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Executive Summary 
This report presents key findings of the 2nd national assessment of Grade 3 reading skills 
in primary schools of the Ministry of Education (MOE) in Egypt. This mid-line 
assessment reports early progress and student achievements after three years’ 
implementation of the MOE Early Grade Reading Program nationwide, albeit only one 
year at Grade 3 level. The MOE program, initiated in Grade 1 during the 2011/12 school 
year, added enhanced reading instruction to Grade 2 in 2012/13 and then to Grade 3 in 
2013/14. This 2nd national assessment measures the improvement in Arabic reading 
proficiency of this first cohort of MOE students to receive successive years of improved 
reading instruction in Grades 1-3. The findings of this mid-line assessment provide 
timely results and empirical measures of the initial progress and reading outcomes of the 
MOE’s Reading Program since the national Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) 
baseline for Grade 3 in 2013.   

The 2nd national Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) for Grade 3 was implemented 
in the second half of April 2014 in a nationally representative sample of 200 schools: 40 
MOE primary schools selected randomly from each of five sub-national regions 
encompassing 25 of Egypt’s 27 governorates. The 1,923 tested students were randomly 
selected from Grade 3 enrollment lists prior to each school visit. Five boys and five girls 
were tested in each school. The results are representative nationally and for each of the 
five regions.   

This second assessment of Grade 3 reading skills in the formal language of primary 
school instruction, Modern Standard Arabic, replicated the subtasks implemented in the 
2013 baseline at the same level of content difficulty: the pre-reading skills of letter sound 
identification and nonword reading nominally learned in Grades 1 and 2 plus oral reading 
fluency, and three comprehension subtasks: reading comprehension, listening 
comprehension, and Maze comprehension. Comprehension is a priority reading skill for 
Grade 3 instruction.   

The results of this mid-term assessment indicate good progress on the skills that have 
received focus in the past, and less progress on skills that are important but have received 
less focus since the initial implementation of the MOE Reading Program. This kind of 
mixed progress is expected in the early stage of an annually-expanding national program, 
and where some skills have received more emphasis, over more time, than others. Key 
findings of this 2nd national EGRA for Grade 3 include:  

1. Excellent improvement in the most basic, pre-reading skill (Grade 1) of letter 
sounds knowledge (Table ES1).  The Grade 3 students tested in April 2014 had 
clearly benefitted from enhanced reading instruction in letter sounds since Grade 
1 in 2011/12. Their average score in letter sounds is markedly improved, zero 
scores are down sharply, and the percentage of students performing at 
benchmark is strongly higher. More than one-third of Grade 3 students now read 
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letter sounds at or above the benchmark standard. Moreover, the greatest 
improvement in pre-reading skills was in Middle Egypt, the lowest scoring 
region in reading proficiency in the 2013 baseline. This is an important result. It 
demonstrates the MOE Reading Program’s potential to achieve 
transformational results in early grade reading across Egypt. 

Table ES1: Summary Scores for All EGRA Subtasks – 2013, 2014 

 
 Subtask 

 

Percentage of 
students with 
zero scores 

Grade 3 
average score 

Benchmark 
Score 

Percentage of 
students performing  

at or above 
benchmark 

2013 2014 2013 2014 2013 2014 
Letter sound 
identification (clspm) 18.3% 11.4% 18.9 27.7 35 20.0% 35.3% 

Nonword reading 
(cnonwpm) 27.4% 25.9% 5.9 7.5 20 3.9% 7.8% 

Oral reading fluency 
(cwpm) 21.6% 27.3% 21.9 20.7 50 12.2% 11.1% 

Reading comprehension 
(max. 6) 35.4% 43.3% 1.6 1.3 5  8.7% 4.6% 

Listening comprehension 
(max. 7) 13.3% 28.6% 3.2 2.4 NA1  NA NA 

Maze comprehension 
(max. 14) 35.4% 36.9% 3.6 3.5 NA  NA NA 

 

2. Good initial progress – from a very low base – in the higher pre-reading skill 
(Grade 2) of nonword decoding. Average scores are higher and the percentage of 
Grade 3 students reading nonwords (invented words) at benchmark level has 
doubled – but is still very low. The percentage of students with zero scores, 
however, remains unchanged. 

3. No improvement in this first year of Grade 3 reading instruction in the 
paramount Grade 3 skill of oral reading fluency. Average scores and percentage 
of students reading at benchmark level are unchanged; the percentage of students 
with zero scores is higher. The basic Grade 3 package of teacher and supervisor 
training, reading curriculum and instructional materials, and their alignment with 
the textbook is not sufficiently robust and merits further development. 

4. Mixed but generally weak performance in the 3 comprehension subtasks.    
Grade 3 performances in the 3 comprehension subtasks varied from unimproved 

                                                           
1 Benchmarks for the Listening Comprehension and Maze Comprehension subtasks were not previously developed 
with the Ministry of Education. “NA” = “Not Applied”.    
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to significantly lower results for listening comprehension. The reasons are 
uncertain. But the much-diminished school year, disproportionate allocation of 
Grade 3 instructional time to drilling in Grade 1 and Grade 2 pre-reading skills 
(suggested by findings of the classroom observations), and less-robust classroom 
instruction and attention to comprehension skills may chiefly explain this initial 
result. 

5. Targeted support needed to strengthen reading outcomes in rural schools of 
Middle and Upper Egypt.  There is wide divergence in the early grade reading 
performance of MOE students and schools across Egypt. But the very low to 
below-average reading performance in MOE primary schools of southern 
Egypt recommend targeted attention and regional support. Large numbers of 
students in MOE schools in Egypt’s south are still not learning to read. The 
excellent improvement – from a very low base – achieved by Grade 3 students of 
Middle and Upper Egypt in their average scores on the pre-reading skill of letter 
sounds knowledge in the first three years of the national Reading Program is, 
however, very encouraging.   

It is important that these mixed results from the first three years of the MOE Early Grade 
Reading Program be appraised in context. This mid-term assessment was conducted at 
the end of a highly-disrupted school year of political turmoil and reduced instructional 
time by 8 weeks, lowered school attendance, insecurity and uncertainty, and general 
economic and financial hardship among public school households in Egypt. As the first 
students of the Reading Program, the Grade 3 children sampled for this second 
assessment did not benefit from program improvements that followed the first year’s 
implementation in each successive grade. Without doubt, this context hampered progress 
and diminished student performance. Conducting the assessment in this context reflected 
MOE and USAID commitment to empirically measure progress to date and inform next 
steps in the development of the national Reading Program.    

On September 15-17, 2014, a workshop was held with EGRP Coordinators from all 27 
MOE muderiyas. The purpose of the workshop was to disseminate the results of the 2014 
EGRA and to discuss its implications. The following recommendations arise out of that 
discussion, but also reflect the professional views of RTI staff and other stakeholders 
knowledgeable about Egypt and the EGRA results, including senior staff previously 
engaged in the GILO project with experience supporting the MOE Reading Program. 

These recommendations include: 

• Provide intermediate-level EGRP training to Grade 3 teachers, supervisors, 
senior teachers, and School Training Units that support reading. Training should be 
practical and focus chiefly on teaching fluency and comprehension skills. 
Rebalance the time, focus and exercises on pre-reading skills in Grade 3. 
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• Enhance the alignment of the Grade 3 textbook with the reading materials, teacher 
training and continuous in-class assessment of reading.  The MOE is already 
moving to strengthen this alignment but more support may be useful. 

• Intensify the quality of in-school teacher coaching in early grade reading 
instruction. 

• Popularize and implement greater goal-orientation by applying reading 
benchmarks for each grade. 

• Strengthen overall planning and coordination of the MOE Reading Program.  

• Implement social marketing of what children sound like, in Grades 1-3, when they 
are reading well, i.e., at benchmark levels for each grade.  Teachers, schools, and 
parents need to know what good reading sounds like in each grade. 

• Remediate children who are particularly behind. Group readers by specific ability, 
not by grade and provide special support. Inexpensive and successful models exist. 

• Target rural and remote village schools in Middle and Upper Egypt in testing 
models for effective remediation and enhanced teacher coaching.  

• Create incentives, using competitions, for reading improvement. However, be 
careful that competitions and incentives are for most improved readers and schools 
in all idaras – and not solely the best readers at national and governorate levels. 
Incentives, rewards and honors should chiefly aim to motivate struggling and 
intermediate readers and improved whole school performance in early grade 
reading. 
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Background 

USAID and MOE Support for Early Grade Reading in Egypt 
This 2nd national assessment of Grade 3 reading skills continues USAID support for 
improved early reading outcomes in Egypt that began with the Girls’ Improved Learning 
Outcomes (GILO) project from 2008 – 2013 and the first Early Grade Reading 
Assessment (EGRA) in Arabic conducted in February 2009. It is a mid-line measure of 
initial progress. 

Following the success of the pilot Early Grade Reading Program developed by GILO for 
Grades 1 and 2 and implemented (2010-2012) in four governorates of Middle Egypt, the 
Ministry of Education (MOE) requested USAID support to scale up that program for 
national impact. The ministry’s Early Grade Reading Program is now in its third year of 
implementation in all 16,000+ primary schools across Egypt. Until the project’s close in 
December 2013, GILO supported the MOE with planning, training of trainer cadres, 
follow-up, and the development, production, and national dissemination of teacher and 
student learning resources.   

In spring 2013, USAID supported the MOE in implementing a national baseline 
assessment of Grade 3 reading skills in MOE schools. The results of that first national 
assessment informed development of the MOE reading program for Grade 3 in summer 
2013.2  It also provided a baseline measure of Grade 3 reading skills for a national cohort 
of public school students who began their primary education one year ahead of the 
national roll-out of the MOE reading program in Grades 1-2. These Grade 3 students in 
2013/2014 had not benefited from the reading program.   

This 2nd national assessment, conducted one year later in April 2014, repeats the 2013 
baseline for Grade 3. The Grade 3 students this year were the first beneficiaries of the 
MOE national program: they were Grade 1 students in the first year of the national 
reading program for Grade 1 (2011/2012), Grade 2 students in the first year of the 
national reading program for Grade 2 (2012/2013), and Grade 3 students in the first year 
of the Grade 3 program (2013/2014). This 2nd national EGRA is a mid-term assessment 
that aimed to measure initial progress in improved reading outcomes from the national 
reading program. 

Context of this 2nd National Assessment of Grade 3 Reading Skills 
Social and political turmoil again roiled Egypt following the second revolution of June 
30, 2013 and the deposing of President Mohamed Morsi and the ruling Muslim 
Brotherhood. The 2013/2014 school year began in early October after weeks of sporadic 
violence and insecurity that continued through the fall term. During the mid-term break in 

                                                           
2  Egypt Grade 3 Early Grade Reading Assessment Baseline, EdData II, Task Number 15, Contract Number: AID-
278-BC-00019, RTI International, May 2013. 
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January 2014, the government announced the delayed reopening of schools. The spring 
term would not resume until March 8, 2014. School instruction, long interrupted, was 
then terminated early, at the end of April 2014, to complete the final exams and clear the 
schools prior to presidential elections in late May 2014. The spring term of 2013/2014 
provided less than six weeks of school instruction after more than eight weeks’ 
interruption. Only two weeks of school separated the delayed mid-term exams and the 
expedited final exams. 

As the first students of the MOE Early Reading Program, the Grade 3 students sampled 
for this second assessment did not benefit from program improvements that followed the 
first year’s implementation in each successive grade. The school textbook and EGR 
reading manual for specific grades were not yet aligned for this cohort of students.      

The 2nd national EGRA was conducted in April 2014 in this context of a disrupted school 
year of limited instruction (less than 40% of planned instruction during the 2nd term), 
lowered school attendance, insecurity and uncertainty, and general economic and 
financial hardship among public school households in Egypt. This context significantly 
impacted assessment results. Conducting the assessment in this context reflected MOE 
and USAID commitment to empirically measure progress to date and inform next steps in 
the development of the national reading program.    

Purpose and Design of the 2nd National EGRA, Grade 3 

The Purposes and Uses of the 2nd National EGRA for Grade 3 
The chief purpose of this 2nd national EGRA is to measure initial progress in improved 
reading outcomes from the first three years of the national MOE reading program. A key 
second purpose of the mid-term assessment is to inform next steps in the early 
development and strengthening of this program.     

This assessment further strengthens the capacities and deepens the knowledge base of 
MOE staff to implement EGRAs. All EGRA assessors and assessor team leaders were 
MOE staff and all planning, training, implementation, and dissemination was conducted 
in close collaboration with the Ministry’s Early Learning Unit in a leadership role. The 
central ministry and MOE muderiyas actively supported field implementation with school 
liaison, orientation, and enrollment lists for sample selection. 
The results will inform policy decisions and planning by the Government of Egypt (GOE) 
for improved reading instruction and student learning outcomes. An immediate objective 
will be strengthened teacher training and learning resources for improved reading 
proficiency by Grade 3 students. This assessment also strengthens for GOE measurement 
base for improved learning outcomes from the MOE’s Early Grade Reading Program in 
Grades 1 to 3. 
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Components of the 2nd National EGRA for Grade 3  
This 2nd national assessment comprised four component assessments:   

1. A nationally-representative EGRA conducted with 2000 Grade 3 students – half 
boys, half girls – randomly sampled from 200 MOE primary schools drawn 
randomly from 25 of the 27 Egypt governorates with stratification to 5 regions. 
The sample was proportionate to the population of MOE schools and Grade 3 
students in these regions.  

2. Classroom observations of reading instruction in a sub-set of 40 Grade 3 
classrooms (from 40 schools) randomly drawn from the national sample of 200 
primary schools selected for the EGRA. The structured classroom observation in 
each school included survey interviews with key school personnel – the observed 
Grade 3 teacher, the school principal, and the school librarian or library supervisor 
– on their knowledge and training experience, satisfaction and perceived 
challenges, and available resources of the MOE reading program. 

3. Pilot implementation of a group assessment methodology for early reading skills 
with 200 Grade 3 students from 7 schools in Greater Cairo. This first pilot group 
assessment in Arabic tested a select methodology to collectively measure the 
reading skills of a Grade 3 class as an alternative to the standard EGRA conducted 
with individual students. 

4. Development and pre-testing of 3 separate EGRA instruments, including the tool 
applied in this 2nd national assessment, to provide the MOE with additional, tested 
instruments for future EGRAs.   

Each of these component assessments has a separate report.3  This report presents the 
results of the first component assessment: the national EGRA for Grade 3.   

EGRA Measures for the 2nd National Assessment of Grade 3  
The EGRA is implemented one-on-one—an assessor with a single student —and requires 
15-20 minutes to complete.   

The EGRA instrument used for this 2nd national assessment mirrored the instrument used 
for the Grade 3 baseline in 2013. Both tools included the same 5 reading subtasks 
described below, conducted in the same order. In developing the 2014 tool, significant 
attention and analysis was given to ensuring a comparable design and level of difficulty 
for each subtask of the baseline and 2nd national assessments. To protect against leakage 
of the 2013 tool after the baseline, most content was changed. Nonetheless, the subtasks 

                                                           
3   Egypt Grade 3 Early Grade Reading – 2nd National Assessment: Classroom Observations, EdData II Technical 
and Managerial Assistance, Task Number 27, Contract Number: AID-EHC-E-00-04-00004, RTI International, 
August 2014.  Task Order 27: Egypt Grade 3 Early Grade Reading Assessment, Group Assessment, EdData II 
Technical and Managerial Assistance, Task Number 27, Contract Number: AID-EHC-E-00-04-00004, RTI 
International, June 2014. 
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were highly comparable in structure and reading difficulty. Following its design, this 2nd 
assessment tool was pilot tested alongside the 2013 baseline instrument with 200 Grade 3 
students to validate their comparability and statistically “equate” the two tools.  Annex A 
presents the Arabic instrument used in each assessment together with the analytical 
results of their comparative pre-testing. This 2nd assessment was keen to ensure that 
differences in Grade 3 reading performance from the baseline could not be ascribed to 
tools of dissimilar design or difficulty. The 2013 and 2014 assessment tools are strongly 
equated and comparable. 

Both the 2013 and 2014 instruments included the following subtasks (subtests) 
implemented in this order:    

1. Letter sound identification assessed children’s automaticity in their knowledge of 
the sounds associated with each letter. This was a timed subtask, in which 
children were shown a chart containing 80 letters with diacritics arranged in 8 
rows each with 10 letters. The 80 letters included a mix of independent, initial, 
final and mid-word letter forms. Students were asked to produce the sounds 
associated with each letter as quickly and accurately as they could within one 
minute, yielding a score of correct letters per minute (clpm). 

2. Nonword / Invented word reading assessed children’s skill in applying letter-
sound correspondence rules to decode (i.e., sound out) unfamiliar words. To 
assess whether the children were applying their knowledge of the relationships 
between sounds and symbols rather than reading words from memory, children 
were asked to read a chart of 50 pronounceable made-up words (invented or 
nonsense words , but constructed according to the orthographic rules of the Arabic 
language) with diacritics arranged in 10 rows of 5 words each. Children were 
asked to correctly sound out as many nonwords as they could within one minute, 
yielding a score of correct nonwords per minute (cnonwpm). The 2014 instrument 
mirrored the 2013 baseline tool in the exact placement and level of difficulty 
(number of letters) of each invented word in this subtask. Most nonwords in the 
2014 subtask were, however, changed to guard against the possibility that the 
2013 instrument was leaked after implementation.   

3. Oral passage reading assessed children’s fluency in reading a passage of grade-
level text aloud and their ability to understand what they had read. This subtask 
consisted of two parts: 
a. Oral reading fluency: The ability to read passages fluently is considered a 

necessary component for reading comprehension. In this subtask, children 
were given a 58-word story with diacritics shown for all words and were 
asked to read it aloud in one minute.4 Before starting, each child was 
instructed to pay attention to the story as they read because he or she would be 
asked questions about the story after finishing. The oral reading fluency score 

                                                           
4  The 2013 baseline instrument included a 57-word story with diacritics.   
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was the number of correct words read per minute (cwpm). The 57-word story 
prepared for this 2014 instrument was very similar to and duplicated much of 
the vocabulary of the comparable passage in the 2013 instrument. 

b. Reading comprehension: After the children finished the passage, or the one 
minute ended, the story was removed. The assessor then asked 6 questions 
that required children to either recall basic facts or infer information based on 
the passage or the part they read. All children that read more than the first line 
(8 words) of the story were asked all six questions.5 The reading 
comprehension score was the number of correct answers, with a maximum 
possible score of 6. This subtask was untimed but students who did not reply 
to a specific question within ten seconds were scored as “No Reply” on that 
question. Each question was asked only once with no repeat. The 2013 
baseline tool also included 6 reading comprehension questions.   

4. Listening comprehension is considered a critical skill for reading comprehension 
because it shows the ability to make sense of oral language. In this subtask, the 
examiner read clearly and at moderate pace (approximately 0.5 seconds per word) 
a short narrative story of 70 words to the children. Before starting, the assessor 
instructed each child to listen carefully as he or she would be asked several 
questions about the story. After hearing the passage, each child was asked all 7 
questions, always in the same order and exactly as written in Modern Standard 
Arabic. The listening comprehension score was the total correct answers, with a 
maximum possible score of 7. This subtask was untimed but students who did not 
reply to a specific question within ten seconds were scored as “No Reply” on that 
question. Each question was asked only once. The listening passage in the 2013 
baseline tool was 69 words and also included 7 questions asked of all students.    

5. Maze comprehension was a second measure of reading comprehension. In the 
Maze subtask, children were given a passage of 141 words (including all word 
selections), with diacritics, to read aloud.  On nearly every line of the passage, a 
single word was replaced with a multiple-choice selection of three words.  All 
three words in each selection shared the same grammatical category (e.g., nouns, 
adjectives, verbs, etc.).  For each selection, students were asked to identify the 
word that best fit the story. The passage included 14 of these multiple-choice 
word selections. This was a timed subtask and children were given three minutes 
to read the passage and select the best word for each selection. The Maze 
comprehension score was the total number of correct words selected, with a 

                                                           
5  Typically, students are asked only those reading comprehension questions that can be answered by the specific 
narrative in the passage they read. Weak and slow readers are not asked questions for narrative they did not read in 
the one minute. To ensure consistent test implementation by all assessors using paper forms, it was agreed that all 
reading comprehension questions would be asked of all students who successfully read beyond the first line of the 
passage.  Most children had “no reply” (as opposed to “incorrect”) to questions that referenced narrative content 
they did not reach. Following data entry of the passage words actually read, computer analysis related the number of 
valid questions to the actual extent of passage read in one minute. 
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maximum possible score of 14. Children who read all three words in a selection 
without clearly selecting one were scored as “No Reply” for that selection. The 
Maze passage in the 2013 baseline was 140 words with diacritics and the same 
number of multiple-choice selections: 14.        

All written components of the 2013 and 2014 EGRAs were in Modern Standard Arabic, 
including the stories and all questions in the reading comprehension and listening 
comprehension subtasks. All assessors asked the subtask questions and read the listening 
comprehension passage exactly as written in formal dialect without variance. The oral 
instructions given to children for each subtask, however, were explained by assessors in 
the home language of Egyptian dialect. (This is standard practice in EGRA applications). 
These instructions were written on the instrument in formal Arabic but presented orally 
by the assessor, as written, in simple, vernacular Arabic. Children were asked to confirm 
that they fully understood the instructions before starting each subtask. Once started, no 
subtask was interrupted. The only comment permitted for an assessor to make was to say 
“go on” after three seconds to a student stalled on a specific letter or word in one of the 
timed subtasks. 

In administering the EGRA, assessors were very attentive to making each child feel 
comfortable and at ease. The child’s name was not recorded and assessors presented the 
test as a “game” that the child would enjoy and an “experimental activity” to test the 
instrument’s utility. Assessors were explicit that the EGRA was not an exam and students 
were not being graded. Participating students were told they were lucky to have been 
chosen for this experiment to test the instrument. Before beginning each assessment, 
children were pointedly asked for their assent to participate in the assessment. Any child 
who declined was thanked and invited to leave. Very few children refused to participate.  
At the end of the assessment and regardless of how well they read, the great majority of 
children responded, when asked if the assessment was difficult or easy, that it was 
“easy.”   

Many children, however, were nonreaders or limited readers for whom these subtasks 
were difficult and might be intimidating. For these students, the letter sound, nonword, 
and oral reading fluency subtasks each included an “early stop” rule that required 
assessors to discontinue the subtask if a child did not respond correctly to any of the 
items on the first line (i.e., the first 10 letters, the first 5 nonwords, or the first line of 8 
words of the oral reading fluency story). This rule was established to avoid frustrating 
children who did not understand the subtask or lacked the reading skills to respond. If a 
subtask was halted by the “early stop” rule, the assessor went on the next subtask. If the 
oral reading fluency subtask, however, was halted by the “early stop” rule, the student 
was not asked any of the reading comprehension questions. All subtasks halted by the 
“early-stop” rule were marked clearly. This is also standard practice for EGRAs. 

The “early stop” rule was applied in three ways on the Maze comprehension test. First, 
all students who were “early stopped” on all of the letter sound, nonword, and oral 
reading fluency subtasks were not given the Maze subtask. Second, that subtask stopped 
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for any student who could not read the practice lines for this subtask. Third, any student 
who read the first 4 multiple-choice selections in the Maze story without making a clear 
choice of best word (i.e., “no reply”), was also halted by the “early stop” rule. The Maze 
subtask was not halted, however, if the child indicated a choice of word for any of the 
first 4 selections, whether that choice was correct or incorrect.   

Implementing the 2nd National EGRA for Grade 3 

Preparing the Instrument 

With the successful pilot testing of the 2014 EGRA instrument alongside the 2013 
baseline instrument, 2000 copies of the paper instrument were printed. The rapid start and 
tight field schedule for this 2nd national EGRA precluded the procurement, development 
and testing of an electronic data collection tool (iPad), as used in 2013. The large number 
of iPads required (45), the time required for their procurement, software customizing, 
installation and testing, and the additional training time needed for assessors to 
satisfactorily use an electronic tool for data collection all recommended implementing 
this 2nd national EGRA with paper instruments and stopwatches. 

Training the Assessors 

MOE’s Early Learning Unit mobilized 45 candidates from muderiyas across Egypt for 
assessor training. Half of the candidates were previously trained and served as assessors 
for the 2013 baseline EGRA. Nearly all candidates were Arabic language supervisors for 
the primary grades and familiar with the MOE reading program. All participants were 
trained for four days in early April. All training was conducted in Arabic. The training 
had three chief objectives:  i) to enable assessors to put students at ease and properly 
conduct the assessment, and ii) to assure correct scoring of subtasks and establish unified 
criteria and consensus agreement across the cadre of assessors (inter-rater reliability) on 
what constitutes correct and incorrect reading with diacritics in Modern Standard 
Arabic,6 and iii) to train assessor’s ears to be so thoroughly familiar with the syllables, 
nonwords and passages to be read by students so as to achieve automaticity of scoring. 
The training satisfactorily achieved all three objectives.    

Field Implementation 

Field implementation began the day immediately following the completion of assessor 
training. The 40 graduated assessors and 40 assessor team leaders were organized into 40 
assessor teams, each of one assessor and one assessor team leader. One assessor would 
complete the 10 assessments from each school in 3 hours. Eight teams were assigned to 
each of 5 regions under the direction of a Field Implementation Coordinator. Each team 

                                                           
6   For example, would students who correctly added the diacritic on the final syllable when reading a word aloud be 
marked as incorrect if that diacritic was not shown on the student stimuli card?    
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assessed ten students—5 boys and 5 girls—in a school each day. The assessor team 
leader was responsible for gathering and confirming the identity of the randomly 
preselected students for each school and delivering them, one by one, to the assessor 
conducting the tests in the school library or a classroom vacated for their use. Assessor 
team leaders ensured that students and assessor were not disturbed or interrupted.   

All assessments were conducted between April 14 and April 23. The 40 teams completed 
40 schools per day: eight schools each day in each of the five regions. The assessment of 
all 200 schools was completed in six days. In a small number of schools, the pre-selected 
random sample of 10 Grade 3 students (5 boys and 5 girls – plus four alternatives for 
each gender, selected from complete enrollment lists for each school using random 
number tables) had to be supplemented by on-site random selection of additional students 
from among those present that day due to high absenteeism. Assessor teams returned to 
three sample schools a second day when too few students were present on the scheduled 
day of assessment.   

Data Entry, Quality Assurance and Analysis 

An electronic data entry program was prepared and installed on iPads to facilitate 
accurate data entry from the 2000 completed paper forms. All paper forms were first 
scored manually. Then all subtask items were entered on iPads and the summary entry 
data and scores compared with the manual scoring of each subtask and paper form to 
assure accuracy. The completed data set was then checked for completeness and tested 
for errors. All quantitative analyses and statistical calculations were completed and 
validated by statisticians at the RTI home office.     

Schools with suspiciously high scores across their sample of students and large numbers 
of non-sample students tested were identified during data entry and their forms and data 
sets thoroughly examined for pattern responding. Four schools were subsequently 
dropped from the 200-school sample on strong suspicion (professional judgment 
combined with pattern detection) that the test had been leaked to the school and/or more 
capable readers substituted for the random sample. The final sample for this 2nd national 
assessment was 196 MOE schools and 1,923 Grade 3 students.  

The 95% confidence intervals for mean scores on each of the EGRA subtasks – in both 
the 2013 and 2014 EGRAs – are presented in Annex B. The confidence intervals indicate 
the range in which mean scores would fall in 95 out of 100 replications (95% confidence) 
of this assessment, if replicated using the same criteria for the selection of sample schools 
and students.  
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Findings of the 2nd National EGRA for Grade 3 

Summary Scores and Levels of Student Performance:   2013 and 2014 
This section compares the summary statistics for all subtasks from the baseline (2013) 
and 2nd national (2014) EGRAs for Grade 3 in Egypt. Table 1 below presents these 
summary scores for each subtask in the two comparison EGRAs: the percentage of 
sampled students scoring zero (nonreaders), the average (mean) score of all sampled 
students on each subtask,7 and the percentage of sampled Grade 3 students reading at or 
above the Egyptian benchmark standard for Grade 3 reading on this subtask.8  

Table 1 below reveals significant improvement since the 2013 baseline in the pre-reading 
skills. Student performance in the Grade 1 pre-reading skill of letter sound identification 
showed excellent progress. There was also good initial progress in nonword reading, a 

Table 1: Comparison of EGRA Summary Scores for Grade 3:  2013 and 2014 

 
 Subtask 

 

Percentage of 
students with 
zero scores 

Grade 3 
average score 

Benchmark 
Score 

Percentage of 
students performing  

at or above 
benchmark 

2013 2014 2013 2014 2013 2014 
Letter sound 
identification (clspm) 18.3% 11.4% 18.9 27.7 35 20.0% 35.3% 

Nonword reading 
(cnonwpm) 27.4% 25.9% 5.9 7.5 20 3.9% 7.8% 

Oral reading fluency 
(cwpm) 21.6% 27.3% 21.9 20.7 50 12.2% 11.1% 

Reading comprehension 
(max. 6) 35.4% 43.3% 1.6 1.3 5 9 8.7% 4.6% 

Listening comprehension 
(max. 7) 13.3% 28.6% 3.2 2.4 NA  NA NA 

Maze comprehension 
(max. 14) 35.4% 36.9% 3.6 3.5 NA  NA NA 

 

                                                           
7 All average scores include zero scores in their calculation. 
8 During the dissemination workshop on September 15-16, 2014, some participants questioned the comparability of 
selected results, due to possible differences in application of student selection protocols, or other similar issues. 
While these questions may have been a natural reaction against news that was not good on every front, RTI takes the 
matter seriously. Currently, we stand by the results as presented at the workshop and in this report. However, we 
will research further and issue any needed clarification as appropriate and as determined by the research.   
9  The June 2013 policy workshop for EGRA conducted with the MOE set a proposed benchmark for the reading 
comprehension subtask of 80% of questions answered correctly. No benchmarks, however, were set for the listening 
comprehension and Maze comprehension subtasks.    
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Grade 2 skill. But reading proficiency in the paramount Grade 3 reading skills – oral 
reading fluency and comprehension – was unchanged or lower this school year.      

For the two Grade 3 reading tasks, the number of students with zero scores rose this 
year.10 More than one-quarter (27.3%) of sampled students in 2014 could not read a 
single word correctly on the first line of the oral reading fluency subtask – up from 21.6% 
in 2013.  But the marked improvement in student performance on the Grade 1 pre-
reading skill of letter sounds identification lowered the percentage of nonreaders among 
sampled Grade 3 students in 2014 compared to 2013.  Nonreaders are students who score 
zero on all three of the letter-sound identification, nonword reading, and oral reading 
fluency tests. These students could not read correctly a single word or correctly identify a 
single letter sound on the first line of each test. The share of nonreaders fell from 14% 
of sampled Grade 3 students in 2013 to 10% of Grade 3 students in 2014. This is a 
positive indicator.    

But there was no improvement in the number of Grade 3 students who read well. Shares 
of sampled students reading at or above benchmark levels – were unchanged or lower in 
the Grade 3 subtasks of oral reading fluency and comprehension (Figure 1).  In contrast, 
a much larger share of Grade 3 students had mastered pre-reading skills in letter sounds 
identification (35%). And the percentage of sampled students performing at grade level in 
nonword reading doubled (4% to 8%), but from a very low base.   

Figure 1: Percentage of Grade 3 Students Performing at or above Benchmarks 
on EGRA Subtasks with benchmarks – 2013, 2014 

 

 

                                                           
10  It is important that “zero” scores be clearly understood. Students who did not correctly read any item on the first 
line of a timed subtask were stopped, following the early stop rule, and given a score of zero on this subtask. In 
designing each subtask, significant attention is given to ensuring that the first line includes some easy items so that 
even struggling readers will be not be stopped prematurely. For the comprehension subtasks, students with zero 
scores either did not answer any attempted question correctly or were “early-stopped” and did not attempt any 
reading comprehension question or Maze comprehension item.  
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Reading progress is also revealed (Table 2) by significant improvement in the percentage 
correct of attempted on most reading skills.11  These Grade 3 students improved their 
reading accuracy on all subtasks except oral reading fluency which remained unchanged.   

In summarizing the results of the 2013 
baseline EGRA, that report concluded that 
“most Grade 3 students are struggling to 
recognize the sounds associated with each 
letter, to decode unfamiliar words, and to 
recognize known words. Their low scores 
reflect both low accuracy and slow reading 
speed.” The Grade 3 students who 
immediately followed this 2013 class, 
however, had significantly improved skills in 
recognizing letter sounds, good initial 
progress in reading unfamiliar words, and 
were generally more accurate in their reading.  
But their fluency in reading connected text 
and comprehension skills were unchanged or 
lower. 

Subtask Analysis 
To better understand student progress since 
the start of the national reading program in 
2011/2012 it is important to consider each reading skill separately. This section compares 
the 2013 and 2014 EGRA results for Grade 3 on each subtask.   

Letter Sound Knowledge 
Letter sound knowledge is a basic reading skill taught in Grade 1.  Letter sound 
knowledge, or the alphabetic principle, is considered a prerequisite skill for beginning 
reading and has been found to be a strong predictor of reading growth in abjads, or 
consonant-based alphabets, such as Arabic.    

Table 3 compares performance of the 2013 and 2014 classes of Grade 3 students on letter 
sounds identification. The Grade 3 class of 2014 had received three years of improved 
reading instruction and classroom practice on this most basic pre-reading skill from the 
national reading program, beginning with the program’s first year of nationwide 
implementation in 2011/2012. The previous year’s Grade 3 class (2013) received no 

                                                           
11  Percentage correct of attempted measures student accuracy. An example of two students best explains this 
measure. On the reading passage, Student A reads 40 words correctly from his total of 60 words read in 1 minute.  
His oral reading fluency is 40 correct words per minute. His percentage correct of attempted is 40/60 = 67%.   
Student B reads 40 words correctly from his total of 50 words read in 1 minute. His oral reading fluency is also 40 
correct words per minute. But his percentage correct of attempted is higher: 40/50 = 80%. 

Table 2: Summary Scores on 
Percentage Correct of Attempted, 
Grade 3 – 2013 and 2014   

 
 Subtask 

 

Percentage 
correct of 
attempted 

2013 2014 
Letter sound 
identification (clspm) 57% 67% 

Nonword reading 
(cnonwpm) 35% 44% 

Oral reading fluency 
(cwpm) 59% 57% 

Reading comprehension 
(max. 6) 32% 40% 

Listening comprehension 
(max. 7) 46% 34% 

Maze comprehension 
(max. 14) 26% 38% 
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enhanced instruction in reading. The difference is striking: there is marked improvement 
in all four EGRA measures of reading proficiency: i) the average reading score rose from 
19 to 28 correct letter sounds per minute (clspm), ii) the percentage correct of attempted 
letters in one minute increased from 57% to 67% for greater accuracy in reading, iii) the  

Table 3: Comparing Grade 3 scores on Letter Sounds Identification – 2013, 2014 

Subtask 

Percentage 
of students 
with zero 
scores 

Grade 3 
average 
score 

(clspm) 

Percentage 
Correct of 
Attempted 

Percentage 
of students 

reading  
at or above 
benchmark  
(35 clspm) 

Letter Sounds – 2013 baseline 18%   19 57.3%    20%       

Letter Sounds – 2014 11%   28 67.3%    35%  

percentage of students unable to correctly read any of the first 10 letters (zero  scores) 
dropped sharply from 18% to 11%, and iv) the share of sampled students reading at or 
above the Grade 3 benchmark of 35 correct letter sounds per minute jumped from 20% to 
35%. This is excellent progress on the most basic pre-reading skill.   

Nonword Reading 
The second subtask of nonword reading assesses children’s skill in applying letter-sound 
correspondence rules to decode (i.e., sound out) unfamiliar words with diacritics. This too 
is a pre-reading skill that follows letter sound identification and is chiefly learned in 
Grade 2. The sample Grade 3 students in 2014 showed good initial progress on the 
performance of the previous year’s Grade 3 students on this subtask (Table 4). Scores on 
three of the four EGRA measures of reading proficiency are higher: i) the average 
reading score increased from 5.9 to 7.5 correct nonwords read per minute (cnonwpm), ii)  

Table 4: Comparing Grade 3 scores on Nonword Reading – 2013, 2014 

Subtask 

Percentage 
of students 
with zero 
scores 

Grade 3 
average 
score 

(cnonwpm) 

Percentage 
Correct of 
Attempted 

Percentage 
of students 

reading  
at or above 
benchmark  
(20 cnonwpm) 

Nonword Reading – 2013 baseline 27% 5.9 34.6% 4% 

Nonword Reading – 2014 26% 7.5 43.7% 8% 

 

the percentage correct of attempted nonwords in one minute increased from 35% to 44% 
for improved accuracy in reading, and iii) the percentage of sampled students reading at 
or above the Grade 3 benchmark of 20 correct nonwords read per minute doubled – from 
4% to 8% of students.     
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This improvement in nonword reading is positive but considerably lags the improvement 
in letter sounds knowledge. And there was no change in the large percentage of students 
with zero scores. Improved performance in nonword reading is initial progress from a 
very low base and most students’ word decoding skills remain weak. Greater attention 
and targeted instruction on decoding unfamiliar words is needed in the MOE reading 
program in Grades 1 and 2.   

Oral Reading Fluency 
In the oral reading fluency subtask, children are asked to read a short story of local 
relevance within one minute. Oral reading fluency is a core index of reading competence, 
as it measures the skill and speed with which children translate letters into sounds, 
decode unfamiliar words, recognize known words, and simultaneously make sense of the 
text’s meaning. Weakness in any one of these processes can slow or disrupt children’s 
reading fluency. The score for this subtask is the number of words from the passage that 
children correctly read in one minute (cwpm). 

There was no change in Grade 3 student performance in oral reading fluency in 2014.  
Table 5 shows no improvement in any of the four EGRA measures of reading 
proficiency. Indeed, the percentage of students with zero scores increased from 22% to 
27%. This is a large percentage of nonreaders of known and familiar words.  

Oral reading fluency is a paramount Grade 3 reading skill. This school year (2013/2014) 
was the first year of improved reading instruction in Grade 3. Grade 3 teachers received 3 
days’ training from the MOE Reading Program in September 2013 to implement the 
Grade 3 program in the fall term. For many Grade 3 teachers, this was their first training 

Table 5: Comparing Grade 3 scores on Oral Reading Fluency – 2013, 2014 

Subtask 

Percentage 
of students 
with zero 
scores 

Grade 3 
average 
score 

(cwpm) 

Percentage 
Correct of 
Attempted 

Percentage 
of students 

reading  
at or above 
benchmark  
(50 cwpm) 

Oral Reading Fluency – 2013 baseline 22% 22 59.3% 12% 

Oral Reading Fluency – 2014 27% 21 57.2% 11% 
 

by the MOE Reading Program. Most received a second short training during the mid-year 
break to implement the spring 2014 program. The long-delayed start of that spring term 
severely reduced the time available for reading instruction and the opportunity for 
teachers to practice new teaching skills and strategies for oral reading fluency. Classroom 
observations also suggest that many Grade 3 teachers continued instruction and 
classroom practice of the pre-reading skills from Grades 1 and 2 in the few weeks that 
schools were open in the spring term, limiting the time available for instruction and 
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practice of reading skills. More robust training and learning resources for Grade 3 reading 
skills are indicated. 

Reading Comprehension 

After children read the short reading passage (57 words) for one minute, all those who 
were able to read at least one word correctly were asked six questions about the story. 
Students who scored zero on oral reading frequency were not asked questions. The 
questions were both literal, requiring students to directly recall information from the 
story, and inferential, requiring students to combine information from the story with their 
background knowledge to derive a correct answer. Children’s reading comprehension 
scores were recorded as the number of correct responses to the six questions.  The 2014 
subtask mirrored the 2013 assessment. 

The performance of Grade 3 students in 2014 on reading comprehension did not improve.  
Table 6 reports that performance on three of the four EGRA measures of reading 
proficiency declined slightly in 2014: i) the average number of questions answered 
correctly fell from 1.6 to 1.3 questions, ii) the percentage of students reading at or above 
the Grade 3 benchmark for reading comprehension of 80%, i.e. 5 of 6 questions answered 
correctly, dropped from 9% to 5%, and iii) the percentage of Grade 3 students unable to 
correctly answer a single question rose from 38% to 44%. These are the highest 
percentages of zero scores of any subtask. Only the percentage correct of attempted 
showed improvement, rising from 32% to 40%.      

Table 6: Comparing Grade 3 scores on Reading Comprehension – 2013, 2014 

Subtask 

Percentage 
of students 
with zero 
scores 

Grade 3 
average 
score 

(# correct 
answers) 

Percentage 
Correct of 
Attempted 

Percentage 
of students 

reading  
at or above 
benchmark  
(5 correct of 
6 questions) 

Reading Comprehension – 2013  38% 1.6 31.6% 9% 

Reading Comprehension – 2014 44% 1.3 40.3% 5% 

 

This is not a marked drop in performance. However, the percentage of sampled Grade 3 
students performing this subtask at benchmark level (5%) is half the percentage reading 
the short passage at benchmark level (11%) in the oral reading fluency subtask in 2014.  
There is no improvement on this conclusion from the 2013 EGRA baseline report: 

“It confirms that many students, even strong readers who visibly impress their teachers by 
reading at speed with correct pronunciation, are reading “mechanically”—or “word 
calling”—with little or no understanding or retention of what they are reading.  They have 
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not been adequately taught to think about and comprehend the meaning of the passage 
they read” (p.17). 

Together with oral reading fluency, reading comprehension is a paramount reading skill 
for Grade 3 instruction. The previous observation of disproportionate practice of Grade 1 
and Grade 2 pre-reading skills in Grade 3 reading classes, in a markedly shortened school 
year, likely explain most of this decline. Strengthened teacher instruction, learning 
resources and priority for reading comprehension in a more robust Grade 3 EGRP are 
needed. Reading comprehension in Grade 3 remains very weak.   

Listening Comprehension 

In this subtask, students are instructed to listen carefully to the short story (71 words) that 
the assessor reads to them because they will be asked questions about the story 
immediately after. Students are told to pay attention and be ready to answer the questions. 
This is purely a listening subtask: the child is not provided a copy of the story to follow 
along or refer to when answering the questions. All students, including the nonreaders 
who do not correctly read a single item in the letter sounds, nonword decoding, and oral 
reading fluency subtasks, are tested for listening comprehension. The short passage is 
read to them in Modern Standard Arabic. 

Although the listening comprehension subtask typically assesses a range of language and 
skills, such as attention, vocabulary knowledge, comprehension strategies, processing of 
oral language, and generation of appropriate replies, for Egyptian children, it also 
assesses their proficiency in the formal dialect of Arabic. Modern Standard Arabic differs 
substantially from the vernacular dialect used in their homes. Comparing children’s 
comprehension in these two modalities is important, because it allows determination of 
whether poor reading comprehension can be attributed to limited reading skills or to more 
general difficulties in comprehending the formal Arabic dialect used in schools. 

Grade 3 performance in listening comprehension this year (2014) significantly lagged last 
year’s proficiency by sample Grade 3 students. Performance on three EGRA measures of 
reading proficiency in Table 7 is markedly lower:  i) the average number of questions    

Table 7: Comparing Grade 3 scores on Listening Comprehension – 2013, 2014  

Subtask 

Percentage 
of students 
with zero 
scores 

Grade 3 
average 
score 

(# correct 
answers) 

Percentage 
Correct of 
Attempted 

Listening Comprehension – 2013  13% 3.2 46% 

Listening Comprehension – 2014 29% 2.4 34% 
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answered correctly declined from 3.2 to 2.4 – of 7 total – questions; ii) the percentage of 
students unable to correctly answer a single question – zero scores – jumped sharply from 
13% to 29%, and iii) the percentage correct of attempted questions also declined.12  

The results highlight the often underestimated challenge that children schooled in 
Modern Standard Arabic face: proficiency in the vernacular, home dialect does not 
prepare students for the linguistic demands of Modern Standard Arabic taught in schools.  
The sample Grade 3 students in 2014 had significantly greater difficulty comprehending 
the subtask story than Grade 3 students tested in 2013. The interrupted and shortened 
2013/2014 school year may be one causative factor. It is chiefly in schools that children 
in early grades will hear and read formal Arabic. A second factor may be teacher 
preference, during reading instruction, to drilling Grade 3 students in the pre-reading 
skills of letter sound knowledge and word decoding taught in Grades 1 and 2, leaving less 
time for listening to stories and comprehension exercises in formal Arabic. Findings of 
the classroom observations suggest this second causative factor.13  Continued instruction 
in pre-reading skills in Grade 3 may be an unintended consequence of the Reading 
Program’s initial emphasis on improved reading instruction for Grades 1 and 2. This first 
year of Grade 3 reading instruction may not have sufficiently prepared and supported 
teachers to shift the focus of reading instruction to oral reading fluency and 
comprehension in formal Arabic. 

These markedly lower results for listening comprehension in 2014 are, however, puzzling 
and not fully explicable by the above factors alone. These factors might contribute to the 
results and satisfactorily explain a modest decline. The much lower performance in 2014, 
however, recommends further research and testing of subtask comparability.  

Maze Comprehension 
In addition to measures of reading and listening comprehension, we assessed children’s 
reading comprehension using the multiple-choice format of a Maze test. This was the 
most difficult of the three comprehension tests. In the Maze test, children were asked to 
read a narrative story of some 140 words and, as they read, identify which of three words 
in each of 14 selections in the story was the best word for the story. To correctly choose 
the best word in each selection, the children must comprehend the story as they read.  
Each child had three minutes to complete the story and all 14 selections. As this was an 
unfamiliar format to students, assessors carefully rehearsed the test with each child, using 
a short practice paragraph with three items of multiple-choice selection that the assessor 
and student practiced together before implementing the test. Children were also asked to 
confirm that they understood the exercise before the actual test was started.   

Unlike the reading comprehension and listening comprehension results, children’s 
performance in the multiple-choice format of the Maze test was little changed from 2013 

                                                           
12  As no Grade 3 benchmark is yet accepted by the MOE for this subtask, the percentage of students performing at 
or above the benchmark level in listening comprehension is not included.  
13  See footnote 3. 
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(Table 8). The average number of correct answers and the percentage of sample students 
with zero scores in 2014 were largely within the 95% confidence intervals of expected 
scores for this sample assessment in 2013.   

Table 8: Comparing Grade 3 scores on Maze Comprehension – 2013, 2014  

Subtask 

Percentage 
of students 
with zero 
scores 

Grade 3 
average 
score 

(# correct 
selections) 

Percentage 
Correct of 
Attempted 

Maze Comprehension – 2013  35% 3.6 26% 

Maze Comprehension – 2014 37% 3.5 38% 

 

The multiple-choice format of the Maze subtask partly explains why 2014 results on this 
comprehension test were little changed from 2013, unlike the lower results in reading and 
listening comprehension. In the latter subtasks, students have no cues to aid them in 
correctly answering the oral questions. In a multiple-choice format with just 3 choices, 
students who simply guess or randomly choose one of the selections will, on average, be 
correct one-third of the time. In addition, the sample Grade 3 students in 2014 were 
significantly slower and more careful than students the previous year in reading this 
subtask – perhaps owing to their weaker oral reading fluency. On average, students in 
2014 attempted just 6.2 selections in the Maze subtask, compared with 9.8 selections 
attempted by Grade 3 students in 2013. Reading more slowly and carefully, Grade 3 
students in 2014 were more successful on the fewer items they attempted, improving the 
percentage correct of attempted score from 26% to 38%.  

Gender Differences in Reading Performance 
The pattern of gender differences in Grade 3 reading proficiency in the 2013 EGRA was 
largely repeated in 2014 (Figure 2). The sharply lower performance of girls on the 
listening comprehension subtask is again puzzling. Both genders scored lower on this 
subtask in 2014. But the performance of girls was markedly lower, falling from an 
average of 3.3 correct answers to 2.2 correct questions in 2014. While we stand by the 
present findings, we reiterate that the listening comprehension results merit further 
research and critical analysis of both the 2013 and 2014 subtask content and student 
performances.     

We previously noted (p.10) an overall improvement in the percentage of nonreaders in 
2014, compared to 2013. The overall share of sample Grade 3 students scoring zero on all 
three of the first three subtasks – letter sounds knowledge, nonword reading, and oral 
reading fluency – dropped from 14% in 2013 to 10% in 2014. Improved performance in 
the pre-reading skill of letter sounds identification chiefly learned in Grade 1 chiefly 
explains this positive result.   
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Figure 2: Reading Proficiency of Grade 3 Boys and Girls, 2014 

  

 

But the percentage of girl nonreaders dropped much more significantly than boys – 
down from 12% of all Grade 3 girls sampled in 2013 to just 7% in 2014. The 
improvement among boys was a lesser decline from 16% nonreaders in 2013 to 13% in 
2014.   

The Geography of Reading Performance 

Reading Performance by Regions  
Like gender, the 2013 pattern of regional disparity in reading performance was largely 
repeated in 2014 (Figure 3).  One again, the key finding is the significantly lower 
proficiency of sampled students from Middle and Upper Egypt in Grade 3 reading skills.   
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Figure 3: Oral Reading Fluency of Grade 3 Students by Region –  2013, 2014 

 
 

Grade 3 performance in oral reading fluency was a little lower or unchanged in all 
regions. In the geography of early grade reading, Egypt is divided into two regions: 
comparable levels of reading proficiency in Lower Egypt and Metropolitan Cairo versus 
similarly low reading skills in Middle and Upper Egypt.    

It is important here, however, to note the marked improvement in 2014 results on letter 
sounds knowledge in Upper and, especially, Middle Egypt (Figure 4). Both regions still 
lag Lower Egypt and Metro Cairo. Yet the average scores for Middle and Upper Egypt 
schools on the letter sounds subtask in 2014 had reached the level of Lower Egypt and 
Metro Cairo in the 2013 baseline. This is a significantly positive outcome. Indeed the 
percentage improvement in Middle Egypt schools was the highest of all regions: the 
average score on this subtask jumped 72% from 11.9 correct letter sounds per minute in 
2013 to 21.6 correct letter sounds in 2014. This is higher percentage improvement from a 
lower base. But the importance of this finding should be clear: very significant 
improvement in early grade reading can be achieved in all regions if the skills are 
actually taught.          
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Figure 4: Proficiency in Letter Sounds Knowledge among Grade 3 Students by 
Region – 2013, 2014        

 
 

Divergence in Average Reading Performance across Schools 
There is wide divergence in the average reading skills of Grade 3 students across MOE 
schools. Divergence within each region is marked. The variability is greater, however, 
among schools of Lower Egypt and Metro Cairo than among schools of Middle and 
Upper Egypt. Average proficiency in oral reading fluency is lower with less divergence 
among schools of Middle and Upper Egypt.   

Figure 5 offers a visual display of the variability of the average scores on oral reading 
fluency across sample schools in 2014. The x-axis is the 2014 average score (cwpm) of 
each sample school (10 sample students) on oral reading fluency. The y-axis is the 
number of students in the sample for each school who scored zero on this subtask. There 
is a pronounced divergence in average reading performance across schools in all regions. 
But Middle and Upper Egypt schools predominate among all schools with below-average 
performance and greater numbers of zero scores on this paramount Grade 3 reading skill.      
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Figure 5: Variability among sample schools in Average Scores on Oral 
Reading Fluency – 2014  

 
 

Summary Conclusions  
Mid-term assessments are essential to new programs, providing empirical data and timely 
feedback on initial progress and early results. Their findings reveal specific points of 
program implementation that merit greater attention, improved design and more effective 
support. This mid-term assessment is no exception.     

The results of this mid-term assessment indicate good progress on skills that have 
received attention, and less or no progress on skills that have received less attention. In 
any case, mixed progress is expected at this early stage of a rapidly-expanding national 
program: 

1. Excellent improvement in the most basic, pre-reading skill (Grade 1) of letter 
sounds knowledge. The Grade 3 students tested in April 2014 had clearly benefitted 
from enhanced reading instruction in letter sounds since Grade 1 in 2011/12. Their 
average score in letter sounds is markedly improved, zero scores are down sharply, 
the percentage of students performing at benchmark is strongly higher with more 
than one-third of Grade 3 students now reading letter sounds at or above the 
benchmark standard, and accuracy in letter sounds identification is much improved 
(increased percentage correct of attempted items). That the highest rate of 
improvement was in Middle Egypt demonstrates the potential to achieve 
transformational results in early grade reading across Egypt. 
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2. Good initial progress – from a very low base – in the higher pre-reading skill 
(Grade 2) of nonword decoding.  Average scores are higher and the percentage of 
Grade 3 students reading nonwords at benchmark level has doubled – but still very 
low. Reading accuracy (percentage correct of attempted) is also significantly 
improved. But the percentage of students with zero scores remains unchanged. 

3. No improvement in this first year of Grade 3 reading instruction in the paramount 
Grade 3 skill of oral reading fluency. Average scores, percentage of students 
reading at benchmark, and percentage correct of attempted are all unchanged. The 
percentage of students with zero scores is higher. The basic, initial package of 
teacher and supervisor training, curriculum and instructional materials, and their 
alignment with the Grade 3 textbook may not be sufficiently robust and need 
further development. Most importantly, the Grade 3 reading program needs an 
uninterrupted school year of full duration. Its first year of implementation in 
2013/2014 was significantly interrupted and shortened.  

4. Mixed but generally weak performance in the 3 comprehension subtasks. Grade 3 
performances in the 3 comprehension subtasks varied from unimproved to 
significantly lower results for listening comprehension. The reasons are uncertain. 
But the much-diminished school year, disproportionate allocation of Grade 3 
instructional time to drilling in Grade 1 and Grade 2 pre-reading skills (suggested 
by findings of the classroom observations), and less-robust training and technical 
support in this launch year of the Grade 3 early reading program may be key 
factors. The recommendations below directly address this result. 

5. Targeted support needed to strengthen reading outcomes in rural schools of Middle 
and Upper Egypt.  There is wide divergence in the early grade reading performance 
of MOE schools across Egypt.  Yet the very low to below-average reading 
performance in MOE primary schools of southern Egypt demand targeted 
attention and additional support. Significant numbers of MOE schools in Egypt’s 
south are failing to educate their students. Extensive, in-depth school and 
community research is needed to appraise both principal and localized causes and 
effective solutions. The historic experience of South Korea, Finland, Singapore and 
other countries successful in markedly boosting the reading and educational 
outcomes of their children confirm the importance of significantly improving the 
weakest readers. The excellent improvement demonstrated by Grade 3 students of 
Middle and Upper Egypt on the pre-reading skill of letter sounds knowledge in just 
two years should inspire hope and greater efforts for transformational change in 
reading outcomes in all regions.  
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Recommendations  
On September 15-17, 2014, a workshop was held with EGRP Coordinators from all 27 
MOE muderiyas. The purpose of the workshop was to disseminate the results of the 2014 
EGRA and to discuss its implications. The following recommendations arise out of that 
discussion, but also reflect the professional views of RTI staff and other stakeholders 
knowledgeable about Egypt and the EGRA results, including senior staff previously 
engaged in the GILO project with experience supporting the MOE Reading Program. 

These recommendations include: 

• Provide intermediate-level EGRP training to Grade 3 teachers, supervisors, 
senior teachers, and School Training Units that support reading. The basic training 
for Grade 3 reading that teachers received in 2013/14 is not sufficient. Intermediate 
training must be practical – not conceptual – and focus chiefly on teaching fluency 
and comprehension skills. Rebalance the time, focus and exercises on pre-reading 
skills in Grade 3.  Many Grade 3 teachers appear to be “stuck” drilling students in 
the pre-reading skills of Grades 1-2, perhaps because these skills are easy and fun to 
teach, students enjoy practicing, and because teachers do not yet know fun, 
innovative routines to teach fluency and comprehension.  

• Enhance the alignment of the Grade 3 textbook with the reading materials, teacher 
training and continuous in-class assessment of reading.  The MOE is already 
moving to strengthen this alignment but more support may be useful. 

• Intensify the quality of in-school teacher coaching in early grade reading 
instruction. 

• Popularize and implement greater goal-orientation by applying MOE reading 
benchmarks for each grade. 

• Strengthen overall planning and coordination of the MOE Reading Program.  

• Implement social marketing of what children sound like, in Grades 1-3, when they 
are reading well, i.e., at benchmark levels for each grade.  Teachers, schools, and 
parents need to know what good reading sounds like in each grade. 

• Remediate children who are particularly behind. Group readers by specific ability, 
not by grade and provide special support. Inexpensive and successful models exist. 

• Target rural and remote village schools in Middle and Upper Egypt in testing 
models for effective remediation and enhanced teacher coaching. Identify and 
address the priority regional challenges and constraints to improved reading 
proficiency and student outcomes in the early grades in rural schools. Early reading 
proficiency in Egypt will be most improved overall by significantly raising 
performance in rural southern Egypt. 
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• Create incentives, using competitions, for reading improvement. However, be 
careful that competitions and incentives are for most improved readers and schools 
and not best readers. It is important that fairly “low” levels in the system are 
rewarded or at least honored; not just the top national performance. In this manner, 
the best student in each school or idara can be honored, creating in incentive to 
emulate. This is important. If only top students nationally or at governorate level 
are rewarded, and/or only an absolute criterion (not improvement criterion) is used, 
then students far from the top will not be incentivized to improve. Incentives should 
aim to motivate struggling and intermediate readers. Strong readers and strong 
schools do not need rewards and incentives. Recognition of best readers and best 
schools only, especially if confined to national or governorate levels, will not 
motivate lesser-skilled readers and weaker schools to improve. Incentives and 
competitions should seek to motivate and reward many schools – in each idara – 
rather than the few best schools in each muderiya. Moreover, consideration should 
be given to whole-school performance – not just individual student performance. 
Finally, with incentives comes pressure to cheat. Rigorous attention will have to be 
paid to equating instruments and preventing leakage or other forms of gaming.       
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Annex A:  Equating the 2013 and 2014 EGRA 
Instruments for Grade 3 

To ensure the comparability of results from the 2013 baseline and the 2nd national EGRA 
for Grade 3 in 2014, significant attention and analysis was given to ensuring a 
comparable design and level of difficulty for each EGRA subtask. The need for 
comparability and equal difficulty is driven by the need to protect against leakage and/or 
to protect against the possibility that copies of the 2013 instrument would have circulated 
and the students would have memorized the content. This requires changing the items, 
but keeping them of equal difficulty. Thus, the subtasks were highly comparable in 
structure and reading difficulty. This Annex describes the process of equating the 2013 
and 2014 instruments for Grade 3, their pre-testing and the analyses conducted to confirm 
their comparability. 

Both the 2013 and 2014 instruments are included in this Annex, following the narrative 
description and analysis of their comparability.  

Designing the 2014 EGRA Instrument for Comparability 

Detailed content analysis of the principal subtasks in the 2013 baseline instrument 
preceded their replication in the 2014 instrument. Special attention was given to the first 
line of each subtask; students who fail to read at least one item correctly on the first line 
triggers the “early stop” rule that ends that subtask and results in a zero score.  The first 
line must include a very easy item to facilitate students getting at least one correct item so 
as to continue the subtask for the full minute and not be “stopped out” just because they 
cannot read the more difficult words.  

These analyses and the key design features that were mirrored for each subtask are 
described here: 

• Letter Sounds Knowledge:  For both 2013 and 2014 instruments, this subtask 
included a random mix of letters with diacritics (short vowels) in initial-word, mid-
ord, and end-word forms.  The 2014 instrument included 80 letters; the 2013 
subtask had 100 letters. This design difference is immaterial. Students are scored on 
the number of correct letter sounds read in one minute, regardless of the number of 
letters shown. Only 1 Grade 3 student in 2013 and 15 students in 2014 read more 
than 80 letters correctly in one minute. 

• Nonword Reading:  Both the 2013 and 2014 subtasks included 50 nonwords 
(invented words) with diacritics on all letters, including the final letter. Most words 
in the two instruments were different. But the 2014 subtask mirrored the 2013 
instrument in both level of difficulty and placement of words in the subtask.  For 
example, if a word in a specific cell of the 2013 subtask matrix was 5 letters, than 
the 2014 instrument included a 5-letter word in that same cell. The first word of the 
subtask in both years was an easy 2-letter word in which the second letter was the 
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long vowel “ أ ”.  The large majority of sample students will look at the first word 
longer than any other word in the subtask, as they listen to the subtask instructions 
from the assessor. An easy first word facilitates students getting at least one item 
correct on the first line and avoiding the “early stop” rule. 

• Oral Reading Fluency: Both the 2013 and 2014 subtasks for oral reading fluency 
included short stories of 57-58 words with diacritics for all syllables. The two 
stories were nearly identical in subject, content and key vocabulary, but sufficiently 
different to prevent mastery by memorization. Both stories told of a girl student 
who likes to read and goes to a library with another family member (brother / 
father) where she observes friends reading.  

• Reading Comprehension: Both the 2013 and 2014 subtasks comprised 6 questions 
read in formal Arabic to students immediately after the timed test for oral reading 
fluency. All students were instructed before starting the oral reading subtask that 
they should pay attention to what they were reading because they would be asked 
questions about the story. All questions in both subtasks were direct questions, 
answerable from information provided in the story. Three of the 6 questions were 
identical in both years (the stories were nearly identical) and asked in the same 
order: the 1st, 2nd and 4th questions. In 2013, when an electronic EGRA tool was 
used for data collection, students were only asked those questions that could be 
answered from the partial text of the story that they finished reading in one minute. 
In 2014, when paper instruments were used, students were asked all questions. 
After the 2014 data were entered in a database, the link of questions to text read 
could then be established and only those questions that could be answered from the 
story text actually read by each student were retained. 

• Listening Comprehension: The stories read in formal Arabic to students in 2013 
and 2014 were the same length: 70-71 words. Students were asked 7 questions after 
listening to each story. In both 2013 and 2014, 6 of the 7 questions were direct 
questions; the final question inferential. All questions were read to students in 
formal Arabic. In 2013, the story told of a young village girl who went with her 
mother to buy milk from the grocer. In 2014, the story told of a peacock who 
converses with a pigeon and rooster on who is the king of birds. 

• Maze Comprehension: Both the 2013 and 2014 subtasks were stories of similar 
length (140-141 words) with 14 multiple-choice selections – each comprised of 3 
words. Children were instructed to choose the most appropriate word in each 
selection for that story. In both subtasks, children had 3 minutes to read the text and 
choose the correct word in each selection.       

Equating the 2013 and 2014 Instruments 

To test the comparability of the 2013 and 2014 EGRA instruments, the two tools were 
administered to 100 Grade 3 students as a pilot. The students were all intermediate to 
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strong readers selected by the schools for this pre-test. The students, drawn from 2 MOE 
schools in Alexandria, were not randomly selected. The purpose of the pilot pre-test was 
to equate the tools; not assess reading proficiency. 

All students were given the following 4 subtasks from both tests: nonword reading, oral 
reading fluency, reading comprehension, and Maze comprehension. The letter sounds 
knowledge and listening comprehension subtasks were not included in the comparison 
test. Letters would be of equal difficulty essentially by definition, and the prevention of 
memorization would be accomplished by a different randomized order. The listening 
comprehension subtask was not included as it is not a “reading” skill.14 All students were 
administered two comparable subtasks (e.g. nonword reading) followed by the next two 
comparable subtasks (e.g. oral reading fluency). The subtasks were administered in the 
same order as in the full EGRA. To ensure no bias in the order of subtask administration, 
the 50 students tested in one school were given the 2013 subtask before the comparable 
2014 subtask. The order was reversed for the 50 students in the other school: the 2014 
subtask was administered first. All students were instructed to read all items without time 
limitation. The time needed to complete each subtask was recorded for each student.     

The pilot pre-tests were administered using paper forms and the data were entered, 
checked carefully for accuracy and analyzed by an RTI statistician for comparability. The 
findings of that comparative analysis are presented below for each subtask: 

1. Nonword Reading: Table A1 presents the pilot results and full survey results on this 
subtask. In the pilot comparison, students did slightly better on the 2013 subtask 
(average score, %Correct and %Correct of attempted) than on the 2014 subtask. The 
differences are not, however, statistically significant. But in the actual full surveys, 
the 2014 sample children did significantly better (statistically) on this timed subtask 
of one minute.  

Table A1:    Equating the Nonword Reading Subtasks – 2013, 2014  

    Pilot 
%-Zero 
Score 

Average 
Score %Correct 

Average 
Number of 
Items 
Attempted 

%Correct of 
Attempted 

2013 subtask 1.0 12.2 62.8% 49.4 63.7% 
2014 subtask 1.0 10.2 59.4% 49.9 59.6% 
Full survey 
2013  27.4^ 5.9^ 11.9%^ 13.2^ 34.6%^ 
2014 25.9 7.9** 15%** 13.4 43.7%*** 

                                                           
14 It retrospect, not including the listening comprehension subtasks (2013 and 2014) in the pilot comparison was an 
omission. The actual results of the 2014 EGRA now recommend that these subtasks be equated.     
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Unlike the full survey, there was no time limit for students to complete the subtask in 
the pilot comparison. In the pilot, students used 11% more time to complete the 2014 
subtask. The average time needed by the 100 students to read all 50 items in each 
subtask was 175 seconds (2013 subtask) and 194 seconds (2014 subtask). Note that in 
any case what is material here is the rate per minute, so using no time limit does not 
affect the conclusion for these analytical purposes.   

Figure A1 presents the percentile comparison of student performance on the two 
subtasks in the pilot pre-test. Weaker and stronger readers (lower to higher 
percentiles) alike did slightly better on the 2013 subtask than on the 2014 subtask for 
nonword reading. The difference, however, was small and not statistically significant. 

Figure A1:   Percentile Comparison of Pilot Results for the Nonword Reading 
Subtasks – 2013, 2014  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

2. Oral Reading Fluency: In the pilot comparison, the 100 Grade 3 students performed 
very similarly on the two subtasks (Table A2).  The average score on the 2013 
subtask was only 1.6 correct words more than for the 2014 subtask. The difference is 
not statistically significant. On the other two measures of subtask comparability -- % 
Correct and %Correct of Attempted – the results are nearly identical. The difference 
in the average number of items attempted (56.7 in 2013 and 57.9 in 2014) is due to 
the different lengths of the two stories: 57 words in the 2013 subtask and 58 words in 
the 2014 subtask.  The two subtasks were of equal difficulty and comparable. The 100 
used 14% more time, however, to complete the 2014 subtask in the pilot comparison.  
The average time for subtask completion was 78 seconds (2013 subtask) and 89 
seconds (2014 subtask).  
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Table A2:    Equating the Oral Reading Fluency Subtasks – 2013, 2014  

    Pilot 
%-Zero 
Score 

Average 
Score %Correct 

Average 
Number of 
Items 
Attempted 

%Correct of 
Attempted 

2013 subtask 0 47.5 92.1 56.7 92.5 
2014 subtask 0 45.9 92.1 57.9 92.3 
Full survey 
2013  21.6^ 21.9^ 37^ 27.3^ 59.3^ 
2014 27.3 20.7 34.7 26.2 57.2 

In the full surveys, the sample students in 2013 did only slightly better, averaging just 
1.2 correct words read per minute (21.9 cwpm) more than the 2014 sample students 
(20.7 cwpm). The average number of items attempted in the full surveys, the 
%Correct and the %Correct of Attempted were also just slightly higher for the 2013 
subtask.   

Figure A2 presents the percentile comparison of reading proficiency by the 100 
students who took both the 2013 and 2014 oral reading fluency subtasks for this pilot.  
There is a very close fit of the two lines across the full range of student reading 
proficiency. Weaker students and strong readers did only very slightly better in the 
2013 subtask. There was no difference, however, in the pilot results for intermediate 
readers in the 50th to 80th percentiles.  

Figure A2:    Percentile Comparison of the Pilot Results for the Oral Reading 
Fluency Subtasks – 2013, 2014  
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3. Reading Comprehension: In the pilot comparison (Table A3), the 100 students 
performed very slightly better on the 2014 subtask for reading comprehension. 

Table A3:    Equating the Reading Comprehension Subtasks – 2013, 2014  

    Pilot 
%-Zero 
Score 

Average 
Score %Correct 

Average 
Number of 
Items 
Attempted 

%Correct of 
Attempted 

2013 subtask 0 4.4 73.7 6.0 73.9 
2014 subtask 0 4.7 77.7 6.0 77.9 
Full Survey 
2013  35.3^ 1.9^ 31.6^ 4.7^ 31.6^ 
2014 43.3* 1.3** 24.6** 2.6*** 36.9* 

These 100 intermediate to strong readers correctly answered, on average, just 0.3 
more reading comprehension questions on the 2014 subtask than on the 2013 subtask.  
The %Correct and %Correct of Attempted scores are also just slightly better for the 
2014 subtask. The differences are not, however, statistically significant. The two 
subtasks are comparable in level of difficulty and closely equated. 

In the full EGRAs, the average performance of sample students in 2014 lagged the 
performance of the 2013 sample students on the reading comprehension subtask. And 
the difference is statistically significant.  

Figure A3:    Percentile Comparison of the Pilot Results for the Reading 
Comprehension Subtasks – 2013, 2014  
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4. Maze Comprehension: In the pilot comparison (Table A4), the 100 students did very 
slightly better on the 2013 subtask for Maze comprehension. On average, they 
correctly answered 1 multiple-choice item more on the 2013 EGRA subtask than on 

Table A4:    Equating the Maze Comprehension Subtasks – 2013, 2014  

    Pilot 
%-Zero 
Score 

Average 
Score %Correct 

Average 
Number of 
Items 
Attempted 

%Correct of 
Attempted 

2013 subtask 0 11.6 82.6 14 82.6 
2014 subtask 2.0 10.6 75.6 14 75.6 
Full Survey 
2013  35.4^ 3.6^ 25.7^ 9.8^ 26.3^ 
2014 36.9 3.9 24.7 6.2*** 37.6*** 

the 2014 subtask.  The %Correct and %Correct of Attempted scores are also slightly 
better for the 2013 subtask in the pilot.  But the differences are not statistically 
significant. The average time used by the 100 students to complete the two subtasks is 
comparable: 167 seconds for the 2013 subtask; 178 seconds for the 2014 Maze. They 
used just 7% more time to complete the 2014 Maze comprehension subtask with its 
14 multiple-choice selections.  

In the full EGRAs, the average performance of sample students in 2014 on the Maze 
comprehension was generally unchanged from the performance of 2013 sample 
students.  The average score was very slightly higher (3.9 correct items in 2014 
versus 3.6 in 2013). So too was the %Correct of Attempted. The Average Number of 
Attempted Items, however, was significantly lower in 2014. The sample students in 
2014 were reading notably less quickly on this subtask than their 2013 predecessors 
and the %Correct Items was also slightly (but not significantly) lower.  

Figure A4:    Percentile Comparison of the Pilot Results for the Maze 
Comprehension Subtasks – 2013, 2014  
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The 2013 Baseline EGRA Instrument 
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The 2013 Baseline EGRA Instrument – Letter Sounds Identification 
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The 2013 Baseline EGRA Instrument – Nonword Reading  
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The 2013 Baseline EGRA Instrument – Oral Reading Fluency and Reading 
Comprehension  
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The 2013 Baseline EGRA Instrument – Listening Comprehension 
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The 2013 Baseline EGRA Instrument – Maze Comprehension - Instructions 
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The 2013 Baseline EGRA Instrument – Maze Comprehension – Subtask 
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The 2014 2nd National EGRA Instrument  
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The 2014 2nd National EGRA Instrument – Letter Sounds Knowledge 
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The 2014 2nd National EGRA Instrument – Nonwords Reading  
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The 2014 2nd National EGRA Instrument – Oral Reading Fluency and Reading 
Comprehension Subtasks 
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The 2014 2nd National EGRA Instrument – Listening Comprehension 
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The 2014 2nd National EGRA Instrument – Maze Comprehension – Instructions 
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The 2014 2nd National EGRA Instrument – Maze Comprehension – Subtask 
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Annex B: 95% Confidence Intervals for Mean Scores 
on the EGRA Subtasks – 2013, 2014 

Table B1:    95% Confidence Intervals for the Baseline Grade 3 EGRA, 2013  

EGRA Subtask 

Grade 3 
Average 

Score 

95% CI 
Low End 
of Range 

95% CI 
High End 
of Range Range 

Correct Letters Sounds Per Minute 18.87 17.56 20.19 2.63 

Correct Non-Words Per Minute 5.94 5.47 6.42 0.95 
Oral Reading Fluency – 60 
seconds with diacritics (cwpm).   21.95 20.33 23.56 3.23 
Reading Comprehension –  
# of correct answers  (max 6) 1.59 1.46 1.71 0.25 
Listening Comprehension  
# of correct answers  (max 7) 3.22 3.07 3.37 0.30 
Maze Comprehension 
# of correct selections (max 14) 3.60 3.27 3.94 0.67 

Table B2:    95% Confidence Intervals for the 2nd National Grade 3 EGRA, 2014  

EGRA Subtask 

Grade 3 
Average 

Score 

95% CI 
Low End 
of Range 

95% CI 
High End 
of Range Range 

Correct Letters Sounds Per Minute 27.69 24.98 30.40 5.42 

Correct Non-Words Per Minute 7.52 6.47 8.56 2.09 
Oral Reading Fluency – 60 
seconds with diacritics (cwpm).   20.68 17.92 23.44 5.52 
Reading Comprehension –  
# of correct answers  (max 6) 1.29 1.09 1.49 0.40 
Listening Comprehension  
# of correct answers  (max 7) 2.41 2.12 2.70 0.58 
Maze Comprehension 
# of correct selections (max 14) 3.46 2.95 3.97 1.02 
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