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USAID/Uganda School Health and Reading Program 

Executive Summary 

Current reading assessment data consistently point to unacceptably low levels of reading 

achievement among Ugandan primary school learners.  Though the results presented here 

also show very low levels of reading achievement in the early primary grades, the good 

news is that there is a high level of motivation and support to rectify this situation and 

that there are “bright spots” from which to build reading reform efforts.  These bright 

spots include a dedicated and committed Ministry of Education and Sports (MoES), 

champions in the districts and schools, a primary school timetable that sets aside one hour 

(the literacy hour) for reading and literacy learning as well as time for English and Oral 

Literature, and a thematic curriculum that calls for learning in local languages in the early 

years of primary school (Primary 1 to Primary 3).  This also includes support provided to 

the MoES by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) through 

the USAID/Uganda/School Health and Reading Program, which focuses on improving 

early grade reading in local languages and the transition to reading in English.   

This report summarizes the findings from a baseline assessment that was conducted in 

February and March, 2013 to determine the current status of reading achievement in the 

schools in which the School Health and Reading Program will be working, as well as 

achievement in “control” schools that will be used as a basis for comparison in assessing 

the effectiveness of the interventions.    

The baseline assessment set out to answer the following questions in an attempt to lay the 

foundation for a national literacy policy and subsequent reading program in primary 

schools nationwide.   

 What is the level of reading achievement among P1 and P3
1
 learners in the local 

language and in English in Ugandan primary schools?   

 What is currently happening in P1 reading lessons?   

 How are teachers and schools supported to teach reading? 

 What should be the focus of future MoES and stakeholder support for reading?   

As these schools will be assessed annually for the next four years, the data will serve to 

track the reading gains in schools that have been supported by the School Health and 

Reading Program compared to schools that have not received this support.   

Data collection 

Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) data were collected from 300 randomly 

selected government primary schools in 15 districts in Uganda (11 program districts and 4 

control districts).  EGRA data were collected in five languages—Ateso, Leblango, 

                                                 
1
 It should be noted that since the assessment took place in the first weeks of the new school term, scores are a better 

reflection of learner achievement in reading at the end of P2.   
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Little difference was found between 

reading achievement for boys and girls – 

where a difference was found, it is noted.   

Luganda, Runyankore/Rukiga, and English; all learners were assessed in English and in 

one of the four local languages.  Overall, 7,844 P1 and 2,163 P3 learners were assessed.  

In addition to this, 69 P1 reading lessons were observed and 289 teachers and 280 head 

teachers were interviewed about the support that they received or were able to provide in 

the area of reading.   

Findings:  Oral reading fluency 

Similar to other assessments of 

reading in Uganda, the results were 

very low.  Figure 1 shows the 

average local language oral reading 

fluency rates (words read per minute) achieved by P1 and P3 learners in School Health 

and Reading Program districts at the beginning of the school year.  Since there were no 

significant differences between girls and boys, only the overall results are shown.  

Very low scores at the beginning of the school year for P1 learners are not unexpected, 

but the scores for 

beginning P3 learners 

were also very low.   

Local language 

reading fluency was 

lowest in Ateso 

speaking schools, and 

the difference between 

P1 and P3 was 

minimal; P1 learners 

could not ready any 

words in Ateso, while 

P3 learners could read 

just one or two.  The 

scores were not much better in Leblango-speaking schools where P3 learners read fewer 

than 6 words per minute.  Reading fluency was highest for Runkyankore/Rukiga 

speakers: in P3 they could read on average more than 10 words per minute.  Schools with 

Luganda speaking students differed by district. Wakiso was relatively high performing, 

and Gomba was as low as other low-performing language areas – in Wakiso, the average 

was 8.5 words per minute compared to an average of 3.6 in Gomba.  Based on any type of 

“benchmark” these scores are extremely low; a lower bound for an international 

benchmark for P1 is 20 words per minute.    

English oral reading fluency results were also low and there was little difference between 

P1 and P3 learners in most districts and for most language groups as shown in Figure 2. 

As expected at baseline, virtually no P1 learners could read a word in English, with the 

exception of some learners in Wakiso district, who could read almost 5 words per minute.   

In 7 of the 10 districts, P3 learners could read fewer than 5 words per minute.  Wakiso 

and Kiruhura P3 learners read, on average, almost 19 words per minute in English.   
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Findings:  Reading comprehension  

Learners need to read with fluency but they also need to be able to understand what they 

are reading.  Figure 3 shows the percentage of P3 learners who answered at least one 

comprehension question correctly after reading a story.  In P3, only 7% of Ateso learners 

could answer one comprehension question correctly in Ateso;  18% of Leblango speakers, 

32% of Luganda 

speakers, and 53% of 

Runyankore/Rukiga 

P3 learners could 

answer one 

comprehension 

question correctly in 

the local language.  

The results are lower 

in English where, in 

Luganda-speaking 

districts, only 11% of 

P3 learners could 

answer one question 

correctly.  Though oral reading fluency may have been similar in English and the 

local language (or even higher in English in some districts), comprehension was 

higher in local language, which confirms in this case that learners can read and 

comprehend better in a familiar language.   

What is happening in the classroom and how are teachers supported to teach 
reading?   

In addition to the EGRA data collected, 69 P1 reading lessons were observed and 289 teachers 

and 280 head teachers were interviewed to find out about support received and provided for 
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teaching of reading.  Major findings in the areas of teaching practices in the classroom and 

teacher support for the teaching of reading include the following. 

Teaching of reading in the classroom: 

 Not once did assessors observe learners reading from printed materials of 

any kind. One of the 69 P1 classes observed had local language reading materials, 

but they were not being used.   

 Teachers did not have a methodological approach to teaching reading  and often 

reverted to writing the vowels on the board and drilling learners on the names of 

the vowels (not the vowel sounds). 

 Only 12% of teachers had a teaching guide in the appropriate language of 

instruction. 

 45% of lessons were taught without a lesson plan. 

 Some reading lessons lasted only 16 minutes. 

Support for teachers to teach reading 

 When asked what kind of support would be most useful to help them improve 

their ability to teach reading, 94% of teachers said materials followed by training.   

 66% of teachers reported being observed teaching at least once a month by the 

head teacher or deputy head teacher; 10% reported that they were never observed.   

 38% of teachers reported that they were observed every 2-3 months (or once a 

term) by a Coordinating Centre Tutor (CCT) in the previous school year, 40% 

reported that they were never observed, and 22% reported that they were observed 

once in the year.  

  Head teachers reported that they were mainly responsible for observing teachers 

in the classroom, but in some schools they also reported that teachers were 

observed by directors of studies, deputy head teachers, heads of infant section, 

CCTs, Parent Teacher Association (PTA) members, and School Management 

Committee (SMC) members.   

Characteristics of Better Performing Learners and Schools 

Of the learners assessed, 399 were able to read at least 20 words per minute in either 

English, local language or both and 34 schools had 5 or more learners who could read at 

least 20 words per minute.  These learners and schools were used as the basis for an 

analysis “better performing” learners and “better performing schools”.   

Characteristics associated with better performing learners include: Southwest, Central 

Region (Kiruhura District); attended pre-school; did not repeat current grade; not absent 

previous week; teacher not absent previous week; and more likely to take materials home 

from school and have someone read to them at home.   

 

Characteristics associated with better performing schools include: Southwest, Central 

Region; head teacher received training that prepared them to teach reading or support 
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teachers to teach reading; reported presence of textbooks for reading; has a library; has 

electricity 

Recommendations for improving the teaching of reading and reading 
achievement in Ugandan primary schools 

Given the very low levels of reading achievement in both local languages and English and 

the situation in schools and classrooms, the following recommendations for moving 

forward in the area of support for reading reform in primary schools in Uganda include: 

Materials:  Teachers need materials that will help them bridge the gap between the 

thematic curriculum and the teaching of reading in the classroom.  The teachers’ guides 

being developed under the School Health and Reading Program will help fill this gap.  

Learners need print materials in the local language linked to the teachers’ guides.   

Teacher Support:  Teachers need more support for teaching reading in the classroom.  

Even if trained, they need continued follow-up support.  Who is best placed to provide 

this support?   All sources of potential support, including head teachers; peers; CCTs; and 

local government including the district education officer, district inspectors, and even 

associate assessors need to be brought “on board” to support teachers to teach reading.  

Time on task:  Teachers need to be guided as how to best utilize the literacy hour set 

aside on the timetable for reading- and writing-related activities.  Providing teachers with 

content and methods will help them to program this time.   

Early Grade Reading in Uganda and the 
USAID/Uganda School Health and Reading Program 

The reading context and challenge in Uganda 

The Government of Uganda has led the way in the promotion of Education For All with 

the implementation of free Universal Primary Education (UPE) introduced in 1997.  Ten 

years later, the focus had shifted from getting children into school to increasing the 

quality of learning.  A major effort towards improving the quality of education was the 

introduction of the Thematic Curriculum in 2007, which promoted another 

groundbreaking intervention: the introduction of mother tongue instruction in the early 

grades of primary school.  The use of the mother tongue, or local language as is used in 

this report, as the medium of instruction for the first three years of schooling is associated 

with enhanced quality of learning when accompanied by appropriate complementary 

inputs such as materials and teacher training. Indeed, research has shown that children 

learning in a familiar language perform better than those who learn in the national (if 

unfamiliar) language.    

The inability to read affects learners’ performance in all academic areas, as reported in 

National Assessment of Progress in Education (NAPE, 2010), and MoES acknowledges 

that reading failure limits prospects for educational, as well as social and economic, 

achievement later in life.   
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Current reading assessment data consistently point to a reading crisis in Uganda.  Recent 

NAPE (2012) data show that only 54% of the P3 learners assessed demonstrated reading 

proficiency in English. A lower 41% reached this level of proficiency in English literacy 

in P6.  This means that almost half of the P3 learners and 60% of P6 learners are not 

proficient in reading in English.  An EGRA undertaken in 2010 found that 51% of P2 

learners in the central region and 88% of learners in the Leblango region could not read a 

single word in English or a local language.  Uwezo Annual Learning Assessment data 

(2012) show that 91% of P3 learners could not read a P2 level text.   

The MoES 2003/4 Curriculum Review found that children were not learning to read due 

to a gap within the current primary curriculum in the area of foundational literacy skills 

and the lack of appropriate teacher training.  Though the teaching guide that accompanies 

the P1 curriculum includes a discussion of literacy (phonic, syllabic, and whole word 

approaches) and even includes a model for a typical literacy hour (including group and 

silent reading), the daily training scheme presented offers suggestions such as “name 

things found in the home and their uses” or “read 8-15 words related to food” for 

competencies under the learning area of literacy—without discussing early reading skills 

or more specific competencies that learners should master (such as knowing the sounds 

that letters make).   

Other partial explanations for the reading challenges facing Uganda’s primary school 

children include:  inconsistent application of the language policy; inconsistent application 

of reading instruction methodology; lack of harmonization between the teacher education 

curricula and the primary education curricula; lack of relevant and adequate reading 

materials; and a lack of capacity for effective monitoring and support-supervision.  

EGRA (2010) research attributes the poor performance to teachers’ failure to develop 

basic foundational skills in reading acquisition in learners, which in turn is linked to the 

gaps in the primary curriculum and inadequate teacher preparation and support.   

MOES efforts to improve reading:  The School Health and Reading Program   

Given this backdrop of primary school learners underperforming in reading, the MoES 

has partnered with USAID to support early grade reading efforts under the School Health 

and Reading program.  The USAID/Uganda/School Health and Reading Program is a 

five-year initiative implemented by RTI International in collaboration with World 

Education (WEI), SIL Lead (SIL), and the Center for Social Research Uganda (CSR).  

Underlying the overall goal of the program, “Increasing Literacy and Health Seeking 

Behaviors,”
2
 is the result “Improved Early Grade Reading and Transition to English,” 

which supports the Government of Uganda in developing, implementing, assessing, and 

bringing to scale a successful approach to reading instruction and delivering the  MoES’s 

stated goal of producing a Ugandan led “reading policy.” Specifically, the School Health 

and Reading Program will support MoES to (1) strengthen policies and strategic planning 

related to reading; (2) develop local language and English pedagogy and materials to 

support early grade reading; (3) develop and support teacher training and support 

                                                 
2
 The program results and activities in the area of “health-seeking behavior” and the support of HIV/AIDS activities 

will not be discussed in this report. 
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supervision to promote reading; (4) increase advocacy and support for reading at all 

levels; and (5) generate and use data for programmatic decision making.  

In the first year of implementation, the program will support reading activities in 432 

schools in four local languages and ten districts selected by MoES. The four languages, 

Ateso, Leblango, Luganda, and Runyankore/Rukiga, and the corresponding districts are 

listed in Table 1. Ultimately, the program will develop reading programs in 12 languages 

and provide direct support to approximately 30 districts and 3,300 government primary 

schools.   

 

Table 1. 2013 School Health and Reading Program Languages and Districts 

Language Region Districts 

Luganda Central Wakiso and Gomba 

Runyankore/Rukiga South Western Kiruhura and Kabale 

Ateso Eastern Kumi, Katakwi, and Serere 

Leblango Northern Apac, Kole, and Lira 

The EGRA Baseline Assessment  

The purpose of the assessment 

The EGRA provides an opportunity to determine whether children are developing the 

foundational literacy skills and, if not, where efforts to increase these skills should be 

directed.  The purpose of the EGRA baseline assessment is to determine the current status 

of reading ability and school and teacher inputs related to the teaching of reading prior to 

the implementation of the School Health and Reading Program, as well as provide data on 

basic educational inputs found in primary schools in the districts.  EGRA data and other 

school level information will be collected annually from 2014 – 2016 in randomly 

selected program schools as well as randomly selected control schools in order to gauge 

increases in reading achievement and reading supportive behaviors (among teachers, 

administrators, policy makers, and parents for example) associated with the intervention.   

To this end, data were collected from 300 primary schools in 15 districts.
3
  In addition to 

administering individual oral assessments of students, head teachers and teachers were 

interviewed, school and classroom resources were inventoried, and reading lessons 

observed.  

Questions expected to be answered included: 

                                                 
3
 Though the differences in reading achievement between learners in treatment and control schools will be tracked 

over time, this report will focus only on the current status of reading achievement, looking at data from all assessed 

schools.  A companion analysis and report that will lay out the foundation for the ongoing impact assessment of the 

School Health and Reading Program will be carried out by external program evaluator NORC.   
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 What is the level of reading achievement among P1 and P3 learners in the local 

language and in English in Ugandan Government primay schools?   

 What is currently happening in P1 reading lessons?   

 How are teachers and schools supported to teach reading? 

 What should be the focus of future MoES and stakeholder support for reading?   

Overview of the EGRA 

Why assess early grade reading? 

The ability to read and understand a simple text is one of the most fundamental skills a 

child can acquire. Without basic literacy there is little chance that a child can escape the 

intergenerational cycle of poverty. Yet in many countries, students enrolled in school for 

as many as six years are unable to read and understand a simple story. Recent evidence 

indicates that learning to read both early and at a sufficient rate are essential for learning 

to read well. Acquiring literacy becomes more difficult as students grow older, as the 

reading gap between early readers and nonreaders increases over time.  A substantial 

body of research documents the fact that students can learn to read by the end of grade 2, 

and indeed need to be able to read to be successful in school. Students who do not learn to 

read in the early grades (grades 1–3) are likely to fall behind in reading and other 

subjects, repeat grades, and eventually drop out of school.  

Local and international literature shows that for learners to become competent individual 

readers, they must be able to decode words by using their knowledge of letter sounds. 

This must be combined with their ability to identify common words quickly (though this 

is more important in English than in many Ugandan languages). In addition, children 

must have enough language skills in the language that they are reading to be able to make 

meaning from the words that are being decoded and to have the necessary reading 

comprehension skills. The lack of formal instruction on these key skills contributes to the 

low reading outcomes in Uganda.  

What the EGRA measures 

The EGRA instrument is composed of a variety of subtasks designed to assess 

foundational reading skills that are crucial to becoming a fluent reader (Table 2). EGRA 

is designed to be a method-independent approach to assessment—that is, the instrument 

does not reflect a particular method of reading instruction (i.e., “whole language” or 

“phonics-based” approach). Rather, EGRA measures basic skills that a child must have to 

eventually be able to read fluently and with comprehension—the ultimate goal of reading.  

These foundational reading skills are described below. 

Phonemic awareness is the ability to notice, think about, and work with the individual 

sounds in spoken words.  Before children learn to read print they need to understand that 

words are made up of speech sounds (phonemes).   

Alphabetic principle refers to the recognition and understanding that a letter or sequence 

of letters in a written word represents sounds in a spoken word.  
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Oral reading fluency is the ability to orally read connected text with speed, accuracy, 

and proper expression. Reading fluency is considered critical for comprehension, because 

rapid, effortless word-identification enables the reader to focus on the text and its 

meaning rather than decoding, or sounding out the words. 

Vocabulary is the ability to understand the words that are used in conversation and print.   

Reading comprehension, considered the goal of reading, refers to the ability to construct 

meaning from texts that are read.  Comprehension is complex and requires mastery of 

oral language, background knowledge, attention, ability to decode, fluency, and 

motivation.   

EGRA measures each of these foundational reading skills through individual “subtasks.”  

The subtasks included in the Ugandan EGRA instrument are described below. 

EGRA subtasks used in Uganda 

The subtasks used in this baseline assessment, how they are measured, and how the 

learner demonstrates the task during the assessment are outlined below.  

 

Table 2. EGRA Subtasks Summary Table 

EGRA Subtask and 
How Measured 

Foundational 
Reading Skill How Learner Demonstrates  

Letter sound knowledge 

 Correct letters per minute (clpm) 

Alphabetic 
principle 

Provides SOUND of upper & lowercase letters in 
random order; “what is the sound this letter makes?” 

Segmenting 

 Individual sounds (phonemes) in 
Leblango and English and 
syllables in Luganda, Ateso, and 
Runyankore-Rukiga, reflecting 
structure of orthography 

Phonemic 
awareness 

Segments words into phonemes or syllables;  “What 
are the sounds you hear in this word?” 

Nonword decoding 

 Correct words per minute 
(cwpm) 

Alphabetic 
principle 

Uses knowledge of letter sound correspondence to 
read non-words; “Read as many of these non-words 
as you can.”   

Oral reading passage with 
comprehension 

 Correct words per minute 
(cwpm) and number of 
questions answered correctly 

Oral reading 
fluency and 
comprehension 

Reads a passage with accuracy and speed and 
answer questions correctly 

Listening comprehension (local 
language only) 

Number of questions answered 
correctly 

Comprehension Learner responds correctly to questions asked about 
a passage read to him/her 

Oral vocabulary (English only Knowledge of 
vocabulary 

Receptive language, point to body parts, objects & 
show direction (“place the pencil behind you”)   
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Baseline Data Collection 
In February and March 2013, data were collected from 300

4
 randomly selected 

government primary schools in 15 districts in Uganda.  EGRA data were collected in five 

languages:Ateso, Leblango, Luganda, Runyankore/Rukiga, and English—all learners 

were assessed in English and in one of the four local languages.  Overall, 7,844 P1 and 

2,163 P3 learners were assessed.  In addition to this, 69 P1 reading lessons were observed 

and 289 teachers and 280 head teachers were interviewed.   

Data collection instruments 

As mentioned above, EGRA is comprised of subtasks that measure foundational reading 

skills.  The subtasks were adapted from EGRA instruments used to collect data on 

reading skills and achievement throughout the world.  The subtasks selected for the 

Ugandan context were adapted into the four local languages in a weeklong workshop that 

included primary school teachers, language board members, CCTs, and MoES staff.
5
   

During this workshop the instruments were piloted in each of the four language areas.  A 

learner context instrument was also adapted and piloted during this workshop.  The 

learner context instrument includes information on learners’ preschool attendance,
6
 

possessions in the household, and support for reading in the home.   

Supplementary data collection instruments, including a teacher interview, head teacher 

interview, school inventory, and reading lesson and classroom observation form were also 

developed.  Both the teacher interview and the head teacher interview included questions 

about teachers support to teach reading in the classroom (training, supervisory support).   

The classroom observation tool instructed trained observers to assess a reading lesson and 

record basic information on the classroom environment and the lesson itself in the areas 

of instructional content, teaching methods, learner assessment, and materials used.  The 

availability of materials was also observed.  The school inventory asked and looked at 

basic infrastructure (water source and electricity) as well as the presence and use of a 

school library.  Other questions investigated the presence of learners with special needs 

and SMC activity, which will inform other aspects of the School Health and Reading 

Program.  

All data collection instruments can be found at:    

https://www.eddataglobal.org/countries/index.cfm?fuseaction=pubDetail&ID=499 

Assessor training 

Over 100 potential assessors started a seven-day training program, and the highest-

performing 70 were selected for the final data collection.  Assessors were selected based 

on inter-rater reliability tests (IRR) that were given throughout the week as well as 

                                                 
4 This includes 168 randomly selected program or intervention schools, 56 control schools from within the same 

districts and 56 schools from non-program districts.  Twenty schools that will be program schools in 2014 were also 

included.   

5 The adaptation workshop for Leblango and Luganda was held in December 2012; Ateso and Runyankore/Rukiga 

were adapted in January, 2013.   

6 Though not all of the data is presented in this baseline report, it will serve to inform the impact evaluation and be 

the basis for other research briefs written based on the baseline data collection.   

https://www.eddataglobal.org/countries/index.cfm?fuseaction=pubDetail&ID=499
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interpersonal and leadership skills.  Technical training was undertaken by School Health 

and Reading Program staff (RTI and CSR).   The training included one day in a school 

administering the tool to learners and teachers.  Trainees were first trained to administer 

the tools on paper and then introduced to electronic data collection on Nexus tablets so 

that they could be prepared for both circumstances.
7
   Four Data Quality Assurance 

(DQA) Officers who also acted as assessor trainers were given an extra day of training on 

the classroom observation instrument.  This included going to a school, observing a class, 

and comparing findings.   

Schools and Learners Sampled 

Data were collected from 300
8
 randomly selected government schools: 168 program (or 

treatment) schools, 56 controls schools from within the district, and 56 controls schools 

from non-intervention districts
9
.  In addition, 20 schools that will be included in the 

program in 2014 were selected to provide baseline data for the next group of program 

schools.  From each school, between 20 and 30 P1 students were randomly selected (half 

boys and half girls) and one P1 teacher and one head teacher were interviewed.  In total, 

7,766 P1 (3,983 males and 3,861 females) and 2,163 P3 (1,073 males and 1,090 females) 

learners were assessed, 289 P1 teachers and 280 school heads were interviewed, and 69 

reading lessons observed.  Table 3 shows the number of schools and learners by language 

area and district for those schools in the 10 program districts. 

Table 3. Number of Schools and Learners by Class and District10* 

Language Group Schools P1 Learners P3 learners 

District  Male Female Male Female 

Ateso      

Katakwi 21 326 299 102 90 

Kumi 15 213 229 65 71 

Serere 25 359 362 39 40 

Leblango      

Apac 24 348 342 66 69 

Kole 15 221 219 69 68 

Lira 22 320 326 68 71 

Luganda      

Gomba 19 243 218 70 70 

Wakiso 42 501 467 138 134 

Runyankore/Rukiga      

Kabaale 40 476 451 136 141 

Kiruhura 16 190 178 56 63 

Total 239     

*This chart lists the schools in the School Health and Reading Program districts only.  5 schools that will 
be in the program next year and 56 control schools were not included in the district level analysis.   

                                                 
7 In the end, fewer than 10 assessments were done on paper.   

8 Schools were selected equally from each of the four language areas. Of the 168 program schools selected, 42 were 

randomly selected from each language area, and 14 control schools from within the intervention districts and 14 

control schools from non-intervention districts were selected for each language area. 

9 The non-intervention control districts were Buikwe, Ibanda, Ngora, and Otuke.    
10

 A table showing number of schools and learners by treatment/control group can be found in Annex 5A. 
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Data collection 

Data were collected from February 15 through March 20, 2013.  Seventy assessors in 

teams of four (each of these teams included one supervisor) were deployed to the four 

language areas.  Each of the four language area teams was supported by a DQA Officer.  

This DQA Officer was responsible for overseeing all aspects of data collection 

deployment, observing assessors and providing feedback and support, ensuring data were 

uploaded from the electronic tablets every evening, and observing the reading classes.   

Besides the team supervisors and the DQA Officers, data collection was overseen by 

MoES staff (from the Directorate of Education Standards and from Guidance and 

Counseling), School Health and Reading Program Staff, and staff from the external 

evaluation team from NORC.   

Oral Reading Fluency and Reading Comprehension in 
Ugandan Primary Schools 

EGRA subtasks measure basic reading competencies by having learners read letter 

sounds, sound out groups of letters or syllables, and read nonwords. The findings from 

these subtasks are discussed in Appendix A (EGRA subtasks in more detail).  The major 

reading outcomes presented in this baseline report include Oral Reading Fluency (ORF) 

and Reading Comprehension.  To measure ORF, learners were asked to read a narrative 

passage of local relevance within one minute. ORF is an important index of reading 

competence as it measures the skill and speed with which learners 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 

learners’ reading fluency. The score for this subtask was the number of words from the 

passage that students could correctly read in one minute. 

After learners had read the assigned passage for one minute (they were stopped early if 

they read no words correctly in the first line), they were asked questions about the story. 

Although there were a total of five questions associated with the story, students were 

asked only those questions that corresponded with the portion of the story that they were 

able to read within the time limit; learners who didn’t read any words correctly were not 

asked any questions.   Questions were both literal, requiring learners 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. Reading 

comprehension is measured here by the percent of learners answering at least on question 

correctly.   

Findings for ORF and comprehension are presented first for local language and then for 

English.  Unless specifically noted, there was no difference by gender.   

Local Language Oral Reading Fluency and Reading Comprehension 

Similar to other assessments of reading in Uganda, the results were very low.  Figure 4 

shows the average local language ORF rates achieved by P1 and P3 learners in School 

Health and Reading Program districts at the beginning of the school year.  Very low 
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Figure 4:  Local Language Oral Reading Fluency

P1 P3

scores at the beginning of the school year for P1 learners were not unexpected, but the 

scores for P3 learners were also very low (though it should be noted that these results are 

from the very beginning of P3).  Local language reading fluency was lowest in schools 

with Ateso speaking students and the difference between P1 and P3 is minimal. P1 

learners cannot read any words in Ateso; P3 learners can read just one or two.  The scores 

were not much better in schools with Leblango speaking students, where P3 learners read 

fewer than 6 

words per 

minute.  Reading 

fluency was 

highest for 

Runyankore/Ruk

iga speakers in 

P3, where 

learners could 

read on average 

more than 11 

words per 

minute.  Results 

from schools in 

Luganda 

speaking districts differ by district, with Wakiso relatively high performing and Gomba as 

low as the other low performing language areas.  Though word per minute benchmarks or 

cut offs are not set in stone for all languages in all settings, 45-60 words per minute is 

considered sufficient to support reading with comprehension, and an international 

standard established for P1 is between 20 and 45 words per minute
11

.   

Though we call saying written words out loud “reading,” it is well understood that real 

reading only occurs when the leaner understands or comprehends what they are reading.  

Table 4 shows the percent of learners who answered at least one comprehension correctly 

in the local language.  Again, understandably, virtually no learners at the beginning of P1 

could answer even a single question correctly.  In P3 learners, the percentage of learners 

who could answer at least one question correctly was significantly higher in every 

language group, but ranged from a very modest 7%  in Ateso to 53% among 

Runyankore/Rukiga speakers.  This means that, in local languages,  only 7% of beginning 

P3 learners could answer one comprehension question correctly in Ateso, and even in the 

highest performing group of Runyankore/Rukiga speakers, just over half of the P3 

learners could answer even one question correctly.  The percent of P3 learners who 

answered at least one question correctly was 18% for Leblango speakers and 32% for 

Luganda speakers.  There is very little difference by gender except in the case of 

Runyankore/Rukiga learners overall where girls read almost 3 words per minute more 

than boys in program schools– and this difference was significant.   

                                                 
11

 Of all the learners assessed, only 21 were able to read more than 60 words per minute in English and 10 were able 

to read more than 60 words per minute in the local language.   
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Table 4: Local Language Reading Comprehension 

 Percent of Learners Who Could Answer at 
Least One Question Correctly 

 P1 P3 

Ateso  0 7 

Leblango 0 18 

Luganda 1 32 

Runyankore/Rukiga 1 53 

 

English Oral Reading Fluency and Reading Comprehension  

As mentioned above, to measure oral reading fluency (ORF), students were asked to read 

a short story as quickly and accurately as they could.  This is the first line of the English 

passage: 

My name is Pat. I live on a farm with my mother, father, and brother. 

ORF is measured simply as the number of words from this story read correctly in 60 

seconds.  Similar to the results for local language ORF, English ORF results were also 

low as shown in Figure 5. As expected at baseline, virtually no P1 learners could read a 

word in English, with the exception of learners in Wakiso, who could read almost 5 

words per minute.   In 7 of the 10 districts, P3 learners could read fewer than 5 words per 

minute.  In Wakiso and Kiruhura, P3 learners read, on average, almost 19 words per 

minute in English.  Recent National Assessment of Progress in Education findings 

(NAPE, 2012) also show Wakiso and Kiruhura to be high performing districts in P3 

English literacy.   

It follows that if 

learners cannot 

correctly read 

words, they cannot 

possibly 

understand what 

they’ve read or 

answer questions 

about it.  Reading 

comprehension in 

English, while 

understandably 

low at the 

beginning of P1, is 

still extremely low 

at the beginning of P3 for Ateso and Leblango speakers.  Table 5 compares English 
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reading comprehension between P1 and P3 learners (who have had more full years of 

schooling). In Ateso and Leblango, the percent of P3 learners answering at least one of 

the English comprehension questions correctly is 1% in both language groups.  In 

Runyankore/Rukiga  and in Luganda speaking schools 4% and 11% of P3 learners, 

respectively, could answer one comprehension question correctly.   

Table 5: English Reading Comprehension 

 Percent of Learners Who Could Answer at 
Least One Question Correctly 

 P1 P3 

Ateso 0 1 

Leblango 0 1 

Luganda 3 11 

Runyankore/Rukiga 0 4 

Comparing English and local language reading comprehension  

Figure 6 Compares P3 English comprehension with P3 comprehension in the four local 

languages.  Though ORF may have been similar in English and local language (or even 

higher in English in some districts) as seen above, comprehension is higher in local 

language.  This supports the idea that while learners may “read” better in English 

(measured by the ORF) they comprehend more in the local or familiar language, which is 

at the core of both the thematic curriculum and the School Health and Reading Program.   

The only significant gender difference was among all Runyankore/Rukiga speakers where 

60% of girls could answer a question correctly in the local language compared to 50% of 

the boys in the program schools. 
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Figure 6:  Percent of P3 Learners who answer at 
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What Is Happening in the Classroom?  Reading 
Lesson Observations 

In order to find out about classroom practices in the teaching of reading, 69
12

 P1 reading 

classes were observed using the lesson observation form.
13

  These observations were 

carried out by the four trained Data Quality Assurance (DQA) Officers who were 

instructed to observe one 30-minute reading lesson and record basic information on the 

classroom environment and the lesson itself in the areas of instructional content, teaching 

methods, learner assessment, and materials used.  The assessor then checked on the 

availability of a teachers’ guide and learner textbooks (and the language of those guides 

and textbooks) and the existence of a lesson plan (and the extent to which the teacher 

followed the plan) among other reading related variables.   

Many classroom observation tools exist, several that focus on reading specifically.  The 

instrument used in this baseline was adapted from a much longer instrument and selected 

for its simplicity, focusing on elements of good reading instruction practice that are 

observable, what can we see a teacher doing and guiding the leaners to do during the 

reading lesson?  That being said, there were many observed actions that were difficult to 

interpret. Though teachers may have been observed guiding learners to “pronounce the 

sounds of letters” (56% of teachers were observed doing this) or “blend letter sounds to 

form syllables and words” (39%), both positive reading instruction practices, assessors 

noted that in many cases teachers were demonstrating the wrong letter sounds (often letter 

names) and blending the wrong sounds.  This report, and the CCT observation tools and 

Directorate of Education Standards (DES) inspection tools that will be informed by this 

analysis, have therefore focused on the small subset of actions for which data can be 

reliably collected.  

One action that was looked for was “teachers guide students to read printed material or a 

book.”  In all of the 69 lessons observed, not once did the assessors observe students 

reading books or printed material of any kind.  Along the same lines, in only one of the 69 

classes were local language textbooks found—but they were not in use.
14

  In less than 2% 

of the classes observed did the teacher direct the learners to write texts.
15 

  Figure 7 

shows the percent of observed reading lessons where various teaching materials were 

available or in use. In all 69 classes observed teachers used the blackboard.  In no classes 

did teachers use textbooks or supplementary reading materials (which is in line with the 

observation above that no learners were observed reading from printed materials or 

books).  Besides the blackboard, the next most common learning materials used included 

student exercise books or slates (41 out of 69, or 59%), posters or wall charts (25 out of 

                                                 
12 There were 17 Ateso speaking (25%), 13 Luganda speaking (19%), 17 Runyankore/Rukiga speaking (25%), 16 

Leblango speaking (23%), and 5 English speaking (7%) classes observed.  In all classes except for one, the teachers 

taught in the language the school used for lower primary instruction. In one case, a teacher in a Luganda speaking 

school taught in English.   

13 Please see Annex A for a copy of this form.  This was the only form that was collected on paper, with the 

assessors entering the information onto the tablet after the observation.   

14 In one school, 150 copies of “Breakthrough to Ateso Grade 1” were found, but they were not being used in the 

class.    

15 Assessors asked to observe a reading lesson.  Technically in the timetable the literacy hour is made up of 30 

minutes of reading and 30 minutes of writing.  This will have to be explored more thoroughly. 



USAID | Uganda School Health and Reading Program, Baseline Report 17 

the 69, or 36%), and flashcards (21 out of 69 or 30%).
16

  As far as basic student learning 

material, in just over half of the classes (52%) did all of the learners have exercise books, 

and in only 32% of the classes did all learners have a pencil.  It is useful to note that there 

are supplementary learning materials in use (such as flashcards and wall charts), it is a 

matter of supporting teachers to use them more effectively.   

Figure 7. Use of Materials in Observed Reading Lessons   

 

 

Another important aspect of good reading instruction is the existence of a teachers guide for the 

teaching of reading in the language of  instruction.  In the 69 classes observed, 26 teachers (38%) 

had no teaching guide applicable to the lesson (Figure 8). Of the 42 who had teachers guides, 

only 8 (12%) of the teachers had guides in the appropriate language of instruction.
17

    

 

 

 

                                                 
16 In several instances, assessors noted that though some materials may have been used during the class, they were 

not used correctly or to convey the right information.   

17 All five local language teacher guides were in Leblango and were found in each of the four Leblango assessment 

districts, the other 3 guides were in English being used in English medium of instruction schools.   
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Figure 9  shows the extent to which teachers had lesson plans relevant to the observed 

class and to what extent these plans were followed.  In 31 classes (45%) there was no 

lesson plan.  In 30 classes (43%) there was a lesson plan and the teacher taught the class 

as indicated in the plan.
18

  In the remaining 8 classes (12%), there was a lesson plan but it 

was only partly followed or not followed at all.  

 

Another finding was that the length of reading lessons in some instances was much 

shorter than the 30 minutes allotted in the timetable.  In one case the observed lesson 

lasted only 16 minutes, and this was an observed lesson.  This is definitly an area for 

further exploration, as time on task is associated with learning gains for knowledge and 

skill acquisiton.   

In some cases, the assessors copied the teacher’s lesson from the blackboard onto the 

observation form.  It was very common for the teachers to start the lesson by writing out 

the vowels (AEIOU) on the board .
19

  What followed was a chorus of the teachers saying 

each vowel name out loud and having the learners repeat again and again as a drill.   It 

seemed clear that there was not a systematic plan for running though specific letters and 

instilling the basic components of reading, which are essential building blocks to reading 

fluency and comprehension.   

On a postive note, in all of the classes, observers noted that the learning atmosphere was 

generally positive and in the vast majority of the classes, boys and girls were asked 

questions equally and generally participated equally in the classes.   

Comparing the number of learners enrolled to the number of learners actually attending 

school it was found that 15% of all learners were not in class on the day of the 

asessment.  Figure 10 shows the number of learners in observed classes, comparing the 

number attending on the day of the assesssment to the number enrolled.  If we looked 

only at attendance on the day of the assessment, 51% of classes had fewer than 50 

learners, but comparing this to actual enrollment, we see that only 35% of classes have 

                                                 
18 In several of these cases, assessors had noted that the teacher had quickly developed a plan or used a plan from a 

lesson that was taught previously.   

19 One assessor noted, “Does every lesson have to start with the vowels?”   
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fewer than 50 learners.  Based on enrollment, over one quarter of the classes (26%) have 

more than 100 learners.  The average learner/teacher ratio is 63 to 1 based on attendance, 

but 74 to 1 based on enrollment.   

Figure 10. P1 Class Size – Attendance vs. Enrollment 

Percent of Classes with Specified Numbers of Learners 

 

Support to Teachers to Teach Reading 

Findings from teacher interviews  

Teacher interview data were collected from 289 P1 teachers (69 of these teachers were 

also observed teaching a reading lesson).  Teachers were asked about support they receive 

for teaching of reading in the classroom.  Support to teachers includes training, lesson 

observation, and lesson plan review.  Important aspects of teacher support that are 

discussed here are teacher training, classroom observation, and review of lesson plans.   

In the area of teacher training to support reading, 67% of the teachers reported having 

attended in-service training on the teaching of reading.  Of the teachers who reported that 

they did attend in-service training on the teaching of reading, 91% reported that they were 

able to apply what they learned.  This will have to be reviewed more carefully in light of 

the reading lesson observation data that showed very little best practice taking place. 

Either the training did not incorporate best practice pedagogy or the teachers did not 

understand the training or how to implement what they learned.   

 When asked what kind of support would be most useful to help them improve their 

ability to teach reading, 94% said materials (271 of the 289 teachers mentioned this), the 

next most commonly mentioned input was training (mentioned by 36% of teachers).   

Head teachers (or deputy head teachers or directors of studies)  and CCTs make up a part 

of the existing support structures whose mandate includes supervising teachers and 

observing what they are doing in the classroom in order to provide constructive feedback 

16% of P1 classes had more than 100 

learners attending, but 26% had 

more than 100 learners enrolled 
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aimed at improving teaching and learning.  When asked how often the head teacher, 

deputy head, or subject head observed their teaching, 5% said that they were observed 

daily and 29% said they were observed every week (Figure 11).  An additional 35% were 

observed once every two weeks or once a month, 20% were observed once a term or less 

and 11% of P1 teachers interviewed reported that they were never observed.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CCTs are a central feature of the Teacher Development Management System (TDMS) 

and source of external school and teacher support in the area of teaching and learning; 

thus they feature prominently in 

MoES/School Health and 

Reading Program planned 

interventions to support early 

grade reading.  Among the 

teachers surveyed, however, 40% 

reported that in the previous year, 

their class had never been 

observed by a CCT
20

 (Figure 12) 

An additional 22% were observed 

once in the year.  Only 38% of the 

teachers reported that a CCT had 

observed their class every 2 to 3 

months or more, which amounts 

to once per term and is the minimum level of CCT support that should be expected.  

Almost all teachers (95%) reported that someone at their school reviewed their lesson 

plans.  Thirty-three percent had their plans reviewed less than once a month; 54% had 

their plans reviewed every week or every two weeks (this is discussed in more detail 

below).  

When teachers were asked whom they consult when they need help with their teaching, 

the most common response was that they discussed issues casually with other teachers 

(51%) an additional 10% got assistance through organized meetings with teachers.  The 

                                                 
20 This finding was consistent across the four language groups.   
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rest of the teachers received assistance from a variety of school based and other sources 

(head teachers, CCTs, etc).  Seventy-nine percent of teachers also reported that they 

collaborated with their colleagues on lesson plans.  These findings point to the importance 

of the local school support system that teachers already turn to for support, including each 

other.  

Findings from head teacher and head of school interviews  

Besides P1 teachers, 186 head teachers, 82 deputy head teachers, and 12 other school 

staff in charge on the day of the assessment were interviewed regarding their preparation 

and support for the teaching of reading in their schools. Virtually all school heads (99%) 

reported that someone at the school was responsible for reviewing teacher’s lesson plans.  

For 63% of the schools, the head teacher had this responsibility; in 21% of schools this 

task fell to the deputy head teachers; in 16% of the schools it was the director of studies 

or a shared responsibility among the head teacher and other school staff.   

Figure 13, shows how often teachers’ lesson plans are reviewed according to the heads of 

school interviewed.  

School leaders 

reported that teacher 

lesson plans were 

reviewed once a week 

in 42% of the 

schools.  In 5% of the 

schools, plans were 

reviewed daily, and 

in 5% plans were 

never reviewed.  In 

34% of the schools, 

plans were reviewed 

once a month or less.   

This matches closely with what was reported by the teachers themselves as far as the 

frequency of lesson plan review. 

In almost all of the schools it was the responsibility of the head teacher to observe 

teachers in the classroom (80% of the schools), followed by the deputy head in 9% of the 

schools.  In the remaining 10% of the schools, others that hold this responsibility include 

CCTs, PTA members, directors of studies, and SMC members.  The school heads report 

that teachers were observed in their classrooms three or more times a term in 59% of the 

schools, and once or twice a term in 29% of the schools.  This was also similar to the 

frequency reported by teachers.   

Findings from the learner survey 

Besides information on reading ability, information on school attendance before P1 was 

also collected from P1 and P3 learners, as well as information about household 

possessions and support for reading in the home.   
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Figure 14 shows the percent of learners who attended school before P1.  The results 

mirror the P3 results in both local language and English reading fluency, with the Ateso 

speaking learners having the lowest percentage of learners attending school before P1 

(ranging from 23 to 29%) and the lowest reading fluency rates in both English and local 

language.  Preschool attendance rates are the highest in Gomba and Wakiso, but only in 

Wakiso does this translate into higher reading fluency and comprehension.  Kiruhura was 

another district with higher reading fluency scores than the other districts, and it also has 

higher levels of preschool attendance: over half of the learners (55%) interviewed in 

Kiruhura said that they attended school before P1.   
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Though the numbers are not shown in a figure, when asked if anyone read to or with the 

learners at home, 44% said yes.  This number was highest in Wakiso, where 59% of 

learners reported that someone read with them or to them at home, followed by Kiruhura 

with 57%.   

Findings from the facilities survey   

A very basic inventory of school facilities was conducted.  Some of the findings are 

shown in Figure 15.  Almost all of the schools had functioning toilets (96%).  Twenty-

nine percent of schools had libraries.  Only 10% of schools had electricity. 
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Better Performing Learners and Schools:  A bright 
spots analysis 

Though the vast majority of learners assessed would be considered to be non-readers, 

some learners were able to read fluently:  21 were able to read more than 60 words per 

minute in English and 10 were able to read more than 60 words per minute in the local 

language.  These numbers are not high enough, however, to allow for a detailed 

discussion of better performing learners or schools.  Of the learners assessed, 256 were 

able to read at least 20 words per minute in English and 314 learners were able to read at 

this level in the local language The following analysis concentrates on the characteristics 

of these 399 “better performing” learners
21

 that may help to explain this level of 

performance and point to factors associated with better performance that could be 

replicated among learners and schools.   

Profile of Better Performing Learners 

As reflected in other aspects of the report, there was near gender parity in the distribution 

of better performing learners -- 52% were girls and 48% boys but the difference was not 

statistically significant. Not surprisingly, 94% of these learners were in P3, though there 

was no significant difference in age between readers and their peers within the same class 

(this means that younger P3 learners were just as likely to perform well as older P3 

learners).   

Half of the better performing learners came from the Runyankore/Rukiga speaking 

schools in the South West (201 learners) 34% came from the Central region (135),  13% 

(50) were from Leblango speaking schools in the North and only 3% (13) were from 

Ateso speaking schools in the 

East.   Kiruhura district stood 

out as districts where more 

than 10% of learners 

demonstrated reading skills as 

defined above.   As mentioned 

earlier, NAPE 2012 findings 

also showed Kiruhura to be a 

high performing district.   

Learners who were able to read 

reported similar living 

arrangements as their peers, with approximately 65% living with both parents. However, 

those performing better reported attending pre-school at higher rates than their peers 

(60% and 44% respectively). More than a quarter (26%) of the lower performing learners 

repeated their current grade, in contrast, less than 9% of the better performers report 

repeating.  

Absenteeism seemed to be an important factor in higher performance:  57% of better 

performers reported not missing school the previous week while only 47% of the lower 

                                                 
21

 171 learners were able to read 20 wpm in English and in the local language.  

Characteristics Associated with Better 

Performing Learners: 

 Southwest, Central Region (Kiruhura District) 

 Attended pre-school 

 Did not repeat current grade 

 Not absent previous week 

 Teacher not absent previous week 

 More likely to take materials home from school and 
have someone read to them at home 

 

 

 



24 USAID | Uganda School Health and Reading Program, Baseline Report 

performers did not miss school. Similarly, there was a 10 percentage point difference in 

teacher absenteeism rates reported by the learners: 55% of the lower performers said their 

teacher had not missed a day of school while 65% of those who performed better reported 

their teachers not missing a day in the previous week.  

The availability and use of reading materials outside the school seems to be an important 

predictor of success:  learners performing better report bringing home reading material at 

a much higher rate (64%) than their peers (40%). Similarly, 58% of the better performers 

report that someone reads to them at home (against 48% for their peers), and 71% of 

better performers report seeing someone at home with books or newspapers (against 54% 

for their peers).  

Profile of Better Performing Schools 

Most schools in the study had fewer than 3 learners reading at least 20 words per minute. 

However, there were 34
22

 schools where at least 5 learners are able to read 20 words per 

minute – these are referred to here as better performing schools.  

Corresponding to the location of the better performing learners, the majority of better 

performing schools were also Runyankore/Rukiga speaking schools is the Southwest 

(59% or 20 schools), followed by schools in the Central region (31% or 12). There were 

two schools in the Leblango speaking North and none from among the Ateso speaking 

schools in the Northeast
23

. While the majority of these schools used the local language as 

means of instruction, 6 schools reported using English as the language of instruction.  

In better performing schools, there was a significantly larger proportion of learners who 

attended pre-school. In these schools, an average of 61% of learners attended pre-school 

compared with 43% in lower performing schools,  this is consistent with the findings on 

better performing learners.   

Head teachers in higher performing 

schools were much more likely to have 

received teacher training or attended a 

similar course (82%) that prepared them 

to teach reading or to support teachers to 

teach reading than in non-performing 

schools (63%).  

There was no difference in the reported 

frequency of the review of lesson plans or 

in the frequency of classroom lesson 

observation in better performing schools 

compared to other schools.  There was 

also no difference in the frequency of school management committee (SMCs) meetings.  

                                                 
22

 Of these 34 schools, 20 had five better performers, 8 had 6, 5 schools had 7 and 1 school had 10 better 

performing readers.    
23

There were 2 schools in Apac, 2 in Buikwe, 3 in Ibanda, 8 in Kabale, 9 in Kiruhura, and 10 in Wakiso.   

Characteristics Associated with Better 

Performing Schools: 

 Southwest, Central Region 

 Head teacher received training that 
prepared them to teach reading or 
support teachers to teach reading 

 Reported presence of textbooks for 
reading 

 Has a library 

 Has electricity 
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In terms of access to teaching resources, there was a marked difference between 

performing and non-performing schools. While 75% of performing schools reported 

having reading textbooks in the local language, only 63% of non-performing schools 

reported having these resources
24

. While there was a difference in the existence of 

libraries (39% of performing schools and 26% of non-performing schools), these were 

rarely open for use by the learners and there was no difference in better performing (7%) 

and other schools 8%). 

Important differences were observed in school infrastructure -- 29% of the better 

performing schools had electricity compared to only 5% of other schools. Overall, both 

categories had functional latrines on the day of the visit (96% of better performers and 

89% others) and more than 90% of schools had separate latrines for girls.  

Other Factors Affecting the Teaching of Reading 

Language of instruction 

The thematic curriculum was built on the premise that children learn best when they are 

taught in a familiar language in the early years of primary school.  Research on 

foundational reading skill acquisition has also shown that children learn to read best in a 

familiar language; here that is operationalized as the area local language.  Though there is 

some flexibility in MoES guidance for urban and peri-urban areas, where English may be 

the predominant or unifying language or where there are multiple local languages, the 

expectation is that learning in P1 to P3 will take place in the local language.  English is 

taught as a subject and should progressively gain in prominence from class to class until 

the transition to English as the medium of instruction is achieved in P4.
25

   In 95% of the 

schools, the area local language was the medium of instruction in lower primary; in the 

remaining 5%
26

 of the schools, the medium of instruction was English (17 schools).   

 In most cases, the language of instruction for the school was the same as the first 

language of the P1 teacher (88%), and all teachers spoke the language of instruction and 

also were able to read in this language (2 of the 289 teachers interviewed reported that 

they could not read in the language of instruction).  The majority of teachers also reported 

receiving training on teaching in the language of instruction (74%).   

Learners with special needs 

Though not an explicit line of inquiry in the baseline data survey efforts, teachers were 

asked if they were aware of learners with special needs in their class.   

Seventy-four percent of teachers reported that they were aware of learners with 

special needs in their classes.  The most commonly reported special needs were hearing 

impaired (49% of teachers reported being aware of this need in their class), mentally 

                                                 
24

 When removing the schools that report using English as the medium of instruction, these differences increase, with 

77% of performing schools and only 62% of non-performing schools reporting having local language textbooks.  

25 Past EGRA research in Uganda has shown that the transition from local language to English was very abrupt with 

very little learning taking place in English in P3 until the complete transition in P4.   

26 In one school, the medium of instruction was Kiswahili.   
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impaired (44% of teachers reported this), and visually impaired (36% of teachers).  Other 

special needs included physical impairments and speech impairments.  This is an area that 

MoES is looking into with a desire to provide services to these special need populations.   

The involvement of School Management Committees  

The future of the School Health and Reading Program-supported MoES efforts to 

improve the teaching of reading includes working with SMCs to hold schools accountable 

for supporting reading-related activities both in the classroom and out, as well as working 

with parents to help them support their children’s reading.  An initial question is to what 

extent SMCs are actually functioning. According to heads of schools who responded to 

the question on how often the SMCs met in the past year, 93% met once every 2 to 3 

months or less.   

Recommendations for Improving the Teaching of 
Reading and Reading Achievement in Ugandan 
Primary Schools 

Given the very low levels of reading achievement in both local language and English and 

the situation in schools and classrooms, the following recommendations for moving 

forward in the area of support for reading reform in primary schools in Uganda can be 

made. 

Teacher and Learner Materials:  Teachers need materials that will help them bridge the 

gap between the thematic curriculum and the teaching of reading in the classroom.  The 

teachers’ guide that accompanies the thematic curriculum (which was not seen in use in 

the majority of reading classes observed and was rarely found in the local language) 

provides methodological guidance on literacy (presenting letters and developing a scope 

and sequence for teaching reading), but this guidance is not carried over in the discussion 

of the themes on which teaching plans are based.  So, in the theme “weather,” an example 

of a scheme of work for literacy includes “interpreting pictures about weather” or 

“reading words, e.g., clouds, wind,” but there is no bridging between the methodology 

and the scheme of work; learners should read weather-related words, but how do they 

actually learn how to read?  There is no explicit inclusion of sounding out particular 

letters or combining them to make syllables or sounds.  Also, since the guides are not 

available in the local language in most cases, the teachers need to do the translation as 

they are going along.   

The teachers’ guides being developed under the School Health and Reading Program will 

help fill this gap.  These guides are being developed in local languages—not simply 

translated from English (the Luganda word for sun “emusana” is more complex than its 

English equivalent and may be taught at a different level for example). 

Learners need print materials in the local language linked to the teachers’ guides.  

Learners need to be able to have contact with the materials: the ideal is for a learner to be 

able to point his or her finger from letter to letter or word to word so to more easily make 
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the connection between letters and sounds (alphabetic principle).  Illustrations also make 

reading easier and more enjoyable.   

Teacher Support:  Teachers need support for adopting a new methodology for teaching 

of reading in the classroom.  Many teachers know in theory about sounding out letters, 

blending letters to make sounds, and assessing learner achievement (in fact many 

remember this as being the way they themselves were taught), but they need support in 

the way of training and follow-up supervision and feedback in order to improve their 

ability, skills, and practice.  Teachers do not know how to turn their knowledge of how to 

teach reading (which currently includes teaching names of letters perhaps more literally 

than the sounds they should be teaching in order for learners to logically combine them to 

make sounds and words) into practice in the classroom.  They need to be trained in a 

systematic methodology that has relevant, local language materials associated with it 

(which provide a bridge between the thematic curriculum and the reading methodology).  

But beyond that, they need continued follow-up support.   

Who is best placed to provide this support?   All sources of potential support, including 

head teachers; peers; CCTs and local government including the district education officers, 

district inspectors, and even associate assessors, need to be brought “on board” to support 

teachers to teach reading. There could even be a role for PTAs or SMCs.  This includes 

ongoing monitoring of classroom teaching and continual feedback on performance.   

Time on task:  Currently, the primary school timetable for P1 calls for a daily “literacy 

hour” comprised of Literacy 1 (reading) and Literacy 2 (pre-writing).  Guidance says that 

Literacy 1 and Literacy 2 should be taught consecutively.  The timetable also sets aside 

time for “news,” oral literature and English, which can incorporate aspects of reading and 

pre-reading as well.  Teachers need to be guided as how to best utilize the literacy hour 

and other class time for reading and writing-related activities.  Providing teachers with 

content, methods, and material will help them to program this time.   

Actions and Next Steps 
Ongoing teacher training:  In May 2013, more than 400 P1 teachers were trained to use 

the local language teachers’ guide in P1 classes.  Head teachers and deputy head teachers 

were also trained to support teachers in the classroom in this new methodology.   

Materials development:  Draft P1 materials have been developed for the four cluster one 

languages, and a portion of them will be printed and in schools this school year.  Draft P2 

materials in the same languages are being tested and revised.   

Support supervision:  This means aligning the roles of key actors best placed to provide 

ongoing support and supervision to the teachers in the classroom.  This includes 

reviewing terms of service and redefining roles to provide support.  This also includes 

modifying supervision and monitoring tools to include more specific information about 

classroom teaching of reading in the school as well as support to teachers to teach 

reading.  In July, 2013, teams from the MOES (BE and TIET), DES, NCDC and the 

districts will establish a system of ongoing support to program schools – working directly 

with CCTs, inspectors and head teachers to provide support to the schools and teachers.   
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The Basic Education Working Group of the MOES has developed the following action 

matrix. 

 

Figure 16:  ACTION MATRIX  

BASIC EDUCATION DEPARTMENT MINISTRY OF EDUCATION AND SPORTS 

USAID / UGANDA SCHOOL HEALTH AND READING PROGRAM: STATUS OF 

EARLY GRADE READING AND SUPPORT TO PRIMARY SCHOOL TEACHERS TO 

TEACH READING IN UGANDA 

AREA ACTION  RESPONSIBLE 
 PERSON (S) 

TIMEFRAME 

1. Teacher 
Training on 
EGR 

1.1 Ensuring that the Early Grade or Lower 
primary ( P1 – 3) teachers  attend EGR 
training 

 
1.2 Commissioner Basic Education to write 
to DEOs of the Program Districts asking 
them to ensure that Head teachers send 
the Early Grade / Lower Primary Teachers 
for the EGR training  
 
1.3 Head teachers should also attend the 
EGR  training so that they can offer support 
to their teachers  

Commissioner Basic 
Education 
 
 
DEOs of Program 
Districts 
 
 
 
 
Head teachers of 
Program Primary 
Schools  

Immediate 

2. Teacher  
EGR 
Materials  

2.1 Ensuring that the teachers receive and 
use the EGR Teachers guides for both Local 
Language and English 

Commissioner Basic 
Education  with 
support from the 
Program  to issue 
guidelines on use of 
Teacher EGR materials 

Immediate 

3. Learner EGR 
Materials 

3.1 Ensuring that the learners receive and 
use the EGR Learner Primers for both Local 
Language and English 
Learners need to be able to have contact 
with print materials daily / regularly. The 
ideal is for the Learners to be able to point 
their fingers from letter to letter or word to 
word to make the connection between 
letters and sounds (alphabetic principle)   

Commissioner Basic 
Education   with 
support from the 
Program  to issue 
guidelines to Districts 
and Schools on use of 
EGR Learner Primers 
for both Local 
Language and English  

Immediate 

4. Time on 
Task 

4.1 EGR teachers need to be guided on how 
to effectively utilize the timetabled literacy 
hour 

Commissioner Basic 
Education   with 
support from the 
Program  to issue 
guidelines to Districts 
and Schools on how to 
effectively utilize the 
timetabled  literacy 
hour   

Immediate 
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AREA ACTION  RESPONSIBLE 
 PERSON (S) 

TIMEFRAME 

5. Teacher 
Support / 
Support 
Supervision  

5.1 There is need to identify the key actors 
(at National, District and PTC levels) and 
define their roles and responsibilities in 
providing ongoing support and supervision 
of EGR teachers in the classroom. 
 
5.2 (Developing a document of the key 
actors and their roles and responsibilities in 
supporting EGR in Uganda Primary Schools) 
 
5.3 Teachers need support for adopting the 
new methodology for teaching of reading 
in the classroom. In addition to being 
trained on the EGR methodology teachers 
need continued follow up support. This 
includes ongoing monitoring of teaching 
and continual feedback on performance   
 
5.4 There is need to bring on board all 
sources of potential support: Head 
teachers, Deputy Head teachers, CCTs, 
DEOs/ MEOs, DIS’ /MIS’, Associate 
Assessors, SMCs, DES Regional Staff, School 
Management Committees.    

Literacy Adviser in 
consultation with Basic 
Education, Teacher 
Education, NCDC and 
DES   

Immediate 

5.4 Modifying supervision and monitoring 
tools to include more specific information 
about classroom teaching of reading in the 
school as well as support to teachers to 
teach reading    

The Program technical 
team (M & E Director, 
Literacy Adviser and 
Professional 
Development 
Specialist) in 
consultation with Basic 
Education, Teacher 
Education, NCDC and 
DES  

Immediate 

6. Language of 
Instruction  

6.1 There is need to ensure that the policy 
of the medium of instruction in the Mother 
Tongue for lower primary (P1 -3) which is in 
line with the thematic curriculum is 
followed by Program Districts and Primary 
Schools 
 
The thematic curriculum is built on the 
premise that children learn best when 
taught in a familiar language in the early 
years of primary school.  

The Commissioner 
Basic Education to 
write a circular to 
Program Districts and 
Primary schools 
reminding them on the 
policy of language of 
instruction in lower 
primary classes (P1 - 3)  

Immediate  
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Appendix A:  Early Grade Reading Subtasks in More 
Detail 

As mentioned above, the EGRA baseline in Uganda consisted of 6 subtasks:   

 letter sound knowledge 

 segmenting 

 nonword decoding  

 reading fluency 

 comprehension 

 listening comprehension (local language only)  

 vocabulary (English only) 

Reading fluency and comprehension were discussed above, but there are more 

foundational skills that a learner needs to have in order to be able to read and 

comprehend, and these are measured by the other subtasks. 

Letter sound knowledge, nonword decoding, and reading oral reading fluency are timed 

to take no more than 60 seconds.  This is done to measure a learner’s automaticity in 

these skills areas.
27

  All of the subtasks, except for listening comprehension and 

vocabulary, also have an “early stop rule,” which calls for the assessment subtask to stop 

if the learner has not had any success at the task in the early stages (if they cannot read a 

single word in the first line of the reading passage or identify the letter sound of one letter 

in the first line of letters, for example, the task is stopped).  Timed subtasks are scored as 

correct letters per minute (clpm) or correct words per minute (cwpm), while untimed 

tasks are scored as total items correct out of the total possible (10 for segmenting, 5 for 

reading comprehension, 3 for listening comprehension, and 20 for English vocabulary).    

In the most basic subtask, letter-sound knowledge, students were presented with a chart 

that contained 100 random letters generated with the same frequency in which they are 

found in class appropriate texts. They were asked the sound associated with as many of 

these letters as they could identify within one minute. Though 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, we know that in the Ugandan 

context teaching of letter sounds has not previously been done in government primary 

schools. Scores for this subtask were the number of letter sounds the student could 

correctly generate within one minute (correct letter sounds per minute, clpm). 

In the nonword subtask, students were presented with a chart containing 50 nonwords and 

were asked to pronounce as many of the words as they could within one minute. Skill in 

reading nonwords may be considered a purer measure of decoding than using real words, 

because students cannot recognize the words by sight. Although this subtask would not 

assess students’ recognition of words that have been taught to them, decoding is 

                                                 
27

 Though it may seem premature to measure automaticity before learners have gained basic skills, this instrument 

will be used to track progress over several years, so is designed with later stages of learning in mind.   
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considered a self-teaching skill that enables students to read new and unfamiliar words 

independently. Scores for this subtask were the number of words the student could 

correctly read within one minute (correct nonwords per minute, cnwpm). 

ORF and reading comprehension have been discussed above.  In the ORF subtask, 

students were asked to read a narrative passage of local relevance within one minute. 

ORF is an important index of reading competence, as it measures the skill and speed with 

which students translate letters into sounds, decode unfamiliar words, recognize known 

words, and simultaneously make sense of the text’s meaning. The score for this subtask 

was the number of words from the passage that students could correctly read in one 

minute or ORF, cwpm.  After students had read their assigned passage, they were asked 

questions about the story. Although a total of five questions were associated with the 

story, students were asked only those questions that corresponded with the portion of the 

story that they were able to read within the time limit.  

In the EGRA listening comprehension subtask, the assessor read a short narrative story to 

the student, followed by three questions about that story. This was a listening task only. 

The listening comprehension subtask assesses a range of language and skills, such as 

attention, vocabulary knowledge, comprehension strategies, processing of oral language, 

and generation of appropriate responses.   

The EGRA subtask scores for each of the four local language groups are presented below 

for both local language and English.  Overall, scores were higher for P3 learners than P1 

learners for most EGRA subtasks.  Subtask findings are presented below in order to 

provide baseline levels of basic reading-related skills.  Following the subtask results will 

be useful in tailoring MoES and School Health and Reading Program activities in the area 

of teacher training and materials development; we should see increases in results in 

subtask areas before we see changes in reading fluency and comprehension.   

Table A-1. EGRA Subtasks, by Language of Assessment and Class—Ateso 

 English Ateso 
Subtask P1 P3 P1 P3 

Letter-sound knowledge (clpm) 1.18 5.92 1.76 10.32 

Segmenting 0.30 0.45 1.52 4.01 

Nonword decoding (cnwpm) 0.02 0.72 0.01 1.40 

ORF (cwpm) 0.05 1.52 0.02 1.42 

Reading comprehension (max 5) 0 0.02 0 0.11 

Listening comprehension (max 3) - - 1.61 2.19 

Vocabulary (English only – max 20)
 

2.07 4.95 - - 

*Note:  Ateso speakers likely score higher in letter sound knowledge despite the low results in all other 
subtasks because the vast majority of the letters seen in Ateso texts is the letter “a”.  In general, the 
frequency of letters appears in the EGRA tool relative to the frequency in written text.   
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Table A-2. EGRA Subtasks, by Language of Assessment and Class—Leblango 

 English Leblango 
Subtask P1 P3 P1 P3 

Letter-sound knowledge (clpm) 0.51 4.588 0.71 9.60 

Segmenting 0.02 0.21 0.01 0.32 

Nonword decoding (cnwpm) 0.02 2.43 0.02 2.61 

ORF (cwpm) 0.02 3.08 0.06 4.69 

Reading comprehension (max 5) 0 0.01 0 0.32 

Listening comprehension (max 3) - - 1.86 2/46 

Vocabulary (English only – max 20)
 

3.45 6.31 - - 

 

Table A-3. EGRA Subtasks, by Language of Assessment and Class—Luganda 

 English Luganda 
Subtask P1 P3 P1 P3 

Letter-sound knowledge (clpm) 3.69 6.43 3.71 7.90 

Segmenting 0.82 0.98 2.70 5.62 

Nonword decoding (cnwpm) 1.29 5.65 0.63 6.36 

ORF (cwpm) 2.38 11.97 0.47 7.12 

Reading comprehension (max 5) 0.03 0.12 0.02 0.57 

Listening comprehension (max 3) - - 0.88 1.59 

Vocabulary (English only – max 20)
 

7.77 10.70 - - 

Table A-4. EGRA Subtasks, by Language of Assessment and Class—
Runyankore-Rukiga 

 English Runyankore-Rukiga 

Subtask P1 P3 P1 P3 

Letter-sound knowledge (clpm) 1.87 7.37 2.56 10.52 

Segmenting 0.11 0.49 3.49 6.88 

Nonword decoding (cnwpm) 0.11 6.42 0.23 9.22 

ORF (cwpm) 0.17 10.48 0.17 11.97 

Reading comprehension (max 5) 0 0.04 0.01 1.08 

Listening comprehension (max 3)
 

- - 1.37 2.25 

Vocabulary (English only – max 20) 5.72 9.33 - - 
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Table A-5. Study Participants (will be utilized for the impact analysis which will more 
closely compare treatment and control schools over the life of the 
program).   

 

District Schools 
P1  

Learners 
P3  

Learners 
P1  

Teachers 
School 
Heads 

Classroom 
Observations 

  Male Female Male Female    

Treatment 
Schools 
Cluster 1 

175 2419 2347 797 805 168 162 43 

Treatment 
Schools 
Cluster 1B 

20 193 189   20 48 1 

Control – 
Out of 
District 

57 744 716 266 275 54 55 12 

Control – In 
District 

48 627 609 10 10 47 45 13 

Total 300 3983 3861 1073 1090 289 280 69 


