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2. Executive Summary 

SALDRU at the University of Cape Town is conducting an external impact evaluation of the Funda 
Wande Coaching Intervention. The primary aim of this evaluation is to assess the causal impact of 
Funda Wande coaching on foundation phase learners’ ability to read with meaning. This research 
will feed into the growing body of rigorous evidence on which programmes have the potential to 
address South Africa’s reading crisis. This report focuses on the midline findings of the evaluation.

2.1. The Intervention

Acknowledging the limited 
opportunities for South African 
teachers to acquire specialized 
knowledge in teaching reading, 
particularly in African Languages, 
Funda Wande has built on lessons 
from previous interventions and 
research to design a course to teach 
reading for meaning in South Africa. 
The high-quality, multi-media open-
access course trains Foundation 
Phase (Gr R-3) teachers how to teach 
reading for meaning in African 

languages. Using professionally 
filmed in-classroom videos, info-
graphics and other multi-media, the 
course teaches the major components 
of reading, writing and numeracy in 
isiXhosa (the pilot language) with 
subtitles in English (see Figure 1). 
The Funda Wande literacy course 
and materials have been rigorously 
developed over two years with input 
from over 15 South African academics 
from five universities.

The Funda Wande course is SAQA 
accredited and has strong support 
from the national Department of 
Basic Education, the Eastern Cape 

Figure 1: Funda Wande  
programme components 

Lesson
Plans

Name:

 Term 1
isiXhosa HL

Weeks
1-10

1
grade

XHO

Version 2.0

9 781990 910425

WRITING AND HANDWRITING

COURSE 6

RHODES UNIVERSITY
SHORT COURSES

1

Handwriting
Booklet

Name:



Impact Evaluation Of Funda Wande Coaching Intervention Midline Findings | 5

Department of Education (DBE) and 
Rhodes University. The “Advanced 
Certificate in Teaching Foundation 
Phase Literacy” is a two-year part-
time course offered by Rhodes 
University. In addition to the course, 
Funda Wande provides on-going 
coaching for teachers. The Funda 
Wande in-service training model 
builds on the DBE’s Early Grade 
Reading Studies’ in-service training, 
which demonstrated the efficacy of 
using on-site coaching.

Ultimately, the Funda Wande 
Reading for Meaning project aims to 
achieve the following goals: 

1. All South African children can 
read for meaning by the end of 
Grade 3
2. All Grade 1-3 teachers are well 
equipped to teach children how to 
read by 2023

2.2. The Evaluation

The impact evaluation uses a 
randomized control trial (RCT) with 
schools randomized into one of two 

arms – Funda Wande and control – 
for a four-year period (2019-2022). 
Randomizing the schools into the 
treatment and control groups ensures 
that the groups will be very similar 
before the programme starts. This 
means that any differences in the 
reading ability of learners between  
the two groups at midline and/or 
endline can be attributed to the  
Funda Wande programme. Figure 2 
provides a graphic representation of  
the RCT design.

The 29 treatment schools and 30 
control schools were selected from 
urban and peri-urban areas in three 
education districts in the Eastern 
Cape: the Nelson Mandela Bay-, Sarah 
Baartman-, and Buffalo City districts, 
All schools in the evaluation are no 
fee, quintile three public schools with 
an isiXhosa language of learning 
and teaching. Within each school, 
10 learners were randomly selected 
from both Grade 1 and Grade 2 at 
baseline. Altogether 1180 of these 
same learners make up the midline 
evaluation sample.

Figure 2: Funda Wande Impact 
Evaluation Design
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2.3. The Results

The Funda Wande intervention had a 
statistically significant 0.17 standard 
deviation impact on the learner’s 
reading proficiency after the first year. 
The positive overall effect is driven by 
an improvement in all the sub-domains 
of reading proficiency that could reliably 

be assessed (see Figure 3).
In practical terms, learning gains on 

the subtasks on which the intervention 
had a positive effect translated to 
between 20 to 27 percent of a year’s 
worth of learning for Grade 2 learners. 
At the start of the year, Grade 2 
learners scored 31 percent on average 
for a short reading comprehension 
assessment. After one year of learning 
in the business as usual schooling 
environment, this improved to 46 
percent. In Funda Wande schools the 
statistically significant estimated 
intervention impact adds another 4 
percentage points to Grade 2 learner 
average comprehension scores – 
approximately one term’s worth of 
learning (see Figure 4)

Learners in Grade 1 Funda Wande 
classrooms gained even more over 

Figure 3: Treatment effects for common tasks assessed on both Grades, overall and by sub- task 

Figure 4: Shifts in 
the distribution of 
Grade 2 reading 
comprehension ability 
(bin-width= 1 
comprehension score)
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their peers in comparison schools for 
foundational emergent- and pre-literacy 
skills. For letter recognition tasks, 
phonemic awareness and productive 
listening comprehension skills, Grade 1 
learners’ outcomes improved between 
33 to 58 percent of a year of learning 
more than the status quo gains in 
comparison schools. Concretely, 
intervention school Grade 1’s could 
correctly identify on average six letters 
sounds per minute more after one year 
of exposure to the intervention, equal 
to a third of a year’s worth of learning.

A particularly encouraging finding 
from a policy perspective is that the 
intervention has fairly consistent 
positive impacts for learners across 
the distribution of baseline reading 
proficiency. This is significant, given 
that previous research suggests that 

Figure 5: Correct letter sounds per minute by intervention group – Grade 1

improving reading outcomes for 
learners with very low foundational 
reading proficiency levels is 
particularly challenging (Cilliers et 
al., 2019). Results for Grade 1 learners 
letter reading ability is instructive for 
the programme impacts in general 
(see Figure 5). At the 25th percentile, 
intervention school Grade 1 learners 
could read two correct letter sounds 
per minute more than learners in 
comparison schools (ten versus 
eight). At the median there is a five 
letter sounds difference in favour of 
intervention school learners (27 versus 
22), with a three-and-a-half letter 
sound difference at the 75th percentiles 
(42.5 versus 39).

The programme’s impacts on Grade 
1 learners’ foundational skills (letter 
sound recognition and phonemic 
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awareness) are particularly large, both 
relative to the impacts on other Grade 
1 literacy skills and the impacts on 
similar skills for Grade 2 learners. In 
turn, we only see positive impacts on 
higher order reading comprehension 
for learners in Grade 2. Viewed 
together with other results from the 
recent literature, these results support 
the idea that learners require a range 
of foundational literacy abilities 
before they can read with some level 
of speed and accuracy (i.e. f luency), 
and in turn, they need to read with a 
certain minimum level of f luency in 
order to comprehend what they are 
reading. A potentially related finding 
is the suggestive evidence that the 
programme helps boys in Funda 
Wande schools catch up with their 
girl classmates, but only in Grade 2 
and with the degree of catch-up being 
contingent on the boys’ baseline levels 
of reading proficiency. 

2.4. Next Steps

Looking forward, the positive initial 
programme impact implies that 
the next steps include carefully 
documenting exactly how the 
programme was implemented in 
practice, exploring which mechanisms 
drive the programme effects through 
qualitative classroom observations, 
and determining learning gains per 
rand spent on the Funda Wande 
programme. These measures will 
become necessary to understand the 
cost effectiveness of the programme, 
as well as its potential to operate 
at a larger scale. The next midline 
scheduled for late 2020 will measure 
the extent to which the early gains 
reported here compound and continue 
to translate into improved reading 
comprehension.
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3. Background and Context

Despite the substantial progress that has been made towards achieving an almost universal rate of primary school enrolment across the 
African continent (World Bank, 2018a), levels of actual learning remain low. Education policy researchers, national governments and do-
nors have increasingly focused on how to improve quality of education in developing countries, focusing on what children learn in school 
and how valuable those skills are once they exit the education system (Piper et al., 2018:1).

Domestically, the 2016 Progress in 
International Reading Literacy Study 
(PIRLS) international benchmark 
test shows that South Africa is unique 
amongst upper-middle income 
countries in that 78 percent of Grade 
4 children in cannot read for meaning 
(i.e. at the PIRLS Low International 
Benchmark₁) in any language (Howie et 
al, 2017). South Africa’s comparatively 
poor performance in early Grade 
reading (and learning outcomes more 
generally) persist despite an almost 
universal primary enrolment rate₂, 
government policies that ensure that 
the majority of students have access 
to mother tongue education for the 
first three years primary schooling³, 
and the country’s comparatively 
high expenditure on education by 
international standards₄  (World Bank, 
2018b). 

In turn, poor learning outcomes in 
aggregate are also disproportionately 
driven by the majority of students 
who find themselves in the poorest 
75 to 90 percent of schools in the 
country’s bimodal education system 
(Spaull and Pretorius, 2019:155; 
Spaull, 2013, Fleisch, 2008:21). With 
large disparities in terms of access to 
and quality of schooling inputs (both 
physical and human), functioning 
accountability structures (like the 
presence of well-functioning school 
governing bodies) and eventual 
learning outcomes, this de facto two 

tiered schooling system sees children 
with the largest educational deficits attend 
schools with disproportionately less 
capacity (Spaull, 2015; NEEDU, 2013). 

The quality of teachers in a child’s 
early years of education seem to have 
large and persistent effects on both 
schooling and other later life welfare 
outcomes, across both developed- 
(Hanushek and Rikvin, 2010; Chetty 
et al., 2014) and developing countries 
(Bau and Das, 2019; Bold, et al., 2017; 
Bruns and Luque, 2014). However, in 
South African no-fee public schools₅, 
teachers generally face the challenge 
of large and heterogeneous classes, a 
lack of educational resources/inputs 
(especially African language readers, 
textbooks, print, and libraries), and 
have generally not been sufficiently 
capacitated with specialized knowledge 
in teaching reading (due to a lack of 
initial teacher training or subsequent 
in-service training) (Van der Berg et 
al., 2016).

The focus on improving quality has 
seen an increase in programmes aiming 
to strengthen teacher capacity through 
pedagogy focussed teacher professional 
development programmes in South 
Africa and elsewhere on the continent 
₆. Structured learning programmes 
have proved successful in bringing 
about i) instructional change and ii) 
subsequent improvements in learning 
outcomes (Snilstveit et al, 2016; Popova 
et al., 2018). In South Africa, as in 

1. If a learner can reach the PIRLS Low 
International Benchmark then they can 
“locate and retrieve explicitly stated 
information, actions or ideas; make 
straightforward inferences about events and 
reasons for actions; or begin to interpret 
story events and central ideas” (Mullis et al, 
2017:53).
2. Less than 5 percent of the compulsory 
age group children are not attending school 
(World Bank, 2018a:55)
3. More than 70 percent of SA children 
learn to read in an African language before 
switching to English in Grade 4 (Pretorius 
and Spaull, 2016). Thereafter, the majority 
of South African children (approx. 90 
percent) transition to English as language of 
instruction in Grade 4.
4. South Africa’s public expenditure on 
education is comparable with affluent 
countries and well above its Sub-Saharan 
African (SSA) peers, as both a share of total 
government expenditure, and in per pupil 
expenditure terms. In 2016/17, the South 
African government spent about 20 percent 
of the budget (as a share of consolidated 
government expenditure) and 7 percent 
of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) on 
education. This exceeds both the UNESCO 
benchmark of 6 percent for developing 
countries (Motala and Carel, 2019:70), as 
well as the OECD average of 5.2 percent 
(IMF, 2019)
5. No fee public schools make up more 
than 75 percent of schools in South Africa 
(Spaull, 2019).
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Liberia (Piper and Korda, 2011), Kenya 
(Piper, 2018) and Uganda (Kerwin 
and Thornton, 2019), these structured 
pedagogical interventions have shown 
early promise. These programmes 
characteristically consist of (Cilliers et 
al., 2019, Fleisch et al. 2016): 

i) an integrated package approach 
that include the provision of 
curriculum aligned learning 
materials₇ (like Graded readers and 
other forms of print materials), 
ii) teacher guidelines (generally in 
the form of lesson plans), and
iii) some form of teacher 
professional development (often 
comprising of initial teacher 
training, implementation support, 
feedback and/or mentoring).

Within the class of structured pedagogy 
programmes, the mode of delivery has 
played an important role in programme 
effectiveness (Popova et al., 2018)₈. 
For example, on-site teacher coaching 
seems to be an especially important 
component to these programmes’ 
success, both internationally (Kraft 
et al, 2018) and locally (Cilliers et al., 
2019). On the other hand, an important 
consideration for implementing 
structured pedagogy programmes at 
scale are that one-to-one coaching 
is a very time and resource intensive 
component of such programmes, and 

thus a non-negligible obstacle to many 
resource and capacity constrained 
governments. Popova et al. (2018) 
summarise the state of knowledge on 
the general characteristics of successful 
teacher professional development 
programmes:

“Across 33 programs, those programs 
that link participation to career 
incentives, have a specific subject 
focus, incorporate lesson enactment in 
the training, and include initial face-
to-face training tend to show higher 
student learning gains. In qualitative 
interviews, program implementers also 
report follow-up visits as among the 
most effective characteristics of their 
professional development program.”

In the South African context, current 
research has built on the lessons learnt 
and promising insights from previous 
iterations of similar approaches to 
improving teacher instruction and 
student learning outcomes. Examples 
include the Gauteng Primary 
Language and Mathematics Strategy 
(GPLMS) programme (Fleisch et al., 
2016 ; Fleisch and Schoër, 2014 )₉, the 
Reading Catch-Up Study (RUCS) Fleisch 
et al., 2017), the Systematic Method for 
Reading Success study (Piper, 2009),  
the Learning for Living project (Sailors 
et al., 2010)¹º and the Department of 
Basic Education (DBE)-led Early Grade 
Reading (EGRS) studies (Cilliers et al. 
2019, Kotze et al. 2019).

6. Notably the range of pilot (PRIMR) and at 
scale (Tusome) studies by Piper, Zuilkowski 
and colleagues in Kenya (see Piper, 2018; 
Piper and Zuilkowski, 2014, Piper et al., 
2015 and Zuilkowski and Piper, 2017).
7. Often referred to as Learning, Teaching 
and Studying, or LTSM, materials.
8. As is a recurrent theme in educational 
interventions, the available evidence 
suggests that there is more variation in 
effectiveness across teacher professional 
development programmes than across 
classes of educational interventions 
more broadly (Evans and Popova, 2016; 
McEwan, 2015).
9. Implemented by the Gauteng Department 
of Education between 2011 and 2014.
10. All three these studies, however, had 
specific shortcomings addressed in later 
EGRS interventions. The former GPLMS did 
not follow a randomised design, and was 
post-hoc evaluated by means of quasi-
experimental 

Across 33 programs, those programs that link participation to 
career incentives, have a specific subject focus, incorporate lesson 

enactment in the training, and include initial face-to-face train-
ing tend to show higher student learning gains. In qualitative 
interviews, program implementers also report follow-up visits 

as among the most effective characteristics of their professional 
development program

-Popova et al.
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4. Programme Description
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4.1. Funda Wande 

Acknowledging the limited oppor-
tunities for South African teachers 
to acquire specialized knowledge in 
teaching reading, particularly in Afri-
can Languages, Funda Wande has built 
on lessons from previous interven-
tions and research to design a course 
to teach reading for meaning in South 
Africa. The high-quality, multi-media 
open-access course trains Foundation 
Phase (Gr R-3) teachers how to teach 
reading for meaning in African lan-
guages. Using professionally filmed 
in-classroom videos, info-graphics and 
other multi-media, the course teach-
es the major components of reading, 
writing and numeracy in isiXhosa (the 
pilot language) with subtitles in En-
glish. Through a significant investment 
by the Allan Gray Orbis Foundation 
Endowment, FEMEF, Michael & Susan 
Dell Foundation along with smaller 
support funding from the VW Commu-
nity Trust and the Millennium Trust, 
the Funda Wande literacy course and 

materials have been rigorously devel-
oped over two years with input from 
over 15 South African academics from 
five universities.

The Funda Wande course is SAQA 
accredited and has strong support 
from the national Department of 
Basic Education, the Eastern Cape 
Department of Education and Rhodes 
University. The “Advanced Certificate 
in Teaching Foundation Phase 
Literacy” is a two-year part-time 
course offered by Rhodes University.

In addition to the course, Funda 
Wande provides on-going coaching for 
teachers. The Funda Wande in-service 
training model builds on the DBE’s 
Early Grade Reading Studies’ in-service 
training, which demonstrated the 
efficacy of using on-site coaching.

Ultimately, the Funda Wande Reading 
for Meaning project aims to achieve the 
following goals:

1. All South African children can read 
for meaning by the end of Grade 3
2. All Grade 1-3 teachers are well 
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equipped to teach children how to 
read by 2023

4.2. The Eastern Cape Intervention

Partnering with the Eastern Cape 
Department of Education (ECDoE), 
Funda Wande is implementing a pilot 
intervention to support Foundation 
Phase literacy teachers in teaching 
reading for meaning. The essential 
components of the pilot intervention 
comprise the following:

Coaching: This comprises of six 
expert coaches who are experienced 
foundation-phase literacy educators, 
resulting in a coach to school ratio of 
1:5. The coaches observe Grade 1-3 
teachers in their classrooms, provide 
targeted advice on how to improve their 
practice, as well as providing model 
lessons with their students. Coaches 
visit each school an average of three 
times a month. 

Learner and Teacher Support 
Material (LTSM) Box: Each teacher 
is provided with an LTSM box with a 
set of Funda Wande materials, readers 
and additional Graded reading aides 
like posters and phonics f lashcards 
that are aligned to the lesson plans. 
(see Figure 6)  The Funda Wande 
materials for teachers include 
structured lesson plans, handwriting 
booklets, baseline assessment booklets, 
group guided reading booklets, online 
resources for teachers and a pre-
loaded flash drive with the full set of 
Funda Wande videos and multimedia 
resources. All materials are aligned to 
the DBE CAPS curriculum and guides. 
The full-colour Funda Wande lesson 
plans have one double-page spread per 
day with photographs of key materials 
and corresponding guidelines on how 
to use them.

Training: Training consists of on-
site phase meetings once per week and 
occasional off-site workshops which 
allow teachers to work collectively on 
particular issues and to spend time 
working on Funda Wande materials 
together, to gain a stronger theoretical 
understanding of teaching literacy, and 
to plan for upcoming terms. Training 
consists of both whole-phase meetings 

Figure 6: LTSM Box 
exhibit

Figure 7: Grade 
specific lesson plans

Figure 11: Baseline assessment-, handwriting-, 
and group guided reading bookletss

Figure 9: Lesson Plan Daily  
Outline Example

Figure 8: Lesson Plan 
Introduction Section
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Iveki Yesi 5: Usuku lwesi 2

Izandi (imizuzu eli-15)
 n Izixhobo: Umzobo woluhlu loonobumba we-Vula Bula: ikhadi likanobumba u-/h/; incwadi 
yokwenza umsebenzi wesiXhosa ye-DBE, iphepha lama-74 nelama-75; oonotsheluza abasuka 
kuluhlu lwamagama ezandi: ihamile, ihotele, iharika, ihilihili

 n Amalungiselelo: Sika oonotsheluza bezandi.
 n Iinjongo zesifundo: Ukuchonga nokwenza isandi u-/h/ esisuka kumagama amatsha.

IMISEBENZI
1. Khumbuza

Jonga kwitshathi yezandi uze ukhangele ukuba bayawaqonda na abafundi amagama obe 
uwafundise ngezolo.
Ncamathisela ikhadi likanobumba ebhodini.

2. Amagama ezandi
 • Bafundise ngamagama amatsha ano-/h/ usebenzise oonotsheluza kunye nemifanekiso 
okanye izinto.

 • Thetha ngentsingiselo. Jonga isimo segama ngalinye. Cela abafundi bawalingise 
amagama okanye bawasebenzise kwizivakalisi.

 • Ncamathisela oonotsheluza kwitshathi uze ubasebenzise iveki yonke.
3. Incwadi yokwenza umsebenzi ye-DBE

 • Cela abafundi batyhile kwiphepha lama-74 kwiincwadi zabo zokwenza umsebenzi.
 ◦ Thetha ngomfanekiso okwiphepha lama-74 uze ubuze imibuzo:
 ◦ Midlalo mini oyibonayo emfanekisweni?

 • Khokela abafundi ekwenzeni imisebenzi ekwiphepha lama-74 nelama-75.
 • Jikeleza, uqinisekise ukuba abafundi bawenza ngokuchanekileyo umsebenzi.

Ukubhala ngesandla (imizuzu eli-15)
 n Izixhobo: Incwadi yokwenza umsebenzi wesiXhosa we-DBE, iphepha lama-76
 n Amalungiselelo: Qinisekisa ukuba umfundi ngamnye unencwadi yokwenza umsebenzi.
 n Iinjongo zesifundo: Ukuziqhelisa ukubhala unobumba u-/h/.

IMISEBENZI
1. Khumbuza

 • Buza abafundi ukuba basakhumbula na ukuba umenza njani unobumba u-/h/ xa 
umbhala.

 • Bhala emoyeni uze ucele abafundi bakujoyine.
 • Yithi: Qal’entloko uhl’ubhek’emzimbeni ubuye kwangalamgca ujikele uhle.

2. Ziqhelise
 • Xelela abafundi ukuba baziqhelise ukubhala unobumba u-/h/ (unobumba omncinci), 
besebenzisa iincwadi zabo ze-DBE zokwenza umsebenzi.

 • Qinisekisa ukuba bonke batyhile kwiphepha elichanekileyo.
 • Khokela kwaye walathise abafundi ngeli xesha babhalayo.
 • Khumbula ukukhangela uhlobo abahleli ngalo abafundi, ukubamba ipensile necala 
abakhokelela ngakulo xa bebhala.

Ukufunda ngamaqela (imizuzu engama-30)
 n Izixhobo: Amakhadi oonobumba, Vula Bula: incwadi yamabali
 n Amalungiselelo: Lungisa amakhadi oonobumba abafundisiweyo. Funda isifundo kwincwadi 
yokufunda ngamaqela. Funda ibali ze ulungise imibuzo yengqiqo.  

 n Iinjongo zesifundo: ukugxininisa oonobumba nezandi, kusetyenziswa amakhadi amancinci. 
Ukufunda ibali elilula. 

IMISEBENZI
 • Abanye abafundi – Nika abanye abafundi umsebenzi owulungisileyo, uqinisekise ukuba 
bayakuqonda amabakwenze. 

 • Oonobumba nezandi – Sebenzisa amakhadi amancinci oonobumba, uyalela abafundi 
baphakamise lo nobumba uwubizileyo ze bakhe amagama alula. 

 • Ibali – Ibali elikumgangatho wokufunda weqela elo – Kwimizuzu embalwa Xoxani ngemifanekiso 
ze unike ithuba umfundi ngamnye afunde, uncede apho adinga uncedo khona.

8

Umbono Ubalaseleyo3 : Ukusebenzisa izicwangciso zokufundisa zika-Funda Wande

1. Yintoni iinjongo zeezizicwangciso    
    zezifundo zika-Funda Wande? 

Iinjongo zezizicwangciso zezifundo kukunika 
ootitshala ubuchule neengcebiso zokufundisa iiklasi 
ezinamanani aphezulu abafundi abakumazinga 
ahlukileyo, ukuze kungabikho bani ushiyekelayo. 

2. Yintoni ekwisicwangciso sokufundisa?

Isicwangciso ngasinye sinezizinto zilandelayo:

1. Izixhobo zesifundo
2. Amalungiselelo esifundo
3. Iinjongo zesifundo
4. Onke amanqanaba esifundo

ngokulandelelana kwawo
5. Imisebenzi yovavanyo olusesikweni yekota.

3. Zeziphi izixhobo ezihamba       
    nezizicwangciso?

1. Kukuphulaphula nokuthetha kuhamba kunye nezi  
    zixhobo:

• Iipowusta ze-DBE
• Oonotsheluza
• Iincwadi zamabali – zesifundo zokufundelwa 

ngutitshala
2. Kukufunda notitshala kuhamba kunye nezi   
    zixhobo: 

• Incwadi ezinkulu zakwa-Vula Bula
• Oonotsheluza 
• Ipowusta yezigaba zebali
• Amakhadi Obuchule beNgqiqo
• Itshati yesigama

3. Kwizandi nazo zihamba nezi:
• Ikhadi yoonobumba yakwa-Vula Bula
• Amagama oonobumba akwa-Vula Bula 
• Ikhadi yezandi yakwa-Vula Bula 
• Amagama ezandi akwa-Vula Bula 
• Itshati yezandi

4. Kukubhala ngesandla kuhamba nezizandi:
• Incwadana yokubhala ngesandla (yeBanga loku-1)

5. Ukubhala kuhamba nezizixhobo 
• Ipowusta yesakhelo sokubhala

6. Kukufunda ngamaqela kuphuma
• Incwadana yovavanyo olusisiseko
• Incwadana yokufunda ngamaqela

Ukusebenzisa izicwangciso
zokufundisa zika-Funda Wande

Video #3: Introduction to the Lesson Plans. (3:43min)
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after school (three per term), and one-
on-one in-classroom visits with each 
teacher in Foundation Phase (at least 
once per term).

HOD training: It is important that 
HODs are capacitated to take over the 
role of coach and literacy specialist 
after the intervention finishes. To 
that end all Foundation Phase HODs 
have been given a bursary by Funda 
Wande to enrol in the 2-year part-time 
“Advanced Certificate in Teaching 
Foundation Phase Literacy” at Rhodes 
University. This is a blended-learning 
professional-development qualification 
that includes block-week sessions at 
Rhodes as well as off-site work with 
professional learning communities 
(PLCs).

The intervention includes all 
Foundation Phase teachers in each 
school and was initially scheduled 
to run for two years (2019-2020). 
The intervention has recently been 
extended in both scope and duration 
to the end of 2022. Section 9 provides 
details on the expansion of the scope 
to include support and coaching for 
numeracy with the same teachers 
through the Bala Wande: Calculating 
with Confidence programme.

Figure 10: Online Teacher Resources  
(YouTube training videos)

Figure 12: Group guided reading 
booklet content example

Figure 13: Vula Bula  
Graded Readers

Figure 14: Training on use of Vula Bula 
Graded Reader

14 15

Group Guided Reading

Xa ubiza lamagama gxininisa izandi 
ezingqindilili 

Buza abafundi: “Nicinga 
ukuba eli bali lingatoni?’’

ã ã

Ukufunda ngamaqela (imizuzu engama-30)

 Amaqela amabini (imizuzu eli-15 ngalinye)
 Izixhobo: Ingqokelela yamabali e-Vula Bula.
 Amalungiselelo: Khetha ibali elilungele  

ukufundwa liqela ngalinye.

 Thethani ngemithetho yokufunda ngamaqela: 
Mamela xa omnye efunda ungaphazamisi,  
landela oko kufundwayo ngokuzolileyo.

 Ukufunda
•Thethani ngeqweqwe nesihloko. 
•Qikelela: Buza iqela ukuba licinga ukuba 
 ibali l iza kuba ngantoni.
•Qala ngokufunda iphepha lokuqala 
 ubabonisa indlela yokufunda 
 ngokutyibilika.
•Nika umfundi ngamnye ithuba lokufunda 
 eyedwa. 
•Nceda apho kuyimfuneko.
•Buza imibuzo ephuhlisa ingqiqo. 
•Vala ibali ngokuyalela abafundi ukuba 

 balifunde kwakhona ekhaya. 
•Ukuphela kwebali, lungisa elinye ibali ukuze 
 elinye iqela lifunde kwisifundo esilandelayo.

Abanye abafundi
Qinisekisa ukuba bonke abanye abafundi 
banomsebenzi abanokuqhubekeka ngawo. 
Bangasebenza kwiincwadi zabo ze-DBE zokwenza 
umsebenzi.

Umsebenzi wasekhaya
Fundela umzali wakho/ umntu omdala ibali 
obulifunde neqela lakho esikolweni.

Ibali- 1 Bala

Ukufunda ngamaqela (imizuzu engama-30)

 Amaqela amabini (imizuzu eli-15 ngalinye)
 Izixhobo: Ingqokelela yamabali e-Vula Bula
 Amalungiselelo: Yenza amakhadi kanobumba 

u-/a/, /e/, /i/, /o/, /u/, no-/b/. 
 Injongo zesifundo: Ukuchonga nokuvakalisa 

izandi zonoobumba u-/b/ and /a/. Ukufunda izandi 
ngabanoobumba.

Imisebenzi 
Yiba neqela elinye labafundi elihleli emethini 
phambi kwakho. 

 Amakhadi onoobumba
•Beka amakhadi onoobumba phambi   
 kwabafundi uze ubuze umfundi ngamnye   
 achole unobumba abize isandi sawo.

 Ukufunda
•Khomba kwisihloko uze usifunde. Gxinisisa  
 kwisandi soonobumba u-/b/ kunye no-/a/.
•Cela umfundi wokuqala afunde igama   

 elikwiphepha lokuqala u-bala.
 Umfundi kufuneka alathe egameni   
 ngelixesha efunda babe abanye abafundi  
 belandela ngokuthuleyo.
•Funda isisvakalisi sokugqibela: hayi bo!   
 Yeyam.
•Cela umfundi akubonise u-/b/ no /a/.   
 Umfundi makolathe aze alibize. (Yenza   
 nomfundi ngamnye.)
•Bavumele baguqule umbhalo ofihlakeleyo  
 (decode) uze ubacele bafunde    
 ngotyibiliko. 

Abanye abafundi
Zoba imifanekiso ecaleni kwamagama kuluhlu 
lwezandi. 

Umsebenzi wasekhaya
Fundela umzali wakho/ umntu omdala ibali 
obulifunde neqela lakho esikolweni.

1
P
a
g
e

Anthology
Training

24-28 June 2019
Eastern Cape



16 | Impact Evaluation Of Funda Wande Coaching Intervention Midline Findings 

5. Evaluation Design
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5.1. Evaluation Questions

The primary aim of the evaluation 
is to assess whether Funda Wande 
is effective in moving schools 
towards the programme’s stated 
goal of all learners reading for 
meaning by the end of Grade 3. 
Specifically, we will investigate the 
impact of the intervention on both 
foundational reading skills and reading 
comprehension in the learners’ home 
language. 

A secondary aim of the evaluation 
will be to contribute to ongoing 
research on how to appropriately 
measure reading for meaning. This 
project will also feed into and build on 
existing empirical research on African 
languages in South Africa. 

The Eastern Cape pilot will also 
provide an opportunity for Funda 
Wande to test and refine the 
implementation model. Learnings from 
the evaluation will feed directly into 
this process.

5.2. Evaluation Methodology 
Overview
The impact evaluation will use a 
randomized control trial (RCT) with 
schools randomized into one of two 
arms – Funda Wande and control – for 
a four-year period (2019-2022). The 
primary hypothesis of the trial is that 
learners of teachers who receive Funda 
Wande training materials, resources 
and coaching support will have better 
reading outcomes than otherwise 
comparable learners. 

The evaluation team will conduct 
reading assessments with learners 
in all schools before the programme 
starts (baseline) and then four more 
times over the following four years. 
We will then compare the average 
growth in reading skills of learners in 
Funda Wande schools with learners 
in the schools that did not receive the 
intervention. Randomizing the schools 
into the treatment and control groups 
ensures that the groups will be very 
similar before the programme starts. 
This means that any differences in the 
reading ability of learners between the 
two groups at midline and/or endline 
can be attributed to the Funda Wande 
programme. The evaluation design and 
timelines are summarised in Figure 15.

Figure 15: Funda Wande Impact 
Evaluation Design

Recruit schools and finalise sample

FUNDA WANDE 

CONTROL

Outcomes for both
groups are measured

MIDLINE I 
NOV 2019

MIDLINE II 
NOV 2020

MIDLINE III 
NOV 2021

ENDLINE
NOV 2022

Population split into  
2 groups at random

BASELINE 
JAN 2019
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5.3. Recruitment And Random 
Assignment
Working with ECDoE, Funda Wande 
invited schools from the three urban 
and peri-urban districts in the Eastern 
Cape (Nelson Mandela Bay, Sarah 
Baartman, and Buffalo City) to apply 
to be part of  the programme and then 
screened the applications to exclude 
schools with chronic management 
problems, severe overcrowding (class 
sizes of 50 plus) or fewer than 20 
learners per Grade. These criteria 
were decided in collaboration with the 
ECDoE. One approach of the Funda 
Wande intervention is to “work with the 
willing”, that is to work with schools 
who do want an intervention in their 
schools. The logic is that there are 
thousands of schools requiring support 
in South Africa and that it makes the 
most sense to start with schools that 
want support. All schools are no-fee 
schools where the vast majority of 
learners cannot read for meaning. To 
be eligible a school principal must 
write a letter of motivation asking to be 
included in the intervention, with the 
letter signed by themselves, the Deputy 
Principal, the HOD and a School 
Governing Body (SGB) member. 

Based on the primary inclusion 
criteria, Funda Wande received a 
list of eligible schools from the three 
respective district managers. The list of 
93 schools₁₁ were based on the explicit 
criteria that schools should be no-fee, 
public primary or -combined schools 
(i.e. have Grade 1-3 learners), with 
no other major literacy intervention 
ongoing and an isiXhosa language 
of learning and teaching (LOLT). 
Invitations were sent to all 93 schools 
from the district official lists, of which 
77 schools both a) returned completed 
application forms and b) were self-
described as motivated to take part 
in the study. Funda Wande further 
screened the applications to exclude 
schools with chronic management 
problems, severe overcrowding (greater 
than 50 learners per class) or fewer 
than 20 learners  
per Grade.

Of the returned applications, 
63 schools were selected for the 

programme. From a programme 
administrative standpoint, Funda 
Wande also had an informal selection 
criterion of not including schools 
that were outside of approximately 1 
hour 30 minutes’ drive from either 
of the three central locations (East 
London, Port Elizabeth or Makana 
(Grahamstown)). 

Figure 16 locates the final sample 
within the universe of public, 
ordinary, no-fee schools offering 
Foundation Phase in the three 
districts. The figures are based on 
Education Management Information 
Systems (EMIS) administrative 
data for the period when the school 
selection process took place (term 
three of 2018) merged with data from 
the Data Driven Districts (DDD) 
dashboards₁₂. Of the 543 schools, 

11. Of the 93 schools invited to participate, 
36 schools were from Nelson Mandela Bay, 
38 from Buffalo City and 19 from the Sarah 
Baartman district.
12. This database is a collaborative effort 
by the DBE and the Michael and Susan 
Dell Foundation, providing education 
practitioners, -administrators and- 
researchers with fine-grained learner level 
data. From this dataset, a school’s LOLT 
was determined to be isiXhosa if all Grade 
3 learners had marks for isiXhosa home 
language (therefore also excluding dual 
medium schools).

Figure 16: School selection process from plausible populations of schools in the 3 districts

Based on first round 
inclusion criteria:

isiXhosa LOLT; Primary/
combined, no-fee public 
school; no major literacy 

interventions ongoing

Based on first round 
inclusion criteria:

isiXhosa LOLT; Primary/
combined, no-fee public 
school; no major literacy 

interventions ongoing

Public, no-fee primary schools (with Foundation Phase) 
in the 3 districts

543

+ isiXhosa LOLT

390

+urban

261

+ quintile 3

247

+ at least 20 Grade 3 learners

225

+ Eligible Schools Invited

93

+ Applications Received

77

+ Sampling Frame 

63

+ Sample

59
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78 percent have isiXhosa as the sole 
language of learning and teaching 
(LOLT). Sixty-seven percent of 
these schools are urban. Almost all 
(95 percent) of these schools are 
classified as quintile three. Finally, 91 
percent of the remaining schools have 
at least 20 Grade 3 learners. The total 
number of schools satisfying these 
criteria is 225.

The original aim was to have a 
sample of 10 treatment and 10 control 
schools per district. The total number 
of schools in the Sarah Baartman 
district was only 14. These schools 
were therefore merged with the 
Uitenhage schools to create a group 
of 20 schools. There was a total of 22 
schools in the Port Elizabeth district 
and we randomly selected two of 
these schools as possible replacement 
schools, randomly assigning one to 
treatment and the other to control. 
Within each group of 20 schools, 
we randomly assigned half of the 
schools to receive the Funda Wande 
program, with the other half serving 
as control schools. (Figure 17 shows 
the location of the schools included in 
the RCT.)

Post randomization, we discovered 
that the LOLT of two control schools 

was not isiXhosa throughout the 
Foundation Phase. We therefore 
dropped these schools and included 
the one control school from the 
replacement group. The final baseline 
sample is comprised of 29 control 
schools and 30 treatment schools.

Within each school, we randomly 
selected one Grade 1 class and one 
Grade 2 class. Within each of these 
selected classes, we randomly selected 
10 learners. These 1180 learners 
represent the first two cohorts (A 
and B). With the extension of the 
programme, we will add an additional 
cohort of 10 randomly selected Grade 
1 learners in 2020. Table 1 below 
provides an overview of the three 
cohorts we will be following over 
the 2019-2022 period. Although 
the intervention is in the entire 
Foundation Phase (Grade R-3), the 
evaluation is tracking specific cohorts 
as indicated below:

Figure 16: School selection process from plausible populations of schools in the 3 districts

Figure 17: 
Location of 
Funda Wande 
Impact Evaluation 
schools

Table 1: Funda Wande Impact Evaluation cohorts

Grade 2019 2020 2021 2022

1 Cohort A Cohort C

2 Cohort B Cohort A Cohort C

3 Cohort B Cohort A Cohort C

Nelson Mandela Bay

Sarah Baartman

Buffalo City
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5.4. Instruments

An extended Early Grade Reading 
Assessment (EGRA) that included 
a range of pre-literacy and literacy 
tasks was administered to each of the 
randomly selected learners at baseline 
and midline. The assessments used 
the standard isiXhosa EGRA with 
adaptations developed by Nangamso 
Mtsatse, Nwabisa Makaluza and Cally 
Ardington and drew heavily on the 
following sources:

• Zenex Foundation (Letter sounds, 
Phonemic Awareness, Word Reading, 
Oral Reading Fluency, Reading 
Comprehension) 
• Professor Elizabeth Pretorius 
(Productive and Receptive 
Vocabulary)
• EGRS & RTI (Object Naming)
• Room to Read (Sentence Choice) 
• ELOM and IDELA (Expressive 
Vocabulary and Name Writing)
• Wordworks (Writing Letters and 
Writing Words)
• NORC (Vocabulary)

Many of the tasks built on minor 
adaptations made by NORC, at the 
University of Chicago, for the USAID 
funded Story Powered Schools Impact 
Evaluation₁₃. We have also benefited 
hugely from the input of the Story 
Powered Schools and Funda Wande 
evaluation field teams, particularly 
on translations and appropriate 
language.  

Table 2 shows the full range 
of sub-tasks and indicates the 
Grade(s) and data collection rounds 
in which they were administered. 
The inclusion of a range of EGRA 
subtasks in the baseline assessment 
was motivated by two key concerns. 
Firstly, learning to read depends 
on a complex set of interconnected 
skills, including both oral language 
and literacy related skills (Snow, 
2017). The evaluation is interested in 
examining the relationship between 
these various skills both concurrently 
and longitudinally as they develop. 
Understanding where the greatest 
deficits lie and which skills the 
intervention most effectively impacts 

is essential for ongoing programme 
design. Second, there are statistical 
reasons for including a range of 
measures. As the vast majority 
of learners are not reading at the 
appropriate level for their age, we 
expect f loor effects (i.e. many 
learners scoring zero) in many of the 
core EGRA subtasks, particularly for 
Grade 1 learners. We therefore employ 
a range of subtasks, including pre-
literacy measures, in order to ensure 
that there is good discrimination 
between learners at baseline and at 
midline.

The range of literacy and pre-
literacy assessments conducted at 
baseline were generally used again 
for the midline learner evaluations. 
At baseline, Grade 1 learners were 
not assessed on certain higher order 
skills that one would not expect 
them to have acquired right at the 
start of their schooling career. 
However, Grade 1 learners were 
assessed for most of these skills at 
midline, including word reading, 
paragraph reading f luency and 
reading comprehension tasks. Of the 
higher order skills from the baseline 
assessment, only the sentence choice 
task was conducted on Grade 2  
learners only.

A few subtasks from baseline were 
not included in the midline. The 
rapid automatized naming (RAN) 
task was included at baseline to 
identify learners who had zero, single 
or double RAN and phonological 
awareness deficits (Dubek et al. 
2017) at baseline, with the interest 
in tracking the literacy development 
of these three groups of learners 
through the waves of the study. The 
receptive listening task was excluded 

13. This is a randomized controlled trial 
impact evaluation of Nal’ibali’s Story 
Powered School programme involving over 
9000 Grade 2 to 4 learners in 360 rural 
Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal schools. 
The evaluation runs from early 2017 to late 
2019. See Menendez and Ardington (2018).

Understanding where the greatest deficits lie and 
which skills the intervention most effectively impacts 
is essential for ongoing programme design.
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Skill Sub-task & Measurement Baseline Midline

Receptive listening 
comprehension

Perform actions following verbal 
instruction from the enumerator

Grade 1 & 2

Productive listening 
comprehension

Number of questions answered 
correctly about a passage read 
aloud by the enumerator

Grade 1 & 2 Grade 1 & 2

Expressive vocabulary Learner is asked to name items in 
shop and animals

Grade 1 & 2 Grade 1

Letter sound knowledge Number of letters sounds identified 
in 60 seconds 

Grade 1 & 2 Grade 1 & 2

Digraph/trigraph sound 
knowledge

Number of digraphs and trigraphs 
identified in 60 seconds

Grade 1 & 2 Grade 1 & 2

Phonemic awareness Identify and manipulate phonemes 
(starting and ending sounds of 
words, segmenting words)  

Grade 1 & 2 Grade 1 & 2

Word recognition Selecting the word read by the 
enumerator from four possible 
CVCV words

Grade 1

Rapid Automatized Naming Number of familiar pictures 
correctly identified in 60 seconds

Grade 1

Word recognition Number of correct CVCV words 
read in 60 seconds

Grade 2 Grade 1 & 2

Word recognition Familiar word reading, number of 
correct words read in 60 seconds

Grade 2 Grade 1 & 2

Oral Reading Fluency Connected text reading, number of 
words read correctly from the first 
reading passage in 60 seconds

Grade 2 Grade 1 & 2

Reading Comprehension Number of questions answered 
correctly about the passage read 
aloud by the student

Grade 2 Grade 1 & 2

Oral Reading Fluency II Connected text reading, number 
of words from a second reading 
passage read correctly in 60 
seconds

Grade 2

Reading Comprehension II Number of questions answered 
correctly about the passage read 
aloud by the student

Grade 2

Receptive vocabulary Identifying correct picture to match 
word

Grade 1 & 2

Reading Comprehension Identifying whether each of 20 short 
sentences make sense

Grade 2 Grade 2

Writing Writing name Grade 1

Writing Copying a word Grade 1

Writing Writing letters Grade 1 & 2

Writing Writing words Grade 2

 

from midline due to ceiling effects 
(i.e. many learners scoring full 
marks) at baseline. In the interests 
of avoiding learner fatigue during 
the assessments, we did not include 
the baseline writing tasks at midline. 
Writing tasks are likely to be included 
in some of the subsequent rounds of 
data collection.

Grade 2 learners’ reading f luency 
was assessed on two separate 
passages at midline. The first passage 
was the same passage used to assess 
reading f luency and -comprehension 

at baseline, whilst the newly 
introduced second passage was 
slightly longer and more challenging. 
The first passage was developed by 
Professor Elizabeth Pretorius for 
the Zenex Foundation. The newly 
introduced passage provides a second 
measure of reading f luency and 
subsequent reading comprehension 
assessment for Grade 2 learners, 
developed by Nangamso Mtsatse 
and Nwabisa Makaluza from Funda 
Wande. Both texts are available 
on request. Having two different 

Table 2: Reading skills and subtasks in Baseline and Midline assessments
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texts on which reading f luency and 
-comprehension are assessedallows 
one to go beyond only measuring 
learners’ progression, but also to 
distinguish whether changes in scores 
for Grade 2 learners on these tasks 
are purely down to skills acquired 
over the academic year (and not to 
any extent due to learners to recalling 
the texts). An additional benefit to 
including the second passage is that 
it will allow comparisons with SPS 
sample of rural learners assessed on 
the same passage (in the first term of 
Grade 2 and the third term of Grade 
3).

For both the passages learners were 
only asked comprehension questions 
based on the point up to which they 
had completed the preceding reading 
passage. Low levels of reading f luency 
therefore posed a potential hurdle to 
assessing reading comprehension: 
even if learners could at least start 
reading from the passage, the 
majority of learners could not read 
far enough for them to complete 
all the subsequent comprehension 
questions (discussed further below). 
Learners were therefore assessed 
on their reading f luency based on 
how many words they could read 
accurately in the first 60 seconds. 
Learners were allowed an additional 
two minutes to continue reading 
from the two passages, before they 
were asked comprehension questions 
based on the respective passages 
immediately thereafter.

In light of the challenge presented 
by low reading f luency levels, another 
task was included to assess learners’ 
reading comprehension whilst relying 
significantly less on their f luency 
levels. More precisely, the sentence 
comprehension subtask was untimed 
and consisted of 20 short sentences 
(typically two words in isiXhosa), 
which learners had to read and then 
indicate whether the sentence makes 
sense or not. Each sentence had a 
pair, for example “Fire is cold” and 
“Fire is hot”. Learners scored one 
point if their responses for both items 
in the pair were correct, and scored 
zero otherwise.

Both the Funda Wande intervention 

and evaluation therefore place 
a particular emphasis on the 
programme’s main outcome: reading 
with comprehension. The measures 
of comprehension are significantly 
more extensive than those generally 
used in Early Grade Reading 
Assessment (EGRA) type literacy 
tests (Gove and Wetternberg, 2011). 
For example, recent adaptations of 
the EGR A assessments like those 
in Liberia (Korda and Piper, 2011), 

Kenya (Piper et al., 2014) and 
South Africa (Cilliers et al, 2019) 
all ask four to f ive short questions 
subsequent to learners’ one reading 
f luency task. Generally, the sole 
comprehension task consists of 
four basic literal questions and one 
more challenging inferential type 
question, with learners only asked 
questions related up to the section 
of paragraph that they managed to 
read in the one minute. 

In contrast, three separate reading 
comprehension tasks are employed 
here, all of which provide a more 
extensive assessment of learners’ 
comprehension skills. The first 
reading comprehension task is based 
on a short passage of 41 words. It 
consists of 14 questions (of which 11 
are literal and three are interpretive 

Both the Funda Wande intervention and evaluation therefore place 
a particular emphasis on the programme’s main outcome: reading 
with comprehension.



Impact Evaluation Of Funda Wande Coaching Intervention Midline Findings | 23

questions), with learners are allowed 
to keep the text in front of them 
to aid in answering the questions. 
The second reading passage is 
longer (55 words in length) and the 
subsequent comprehension task more 
challenging.  In this case the passage 
is no longer available as a reference 
for the comprehension questions 
and learners are asked ten questions 
(split halfway between literal and 
interpretive questions). 

At the end of the learner 
assessment, we conducted a short 
interview with each learner. At 
baseline this included questions 
about books in the home and a range 
of household possessions. At midline, 
there were several questions about 
the Vula Bula anthologies provided 
by the ECDoE. At each round, the 
height of each learner was measured 
and recorded.

At baseline, the field team 
administered a short questionnaire 
on access to reading materials and 
resources with the teachers of the 
selected Grade 1 and Grade 2 classes 
in each school. The midline teacher 
questionnaire focused on the reading 
proficiency of their class and use of 
the Vula Bula anthologies. Teachers 
were also given a task to complete on 
their own. The task focused on how 
the teacher would use material from 
the Vula Bula anthologies in literacy 
and reading lessons.

At midline, the field team 
conducted a classroom observation 
of both teachers’ classrooms to 
determine whether each learner 
had their own copy of the Vula Bula 
anthologies. They also recorded 
whether there were any bookshelves 
or library corners in the classroom 
and the extent to which the 
classroom would be classified as 
print rich. 

Another short questionnaire on 
other literacy interventions and the 
delivery of the Vula Bula anthologies 
was administered to the Principal or 
HOD at midline.

All assessments and interviews 
were conducted entirely in isiXhosa 
by isiXhosa-home-language 
enumerators.

5.5. Ethical Clearance And 
Departmental Permission
The study and all associated data 
collection activities gained approval 
from the University of Cape Town 
Commerce Ethics in Research 
Committee (REC 2018/010/121 and 
REC 2019/10/007) Permission to 
conduct research in the schools was 
also obtained from the ECDoE on 
17 January 2019. In addition to the 
formal application for permission 
we also created a two page FAQs to 
inform department officials about the 
evaluation. 
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6. Midline Fieldwork
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The midline fieldwork was conducted by ikapadata, the same company that conducted the baseline. 
Despite some challenges, the fieldwork was successfully completed. Full details on training, field-
work, data cleaning and quality control can be found in the Midline Field Report. 

6.1. Midline Sample

Overall, 94 percent of learners assessed 
at baseline, were re-assessed at midline 
(Table 3).  The predominant reason 
for learner attrition were either that 
learners were absent on the days that 
fieldworkers visited and revisited the 
schools, or learners permanently left 
the school – altogether four percent of 
the baseline sample. One treatment-
assigned school refused to be assessed 
due to unresolved disputes between the 
school and Funda Wande. We contacted 
Funda Wande who confirmed that they 
had had a very difficult experience 
with this school and that their coach 
was unable to visit the school due 
to objections about scheduling. The 
ECDoE also confirmed that this was a 
“problem school.”. After the multiple 
attempts to engage the school, we had 
no choice but to remove this school. 
This accounts for a further two percent 
of the baseline sample. In the other 
isolated cases (less than one percent 
of the baseline learners), learners were 
not reassessed because they refused 
reassessment, they had behavioural 
and/or learning disabilities prevented 
assessments from taking place, or 
the assessment was not captured 
due to technical challenges in data 
collection₁₄. 

Hearing and vision screening was 
successfully completed for 87 percent 
of Grade 1 and 90 percent of Grade 
2 learners who completed the EGRA 
assessments and interviews. 

Grade 1 Grade 2 Total

Assessed 555 561 1116

School refused 10 10 20

Learner no 
longer at 
school

14 7 21

Learner absent 12 11 23

Learner refused 2 1 3

Special needs 2 0 2

Data error 0 2 2

Total 595 592 1187

Of the 118 teachers interviewed at 
baseline, 19 could not be interviewed at 
midline. Substitute teachers replaced 
baseline teachers if the baseline 
teachers met any of the following 
replacement conditions: a) they moved 
from the school/retired, b) they are 
teaching a different Grade in the school, 
or c) if they were on sick/incapacity 
leave starting prior to commencement 
of fieldwork and with unknown return 
date. These teachers were replaced with 
the current class teacher for the class 
selected at baseline. Nine teachers were 
replaced. The remaining seven teachers 
were in the school that refused the field 
team access (two teachers), could not 
be interviewed due to time constraints 
(four teachers), or were absent on 
all visits from the field team (four 
teachers). 

Interviews were conducted with 
principals or HODs in 57 schools. In 

14. The original sample design and power 
calculations were based on assessing 10 
Grade 1 and 10 Grade 2 learners at each 
school. At the start of baseline fieldwork, 
we decided to explore whether it would be 
possible to complete 12 learners in each 
Grade. Within the first week, it became 
clear that this was an unrealistic target and 
we reverted back to the original plan of 10 
learners per Grade. Baseline data includes 
11 schools with 12 Grade 1 learners, 2 
schools with 12 Grade 2 learners and 3 
schools with 11 Grade 2 learners. For these 
schools, the additional learners assessed 
at baseline were used as replacements for 
unavailable (absent/transferred/refused) 
learners. Table 3 includes seven of the 
additional learners assessed at baseline who 
were used as replacement learners. These 
seven learners replaced four absent learners 
and three learners who had left the school.

Table 3: Midline status for full sample of learners
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one school, neither the principal nor 
the HOD was available for interview 
during either the first fieldwork visit 
or the mop-up visit. The interview 
is also missing for the school that 
refused to participate altogether. 
Classroom observational checks 
on the Vula Bula anthologies were 
conducted in 55 Grade 1 and 55 Grade 
2 classrooms. Aside from the school 
that refused to participate, classroom 
observations were not conducted due 
to non-availability of teachers and/or 
learners.

6.2. Attrition And Midline Balance

The overall attrition rate for the 
learner sample was six percent₁₅.
Attrition was slightly higher amongst 
learners in treatment schools as 
compared to learners in controls 
schools (seven percent versus five 
percent). 

Attrition has two potential impacts 
on the RCT. The first is a small 
reduction in statistical power with a 
slightly smaller sample. Our power 
calculations behind the sample design 
are based on fairly conservative 
assumptions so this reduction in 
sample size is not of great concern. 
The second is the potential for 
selection bias to be introduced into 
the sample, thereby threatening a key 
strength of the RCT methodology: 
the internal validity of the estimated 
programme impacts. 

Baseline equivalence of the full 
sample was guaranteed through 
the random assignment of schools 
to treatment and control using 
statistical software. Subsequent 
checks to assess attrition suggest 
that any differential attrition 
between learners in treatment and 
control schools does not lead to 
an imbalanced sample at midline. 
Column (1) in appendix Table A1 
shows the regression of treatment 
status on whether or not a learner 
attrited, taking into account the 
sub-district (or strata) within which 
schools were randomly assigned. 
There is no statistically significant 
differential attrition between learners 

in the two groups.  The low overall 
attrition and minimal differential 
attrition₁₆ comfortably fall within the 
What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) 
(2020:10) conservative limits for low 
expected bias, and therefore meets 
the highest possible WWC standards.

In a similar vein, appendix Table 
A2 shows that non-attriting learners 
are still balanced in terms of a 
range of baseline assessment scores, 
observable learner characteristics and 
household assets. Standard protocols 
are available to assess whether 
the two groups are equivalent at 
midline, using the standardised 
mean differences (of effect sizes₁₇) 
in variables between treatment and 
control groups (WWC, 2020:13). 
As expected, the differences 
between treatment and control on 
all variables are within the limits 
to satisfy baseline equivalence₁₈. 
Given the checks on the balance and 
equivalence of the two groups of non-
attriting learners, we are satisfied 
that the programme impacts can be 
reliably estimated.

As is to be expected from previous 
evaluations (for e.g. Cilliers et 
al., 2019), teacher attrition was 
slightly higher at eight percent₁₉. 
Although the attrition rate was 
higher in treatment schools than 
control schools (10 percent versus 
seven percent), this difference is not 
statistically significant.

15. The attrition rate takes into account 
the seven learners who were replaced (i.e. 
attrition is calculated for the sample of 1187 
learners).
16. See Table A1, column (1): there is a 
three percent mean difference in attrition 
rates between learners in the two groups.
 17. Effect sizes are calculated as the 
difference in means between the treatment 
and control groups, divided by the pooled 
standard deviation for the variable.
18. If the effect sizes are 0.05 or less 
in absolute value, the two groups are 
considered equivalent on that dimension. 
When effect sizes are in the range between 
0.05 and 0.25, the baseline measures 
should be included as controls in the 
model estimating programme effects to 
satisfy equivalence Variables for which such 
adjustments are required include 12 of the 
18 sub-tasks, learner age, whether they have 
non-academic books at home, and whether 
their household owns a computer or has a 
toilet. These variables are therefore added 
as controls to satisfy equivalence between 
the two groups, and not only to improve the 
precision of the estimates of programme 
impact. No effect size is greater than 0.25 
in absolute value - the level at which the 
samples are considered to be not equivalent.
19. This proportion includes substitute 
teachers as non-attritors as the information 
that we collect from teachers is about the 
availability and use of reading materials in 
the class rather than information about the 
individual teacher. Excluding the replacement 
teachers, the attrition rate is 16%.

Overall, 94 percent of learners assessed at 
baseline, were re-assessed at midline.
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7. Midline Results
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The range of subtests provide insights into both i) the literacy and pre-literacy sub-tasks that 
learners can and can’t do, ii) how these skills develop over time in the status quo schooling 
environment, and iii) how these skills are affected by the Funda Wande intervention. We begin by 
examining the development of these skills amongst learners in the control schools before moving on 
to quantifying the impact of the Funda Wande intervention.

7.1. Development Of Reading 
Skills In The Control Group

Table 4 presents a summary of the 
average midline score, standard 
deviation and percentage of learners 
scoring zero on each of the EGRA sub-
tasks for Grade 1 and Grade 2 learners 
in control schools. For all the tasks that 
were conducted at both baseline and 
endline, we also summarize the change 
in the percentage of control group 
learners scoring zero and the average 
scores in Figures 18 and 19.

The percentage of Grade 1’s scoring 
zero for letter sounds decreased from 
more than half of the sample at the 
start of the year, to only six percent 
by year end. For the more challenging 
letter sounds (digraphs and trigraphs), 
58 percent of Grade 1’s could not sound 
out one digraph or trigraph by the end 
of the year (down from 97 percent). 
Reading digraphs and trigraphs are a 
crucial foundational skill for reading 
words in isiXhosa. At the other end of 
the spectrum, about one third of Grade 
1’s could correctly sound more than 33 
sounds per minute correctly, falling 
to only one in twenty for digraphs and 
trigraphs.

 Grade 1 Grade 2

 Mean Std 
dev.

% zero 
score

Mean Std 
dev.

% zero 
score

Correct letter 
sounds per minute

24.3 18.5 8% 44.8 20.3 1%

Correct di/tri-
graphs per minute

6.2 10.6 58% 24.3 19.6 15%

Phonemic 
awareness

3.3 2.1 10% 5.0 1.9 2%

Productive listening 
comprehension

3.2  1.4 4% 3.9 1.2 1%

Correct CVCV 
words per minute

6.3 9.5 50% 20.4 16.4 20%

Correct words per 
minute

4.2 6.7 50% 14.7 11.9 22%

Oral reading 
fluency (passage 1)

4.5 7.6 50% 16.7 14.0 16%

Reading 
comprehension 
(passage 1)

2.3 3.3 58% 6.4 4.0 18%

Expressive 
vocabulary

9.1 3.5 0%    

Vocabulary    5.5 0.8 0%

Sentence choice    5.4 3.8 27%

Oral reading 
fluency (passage 2)

   15.3 13.5 24%

Reading 
comprehension 
(passage 2)

   4.0 3.1 27%

Observations 279   278
    

Table 4: Midline EGRA score for control group learners

7. Midline Results
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Figure 18. Percentage of control 
group learners scoring zero at 
baseline and midline 

Figure 19. Average scores for control group learners at 
baseline and midline
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7.2. Treatment Effects

7.2.1. PRIMARY OUTCOME MEASURES

In a similar fashion to Cilliers et al. 
(2019), we constructed a composite 
score of the isiXhosa reading 
proficiency based on the different 
EGRA sub-tasks on which learners 
were assessed. This was done for both 
the full sample for the common tasks 
on which learners in both Grades 
were assessed, as well as for Grade 
2’s only (given the additional f luency 
and comprehension tasks that they 
were assessed on). The statistical 
method used, Principal Components 
Analysis (PCA), reduces the data from 
the different sub-tasks to create a 
single variable that captures the most 
common variation among them: the 
first principal component. Intuitively, 
the principal component is taken to 
be ref lective of a common underlying 
construct, which we here take to 
ref lect isiXhosa reading proficiency. 
Only the control group’s midline sub-
tasks are used to construct the index, 
as these scores give the “business as 
usual” weighting of the respective 
factors to the composite reading 
proficiency index. In order to simplify 
interpretation, the composite index 
was standardised by subtracting the 
control group mean and dividing by 
its standard deviation (allowing for 
interpretation in terms of standard 
deviations). 

The purpose of the composite score 
is to create one transparent and 
clearly defined overarching measure 
of programme impacts. Statistically, 
it serves as a reassurance that our 
overall assessment of programme 
impact, heterogeneous treatment 
impacts and robustness checks 
are not selectively reported for 
certain sub-tasks and/or sub-
groups. Nevertheless, given that i) 
the sub-tests do not all necessarily 
fit together in one coherent whole 
and ii) that we are also interested 
in the impacts of the programme on 
certain foundational components 
on the path to reading for meaning, 
results for the main estimation model 
are also reported for each sub-task 
individually.

Given the aim of constructing a 
reading proficiency index, two tasks 
were left out of the index: i) the 
vocabulary task and ii) the productive 
listening task. The former had had 
severe ceiling effects (with more than 
50 percent of learners scoring full 
marks) - which affects its usefulness 
in the index. An exploratory factor 
analysis indicated that the productive 
listening task had a low item-rest 
correlation and loaded higher on the 
second underlying factor that seems 
to be indicative of oral literacy skills 
(and not of reading proficiency) (see 
Baseline report, 2019: 31). A second 
composite score was constructed 
for Grade 2’s only. This composite 
score places a slightly heavier 
weighting on the reading f luency and 
-comprehension components skills 
by construction, as it includes the 
second reading f luency- and reading 
comprehension tasks, as well as 
the sentence choice task that was 
conducted on Grade 2 learners only. 
The two reading proficiency scores 
are very similar, however, with a 
correlation coefficient between the 
two scores equal to 0.995.

Given the stated programme 
objective that all learners should 
be reading for meaning by the end 
of Grade 3, reading comprehension 
measures are also considered as 
primary outcomes. Following on the 
discussion of the two main reading 

 20. Note that a learner was judged able to 
attempt a comprehension question based 
on the amount of words that they attempted 
(i.e. how far into the passage they read, 
whether or not they read the respective words 
correctly).lacement teachers, the attrition rate 
is 16%.

Intuitively, the principal component is taken to be 
reflective of a common underlying construct, which we 

here take to reflect isiXhosa reading proficiency. 
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comprehension sub-tasks in section 
5.4 above, the additional two minutes 
of reading time enabled learners 
to answer a far greater share of the 
comprehension questions. Table 
5 below provides an illustrative 
example based on the first reading 
comprehension task, completed by 
both Grades. For learners to have 
read far enough to attempt the first 
inferential comprehension question 
(the fifth question out of 14), they 
must have read at least the first 13 
words from the passage. Only 20 
percent of Grade 1’s and 65 percent of 
Grade 2’s managed to read this many 
words in the first 60 seconds of the 
reading f luency task. The additional 
two minutes allowed an additional 23 
percent of Grade 1’s and 17 percent 
of Grade 2’s to reach the point in the 
passage where they could attempt 
the first inferential question. The 
additional two minutes also allowed a 
fifth of Grade 1 learners to complete 
the whole passage, where no Grade 1 
could achieve this in only one minute. 
Almost two thirds of Grade 2’s could 
complete the whole passage after 
three minutes, up from less than ten 
percent in one minute.

The average scores on the 
comprehension tasks are thus 
slightly misleading to the extent 
that one is only interested on how 
well learners were able to answer 
the comprehension questions 
which they had read far enough to 

attempt. For example, the average 
raw comprehension score for all 
Grade 2’s is 47 percent on the first 
comprehension task and 41 percent 
on the second.  However, only six in 
ten Grade 2 learners could attempt 
all 14 comprehension questions on 
the first comprehension task, whilst 
only approximately half (47 percent) 
of the same group read fast enough 
to attempt all ten comprehension 
questions on the second passage. 
For these two subsets of Grade 2’s 
who attempted all the respective 
comprehension task questions, their 
average scores were 65 percent and 67 
percent on the two tasks respectively

Figures 20 and 21 indicate the 
percentage of learners who could 
correctly answer each question 
of the two paragraph reading 
comprehension tasks, but only for 
those learners who finished reading 
the whole passage in three minutes. 
There is a large variability in learners’ 
ability to answer the questions across 
both reading comprehension tasks. In 
particular, learners fared the worst 
in the interpretive and inferential 
questions in the first comprehensions 
task (questions 5, 7, and 14). For the 
second comprehension task, learners 
also scored very low on three of the 
interpretive questions (questions 2, 
9 and 10), whilst the other lowest 
scoring items (question 7) was a 
factual detail from the story that 
learners generally struggled to recall.

Table 5: How many comprehension questions learners can attempt based on their reading speed

Can attempt 1st inferential 
question (>=13 words read ) 

Can attempt all questions 
(=41 words read)

Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 1 Grade 2

% after 1 minute 20% 65% 0% 7%

% after 3 minutes 43% 82% 21% 63%
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Figure 21: How learners who attempted all questions fared by question (Reading Comprehension 
II, Grade 2 only)

Figure 20: How learners who attempted all questions fared by question (Reading 
Comprehension 1, by Grade)
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Figure 22: 
Histogram 
of Sentence 
Comprehension 
Scores (Grade 
2 only)

Figure 22 shows the distribution 
of how Grade 2 leaners scored 
on the sentence comprehension 
task. The task was included to 
obtain a measurement of reading 
comprehension that was less 
contingent on learners’ reading 
f luency. However, the scores for 
the task are clustered at both the 
bottom (28 percent score zero) and 
top (46 percent score 80 percent or 
more) of the distribution. One in 
five learners could not read the first 
three sentences and the task was 
discontinued. These learners make 
up the vast majority of the learners 
scoring zero on the task. Almost all 
(91percent) of the learners who did 

not attempt a reading comprehension 
question, scored zero on the 
sentence comprehension task. This 
suggests that the task is somewhat 
limited in the extent to which it 
can discriminate between learners 
reading comprehension ability at 
both the lower and upper ends of the 
distribution.
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7.2.2. DESCRIPITIVE ANALYSIS OF 

INTERVENTION IMPACTS

The distribution of the midline 
composite score is shown separately 
by treatment status in Figure 23. 
For each level of the composite score, 
the lines indicate the proportion of 
learners with scores at that level 
or greater. Intervention school 
learners appear to outperform those 
in the control schools across the 
distribution. For example, around 
47 percent of treatment learners 
have a composite score above zero, 
in contrast to 42 percent of control 
learners. Comparing learners at 
the same point in the two groups’ 
respective distributions of midline 
reading proficiency scores, learners in 
the intervention group score 0.06 s.d. 
higher at the 25th percentile, 0.23 s.d. 
higher at the median, and 0.25 s.d. 
higher at the 75th percentile.

We next turn to the shifts in the 
distributions of selected Grade 
relevant task. The histograms in 
figures 24 to 26 indicate i) how 
learners’ reading abilities in the 
control group improved in the 
status quo learning environment 
over one year of schooling and ii) 
to what extent the intervention 
further shifted the distribution of 
learner outcomes in addition to what 
occurred in the comparison group . 

Figure 23: Distribution of midline 
composite scores by treatment 
status (full sample of both 
Grades combined)

In each case the left panel displays 
the shift in the control group from 
the baseline- to midline assessment, 
whilst the right panel overlays the 
distribution of learner outcomes of 
the control- and intervention school 
learners at midline. The orange 
filled bars represent control school 
learners’ outcomes at baseline; 
the orange outlined, unfilled bars 
represent control learners at midline 
(i.e. the same in both left and right 
panels); and the blue filled bars 
represent intervention school learners 
at midline.

Figure 24 shows the overlaid 
histograms of the percentage of Grade 
1’s who could correctly identify the 
number of letter sounds per minute 
corresponding to the respective five-
letter bins. For example, at baseline 
64 percent of Grade 1 control school 
learners could only read between 
zero and five correct letter sounds 
per minute. At midline, the share of 
control school learners whose scores 
fell in this interval decreased to 16 
percent. For intervention school 
learners, however, the share of 
learners who could identify five or 
less correct letter sounds per minute 
was even less - only 12 percent. 
Overall, Figure 24 provides a sense 
graphically of the extent to which 
the intervention further shifted 

21. Summary information on the distribution 
of each sub-task by Grade is displayed in 
Appendix table A4.
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the distribution of Grade 1’s letter 
recognition scores to the right, and 
how significant this is relative to 
the growth that that occurred under 
status quo learning environments.

Figure 25 and 26 show similar 
rightward shifts for Grade 2 learners 
on higher order reading proficiency 
tasks: i) oral reading f luency and ii) 
reading comprehension. From the left 
panel in Figure 25, it is evident that 
there was a significant decrease over 
the year in the share of control school 

Figure 24: Histograms of 
shifts in Grade 1 letter 
sound recognition ability 
(bin-width= 5 letter sounds)

Figure 25: Histograms 
of shifts in Grade 2 oral 
reading fluency ability 
(bin-width= 5 words)

Grade 2 learners with an oral reading 
f luency of ten or less correct words 
per minute. For these same control 
school Grade 2’s there is an increase 
in share of learners who could read 
16 correct words per minute or more 
at midline. In turn, intervention 
school learners saw their distribution 
shift even further to the right, with 
a relatively greater share of learners 
scoring above 20 correct words per 
minute at midline.

For Grade 2 learners’ reading 
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comprehension score, Figure 26 
indicates that there were significantly 
less learners in control schools 
scoring zero on the comprehension 
task at midline, in conjunction 
with a much greater proportion of 
these learners scoring six or more 
(out of 14) on the comprehension 
task. In comparison to the control 
school Grade 2’s, intervention school 
learners had a higher share of 
learners with scores of eight or more 
on the comprehension assessment 
at midline. In sum, Figures 25 
and 26 graphically illustrate two 
themes with respect to the shifts in 
the distributions of Grade 2 learners’ 
scores in these higher order domains 
of reading proficiency. First, the 
status quo schooling progression 
over the year results in a significant 
decrease in the proportion of Grade 2 
learners scoring in and around zero 
on these tasks. Second, intervention 
schools have a greater share of 
learners obtaining relatively high 
scores on these tasks at midline.
A simple comparison of means on 
the sub-tasks provides an initial 
indication of programme impacts 
(see Appendix Table A4 for detailed 
data on the means and distributions 
of each sub task, by Grade). Figure 

27 shows the difference in mean 
scores between treatment and control 
learners. For both the common 
assessments conducted on learners 
in both Grades, as well as Grade 
specific assessments, learners in the 
treatment group almost universally 
scored higher on average. For 
example, learners in the treatment 
group could read four more letters- 
and three more digraphs and 
trigraphs per minute than learners 
in the control group. Similarly, 
intervention school learners could 
read between one and two words more 
per minute than their peers in control 
schools in the word recognition tasks 
and the paragraph reading f luency 
task, respectively. The only exception 
is for the vocabulary sub-task where 
scores in both groups suffered from 
high ceiling effects. In the next 
section, we investigate whether 
these differences are statistically 
significant.

7.2.3. REGRESSION ANALYSIS OF 

INTERVENTION IMPACTS

Random assignment of schools to 
intervention and control groups, and 
the fact that the two groups were still 
balanced at midline, ensures that a 
simple comparison of means across 

Figure 26: Histograms 
of shifts in Grade 2 
reading comprehension 
ability (bin-width= 1 
comprehension score)
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learners in the intervention and 
control schools provides a reliable 
estimate of the programme impacts. 
However, regression analysis of the 
programme impacts allows one to 
i) control for any incidental pre-
randomization differences between 
the two groups, ii) account for non-
random attrition and iii) increases 
the precision of the estimates by 
including variables that explain 
a large share of the variation in 
outcomes that are unrelated to the 
intervention. All results reported 
therefore control separately for 
each relevant measure of reading 
proficiency collected at baseline₂₂, 
learner level characteristics, and 
household assets, as well as strata 
fixed effects. In the cases where 
learners had missing data on a certain 
dimension of the control variables 
(say, if they did not answer a question 
on some household asset), a missing 
value was imputed and a separate 
dummy variable was included to 
indicate missingness as a control₂₃.  
Since schools (i.e. clusters of learners) 
were randomly assigned to either the 
intervention or control groups, and 
not the individual learners, it is best 
practice to cluster standard errors at 
the level of randomisation (Abadie, 

Athey, Imbens and Wooldrige, 
2017)₂₄.

The impact of the programme 
on reading proficiency for the full 
cohort of learners in intervention 
schools is 0.17 standard deviations 
(s.d.) over one year of exposure to 
the programme (see the composite 
score estimate in Figure 28 
below). Appendix Table A3 reports 
the effect size point estimates in 
standard deviations, standard 
errors of the estimates, the 
regression estimated p-values, as 
well as the randomisation-based 
inference constructed p-values (as 
recommended by Athey and Imbens, 
2017) for all the results that follow.

To get a sense of the relative size 
of the impacts on each sub-task and 
how these relate to the impact on 
the composite reading proficiency 
measure, Figure 28 below reports 
the estimated effect sizes on 
standardised versions of the various 
sub-tasks and composite scores. 
The exercise is repeated for each 
Grade, including the Grade-specific 
controls. The darker shaded areas 
of the bars display the 90 percent 
confidence interval, and the lighter 
shaded fringes end at the 95 percent 
confidence intervals for the estimated 

22. In cases where the analysis is done on 
the full sample, this includes the common 
tasks assessed for both Grade 1’s and 
Grade 2’s at baseline. For analyses on one 
Grade only, the relevant Grade specific 
assessments at baseline were included as 
additional controls. See Table 2 for the 
layout of common- and Grade specific tasks 
at baseline.
23. Missing values were assigned a value 
of zero if the variable is categorical, whilst 
missing observations on continuous variables 
were set equal to the sample mean (in a 
similar fashion to Cilliers et al., 2019).
24. Intuitively, two learners drawn at random 
from within the same school are more likely 
to have similar reading outcomes than 
two learners from the full sample. One 
expects that the school where learners find 
themselves explains some of the variation in 
their reading outcomes because i) learners 
within the same school are relatively more 
similar in terms of their daily circumstances 
and a range of unobservable characteristics 
that are important for reading outcomes 
and ii) learners in the same school have the 
same teachers, access to the same reading 
materials, are affected by the same school 
levels shocks (like a principal resigning), 
etc. – all of which impact on their reading 
outcomes.  When indicating the degree of 
certainty in estimates of the programme 
impact, cluster/group level standard errors 
take into account that for learners within 
each school there is some degree variation 
in their reading outcomes that is not 
explained by the model, but which is specific 
to the school in which the learners are. For 
an extended, accessible discussion on the 
group-level standard errors in cluster RCTs, 
see Glennerster and Takavarasha (2013: 
356-361).

Figure 27. Differences between 
treatment and control means on 
all sub-tasks (treatment minus 
control)
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impacts. 
Figure 28 shows the estimated 

impacts for the full sample. The 
estimated impacts were relatively 
large and consistent across the 
range of emergent- and early literacy 
tasks. The largest point estimate of 
programme impact on any one sub-
task was on the correct letter sounds 
per minute task (0.22 s.d.). The point 
estimates of impacts on learners’ 
ability to correctly identify more 
complex letter sounds (digraphs and 
trigraphs), to identify and manipulate 
phonemes (phonemic awareness), or 
to correctly answer questions based 
on a passage read aloud to them 
(productive listening comprehension) 
were all 0.16 s.d. or larger. The 
impacts on word recognition and 
paragraph reading f luency tasks 
ranged between 0.14 s.d. and 0.17 
s.d.’s. Lastly, the effect estimated 
on the vocabulary task is very noisy. 
This is to be expected, given that 
learners generally scored at or close 
to the maximum on this task and it 
was therefore unable to discriminate 
between learners. The vocabulary task 
is therefore excluded from subsequent 
analyses, and was included here 
only for transparency purposes. For 
the end-line assessment, a more 
challenging vocabulary assessment 

Figure 28: Treatment 
effects for common 
tasks assessed on both 
Grades, overall and by 
sub- task 

will need to be included.
Reading comprehension, as 

the main outcome of interest of 
the programme, had a positive 
point estimate (0.11 s.d.)  that was 
not statistically significant (see 
Figure 28 above, as well as the 
p-values reported in appendix 
Table A3). A smaller effect on 
reading comprehension at this 
stage accords with the theory of a 
sequential acquisition of literacy 
skills. Foundational components, like 
letter-sound knowledge, phonemic 
awareness, and word recognition 
are prerequisites for progressing to 
reading passages. Learners arguably 
require a range of foundational 
literacy abilities before they can read 
with some level of speed and accuracy 
(i.e. f luency), and in turn, then need 
to read with a certain minimum level 
of f luency in order to comprehend 
what they are reading₂₅.Nevertheless, 
the impact of the programme on 
reading comprehension and the 
extent to which literacy skills are 
hierarchical will become clearer after 
the next round of data collection. 
For now, we look at results by Grade 
to gain some insight on the literacy 
development trajectories of learners 
in intervention and control schools.

Figure 29 displays the estimates 

25. See discussion in Spaull, Pretorius and 
Mohohlwane (2020: 5-8) for a discussion 
of the hierarchical nature of language 
acquisition and its applicability to learning to 
read African languages in the South African 
context.
26. The less precise estimate for the Grade 
1 specific treatment impacts follows not only 
from the smaller sample size of the group 
(relative to the full sample), but also from the 
fact that the limited literacy and pre-literacy 
sub-tasks on which Grade 1’s were assessed 
at the beginning of the year do not account 
for as large a share of the variation in their 
reading outcomes at midline. There are also 
a higher percentage of Grade 1 learners 
scoring zero on the various sub-tasks 
resulting in lower variation between learners 
on the reading proficiency measure than for 
Grade 2 learners.
27. The original passage consisted of 41 
words and had a descriptive picture. The 
newly introduced passage consisted of 
55 words and had no descriptive picture 
accompanying it.
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of programme impact on Grade 1 
and Grade 2 reading proficiency 
separately. The effect on Grade 1 
reading proficiency is estimated to 
be a relatively larger 0.21 s.d., but 
also with a larger standard error₂₆. 
Controlling for additional Grade 

2 specific baseline tasks and re-
estimating the model for Grade 2 
learners yields an effect size that is 
slightly lower at 0.16 s.d., but more 
precisely estimated. However, given 
the overlapping confidence intervals, 
we cannot infer that the programme 

Figure 29: 
Treatment effects on 
reading proficiency, 
for full sample and 
by Grade

Figure 30: Treatment 
effects for Grade 2's only, 
overall and by sub-task
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impact was larger on any one Grade 
specifically.

Using the Grade 2 specific reading 
proficiency outcome measure, which 
weighs more heavily reading f luency 
and comprehension skills, yields 
only a slightly lower estimate of the 
intervention’s impact: 0.15 s.d (see 
Grade 2 specific Figure 30). Figure 
30 also reports programme impacts 
on each sub-task, estimated on the 
Grade 2 sample only. Programme 
impacts again seem to be largest on 
certain foundational literacy skills 
for Grade 2 learners: identifying 
letter sounds (0.19 and 0.17 s.d.’s 
respectively) and word recognition 
(0.15 and 0.19 s.d.’s).  Despite the 
smaller sample size, estimates of the 
intervention impacts are estimated 
with a relatively high amount of 
precision - largely due to the extent 
to which baseline reading proficiency 
measures for Grade 2 learners explain 
their midline literacy outcomes. 
Estimated effects on phonemic 
awareness and productive listening 
are noisier, however. The point 

28. Given that the task provided learners 
with a binary yes/no choice as to whether 
the short preceding sentence pair which 
they read made sense, it might be that 
learners who did not understand the 
passage would have resorted to guessing 
the answers. If all learners guessed all 
items, that average score would be 2.5. 
Looking at the distribution of scores it is 
clear that the majority of learners are clearly 
not just guessing (refer to figure 3 earlier). 
Nevertheless, any guessing would introduce 
some noise into the measure. As discussed 
in section 7.2.1., however, the task seems 
be limited in its ability to differentiate among 
learners’ underlying reading comprehension 
ability -  given the extent to which learners’ 
scores on the task cluster at either the bottom 
or top of the distribution

estimate of the effect size on the 
productive listening is comparatively 
large (0.15 s.d.), but the effects on 
these two tasks are not statistically 
distinguishable from zero.  

Grade 2 learners’ reading f luency 
was assessed on two separate 
passages at midline. The first passage 
was the same passage used to assess 
reading f luency and -comprehension 
for Grade 2 learners at baseline, 
whilst the newly introduced second 
passage was slightly longer and 
more challenging₂₇. The effect of the 
programme on the reading f luency 
for Grade 2’s on the original, simpler 
passage was 0.14 s.d, in contrast 
to the smaller and not significant 
effect of 0.05 s.d. on the new, more 
challenging passage.

Effects on the reading 
comprehension are consistent with 
the notion that a certain level of 
emergent and pre-literacy skills must 
be acquired before seeing shifts on 
these higher order outcomes. In 
contrast to the full sample, there 
are statistically significant effects 

Figure 31: 
Treatment effects 
for Grade 1 
sample, overall 
and by sub-task
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of the programme on reading 
comprehension for both passages. 
Grade 2 learners in treatment schools 
score around 0.12 to 0.13 s.d. higher 
than their peers in control schools. 
The estimate on the impact on the 
additional sentence comprehension 
task was smaller and less precisely 
estimated. This smaller estimated 
effect size and the noise in the 
estimate might well result from the 
nature of the task itself ₂₈. Considered 
overall, the programme significantly 
shifts reading comprehension 
outcomes at the Grade 2 level.

Programme impacts for Grade 1 
learners are largest on emergent- 
and pre-literacy skills: letter sound 
recognition (0.27 s.d. for single letters 
and a slightly lower 0.19 s.d. for more 
complex digraphs and trigraphs), 
phonemic awareness (0.28 s.d.) and 
productive listening comprehension 
(0.20 s.d.) (Figure 31). It is 
interesting to note the relatively large 
difference in effect sizes on phonemic 
awareness for Grade 1 and Grade 2 

learners, with a 0.23 s.d. difference 
in point estimates. Viewed alongside 
the relatively larger point estimate 
for Grade 1’s on another first order 
literacy component, simple letter 
sound recognition, these results 
would be consistent with the idea 
that letter sound knowledge and 
the ability to manipulate phonemes 
are important foundational skills 
required for learners to sound out 
novel words and better progress 
toward word reading (Spaull et al., 
2020: 5-6). Declining impacts on 
these two tasks over time would be 
in line with broader findings that 
alphabetic awareness has a narrow 
developmental window (Ouelette and 
Haly, 2013). If Grade 1 learners in the 
intervention schools see the greatest 
impact on their ability to link letters 
to sounds and to become more aware 
of how these letter sounds function 
within words, we would expect them 
to be better able to decode new words 
at the subsequent word- and sentence 
reading stages of their developmental 

Programme impacts for Grade 1 learners are largest on emergent- and 
pre-literacy skills: letter sound recognition.
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process. In turn, we would expect 
diminishing returns and smaller 
effects (relative to generally lagging 
control school learners) in subsequent 
assessments on these previously 
acquired alphabetic awareness skills. 
It will be interesting to observe if 
these patterns do indeed play out over 
time for the 2019 Grade 1 cohort. 

Effect sizes on the two respective 
word recognition tasks are 0.14 s.d. 
and 0.17 s.d., but the point estimate 
on the former CVCV word reading 
task is only significant at the p=0.1 
level₂₉. The programme impact on 
Grade 1 learners reading f luency is 
both positive and significant (0.16 
s.d.). Finally, the point estimate 
reading comprehension effect is 
positive, but it is not significant 
(both the 90% and 95% confidence 
intervals overlap with the zero-line). 
Overall, the point estimates on the 
word recognition, reading f luency and 
comprehension tasks are in line with 
those estimated for Grade 2 learners. 
However, the effects are more noisily 
estimated because i) Grade 1 learners 
could not be assessed on these higher 
order literacy skills right at the start 
of their schooling career ,ii) there 
were f loor effects on simpler baseline 
tasks that would have predicted 
midline word- and paragraph reading 
outcomes (like the letter sound 
recognition tasks), and iii) the fact that 
more than half the Grade 1 learners 
assessed at midline scored zero on 
each of the aforementioned tasks₃₀.

Whilst impact estimates measured 
in standard deviations are useful in 
providing a relative sense of the size 
on programme effects on various 

sub-tasks, they are not very intuitive 
and give us less of a sense of what 
learning gains translate to in practice. 
One way to better gauge the practical 
significance of learning effects is to 
interpret them relative to a year of 
learning in the control group. This 
provides us with an estimate of how 
large the additional learning gains 
in the intervention group are relative 
to the “business as usual” learning 
gains that accrued over the academic 
year to control group learners. This 
measurement requires a sub-task to 
have been assessed on the relevant 
Grade at both the baseline and 
midline assessments, however, and is 
therefore only reported for the tasks 
where this was the case₃₁. 

For each sub-task conducted on 
Grade 2 learners, Table 6 below 
displays for the control group the 
mean outcome at baseline, the growth 
(or difference in means) between 
baseline and midline, the standard 
deviations of the respective estimates 
(to get a sense of their precision), 
and the number of observations on 
which the estimates are based. The 
second part of the table provides 
the estimate of the effect size on 
learners in intervention schools (also 
in task-specific units, like words read 
correctly per minute) and reinterprets 
this as a percentage of the learning 
that took place under status quo 
conditions in control schools over the 
academic year. Results are reported 
only for those subtasks on which the 
programme effect was significant at 
the p=0.05 level.

At baseline, Grade 2 learners in 
control schools could identify 29 

29. This is with reference to the regression-
based estimate of the p-value. The 
randomization inference-based p-value 
(p=0.16) implies that the effect on Grade 1 
learners’ ability to correctly recognize CVCV 
words is not statistically significant.
30. For the CVCV and familiar word tasks 
respectively, 55% and 52% of Grade 1’s 
scored zero at midline. In turn, the share 
of learners scoring zero on reading fluency 
and -comprehension was 56% and 57%.
31. As noted earlier, the Vocabulary task is 
not discussed due to extreme ceiling effects.
32. Note that all interpretations in this 
section are for mean outcomes, unless 
clearly stated otherwise.
33. Note that of these learners, almost 60 
percent could still not correctly identify a 
single digraph or trigraph by the end of one 
year of schooling.

Control Group Treat. v Control

Baseline 
Mean 
(units)

Baseline 
Standard 
Deviation

Growth in 
mean 

N Effect size 
(units)

% of 
year of 
learning

Letter sounds 29,0 19,4 15,8 278 4,2 27%

Digraphs and Trigraphs 9,3 13,8 15,0 278 3,0 20%

CVCV Words 9,6 11,9 10,8 278 2,2 20%

Familiar Words 6,7 8,6 8,0 278 2,1 26%

Oral Reading Fluency 7,5 9,1 9,2 278 1,8 19%

Reading Comprehension 4,3 4,6 2,1 278 0,5 24%

Table 6: Treatment effects in terms of a year of learning, Grade 2
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correct letter sounds per minute₃₂. 
This grew to 45 letter sounds per 
minute at midline (see the third 
column in Table 6). The estimated 
impact of four additional correct 
letter sounds per minute (fifth 
column, Table 6) for Grade 2 
learners in the intervention schools 
thus equates to 27 percent of a year, 
or roughly a school term’s worth, 
of learning. For the same group of 
learners’ ability to correctly identify 
digraphs and trigraphs, a treatment 
effect of 3 additional letter sounds 
per minute translates to one fifth 
of what learners in control schools 
gained over the year Therefore, even 
though effect sizes like “three to 
four more correct letter sounds per 
minute” might not give the impression 
of large learning gains when one 
does not have a sense of the context, 
these gains are indeed considerable 
when viewed relative to the status 
quo learning gains accrued over a full 
academic year.

For the word reading and reading 
f luency tasks, effect sizes of 
approximately two additional words 
correctly identified per minute 
translate to 20 and 26 percent of a 
year of learning in control schools, 

for CVCV and familiar word reading 
respectively. In control schools, 
Grade 2 learners read less than eight 
words correctly per minute from 
a short passage at baseline. This 
grew to almost 17 correct words per 
minute at midline, which implies 
that the two additional words per 
minute treatment effect represents a 
fifth of a year’s worth of learning for 
reading f luency. Grade 2 learners in 
intervention schools could therefore 
expect to see their word- and 
paragraph reading skills improve by 
between a fifth and a quarter more 
than what took place in schools where 
the intervention did not take place.

At midline, Grade 2 control school 
learners answered 46 percent of 
the comprehension task questions 
correctly, up from only 31 percent 
at baseline. The intervention 
impact of 4 percentage points higher 
comprehension scores (0.5 more 
questions answered correctly out of 
a total of 14) by intervention school 
Grade 2 learners translates to 24 
percent of a year, or roughly a term, 
of learning. This provides one with a 
greater appreciation of the size of the 
impact on reading comprehension, to 
complement the 0.14 s.d. effect size 

Table 7: Treatment effects in terms of a year of learning, Grade 1

Control Group Treatment v. Control

Baseline 
Mean 
(units)

Baseline 
Standard 
Deviation

Growth  
in  

Mean

N Effect  
Size (units)

% of   
year of  
learning

Letter Sounds 6,0 9,6 18,3 279 6,0 33%

Digraphs and Trigraphs 0,2 1,4 6,0 279 3,5 58%

Phonemic Awareness 1,6 1,8 1,7 279 0,6 36%

Productive Listening 2,6 1,5 0,6 279 0,3 46%

Grade 2 learners in intervention schools could therefore
expect to see their word- andparagraph reading skills improve by
between a fifth and a quarter more than what took place in schools 
wherethe intervention did not take place.
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on reading comprehension for Grade 
2’s displayed in Figure 30 earlier. 
Overall, reading comprehension gains 
for Grade 2’s in intervention schools 
seem promising and are potentially 
large relative to status quo levels of 
learning. 

For Grade 1 learners, only four of 
the tasks that were assessed at both 
baseline and midline had significant 
effect sizes (see Table 7 below). 
These tasks were all emergent- and 
pre-literacy tasks, and on each one 
the effect size was between a third 
and two-thirds of a year’s worth of 
learning in control schools. 

By the end of Grade 1, control 
school learners more than quadrupled 
the amount of simple letter sounds 
that they could identify correctly 
per minute (from six to 24). The 
estimated six additional correct letter 
sounds identified by intervention 
school learners is thus large both 
relative to what was gained under the 
business as usual Grade 1 schooling 
environment, and with respect to 
the four letter sounds per minute 
treatment effect for Grade 2 learners. 
For the more complex digraphs and 
trigraphs, 96 percent of all Grade 1 
learners could not identify a single 
letter sound at baseline. The average 
digraphs and trigraphs correctly 
identified per minute moved from a 
base of almost zero to six at midline 
for control school learners₃₃. The 
effect size of almost four correct letter 
sounds per minute thus translates 
to more than a half of a year’s worth 
of progress under control school 
conditions. This is closer to the effect 
of the intervention on Grade 2 learners 
in absolute terms (three to four letter 
sounds), but almost three times larger 
when viewed in terms of the amount 
of learning that occurred in the Grade 
specific comparison group.

For the phonemic awareness task, 
control school Grade 1’s basically 
doubled their mark scored to three 
(out of ten) over the academic year. In 
comparison, the impact estimate for 
intervention school learners is equal 
to another third of a year of learning 
over and above what occurred 
in the comparison group. The 

treatment effect was also large on the 
productive listening comprehension 
task (counting out of six), where a 
0.4 mark treatment effect translates 
to 46 percent of a year of learning. 
Considered collectively, the larger 
effects on the four foundational 
literacy skills in Table 7 for Grade 1 
intervention school learners (relative 
to intervention group Grade 2’s) 
provide further suggestive evidence 
that literacy skill acquisition might 
be sequential in nature. Effects on 
foundational skills seem to diminish 
as learners reach a certain level of 
competency, which in turn allows 
them to move on to higher order 
decoding, reading and comprehension 
skills development.

The analysis up to this point has 
been focussed on the growth in mean 
outcomes of learners in the two 
groups. The analysis now turns to how 
much individual learners improved 
(or gained) between baseline and 
midline in their performance for 
selected Grade relevant subtasks. 
Focusing on the distribution of 
gains, learners within treatment and 
control schools are classified into 
quartiles. Tables 8 to 10 compare 
the gains across treatment and 
control learners by quartiles of the 
distribution of gains for selected 
tasks. This also allows one to compare 
whether the distribution lof earners’ 
reading proficiency gains differs by 
intervention status. In each case, 
the first column displays the average 
gains in the task for control group 
learners by quartiles of how much 

Quartiles of gains Control gain Treatment gain T-C

Bottom 25%
 

1,0
(4,2)

4,7
(4,5)

3,7
 

26th -50th percentiles
 

10,6
(3,1)

15,6
(3,1)

5,0
 

51st-75th percentiles
 

22,8
(3,9)

27,5
(3,7)

4,7
 

Top 25%
 

40,7
(8,6)

47,5
(10,2)

6,8
 

Total
 

18,3
(15,8)

23,4
(17,2)

5,1
 

Table 8: Gains in correct letter sounds per minute by treatment status (Grade 1 only)
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learners gained/improved between 
baseline and midline. The second 
column shows average gains by 
quartile for treatment group learners. 
Standard deviations are reported 
in brackets below the respective 
means. The third column shows 
the difference in learning gains 
between learners in control and 
intervention by quartiles of learning 
improvements.

Table 8 indicates the extent 
to which Grade 1’s in different 
quartiles of the distribution of letter 
sounds gained compare between the 
control and intervention schools. 
For example, the bottom 25 percent 
of “gainers” in control schools 
only improved their letter sounds 
scores by 1 letter sound on average 
over the year. In the intervention 
schools, the slowest improving 25 
percent of Grade 1’s improved at 
a rate of approximately four more 
letter sounds than the comparison 
group over the year. Comparing the 
two fastest growing quartiles of the 
two groups, the fastest improving 
25 percent of learners in control 
schools improved by 41 letter sounds 

Quartiles of gains Control gain Treatment gain T-C

Bottom 25%
 

-0,5
(2,0)

-0,6
(3,0)

-0,1
 

26th -50th percentiles
 

4,7
(1,5)

5,3
(2,4)

0,6
 

51st-75th percentiles
 

12,0
(2,7)

13,6
(2,3)

1,6
 

Top 25%
 

22,1
(4,6)

24,5
(4,9)

2,4
 

Total
 

9,2
(8,8)

10,5
(17,2)

1,3
 

Table 9: Gains in oral reading fluency by treatment status (Grade 2 only)

over the year, seven letter sounds 
less than the 48 letter sounds 
gained by the fastest improving 
intervention school learners. On 
average, the relative improvement 
of the intervention school learners 
over gains in the comparison group 
is an additional 5 letter sounds per 
minute. This difference between the 
groups is fairly constant across the 
distribution of learning gains, but it 
is slightly lower for those learners 
in the bottom 25 percent of letter 
sound reading improvement (4 letter 
sounds). The difference between 
groups is the largest when comparing 
the rate of gains at the top 25 percent, 
where there is a seven letter sound 
difference in the rate of improvement.

A similar pattern holds for the 
distribution of improvements in 
reading comprehension scores 
between Grade 2 learners in the two 
groups. In both groups the bottom 
quartiles of learners in terms reading 
comprehension score improvements, 
saw their scores decrease by one 
correct answer over the year. For the 
two groups’ respective top quartiles 
in terms of reading comprehension 
gains, intervention school gainers 
improved their comprehension scores 
by 8 correct answers over the year – 
one more than what the top gainers in 
control group managed. 

Overall, based on the improvement 
in reading f luency and comprehension 
outcomes over the year, Grade 2 
learners in intervention schools saw 
their reading proficiency outcomes 
improve at a faster rate on average 
than learners in control schools. 
The intervention school gainers’ 
additional improvement over 
outcomes in control schools were 
largest amongst those learners in the 

On average, the relative improvement of the intervention school 
learners over gains in the comparison group is an additional 5 letter 
sounds per minute. 
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intervention schools who improved 
the most. The largest differences 
between the two groups’ respective 
gainers were in the upper half of the 
distributions of improvements. 

Table 9 similarly displays the gains 
for Grade 2 control and intervention 
group learners, by quartile of 
improvement in oral reading f luency. 
At the bottom quartile of learning 
improvement, both control and 
intervention school learners could 
read half of a word less on average 
at endline. For the quartile of 
learners who improved the most in 
the respective groups, control school 
gainers improved by 22 words read 
correctly per minute, two less than 
the improvement for the fastest 
gainers in the treatment schools. 
On average, learners in intervention 
schools improved 1 word per minute 
more in reading f luency than the 
comparison group. The difference 
in the speed of learning gains for 
reading f luency is largest at the top 25 
percent of the respective distributions 
of learning gains (approximately two 
correct words per minute).

A similar pattern holds for the 
distribution of improvements in 
reading comprehension scores 
between Grade 2 learners in the two 
groups. In both groups the bottom 
quartiles of learners in terms reading 
comprehension score improvements, 

saw their scores decrease by one 
correct answer over the year. For the 
two groups’ respective top quartiles 
in terms of reading comprehension 
gains, intervention school gainers 
improved their comprehension scores 
by 8 correct answers over the year – 
one more than what the top gainers in 
control group managed. 

Overall, based on the improvement 
in reading f luency and comprehension 
outcomes over the year, Grade 2 
learners in intervention schools saw 
their reading proficiency outcomes 
improve at a faster rate on average 
than learners in control schools. 
The intervention school gainers’ 
additional improvement over 
outcomes in control schools were 
largest amongst those learners in the 
intervention schools who improved 
the most. The largest differences 
between the two groups’ respective 
gainers were in the upper half of the 
distributions of improvements. 

7.2.4. HETEROGENOUS TREATMENT EFFECTS 

This section investigates whether 
the intervention had any differential 
impacts based on learner-level 
characteristics, or more formally: 
whether there were any heterogeneous 
treatment effects. Results from 
other structured pedagogical 
programmes similar to the Funda 
Wande intervention (like the EGRS 

34. The risk to investigating multiple possible 
sources of differential treatment effects 
is called data mining. In other words, if 
we test for differential treatment effects 
by a whole range of characteristics and 
sub-combinations of them, we increase 
the probability of finding a statistically 
significant result just by chance. However, 
if heterogenous treatment effects are found 
on some sub-group at both midline and 
endline assessments, we would be more 
confident that it is indeed a genuine effect. 
The analysis of heterogeneous treatment 
effects at this stage is thus limited to arguably 
the two most pertinent and policy-relevant 
learner level characteristics in this context.
35. A scenario where the two methods 
would lead to divergent results is in 
the case where the treatment has large 
heterogeneous treatment impacts based 
on learner’s baseline reading proficiency, 
leading to a lot of rank mobility, but without 
moving the overall distribution of midline 
reading proficiency. This would be the case, 
for example, if learners changed rank due 
to treatment impacts (with originally weaker 
learners moving up the distribution, and 
originally stronger learners moving down 
the distribution), but the shape of the overall 
distribution of reading proficiency still 
looked the same at the end.
36. More specifically for the composite 
reading proficiency score: the greatest 
difference between learners in the two 
groups are between the 56th and 62nd 
percentiles, where intervention group 
learners consistently score 0.3 s.d. or more 
than their counterparts in the control group.

Overall, based on the improvement in reading fluency and comprehension 
outcomes over the year, Grade 2 learners in intervention schools saw their 
reading proficiency outcomes improve at a faster rate on average than 
learners in control schools. 
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and RUCS studies in South Africa 
and the Tusome studies in Kenya), 
and educational interventions more 
broadly, often find differential 
impacts on certain sub-groups. 
Two general themes arise from the 
literature. First, many programmes 
have the greatest impact on the 
already better performing learners, 
those who are better equipped to take 
advantage of the programme (Cilliers 
et al., 2019, Fleisch et al., 2017). 
Alternatively, some programmes seem 
to have the greatest impact on the 
weakest learners, those who often 
lag behind curriculum prescribed 
levels of learning and still need 
development in certain foundational 
skills. Second, in the South African 
context girls tend to outperform 
boys across all Grades, with the 
divergence in outcomes between the 
two groups evident right at the start 
of their schooling careers. As an 
illustrative example of the relevance 
here, the authors of the EGRS I study 
in South Africa collected contextual 
information on a range of learner, 
school and community characteristics 
for which they investigated 
differential treatment impacts (Taylor 
et al., 2017: 86-108). Of these, two 
key findings were that i) the effect 
of the programme was the greatest 
in the middle and upper parts of 
the distribution of baseline learner 

proficiency (with no significant 
effects found for the weakest learners) 
and ii) suggestive evidence that the 
structured pedagogy programme 
may be helping boys narrow the gap 
between them and girls. Given these 
considerations, as well as the data 
and sample size available to do a 
heterogeneity analysis this context, 
two learner level characteristics 
are investigated for any differential 
treatment effects at this stage of the 
evaluation₃₄: i) baseline reading 
proficiency and ii) gender.

7.2.4.1. BY BASELINE READING PROFICIENCY

There is more than one way to see 
whether intervention impacts differ 
across the distribution of reading 
proficiency. One method would 
be to compare the entire midline 
distributions of literacy outcomes for 
the intervention and control groups, 
to see whether the “gap” in outcomes 
vary substantially at different points 
across the distribution. The second 
would be to check whether the 
impact of the programme varied with 
learners’ baseline level of reading 
proficiency. The two approaches 
should yield similar results to the 
extent that treatment impacts are 
non-negative and fairly consistent 
across the distribution of baseline 
reading proficiency₃₅. 

Looking back to Figure 23 and 

Quartiles of gains Control gain Treatment gain T-C

Bottom 25%
 

-0,9
(1,5)

-1,0
(1,7)

-0,1
 

26th -50th percentiles
 

1,0
(0,0)

1,6
(0,5)

0,6
 

51st-75th percentiles
 

2,8
(0,8)

4,0
(0,8)

1,2
 

Top 25%
 

7,2
(1,5)

8,3
(1,8)

1,1
 

Total
 

2,1
(3,5)

2,5
(4,1)

0,4
 

Table 10: Gains in reading comprehension by treatment status (Grade 2 only)
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Figure 32: Correct letter sounds 
per minute by intervention group 
– Grade 1

comparing the distribution of midline 
scores for learners in the intervention 
group to their counterfactual, the 
control group, suggests that the 
programme impacts were positive 
across the distribution of reading 
proficiency. The largest impact seems 
to be concentrated in the mid-range of 
the distribution₃₆. Figures 32 and 
33 show the percentage of learners 
scoring at or below a certain level 
for selected Grade relevant reading 
proficiency subtasks by intervention 
group status. 

More specifically, Figure 32 
indicates that a greater share of 
intervention school Grade 1’s could 
identify a certain number of correct 
letter sounds per minute at every 
point along the distribution. At the 
bottom of the distribution, 93 percent 
of control group Grade 1’s could 
identify more than one letter sound 
correctly, compared to 97 percent of 
learners in the intervention group. At 
the higher end of the distribution, 42 
percent of intervention school Grade 
1’s could read 34 correct letter sounds 
per minute or more, compared to 
only 34 percent of Grade 1’s in control 
schools₃₇.  

Another way to read the graph 
is to compare the correct letter 
sounds per minute for learners at 
the same position in their respective 

group’s distribution. At the 25th 
percentile, intervention school 
Grade 1 learners could read 2 correct 
letter sounds per minute more (ten 
versus eight). At the medians there 
is a five letter sounds difference (27 
versus 22), with a three-and-a-half 
letter sound difference at the 75th 
percentiles (42.5 versus 39). The 
largest consistent difference between 
the groups was in the middle of the 
distribution (a seven letter sound 
difference from the 55th to the 59th 
percentiles in the two groups).  
Figure 33 performs the same 
exercise, but for the distribution 
of correct familiar words read per 
minute by Grade 2 learners in the 
two groups. Again, learners in the 
intervention group outperform 
control school Grade 2’s across the 
entire distribution. At the lower end 
of the distribution, 81 percent of 
learners in treatment schools could 
identify at least one word correctly 
per minute at midline, compared 
to a slightly lower 78 percent of the 
control group’s Grade 2s. At the 
25th percentile of the respective 
distributions, intervention school 
learners read two words more correct 
words per minute (five, as opposed to 
three in the control group). At both 
the medians and the 75th percentiles, 
intervention school learners read 

37. There is an emergent literature which 
suggests that the range around of 34 
correct letter sounds per minute is the level 
of letter sound recognition characteristic 
of emergent- and basic readers in isiZulu 
(Spaull, Pretorius and Mohohlwane, 
2020:12), a language which is very similar 
in structure to isiXhosa.
38. The baseline reading proficiency 
measure is a composite score constructed in 
the same fashion as the midline composite 
reading proficiency index (i.e. the first 
Principal Component from a Principal 
Component Analysis). However, it is 
constructed from only those tasks evaluated 
on both Grade 1 and Grade 2 learners 
at baseline. It also excludes i) any tasks 
that have severe floor or ceiling effects, 
or ii) any tasks for which an exploratory 
factor analysis indicated that the variable 
had a very low correlation with the other 
subtasks and loaded higher on the second 
underlying factor that seems to be indicative 
of oral literacy skills (and not of reading 
proficiency). For a detailed outline of 
the process, see pages 28 to 34 of the 
baseline report (Ardington, 2019) The 
baseline composite score was subsequently 
constructed from four common reading 
proficiency tasks at baseline: correct letter 
sounds per minute, correct digraphs and 
trigraphs per minute, phonemic awareness 
and a learner’s ability to write letters.
39. The model in column (2) of Table 7 
therefore also includes one additional 
control variable: the squared score of 
learners’ baseline reading proficiency score, 
alongside the additional interaction term of 
intervention status with the squared baseline 
reading proficiency score.
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Figure 33: Correct 
familiar words 
per minute by 
intervention group

three words more correctly per 
minute (18 versus 15 at the medians, 
and 27 versus 24 at the 75th 
percentiles). The largest differences 
are concentrated around the the mid-
to-high range of the distribution.

To investigate whether the impact 
of the programme is statistically 
significantly different depending 
on learner’s baseline reading 
proficiency₃₈, we rerun the same 
models as in the main analysis, 
but now adding interaction terms 
for treatment status and the 
learner’s baseline level of reading 
proficiency. The same set of controls 
are used, including a separate 
control for each relevant measure 
of reading proficiency collected at 
baseline. Table 11 below reports 

the coefficients on the school’s 
intervention status, the interaction 
terms testing for heterogeneous 
effects based on baseline reading 
proficiency, the p-value of the test 
of whether the latter is statistically 
significant, as well as the sample on 
which the analysis was conducted.

Column (1) in Table 11 tests 
whether there is a linear relationship 
between the intervention effect size 
and baseline reading proficiency. 
This suggests that there is no linear 
relationship between learners’ 
baseline reading proficiency and 
the effect of the programme, given 
that the interaction term is not 
statistically different from zero 
(p-value=0.344). Column (2) tests for 
a quadratic relationship between the 

Outcome variable: Midline Composite score

Treatment 0.174***
(0.054)

0.181***
(0.065)

Treatment x baseline composite score -0.042
(0.044)

-0.032
(0.051)

Treatment x baseline composite score squared -0.007
(0.026)

Sample FULL FULL

Observations 1,104 1,104

R-squared 0.678 0.684

Heterogeneous treatment effect: P-value 0.344 0.593

Table 11: Intervention effects by baseline reading proficiency
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intervention and learners baseline 
reading proficiency₃₉. It might well 
be the case, for example, that the 
programme has no effect on the 
weakest or best performing learners 
at baseline, but that the impact 
of the programme increases and 
peaks as one moves to the middle 
of the baseline reading proficiency 
distribution. However, a test for 
the joint significance of the two 
interaction terms in column two 
suggests that this is also not the 
case (p-value=0.593). Overall, the 
results suggest that the impact of the 
programme is positive and consistent 
across the distribution of learners’ 
baseline reading proficiency.

We also graphically investigate the 
relationship between the programme 
effect size and the percentile rank 
of students based on their baseline 
reading proficiency in Figure 
34 below. The graph displays the 
estimated programme impact at 
each percentile of baseline reading 
proficiency₄₀. The graph reaffirms 
the results from the regression 
analysis: programme effects are 
positive and fairly constant across 
the distribution of learners’ relative 
rank of baseline reading proficiency. If 
anything, the programme might have 

40. More precisely, Figure 14 displays the 
local polynomial regression estimates of 
the effect size at each percentile of baseline 
reading proficiency. The estimates are 
obtained by first creating a value-added 
measure of reading proficiency, constructed 
by subtracting each learner’s predicted score 
(based on the range of baseline covariates 
included in the estimation model) from their 
actual midline reading proficiency score. 
The value-added measure of the intervention 
is therefore equal to the difference (the 
residual), which is assumed to be attributable 
to the learner’s intervention-status and 
other learner-level idiosyncrasy. Second, we 
estimate a local polynomial regression of 
the value-added measure on the percentile 
rank of baseline reading proficiency, 
separately for learners in the intervention- 
and control groups. The intervention impact 
estimate at each point in the distribution is 
obtained by subtracting the fitted values of 
each respective control percentile from the 
corresponding intervention percentile of 
student baseline reading proficiency. Finally, 
a pointwise 95 percent confidence interval 
is created using a bootstrap resampling 
of baseline percentiles (500 iterations), 
stratifying by sub-districts and clustering at 
the school level.

a slightly larger impact on learners 
in the mid-range of the distribution 
of baseline reading proficiency. This 
result is consistent with both the main 
findings from earlier comparisons of 
the distributions of midline reading 
proficiency scores between the two groups. 

Whilst Figure 34 displays the 
programme effects for learners 
at different points in distribution 
of baseline reading proficiency in 
the full sample, one might also be 
interested in whether the programme’s 
effects are as consistent based on 
students’ relative ranks within the 
same classrooms. Even though this is 
unlikely to occur in the scenario where 
programme impacts are consistent 
across the sample distribution of 
baseline reading proficiency (as 
is the case here), the programme 
could hypothetically still have the 
greatest effect for learners who tend 
to lie at a certain end of the spectrum 
within their class. For example, 
intervention teachers might be both 
more effective in general and devote 
their attention disproportionately to 
helping students lagging behind to 
catch up. If what counts as “lagging 
behind” varies significantly across 
different classrooms and schools, and 
a large share of learners clump at the 

Figure 34: Nonparametric 
intervention impacts by baseline 
reading proficiency
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41. The ranking methodology worked as 
follows. For the teacher identified “most 
proficient reader” (or top ranked learner), 
the learner(s) who scored the highest mark in 
the class on the relevant task were assigned 
a ranking score of one. If learners were tied 
for first place, both would receive a score of 
one. All subsequent learners would receive 
a ranking score of one plus the number of 
learners between them and first place. In the 
example where two learners were tied first, 
the next-best ranking learner would receive a 
rank score of three, and so on. The ranking 
methodology for the teacher identified 
“least proficient reader” (or bottom ranked 
learner) worked in exactly the same manner, 
but with the learner with lowest score in 
the class now receiving a rank of one. If, 
for example, eight learners in the class all 
scored zero on a task, they would all receive 
a rank of one, with the next worst learner 
receiving a rank score of nine. Learners with 
tied scores at the top and (especially) at the 
bottom of the class presented challenges 
to the construction of rank scores based 
on tasks like learners’ correct letter sounds 
identified or reading fluency. The Grade 
1 class rank used to determine the most 
and least proficient readers follows the 
same ranking methodology as outline in 
section 7.3.1 below, but based on baseline 
reading proficiency scores. Baseline 
reading proficiency scores are derived 
using PCA of letter sound recognition-, 
phonemic awareness and copying letters 
tasks (i.e. the same index score as the 
baseline composite score used in table 7). 
The Grade 2 rank is based on a reading 
proficiency score constructed similarly, but 
including word recognition-, reading fluency- 
and comprehension tasks from baseline 
assessments for Grade 2 learners specifically. 
This means the Grade 2 reading proficiency 
rank is based on similar sub-domains of 
reading proficiency as the midline composite 
reading proficiency score. Excluding these 
baseline tasks from the Grade 2 composite 
score would have limited our ability to 
differentiate the most proficient reader among 
those Grade 2 learners in a class who were 
already highly proficient in lower order 
decoding tasks, but might vary on how they 
perform in higher order word recognition, 
paragraph reading and comprehension tasks. 
In classrooms where more than one learner 
was tied as the least proficient reader, all 
the least proficient readers in the class are 
used in the analysis but down-weighted in 
proportion to how many learners a classroom 
is contributing to the analysis (i.e. inverse 
probability weighting). 

Figure 35: Intervention 
Impacts estimated on 
most- and least proficient 
readers at baseline, 
respectively

bottom of their classroom’s specific 
distribution at any one time, we could 
still see gains across the sample but 
which are concentrated at the lower 
end for specific classrooms. 

Figure 35 below displays the 
estimated impact of the programme 
from two separate regressions for 
only those learners who ranked either 
first or last in their class for reading 
proficiency at baseline, respectively₄₀. 
The intervention was clearly effective 
in shifting the reading outcomes of 
those learners who were the least 
proficient in their class at baseline 
(effect size of 0.24 s.d.). The estimated 
effect of the programme for the most 
proficient readers in a class at baseline 
is approximately as large (0.26 
s.d.), but is more noisily estimated. 
Given the overlapping confidence 
intervals, we cannot conclude that 
the programme had any differential 
impact for a classroom’s most or least 
proficient baseline readers at baseline. 

Figure 36 repeats the same non-
parametric estimation of treatment 
impacts based on learners’ baseline 
reading proficiency as in figure 34 
above, but now based on a learner’s 
baseline rank within the ten learners 
assessed per class. Treatment 
effects are consistent and positive, 
independent of where a learner ranked 

within their classroom at baseline. 
Together, these results suggest that 
neither students’ absolute levels of 
baseline reading proficiency, nor 
whether they ranked at the top 
or the bottom of the class before 
the programme started, served as 
a constraint to the programme’s 
effectiveness.

7.2.4.2. GENDER

A comparison of the distribution of 
midline reading proficiency scores for 
the intervention and control groups is 
shown separately by gender in Figure 
37. Boys in both the intervention and 
control groups still score significantly 
lower on reading proficiency at 
midline than their girl counterparts 
in both control and intervention 
schools. Figure 37 suggests that 
boys in the intervention schools do 
seem to be catching up with their 
girl counterparts, especially those 
boys in the upper half of the reading 
distribution for boys.
We test whether these apparent 
differential impacts are statistically 
significant by including an interaction 
term for intervention group status and 
whether or not a learner is female in 
regressions similar to those in Table 
11. Table 12, column one below shows 
that while the point estimate of the 
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Figure 36: 
Nonparametric 
intervention impacts 
by within class rank 
of baseline reading 
proficiency

treatment effect is higher for boys than 
girls in the full sample (0.20 s.d. versus 
0.15 s.d.), the interaction term does not 
yield a significant estimate - suggesting 
that there is no differential impact 
between boys and girls on average. 
However, we find stronger evidence 
of differential treatment impacts by 
gender when the analysis is redone on 
each Grade separately. More precisely, 
columntwo in Table 12 shows that 
the point estimate for boys in Grade 
2 is 0.27 s.d., whilst the impact on 
Grade 2 girls’ reading proficiency is 
only approximately 0.08 s.d.. This 
difference in intervention effects by 
gender is significant at the  90 percent 
confidence level. The inverse is the 
case for the point estimates on the 
Grade 1 sample, where boys have a 
point estimate of the treatment impact 
of 0.15 s.d., 0.13 s.d. less than the 
impact estimate for Grade 1 girls. This 
differential intervention impact is not 
significant, however. 

Altogether, these results would 
suggest that the programme has the 
greatest impact on learners at a certain 
stage of their literacy development 
trajectories. For example, Grade 1 girls 
have a higher baseline level of reading 
proficiency on average, and more of 
them might therefore be at a certain 
point in their developmental paths at 
which higher order literacy skills (like 

reading fluency) have the potential to 
be acquired within a short time frame, 
giving the right educational inputs. 
Boys, in turn, who are generally lagging 
behind their female counterparts, are 
perhaps more likely to only reach such 
a point where they have the potential 
for rapid skill acquisition a bit later, in 
Grade 2.
Digging deeper into the differential 
treatment effects for boys and girls in 
Grade 2, Figure 38 suggests that boys 
at higher levels of baseline reading 
fluency experience much larger gains in 
reading fluency (over control group, boy 
counterparts) than what is the case for 
Grade 2 girls in intervention schools. 
The locally weighted polynomial 
regression shows that Grade 2 

 Full Gr 1 Gr 2

Outcome variable: Midline Composite score

Treatment 0.199***
(0.066)

0.269***
(0.069)

0.145
(0.090)

Treatment x female -0.050
(0.076)

-0.194*
(0.098)

0.128
(0.094)

Sample FULL Grade 2 Grade 1

Observations 1,104 552 552

R-squared 0.678 0.756 0.428

Heterogeneous 
treatment effect: 

P-value
0.507 0.054 0.178

Table 12: Intervention effects by sex
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Figure 38: Greater 
gains in reading 
fluency for best 
performing boys at 
baseline (Grade 2)

Figure 37. Composite 
reading proficiency 
by intervention status 
and sex (Grade 2)

intervention school girls at higher 
levels of baseline reading fluency 
see basically no gains in reading 
fluency over their control school girl 
counterparts who were at similar 
levels of baseline f luency. In contrast, 
Grade 2 boys in the intervention group 
have large gains over the comparison 
group boys at similar levels of baseline 
reading fluency, both at the bottom-
most levels of baseline reading fluency 
(less the five correct words per 
minute), and to an even greater (and 

increasing) extent at higher levels of 
baseline f luency (from approximately 
14 correct words per minute and up at 
baseline). This suggests that Grade 2 
boys in intervention schools were able 
to narrow the gap with Grade 2 girls in 
intervention schools with similar levels 
of baseline reading fluency, especially 
if the boys started with reasonably high 
levels of baseline reading fluency.
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7.3. Intermediate Outcomes: 
Teachers
Pedagogy in the majority of South 
African classrooms is largely 
communalized. Teachers tend to 
work “with the whole class as a 
homogeneous group, with little 
or no differentiation of tasks 
or differentiation of individual 
performances. In a communalizing 
pedagogy, close scrutiny of what 
individual learners produce is 
not possible because productions 
are generally chorused, and, 
consequently, individual assessments 
of learners’ progress in reading 
is foreclosed” (Hoadley 2019). In 
this section we explore whether 
one of the pathways through which 
the intervention may be achieving 
impacts on learners’ reading skills is 
through better formative assessment 
of learners’ ongoing progress in 
intervention schools. We also examine 
whether there are any shifts towards 
more individualised forms of learning 
through teachers reports on their use 
of the Vula Bula Graded  
reader anthologies.

7.3.1. FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT OF  

LEARNER PROGRESS IN READING

Teachers were asked to identify 
both the most proficient and least 
proficient readers from a list of 
the approximately ten randomly 
selected learners that were assessed 
in their class. For each learner that 
a teachers ranked as the most/
least proficient reader, we can 
therefore compare where they 
actually ranked out of the learners 
assessed based on an objective 
measure of reading proficiency 
from the learner assessments. From 
here on in, the teacher identified 
learners will be referred to as the 
“most proficient readers” and “least 
proficient readers”, respectively. 
The ability to correctly identify the 
those learners who are truly the 
most/least proficient readers out of 
the ten learners assessed per class 
can then also be compared between 
teachers in the control and treatment 
schools. An important caveat is that 

the sample is not powered to detect 
relatively small differences in the 
actual rankings of ”most proficient-” 
and “least proficient readers” in 
the two groups, given that only 108 
teacher observations (and thus only 
so many “most proficient” and “least 
proficient” estimates) are available₄₂.

In terms of measurement, no exact 
definition or criteria on how to 
determine the most/least proficient 
readers in the list was provided to the 
teachers. An obvious candidate would 
be oral reading f luency. However, 
55 percent of Grade 1’s₄₃ scored 
zero on the reading f luency task 
and we assume that this may have 
complicated rankings (and especially 
identifying a least proficient reader) 
for teachers of Grade 1 classes, where 
the majority of learners could not 
read a single word from a passage. We 
therefore use the midline composite 
reading proficiency measure as this 
better discriminates at the bottom of 
the distribution. We used learners’ 
actual rank based on this composite 
measure of proficiency for the 
comparison of "most proficient” and 
“least proficient” identified readers 
actually performed₄₄.

When comparing the accuracy 
of the rank between teachers in 
control and treatment schools, 
teachers in the intervention schools 

Figure 39: Rank of teacher identified 
“most proficient readers”

42. Three teachers said that they did not 
know who the most proficient readers in 
the list of ten is, whilst one teacher also 
indicated that they did not know who the 
least proficient reader is. Furthermore, one 
learner who a teacher estimated to be the 
most proficient reader was absent on the 
day of midline assessments, and one teacher 
identified “least proficient reader” could not 
be assessed at midline due to behavioural 
and/or learning disabilities which prevented 
the learner assessment from taking place. 
Data is thus available for 104 observations 
on the teacher identified “most proficient 
readers”, and 106 observations on the 
teacher estimated “least proficient readers” 
variable.
43. In comparison, only 17 percent of 
Grade 2’s scored zero on the Oral Reading 
Fluency task.
44. The class rank used to determine the 
most and least proficient readers follows 
the same ranking methodology as outline 
in section 7.2.4.1 above, with class ranks 
constructed based on the composite reading 
proficiency measure at baseline. There were 
no ties at the top and only one classroom 
where three learners were tied for bottom for 
reading proficiency scores.
45. The regression included strata fixed 
effects and standard errors were clustered at 
the level of the school.
46. We conducted similar analyses using 
correct letter sounds per minute for Grade 
1 learners and oral reading fluency for 
Grade 2 learners. There was no significant 
difference in the ability of treatment and 
control teachers to identify the weakest 
learners using either of these measures.
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were more accurate on average 
in their predictions of the most 
proficient reader. Figure 39 shows 
the distribution of where “most 
proficient readers” actually placed 
for reading proficiency within the 
10 assessed learners in their class. 
Fifty-eight percent of treatment 
teachers identified the top ranking 
learner (rank of 1) and a further 25 
percent selected the second ranked 
learner. The comparable figures 
for control teachers are 48 and 20 
percent. We formally tested whether 
treatment teachers were better able to 
identify the most proficient readers 
in their class using an ordered logit 
regression₄₅ of the rank of the learner 
that the teacher identified as most 
proficient on an indicator that the 
teacher was in an intervention school. 
Treatment teachers are significantly 
more likely to identify a learner with 
a better rank as the most proficient 
learner (p-value = 0.05) (output 
shown in appendix Table A5)₄₆.

Next we examine teachers’ ability to 
identify the “least proficient reader” 
of those assessed in their class. Now 
learners’ actual rank is defined in 
terms of how far they rank from the 
bottom of the distribution (i.e. a 
rank of one implies the learner had 
the lowest score on the composite 
measure).  From Figure 40, a greater 
proportion of the control school 
teacher identified “least proficient 
readers” are indeed the bottom 
ranking learner (i.e. those with a rank 
of first from bottom - 47 percent),  
compared to treatment teacher 
identified “least proficient readers” 
(36 percent). However, there is much 
more variability in the actual ranks 
of the learners selected by control 
teachers than those selected by 
treatment teachers. Eighty-five (85) 
percent of treatment teachers select 
the bottom three learners, as opposed 
to 78 percent of control teachers. As 
with the ”most proficient readers”, 
we conduct a formal test using an 
ordered logit. The point estimate is 
negative suggesting that treatment 
teachers are better able to identify 
poorer performing learners, but the 
estimate is not statistically significant 

(output shown in appendix  
Table A5). 

There are at least two, somewhat 
related reasons why teachers in 
intervention schools seem to have 
become better able to distinguish the 
top-performers among those assessed 
in their respective classrooms, whilst 
their relative ability to identify 
the least proficient readers is less 
clear. The first relates to the nature 
of the measurement and ranking 
methodology itself. The composite 
reading proficiency measure used to 
construct rankings is likely noisier in 
identifying the truly least proficient 
reader. Given the lack of variation in 
outcomes, the measure is relatively 
less able to accurately differentiate 
true proficiency among those learners 
that clump at the bottom of the 
distribution in classrooms where 
more than one learner has low-to-zero 
scores across a range of the reading 
proficiency sub-tasks. 

Second, intervention teachers 
might have become relatively better 
in picking out the best among those 
few learners who perform towards 
the upper end of the class’s reading 
proficiency distribution. There seems 
to be more variation in reading 
proficiency for teachers to observe 
among the sub-set of learners 
whose reading ability is towards 
the top of a class’s distribution. In 
other words, it might be the case 
that it is inherently a much easier 
task to differentiate between the few 
highly proficient learners in a class, 
conditional on the teacher being able 
to conduct formative assessments and 
become aware of learners’ differential 
reading abilities. In contrast, it might 
be an inherently more difficult task to 
differentiate among a larger share of 
learners who clump at very low levels 
of basic reading proficiency skills (i.e. 
the multiple learners who basically 
can’t perform any observable reading 
tasks). In sum, intervention teachers’ 
increased ability to differentiate 
among learners at different reading 
proficiency levels might therefore be 
an increasing function of how well the 
learner performs. 

Teachers were also presented with 
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Figure 40: Rank of 
teacher identified “least 
proficient readers” 

three passages from the Vula Bula 
anthologies, with a passage each 
from the Grade 1, Grade 2 and Grade 
3 level anthologies. Based on the 
passage presented to them, teachers 
were asked how many learners in 
their class would be able to read the 
specific passage. Given then that we 
have information on each teacher’s 
class size, we could translate their 
estimate into a percentage score of 
the share of the class who could read 
a specific passage. On average, Grade 
1 teachers felt that 60 percent of their 
learners could read the Grade 1 text, 
but only 48 percent and 37 percent 
would be able to read the Grade 2 and 
Grade 3 texts respectively (Table 
13). A similar percentage (64 percent) 
of Grade 2 teachers thought their 
learners could read the Grade 2 text. 
On average, Grade 2 teachers feel that 
around one quarter of their learners 
would not be able to read the Grade 
1 level text on their own. Grade 2 
teachers believe that one in two of 
their learners would manage to read 
the Grade 3 text on their own.

Given then that we have data for 

each teacher on 10 randomly selected 
learners from their class, we can 
compare how actual reading levels 
(i.e. the actual amount of words read 
correctly from the reading f luency 
task) compared with the percentage of 
learners the teacher believes can read 
the passage independently. The Grade 
1 level passage requires learners to 
be able to read a least four words 
correctly, whilst the Grade 2 passage 
consists of 18 words. We construct 
two indicators of the share of the 10 
assessed learners in each teachers’ 
class that can read at least 4 and 18 
words or more.

Figure 41 graphically presents how 
well teachers’ estimates of the share 
of the class who can read the Grade 1 
level passage (on the horizontal axis) 
compared to the share of learners 
assessed who could indeed read 
the passage (on the vertical axis), 
for classrooms in intervention and 
control schools separately. A line 
of best fit is drawn in each panel, 
obtained from a regression of how 
well teacher estimates predict the 
actual shares of the 10 randomly 

Table 13: Percentage of learners in class able to read text at this level 
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selected learners in their classroom 
who could read the specific passage. 
The same exercise is repeated for 
teachers’ estimates on the share of 
their class who can read the Grade 2 
level passage (i.e. at least 18 words 
correctly) in Figure 42.

For both passages, teachers in 
intervention schools are better at 
predicting the share of their class 
who can read at the level required 
to actually read the relevant 
passage. For the Grade 1 passage, 
the goodness-of-fit (or R-squared) 

value of teachers in intervention 
schools is 0.32, compared to 0.13 for 
teachers in control schools. In other 
words, intervention school teachers’ 
predictions explain 32 percent of 
the variation in their learners actual 
ability to read the Grade 1 passage. 
For the Grade 2 level passage, 
teachers in both groups are better 
able to predict the share of their 
class who can read the passage, with 
R-squared values of 0.27 and 0.43 for 
control and intervention classrooms, 
respectively. The intervention school 

Figure 42: Percent 
of learner who can 
read >=18 words per 
minute over teacher 
report on percent who 
can read Grade 2 
passage, by treatment 
status

Figure 41: Percent 
of learner who can 
read >=4 words per 
minute over teacher 
report on percent who 
can read Grade 1 
passage, by treatment 
status
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teachers were again significantly 
better predictors of their classrooms’ 
actual reading abilities.

Despite intervention school teachers 
being the better predictors, the 
predictions in both groups were 
pretty inaccurate. This can be gleaned 
from the low R-squared values, but 
also simply from inspecting Figures 
41 and 42. Classroom outcomes 
deviated significantly from the 
estimates from teachers on what 
share of their class could read a given 
passage. Also worth noting is the 
fact that teachers in the intervention 
group were more likely to report that 
almost none of the leaners in their 
class could read a specific passage. 
For example, from Figure 42 for 
the Grade 2 level passage, multiple 
intervention school teachers reported 
that less than 20 percent of their class 
could read at this level (and correctly 
so), whilst almost no control school 
teacher estimated that less than 20 
percent of their learners could read 
at the Grade 2 level (even though this 
was most certainly the case in many 
their classrooms).

7.3.2. USE OF VULA BULA ANTHOLOGIES

Baseline data highlighted the 
challenges with access to reading 
materials at both school and home in 
both intervention and control schools. 
Around half (53 percent) of schools 
had no library, a quarter of learners 
had no library or bookshelf in their 
class and 65 percent of learners have 
no books other than schoolbooks 
to read at home. Almost all classes 
had pre-existing readers but the 
quantities were woefully inadequate 
for the number of learners in the 
class. In most classes there were 
insufficient readers for activities 
such as group guided reading or 
for learners to progress through 
the year. In 2019 for the first time, 
the ECDoE distributed a Grade-
level Vula Bula anthology of 22 
Graded readers to every Grade 1 to 3 
learner in all their primary schools. 
Details on the distribution and use 
of the anthologies from the teacher 
interviews, classroom observational 
checks, principal interviews and 

learner interviews are provided in 
Appendix V. In summary, distribution 
was almost universal, most learners 
received their own copy of the 
anthology and were allowed to take 
them home and reported usage of the 
anthologies at school and at home  
was high.

Of the teachers who received 
copies of the anthologies, all but one 
report using them in class. Figure 
43 shows the frequency of reported 
use in intervention and control 
classrooms. Overall, reported use is 
high in both intervention and control 
classrooms. However, the frequency 
of use is substantially higher in 
intervention classrooms. Over a third 
of intervention teachers report using 
the anthologies daily in contrast 
to only eight percent of control 
teachers. Intervention teachers also 
report using more of the stories in 
the anthology than control teachers 
(Figure 44). 

Learners were also asked who 
often the anthologies were used 
in the class (Figure 45) and how 
many of the stories that had read 
(either themselves or by an adult) 
(Figure 46). Learner reports of 
frequency of use and stories read 
tend to be lower than that of teachers 
in both intervention and control 
classrooms. This is suggestive of 
some desirability bias in the teacher 
responses. Nevertheless, the learner 
reports accord with those of the 
teachers in pointing to higher use 
of the anthologies in intervention 
classrooms, although the differences 
are more muted₄₇.

Table 14 shows the range of 
activities that the teachers conduct 
with the anthologies by intervention 
status. In almost half of both 
intervention and control classrooms, 
the teacher reads aloud from the 
anthology while learners listen. 
The other form of communalised 
learning, the whole class reading 
from the book at the same time, 
is much more common in control 
than intervention classrooms (30 
percent versus 15 percent). Treatment 
teachers are much more likely to 
report using the anthologies for group 

47. There are other indicators that suggest 
the anthologies are more well used in 
intervention schools – 1) there is more 
variation in the choice of learners’ favourite 
story from the anthologies, 2) learners 
are nine percentage points (92 percent 
versus 83 percent) to report that they have 
read a specific story shown to them by the 
enumerator, and 3) conditional on having 
read the story, they are 11 percentage points 
more likely to answer the simple question 
about the story correctly (71 percent versus 
60 percent).
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Figure 43: 
Frequency of 
use of Vula 
Bula stories 
in class – 
teacher 
report

Figure 44: 
Number of 
Vula Bula 
stories used 
– teacher 
report

guided reading in small groups (85 
percent versus 52). They are also 
more likely to use the anthologies 
for shared and paired reading. It 
is possible that teachers in control 
schools use other reading resources 
for these activities. However, given 
the woefully inadequate quantity of 
readers available in both classrooms 
at baseline and the universal delivery 
and high reported general usage 
of Vula Bula, this is an unlikely 

Control Treatment

Teacher reads aloud from anthology 
while learners listen

46% 46%

Whole class reads from book at same 
time

30% 15%

Small groups during group guided 
reading

52% 85%

Shared reading/paired reading 64% 72%

Independent reading during break/
DEAR period

58% 37%

Table 14: Anthology use in class by treatment status – Teacher report
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Figure 45: 
Frequency of 
use of Vula Bula 
stories in class – 
learner report

Figure 46: 
Number of Vula 
Bula stories used – 
learner report

explanation for the differences in use 
presented in Table 9.

These use patterns seem to suggest 
a shift away from communalised 
learning towards more individualised 
modes of reading instruction. We 
do need to bear in mind that this 
information is self-reported and 
desirability bias (teachers reporting 
what they think they are expected 
to be doing rather than what they 
actually do) is plausibly higher among 
intervention teachers. The in-depth 
qualitative classroom observations 

planned for term three in the second 
year of the intervention will shed 
more light on whether and how Funda 
Wande is shifting reading pedagogy 
in the classroom.
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8. Discussion
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8. Discussion

The Funda Wande intervention had a 0.17 s.d. impact on the learner’s reading proficiency after one 
year of implementation. The programme impacts are positive across all the sub-tasks assessed, with 
impacts at this stage largest on certain foundational skills (like correctly identifying letter sounds 
and being able to manipulate phonemes); the skills that learners require to decode words, read 
more fluently and eventually read for meaning. Nevertheless, the impacts on higher order skills like 
word recognition and reading fluency are almost as large and significant. 

In practical terms, learning gains on 
the subtasks on which the intervention 
had a positive effect translated to 
between 20 to 27 percent of a year’s 
worth of learning for Grade 2 learners. 
For example, a two word per minute 
increase in familiar word recognition 
for Grade 2 learners in intervention 
schools is roughly equivalent to a 
school term’s worth of learning in 
comparison schools. Learners in 
Grade 1 classrooms in intervention 
schools gained even more over their 
peers in comparison schools for the 
emergent- and pre-literacy skills on 
which the programme had positive 
effects. For letter recognition tasks, 
phonemic awareness and productive 
listening comprehension skills these 
Grade 1 learners’ outcomes improved 
between 33 to 58 percent more than 
the ‘business as usual’ development in 
these skills that occurred in control 
schools. Concretely, intervention school 
Grade 1’s could correctly identify 
six letters sounds per minute more 
after one year of exposure to the 
intervention, equal to a third of a year’s 
worth of learning in control schools. 

When investigated by Grade, 
certain dynamics of learners’ learning 
trajectories in the different Grades and 
how these relate to the programme 
impacts come to the fore. For example, 
the intervention impacts on Grade 1 
learners’ foundational skills (letter 

sound recognition and phonemic 
awareness) are particularly large, both 
relative to the impacts on other Grade 
1 literacy skills and the impacts on 
similar skills for Grade 2 learners. For 
Grade 2 learners, the impacts of the 
intervention are more consistent across 
foundational- (letter sound recognition) 
and higher order literacy skills (like 
word recognition, reading fluency and 
reading comprehension outcomes), but 
not significant on phonemic awareness. 
These dynamics suggest that certain 
foundational decoding skills, like 
letter-sound knowledge, phonemic 
awareness, and word recognition are 
important for learners to master before 
they can effectively progress toward 
reading passages f luently. The results 
support the idea that learners require a 
range of foundational literacy abilities 
before they can read with some level 
of speed and accuracy (i.e. f luency), 
and in turn, then need to read with a 
certain minimum level of f luency in 
order to comprehend what they are 
reading.

Consistent with the sequential 
nature of literacy skill acquisition, 
we only find positive and significant 
effects on reading comprehension for 
Grade 2 learners at this stage of the 
intervention’s implementation. These 
estimates are, however, almost as 
large as the effect sizes on lower order 
literacy skills for Grade 2 learners, and 
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found consistently across more than 
one reading comprehension task. We 
would therefore expect to find similar 
effects on reading comprehension for 
2019’s Grade 1 learners at the next 
round of learner assessments at the 
end of two years of exposure to the 
programme. 

At a practical measurement level, 
the evaluation has provided valuable 
lessons in how to appropriately 
measure reading for meaning. For 
example, the relatively extensive range 
of comprehension tasks used provide 
valuable insights into the extent to 
which the different levels of reading 
comprehension rely on reading fluency, 
whilst also illustrating the limited 
ability of current comprehension 
assessments to differentiate among 
those learners at very low levels 
of f luency. Certain tasks (like the 
vocabulary instrument) also proved 
less useful due to severe ceiling effects 
and thus an inability to differentiate 
among learners. Some tasks will 
therefore be updated and/or replaced 
in future rounds of assessment, also 
taking into account the relevance of 
tasks to learners in different levels of 
progression. This project will also feed 
into and build on existing empirical 
research on African languages in South 
Africa, with the longitudinal rounds 
of data on reading skill acquisition 
allowing a better understanding of 
the minimum level of decoding- and 
reading fluency skills required to 
progress to reading for meaning in 
isiXhosa.

Also encouraging from a policy 
perspective is that the intervention 
seems to have fairly consistent 
positive impacts for learners 
across the distribution of baseline 
reading proficiency. If anything, 
the intervention has slightly larger 
impact for those who are mid-range in 
terms of baseline reading proficiency. 
When looking at treatment impact by 
gender, the extent of the differential 
impact seems to rely on the Grade 
that the learners are in. Whereas 
the programme clearly helps boys 
in intervention schools catch up to 
their girl counterparts in intervention 
schools during the course of Grade 2, 

it seems that it might have the opposite 
effect in Grade 1 (helping intervention 
school girls pull further away from boys 
in the same schools).

With respect to the mechanisms at 
play, at this stage we find suggestive 
evidence across a multitude of 
indicators that teachers in intervention 
schools are more likely to a) be 
more attuned to the actual reading 
proficiency levels of the learners in 
their class (both in terms of whether 
learners are at the top or the bottom 
of the distribution and how the class 
performs overall) and b) to make 
greater use of material resources 
provided, and (c) to use instructional 
techniques that have previously been 
shown to facilitate more individualised 
forms of learner reading practice, 
feedback and learning (Cilliers et al., 
2019). 

For example, intervention school 
teachers clearly have a better sense 
of who the most proficient readers 
in their classrooms are. They also 
do better in estimating what share 
of their class can read a passage of a 
given difficulty level. With respect to 
resource use, intervention teachers 
seem to use the Vula Bula Graded 
readers more often and cover more 
stories. Finally, in terms of teachers’ 
instructional practices, control school 
teachers are more likely to make use 
of certain communalised forms of 
learning, like having the whole class 
simultaneously read aloud from the 
same passage. In contrast, intervention 
teachers are more likely to report using 
the anthologies provided to practice 
group guided reading. This technique 
has been proven effective in allowing 
teachers to stream learners into 
groups by reading ability, differentially 
target the texts to a group’s ability 
and provide readers with more 
individualised opportunities to read 
and receive feedback (Cilliers et al., 
2019).

The midline results from the EGRS 
1 study (see Taylor et al., 2017: 41-
47) provides i) a second data point 
from which to start identifying 
common patterns and insights from 
structured pedagogic interventions in 
low resource South African schools, 
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as well as ii) a point of reference 
against which to compare the Funda 
Wande programme effectiveness after 
one year of implementation. After 
roughly four terms of programme 
implementation, the estimated effect 
of the Funda Wande intervention is 
at least as large as that of the EGRS 1 
intervention’s most effective treatment 
arm, the coaching intervention (after 
a somewhat shorter three terms of 
programme implementation)₄₈. It is 
important to note, however, that in 
both cases the confidence intervals 
around the estimated programme 
impacts at midline overlap and one 
cannot say with any level of certainty 
that the effect of one programme was 
larger.

A common theme in both the studies 
is that these structured pedagogic 
programmes first shift foundational 
decoding skills for Grade 1 learners, 
before relatively greater improvements 
on higher order domains of reading 
proficiency follow in Grade 2. In 
the first year of the EGRS coaching 
programme implementation (on Grade 1 
learners), it only had a significant effect 
on one foundational domain of reading 
proficiency: phonological awareness 
(Cilliers et al., 2019: 35). In the second 
year when the evaluation cohort were 
in Grade 2, the estimated effect on 
foundational decoding skills like letter 
sounds and phonological awareness 
were smaller. In contrast, the impact 
on higher order decoding and reading 
skills (word recognition, non-word 
reading and paragraph reading) was 
significantly larger in the second 
year relative to the first. The dynamic 

impacts of the EGRS study thus align 
with the Funda Wande findings in 
suggesting that the acquisition of 
decoding and then higher order reading 
fluency and comprehension skills are 
sequential in nature.

The EGRS 1 coaching treatment 
impacts were clearer for boys than for 
girls at midline, with the treatment 
estimate equal to 0.19 s.d. for boys 
(significant at the p=0.05 level). In 
contrast, for the Funda Wande Grade 
1 sample, if anything, the impact was 
greater for Grade 1 girls. The midline 
results from the EGRS 1 coaching 
intervention suggests that it helped 
the generally lagging boys catch up 
with the girls in their classrooms 
for reading comprehension. In the 
Funda Wande sample, the programme 
does eventually seem to help boys in 
intervention schools catch up to their 
girl counterparts, but only in Grade 2, 
and only after girls might have pulled 
further away during Grade 1

Both programmes performed 
similarly in the sense that no learners 
experienced negative treatment 
effects based on their baseline levels 
of reading proficiency. Programme 
impacts also did not vary with learners’ 
relative rank for reading proficiency 
within their classrooms. However, 
the Funda Wande intervention seems 
more likely to have a positive benefit 
to learners in intervention schools 
across the distribution of baseline 
reading proficiency levels. Importantly, 
the Funda Wande programme had a 
clear positive effect on the weakest 
learners based on baseline reading 
proficiency, whereas this was not the 

48. A comparison for the letter sounds sub-
task in the two studies provides insights into 
the effects of the two programmes. Grade 
1 leaners in both the EGRS I and Funda 
Wande control schools could only recognise 
about five or six letters correctly per minute 
at the start of Grade 1 (Taylor et al., 2016: 
30). Control school learners’ average letter 
recognition ability also grew  
at almost the same rate in status quo 
Grade1 learning environments in both 
studies, by 17 and 18 correct letter 
sounds per minute after one year in EGRS 
1 and Funda Wande respectively. The 
point estimates of the programmes are 
0.13 s.d. (p-value = 0.084) and 0.27 
(p-value=0=01) respectively (Taylor et al., 
2016: 42). As with the composite reading 
proficiency impact estimates, the confidence 
intervals of the respective programme 
impacts on letter sound recognition overlap. 
The more important insight is that the 
effect sizes translates to between two and 
six additional letter sounds per minute for 
intervention school Grade 1’s, or between 
12 percent to a third of a year of learning in 
comparison schools.

A common theme in both the studies is that these structured 
pedagogic programmes first shift foundational decoding skills for 
Grade 1 learners, before relatively greater improvements on higher 
order domains of reading proficiency follow in Grade 2. 
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case in the EGRS 1 evaluation after 
either one or two years of programme 
implementation. These results suggest 
that a) it is students’ absolute levels of 
reading proficiency that matters for 
this class of programme effectiveness, 
and b) there is some characteristic(s) 
of the Funda Wande programme that 
make effective for leaners across 
the distribution of initial reading 
proficiency levels.

At this stage, we can only speculate 
whether the differential impact on 
initially lower performing learners 
is attributable to differences in 
programme design. For example, the 
Funda Wande training materials places 
a specific focus on ongoing formative 
assessment and the urgency of remedial 
interventions targeted at students 
who fall behind (Funda Wande, 2018: 
42-44). This is accompanied by the 
provision of baseline assessment 
booklets, for which the expectation is 
that they will be used to assist teachers 
in placing learners into ability groups 
for Group Guided Reading activities. 
The Funda Wande programme is 
also distinct in its emphasis on the 
affective response that learners have 
to reading. Amongst other things, 
it emphasises the importance of 
teachers understanding and seeking 
out the sources of what motivates their 
learners to read, developing strategies 
for establishing a culture of reading 
for enjoyment, and providing learners 
with reading challenges tailored to 
their level of proficiency (to facilitate 
sustained engagement and interest on 
the part of the learners). We  
are not able to test for these 
mechanisms at this stage. However, 
in-depth classroom observations 
should shed further light on the 
mechanisms at play.

With respect to the potential 
mechanisms at play in the EGRS 
I study, a combination of teacher 
surveys, document inspections and in-
depth classroom observations indicate 
that teachers in the coaching arm felt 
more supported, their classrooms 
had more access to print resources, 
and treated teachers adhered more 
closely to the curriculum prescribed 
pacing, sequencing and coverage 

of reading materials and practices. 
Despite the coached teachers having a 
better knowledge of, and adherence to, 
curriculum prescribed routines, Cilliers 
et al. (2019) make a careful argument 
that the main driver of programme 
impacts is coached teachers being 
more likely to implement technically 
demanding instructional techniques 
(especially Group Guided Reading). 
In turn, their students are more likely 
to read materials at their proficiency 
levels, receive individualised attention 
when reading, and also spend more 
time actually using the reading 
materials provided (Cilliers et al., 2019: 
22-25). This aligns with the findings 
on reported classroom practices of 
intervention schools in the Funda 
Wande intervention: the increased use 
of Vula Bula Graded readers, a shift 
away from communalised learning 
towards more individualised modes of 
reading instruction, and the increased 
propensity to make use of group guided 
reading specifically.

Another way to get a sense of the 
relative size of the programme impacts 
is to compare the results against 
benchmarks from “studies of studies”: 
meta-analyses and systematic reviews. 
Conn (2017) provides a particularly 
relevant benchmark. Based on a 
meta-analysis of 66 experiments 
from across Sub-Saharan Africa, 
pedagogical interventions aimed 
at shifting teacher pedagogy and/
or instructional techniques yields a 
conservative estimated effect size of 
0.228 s.d.. Kraft et al.’s (2018) perform 
a meta-analysis for 21 causal studies 
from North America focussed on 
teacher coaching type professional 
development programmes and estimate 
the impact for early Grade reading 
outcomes specifically. The pooled 
effect size estimate is 0.19 s.d.  From 
other systematic reviews, McEwan’s 
(2015) estimated effect size for teacher 
training programmes more broadly is 
0.12 s.d.  and Snilstveit et al. (2016) 
find a pooled estimate on structured 
pedagogy programmes of 0.23 s.d.

However, the available evidence 
suggests that there is more variation 
in effectiveness across teacher 
professional development programmes 
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than between different types/classes of 
educational interventions more broadly 
(Evans and Popova, 2016; McEwan, 
2015). This is a recurrent theme across 
educational interventions: there is a 
lot of variation in the effectiveness 
within programme types and therefore 
a range of considerations that must be 
taken into account when interpreting 
the effect sizes of various education 
interventions₄₉(see Kraft, 2019). This 
is consistent with arguments to shift 
focus from questions of “what works”, 
to “how it works”; i.e. that the most 
useful experimental studies are those 
trying to identify causal mechanisms 
behind a programme’s impacts, or lack 
thereof (Deaton, 2010, Ludwig et al, 
2011). 

It is important to keep in mind at 
this stage that Funda Wande schools 
were screened before they were invited 
to participate in the programme, 
based on certain pre-defined selection 
eligibility criteria (refer to section 
5.3). More precisely, all the schools 
in the sample are drawn from no-fee, 
quantile three public schools that have 
an isiXhosa LOLT and are located 
on the in- and around three urban 
school districts in the Eastern Cape. 
Other eligibility criteria include that 
schools should not suffer from severe 
overcrowding, nor have less than 20 
learners per Grade. These sample 
criteria guided the process of selecting 
which characteristics by which to test 
for differential impacts, and it should 
also be kept in mind when considering 
the extent to which the sample’s 
heterogeneity on certain characteristics 
are representative of the broader 
population of schools in South Africa. 

The external validity consideration 
relevant here is whether those 
schools who agree to participate and/
or were selected to participate by 
the programme’s implementers are 
different from the rest of the population 
(Banerjee et al, 2017:80; Kraft, 
2019:12). “Site-selection bias” refers 
to the phenomenon where sub-groups 
and/or locations for the intervention 
are chosen such that marginal returns 
are expected to be particularly large 
(Allcott, 2015; Banerjee et al, 2017:81). 
Both the EGRS programmes, as well 

as the Funda Wande programme, are 
implemented in low-resource, no fee 
schools in provinces with academic 
outcomes generally below the national 
average (Kotze et al., 2019: 206; 
Taylor et al., 2017: 16). These contexts 
arguably provide more fertile grounds 
for greater learning improvements if 
the programme class’ effectiveness 
diminishes with the pre-existing 
teacher capacity and/or student 
learning levels within schools

On the other hand, there is a lot 
of homogeneity in poor learning 
outcomes for learners in schools across 
the bottom four wealth quintiles of 
South African schools (Spaull an 
Kotze, 2015; Spaull, 2013), as well 
as strong correlation between school 
wealth, -location, the socioeconomic 
status of learners and the language 
of instruction (Spaull, 2013). It 
seems plausible that the underlying 
mechanisms that make these 
structured pedagogy programmes 
effective could be similarly applicable 
across low-resource, low capacity South 
African schools more generally₅₀. If 
effect sizes therefore hold with some 
consistency across provinces, for 
schools with different languages of 
instruction, both rural/urban locations, 
etc., then the effects estimated in the 
low resource environments where the 
programmes are evaluated are indeed 
the parameter of interest to policy-
makers.

The context dependence of these 
structured pedagogy programmes 
is best assessed by replication of 
the same/similar interventions (i.e. 
functioning on the same underlying 
rationale) across different contexts 
(Banerjee et al, 2017:96). In the 
South African policy space this could 
imply replication across different 
provinces, time periods, partnering 
provincial bureaucracies, implementing 
institutions and languages of 
instruction. To date, the state of 
evidence from the EGRS I (Cilliers et 
al., 2019a, 2019b), EGRS II (Kotze et 
al., 2019) and Funda Wande coaching 
interventions suggest that structured 
pedagogy programmes can be effective 
in more than one province (the North 
West, Mpumalanga and the Eastern 

49. For example, something that is often 
neglected in the comparison of the relative 
magnitude of programme impacts is the 
important role played by the choice of 
outcome measure used in determining 
programme effectives (i.e. which outcomes 
are measured, when they are measured 
and how they are measured - Kraft, 2019: 
11-12). For example, teacher coaching 
interventions have much larger effects 
on more proximal outcomes (like shifting 
teachers’ instructional practice - 0.47 SD) 
than on downstream students’ achievement 
(0.18 SD), whilst literacy outcomes are 
generally easier to shift than achievements in 
maths (Kraft, Blazar, & Hogan, 2018).
50. For example, school wealth is a very 
strong predictor a learner’s probability of 
learning to read by Grade 4 (Spaull and 
Pretorius, 2019:156). Based on PIRLS 2016 
data, Spaull and Pretorius (2019:156) 
estimate that “(t)he average child in the 
poorest 75% of schools has a five times 
higher probability of not learning to read 
than of learning to read (85% compared to 
15% respectively).” Whilst there are a few 
outlier children in in no-fee (quintile 1-3) 
schools who manage to learn to read, there 
are fewer, if any outlier schools (where the 
majority of learners learn to read in spite of 
the school’s limited resources).
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Cape) and in more than one language of 
instruction (Setswana Home language, 
English as first additional language 
and isiXhosa Home language). This 
lends further external validity to 
earlier experimental evidence that on-
site coaching interventions can shift 
instructional practice and improve 
early learning outcomes in low-
resource South African schools.

Nevertheless, the variation in 
effectiveness of structured pedagogic 
interventions observed in the 
literature are not only a function of the 
programme type’s applicability and 
transferability to different contexts 
(referring to the programmes external 
validity- see Bates and Glennerster, 
2017; Pritchett and Sandefur, 2015). 
One specific programme is also 
only one realisation in a class of 
possible iterations under the same 
umbrella class of intervention 
(“teacher incentives”, “providing 
textbooks”, “coaching”, etc.). The 
latter, which Nadel and Pritchett 
(2016) call a class of programme’s 
design space, refers to the multiple 
design elements and potentially many 
possible choices within each of those 
design elements. Together, the role 
of contextual factors and the specific 
design- and implementation details 
of programmes could explain why 
multiple school based interventions 
that have succeeded at the pilot 
and proof of concept stage (often 
implemented with high fidelity 
by committed non-governmental 
organisation (NGO) implementers 
and at a smaller, more manageable 
scale) often fail to reproduce positive 

affects when replicated at scale (as is 
generally required by governments) 
(see Bold et al., 2018); or why the same 
program implemented by the same 
actor across different countries yield 
different outcomes (Lucas et al., 2014). 
Subsequent evaluation reports on the 
Funda Wande intervention should 
therefore include detailed programme 
implementation information, both in 
terms of what the goals for various 
programmatic components were and 
how well the goals were achieved in 
practice (i.e. implementation fidelity). 

Detailed knowledge of programme 
components, how they fit together in 
a theory (i.e.  a theory of change), and 
how the intervention implementation 
plays out in practice (implementation 
fidelity) are important components 
of understanding how and why 
a programme might be effective 
in different contexts. The Funda 
Wande programme has extensive 
documentation available of the range 
of programmatic inputs, why these 
inputs are required, and how they 
are interlinked parts of the bundled 
intervention (Funda Wande, 2018). An 
unanswered question at this stage is 
how the respective inputs are perceived 
and used in practice, and to what extent 
the respective programme inputs are 
indeed complementary.

It is clear from the existing evidence 
on teacher focussed interventions 
that furnishing teachers with either 
knowledge or resources in isolation is 
not enough (Glewwe et al., 2009, 2014; 
Kennedy, 2016). Instead, a holistic 
bouquet of complementary materials 
and support is provided to teachers and 

It seems plausible that the underlying mechanisms that make these 
structured pedagogy programmes effective could be similarly applicable
across low-resource, low capacity South African schools more generally
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the learners in their classrooms. For 
example, Piper et al. (2018) examined 
the relative impact on learning, as 
well as the cost-effectiveness, of the 
constituent components of a similar 
programme (Tusome) in Kenya. The 
intervention differentially provided 
a combination of initial teacher 
training, follow-up coaching, literacy 
materials in a 1:1 ratio per student, 
and structured teachers’ guides. There 
results show that the entire package 
combined resulted in much greater 
impacts than a) only books and training 
or b) teacher training alone 

Similarly, Kerwin and Thornton 
(2019) evaluate a lower-cost version of 
a similar mother-tongue early literacy 
programme that proved highly effective 
in Uganda, but when implemented 
at a relatively small scale and by a 
high performing non-governmental 
organisation (NGO). The original 
programme provided a version of 
the general structured pedagogical 
intervention bouquet: detailed lesson 
plans, teacher training with subsequent 
monitoring and support, mother tongue 
readers and other classroom materials. 
The reduced cost version of the model 
was designed to emulate programme 
modifications often undergone to make 
an effective pilot programme more 
amenable to implementation at scale 
and by government implementers. 
Besides cutting seemingly inessential 
but expensive classroom materials 
(the provision of classroom clocks 
and writing slates), the major cost-
saving changes were to the method 
of teacher training (moving to a 
cascade, “train-the-trainer” model) 

and reducing the number of follow-
up support visits to teachers (now 
done by trained government officials 
and not NGO implementers). These 
changes cut programme costs by 60%. 
However, it also reduced the impacts 
of the programme across a range of 
learning outcomes to such an extent 
that the reduced cost version of the 
programme was 40% less cost-effective 
than the pilot programme originally 
implemented.

From the perspective of the Funda 
Wande evalutation, this implies 
that future rounds of programme 
expansion and -evaluation could 
greatly improve the state of knowledge 
on the importance of individual 
programme components. This would 
entail an assessment of the extent 
to which inputs are complementary, 
by assessing the whether individual 
Funda Wande programme components 
or combinations of sub-sets of them 
contribute to shifting teacher practice 
and learner outcomes. 

Given the success of the Funda 
Wande programme at this early 
stage, another consideration for the 
interpreting the generalisability of 
programme impacts is to consider 
how they might look at scale. From 
an evaluation perspective, this has a 
few implications. One is investigating 
whether the programme has any 
spillover effects. For example, a 
programme might lead to a different 
set of behaviours (and subsequent 
effects on learning outcomes) 
when only some schools receive the 
treatment, compared to nation-wide 
implementation where all schools 

Given the success of the Funda Wande programme at this early stage, 
another consideration for the interpreting the generalisability of 
programme impacts is to consider how they might look at scale. 
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receive the programme. A relevant 
example to the structured pedagogy 
class of interventions is the potential 
usefulness of informational spillovers 
and shared learning from teachers 
forming learning communities (often 
amongst small clusters of near-by 
schools) where best practices are 
shared (Fleisch et al., 2017: 10). At 
scale, these spillovers could well lead 
to even greater instructional changes 
and learning gains than in evaluated 
programmes where treated schools are 
further apart due to cluster/school level 
randomisation. From EGRS I, Cilliers 
et al. (2019b) do find positive spillovers 
on untreated teacher’s pedagogical 
knowledge among teachers not exposed 
to the intervention within the treated 
schools⁵¹, but none between schools 
(Taylor et al., 2017: 117-119 ).Another 
consideration for taking a programme 
to scale is its cost-effectiveness. This 
requires detailed data on both the costs 
of various programmatic inputs and 
subsequently calculating returns to the 
various domains of reading proficiency 
per rand spent. Understanding how 
cost effective the programme (or 
some version thereof) might be at 
scale provides another motivation for 
considering the role of individual- 
or sub-sets of programme inputs 
separately in future. For example, if 
only providing HOD training (through 
the -year part-time accredited course) 
and the Funda Wande LTSM resources 
are sufficient to shift learning outcomes 
and do so in a more cost effective 
manner, this would arguably provide a 
model of programme implementation 
that is more amenable to operating 
at scale within a national level public 
education system. At the very least, 
however, a detailed costing exercise of 
the Funda Wande programme will be 
conducted on implementation of the 
programme as is for the next round of 
evaluation. 

Current evidence from the EGRS 
1 study provides a useful framework 
for thinking about cost-effectiveness 
considerations in the South African 
context. It assesses the effectiveness 
of two different teacher professional 
development delivery modalities 
(centralised training versus in-person 

coaching) and how these relate to 
the persistence of programme effects 
over the longer run. Even though the 
EGRS I coaching intervention is more 
expensive in absolute terms (R557 / 
42.91 USD versus R397 / 30.58 US 
per pupil⁵²), it is more cost effective 
in terms of learning gains per USD 
spent when evaluated over two years. 
There is an estimated 0.57 s.d. increase 
in reading proficiency annually and 
per 100 USD spent per pupil in the 
coaching arm, compared to 0.39 s.d. 
in the training arm. When evaluated 
over a longer time-span, however, 
it is unclear whether the coaching 
programme is still more cost-effective 
(Cilliers et al., 2019b:17). 

Nevertheless, the coaching 
intervention did perform relatively 
better on certain key impact measures 
of the longevity of programme impacts. 
Subsequent follow-ups of the EGRS 
I study found that the initial shifts 
in teachers’ pedagogical knowledge, 
resource use and subsequent student 
learning improvements generally 
persist up to two years after the 
intervention for both trained and 
coached cohorts. However, only 
teachers in the coaching arm continued 
making use of the programme acquired 
instructional techniques. The effect of 
the programme on subsequent cohorts 
of learners was also more persistent 
in the coaching arm, with coached 
teachers being the only treatment arm 
to have significant positive impacts 
on subsequent cohorts of students’ 
learning one year after receiving the 
intervention (Cilliers et al., 2019b). 
Cilliers et al. (2019b) suggests that 
sustained and meaningful change in 
teacher practices, which are necessary 
for improved better student learning 
outcomes, requires some form of 
ongoing in-classroom support, 
monitoring and feedback for teachers, 
like that offered by the coaches in the 
intervention

Viewed in conjunction with 
preliminary evidence from a 
subsequent first additional language 
(English) EGRS II programme, which 
compares outcomes on solely face-to-
face versus e-coaching based teacher 
training (Kotze et al, 2019), it is not 

51. The authors argue that within-school 
spill-over effects are due to social learning 
and/or the use of educational materials 
provided (Cilliers, 2019b:4). 
52. This is based on variable costs only (see 
discussion in Taylor et al.,2019: 92).
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yet clear which method of teacher 
professional development is the most 
cost effective. Also noteworthy is 
that implementing programmes at 
national scale might change the 
cost effectiveness of the respective 
programmes, following from changes 
to prices and capacity constraints as 
programme inputs are required in 
much larger quantities (i.e. general 
equilibrium effects). For example, 
a shortage of well-qualified and –
trained coaches could potentially 
both decrease the impacts of a teacher 
coaching programme at scale, and 
simultaneously increase its initial 
implementation costs (through the 
initial investment required to train 
the larger number of coaches required 
to implement the programme 
nationally⁵³). For the Funda Wande 
programme specifically, an important 
consideration at scale will be whether 
components like online teacher 
resources and the f lash disc of multi-
media materials can improve the cost 
effectiveness of the programme.

A final consideration for thinking 
of how a programme might look at 
scale is the political reactions that it 
will encounter, be they supportive or 
in opposition. In the South African 
context, there is arguably a lot of 
support for structured pedagogic 
interventions – driven to a large 
extent by the successful interventions 
by the DBE itself. Positive evaluation 
results and teacher feedback also 
feed into the continued support 
for the interventions from various 
stakeholders at this stage.  However, 
political reactions might well 
change with the scale at which the 
programme is implemented and thus 
the extent to which it impacts on 

the interests of various role-players 
(Banerjee et al, 2017: 78). This is 
not something that programme 
implementers have much direct 
control over, but it is worth being 
cognisant of in the early stages of 
implementation as it can result 
in implementation challenges 
of a different kind. Thoroughly 
assessing teacher sentiment toward 
the programme and it’s respective 
components might provide a useful 
indicator at the early stages of 
implementation.

In sum, there are a few important 
considerations for programmes like 
Funda Wande to operate at scale 
in future. The first lie in further 
understanding the persistence of 
programme impacts and how this 
relates to cost effectiveness (Cillers 
et al, 2019b). Another challenge is 
settling on implementation modalities 
that are amenable to operating at 
scale in a cost-effective manner. 
This includes the programme 
remaining politically feasible and 
being effective when implemented 
within a national-level, public-
school education system (most likely 
by government bureaucrats, and 
not NGO staff). Given the extent 
to which the cost-effectiveness of 
programmes can differ with context- 
and implementation scale changes 
(Tulloch, 2019), the Funda Wande 
programme will provide another 
important data-point on the cost-
effectiveness of mother-tongue, 
structured pedagogical interventions 
in the South African context. It also 
provides another puzzle-piece in 
creating a fuller picture on the class 
of programmes’ effectiveness across 
different contexts. 

53. See discussion in Banerjee et al. 
(2017:75-77) on general equilibrium 
effects and how they relate to scaling (and 
evaluating) successful pilot programmes.
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9. Next Steps

Expansion of scope of 
intervention and evaluation to 
include numeracy:

During the course of 2019, Funda 
Wande met with the 30 school 
principals and School Management 
Treams involved in the intervention as 
well as the ECDoE district officials in 
Sarah Baartman, Nelson Mandela Bay 
and Buffalo City. One of the points that 
came out of those interactions was that 
teachers, HODs and district officials 
all requested an extension of the Funda 
Wande programme to provide support 
for Grade R-3 mathematics.

In response to this and with 
generous support from donors, the 
scope of the programme has been 
expanded to include a mathematics 
component. Bala Wande: Calculating 
with Confidence is headed up by Ingrid 
Sapire (Wits) who was also appointed 
by the Minister of Basic Education Ms 
Angie Motshekga to be the Chairperson 
of the Ministerial Task Team to 
develop the Framework for Teaching 
Mathematics for understanding 
(TMU). 

Given that all Foundation Phase 
teachers teach both literacy and 
mathematics, the coaches will now 
provide support for both of these 
subjects, i.e. it is the same schools with 
the same teachers and learners. The 
Bala Wande intervention will begin 
with Grade 1 in 2020 and expand 
into Grade 2 and 3 in 2021 and 2022 
respectively.

Planned future activities for the 
evaluation: 
The main research activities planned 
for the next three years (2020 – 2022) 
are as follows:

1. September 2020: Conduct 
classroom observations and semi-
structured teacher interviews in 
a small-subsample of schools. 
This qualitative data will generate 
valuable insights into the take-up 
of Funda Wande techniques in the 
classroom. Such observations will 
focus on precisely how teachers 
implement the programme, and why 
teachers take up the intervention in 
particular ways. 
2. October/November 2020: 
Conduct the third round of data 
collection (midline II) in all 59 
schools. The evaluation team will 
assess the same learners (Cohort A 
and B) that were assessed at baseline 
and midline I. The team will also 
assess randomly selected Grade one 
learners (Cohort C). Assessments 
will focus on literacy and numeracy 
skills.
3. October/November 2021:  
Conduct the fourth round of data 
collection (midline III) in all 59 
schools.  The evaluation team will 
assess learners in Cohort A and C.
4. October/November 2022:  
Conduct the final round of data 
collection (endline) in all 59 schools. 
The evaluation team will assess 
learners in Cohort C.
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10. Conclusion

The midline results for the Funda Wande in-service teacher coaching intervention indicate that the 
programme is effective in improving Grade 1 and 2 learners isiXhosa home language reading 
outcomes after one school year of programme exposure. Partnering with the Eastern Cape 
Department of Education (ECDoE), the intervention bouquet of providing home language text 
resources for learners and classrooms, curriculum aligned lesson plans, assessment booklets and 
online pedagogic resources for teachers, accompanied by in-classroom coaching support, feedback 
and HOD training led to a 0.17 s.d. impact on learners’ reading proficiency.

In terms of the amount of learning 
that took place in comparison 
school ‘business as usual’ learning 
environments, this effect translates 
to between 20 to 27 percent of a 
year’s worth of learning for Grade 2 
learners, and 33 to 58 percent of a 
year’s learning for Grade 1 learners. 
Dependent on the outcome measure 
used, the programme impacts 
therefore range roughly between one 
and two terms of learning in status 
quo schooling environments in these 
three Eastern Cape districts.

The programme effects are positive 
across all sub-tasks for all the sub-
domains of reading proficiency that 
could be reliably measured. For Grade 
1 learners, intervention impacts 
were the largest on foundational 
decoding skills - correctly identifying 
letter sounds and being able to 
manipulate phonemes. At this early 
stage of Grade 1 leaners’ development 
trajectories, these are the skills that 
are required to decode words, read 
more f luently and eventually read for 
meaning. Subsequently, the impacts 

on further downstream higher order 
reading comprehension skills are 
only detectable for Grade 2 learners. 
Viewed together with other results 
from the recent literature, these 
results support the idea that learners 
require a range of foundational 
literacy abilities before they can read 
with some level of speed and accuracy 
(i.e. f luency), and in turn, they need 
to read with a certain minimum level 
of f luency in order to comprehend 
what they are reading. 

A particularly encouraging finding 
from a policy perspective is that the 
intervention has fairly consistent 
positive impacts for learners across 
the distribution of baseline reading 
proficiency. Programme impacts 
also did not vary with of learners’ 
relative rank for reading proficiency 
within their classrooms. Previous 
research suggests that improving 
reading outcomes for learners with 
the lowest levels of foundational 
reading skills in an absolute sense 
is particularly challenging (Cilliers 
et al., 2019). A potentially related 
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finding is the suggestive evidence 
that the programme helps boys in 
treatment schools catch up with their 
girl counterparts, but only in Grade 2 
and with the extent of catch-up being 
contingent on the boys’ baseline levels 
of reading proficiency. 

At this stage only suggestive results 
are presented for the potential 
mechanisms at play. Evidence across 
more than one indicator suggests that 
teachers in intervention schools are 
more likely to a) be more attuned to 
the actual reading proficiency levels 
of the learners in their class (both in 
terms of whether learners are at the 
top or the bottom of the distribution 
and how the class performs overall), 
b) to make use of material resources 
provided more often, and (c) to 
use instructional techniques that 
have previously shown to facilitate 
more individualised forms of actual 
learner reading practice and -teacher 
feedback (Cilliers et al., 2019). Future 
rounds of assessments and in-depth 
qualitative classroom observations 
will delve deeper into both the 
potential mechanisms at play, as well 
as the potential characteristics of 
the Funda Wande intervention that 
result in it being effective in shifting 
learning outcomes for leaners across 
the distribution of reading proficiency 
levels (and for learners with the 
lowest levels of reading proficiency in 
particular).

Other unanswered question at 
this stage relate to the details that 
would allow one to compare the 
absolute- and cost-effectiveness of the 
programme to similar interventions 
in the literature. Primarily, these 
considerations relate to in-depth 
programme implementation 
details (like the hours of exposure 
to the programme per teachers) 
and carefully costing of the 
intervention over its first two years of 
implementation.

The results here add to the 
growing body of evidence that 
makes a strong case for the crucial 
complementary role of high-quality 
teacher coaching and continuous 
follow-up support in programmes 
that focus on shifting teachers’ 

instructional practice. Similar to 
other programmes in Kenya, Uganda 
and South Africa (Piper et al., 2014, 
2018; Kerwin and Thornton; 2019, 
Cilliers et al., 2019a), the Funda 
Wande intervention has shifted 
learning outcomes through combining 
material provision, a structured 
sequence of lessons, alignment 
around some central curriculum, and 
supporting teachers in “learning by 
doing” through teacher professional 
development support. For the package 
of interventions to be successful, 
indications are that some degree of 
coaching, monitoring and feedback 
focussed on specific instructional 
techniques, lesson planning, the 
effective use of newly provided 
materials; and the implementation 
of more technically demanding 
teaching techniques (such as group-
guided reading) are all contributing 
constitutive components. 

Given the consistent positive 
impacts found for the structured 
pedagogy programmes that have 
been assessed in the South African 
context (across different provinces, 
time periods, partnering provincial 
bureaucracies, implementing 
institutions and languages of 
instruction.) - these programmes are 
arguably past the proof of concept 
stage and have begun to establish a 
set of generalizable lessons. However, 
many questions that remain are 
related to implementing a version of 
these programmes at scale: 1) what 
role do the individual inputs and 
combinations of them play in driving 
programme impacts (for example, 
the provision of home language 
resources and instruction), 2) how 
cost effective are different iterations 
of the class of intervention and 3) 
how would the relation of programme 
costs and benefits change if it were 
implemented at scale within a 
national level public education system 
in future.
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Table A1: Testing for differential attrition

Learner Attrite Teacher Attrite

Treatment 0.030
(0.032)

0.035
(0.053)

Control Attrition 0.046 0.069

Observations 1,187 1,187

R-squared 0.054 0.162

Strata FE YES YES

Table A2. Midline equivalence learner baseline test score, characteristics and home assets (both Grades)

 Treatment
Control

p-value Pooled Effect

 Mean s.e. Mean s.e.  s.d. size

Common tasks

Letter Sounds per minute 17,31 19,78 17,43 19,08 0,94 19,43 0,01

Digraphs and Trigraphs per minute 5,32 11,49 4,76 10,76 0,58 11,13 0,05

Productive Listening Comprehension 3,12 1,49 3,10 1,52 0,83 1,50 0,02

Receptive Listening Comprehension  9,63 0,74 9,50 0,98 0,13 0,87 0,15

Phonemic Awareness  2,87 2,51 2,97 2,52 0,65 2,52 0,04

Expressive Vocabulary  11,28 3,80 11,69 4,05 0,32 3,93 0,10

Write letters  2,70 1,93 2,89 1,80 0,26 1,87 0,10

Grade 1 only tasks

Word Choice  1,73 1,74 1,90 1,59 0,37 1,67 0,10

Rapid Automatized Naming 36,99 12,00 37,60 11,62 0,61 11,80 0,05

Write your name  4,55 1,00 4,59 0,80 0,65 0,90 0,05

Copy a word 4,41 1,31 4,32 1,36 0,48 1,34 0,07

Grade 2 only tasks

CVCV Words per minute 10,40 12,65 9,61 11,86 0,65 12,26 0,06

Familiar Words per minute 7,16 9,00 6,67 8,62 0,69 8,81 0,05

Oral Reading Fluency 7,74 9,92 7,47 9,14 0,84 9,53 0,03

Reading Comprehension  7,58 3,36 7,14 3,16 0,38 3,26 0,13

Vocabulary  3,14 2,39 3,23 2,24 0,78 2,32 0,04

Sentence Comprehension 4,54 4,47 4,63 4,34 0,88 4,40 0,02

Write words  14,03 7,00 14,63 6,46 0,57 6,73 0,09

Learner characteristics

Grade 1 0,49 0,50 0,50 0,50 0,28 0,50 0,01

Grade 2 0,51 0,50 0,50 0,50 0,28 0,50 0,01

Female 0,51 0,50 0,49 0,50 0,33 0,50 0,05

Age in months 6,55 0,93 6,46 0,91 0,21 0,92 0,09

Height for age z-score -0,37 1,04 -0,38 0,98 0,91 1,01 0,01

Household assets

Books other than schoolbooks to read at home 0,33 0,47 0,38 0,49 0,09 0,48 0,12

Radio 0,71 0,46 0,72 0,45 0,73 0,45 0,02

Television 0,94 0,23 0,94 0,24 0,79 0,23 0,02

Computer 0,30 0,46 0,34 0,47 0,34 0,47 0,07

Toilet 0,59 0,49 0,62 0,49 0,54 0,49 0,05

Vehicle 0,50 0,50 0,53 0,50 0,57 0,50 0,04
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Table A3: Treatment effects by subtask

Effect size 
(s.d.)

s.e. p-values

Regression Random. 
Inference

Both Grades

Composite Score 0,17 0,05 0 0

Letters p/m 0,22 0,06 0,00 0

Di-/ Trigraphs p/m 0,16 0,06 0,01 0,02

CVCV Words p/m 0,14 0,05 0,01 0,04

Familiar Words p/m 0,17 0,05 0,00 0

Oral Reading Fluency 0,14 0,05 0,01 0,02

Reading Comp. I 0,11 0,06 0,09 0,13

Productive Listening  0,17 0,06 0,01 0

Vocabulary -0,07 0,12 0,56 0,34

Phonemic Awareness 0,17 0,06 0,01 0,01

Grade 2

Composite Score 0,16 0,04 0 0

Letters p/m 0,19 0,06 0 0

Di-/ Trigraphs p/m 0,17 0,06 0,01 0,01

CVCV Words p/m 0,15 0,05 0 0,01

Familiar Words p/m 0,19 0,05 0 0

Oral Reading Fluency 0,14 0,05 0,01 0,03

Reading Comp. I 0,13 0,06 0,03 0,09

Productive Listening  0,05 0,06 0,39 0,26

Phonemic Awareness 0,15 0,08 0,07 0,04

Oral Reading Fluency II 0,07 0,05 0,13 0,09

Reading Comp. II 0,12 0,06 0,03 0,02

Grade 2 Composite Score 0,15 0,04 0 0

Grade 1

Composite Score 0,21 0,09 0,02 0,01

Letters p/m 0,27 0,09 0,01 0

Di-/ Trigraphs p/m 0,19 0,08 0,03 0,08

CVCV Words p/m 0,14 0,08 0,1 0,08

Familiar Words p/m 0,17 0,08 0,03 0,05

Oral Reading Fluency 0,16 0,08 0,04 0,06

Reading Comp. I 0,15 0,09 0,12 0,21

Phonemic Awareness    0,28 0,09 0 0,01

Productive Listening  0,2 0,08 0,02 0,04

Composite Score 0,21 0,09 0,02 0,01

Table A4: Ordered logit results for treatment effect on teacher ability to identify most/least proficient readers based on objective class rank

 (1)
Identified “Most proficient”

(2)
Identified “Least proficient”

Treatment -0.665** -0.423

T=0 p-value 0.050 0.293

Observations 103 106
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Principals and HODs report almost 
universal (96%) distribution of anthologies 
to individual learners in classes. 

The vast majority (96%) of teachers 
report receiving copies but 1% did not 
receive enough copies for each learner 
to have their own copy. Teachers 
were asked how many of the copies 
that they received at the beginning of 
the year had been lost or destroyed 
by term 4 (Figure A1). Just over a 
third (34%) of teachers report that no 
copies have been lost and a further 
34% report that almost no copies have 
been lost.

Ninety-one percent (91%) of learners 
report that they were given their own 
copy of the Vula Bula anthologies. 
Almost all (90%) of those who were 
given their own copy, still have the copy.

During the visit to the selected 
Grade 1 and Grade 2 classrooms, the 

12.1. Delivery And Use Of Vula 
Bula Anthologies In Funda 
Wande Impact Evaluation Schools
12.1.1. DATA SOURCES

These preliminary findings on 
the delivery and use of the Vula 
Bula anthologies are based on the 
following data sources:

• Interviews with the principal, 
deputy-principal or HOD in 57 
schools
• Interviews with 61 Grade 1 and 63 
Grade 2 teachers in 57 schools
• Interviews with 555 Grade 1 and 
561 Grade 2 learners in 58 schools
• Audits of 54 Grade 1 and 54 Grade 
2 classrooms in 55 schools

12.1.2. DELIVERY AND DISTRIBUTION OF 

VULA BULA ANTHOLOGIES

Almost all respondents (93%) to the 
principal/HOD interview reported 
that the Vula Bula anthologies were 
delivered to the school. Table A6 
shows the percentage of these schools 
that report sufficient copies of the 
anthologies being delivered for each 
learner to have their own copy.

Table A6: Percent of schools receiving sufficient 
anthologies for each learner – Principal report

Grade 1 
learners

Grade 2 
learners

Grade 3 
learners

Grade 1 
anthology

94% 57%

Grade 2 
anthology

94% 57%

Grade 3 
anthology

87%

Figure A1: 
Percentage 
of copies 
lost or 
destroyed 
– Teacher 
report
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books being at home was given as 
the main reason or one of the main 
reasons.  Books being lost was reported 
as a reason in 35% of these classes. 

12.2. Are Learners Allowed To 
Take The Vula Bula Anthologies 
Home?
We asked this question of principals/
HODs, teachers and learners. In the 
schools that received anthologies, 
96% of principals/HODs report that 
the learners are allowed to take the 
anthologies home. A similar percentage 
(97%) of teachers who received 
anthologies say they allow the learners 
to take the anthologies home. Ninety-
two percent (92%) of learners report 
being allowed to take the Vula Bula 
anthologies home. 

enumerators asked the learners to show 
them their copy of the anthologies. 
Figure A2 shows the percentage of 
learners in each of the 108 classes 
that were able to show their copies. 
In one in five classes, 90% to 100% of 
learners had their own copy to show the 
enumerator. In a further 22% of classes, 
more than 75% of the learners had their 
own copy. In 5% of classes no learners 
were able to show a copy.

In classes where less than 75% 
of learners were able to show their 
own copies, the enumerators were 
instructed to ask the learners why 
they had no copy. Table A7 shows the 
distribution of the main reasons given 
in the 59 classrooms where less than 
three-quarters of learners had copies 
with them. In 75% of these classes, 

Figure A2: 
Percentage 
of learners 
able to 
show their 
own copy – 
Classroom 
audit

Percent of classes

Lost 23%

At home 58%

Lost/At home 12%

At home/learner did not get 
books

5%

Not enough for every learner 
to have own copy

2%

Table A7: Main reason for learners 
not being able to show books in 
classes where less than 75% of 
learners were able to show their 
own copy – Classroom observation
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Figure A4: 
Frequency of 
use of Vula 
Bula stories 
in class – 
Learner report

Figure A3: 
Frequency of 
use of Vula 
Bula stories 
in class – 
Teacher 
report

Table A8: Anthology use in class – Teacher report12.3. How Well Used Are The 
Vula Bula Anthologies?
Of the teachers who received copies 
of the anthologies, all but one report 
using them in class. Figure A3 shows 
the frequency of reported use. Around 
two in five teachers report using the 
anthologies every day and 54% use 
them multiple times per week.  
    Table A8 shows the range of 
activities that the teachers conduct 

Percent

Teacher reads aloud from 
anthology while learners 
listen

46%

Whole class reads from book 
at same time

22%

Small groups during group 
guided reading

69%

Shared reading/paired 
reading

68%

Independent reading during 
break/DEAR period

47%
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with the anthologies. The anthologies 
appear to be used across a wide range 
of reading activities

Figure A4 shows the distribution of 
learner responses to the question about 
how frequently the Vula Bula readers 
are used in class. Twenty (20) percent 
of learners report that they are used 
daily and 65 percent report they are 
used multiple times per week.

Learners were also asked how often 
they read the Vula Bula anthologies at 
home. Figure A5 shows that 85% of 
learners report reading them at least 
once per week.

In the Grade 2 classroom visit, the 
enumerators were asked to examine 
the anthologies and record how well 
used they appeared to be (Figure 
A6). In 68% of the classrooms, the 
anthologies were considered well 
used and in an additional 24% of 
classrooms they appeared to have 
been moderately used. Only 4% of 
classrooms had anthologies that were 
classified as so well used that they 
were dirty, torn or damaged.

The next two figures show the 
distribution of the number of stories 
that teachers and learners report 
using. Figure A7 shows that 51% of 
teachers have used all or almost all of 
the stories.

Learners were asked how many of 
the stories they had read themselves 
or had read to them by their teacher 
or someone at home. Figure A8 
shows that 32% of learners report 
having read only a very few stories 
and 30% report having read all or 
most of them.

The teacher and learner reports, 
together with the classroom audit 
suggest extensive use the Vula Bula 
anthologies in class and at home. In 
an additional attempt to gauge use 
of the anthologies, the enumerators 
asked learners to show them their 
favourite story in the anthology they 
were most familiar with₅₄. Figures 
A9 and A10 show the distribution 
of favourite stories for the Grade 1 
and Grade 2 anthologies respectively. 
Nearly three in ten learners using the 
Grade 1 anthology selected the first 
story as their favourite and a further 
29% selected stories 2, 3 and 4.

Figure A6: Condition of 
anthologies in Grade 2 
classrooms – Classroom audit

Figure A5: Frequency of reading 
Vula Bula stories at home – 
Learner report

One in five learners familiar with 
the Grade 2 anthology selected the 
first story as their favourite. Similar 
to the Grade 1 anthology, stories 
near the beginning tend to be most 
popular. This could be driven by 
learners favouring the easier stories 
or suggestive that some learners are 
less familiar with all the stories in the 

54. Thirteen Grade 2 learners were most 
familiar with the Grade 1 anthology. 
All other learners were familiar with the 
anthology for their Grade.
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Figure A8: Number of Vula Bula 
stories read – Learner report

Figure A7: Number of Vula Bula 
stories used this year – Teacher 
report
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Figure A10: Favourite story in Grade 2 anthology 
– Learner report

Figure A9: Favourite story in Grade 
1 anthology – Learner report

anthology.
The enumerators also showed 

the learners a specific story in the 
anthology and asked if they had read 
that story or had somebody read it to 
them (the third story in the Grade 1 
anthology and the second story in the 
Grade 2 anthology). If they replied 
yes, the enumerator asked a simple 
question about the story. Ninety 

percent of learners familiar with the 
Grade 1 anthology said they had read 
the story and 86% of those learners 
were able to correctly answer the 
question. The analogous figures for 
the Grade 2 anthology were 85%  
and 46%.
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12.4. Are The Vula Bula 
Anthologies Grade Appropriate?
Teachers were asked whether they felt 
the level of the stories were appropriate 
for their Grade. The vast majority 
(91%) of teachers felt that the stories 
are at the right level, while 8% felt that 
they were too easy. Very few teachers 
felt that the stories were too difficult.

An example page from each of the 
three anthologies was shown to the 
teachers and they were asked how 
many of their learners would be able 
to read the text on their own. The 
responses are shown in Table A9. 
On average, Grade 1 teachers felt that 
60% of their learners could read the 
Grade 1 text but only 48% and 37% 
would be able to read the Grade 2 and 
Grade 3 texts respectively. A similar 
percentage (64%) of Grade 2 teachers 
thought their learners could read the 
Grade 2 text. On average, Grade 2 
teachers feel that around one quarter 
of their learners would not be able to 
read the Grade 1 level text on their 
own. Grade 2 teachers believe that 
one in two of their learners would 
manage to read the Grade 3 text on 
their own.

12.5. Future Provision And 
Training
Just over three quarters (76%) of 
teachers believe the ECDOE will 
provide these anthologies for every 
learner every year and 35% of the 
teachers had attended the anthology 
training

Figure A11: Grade appropriateness of Vula Bula 
anthologies – Teacher report

Grade 1 
teacher

Grade 2 
teacher

Grade 1 anthology 60% 74%

Grade 2 anthology 48% 64%

Grade 3 anthology 37% 50%

Table A9: Percentage of learners in class able to 
read text at this level – Teacher report
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