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Today (15 May, 10am).

- DBE Launched the 2021 PIRLS South Africa Report results
- [EA Launched the 2021 PIRLS International Report

INVITATION

National Seminar on Reading Literacy

The Minister and Deputy Minister of Basic Education, Mrs Angie
Motshekga, MP and Dr Makgabo Reginah Mhaule, MP cordially invite
you to the National Seminar on Reading Literacy.

Understanding Literacy Levels in the South African
Context — taking a deeper dive.

Date: 16 May 2023

Time: 8:00 - 13:30

Venue: Department of Basic Education
Conference Centre, 222 Struben Street,
Pretoria

RSVP: Monama.R@dbe.gov.za

For more information, please contact Dr Mark Chetty at Chetty. M@dbe.gov.za
Visitors Parking on the corner of Bloed and Paul Kruger Street
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(1) 81% of Gr4 learners in SA cannot read

% of SA Grd's who cannot read in any language

(i.e. could not answer straightforward comprehension questions (PIRLS 2006 - 2021) Note
all 11 languages were assessed. This is the percentage of Grade 4's that could not reach
the PIRLS Low International Benchmark (400 points)

100%
In 2021 81% of Grade 4 learners cannot read
for meaning in any language, up from 78% in 90%
2016. This means that only 19% of South African
Grade 4 children could read for meaning in any 80%
language in 2021. SA’s PIRLS score dropped
from 320 to 288, approximately 0,8 years of 70%
learning.
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(2) The Lost Decade

We have lost a decade of progress. Between
2006 and 2016 the percentage of children that
could not read declined from 87% (2006) to 82%
(2011) to 78% (2016), but has now increased back
to 81% (2021), wiping out a decade of slow
progress and taking us back to 2011.
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(i.e. could not answer straightforward comprehension questions (PIRLS 2006 - 2021) Note
all 11 languages were assessed. This is the percentage of Grade 4's that could not reach
the PIRLS Low International Benchmark (400 points)
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(3) Inequality
Rural Northern provinces declined most

Provincial changes from PIRLS 2016 to PIRLS 2021

Northern rural provinces experienced Source: Howie et al (2016: p.50); Van Staden (2023: p.5)
the largest declines in reading with 400 377
coastal provinces experiencing the
smallest declines. 350
Y
: . . : o 300
Four provinces experienced big declines ks
NW (-2,4yrs), FS (-1,6yrs), MP (-1,2yrs) 2 250
and LP (-1yr). a
(-1yr) 244
200 232
150

wWC KZN EC NC GP RSA LP MP FS NW

PIRLS 2016 e=osmP|RLS 2021



(3) Inequality

Eng/Afr schools did not decline

English and Afrikaans schools did not
experience a decline between 2016 and
2021. In comparison, most African language
schools did decline, highlighting that the
pandemic increased inequality between no-fee
and fee-charging schools.
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4. Low achievement: SA came last of 43 countries

PIRLS 2021 scores (Gr4)

Of 43 countries participating in PIRLS 2021
South Africa came last with a score of 288
(international average was 500). Each marker
in the graph alongside represents one year of
learning (40 points).

SA is 2-5 years behind other middle-income
countries like Jordan, Egypt, Iran and Brazil.
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4. Low achievement: Relative to Brazil

The average Brazilian Grade 4 child is three
years ahead of the average South African
Grade 4 child. In Brazil 61% of Grade 4’s could
read at a basic level in 2021 compared to 19% in
South Africa. Note that Brazil and South Africa
have roughly the same GDP/capita

($7000/capita).
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Gandear Differance

Country Girls Boys
ored Higher Scored Higher

5. Largest gender gap

South Africa had the largest gender gap
(pro-girl) of all 57 participating
countries/regions. The average Grade 4 girl
in South Africa scored 57 points higher than
the average Grade 4 boy, placing them about
1,5 years of learning ahead of their male
counterparts. While girls outperform boys in all
countries, the South African gap is more than
twice the international average gap between

boys and girls.
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6. Current DBE plan: SIS
Business-as-usual

- “There has been no attempt to
recoup time in order to remediate
learning losses, apart from very
recent attempts in one province.

The insistence on a largely COVID-19 and the
business-as-usual approach to South African curriculum
curriculum implementation fails policy response

to recognise and address the
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(6) No catch up plan or

Home > News

Massive R1.2bn #BackOnTrack campaign launched to reverse learning losses in the
| | g e Western Cape

Massive R1.2bn #BackOnTrack
campaign launched to reverse
learning losses in the Western
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https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2021/03/24/improve-education-outcomes-in-gujarat
https://wcedonline.westerncape.gov.za/news/massive-r12bn-backontrack-campaign-launched-reverse-learning-losses-western-cape

A generational catastrophe

1. A ‘generational catastrophe’: The new PIRLS 2021 reveal
what can arguably be referred to as a ‘generational
catastrophe.” More than 4-million children in primary school
have experienced more than half their schooling career in a
disrupted state (either school closures or rotational timetables).
Research on school closures from natural disasters like o
earthquakes in Pakistan and the Ebola crisis in West Africa all e B o e T ] g;e;gfjggﬁsl;{jf;ﬁge |
show that there are long term consequences to short term i them because of th lrge mumberof fer-shocks that otimued
crises. These include:

lower educational attainment,

Figure 1: Map of study area, surveyed households, activated fault and epicenter, and
non-activated faults

lower earnings,
higher unemployment and

W

being more likely to be in lower skilled occupations in adulthood.

This effect might even carry over to the children of the children affected by
school closures, as happened with school closures in Argentina.

Notes: This map illustrates the location of all 2,456 households that completed the detailed
household survey (X's), the location of the activated Balakot-Bagh Fault (thick dashed line),
and the earthquake epicenter (black triangle). Current district boundaries are shown as thin
solid black lines (Neelum District was part of Muzaffarabad District until 2005). Fault lines
which were not activated in the earthquake are shown as thin solid gray lines.


https://riseprogramme.org/publications/human-capital-accumulation-and-disasters-evidence-pakistan-earthquake-2005
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/working-paper_720_School-Closures-During-Epidemic_Sierra-Leone_July2020.pdf
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/abs/10.1086/703134?mobileUi=0&
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AN figures in this document are referenced, or come direclly from, the FIRLS 2021 SA Reporf or FIRLS 2021 infemational R

Nic: Spaull {Secretariat of the 2030 Rearding Pane)

16 May 2023

What are the main findings?

1.

In 2021 81% of Grade 4 leamers cannot read for
meaning in any language, up from 78% in 2016. This
means that only 19% of South African Grade 4 children
could read for meaning in any language in 2021 (all 11
languages were assessed) Because PIRLS iz a
nationally-representative sample, of the 1127877
Grade 4 students in 2021, 914,000 could not read for
meaning in any language. SA's PIRLS score dropped
from 320 (2016) to 288 (2021), approximately 0,8 years
of leamning.

We have lost a decade of progress. Between 2006
and 2016 the percentage of children that could not read
declined from 87% (2006) to 82% (2011) to 76% (2016),
but has now increased back to 81% (2021),
wiping out a decade of slow progress and
taking wus back to 2011 levels of
achievement.

Morthemn rural provinces experienced
the largest declines in reading with
coastal provinces experiencing the
smallest declines. Four provinces 200
experienced declines of more than a full

PIRLS Scare

year of leaming between 2016 and 2021. ‘ e

Given that 40 points amounts to one year of
learning, thiz was as follows: Morth West
(-2,4yrs), Free State (-1,6yrs), Mpumalanga
(-1,2yrs) and Limpopo (-1yr). The three
coastal provinces (WC, KZIN and EC)
experienced the smallest declines with WC a5a
showing the smallest decline (-0,4yrs).

English and Afrikaans schools did not
experience a decline between 2016 and
2021_ In comparison, most African language
schools did decline, highlighting that the
pandemic increased inequality between
no-fee and fee-charging schools.
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5. The average Brazilian Grade 4 child is three years ahead of the average South African Grade 4
child. The average score in Brazil was 419 points in 2021 compared to South Africa’s 288 points. The
average Grade 4 child in South Africa is 3,3 years behind the average Brazilian Grade 4 child. In Brazil
61% of Grade 4's could read at a basic level in 2021 compared to 19% in South Africa. Note that Brazil
and South Africa have roughly the same GDP/capita ($7000/capita).

6. South Africa had the largest gender gap (pro-girl) of all 57 participating countries/regions. The
average Grade 4 girl in South Africa scored 57 points higher than the average Grade 4 boy, placing
them about 1,5 years of leaming ahead of their male counterparts. While girls outperform boys in all
countries, the South African gap is more than twice the international average gap between boys and
girls.

7. South Africa experienced the largest decline in reading outcomes (-31 peints) of all 33
countries/regions with data in 2016 and 2021. Despite this South Africa has no real plan or
budget to catch up lost learning. K should be noted that PIRLS 2021 is the first nationally
representative indication of learning losses to date. To gquote a recent research report reviewing DBE's
interventions relating to COVID-19 *“There has been no attempt to recoup time in order to remediate
learning losses, apart from wvery recent attempis in cne province. The inzistence on a largely
business-as-usual approach to cumiculum implementation fails to recognise and address the severe
educational impact of the pandemic, especially on leamers in the poorest communities (Hoadley, 2023:
p.1). By contrast, many countries have multi-billion rand catch-up programs, for example Colombia's
EROMISE program (R3,5-hillion), the Indian state of Gujarat’s GOAL initiative (R9,5-billion), the
Recovering Leaming Losses program in northemn Brazil (R4,8-billion), or the R7,3-billion "2023 Plan de
Ractivacion Educativa’ in Chile announced last month, acknowledging it will take at least four years to
catch up the leaming losses from COWVID-19. Only one province (WC) has so far announced a
budgeted plan for catching up leaming logses (WCED's R1,2bn ‘Back on Track’ program)

8. A ‘generational catastrophe’: The new PIRLS 2021 reveal what can arguably be referred fo as a
‘generational catastrophe.’ More than 4-million children in primary school have experienced more than
half their schooling career in a disrupted state (either school closures or rotational timetables).
Research on school closures from natural disasters like garthguakes in Pakistan and the Ebola crisis in
West Africa all show that there are long term consequences to short term crises. These include lower
educational attainment, lower eamings, higher unemployment and being more likely to be in lower
skilled occupafions in adulthood. This effect might even carry over to the children of the children
affectad by school closures, as happened with school closures in Argentina.

What can be done?

Evidence-based interventions to catch up learning losses. South Africa has the benefit of numerous
interventions that have been proven to raise learning outcomes, even in no fee schools and in poorer
provinces. These have been summarized in a recent book published by Oxford University Press (Spaull &
Taylor, 2022)

(1) Recruiting, training and equipping youth to be Teacher Assistants. Teaching assistants help teachers
deal with large classes and different leaming levels of children. A successful program in Limpopo selected
youth using numeracy and literacy tests, trained them for four days face-to-face per term, equipped them with
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5. The average Brazilian Grade 4 child is three years ahead of the average South African Grade 4
child. The average score in Brazil was 419 points in 2021 compared to South Africa's 258 points. The
average Grade 4 child in South Africa is 3,3 years behind the average Brazilian Grade 4 child. In Brazil
61% of Grade 4's could read at a basic level in 2021 compared to 19% in South Africa. Note that Brazil
and South Africa have roughly the same GDP/capita ($7000/capita).

6. South Africa had the largest gender gap (pro-girl) of all 57 participating countriesiregions. The
average Grade 4 girl in South Africa scored ST peints higher than the average Grade 4 boy, placing
them about 1,5 years of leaming ahead of their male counterparts. While girls outperform boys in all
countries, the South African gap is more than twice the international average gap between boys and
girls.

7. South Africa experienced the largest decline in reading outcomes (-31 points) of all 33
counfries/regions with data in 2016 and 2021. Despite this South Africa has no real plan or
budget to catch up lost learning. K should be noted that PIRLS 2021 is the first nationally
representative indication of learning losses to date. To guote a recent research report reviewing DBE's
interventions relating to COVID-19 “There has been no attempt to recoup time in order to remediate
leamning losses, apart from wvery recent attempts in cne province. The ingistence on a largely
business-as-usual approach to curriculum implementation fails to recognise and address the severs
educational impact of the pandemic, especially on leamers in the poorest communities (Hoadley, 2023:
p.1). By contrast, many countries have mulii-billion rand catch-up programs, for example Colombia's
PROMISE program (R3,5-billion), the Indian state of Gujarat’s GOAL initiative (R9,5-billion), the
Recovering Leaming Losses program in northern Brazil (R4,8-billion), or the R7,3-billion "2023 Plan de
Ractivacion Educativa’ in Chile announced last month, acknowledging it will take at least four years to
catch up the leaming losses from COWVID-19. Only one province (WC) has so far announced a
budgeted plan for catching up leaming losses (WCED's R1,2bn ‘Back on Track’ program)

8. A ‘generational catastrophe’: The new PIRLS 2021 reveal what can arguably be referred to as a
‘generational catastrophe.’ More than 4-million children in primary school have experienced more than
half their schooling career in a disrupted state (either school closures or rotational fimetables).
Research on school closures from natural disasters like garthguakes in Pakistan and the Ebola crisis in
West Africa all show that there are long term consequences to short term crises. These include lower
educational attainment, lower eamings, higher unemployment and being more likely to be in lower
skilled occupations in adulthood. This effect might even carmy over to the children of the children
affected by school closures, as happened with school closures in Argentina.

What can be done?

Evidence-based interventions to catch up learning losses. South Africa has the benefit of numerous
interventions that have been proven to raize learmning outcomes, even im no fee schools and in poorer
provinces. These have been summarized in a recent book published by Oxford University Press (Spaull &
Taylor, 2022)

(1) Recruiting, training and equipping youth to be Teacher Assistants. Teaching assistants help teachers
deal with large classes and different leaming levels of children. A successful program in Limpopo selected
youth using numeracy and literacy tests, trained them for four days face-to-face per term, equipped them with

2

workbooks to use and menitored and supported them with TA-mentors (see Makaluza & Mpeta 2022). This
resulted in substantial improvements to literacy and numeracy equivalent to more than 1 addiional year of
leamning. The govermment's Presidential Youth Employment Initiative (PYEl) Basic Education Employment
Initiative (BEEI) has established the crganizational, political and financial feasibility of operating a teacher
assistant programme at scale. The Limpopo programme demonsirates that it is also feasible to meaningfully
impact leaming outcomes and provides a meodel for recruitment, training and mentoring to achieve that.
Subsequent iterations of the PYEI / Jobs Fund program could incorporate these learnings to catch up l2aming
losses.

{2) Rolling out anthologies of graded readers to all grade 1-3 children. Most children do not have basic
texts needed to leam how to read in their home language at school or at home. This can be remedied using
low cost anthologies of graded readers that cost R 15/book/child. For a brief period of 2 years (2019 and 2020)
the Eastern Cape Depariment of Basic Education rolled out anthologies of graded readers — essentially a set
of about 20 sequenced stories aimed at teaching children to read in their home language. The program was
evaluated and shown to improve reading outcomes in isixhosa for the children who received them compared
to previous cohorts in the same schools who did not (see Ardington & Spaull. 2022).

(2) Training teachers face-to-face and equipping them with comprehensive workbooks and teacher
guides: (Ardington. 2023). Research in Limpopo shows that equipping learmmers with workbooks and teachers
with teacher guides, in addition to four days of face-to-face training per term led to a 80% of a year of learning
increase compared to business-as-usual schools.

(4) Using teacher-coaches to support teachers on how to teach reading. The DBE's Farly Grade
Beading Study (EGRS) shows that reading outcomes of Grade 1-3 learners improve after at least 2 years of an
expert reading coach supporiing and visifing teachers in the schools.

PIRLS Facts

PIELS (Progress in Intemational Reading Literacy Study) is an independently administered, nationally
representative assessment of reading comprehension among a sample of Grade 4 leamers in South Africa.
South Africa has paricipated in PIRLS four times (2006, 2011, 2016 and 2021). The tests are set by the
International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) and implemented in South Africa
by the Center for Evaluation and Assessment (CEA) at the University of Pretoria. The tests are comparable
over time and across countries, with all tests translated into the official languages of each country. In South
Africa all 11 languages are tested. Children are tested in Grade 4 in whatever the language of instruction is
from Grades 1-3 in the school (i.e. an isiZulu leamer in an isiZulu school in KZN would write the test in isiZulu).

- Total # of Grade 4 children tested 12 426
- Total # of primary schools in the sample: 321
- Dates of testing: Aug-Nov 2021
Useful links:
1. SAPIRLS 2021 report
2. Intemational PIRLS 2021 report
3. Other PIRLS reports
4. "COVID-19 and the South African curriculum policy response” (Hoadley, 2023)



What can we do?

1. Ensure the ‘new 78%’ (i.e. 81%) is
widely known and understood

Amplify the message

3.  Continue to put pressure on the
political side of the equation

4, Much more must be done but to
avoid a lost generation but little
indication DBE has appetite.
“Business-as-Usual”

5. Leverage existing relationships

Now is the time to reach
out!
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