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Making decisions about English reading instruction is as core a component to teaching as
providing the instruction itself. When providing support to learners at risk for poor reading
outcomes, for which currently there is a large percentage in South Africa, it is especially
important to ensure that the decisions that are made have the highest likelihood of accuracy as
possible and they lead to improving those reading outcomes. The learners with the greatest
needs require the most accurate and effective decisions. Now more than ever, effective use of
reading literacy assessment data to plan and critically review instruction is a fundamental
competency for good teaching. The purpose of this article is to provide districts, schools and
teachers with a blueprint for data-based English reading literacy instructional decision-making
at a system-wide level.

Introduction
South Africa is facing an issue of epic proportions and of critical importance. It is an issue that
affects the economy, reduces the competitiveness of the workforce and challenges the highest
ideals (Spaull 2016b). The issue is South Africa’s reading literacy crisis. According to Spaull
(2016c), the majority of South African children are not learning to read in any language by the end
of Grade 3. The 2016 Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) results indicate
that learners who wrote the test in English scored 372 points which means that they did not reach
the lowest benchmark. In addition, of the Grade 4 learners who wrote the PIRLS in English, only
21% speak the language at home. The results indicate that those learners who wrote the test in
English and spoke the language at home had a score of 445 which was significantly higher than
those who spoke a different language at home – they achieved a score of 356 (Howie et al. 2017).
The latter score was most probably achieved by learners who transition to English as Language of
Teaching and Learning in Grade 4. The English reading literacy situation in South Africa continues
to be a major crisis, and educational stakeholders are not making effective reading literacy
decisions. Spaull (2016c) regards reading as the binding constraint to improved educational
outcomes for the poor.
The act of reading is a complex linguistic achievement (American Federation of Teachers 1999;
Pretorius & Ribbens 2005). Effective reading instruction depends on sound instructional decisions
made in partnership with the use of reliable data regarding learners’ strengths, weaknesses and
progress in reading. The National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (2000) in
the United States concluded that there are no easy answers or quick solutions for optimising
reading achievement. Nor is there one assessment that will screen, diagnose, benchmark and
monitor the progress of learners’ reading achievement. Multiple indicators from different types of
assessments provide a more complete picture of learners’ reading processes and achievements
(Edwards, Turner & Mokhtari 2008). Scientifically based research studies in education continue to
acknowledge the value of frequently assessing learners’ reading progress to prevent the downward
spiral of reading failure. Valid and reliable assessment data are the key to provide early
identification for intervention and to plan for meeting the needs of all learners identified at
various levels of performance (Torgesen 2006).

Read online:
Scan this QR
code with your
smart phone or
mobile device
to read online.

The importance of addressing the needs of struggling readers cannot be overstated. Research
confirms that the longer a learner moves through school with reading difficulties, the more
entrenched those difficulties become and the more difficult they are to address (Torgesen 2006). An
analysis of the PIRLS 2011 and 2016 results indicates that the performance of learners in English
reading is not improving (Howie et al. 2017). Reading difficulties are predictive as well as cumulative:
A student who fails to learn to read adequately in the first grade has a 90 percent probability of remaining
a poor reader by Grade 4 and a 75 percent probability of being a poor reader in high school.
(Mathes 2015:1)
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Assessment is an important part of successful teaching,
because instruction needs to be calibrated according to
learners’ knowledge, skills and interests (Paris, Paris &
Carpenter 2001). Assessment results then guide the selection
and use of supplementary supports, instruction and time to
help the learner gain the skills that are weak or lacking
(Helman 2005).
The purpose of this article is to present a blueprint for databased English reading literacy instructional decision-making
that can be utilised by districts, schools and teachers at a
system-wide level.

Assessment and data-based
instructional decision-making
The National Research Council (2001) of the United States
defines a quality assessment system as one that is coherent,
comprehensive and continuous. All components of a coherent
system are aligned with the key goals for learners’ learning.
A comprehensive assessment system should address the full
range of knowledge and skills expected by the Curriculum
and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS). In addition, it
should provide different users at different levels in the
system (district, school and classroom) with the right kinds
of data at the right level of detail to help with decisionmaking. A system that is continuous provides ongoing
streams of information about learners’ learning throughout
the year. Assessment data from a coherent, comprehensive
and continuous system help teachers monitor learners’
learning by establishing a rich and productive foundation for
understanding learner achievement (Herman, Osmundson &
Dietel 2010).
However, an assessment system alone cannot ensure that all
learners learn what they need to know to succeed. Teachers
need curriculum and instructional tools to teach effectively.
They also should possess the ability to use assessment data
skilfully. A comprehensive school reading assessment system
for English must be designed to take what is known
from scientifically based reading research and translate it
into effective reading practices. The overall goal of a school
assessment system, specifically for the Foundation and
Intermediate Phases, is to build the capacity, communication
and commitment to ensure that all learners are readers by
Grade 3, and that learners in the Intermediate Phase continue
to progress as successful readers who can read for meaning
and read-to-learn (Nel 2015).
Data-based instructional decision-making pertains to the
systematic collection, analysis, examination and interpretation
of data to inform practice and policy in education settings
(Mandinach 2012; Shen & Cooley 2008). The South African
Department of Education uses variable assessment data to
evaluate the effectiveness of the educational system,
educational districts use assessment data to monitor the
success of the implementation of CAPS and classroom
teachers use assessment data to record scores for reporting
and determining progression (Adam 2013). However, only a
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limited number of teachers use the assessment data to
determine learners’ strengths and weaknesses, in particular
their reading literacy skills (i.e. phonemic awareness, phonics,
fluency, vocabulary and reading comprehension) (Nel et al.
2015), in order to make instructional adaptations or to
differentiate their instructional practices.
The implementation of the Annual National Assessments in
South Africa produced immense interest in the use of
assessment to measure and improve children’s learning
(Kanjee & Moloi 2014; Spaull 2016a). Assessments are an
integral part of every teacher’s and administrator’s
professional role; yet, many teachers have not been trained in
the how and why of assessments. Kanjee (2008) mentions
that there is limited guidance, support and information for
teachers on ‘how’ to use assessment to improve learning. In
addition, the RSA DoHET (2011:53) states that one of the
competencies that newly qualified teachers should have is
the ability ‘to assess learners in reliable and varied ways, as
well as being able to use the results of assessment to improve
teaching and learning’. This knowledge would allow them to
approach assessments with a critical eye of what the purpose
of the assessment is and, maybe more importantly, how the
data connect back to reading instruction in the classroom.
However, in many schools, discussions about assessment are
often met with resistance – teachers feeling the fatigue of
frequent assessment and the frustration of not understanding
the purpose and goal of the seemingly unending series of
assessment and administrative reporting requirements made
by districts (cf. Adam 2013).
South African research studies indicate that the effective use
of assessment for identifying and addressing specific learner
needs is especially relevant during the foundation phase
(Kanjee & Mthembu 2015). Kanjee and Mthembu (2015) state
that their findings seem to indicate that teachers are unable to
determine whether learners are learning what they (the
teachers) are teaching, and thus unable to provide support to
those learners who require additional assistance to attain the
curriculum objectives. A number of studies in South Africa
have reported that teachers’ assessment practices are
seriously wanting in terms of supporting the learning needs
of their learners (Kanjee & Croft 2012; Pryor & Lubisi 2002;
Ramsuran 2006).
South African studies, involving districts’, schools’ and
teachers’ use of assessment data (cf. Adam 2013; O’Connor
2016), indicate an underlying tension between these
stakeholders. Teachers and schools merely follow district
directives and collect data on learner attendance, do quarterly
analyses on the overall performance of learners (e.g. how
many learners obtained a code 4, etc.), do item analyses on
the results of the assessments they used and then plan
interventions which seem to follow a generic, one-size-fits-all
approach. The district reviews the data from the schools
which, they mention, differ in quality (e.g. length of
assessments, reading aspects addressed in the assessments,
mark allocation, etc.). The districts seem to follow a checklist
Open Access
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approach – received the quarterly analyses, item analyses
were done and interventions were put in place. Based on the
data received, the districts then also tend to follow a one-sizefits-all approach to intervention (e.g. all schools are invited to
attend phonics workshops).
When assessments are properly administered and integrated
into instruction, the resulting data can provide valuable
information about progress towards instructional goals,
success of interventions and overall curriculum implementation.
However, obstacles begin to emerge when the appropriate
professional development is not provided, and teachers and
district officials (e.g. subject advisors) are left trying to piece
together the story from assessments (i.e. PIRLS, the previous
Annual National Assessments and school-based assessments)
that may not be designed to tell a cohesive story.
In order to be effective, district officials and teachers need to
make the connection between the underlying story behind
learner reading data and how the data must inform their
instructional strategies. This requires district officials and
teachers to be knowledgeable about the various kinds of
assessments and what conclusions about school and learner
performance can and should be drawn from the data.
Ultimately, this level of understanding gives teachers better
clarity of purpose and anticipated outcome in order to
understand not only what instructional resources are
available, but also why specific strategies and resources are
necessary for each individual in the classroom.
Like a doctor trying to identify what treatment patients need
to improve their health, teachers need to identify what
teaching their learners need now to improve their reading in
English. Good doctors use modern tests and procedures
to understand their patients’ symptoms and identify the
underlying causes. Similarly, teachers should use proven
strategies to develop a precise, evidence-based understanding
of what their learners already know, and of what they are
ready to learn next. When patients have an ongoing condition,
doctors follow up with them over time to assess symptoms,
check on progress and adjust treatment if required. Similarly,
teachers should observe and assess how learners respond to
reading instruction, track their progress and adjust their
teaching strategies accordingly. With appropriate analysis
and interpretation of reading literacy data, teachers can
make informed decisions that would positively affect
learner reading outcomes (Wayman, Cho & Johnston 2007;
Wohlstetter, Datnow & Park 2008).

A blueprint for data-based
reading literacy instructional
decision-making
Learners have problems reading in English’ because they
lack specific skills necessary for proficient reading. Studies
such as PIRLS and SACMEQ. The Southern and Eastern
Africa Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality
(SACMEQ) provide rich data about who can read and at
http://www.sajce.co.za
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what level. What they do not indicate, is why the learners
cannot read. When a learner has problems learning to read,
it is crucial that teachers are able to identify what specific
building blocks are missing. Individuals who struggle with
reading vary greatly in the specific skills they are lacking
(Moats & Hancock 2012). However, while each individual is
unique, certain problems commonly occur (Spear-Swerling
2015). Assessment systems that can identify missing reading
literacy building blocks early and prevent later reading
failure need to be in place. Good, Simmons and Smith (1998)
state that assessment procedures are needed to:
(a) identify children early who are experiencing difficulty acquiring
early literacy skills, (b) contribute to the effectiveness of
interventions by providing ongoing feedback to teachers, parents,
and learners, (c) evaluate the effectiveness of interventions for
individual learners, (d) determine when learner progress is
adequate and further intervention is not necessary, and (e) evaluate
the overall effectiveness of early intervention efforts. (p. 46)

Unfortunately, many South African teachers have little or no
experience in using data systematically to inform decisions
(Kanjee & Mthembu 2015).
A blue print for data-based English reading instructional
decision-making should provide districts, schools and
teachers with data to meet their decision-making needs. Given
the fact that the English reading literacy of learners in South
Africa is not improving and that only 20% of the learners
reached the intermediate benchmark and 6% the high
benchmark (Howie & Tshele 2017), the need for relevant data
instead of intuition, tradition and convenience to guide reading
literacy decisions, has become increasingly important.
Knowledge about the causes, correlates and predictors of
children’s reading success and reading failure in the early
primary grades has expanded greatly in the past few
decades (e.g. NICHD 2000; Snow, Burns & Griffin 1998).
This knowledge has been incorporated into methods of
identifying, monitoring and helping struggling readers in
the primary school grades. Data from longitudinal studies
reveal a high degree of continuity between the levels of
reading-related skills displayed by preschool children, and
the levels of reading-related and reading skills displayed
by these children when they are in primary school (e.g.
Lonigan, Burgess & Anthony 2000; Storch & Whitehurst
2002), indicating that the developmental antecedents that
underlie the acquisition of reading are found early and
prior to the onset of formal schooling. The fact that only
20.8% of the Grade 4 learners who wrote in English
reached the intermediate benchmark and the majority did
not reach the low benchmark indicates that these learners’
reading literacy skills were most probably not on track in
Grade R.
Children arrive in Grade R with varying levels of early literacy
skills. The data mentioned above seem to indicate that the
instruction given and the support provided by teachers were
not sufficient for them to acquire the well-developed early
literacy skills needed to read for meaning by Grade 4.
Open Access
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Consequently, a means of identifying those children who are
either starting from a low level of skill or are not making
sufficient gains in these skills to catch up, or both, is needed.
This identification process is where the assessment of children’s
early reading literacy skills fits into an integrated system of
identification and intervention or instructional adaptation.
The blueprint, presented in this section, uses outcomedriven (i.e. towards the attainment of reading literacy
targets) decision-making as the point of departure. An
outcome-driven model incorporates decision-making steps
designed to answer speciﬁc questions for speciﬁc purposes.
Five basic steps are included in an outcome-driven decisionmaking model: identify the need for support, validate the
need for support, plan and implement support, evaluate
and modify support, and review outcomes (cf. Kaminski
et al. 2008). The information presented in Table 1 should be
used as a blueprint to guide comprehensive planning,
decision-making and support related to English reading

Original Research

literacy development. The main features of the blueprint
are discussed below.

Identify the need for support
The first step requires the identification of learners who are
‘at risk’ for reading difficulties. Screening assessments can be
used to obtain this information. Screening assessments are
typically brief measures that allow a snapshot of children’s
current skills. These measures are designed so that teachers
who have minimal training in assessment can administer
them. Results from screening assessments are often
interpreted around one or more cut scores that indicate a
child’s relative likelihood of needing additional assessment,
more careful monitoring or additional instruction. A cut
score is a score on a screening test that separates learners
who are considered potentially at risk from those considered
not at risk. Setting cut scores allows schools to identify an
initial pool of learners who may require interventions or

TABLE 1: Blueprint for data-based English reading literacy planning, decision- making and support.
Guidelines

Identify need for support

Validate need for support

Plan and implement support Evaluate and modify support Review outcomes

Questions to guide
decision-making

Classroom level
• What is the problem?
• Who needs help?
• Which of my learners are
at risk for reading
difficulty?

Classroom level
• Are we reasonably
confident that the
identified learners need
support?
• What are the learners’
skill strengths and needs?
• What ‘building blocks’ are
missing?

Classroom level
• What am I going to do
about it?
• Where do I need to focus
intervention?
• What instructional
differentiation or
adaptation should I make?

District and/or school level
• Are there learners who
may need support?
• How many learners may
need support?

How to collect the
information

District and/or school level
District and/or school level • At what grade level and
• Are we reasonably
what reading skill areas
confident in the accuracy
may support be needed?
of our data overall?
• What is our district or
• What reading skills are the
school plan for support?
learners missing?
• Which schools are
experiencing what
specific reading literacy
skill needs?

Screening assessments

Diagnostic assessments

Examples
• PELI
• Dibels Next
• Quick Phonics Screener
• Phonological Awareness
Screening Test
• School-based baseline
assessments

Examples
• Dibels Deep
• Dibels Survey

Classroom level
• Is the support or
intervention working?
• How much progress are
my learners making?
District and/or school level
• Are we making progress
towards our district or
provincial and/or national
goals?
• Is our system of support
effective for the schools in
our district or for our
specific school?

Classroom level
• How successful was
learning?
• Have my learners learned
the material that has been
taught?
District and/or school level
• Have we met our school or
district goals?
• Is our system of support
effective?
• Are there and how many
of our schools or grades or
learners may still need
support?

Progress monitoring
assessments

End of term summative
assessments

Examples
• Dibels Next

Examples
• Exams
• National and International
assessments (e.g. PIRLS)

Informal and formal
school-based assessments
Examples
• Checklists

Time of administration

The earlier the better
Given in special cases when
Three times per year
insufficient information is
(beginning, middle and end) available to guide instruction,
or when a diagnostic test will
give new information about a
learner’s difficulties in
learning to read (i.e.
pinpointing the missing
reading literacy building
blocks)

Regularly – determined by
End of terms
the needs of the learners and End of year
the level of support they are
receiving
Bi-weekly; monthly

Who administers?

Classroom teachers
And/or supported by
School-based support teams
that include a reading
specialist

Classroom teachers
Classroom teachers
School-based support teams School-based support teams

Reading skills assessed

• Phonemic awareness
Use diagnostic digging (cf.
• Alphabetic principle and
Figure 1)
basic phonics
• Advanced phonics and
word attack skills
• Accurate and fluent
reading of connected text
• Reading comprehension

Type of support

CAPS: balanced literacy diet
Balanced literacy diet plus
supplement

CAPS: balanced literacy diet
Balanced literacy diet plus
supplement

Results communication

All partners including
parents and learners

All partners including
parents and learners

School-based support teams
that include a reading
specialist.
Classroom teachers (i.e.
school-based assessment)

Skills identified during
previous assessments that
need attention by specific
learners, within a specific
grade or across the school

All reading skills
Reading skills as specified
within CAPS

CAPS: balanced literacy diet
Balanced literacy diet plus
supplement

CAPS: balanced literacy diet
Balanced literacy diet plus
supplement

CAPS: balanced literacy diet
Balanced literacy diet plus
supplement

All partners including
parents and learners

All partners including
parents and learners

All partners including
parents and learners

CAPS, Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement.
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additional assessment. Most screening assessments provide
recommended cut scores (cf. Good et al. 2012). Using
consistent cut scores across schools within a district, allows
for comparisons across schools.
Screening measures are given to all learners at least three
times per year (i.e. beginning, middle and end of school
year). It is critical to have this information at the beginning of
the year, but periodic checks throughout the year are also
valuable. All assessments are conducted to answer a question.
At classroom level, teachers need answers to questions such
as ‘Which of my learners are at-risk for difficulty?’ and ‘Who
needs help?’ At a district and school level, questions such as
‘Are there Grade 4 learners who might need support at
School X?’ and ‘On what reading skills might they need
support?’ need to be considered. District-level screening data
can be used to ensure that resources are equitably allocated
for services and support across schools as well as differentiated
intervention that might be needed at schools. School-level
screening data can be used to inform and set measurable
school improvement goals, and grade-level data can help
identify learners who might need additional instruction or
assessment.
The following reading skills are typically assessed with
screening assessments: phonemic awareness, alphabetic
principle and basic phonics, advanced phonics and word
attack skills, accurate and fluent reading of connected text
and reading comprehension (Good et al. 2012). Once
identified as having low early literacy skills, children will
need additional assessment (e.g. diagnostic assessment or
other assessment) to determine their specific patterns of
strengths and weaknesses to allow effective application of
instructional support. At least 80% of all learners in a class
should be showing adequate progress in the reading literacy
component being assessed. If this is not the case, diagnostic
assessment should be used to identify the reading skills
that need additional instruction or support. In South
Africa, given the PIRLS results referred to earlier, the
likelihood is very real that approximately 80% of the
learners in a class are not showing progress in the early
reading literacy skills needed to be able to read for meaning
in Grade 4.

Validate the need for support
During this step, we need to be reasonably confident that the
learner(s) needs instructional support. Teachers, school
management teams and district officials should therefore
rule out easy reasons for unexpected performance: bad day,
confused on directions or task, ill, shy or error in assessment
administration. This step will help to determine which
reading skills are not in place and what skills interventions or
support should be targeting.
This step requires teachers, school management teams and
district officials to look closely at the data they have available
and decide whether they need additional diagnostic data in
order to make decisions about the instruction and support to
http://www.sajce.co.za
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be provided to the learners and schools. The purpose is
therefore to delve deeper into the learners’ profiles of
strengths and needs in order to target specific areas of
need (cf. Torgesen 2006). At a classroom level, diagnostic
assessments answer the following questions: ‘Are we
reasonably confident that the identified learners need
support?’, ‘What are the learners’ skill strengths and needs?’
and ‘What building blocks are missing?’ At the district and/
or school level, the following question can be answered: ‘Are
we reasonably confident in the accuracy of our data overall?’,
‘What reading skills are the learners missing?’ ‘Which schools
are experiencing what specific reading literacy skill needs?’
School management teams and district officials, tasked with
monitoring the curriculum and assessment, should scan the
system-level data and look for patterns in the data. Data of
one classroom do not necessarily fit the pattern of other
classrooms at a specific grade level. Similarly, the assessment
results of the same grade may differ across schools. This
could have implications for the level and type of support
provided by districts to schools.
Diagnostic tests provide a deeper look at a broader set of
skills often with data that are more reliable than quick,
informal tools and/or screening assessments. The word
‘diagnosis’ is derived from the Greek diagignōskein, meaning
‘to discern the nature and cause of anything’. The focus
should be on determining what are the learners’ skill
strengths and needs. The information obtained from
diagnostic tests can be used for planning more effective
instruction. It should be clear that ‘treatment’ without
diagnosis is malpractice.
Recognising the underlying pattern of poor reading is
particularly helpful in providing effective intervention and
differentiation of classroom instruction. Research generally
finds that there are three distinct subgroups of learners with
reading problems: those with significant weaknesses in
phonological processing and word-reading skills that depend
on phonological processing; those with slow or dysfluent
printed word recognition, most likely related to a specific
problem with orthographic processing; and those with oral
and written language comprehension (cf. Spear-Swerling
2015). The existence of these major types of reading problem
areas indicates that the emphasis of instruction should vary
according to the nature of a learner’s problem. No one
programme or intervention will be appropriate for all
learners who are below benchmark (e.g. PIRLS 2016). Literacy
assessment teams should use diagnostic ‘digging’ to guide
their decision-making (cf. Figures 1 and 2). If learners are
reading at grade level, teachers should continue teaching
reading as usual. If the learners’ reading comprehension is
low, they need to start checking oral reading fluency first.
Learners should read text with sufficient speed, accuracy and
expression to support comprehension. Accuracy means
knowing the orthographic or spelling patterns of the words;
automaticity refers to recognising and applying the patterns
in words instantly (i.e. less than 1 s); phrasing refers to the
grouping of words in grammatical entities (i.e. elaborated
Open Access
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Reading
comprehension

Check passage
reading with oral
reading ﬂuency
measure

Check word
recogni�on with
phone�cally regular and
irregular word
lists

Check phonics
(decoding
encoding) skills

Check phoneme awarenessBasic (phoneme segmen�on
and blending) and
Advanced (phoneme
dele�on)

Discuss possible
referral (Schoolbased support
team)

• If at grade level con�nue instruc�on as usual
• If below grade level, dig deeper

• If at grade level, work on vocabulary and
comprehension
• If below grade level, dig deeper

• If at grade level, work on spelling, ﬂuency,
vocabulary and comprehension
• If below grade level, dig deeper

• If at grade level, work on spelling, sight word
recogni�on, ﬂuency, vocabulary and
comprehension
• If below grade level, dig deeper

• If at grade level, work on phonics, spelling,
sight word recogni�on, ﬂuency, vocabulary and
comprehension
• If below grade level, dig deeper

• If at grade level, work on phonemic awareness,
phonics, spelling, sight word recogni�on, ﬂuency,
vocabulary and comprehension
• If having diﬃculty with reading comprehension,
despite word level skills and oral reading
proﬁciency- assess the following:
• Oral language
• Listening comprehension
• Vocabulary

FIGURE 1: Digging to diagnose target areas of instruction.

noun phrases, prepositions phrases, and verb and adverb
phrases); and intonation means reading the text as though
you are telling someone a story or conveying information.
The digging should continue until the problem area has been
identified (cf. Figure 1 and Figure 2).

Plan and implement support
This step focuses on the following questions: ‘What am
I going to do about it?’, ‘Where do I need to focus intervention?’
and ‘What instructional differentiation or adaptation should
I make?’ At a district and/or school level, the following
questions can be considered: ‘At what grade level and what
reading skill areas may support be needed?’ and ‘What is our
district or school plan for support?’
Growing evidence suggests that high-quality reading
instruction can be a powerful lever for preventing reading
problems and significantly improving reading abilities of
learners who are low performing (Allington 2006; Vellutino
et al. 2004). One of the key features across effective
instructional approaches and interventions is the teacher’s
ability to differentiate instruction to meet the various needs
of different learners as well as the particular strengths and
needs of individual learners. A large body of research is
emerging to confirm that the underlying roots of learners’
http://www.sajce.co.za
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reading difficulties are diverse (cf. Valencia & Buly 2004). In
addition, it is becoming quite clear that instruction focussed
on the wrong thing not only does not help learners, but it
may actually be harmful (Connor, Morrison & Katch 2004).
Research indicates that instruction for learners who have
difficulties learning to read must be more focussed, explicit
and comprehensive, more intensive and more supportive
(Foorman & Torgesen 2001). In order to ensure that learners
make progress, research indicates that the use of evidencebased materials and strategies is absolutely essential (Snow
et al. 1998). Changing instruction usually means adjustments
related to changing the intensity, the instructional approach
or methodology and the group size or composition (Moats &
Hancock 2012:118).
One of the most important questions may be the following:
‘What type of instruction?’ Even though ‘balanced literacy’
has become the mantra of early reading literacy education
(cf. RSA DBE 2011), many classroom teachers are still not
implementing instruction that is consistent with the
evidence. In order to avoid the phonics versus whole
language debate, I have aligned myself with the approach
followed by Dale Willows, a literacy expert in Canada. She
uses the metaphor of a balanced and flexible literacy diet to
draw a parallel between the requirements of a healthy diet
and important considerations in effective reading literacy
instruction (Willows 2002). The notion underlying the
literacy diet is that, in order to promote growth in reading
literacy, it is important to provide the right amount and type
of ‘food for reading literacy’, and teachers must ensure that
every learner consumes enough of the right literacy foods on
a daily basis. The literacy diet ‘components’ represent the
equivalent of all the food groups (e.g. grains, fruit and
vegetables, meat and alternatives, dairy products, and
alternatives). The key ‘food groups’ of the literacy diet are
based on what is known from research (and practice) to be
the essential components of effective reading instruction.
These components are required in appropriate proportions,
complementing each other in fulfilling all reading literacy
nutritional requirements for growth. Classroom teachers
need to understand what the components are and how,
when and why they must be provided to ensure the literacy
success of their learners. Flexibility is necessary to satisfy
personal preferences. As in any other diet, not everyone
enjoys all foods for reading literacy. In the reading literacy
diet framework, it is appropriate to say ‘I don’t eat
cauliflower! ’, but it is not appropriate to say ‘I don’t eat
vegetables!’ – for both teachers and learners. Teachers need
to do a ‘reading literacy nutritional analysis’ and choose or
create a balanced and appealing reading literacy diet for
their learners (cf. Figure 3). There are many different
‘nutritious’ and motivating activities to provide each of the
reading literacy diet components.
Within the literacy diet metaphor, another useful concept is
that human dietary requirements change at different stages.
For example, when learners’ bones are growing, they require
more foods from the dairy group, because these foods contain
Open Access
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fluency
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Accuracy – know the orthographic/spelling paerns of the words;
Automacity – recognise and apply the paerns in words instantly (i.e.,
less than one second);
Phrasing – group the words in grammacal enes (i.e., elaborated
noun phrases, preposional phrases, verb and adverb phrases);
Intonaon – read the text as though you’re telling someone a story or
conveying informaon.

Phonological awareness (basic and advanced);
Leer-sound knowledge;
Phonological blending (i.e., decoding accuracy)
Automacity – ‘sight word’ recognion
Orthographic mapping/phonological long term memory

Word recognion

Diagnosc
digging

Correct leer sounds: automac leer-sound knowledge
Whole words read: phonological blending
Leer names and leer sounds

Phonics skills

Phonological & phonemic awareness
Syllable level (alliteraon & phyme)
Onset-rime level
Basic phoneme level
Advanced phoneme level
Done by speeach and language pathologist
Phonological memory (sentence recall/story recall)
Processing naming speed (rapid automased naming)

Phonological
awareness skills

FIGURE 2: Reading literacy aspects to check.

will have to change - they will need more from the fats and
protein food groups (cf. Figure 3). In more serious cases, ‘iron’
supplements may be needed to ensure that they also progress
on the trajectory to reading success (e.g. intensive support).

Phonemic
awareness
Phonics

Evaluate and modify support

Fluent and accurate
reading of connected text
Vocabulary

Comprehension

Source: O’Connor, M., 2016, ‘Data-based instructional decision making related to basic early
literacy skills in the intermediate phase’, PhD thesis, North-West University, Potchefstroom

FIGURE 3: A reading literacy diet for Intermediate Phase learners reading at
grade level.

calcium. Similarly, learners at different stages of literacy
development have different reading literacy nutritional
needs. As learners progress through the stages, the
components and activities in their literacy diet must change
in order to promote growth. To be effective, teachers need to
understand the requirements of the stages and provide their
learners with stage-appropriate ‘foods for reading literacy’.
Teachers who understand this complexity are well prepared
to teach the vast majority of learners in their classrooms and
to provide differentiated instruction for those who need
‘special literacy diets’. For example, if Grade 4 learners are not
reading at grade level, the food groups given to these readers
http://www.sajce.co.za

The purpose of assessment during this step is to monitor
learners’ progress during the year to determine whether they
are making adequate progress or whether they are falling
behind. The frequency of monitoring is a reflection of risk the higher the level of risk, the more frequent the monitoring.
The aim of progress monitoring is to answer the following
questions: ‘How much progress are my learners making?’
and ‘Is the support or intervention working?’ At a district or
school level, the following questions need to be asked: ‘Are
we making progress towards our district or provincial and/
or national goals?’ and ‘Is our system of support effective for
the schools in our district or for our school?’
Progress monitoring assessments are administered periodically
(e.g. weekly, monthly, etc.) to determine whether learners are
making progress. These assessments help teachers identify
which learners have mastered specific skills and provide detail
around the specific skills that learners have or have not
mastered during that time period. The overarching purpose of
progress monitoring tools is to provide teachers with
information regarding learner progress in relation to the
instruction or intervention they are currently receiving.
Open Access
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Review outcomes
The purpose of assessment during this step is usually of a
summative nature in order to assess whether the instruction
provided in a unit, specific theme, during the term or across the
year was successful in helping all learners meet departmental
indicators or grade-level expectations. Classroom teachers
should consider the following questions: ‘Have my learners
learnt the material that has been taught?’ and ‘How successful
was learning (i.e., acquiring the reading literacy building
blocks at their developmental level)?’ At a district and school
level, the following questions can be considered: ‘Have we
met our district or school goals?’, ‘Is our system of support
effective?’ and ‘Are there and how many of our schools, grades
or learners may still need support?’
Outcome assessments are administered at the end of the term
or year. They assess the extent to which the learner has learnt
the skills or mastered the subject-specific requirements as set
out in the CAPS curriculum throughout the term or year.
These assessments are important, because they give district
officials, school management teams and teachers feedback
about the overall effectiveness of their curriculum and
instructional practices.
The blueprint aims to ensure the achievement of crucial
English reading literacy outcomes for both individual
learners and systems at the classroom, school and district
levels. The reading literacy outcomes (i.e. reading skills at
benchmark) drive the decisions. If outcomes are adequate,
then instruction and support are deemed adequate.
However, if outcomes are not adequate, then a change is
necessary. Changes that increase outcomes are maintained;
changes that decrease outcomes are abandoned. Because
reading literacy data are monitored so closely, instructional
modifications can be made in a timely manner to
ensure that all learners can achieve the goal of becoming
established readers by the end of Grade 3 and that they
remain on track for reading for meaning and learning in
the Intermediate Phase.

Communicating assessment results
Snow, Griffin and Burns (2005:193) state that ‘a key use of
assessment results is to communicate with learners about
their work’. The purpose is to help learners gain insight
into their own reading strengths and needs, and develop
self-monitoring systems that lead to self-improvement.
Engaging learners in critiquing their own work, serves both
cognitive and motivational purposes. The purpose of
engaging learners in self-assessment is not to allocate a
mark, but to gain insight that can be used to further
learning (Darling-Hammond & Bransford 2005). Teachers
who engage in regular classroom assessment can
talk authoritatively about each learner’s strengths and
weaknesses. They can provide parents with detailed
evidence of their child’s progress or lack of progress and
also make recommendations in terms of how parents can
support their children (Snow et al. 2005).
http://www.sajce.co.za
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Conclusion
Assessment is not an end in and of itself. It is one part of an
identification, intervention and evaluation sequence. While
accurate assessment can be a powerful tool for acquiring
information, its value can only be realised in the context of a
well-developed decision-making process that translates the
information obtained from assessments into instructional
differentiation, intervention and support that is matched to
the individual needs of a child.
Today’s educational climate places immense pressure on
teachers and education officials at all levels to collect
and analyse learner reading literacy data. Most commonly,
this burden takes the form of examining assessment scores
with an eye focussed on reading skills that give the
learners the most difficulty (e.g. Grade 4 learners’ reading
comprehension). What is gleaned from such a practice
only becomes meaningful if combined with purposeful
actions that appropriately address targeted learner reading
literacy outcomes. For many South African teachers, this
process is often very intimidating. Furthermore, no
classroom teacher or district official can act alone and
expect any great measure of success. Thus, the data-based
instructional decision-making blueprint highlights the
need for a coordinated effort. All stakeholders have a
vested interest in ensuring learner reading achievement,
especially in English as a Home Language or as an
Additional Language.
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