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Background 
Since summer 2007, Save the Children has been introducing program-focused early grade 
reading assessments in selected basic education programs. The reading assessment 
development and testing has been taken on within sponsorship programming and requires time, 
technical assistance and training.   
 
SC is making this investment for three reasons.  First, this outcome indicator improves upon 
our current “children reaching grade five” indicator. It offers information about our education 
(PR-2) goal: that children learn, in this case, to read.  Second, these particular instruments 
provide accessible measures that make sense to stakeholders from policymaker to parent and 
at all levels in between.  Parents, teachers, administrators and politicians all understand that a 
child making progress in 5 reading skills is headed for literacy and productivity. More 
concretely, they can speak and think analytically about data relating whether their children are 
familiar with print, know letters, and can read fast enough to understand. Finally, these reading 
assessments offer information both on the quality of learning in SC schools and detail about the 
gaps that we still need to address. 
 
In November 2008, the Bangladesh CO team and consultant Elliott Friedlander undertook the 
development of such a Bangla reading assessment for use in its programs. For the first time, the 
approach to assessment was used across sponsorship and grant-funded programs (SUCCEED 
and Shikon/Dubai Cares). It was also used, for the first time, across ECD and BE program areas. 
The Bangla assessment measured 6 reading-skills using the tools detailed in Table 1.   
 
Table 1. Reading skills and their assessment in Bangladesh  
 
Construct Assessment tool /measurement approach 
Familiarity with books Number of items answered correctly on “Concepts about Print” tool 

(of 12) 
Letter knowledge Number of Bangla letters correctly identified (of 50)  
Phonological awareness Number of nonsense words correctly read (of 10)  
Vocabulary Number of words correctly read (of 10) from the grade 1 language arts 

textbook 
Fluency  Number of words read correctly per minute on a grade-level passage 
Comprehension Number of comprehension questions answered correctly on a grade-

level passage 
 
In addition to these reading assessment data, student background data was collected to allow 
for the extraction of socio-economic factors, sex and age in analyses. Note that the nonsense 
words used to assess children’s skills in decoding according to the rules of Bangla are from an 
assessment used in SC’s School Health and Nutrition programming led by Professor Matthew 
Jukes of Harvard University. 
 
To test and then validate the tool, a team of SC/US and Friends in Village Development 
Bangladesh (FIVDB) staff then spent two weeks in the field. Along the way, these staff built their 
capacity to implement the assessments. The team was able to assess 155 students in two 
geographic areas and school settings of purposefully varied quality.  
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Using these data, this report tackles three questions. First, can we use these assessment tools 
reflect expected variation in and correlation between reading skills? Second, can we use these 
tools to differentiate between the known differences in quality among these settings? Third, can 
analysis identify room for improvement in the tools for future implementation? 
 
Research Question 1: Are the components of the assessment able to capture variations in 
young learners’ reading skills? 
 
Analyses: 
If the assessment captures variation in young learners’ concepts about print, letter knowledge, 
phonemic awareness, vocabulary, fluency and comprehension skills, then we expect that each 
score should:  

A) reflect increase by grade,  
B) reflect increase by age and  
C) correlate with each of the other scores. 

 
1A. Do scores on each component increase by grade?  
Yes. Figure 1 shows the expected trend. Concepts about Print (CAP) successfully 
demonstrated, the number of letters known, the number of nonsense words read correctly 
used to assess phonemic awareness and the number of vocabulary words read correctly all 
increase as expected by grade level.   
 

Figure 1. Component reading skills scores by grade, controlling for SES, age and sex 
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This pattern holds when socioeconomic factors as well as student age and sex are controlled. 
Similarly for scores of fluency in words read correctly in one minute and percentage of 
comprehension questions read correctly, Figure 2 confirms the expected pattern of increasing 
skill by grade.  
 

Figure 2. Vocabulary, reading fluency and comprehension by grade, controlling for SES, 
age & sex 
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This pattern also holds when socioeconomic factors as well as student age and sex are 
controlled. Note that the grade 2 children able to read vocabulary/nonsense words were asked 
to read passages at their own grade level. Those in grade 1 or ECD programs and able to read 
vocabulary/nonsense words were given grade 1 passages. These scores therefore reflect an 
increase in reading fluency and comprehension not across the same passages, but on grade-level 
texts. 
 
We conclude that all of these instruments capably capture grade-level differences 
between children learning to read Bangla. 
 
1B. Do scores on each assessment component increase by age?  
Yes. Even as these children are exposed to known differences in the type and amount of 
schooling they received, Figure 3 reveals that these assessments detect the expected 
developmental difference in scores by age.   
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Figure 3. Component reading skills scores by age, controlling for SES and sex 
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As age increases, across the horizontal axis, the total score increases up the vertical axis. Each 
chart in Figure 3 reflects this developmental trend. Similarly for fluency and comprehension, 
Figure 4 reflects the developmental trend of progress in learning to read across the children’s 
ages. The exception is found among 10 year old children in 2nd grade. 
 

Figure 4. Reading fluency and comprehension by age, controlling for SES and sex 
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These children are quite old for second grade, and their lower performance in reading fluency 
and comprehension may be affected by other factors as well. For example, while 7 percent of 
the sample repeated first grade, 25 percent of those 10 and older did so.   
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We conclude that the CAP, letter knowledge, phonemic awareness and vocabulary 
components capably capture age-level differences between children learning to 
read Bangla. The reading passages also do so for all but the oldest second graders. 
This finding of a different trend among overage students is not uncommon, although the exact 
mechanisms that underlie the finding – repetition, labor force participation, gender role 
expectations, or a complex combination of these – is far from agreed. 
 
1C. Do scores on each component of the reading assessment correlate with each other? 
Yes. Table 1 shows that the scores in all cases are significantly correlated (p<.0001) with the 
exception of the relationship between letter knowledge and comprehension.  . 
 
Table 2. Correlations between reading assessment components. 

  CAP LETTERS VOCAB NONSENSE FLUENCY 

LETTERS 0.59***     

VOCAB 0.62*** 0.70***     

NONSENSE 0.54*** .62*** .87***   

FLUENCY .32** .24* .34** .40***  

COMPREHENSION .46*** NS .30** .44*** .55*** 
* p<.01; **p < .001; ***p<.0001 
 
This finding of no strong relationship is due to a lack of variation in letter knowledge among 
those who are reading at many different levels of comprehension. Among readers with 25-50% 
comprehension questions answered correctly, average letters known is 41 out of 50. Among 
readers with 50-75% comprehension questions answered correctly, average letters known is 
also 41 of 50.  These children all know most of their letters and the variation in their 
comprehension scores is not significantly predicted by this knowledge.  
 
CAP, letters, vocabulary and phonological awareness component scores are all also strongly 
correlated (α >.60) as is expected of skills that contribute to the ability to read. 
 
We conclude that these Bangla reading assessment tools reflect the expected 
developmental trends by grade and age and have interrelationships also consistent 
with expectation.  
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Research Question 2: Can these measurements of variation be used to differentiate between 
more and less effective schools? 
 
Analyses: 
Since the assessments were given in 6 different settings known to differ in exposure to print 
and teaching quality, then the expected pattern should be reflected by aggregating the children’s 
scores in each assessment.  No empirical data was available to provide this rank order. Indeed, 
the absence of such data is the reason for taking on this instrument development process. The 
rank order was determined through the program managers’ familiarity with their and partner 
schools as well as their overall experience working in the Bangladeshi educational system.  
 
The expected rank order of the quality of the urban sites (Dhaka region) is as follows: 

1. High Quality SUCCEED RNGPS 
2. RNGPS which was not supported by SC or a partner NGO 

 
The expected rank order of the quality of the rural sites (Sylhet Region) is as follows: 

1. FIVDB-run Primary School 
2. High Quality SUCCEED RNGPS (Sylhet Region) 
3. Shikhon nonformal education site (where comparison data possible) 
4. Medium Quality SUCCEED RNGPS (Sylhet Region) 

 
The expectation of different levels of reading skill by urban/rural is based upon the relatively 
larger amount of language – written especially, but also oral – that a child living in an urban 
areas is exposed to on a daily basis. In Figures 5 and 6, therefore we separate urban and rural 
scores. In the urban areas, we expect to see SUCCEED Dhaka RNGPS being high and the 
unsupported RNGPS the relatively lower scoring site. In the rural areas, the bars would reflect 
a similar low to high trend among the four rural schools as listed above. 
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Figure 5. RURAL SCHOOL Scores by skill, controlling for age, grade, sex and SES 
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Even after controlling for age, grade, sex, SES in the rural areas, this expectation is perfectly 
met. SUCCEED Syhlet Med (red) is the fourth in rank and has the lowest aggregate score. Next 
is Shikon (blue) ranked third, and then SUCCEED Shylet – Hi (yellow) ranked second and with 
the second highest score. Finally, the first rank, FIVDB, has the highest rank and the highest 
aggregate score.  
 
Further, ttests confirm the significance of these differences between SUCCEED schools of 
medium (red) and high (blue) quality on letters, vocabulary and nonsense words. The 
differences between Shikon (yellow) and FIVDB (green) are significant for CAP and vocabulary. 
Differences between SUCCEED high and Shikon are not statistically significant on any skill. 
 
For each component skill of reading, the assessment reflects the expected relative average 
score when aggregated at the school level. While some of the nuanced differences in these 
basic skills are not detected by statistically significant school averages for SUCCEED high, 
Shikon and FIVDB, these assessments do find such differences between medium and high quality 
schools.  In the rural area, we conclude that the CAP. Letters, vocabulary and phonemic 
awareness assessment components capably capture site-based differenced when aggregated. 
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In urban areas, as reflected in Figure 6, the expected pattern is present but not significant for 
CAP and letters, and is not in the expected direction for vocabulary and nonsense words. None 
of these instruments detects a significant difference between SUCCEED Dhaka and RNGPS 
Dhaka. 
 
Figure 6. URBAN SCHOOL Scores by skill, controlling for age, grade, sex and SES 
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We conclude that additional factors influence children’s progress in learning these skills in 
urban areas.  One very obvious element is children’s exposure to print and reading materials at 
home and at school, as well as the amount of time they are able to have for reading (versus 
working) outside of school. Information about these elements may allow us to more accurately 
differentiate the differences between urban schools. It may also assist us to shape an 
intervention that enhances such exposure to support greater learning. 
 
For reading fluency and comprehension, several analyses are possible. In each school, pre-K and 
grade 1 children who could read words (vocab/nonsense) read grade 1 passages.  And, where 
there were 2nd graders, those who could read words, read grade 2 passages. Combining these, 
we show in Figure 7 a measure of words per minute correct on a grade-level passage, 
controlling for age, grade, sex and SES.  
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Figure 7. Fluency and comprehension on a grade level passage by program in rural 
sites, controlling for age, grade, sex and urbanicity.  
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Note that even on a grade-level passage, children in second grade would be expected to read 
more fluently and have deeper comprehension than children in first grade. Thus, the Shikon 
averages are likely lower due to the absence of second graders in that program. These 
differences are significant between FIVDB and SUCCEED Syhlet – Med. We conclude that 
this fluency score is capturing differences between sites of varying quality.  
 
We believe, however, that future cross-site and cross program comparisons could 
be facilitated in two ways. The first option is to use only one passage to assess all 
children. The second is to assess children in only one grade. Either or both of these 
can be applied in future assessments to improve upon comparability across sites. 
 
Comparing scores across sites by grade was not possible for fluency and comprehension due to 
the sample size of readers. Some children in both grades in every site did not read at all, leaving 
each school’s sample by grade so small as to be unable to ensure an accurate estimate of a 
school/grade average. Table 3 shows a preliminary estimate for a school-based grade 
averages. These should serve ONLY as benchmarks for further assessments at each grade. 
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Table 3. Average Fluency and Comprehension by grade in all six sites 
 N FLUENCY 

(wpm) 
COMPREHENSION 

(% correctly answered) 
GRADE 1 

SUCCEED Sylhet - Med 4 
6.88 40.67% 

SUCCEED Sylhet – Hi 7 
20.71 51.43% 

FIVDB 4 
14.13 55.00% 

Shikon 19 
16.45 32.23% 

SUCCEED Dhaka 9 
28.56 62.50% 

RNGPS Dhaka 4 
8.88 31.25% 

GRADE 2 

SUCCEED Sylhet – Med 6 
23.04 73.33% 

SUCCEED Sylhet – Hi 12 
29.46 87.08% 

FIVDB 6 
44.91 91.67% 

SUCCEED Dhaka 6 
57.83 95.00% 

RNGPS Dhaka 9 
31.11 80.00% 

 
As can be seen in the number of children assessed, those from the rural SUCCEED Syhlet Hi 
site and Shikon sites are most robust (i.e., based on the greatest number of children). These 
figures can serve as a basis for returning to the schools to determine the progress made by 
SUCCEED and Shikon programs in supporting children’s learning.  
 
Further reading assessment in additional sites will help to build confidence in a grade-by-grade 
estimate of reading progress. A sample of 20 children is suggested to accurately 
estimate an average per school in each grade. Because this study sampled 20 children 
from different grades and utilized different texts with different grades, these single-grade, 
school-based averages offer a basis from which to begin to chart school effectiveness and 
learning progress moving forward. 
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Research Question 3: Are all of the assessment components and their items most effectively 
capturing these skills? How might they be improved for future assessments? 
 
Concepts about Print 
The scores on concepts about print ranged from 1 to 12, with 49 students (31.6%) knowing all 
12 and another 43 (27.7%) knowing at least 10.   
• This large number of children scoring so well on an assessment is called a ceiling effect.  We 

can set aside these skills as “mastered” when assessing older children, or we can add more 
advanced questions about punctuation, capitalization and differentiation of letters and words 
to learn more about the skills of these more advanced students. This inclusion would avoid 
the ceiling effect. Consider these options, contact Amy Jo if you’d like to extend 
CAP use for more advanced readers in this way.  

 
Table 4 shows the percent of the sample getting each item on the concepts about print 
component correct.  
 
Table 4. Item averages on CAP assessment component.  
Concepts about Print item: content % correct 
item 1: shows cover of book 91% 
item 2: points to title words (not picture) 88% 
item 3: points to where to begin reading 94% 
item 4: shows correct reading direction 89% 
item 5:sweeps left for return to line 2 of reading 90% 
item 6: points to words accurately while assessor reads 51% 
item 7: points to first and last part of story 80% 
item 8: points to page number 55% 
item 9: turns to page mentioned 70% 
item 10: points to a letter and says its name 88% 
item 11: turns to page mentioned 72% 
item 12: points to a word and reads it 62% 

 
• Items 6 and 12, highlighted in red, are more difficult concepts (Clay, 2000) as accurately 

reflected in the relatively lower number of students doing so correctly.  
• Item 8,, highlighted in blue, asks the child to identify the page number, and may reflect a lack 

of familiarity with this concept or a confusion regarding the administration and scoring (the 
English version says to award 1 point if the student points to AND says the page number, 
but the questions does not directly ask the student to say it.  Any confusion should be 
corrected in future administrations). 

• Items 9 and 11 are the same task and correlate highly significantly (α=.93***). One of 
these can be dropped with no loss to our knowledge of the students’ skills.   
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Letters 
Of those students who could correctly identify letters, Figure 7 shows the percentages of 
students at or near mastery. A full 30% could correctly name all of the 50 letters on the 
assessment format.  
 

Figure 7. Percent of students at four levels of letter knowledge. 
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• Of the 50 letters, no single letter was known by all respondents, and no single letter was 
known by fewer than 60%. There were 6 letters named correctly by fewer than 70% of 
students in the sample:  

 
Table 5. Letters of greatest difficulty to check administration sheet.  
Letter Bangla script? Name in database % correct 
5 �� Bishorgo 60.00% 
49 ঔ Ou 61.94% 
28 �� Rho 61.94% 
45 ধ  Dho 63.87% 
22 �� Ounushor 67.74% 
14 য  Onthostho jo 69.68% 

 
Note that if these are not the relatively more “difficult” or less frequently used 
letters in Bangla, then the administration instructions should be reviewed for any 
errors or sources of confusion. 
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Vocabulary 
The students read an average of 6 common vocabulary words from the grade 1 curriculum 
correctly, with 64 students (41%) reading all 10 correctly and 37 (24%) reading no words 
correctly.  Of the 37 children who read no words, 24 were not yet in first grade and 9 were 
currently in first grade, so their lack of familiarity with the curriculum vocabulary is expected 
and accurately reflected.   
 

Figure 8. Percent of children reading each vocabulary word correctly by grade. 
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Fewer than half the children could read the word “some” in Bangla on average, but across the 
grades this and all words are read correctly among larger and larger percentages of assessed 
chidlren  
 
Nonsense Words 
The students read an average of 5 nonsense Bangla words correctly, with 40 students (25%) 
reading all 10 correctly and 47 (30%) reading no words correctly.  24 of the students who 
could not read the nonsense words were not yet in first grade and 18 were currently in first 
grade, so their relatively lower decoding skills are expected and accurately reflected. Again, 
Figure 9 charts each words by grade and shows no trend other than the expected: as children 
move through the grades, greater percentages read each nonsense word correctly. 
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Figure 9. Percent of children reading each nonsense word correctly by grade. 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

pre-k first second

Tama

Chahm

Batha

Kishari

Jobus

Tanpa

Lokil

Logap

Lebi

Boja

 
 
Reading Fluency  
The stories used captured the readers’ fluency from 3 to 102 words read per minute correctly. 
Every child who could read a vocabulary or nonsense word could read a word from a passage, 
but many struggled, especially those in the first grade. Table 6 shows average scores by passage 
and we see, as expected, second graders show stronger average reading fluency.  
 
 Table 6. Average and range of fluency scores by reading passage. 

 n average minimum Maximum 
Story 1 (gr 1) 42 14.64 3 40 
Story 2 (gr 1) 39 20.10 3 63 
Story 3 (gr 2) 38 33.53 11 89 
Story 4 (gr 2) 29 41.34 13 102 

 
However, only one second grade child read all four passages and this student read more words 
per minute and answered a greater percentage of comprehension questions correctly on the 
2nd grade passages (story 3 and 4) than on the 1st grade passages (story 1 and 2).  If the first 
grade passages are easier, then we would expect this to be the other way around. 
 
Comprehension  
An analysis of questions by passage reveals a few issues to resolve prior to further use.  In story 
1, one of the two first grade passages, no child answered question 4 correctly. This should be 
checked for clarity prior to future administration. Could it be that the children did not read far 
enough in the text to address this question? Question 2 on story 2 also had very low 
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percentage (22%) of correct answers. For these beginning readers, simpler questions might 
serve to pick up an accurate measurement of their level of comprehension. 
 
On the second grade passage Story 3, questions 3 and 5 had more than 97% correct, and every 
child answered question 4 correctly. For Story 4, percentages answering correctly ranged from 
73-87%. Overall, Story 4 captures the most variation in comprehension. Both second grade 
passages could be made more difficult – potentially with a question involving inference – in 
order to pick up more variation in the older children’s comprehension. 
 
A final note on fluency and comprehension passages 
It is unclear from these data whether the texts labeled “first grade” and “second grade” are in 
fact of increasing difficulty. An assessment of a small number of 1st and 2nd graders reading all 
four passages would clear this up and allow us to ensure which is the most reliable text for 
such young children. If assessing children in grade 2 and above, use passage 4 as it captures 
more variation in both fluency and comprehension. As noted previously, use of one text if 
appropriate to the research/evaluation question would simplify assessment and analysis moving 
forward. 
 
CONCLUSION 
With few or none of the minor alterations suggested above, these instruments can 
be used by BFO to accurately capture the developing reading skills of children 
across SUCCEED, Shikon and partner-NGO programs.  
 
This report has shown that:  
1. These six assessment instruments accurately capture expected developmental differences in 

reading skills (concepts about print, letter knowledge, vocabulary, phonemic awareness, 
reading fluency and comprehension) by grade and by age from ages 5-12 and in grades pre-k 
to second grade.    

2. The six skills measured correlate with each other as expected.  
3. Used as aggregates for a site-based average in rural areas, where there are sufficient 

observations, these scores accurately reflect expected differences in site quality. On most 
skills, the tools capture significant differences between the rural sites of medium and high 
quality.  

4. Used as aggregates in urban areas, however, they do not reflect expected differences in site 
quality. Further data on children’s exposure to print could better inform how we 
differentiate and support children’s reading in urban settings. 

5. Bangladesh CO can confidently move forward using these instruments to assess children’s 
reading. Attention to the suggested alterations uncovered in research question 3 and to 
instrumentation to capture variation more effectively in urban areas will strengthen this 
assessment proficiency moving forward. 

 


