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FRAMEWORKS & PLANS 
GOAL: Reading Attainment in the Early Grades 

State of the Nation (SONA) Commitments
▪ “If we are to ensure that within the next decade, every 10-year-old will be able to 

read for meaning, we will need to mobilise the entire nation behind a massive 
reading campaign.” – 2019

▪ “We will focus on ensuring that every child can read for meaning in the foundation 
phase to set them up for success in later years” – 2025

Action Plan to 2029: Towards the Realisation of Schooling 2030 
▪ Goal 1: Increase the number of learners in Grade 3 who, by the end of the year, 

have mastered the minimum language and numeracy competencies for Grade 3
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Letter-sound knowledge which refers to alphabetic knowledge of 
the written code

Oral reading fluency (ORF) refers to the ability to read words in 
context with speed, accuracy and prosody. 

SETTING EARLY GRADE READING BENCHMARKS FOR SOUTH AFRICA
BENCHMARKS: Development Approach

This is what most national/ regional/ 
international assessments measure
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Early Grade Reading Assessment Development in 11 Languages

• Predicts/facilitates later written comprehension

• Explicitly taught and attainable - constrained 

skill - in the Foundation Phase

• Metric that is readily understandable and useful 

for different users

• Appropriate across South African educational 

context (e.g. linguistic diversity and socio-

economic landscape)

• Lessons from Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda
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South African 

Languages of Learning, Teaching, and Assessment 

(LoLTAs)

Southern Bantu

Nguni
isiNdebele

isiXhosa

isiZulu

Siswati

Conjunctive

Sesotho-

Setswana
Sepedi

Sesotho

Setswana

Disjunctive

Tswa 

Ronga

Xitsonga

Mainly 

Disjunctive

Venda
Tshivenda

Mainly 

Disjunctive

Western Germanic

Low 

Franconian

Afrikaans

Disjunctive

Anglo-

Frisian
English

Disjunctive

British and 

American 

Sign

South African 

Sign 

Language

LANGUAGE 

FAMILIES

LANGUAGE 

GROUPS

ORTHOGRAPHY

SETTING EARLY GRADE READING BENCHMARKS FOR SOUTH AFRICA
BENCHMARKS: Necessity of Language Specific Benchmarks



Language Learner Text

Sepedi Go be go na le mosepedi yo a bego a na le tlala. 

Xitsonga A ku ri ni mufambi loyi a ri na ndlala. 

isiZulu Kunesihambi esasilambile kakhulu. 

English There was a stranger who was very hungry

Words in Sentence 
Words per 

sentence
Letters per word

Total single syllable 

words:

V/ CV

Sepedi 13 11 2.9 23

Xitsonga 10 8.7 3.4 17

isiZulu 3 3.3 8.5 0

LANGUAGE CONTEXT OF SOUTH AFRICAN SCHOOLS
Linguistic Differences in South African LoLTAs



SETTING EARLY GRADE READING BENCHMARKS FOR SOUTH AFRICA
BENCHMARKS: Necessity of Language Specific Benchmarks

All the reports are available on 
https://www.education.gov.za/R
esearch,MonitoringEvaluationRe
ports.aspx 

https://www.education.gov.za/Research,MonitoringEvaluationReports.aspx
https://www.education.gov.za/Research,MonitoringEvaluationReports.aspx
https://www.education.gov.za/Research,MonitoringEvaluationReports.aspx


BENCHMARKING EARLY GRADE READING SKILLS

Funda Uphumelele National Survey of 
South Africa
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SAMPLE DESIGN
Number of schools sampled by province-language combo

After removing 
schools in blank 
cells and small 
schools, 3.8% of 

the population of 
learners in public 
ordinary schools 
were excluded.

27 830 learners in 
Gr 1 to 4
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REALISED SAMPLE
Percentage of learners in no-fee schools (Quintile 1-3) by language and province
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Instrument 
Development:

 Language Team

Field Officer 
Training and 

Pilot

Analysis of Pilot 
Instrument Data:

Data analysis 
Team

Item-Level 
Feedback:

 Language Team

Final Survey 
Assessment 

Tools

1 2 3 4 5

Repeat x 3

ASSESSMENT DEVELOPMENT PROCESS
Piloting



Criteria 1 Criteria 2 Criteria 3 Criteria 4 Notes
How many 

vowels 
appear in 
this row?

Which consonants 
should appear in 

this row?

Which vowels and 
consonants should 

appear in uppercase?

How many 
uppercase 

letters in this 
row?

When are these sounds 
taught?

Row 1 3 (lowercase)
b, m, l, d, f, b, t, p, k, j, 

n, f, g, s, c, h
B, D, G, H, L, N, Q, R, T

3 Single Letter Sounds taught in 
Grade 1 Term 1 and 2 (NEEDU 

Phonics Progression)Row 2
remaining 2 
(lowercase)

4

Row 3
A, E, I 

(uppercase) v, r, q, x, w, y, z  AND
any unused consonants 

in row 1 and 2

A, E, I, + 2 unused 
uppercase consonants from 

row 1-row 2
5/6

Single Letter Sounds taught in 
Grade 1 Term 1 - 4 (NEEDU 

Phonics Progression)

Row 4
O, U 

(uppercase)
O, U 

+2 unused from row 1-3
4

Row 5 None
uncommon consonant 

sounds 
+ unused from row 3-4

uncommon consonant 
sounds 

+ unused from row 3-4
5

Single Letter Sounds taught 
Grade 1 Term 3- 4 (NEEDU 

Phonics Progression) remaining.
Sounds that are uncommon and 
no existent in language that are 

not explicitly taughtRow 6
None non- existant  + unused 

from row 4-5 + repeats
non- existant 

+ unused from row 4-5 + 
repeats

5

ASSESSMENT DEVELOPMENT GUIDELINES
Letter Sound Knowledge
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MAIN RESULTS
Percentage of learners reaching Benchmarks

Home Language

Based on Grade-specific 
benchmarks Gr 1 to Gr 3

Gr 4 results based on the Gr 3 
benchmark

EFAL



14

MAIN RESULTS
Percentage of learners reaching HL benchmarks by language and grade
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MAIN RESULTS
Percentage of learners reaching HL benchmarks by quintile and grade
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CATEGORIES OF READING FLUENCY

Grade 1
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COMPREHENSION
Item outcomes for Grade 1 (LHS) and Grade 2 (RHS) on the same ORF comprehension

Lit = Literal questions; 
SI = Straightforward inference; 

II = Interpret & Integrate; 
EE = Examine & Evaluate
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More girls meet 
the reading 
benchmarks  

relative to boys, 
across all 

languages and 
grades

Percentage of boys and girls meeting the benchmarks by language



DISSEMINATION
FUNDA UPHUMELELE NATIONAL SURVEY
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NATIONAL AND 

PROVINCIAL 
ADMINISTRATION

DISTRICTS AND SCHOOL 
MANAGEMENT

CLASSROOM

Establish common definition of 
reading proficiency

Use standardised tools and 

reading assessment practices 
across and within schools.

Provide standard against which 

to measure learners’ reading 
skills

Communicate standards and 
benchmark targets to aim for.

Identify schools and 
classrooms needing support.

Identify early on learners at 
risk of not learning to read.

Monitor system’s progress 
towards set targets.

Provide targeted support to 
schools and teachers

Adapt instruction to meet 
learner needs.

SYSTEM INTEGRATION
BENCHMARKS & FUNS



National and Provincial 
Administration

FUNDA UPHUMELELE 
NATIONAL SURVEY

FURS DEVELOPMENT OF  
INSTRUMENTS

National Foundation Phase Minimum 
Resource Package

Updates to Curriculum Documents incl. 
Annual Teaching Plans

Whole School Evaluation SurveyCTO and Data Management 
Training

SYSTEM INTEGRATION
BENCHMARKS & FUNS



Ha khensa

Re a leboga

Ro livhuha

Siyabonga

Dankie

Enkosi
Siyathokoza

Thank you
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