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2837. Ms Y Govana (ANC) to ask the Minister of Basic Education: to ask the 
Minister of Basic Education: 

[633] [Question submitted for oral reply now placed for written reply 
because it is more than quota (Rule 137(8))] 

 

(a) What tools are being used to assess literacy development across all the 
phases of basic education and (b) how does her department ensure that the 
assessments are culturally, linguistically and pedagogically appropriate to the 
South African context? 
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Response 

(a) A broad range of tools are generally used to assess literacy development across 

all phases of basic education. These are detailed below: 

• Literacy assessment across different languages and grades is 

conducted in alignment with the Programme of Assessment specific to 

each subject, language, and grade level. The Programme of Assessment 

provides a structured framework that outlines the required assessment 

tasks, their nature, weighting and scheduling throughout the academic 

year. These assessment programmes are clearly detailed in the 

Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statements (CAPS) for each language 

and subject. The CAPS documents serve as the official guiding 

framework to ensure consistency, fairness and educational relevance in 

the assessment of learners' literacy skills across all languages offered 

within the curriculum. 

• South Africa participates in a number of international assessments, 

including the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), 

the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), and 

the Southern and East Africa Consortium for Monitoring Educational 

Quality (SEACMEQ) assessment. South Africa has also recently 

undertaken the South African Systemic Evaluation (SASE). The results of 

these assessments, together with the results of the SASE, have formed 

the basis on which the Department of Basic Education (DBE), under the 

leadership of the Minister of Basic Education, is undertaking a strategic 

reorientation of the schooling system towards improving early learning 

(including improving literacy and numeracy in the Foundation Phase) for 

all learners. This is intended to address significant gaps in literacy and 

numeracy, as identified by the abovementioned diagnostic assessments. 

• Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA): The EGRA is used in the 

Foundation Phase to assess key reading skills, including oral reading fluency, 

comprehension, and accuracy. It has been administered across all 11 official 

languages and provides a rapid, standardised way to evaluate learner reading 

levels. EGRA was used extensively in the Early Grade Reading Study (EGRS) 

and has contributed to the setting of reading benchmarks aligned with the 

CAPS. 

• Early Learning Outcomes Measure (ELOM): While not used for formal 

reading assessment in schools, ELOM is employed in the ECD sector to assess 

emergent literacy and language development in children before they enter 
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Grade R. The tool is culturally and linguistically adapted to South African 

contexts, available in languages including isiZulu, Setswana, and isiXhosa. 

(b) To ensure that literacy assessments are culturally, linguistically, and pedagogically 

appropriate to the South African context, the DBE undertakes several measures: 

• Assessments are designed in alignment with the CAPS curriculum, 

ensuring that they accurately reflect the progression and expected learner 

outcomes across phases. 

• Assessment tasks are designed and administered in African languages 

without the use of versioning while ensuring that meaning, difficulty and 

structure are preserved. This approach is intentional and grounded in the need 

to preserve the cultural and linguistic integrity of each language. By developing 

assessments directly in the target African language, rather than translating from 

another language or creating multiple versions, the tasks remain authentic, 

contextually appropriate, and reflective of the lived experiences, idioms, and 

cultural references familiar to learners. This practice ensures that learners are 

assessed in a manner that is both meaningful and equitable, promoting a 

deeper understanding and fair measurement of their literacy and language 

competencies within their own linguistic and cultural contexts. 

• Furthermore, in multilingual contexts, dialectical variations within 

languages are taken into account. For example, Setswana and Sesotho have 

significant regional differences in syntax and vocabulary. Test designers and 

panels are guided to consider these factors to ensure fairness and accessibility. 

• The DBE is actively expanding the use of national and international 

assessments to validate and benchmark learner performance over time. These 

tools are part of a broader strategy to improve literacy instruction and ensure 

that children are reading for meaning by the end of Grade 3. 

Through these efforts, the DBE ensures that literacy assessments are not only aligned 

to policy, but also responsive to the multilingual and diverse realities of South African 

learners. This work is central to the broader goal of the Minister of Basic Education 

and the DBE to improve the quality of foundational learning and literacy outcomes 

across the system. 
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