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Ongoing Nationally Representative 1:1 Assessments

Conducted Across Africa PROGRESS ACROSS AFRICA

e Substantial growth in
~ foundational learning

r ‘ assessments

 Diversity of assessments
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SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS
Benefits and Distortions

SDG 4.1.1a — spotlight on early reading & mathematics

Downgraded in 2023 due to lack of coverage and consensus on how to
measure

Technical advances: joint guidance from GAML and UIS; updates to UNICEF
MICS, PAL, EGRA tools

Risks: maintaining the equilibrium between “cultural specificity and global

applicability”
? basic gdumﬂon
0 = = 7




i Department
%\ )ﬁ Basic Education
Rmzs?  REPUBLIC OF SOUTH AFRICA

Language of Instructlan and

language of assessment
mateh

. ]
2% 61% 100%

Language of assesament
= Local languagse
[1]| ndntiple: kocal Anguages

basic education

cati

LANGUAGE OF ASSESSMENT

e African children are often

assessed in languages that
are neither home language
nor language of instruction

SDG 4.1.1.b indicator (end
of primary) requires that
assessment be conducted
in  the language  of
instruction, no such
requirement exists for SDG
4.1.1.a (early grades).
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LANGUAGE AND SKILLS MEASURED

e Decisions about what to measure — and how — are crucial for equity and how
learning is valued

e Language is not simply about ensuring familiarity or fairness

* Language has profound implications for how children learn to read and how
their reading development should be evaluated
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ORTHOGRAPHIC TRANSPARENCY

Kiswahili, Chichewa, Luganda, Afrikaans, Amharic,

isiXhosa, isiZulu, Sepedi, Setswana Portuguese French English

Shallow Very deep

Degrees of Opacity

ENGLISH IS OPAQUE
ISIZULU IS TRANSPARENT

The grapheme 'ough’ sounds different in "though," "through," and "tough"
One to one mapping between letters and sounds

The /f/ sound can be written as <f> (frog), <ph> (phone), or <-gh> (cough).

* Most African languages have a transparent orthography
* English is the canonical outlier for orthographic opacity, yet assessments continue to be designed around it

* In transparent languages, accuracy develops quickly whereas in opaque languages accuracy continues to be a
good predictor of comprehension over a longer period.
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FLUENCY VS ACCURACY

» Should we measure fluency (correct words per minute) or is accuracy
(untimed correct words) sufficient?

* Reading development theory and neurocognitive research
highlight the critical role of fluency in comprehension

* What do we see empirically?
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ACCURACY - UNICEF MICS6 FLS
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FLUENCY - PASEC 2019

Benin, French Burkina Faso, French Burundi, Kirundi

Cameroon, English Cameroon, French
50
0- _ d
Chad, French Congo, French Cote D'lvoire, French Democratic Republic of Congo, French Gabon, French

504
= 0- h L
5]
o Guinee, French Madagascar, Malagasy Niger, French Niger, Haoussa Niger, Zarma
() 50+
o

.
:

-5 11 12-20 2140 41+ o5 o1 1220 2140 41+ o5 o1 1220 21-40 e
Senegal, French Togo, French
50

i
r

05 &M 1220 2140 41e 05 &1 1220 2140 41-

Correct words per minute

n basic education
«g\ ,ﬁ» Department -

-
Basic Education
REPUBLIC OF SOUTH AFRICA




FLUENCY - EGRA SEPEDI 2021

Oral reading fluency (cwpm)

Oral Reading Accuracy vs Fluency

Percent Oral reading accuracy (%)
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FLUENCY VS ACCURACY

Reading development theory and neurocognitive Empirically fluency has better discrimination and
research highlight the critical role of fluency in higher correlation with comprehension, especially
comprehension for transparent languages

Yet, fluency is not measured in several prominent assessments of foundational reading
Why?

e QOperational complexity and cost

* Comparisons across languages are challenging, but possible

* (Misguided) concerns about fluency as a proxy for comprehension
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Unpacking “advantages of focusing on precision”

ACER (2023) submission to GAML to remove fluency from the description of decoding provides
“research evidence of the potential inappropriateness of fluency measures as a proxy for reading

comprehension” :

STUDY #1: Children read with comprehension
across a wide range of reading speeds - from 30
cwpm in Malawi to 96 cwpm in Vietnam
BUT ignores linguistic differences in word
length!
agglutinating languages with longer words
(Malawi) vs tonal language with many short
words (Vietnamese).

Dowd and Bartlett (2019)
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STUDY #2: Filipino children with much higher oral
reading comprehension in Filipino than English,
despite having similar average levels of fluency in
the two languages.
BUT ignores the role of oral language skills!
weak comprehension with reasonable
decoding skills in a second language is
common due to poor oral language skills in
the second language

PhilEd Data, 2013; All Children Reading—
Philippines, 2019




WE CAN DO BETTER

* Cross-language comparisons of fluency are not straightforward, but it can be done.

South Africa has developed local language reading
benchmarks in all 11 official languages
» African assessments need to
* be guided by science of reading development and empirical evidence
* stop designing assessments around an outlier orthography

* ensure that limitations of statistical tools (e.g. standard IRT models and

continuous outcomes) do not override assessment priorities
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FUNS
Key strengths

* Representative not only at the national level, but also by province and
by language —policy-relevant data that can guide teacher training,
resource allocation, and curriculum design.

* Assessment design is aligned with the science of reading and linguistic
context.

* Benchmarks developed by the DBE are a major methodological
innovation - provide a shared framework for teachers, curriculum
planners, and policymakers to interpret progress.

 Rich data to investigate range of policy relevant issues (e.g. levels of

proficiency in L1 that support transition to L2)
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FUNS
Implications beyond South Africa

 FUNS demonstrates that it is possible to:
* measure foundational learning in ways that are technically sound,
contextually valid, and locally owned
» conduct rigorous, large-scale, multilingual assessments without
external dependency.

* FUNS is not a pilot or donor project — it is a government-owned tool
designed from the ground up to answer the right questions for
national and system improvement.
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