and 

meaningful lessons in oral language development 

and models the use of appropriate language 

structures, vocabulary and pronunciation 

throughout instruction. The teacher may often 

need to intentionally bridge between a familiar 

language and one that students are learning. In 

turn, students are given opportunities to express 

themselves, use new vocabulary and practice 

new language structures.

 m Teacher provides opportunities for 
meaningful reading activities. The teacher 

matches texts to learners’ reading levels and 

interests. Students are given an opportunity 

to choose reading material. Time is given for 

learners to read authentic texts and engage in 

meaningful reading tasks in a variety of ways 

(e.g. silent reading, paired reading, reading 

aloud, choral reading).

 m Teacher provides opportunities for learning, 
for word identification and spelling.   
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Instruction in phonemic awareness, word 

identification and phonics occurs in short 

episodes of direction instruction. The teacher 

clearly and succinctly explains specific 

principles and provides engaging activities for 

practice. Opportunity to apply spelling principles 

is guided by the teacher and specific strategies 

are provided to foster learner independence.

 m Teacher provides opportunities for developing 
fluent reading. The teacher models fluent 

reading and draws students’ attention to specific 

features of fluency. Teacher engages readers 

in enjoyable and motivational reading games 

and activities that increase automatic word 

recognition and smooth reading.

 m Teacher provides opportunities for vocabulary 
development. The teacher exposes students 

to new words and models use of sophisticated 

vocabulary. Teacher teaches specific word 

meanings from books or words/concepts 

important to the curriculum. Words are studied in 

depth and are used in multiple contexts.

 m Teacher builds students’ comprehension in 
texts they listen to and read themselves. The 

teacher poses a variety of questions that provide 

opportunities for literal comprehension as well as 

inferential and higher-level thinking. The teacher 

models and explains ‘thinking’ strategies to help 

students understand text (e.g. summarisation, 

predicting).

 m Teacher provides opportunities for systematic 
writing instruction that supports students’ 
expressions of their own thoughts and ideas. 
Students engage in authentic writing using a 

multi-step process (plan, draft, revise, edit and 

publish). Teacher provides brief, focused lessons 

Figure 2. SCOPE-LITERACY dimensions and indicators

Section I.  Classroom structure Section II. Language and literacy instruction

1. Supportive learning environment
■ Understanding of rules and routines
■ Environment supports student language and literacy 

learning
■ Teacher management of conflicts and non-compliance

7. Opportunities for oral language development
■ Learner talk
■ Teacher language
■ Direct instruction
■ Discussion

2. Effective grouping strategies
■ Grouping strategies
■ Learner participation
■ Learner cooperation and collaboration

8. Opportunities for meaningful reading
■ Text choice
■ Opportunity to read individually 
■ Print resources

3. Participation of all learners
■ Learners prior knowledge and interests
■ Strategies that support learner inclusion
■ Practice that provides learner access to learning

9. Opportunities for learning to decode and spell words
■ Direct instruction
■ Adaptations for individuals
■ Strategies for decoding

4. Opportunities for reflection
■ Opportunities to self-assess reading and writing
■ Tools to support learner reflection and self-assessment
■ Ongoing assessment

10. Develops reading fluency
■ Modeling fluency
■ Varied instructional strategies
■ Activities to build automaticity

5. Classroom materials
■ Print-rich environment
■ Classroom materials to support literacy learning
■ Use of books in instruction

11. Opportunities for developing vocabulary
■ Teacher modeling
■ Vocabulary selection
■ Varied approaches to vocabulary instruction
■ Strategies for learning word meanings independently

6. Manages reading and writing instruction
■ Lesson planning
■ Patterns of instruction
■ Directions to support learner

12.  Opportunities for developing reading comprehension
■ Learner thinking 
■ Instructional strategies
■ Questioning

13. Writing instruction
■ Opportunities for self-expression
■ Writing process
■ Direct instruction
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instruction” items of the SCOPE-Literacy. In fact, 

in 2014, nearly half of observed teachers scored 

‘strong’ in ‘classroom materials’ and “management 

of reading and writing instruction”. This is important 

given that Basa has introduced a large number of 

new reading materials for teachers to manage in 

the classroom. Ensuring access to the materials 

is key for student learning as is equitable student 

participation in the classroom. Teachers didn’t 

score as highly in the areas of effective grouping 

strategies and opportunities for reflection—both 

items that require more advanced classroom 

management skills. Teachers who can effectively 

group students are better at providing differentiated 

learning opportunities as well as opportunities for 

reflection that can deepen students’ understanding 

of text.

While baseline scores were lower overall in the 

domain of ‘language and literacy’, this is also where 

teachers showed the most improvement. This is 

not unexpected as teachers may not have had 

much exposure to teaching reading prior to the 

Basa intervention. For the ‘language and literacy 

instruction’ domain, teachers largely improved 

literacy instruction in the areas of oral language 

development, developing reading fluency and 

developing comprehension. The improvement in 

opportunities for developing reading fluency was 

particularly striking as we saw almost no evidence of 

this practice in the first observation. Oral language 

development is also a key skill for teachers, 

particularly in a multi-lingual context where bridging 

opportunities from one language to another needs to 

be intentionally planned by teachers.

Note: Observations of 33 Grade 2 teachers in the Philippines using the SCOPE-Literacy tool in November and December 2013 and again in 
December 2014 to measure changes in teaching practices as a result of the Basa intervention.
Source: EDC, Philippines, 2013/2014

Figure 3. Change in average scores for SCOPE-Literacy, 2013 to 2014 (n=33)
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There is one general caveat to consider. Basa 

teachers follow an instructional sequence in which 

all 14 domains of the K-12 curriculum are not 

taught everyday but over a period of five days for 

Filipino and ten days for English. This is by design 

to allow adequate time for pupils to complete skill-

related tasks in their second and third language. 

Depending on the lesson plan for the day, it 

would not be expected that teachers teach all 

domains. In addition, domains such as phonics 

take on additional meaning in a language such as 

English, which has an opaque orthography versus 

Filipino, a syllabic language that has a transparent 

orthography. Since the teachers were observed 

during their Filipino class, one possible reason 

for no increase in the score for “opportunities for 

learning to decode and spell words” is because 

by Grade 2 in the third quarter, a majority of the 

students have already learned to decode and spell 

in Filipino. 

These results indicate that teachers who have 

stronger practice in classroom structure also have 

more advanced practices of teaching literacy. The 

structures around literacy learning support the more 

nuanced implementation of instructional strategies 

and the tailoring of instruction to the needs of 

particular students.

A correlation (see Figure 4) between the two 

sections of the SCOPE-Literacy results was found 

in 2014. The scatterplot shows that the relationship 

between the two components of the SCOPE 

tool appears to be linear. The coefficient of the 

correlation between the two sections of the SCOPE-

Literacy was statistically significant (Pearson’s 

r=.946; Kandall’s tau = .820 and Spearman’s rho = 

.905, all three significant at p<0.001 level). These 

results suggest that there is a strong link between 

classroom structure and more advanced practices of 

teaching literacy.

Figure 4. Correlation between two components of SCOPE-Literacy, 2014 (n=33)
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SCOPE classroom structure composite  

Note: Observations of 33 Grade 2 teachers in the Philippines using the SCOPE-Literacy tool in November and December 2013 and again in 
December 2014 to measure changes in teaching practices as a result of the Basa intervention. The SCOPE classroom structure composite is 
comprised of six dimensions on the SCOPE-Literacy tool: 1) supportive learning environment; 2) effective grouping strategies; 3) participation of 
all learners; 4) opportunities for reflection; 5) classroom materials; and 6) manages reading and writing instruction. The SCOPE-Literacy instruc-
tion composite is comprised of seven dimensions on the SCOPE-Literacy tool: 1) opportunities for oral language development; 2) opportunities 
for meaningful reading; 3) opportunities for learning to decode and spell words; 4) develops reading fluency; 5) opportunities for developing 
vocabulary; 6) opportunities for developing reading comprehension; and 7) writing instruction.
Source: EDC, Philippines, 2013/2014 
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5.  IMPLICATIONS FOR BUILDING 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT IN 
PRIMARY GRADE LITERACY THAT 
PROVIDES SUPPORT FOR CHANGE  
IN INSTRUCTION

Basa Pilipinas embodies a professional development 

model designed to be embedded (integrated into 

teacher practice) and comprehensive. The 

framework of the professional development can be 

thought of as a three-legged stool as the 

professional development is the most stable or 

robust if all three ‘legs’ are present—materials, 

teacher training and on-going support for teachers 

(see Figure 5). These three areas in the form of 

communities of practice, work together to provide 

teachers with the knowledge and understanding of 

what to teach, how to teach it and why teach it.

5.1 Key features of effective literacy 
professional development 

Previous research supports Basa’s approach 

to professional development in literacy and has 

identified five key features that can be articulated 

in terms of literacy: content focus, active learning, 

coherence, duration and collective participation 

(Desimone, 2010-2011; Desimone et al., 2002).

1. Content focus
Professional development must be structured 

around the key components and dimensions of 

literacy instruction and classroom management. 

This may mark a major departure from traditional 

methods of literacy instruction. Moreover, while 

many cognitive processes involved in reading 

and writing may also apply across subject areas, 

professional development that is focused specifically 

on literacy is more effective. For example, teacher 

communities of practice should devote specific 

time to literacy as a focus rather than as a more 

generic discussion on ‘questioning’. If the content is 

embedded in a teacher’s daily instruction or current 

curriculum, the new information or learning is more 

meaningful (Knowles, 1980). Regarding classroom 

management, teachers need to adopt classroom 

management strategies to foster successful 

teaching and learning. For example, it is essential 

that teachers learn to group students according to 

reading level to provide differentiated and targeted 

instruction and to keep children on task at all times 

(Baker, 2007). 

2. Active learning
While well-designed lectures may be critical in 

exposing teachers to new information on reading 

development and literacy instruction, professional 

development needs to foster interaction among 

teachers and with the facilitator. Teacher reflection 

on their own literacy practices and sharing in small 

groups, video analysis and action planning are all 

activities that may be effective in applying new 

information in an interactive manner.

3. Coherence 
The link between the literacy materials and 

curriculum teachers are using in the classroom, 

training sessions and on-going support must 

be aligned. This demands that district leaders, 

supervisors and school heads are well versed 

on the content and methods of the professional 

development teachers are receiving in language 

and literacy. As instructional leaders, school 

heads should play an instrumental role in on-going 

professional development designed to foster better 

literacy instruction.

4. Duration  
Brief episodes of training for teachers are not 

effective. According to Desimone (2011), a 

minimum of 20 hours of professional development 

Figure 5. Basa’s model of comprehensive 
professional development

Materials

Teacher training Ongoing teacher 
support 
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ABBREVIATIONS1

AERA American Educational Research Association

EGRA Early Grade Reading Assessment

RTI Research Triangle Institute

1. INTRODUCTION

The goal of this article is to respond to two 

questions regarding the Early Grade Reading 

Assessment (EGRA): what reading skills are selected 

for inclusion in the EGRA and the how the survey 

generates results that are valid and reliable. The 

EGRA is a reliable and valid measure of skills 

that contribute to reading development, typically 

administered to students in the first few grades of 

primary school to inform system and school-level 

improvement. 

As stated in the assessment’s inception documents 

(RTI International, 2009; RTI International and 

International Rescue Committee, 2011), the EGRA 

is not intended to be a high-stakes accountability 

measure to determine whether a child should 

advance to the next grade—nor should it be used 

to evaluate individual teachers. Rather, the subtasks 

included in the EGRA can be used to inform the 

focus of instruction. As a formative assessment, 

the EGRA in its entirety or select subtasks can 

be used to monitor progress, determine trends 

1 The authors would like to acknowledge the energy, efforts 
and resources of the students, teachers, ministry and donor 
agency staff—principally those from the United States Agency 
for International Development (USAID)—of the more than 70 
countries that have conducted EGRAs to date.

in performance and adapt instruction to meet 

children’s instructional needs.

2. WHAT SHOULD BE ASSESSED IN 
READING

2.1 What is reading? 

Reading is a cognitive process encompassing the 

concepts that print is speech in a written form and 

that the ultimate goal is to read with understanding. 

Various models aim to explain the reading process—

among them are the construction-integration model 

(Kintsch, 1998), the dual coding model (Paivio, 

1971) and the transactional model (Rosenblatt, 

1978). As another example, Snow and the RAND 

Reading Study Group (2002) described the internal 

text model as a complex combination of extraction 

and construction of meaning identifying the role 

of linguistic knowledge, cognitive capacities, 

vocabulary, background knowledge, motivation and 

strategy knowledge. 

Less complex is the Simple View of Reading (Gough 

and Tumner, 1986; Hoover and Gough, 1990). 

In this model, reading with understanding is the 

product of decoding and language (i.e. expressed 

as a mathematical equation: decoding x language = 

reading comprehension). According to this model, 

when one of the two factors is lacking, reading 

comprehension does not occur. The Simple View 

implicitly includes other constructs but highlights 

two essential factors to inform an instructional 

response. It values the contribution of both decoding 

School-based Assessments: What and How  
to Assess Reading
MARGARET M. DUBECK, AMBER GOVE, KEELY ALEXANDER
RTI International1
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skills and language skills to reading comprehension. 

Therefore, for readers who can decode, their 

reading comprehension is commensurate with their 

language comprehension skills, and readers must 

have content knowledge in a variety of domains to 

support their language comprehension abilities. 

Using a ‘simple view of reading’, a response to 

a reader (or an entire education system) that 

is struggling is to identify which factors need 

addressing: decoding skills, language skills 

or both? Explicit and systematic instruction in 

decoding is necessary to improve the accuracy and 

automaticity of word recognition, which will support 

reading comprehension. A response that develops 

knowledge or comprehension benefits struggling 

readers or children learning to read in a nonnative 

language. The ‘simple view of reading’ is a useful 

way to consider the process of learning to read and 

the EGRA utilises this framework. 

Learning to read is a process that develops in a 

predictable manner but is influenced by individual 

differences and contexts (e.g. the pedagogy, 

language). First, an emergent reader develops a 

basic understanding of the connections between 

spoken and written words. For example, a child 

may recognise the logo of a mobile phone company 

that is posted throughout the community by its 

colour or shape of the letters—but this recognition 

is not reading. Children also develop phonological 

knowledge, which supports manipulating word parts 

and sounds. This is followed closely by developing 

print knowledge, such as learning the relationships 

between individual letters and sounds. Thereafter, 

readers develop their orthographic knowledge to 

learn to encode (spell) or decode (read) meaningful 

or frequently occurring parts in written words. 

The time required to master these basic reading 

skills varies by language and context. Among 

other factors, the nature of a language’s writing 

system has been shown to influence the rate at 

which familiar word reading skills are acquired. 

Moreover, Seymour et al. (2003) showed that the 

shallow orthographies (consistent sound-symbol 

correspondences) of languages such as Finnish or 

Greek contribute to nearly perfect word accuracy 

after a year of schooling. Conversely, in opaque 

orthographies such as English, with complex 

graphemes, contextual variations and irregularities 

interfere with word recognition and learning to read 

takes longer. For example, Seymour et al. (2003) 

found that after a year of schooling, children learning 

to read in English recognised only a third of the 

words they attempted to read. 

From the earliest phases, word recognition relies on 

oral language skills such as vocabulary (Oullette, 

2006). For example, when a reader knows a word’s 

meaning, it provides a means for a self-check that the 

sound that was uttered (i.e. read) is the correct word. 

Yet, considering that the ultimate goal of reading is 

to read with understanding, as basic reading skills 

progress beyond the word-recognition phase, reading 

proficiency depends less on basic reading skills and 

more on vocabulary and prior knowledge (August and 

Shanahan, 2006; Hoover and Gough, 1990; Vellutino 

et al., 2007). Reading proficiency also corresponds 

to the increasing demands of the texts readers are 

expected to understand. 

2.2 What is practical to both assess and 
improve? 

The EGRA battery is a template for developing 

individualised, locally tailored assessments for 

each country and language. The definition of 

what skills to assess is also based on a practical 

calculation of what skills would benefit most 

easily from intervention. Research from various 

contexts suggest which literacy skills can be reliably 

measured and are predictive of later reading success 

(August and Shanahan 2006; National Early Literacy 

Panel, 2008; National Institute of Child Health and 

Human Development, 2000). The skills, which are 

practical to assess and improve, are divided into 

three domains:  phonological awareness, print 

knowledge and orthographic knowledge. The EGRA 

measures these domains: 

i. Phonological awareness
Phonological awareness is a collection of skills 

defined as a sensitivity to language at the 
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TABLE 1

Description of EGRA subtasks

Subtask name Purpose and procedures Phase(s) of development

Orientation to 
print

Measures knowledge of early print concepts, such as a word, a letter and 
directionality. It is untimed and does not have a discontinuation rule.

Pre-alphabetic

Letter name 
identification

Measures knowledge of letter names. A hundred letters are presented in random order 
in both upper and lower case. It is timed to 60 seconds and is discontinued if none of 
the letters in the first line (i.e. first 10 letters) is read correctly.

Partial alphabetic

Letter sound 
identification*

Measures knowledge of letter–sound correspondence. A hundred letters are 
presented in random order in both upper and lower case. It is timed to 60 seconds 
and is discontinued if none of the sounds in the first line (i.e. first 10 sounds) is 
produced correctly.

Partial alphabetic

Initial sound 
discrimination

Measures the ability to discriminate beginning sounds. Three words are presented 
and the aim is to identify the word that begins with a different sound from the other 
two. It is oral and has 10 sets of words. It is discontinued if no points are earned in 
the first five items. 

Pre-alphabetic 
Partial alphabetic

Segmentation 
(phoneme or 
syllables)

Measures the ability to segment a word into individual phonemes or syllables. This 
subtask is oral and has 10 items. It is discontinued if no points are earned in the first 
five items. 

Pre-alphabetic 
Partial alphabetic

Syllable 
identification

Measures the ability to read individual syllables. Fifty syllables are presented. It is 
timed to 60 seconds and is discontinued if none of the first five syllables is read 
correctly. 

Partial alphabetic

Familiar word 
reading

Measures the ability to read individual grade-level words. Fifty words are presented. It 
is timed to 60 seconds and is discontinued if none of the words in the first line (i.e. first 
five words) is read correctly.

Partial alphabetic
Alphabetic

Nonword reading* Measures the ability to decode individual nonwords that follow common orthographic 
structure. Fifty nonwords are presented. It is timed to 60 seconds and is discontinued 
if none of the words in the first line (i.e. first five nonwords) is read correctly. 

Partial alphabetic
Alphabetic

Oral reading 
fluency*

Measures the ability to read a grade-level passage of approximately 60 words. It is 
scored for accuracy and rate. It is timed to 60 seconds and is discontinued if none of 
the words in the first line (i.e. about 10 words) is read correctly. 

Consolidated-alphabetic

Reading 
comprehension 
(with or without 
lookbacks)*

Measures the ability to answer questions on the grade-level passage. Questions 
include explicit and inferential types; Lookbacks (i.e. referencing the passage for the 
answer) can be used if appropriate. 

Consolidated-alphabetic 
Automatic

Cloze Measures sentence-level comprehension. Several words are presented to complete 
the sentence. It is untimed and does not have a discontinuation rule. 

Consolidated-alphabetic 
Automatic

Listening 
comprehension*

Measures receptive language of an orally read passage with both explicit and inferential 
questions. It is untimed and does not have a discontinuation rule. 

Used diagnostically 
across various phrases 

Vocabulary Measures receptive language skills of individual words and phrases related to body 
parts, common objects and spatial relationships. It is untimed and does not have a 
discontinuation rule. Written assessment (government developed) and EGRA oral 
reading fluency (Grade 4).

Used diagnostically 
across various phrases

Dictation Measures the ability to spell and to apply writing conventions in a grade-level 
sentence. Words can be scored for partial representation.

Partial alphabetic
Alphabetic
Consolidated-alphabetic

Interview Gathers information about the child that is related to literacy and language 
development (e.g. first language, access to print). It is self-reported by the child. 

Any phase of interest

Note: * Denotes the subtasks that are considered core for most contexts. 
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Reliability or the consistency of results for a 

population is estimated on a scale of 0 to 1 

(1 being perfect consistency) through several 

means, including test-retest (where the same 

individual repeats the assessment usually within 

a week of the first assessment application) 

or coefficient alpha, a Classical Test Theory 

(Cueto and León, 2012) measure that examines 

the contribution of each subtask to the overall 

consistency of the instrument. Few results 

for test-retest reliability of the EGRA could be 

found, likely because test-retest approaches 

require identification and tracking of individual 

students, which can be quite challenging in 

low-resource settings. One study from India did 

report test-retest results for a Hindi adaptation 

of the EGRA with coefficients ranging from 

0.83 to 0.98. (Vagh, 2012). Coefficient alpha 

results—generated using the summary results 

from each subtask (such as oral reading 

fluency)—for several studies can be found in 

Table 3. For academic assessments (i.e., with 

minimal learning between time 1 and time 2)  

above 0.8 are generally considered acceptable 

for research purposes; all results in Table 3 are 

above 0.8.

TABLE 2

Summary of concurrent validity results

Country Assessments Language(s) Correlation results* Citations

India Fluency battery (EGRA adaptation 
composite score) and Annual Status of 
Education Reports (ASER)

Hindi 0.9 to 0.94 (depending on ASER 
classification of student skill 
level) using Spearman correlation 
coefficients

n varies from 256 to 8,092 depending 
on round of data collection

Vagh (2012)

Kenya The EGRA composite score 
and Twaweza’s Uwezo initiative 
assessments

English
Kiswahili

0.961 

0.977

 n = 1,207 total, approximately 400 
for each assessment domain

ACER (2015)

Peru Written assessment (government 
administered) and the EGRA

Spanish 0.47 

n = 475

Kudo and Bazan 
(2009)

Honduras Written assessment (government 
administered) and the EGRA oral 
reading fluency (Grade 3)

Spanish 0.42 

n = 213

Bazan and Gove 
(2010)

Nicaragua Written assessment (government 
developed) and the EGRA oral reading 
fluency (Grade 4)

Spanish 0.41 

n = 374

Bazan and Gove 
(2010)

Note: *Pearson’s r correlation coefficients stated unless otherwise noted.

©
 D

an
a 

S
ch

m
id

t/
Th

e 
W

ill
ia

m
 a

nd
 F

lo
ra

 H
ew

le
tt

 F
ou

nd
at

io
n



47  ■  School-based Assessments: What and How to Assess Reading

TABLE 3 

Coefficient  alpha results of the EGRA administered in Grade 2 by country and language of instrument 

County Subtasks Language n*
Coefficient 

alpha

Ghana ·    Letter sound fluency English 7,915 0.89
·    Nonword fluency Akuapem 687 0.9
·    Oral reading fluency Asante Twi 1,633 0.9
·    Reading comprehension Dagaare 541 0.89

Dagbani 431 0.89
Dangme 447 0.92
Ewe 492 0.93
Fante 692 0.86
Ga 430 0.89
Gonja 423 0.93
Kasem 439 0.88
Nzema 442 0.89

Indonesia ·    Letter sound fluency Bahasa 
Indonesia

4,812 0.89
·    Phonemic awareness initial sound 
·    Nonword fluency
·    Oral reading fluency
·    Reading comprehension
·    Dictation

Jordan ·    Letter sound fluency Arabic 1,447 0.9
·    Syllable sound fluency
·    Nonword fluency
·    Oral reading fluency
·    Reading comprehension
·    Dictation

Kenya ·    Letter sound fluency Kiswahili 2,112 0.91
·    Syllable sound fluency
·    Nonword fluency
·    Oral reading fluency
·    Reading comprehension

Liberia ·    Letter sound fluency English 1,249 0.87
·    Familiar word fluency
·    Nonword fluency
·    Oral reading fluency
·    Reading comprehension

Malawi ·    Letter sound fluency Chichewa 3,360 0.97
·    Syllable sound fluency
·    Familiar word fluency
·    Nonword fluency
·    Oral reading fluency
·    Reading comprehension

Nigeria ·    Letter sound fluency Hausa 1,271 0.89
·    Nonword fluency
·    Oral reading fluency
·    Reading comprehension

Philippines ·    Letter sound fluency Cebuano 415 0.93
·    Familiar word fluency Ilokano  399 0.94
·    Nonword fluency Hiligaynon 392 0.94
·    Oral reading fluency Maguindanaoan 397 0.94
·    Reading comprehension

Tanzania ·    Syllable sound fluency Kiswahili 2,152 0.96
·    Familiar word fluency
·    Nonword fluency
·    Oral reading fluency
·    Reading comprehension
·    Dictation word score
·    Dictation punctuation score
·    Dictation sentence word Score
·    Dictation sentence score

Note: *n is recorded for the subtask with the lowest n (highest number of missing data).
Source: Authors’ calculations from EGRA data sets.



48  ■  School-based Assessments: What and How to Assess Reading

4.  WHAT INFORMATION DO PRACTITIONERS 
AND POLICYMAKERS NEED TO MAKE 
IMPROVEMENTS IN LEARNING?

The EGRA is almost always accompanied by 

context questionnaires, classroom and school 

inventories, observation tools and other instruments 

that can help contextualise and inform the student 

assessment results. These instruments provide 

critical information on a child’s home language, 

human and physical resources in the school, 

availability of textbooks and reading materials. 

They serve to link the EGRA results to various 

components or characteristics of the education 

system. Table 4 is an overview of how the EGRA 

results have been used to inform the sector, drawing 

on the ‘5Ts’ (test, teach, tongue, text and time) 

framework put forth in Gove and Cvelich (2011). 

General impact evaluations (which may draw on 

multiple dimensions) using both the EGRA and 

other school-based assessments of early reading 

skills similar to the EGRA are included by country 

in Table 5. Many of these impact evaluations have 

been published through the websites of non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) or international 

donors while a few have made it into the peer-

TABLE 4

Summary review of literature using EGRA results, by topic

Education System Dimension Assessments

Test: Use of assessment for system-level improvement, global monitoring or 
classroom-based assessment.

Crouch and Gove (2011)
Davidson, Korda and Collins (2011)
Dubeck and Gove (2015)*
Gove et al. (2013)*
Gove et al. (2015)
Jiménez et al. (2014)*
Wagner et al. (2012)*

Teach: Instructional practices, coaching Nielsen (2013)
Piper and Zuilkowski (2015)*

Tongue: Language-of-instruction policies and language use within the 
classroom.

Piper (2010)
Piper and Miksic (2011)
Piper et al. (2015a)*
Trudell et al. (2012)
Trudell and Piper (2014)*

Text: Availability of materials, use of student and teacher materials. Ministry of Basic and Secondary Education, 
Republic of The Gambia (2009)
RTI International (2015)

Time: Time on task, instructional time. Adelman et al. (2015)
Moore et al. (2011)*
Moore et al. (2012)*

Note: *Denotes peer-reviewed articles or book.
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