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Executive Summary 
This report examines the results of a primary school learner background survey and reading 
assessment conducted in April 2012. The survey and reading assessment covered 595 standard 
2 learners throughout 30 schools in World Vision Malawi's Matope, Midzemba, and Senzani 
ADPs, located in the southern region of Malawi.  The 30 schools are split into 15 primary 
schools designated to receive Save the Children (SC)’s Literacy Boost program in partnership 
with World Vision Malawi, and 15 comparison primary schools receiving no intervention this 
school year. The Literacy Boost program includes teacher training, community reading 
activities, and age-appropriate local language material creation to support emergent literacy 
skills among early-grade children. As part of Literacy Boost, learners are periodically assessed in 
each of these skills through an adaptable assessment tool to inform programming and estimate 
program impact. The data gathered from these schools is analyzed to present a snapshot of the 
emergent literacy skills of standard 2 learners in these schools and to inform the adaptation of 
SC’s Literacy Boost program to this context. 
 
The critical purpose of this report is to test whether the Literacy Boost learners and the 
comparison learners are equal in terms of background and skills.  That is, do these learners 
possess the same resources and capabilities?  This question is important so that at end-line, we 
can know how much Literacy Boost has, or has not, contributed to learners' accelerated 
reading development. 
 
Using clustered t-tests with learners nested in schools, this report confirms that there are no 
observable statistically significant differences between LB and comparison learners on any of the 
reading sub-tests. However, average scores for many of the sub-tests were extremely low or 
were zero. For concepts about print, letter identification, listening comprehension, and most 
used words, the four measures that did have an adequate amount of variation to compare 
learners, those in Literacy Boost schools have statistically the same skills as the comparison 
group. Technically, this means that the comparison group will serve as a good indicator of how 
well the LB learners have progressed over the course of the year.  
 
Only 8 percent of all learners could identify one-half or more of their letters. All learners need 
support in learning their letters. The phonemic awareness and letter identification portions of 
Literacy Boost should be emphasized. 
 
On average, learners could read less than one in ten most used words. While helping learners 
master their letter recognition, Literacy Boost should also help learners use their knowledge of 
letters in order to improve their ability to read single words. 
 
In the listening comprehension subtest, learners struggled most with inferential questions that 
required the learners to think critically. This presents an area where even non-reading family 
and community members can help the learners. When reading stories or telling stories to 
learners, teachers, family and community members should be supported to engage the learners 
in critical thinking. Asking the learners questions like "What do you think will come next?" and 
"Why do you think the character did that?" will help learners engage in the stories and gain 
critical thinking skills. 
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In this baseline report are suggested benchmarks which are intended as goals for learners to 
reach at the end of the school year. As an initial goal for Literacy Boost, children should be 
performing at benchmark level or better by the end of the school year.  
 
In terms of the home literacy environments, learners are generally comparable in terms of their 
daily home life and background, facilitating comparison between groups at end-line.  
While comparable, the home literacy environment of learners is very minimal. Literacy Boost 
should focus on enhancing the amount of child-friendly materials in the home. A priority should 
be placed on increasing the availability of books or other materials written specifically for 
children. Apart from reading materials, Literacy Boost should advocate for a drastic increase in 
all of the dimensions of the Home Literacy Environment in order to best support learners 
reading.   
 
The schools that the learners attend are generally identical.  That is, they are composed of the 
same teacher populations, have the same resources from which to draw and in general have 
very similar characteristics.  There was, however, one noticeable exception. More comparison 
schools are fully primary schools from standard one through eight, while Literacy Boost schools 
generally have fewer grades. In the six Literacy Boost schools that do not extend beyond 
standard 5, there may be too few older learners to successfully match learners with older 
buddies who can read proficiently. Alternative methods need to be explored for finding 
appropriate Reading Buddies for all learners in Literacy Boost schools, while keeping in mind 
Save the Children's & World Vision Malawi's commitment to child safety and security. 
 
The few differences between boys and girls, as well as between schools, should be noted for 
end-line impact analysis. Further, particularly for the schools that do not have any standard 2 
teacher, all teachers should be encouraged to participate in teacher training sessions. 
 
Schools and communities in World Vision Malawi's southern ADPs clearly need assistance in 
helping their learners gain reading skills and a better education. Focusing on the basics of letter 
knowledge, phonemic awareness, and word recognition, while increasing the amount of print 
and literacy interactions in their daily lives will significantly help all learners gain better access to 
the world of reading. 
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Introduction 
This report examines the results of a learner background survey and reading assessment 
conducted between April 2012. The survey and reading assessment covered 595 standard 2 
learners throughout 30 schools in the Matope, Midzemba, and Senzani ADPs of World Vision 
Malawi, located in the southern region of Malawi.  The 30 schools are split into 15 primary 
schools designated to receive Save the Children's (SC) Literacy Boost program in partnership 
with World Vision Malawi, and 15 comparison primary schools receiving no intervention. The 
Literacy Boost program includes teacher training, community reading activities, and age-
appropriate local language material creation to support emergent literacy skills among early-
grade children. These skills include concepts about print, letter awareness, single word reading 
of most used words, reading fluency, reading accuracy, and reading comprehension. As part of 
Literacy Boost, learners are periodically assessed in each of these skills through an adaptable 
assessment tool to inform programming and estimate program impact. The data gathered from 
these schools is analyzed to present a snapshot of the emergent literacy skills of grade 2 
learners in these schools and to inform the adaptation of SC’s Literacy Boost program to this 
context. 
 
The key research questions to be explored in this report include the following: 
 

1. How comparable are learners in Literacy Boost schools versus comparison schools in 
terms of reading skills, background characteristics, home literacy environment, and 
school environment? 

2. What can the baseline tell us about learners’ emergent reading skills? What does this 
mean for Literacy Boost programming? 

3. How do learners’ reading skills vary by student background, school environment, and 
home literacy environment? What does this mean for targeting Literacy Boost’s two 
strands of intervention? 

 
To investigate these questions, this report will first describe the research methods used; 
including sampling, measurement, and analysis. Next, in order to see if groups are statistically 
similar, the comparability of Literacy Boost and comparison schools and will be examined 
through t-tests. The comparability of Literacy Boost and comparison learners’ scores for each 
of the emergent literacy skills, exploring learners’ strengths and weaknesses in each skill will 
also be examined. The report will then investigate student backgrounds examined through 
clustered t-tests. Finally, the report will investigate any correlations with student background, 
school environment, or home literacy practices & environment variables using multilevel 
regression analysis. 
 
Context 
The three ADPs in which the schools are located are found in the Southern region of Malawi. 
The majority of the population speaks Chichewa as their mother tongue. The Midzemba, 
Matope, and Senzani ADPs lie 65 km, 70km, and 95 km, respectively, from commercial city of 
Blantyre in the Southern Malawi. Most of the population relies on agriculture for their 
livelihood.  
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As identified by the World Vision Malawi country office, the education challenges faced by 
learners in primary schools in Malawi include: inadequate reading materials; poor learning 
environments, at times exacerbated by congested classrooms, insufficient or unsuitable 
classrooms that cause teachers to hold class outside; high learners to teacher ratio greater than 
the standard of 60 learners to 1 teacher; lack of sporting grounds; weak local structures of 
governance for education sector such as school management committees (SMCs) and parent-
teacher associations (PTAs); inadequate latrines and mostly, if available may not have change-
rooms for girls as a gender-sensitivity discourse; and children going to schools without eating 
properly prior to school. 
 
Methods 
 
Sampling 
The sample for this baseline assessment encompasses 595 primary 2 learners, divided between 
15 schools set to receive the Literacy Boost intervention (n of learners = 295) and 15 
comparison schools (n of learners = 300). This breaks down evenly into five Literacy Boost 
schools and five comparison schools in each of the three ADPs. These schools were chosen 
and assigned to intervention and control groups from a larger pool of schools supported by 
World Vision Malawi in these districts, making sure that overall, the LB and comparison schools 
are similar in terms of distance from the capital, and serve similar populations.   
 
Initially, it was planned to cluster schools based on geographical proximity to other schools, and 
then administer Literacy Boost to randomly chosen clusters. This was recommended as school-
level randomization was deemed impractical in terms of program implementation and research 
design, as schools within the same cluster may draw children from the same villages, jointly 
participate in professional development activities, and receive similar supervision activities from 
the Malawian Ministry of Education, Science and Technology (MoEST). However, it was not 
possible to cluster schools in a way that would first provide enough clusters for statistical 
power, and secondly ensure each ADP received equal amounts of Literacy Boost. As such, each 
ADP has one geographical grouping of LB schools and one grouping of comparison schools. 
 
According to World Vision Malawi country office staff, school clusters designated for Literacy 
Boost and those designated as comparison clusters are generally similar. Literacy Boost and 
comparison schools in these ADPs are receiving no additional interventions from World Vision 
Malawi or other organizations that will affect the implementation of Literacy Boost activities. 
 
At each of the Literacy Boost and comparison schools where data was collected, 20 children in 
standard 2 were sampled. If there was more than one section of standard 2 at a given school, 
one section was randomly selected. Ten boys and ten girls were randomly selected where 
there were more than 20 learners in the classroom. Two exceptions to this exist in Literacy 
Boost schools, where only 18 learners in one school were present, and only 17 learners in 
another were present. 
 
Measurement 
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School profile data were collected via direct observation and a survey of school headteachers at 
every school in the sample. This data includes information on enrolment & class size, availability 
of textbooks, school facilities & construction, and teacher backgrounds. For the student 
assessment, all learners in the sample were asked about their background characteristics (age, 
household possessions, household building materials, etc.). Learners also were asked about 
their family members and reading habits in their home (who they had seen reading in the week 
prior to the assessment, who had read to them, etc). 
 
After collecting this background data, all learners were also given an emergent literacy test 
composed of six components administered through five sub-tests: concepts about print, letter 
awareness, single word recognition (reading of most used words), reading fluency & accuracy 
(words per minute read correctly and total percentage of passage read correctly; both within 
the same sub-test), and a set of comprehension questions linked to the fluency & accuracy 
passage.  The same set of comprehension questions were administered for both those learners 
who could read independently (reading comprehension) and those who could not and thus had 
the assessor read to them (oral comprehension). All instructions were given in Chichewa, and 
children were assessed on letter identification, most used words, reading fluency, reading 
accuracy, and listening/reading comprehension in both English and Chichewa.  
 
To test inter-rater reliability, approximately 10 percent of learners (60 out of 595)  were 
assessed by two enumerators simultaneously. Table 1 shows the percent of agreement between 
the raters, as well as Cohen's Kappa coefficient for the 2 measures for which there was enough 
data to compute this measure (Gwet, 2010). The accuracy measures indicate that 
assessors measured learners’ reading skills in the same way. The kappa coefficient 
for concepts about print and letter knowledge are within the acceptable range of 
inter-rater reliability. Hence, we can conclude that very little error in 
measurement occurred due to different assessors testing children in different ways.  
  
Table 1. Interrater Accuracy and Reliability 

Literacy Skill Sub-Test Inter Rater Accuracy Inter-rater Reliability (Kappa) 
Concepts about Print 92.1% 0.81 

Letter Knowledge 93.5% 0.71 
Chichewa Most Used Words 97.0% - (too many zero scores) - 

Chichewa Fluency 93.3% - (too many zero scores) - 
Chichewa Accuracy 99.3% - (too many zero scores) - 

Chichewa Comprehension 95.7% - (too many zero scores) - 
English Most Used Words         99.8% - (too many zero scores) - 

English Fluency 100% - (too many zero scores) - 
English Accuracy 100% - (too many zero scores) - 

English Comprehension 100% - (too many zero scores) - 
 
 
Analysis 
The critical purpose of this analysis is to test whether the Literacy Boost learners and the 
comparison learners are equal in terms of background and skills.  That is, do these learners 
possess the same resources and capabilities?  This question is important so that at end-line, we 
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can know how much Literacy Boost has, or has not, contributed to learners' accelerated 
reading development. 
 
To test the comparability of learners in the Literacy Boost and comparison samples, this report 
will use comparison of means through t-tests, with clustered standard errors to account for the 
grouping of student-level data within schools. Summary statistics, accompanied by clustered t-
tests, will be used to analyze learners’ performance in each of the reading sub-tests. Finally, this 
report will look to multilevel regression models to explore relationships between literacy skills 
and student background characteristics, school environment, and home literacy environment. 
 
A Note about Benchmarks 
While Save the Children has used this approach to reading assessment and intervention in 
Malawi, Nepal, Mali, Pakistan, Ethiopia, Uganda, Zimbabwe, Bangladesh, and Mozambique, 
comparison across countries and languages is less helpful than more detailed contextual 
information for setting expectations of impact. For each measure used in these assessments, the 
upper end of the range of scores can be used to consider what is currently possible among 
these children. Save the Children usually presents the scores at the 75th percentile of each 
measure from this baseline assessment to constitute the benchmarks. However, due to the 
extremely low reading skills of both the LB and comparison groups, benchmarks are set high, 
often in the 95th or even the 99th percentile. These scores will constitute the benchmarks 
which the Literacy Boost program will attempt to help learners achieve by the time of end-line 
assessment. 
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Analysis: Comparability between Literacy Boost and Comparison 
Learners 
First, this report will investigate the comparability of the two samples: comparison learners and 
Literacy Boost learners. Comparability will be examined in terms of learners’ background 
characteristics, home literacy environment, and school environment. 
 
Differences in Student Reading Skills 
Table 2 presents an overview of mean scores on each sub-test for comparison and Literacy 
Boost learners.  
Table 2. Malawi Baseline Reading Scores by Sample Group and Benchmarks 

  
Total 

N 
Comparison 

(N=300) 
LB 

(N=295) 
Sig. 

Diff.† 
75th 

Percentile 
Suggested 

Benchmark‡ 
Concepts About Print 595 59.68% 59.79% - 73% 100% 

Letter identification 595 14.94% 17.29% - 25% 100% 
Chichewa MUW 595 9.50% 11.19% - 20% 50% 

Learners scoring >0 
for MUW 595 137/300 learners 157/295 learners - - - 

Chichewa Fluency 595 0.25 words per min 0.42 words per min - 0  wpm 10 wpm 
Learners scoring >0 

for Fluency 595 8/300 learners 10/295 learners - - - 
Chichewa Accuracy 595 1.29% 1.48% - 0% 50% 
Learners scoring >0 

for Accuracy 595 11/300 learners 18/295 learners - - - 
Chichewa Oral 

Comprehension 549 
48.45% 

(N=272) 
52.50% 

(N=277) - 80% 100% 
Chichewa Reading 

Comprehension 36 
45.56% 
(N=18) 

53.33% 
(N=18) - 80% 80%1 

English MUW 595 0.23% 0.44% - 0% 20% 
Learners scoring >0 

for English MUW 595 2/300 learners 6/295 learners - - - 
English Fluency 595 0.64 words per min 2.08 words per min - 0 words 5 words 

Learners scoring >0 
for English Fluency 595 1/157 learners 1/96 learners - - - 

English Accuracy 595 0.01 % 0.13% - 0% 10% 
Learners scoring >0 
for English Accuracy 595 1/157 learners 1/96 learners - - - 

English Oral 
Comprehension 16 3.75% 0% - 0% 50% 
English Reading  

Comprehension 0 - - - - 25% 
† No significant differences exist between groups 
‡ Suggested benchmarks in Literacy Boost  are usually set at the 75th percentile of baseline scores.  However, due to the 
extremely low scores of learners at baseline, the suggested benchmarks aim for children to achieve greater than the 75 
percentile in almost all measures.   
1Since many new readers will likely join this group at endline, we suggest the 75th percentile score of 80%.  
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There are no statistically significant differences between LB and comparison 
learners on any sub-tests. This means that the comparison group will serve as a 
good indicator of how well the LB learners have progressed over the course of the 
year. 
 
The results of this baseline indicate that learners have an extremely low level of literacy skills. 
Due to the lack of detailed benchmarks or competencies for the literacy skills of standard 2 
learners in Southern Malawi, the upper range of scores is used to consider what is currently 
possible among these children. The third column of Table 2 presents the scores at the 75th 
percentile of this sample of learners. This means that if you line up 100 children from the 
highest to the lowest score on an element of the assessment, the first child is above the 99th 
percentile; the 25th child on line is above the 75th percentile. This means that he/she has scored 
higher than 75 percent of the children in the line. Unfortunately, in Malawi, this '75th learner' 
was often a zero score. As such, the recommended benchmarks for World Vision Malawi's 
Literacy Boost Malawi are actually often higher than the 75th percentile. As an initial goal for 
Literacy Boost, learners should be performing at benchmark level or better by the 
end of the school year.  
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Differences in Student Background Characteristics 
Table 3 below displays the average values for a range of background characteristics for each of 
the comparison sample of learners and the Literacy Boost sample of learners.  

Table 3. Selected Student Characteristics 

  N† 
Comparison 

(N=300) 
LB 

(N=295) 
Sig. 
Diff. 

 % Female 594 48.5% 50.5% - 
 Age in Years 592 9.0 8.8 - 

 Attended ECD 595 78.7% 76.3% - 
 Yrs in ECD 457 1.9 years 1.8 years - 

 Repeated Standard 1 595 50.3% 49.8% - 
 Repeated Standard 2 595 55.0% 48.8% - 

Repeated Any Standard 595 81.3% 72.2% * 
Repeated either Standard 1 or 2 595 57.3% 45.8%  
Repeated both Standards 1 & 2 595 24.0% 26.4%  

 Chichewa is Primary Language at Home 591 98.0% 94.6% - 
Family Size 595 4.0 4.2  

Student ate Breakfast today 595 65.0% 59.7% - 
Student ate Lunch yesterday 594 98.3% 96.6% - 

Student is stunted 594 38.0% 45.7% - 
Student is severely stunted 594 12.3% 16.3% - 

Student is wasted 594 15.3% 11.5% - 
Student is malnourished 594 11.3% 9.2% - 

† Sample sizes vary for individual items as some learners did not know the answer 
to the question. 
* indicates statistically significantly different at p<0.05 level 

 
The sample as a whole is comprised of 395 learners about nine years in age.  Attendance of 
early-childhood development (ECD) programs is relatively high for both groups, with 77 
percent of all learners attending some form of ECD, for approximately 2 years. Repetition rates 
are extremely high, with approximately half of all student repeating either Standard One or 
Standard Two. A significant difference does appear between the groups when examining 
whether learners had ever repeated a year in school. Eighty-One (81) percent of comparison 
learners repeated a year, while only 72 percent of LB learners had repeated a year. This means 
that on average, despite being at the end of Standard 2 at the time of assessment, learners had 
spent on average three years in primary school. This casts the earlier finding of letters learned 
per month in an even more desperate light. Despite not two but three years of schooling, 
learners on average have gained very few reading skills.  97 percent of all learners spoke 
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Chichewa at home, indicating Literacy Boost should focus on the provision of Chichewa 
language materials for this year1

 
. 

Table 4. Selected Student Socioeconomic Status Indicators 
Family has a Radio 595 70.7% 69.5% - 

Family has Electricity 595 5.7% 5.8% - 

Family has a TV 595 12.3% 11.5% - 
Family has a Phone 593 51.2% 54.4% - 

Family has a Latrine 591 92.3% 89.4% - 
Family has a Bicycle 593 47.7% 54.6% - 

Family has a Motorcycle 595 3.0% 3.1% - 
Family has a Farm Cart 594 6.3% 4.8% - 

Family has Goats 595 69.0% 67.5% - 
Family has Cattle 593 21.7% 13.7% * 

Average N of Possessions  
+ Livestock +Transport (10 possible) 595 3.8 3.7 - 

† Sample sizes vary for individual items as some learners did not know the answer 
to the question. 
* indicates statistically significantly different at p<0.05 level 

 
Table 4 displays the frequency children reported having various items in their home, which we 
use as proxies of the family SES. In terms of household possessions/amenities, most learners 
report household latrine ownership, about 70 percent report household radio ownership, and 
very few report electricity or television ownership. On average, learners own 3.75 of nine 
possible indicators of socioeconomic status as identified by World Vision Malawi staff. 62 
percent of learners ate breakfast the morning of assessment, and live in household of four 
members, on average. 
 
Using clustered t-tests to investigate statistically significant differences, the two sample groups 
are comparable on virtually every measure, with the exception of having ever repeated a grade, 
and whether their family owns cattle. With only a couple of exceptions, learners are 
comparable in terms of their daily home life and background. 
 
Differences in Health Data 
Data was collected on student age, height, and weight.  Following World Health Organization 
(WHO) guidelines, the data was analyzed to examine whether learners were stunted (too short 
for their age), wasted (underweight for their height), or malnourished (not receiving enough 
vitamins and nutrients for healthy growth, measured as body-mass index) No statistically 
significant differences were noted for height, weight, or bmi between LB learners and 

                                                 
1 Literacy Boost guidelines urge providing mother tongue materials when 10-15 percent or more of a given 
population speaks that language as a mother tongue. 
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comparison learners. However, it is interesting to look at how the sample as a whole compares 
to international standards developed by the WHO. 
 
Weight for Age 
Figure 1 compares learners weight for their reported ages.  The interpretation of Figure 1 is as 
follows.  Children, both boys and girls aged 6.5 years to 15.5 years of age, in this population 
tend to have a lower weight for their age, meaning they are thinner, than what is found in the 
well-nourished “standard” population for the children (both males and females) of the same age 
globally in terms of their weights for their ages.  There are slightly more males that have a low 
weight than for their age than females in this population.   
 
Figure 1. Weight for age by sex 
 

 
Height for age 
Figure 2 compares learners height for their reported ages.  The interpretation of Figure 2 is as 
follows; On average, both boys and girls aged 6.5 years to 15.5 years of age in this population 
tend to have a lower height for their age for than as compared to a well-nourished “standard” 
population for children of the same age taken from measurements of children around the 
world. Within this population, 41.9% of both the boys and girls have are considered “stunted” 
meaning they have a low height for their age and this comes with serious short and long-term 
consequences that are largely irreversible. For children who become stunted in childhood, they 
suffer more frequent illnesses and risk to infection, have poorer cognitive development and 
reduced educational attainment and less lifetime earnings. For stunted girls who become adults 
they are at greater risk of poor reproductive health outcomes than girls who were not stunted.  
 
Figure 2. Height for age by sex 
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BMI for age 
Body Mass Index (BMI) is an index of weight-for-height that is commonly used to classify 
underweight (thin), overweight and obesity (usually in adults), seem as the green line in Figure 
3. It is defined as the weight in kilograms divided by the square of the height in meters (kg/m2). 
For both males and females, their average BMI falls below the global pattern for the "standard" 
population set by the WHO, meaning they are too thin. The males in this population are slightly 
thinner than the females, on average. (http://apps.who.int/bmi/index.jsp?introPage=intro_3.html) 
 
Figure 3. Body Mass Index by sex 

 
 

http://apps.who.int/bmi/index.jsp?introPage=intro_3.html�
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Differences in the Home Literacy Environment 
 An important aspect of reading development concerns the home literacy environment 
(HLE).  How are children exposed to the printed word in the home? How much access do they 
have to books and print to practice their nascent reading skills? Many Literacy Boost activities 
are centered on helping parents and communities to enhance the HLE.  As such, it is important 
to measure where learners' HLEs begin, and how they change over the course of time. 
Learners do not significantly differ on any of the indicators of the HLE. Figure 4 displays the 
different types of printed materials that learners may or may not have at home. 
 

 
 
The good news is that nearly all learners have some type of reading materials at home. 
However, only 12% of families had books specifically targeted towards children (i.e. storybooks 
and/or coloring books). In Figure 4, no statistically significant differences exist between groups, 
as determined by clustered t-tests with learners nested in schools. Given the lack of materials 
designed for children, Literacy Boost should focus on enhancing the amount of child-
friendly materials in the home. A priority should be placed on increasing the 
availability of books or other materials written specifically for children. 
Partnerships with the Ministry of Education Science and Technology (MoEST) and 
other book publishers are recommended, but should not be the exclusive source of 
books. 
 
The HLE is not only about materials in the home, but how those materials are used to engage 
the child in reading and learning. Hess and Halloway (1984) identified five dimensions of the 
home literacy environment that are theoretically related to reading achievement in children.  
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The first is value placed on literacy, which we operationalize by asking the learners whether they 
see anyone reading at home. The second is press for achievement, which we operationalize as 
individuals telling or helping the student to study. The third is the availability and use of reading 
materials, which we operationalize as the amount of printed materials at home (see Figure 4). 
The fourth dimension is reading with children, which we operationalize by asking the learners 
whether anyone reads to them at home. The last is opportunities for verbal interaction, which we 
operationalize as family members telling stories to learners. Figure 4 (and Table A in the 
Appendix) shows how the LB and comparisons groups measure up in terms of whether anyone 
in the family engaged in four of the dimensions of the home literacy environment. The first 
dimension was the most common, that of value placed on literacy, with nearly 90 percent of 
learners coming from a home that has at least one reader who actively reads. For the other 
three dimensions in Figure 5, half or less than half of learners come from homes that engage the 
student in these dimensions. Literacy Boost should advocate for a drastic increase in all 
of the dimensions of the Home Literacy Environment in order to best support 
learners reading.   
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Differences in School Environment 
Table 5. School Characteristics by Group 

School Characteristics Na Comparison LB Sig. Diff. 

Distance from District Center in Km 29 34.9 km 29.1 km - 

Distance from Nearest Road in Km 29 7.2 km 8.8km - 

Average number of learners school wide 30 561 learners 457 learners - 

Number of Standards in School 30 7 grades 6 grades - 
Percent of Enrolled Learners Absent of Day of 

Visit (according to school register) 30 34.7% 31.5% - 

School has Headmaster Office 30 46.7% 46.7% - 

School has Electricity 30 0.0% 0.0% - 

School has a Borehole on Campus 30 73.3% 46.7% - 

Nearest Water Source in minutesb 14 10.0 minutes 19.2 minutes - 

School has Latrines 30 86.7% 100% - 

School has Separate Latrines for Girls 28c 100% 100% - 

School is Religiously Affiliated 30 60.0% 66.% - 

School has Library 30 13.3% 6.7% - 

Learners Can Borrow from Library 30 13.3% 0% - 

School serves Food to Learners 29 20.0% 0.0% * 

School has School Management Committee 30 100% 100% - 

School has Parent Teacher Association (PTA) 30 100% 100% - 
*Indicates a statistically significant difference at p<0.05 
a Sample sizes differ due to missing data, unless otherwise noted. 
bOnly for those schools without a borehole. 
cOnly for those schools with latrines. 

 
Looking to the comparability of learners’ school environments, Table 5 shows that slightly less 
than half of the schools in the sample have a headmaster office, a varying amount (73 percent 
for comparison schools and 47 percent for LB schools) have a borehole on school grounds and 
about none of the schools have electricity. All but two schools (both comparison, have latrines 
on the school grounds, and 100 percent of have separate latrines for girls. Slightly less than two 
thirds of schools have a religious affiliation, and of those, most are Roman Catholic schools), 
although only six schools receive actual support from religious institutions. Only three schools 
have libraries, and of those that do only 2 of them allow learners to borrow books.  
 
Figure 6 displays the oldest level of Primary school at each school, by group. The difference 
between the samples are statistically significant at a p<0.001 level. But the statistical difference 
is not the important finding here. What is important has significant programmatic implications. 
During Literacy Boost, the activity Reading Buddies often taps older learners to read to 
younger learners. In the six Literacy Boost schools that do not extend past Standard 
5, there may be too few older learners to successfully match learners with older 
buddies who can read proficiently. Alternative methods need to be explored for 
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finding appropriate Reading Buddies for all learners in Literacy Boost schools, while 
keeping in mind Save the Children & World Vision Malawi's commitment to child 
safety and security. 
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Differences in Teachers and Classrooms 
 
An important part of any child's formal education is his or her school and classroom 
environment. Tables 6 and 7 explore some characteristics of the schools, broken out by 
Literacy Boost and comparison schools. Significant differences between groups were assessed 
using simple t-tests. 
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Table 6. Teacher Characteristics by Sample Group 

 
Comparison LB Sig. Diff. 

Primary 2 Teachers 

Average Number of Grade 2 Teachers 1.3 0.9 * 
% of Female Grade 2 Teachers 53.3% 40.9% - 
% Grade 2 Teachers w/ JCE Education 16.7% 8.4% - 
% Grade 2 Teachers w/ MSCE Education 83.3% 91.6% - 
% Grade 2 Teachers w/ Certification 86.7% 91.6% - 
Avg. Grade 2 Teachers Yrs Experience 8.3 years 7.2 years - 
Avg. Grade 2 Teachers Yrs at this School 4.2 years 3.8 years - 

All Teachers in School 

% of Teachers with Education up to JCE  19.6% 19.3% - 
% of Teachers with Education up to MSCE 78.9% 79.9% - 
Average Years of Teacher Experience 8.2 years 8.0 years - 
Teachers' Average Years at this School 4.4 years 3.3 years * 
Number of Supervision Visits in the Last Year 1.6 2.0 - 
Number of MOE Trainings in the Last Year 2.6 2.2 * 
Number of non-MOE Trainings in the Last Year 2.6 2.1 - 
% of Teachers who Started at the School at the 
Beginning of this Year 16.5% 17.1% - 
% of Teachers Transferred Out This Year 4.7% 5.6% - 
% of Teachers Transferred In This Year 8.4% 12.4% - 
*indicates a significant difference at the p<0.05 level 

 
Table 7. Classroom Characteristics by Sample Group in Classroom of Assessment 
Classroom of Assessment Comparison LB Sig. Diff. 
Classroom Blackboard is Legible 93.3% 100% - 
% Learners Who Can See 
Chalkboarda 97.9% 93.7% - 
Number of Learners in Class 
(range) 

58.6 learners 
(23-127 learners) 

48.6 learners 
(18-137 learners) - 

% of Learners who are Girls in Class 52.3% 51.8% - 
aThis variable was roughly estimated by the data collector as the percentage of learners who could see the 
board well enough to read writing on it. No interrater-reliability was established 
 
In terms of notable differences between sample groups, there are more Standard 2 teachers in 
comparison schools, and in fact there exist two schools that do not have a Standard 2 teacher 
in the Literacy Boost schools. Another difference is the average years teachers have spent in 
the school, with comparison schools having teachers who have on average taught over a year 
longer at that school.  It should be mentioned that teachers' total experience, at current and 
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previous schools, is not significantly different.  Lastly, comparison schools receive slightly more 
frequent MoEST trainings. All these differences should be noted for end-line impact 
analysis. Further, particularly for the schools that do not have any Standard 2 
teacher, all teachers should be encouraged to participate in teacher training 
sessions. 
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Differences between Boys and Girls 
 
A constant focus in the international education community is ensuring that boys and girls 
achieve equal levels of and benefits from education.  In this section we examine the data to see 
whether any significant differences exist between boys and girls, as this alter affect how Literacy 
Boost is implemented. Table 8 shows the differences between boys and girls in their baseline 
reading skills. Clustered t-tests with learners nested in schools were used to assess whether 
significant differences exist. 
  

Table 8. Baseline Reading Scores by Sex 

  
Total 

N 
Boys 

(N=300) 
Girls 

(N=294) 
Sig. 

Diff.† 
Concepts About Print 594 58.52% 61.05% - 

Letter identification 594 17.56% 14.65% - 
Chichewa MUW 594 11.27% 9.32% - 

Learners scoring >0 for MUW 594 
155/300  
learners 

119/294  
learners - 

Chichewa Fluency 594 
0.38  

words per min 
0.28  

words per min - 

Learners scoring >0 for Fluency 594 
7/300  

learners 
11/294  
learners - 

Chichewa Accuracy 594 1.93% 0.83% - 

Learners scoring >0 for Accuracy 594 
12/300  
learners 

17/294  
learners - 

Chichewa Oral Comprehension 549 53.09% 47.99% - 
Chichewa Reading Comprehension 36 46.09% 55.38% - 

English MUW 594 0.30% 0.37% - 

Learners scoring >0 for English MUW 594 
4/300  

learners 
4/294  

learners - 

English Fluency 253 
0.75  

words per min 
1.67  

words per min - 

Learners scoring >0 for English Fluency 253 
1/120  

learners 
1/133  

learners - 
English Accuracy 253 0.01 % 0.11% - 

Learners scoring >0 for English Accuracy 253 
1/120  

learners 
1/133  

learners - 
English Oral Comprehension 16 2.85% 4.44% - 

† No significant differences exist between groups  

 
As seen in Table 8, no significant differences exist between boys and girls in their reading skills 
at the time of the baseline assessment. However, this does not mean that girls are or are not 
necessarily disadvantaged. What we might be seeing is a possible floor effect, where all reading 
scores are so low that it is difficult to know whether any systematic disadvantage exists. For the 
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purposes of Literacy Boost in Malawi, however, girls are starting out with equivalent reading 
skills as boys. 
 
Because the background of a student and the home literacy environment is so critical to their 
learning, we also tested whether significant differences existed in these variables between boys 
and girls, using the same clustered t-test method described above. Table 9 displays only those 
variables that showed up as significantly different between boys and girls, and the level of their 
significance. 
 

Table 9. Selected Student Characteristics by Sex 

  N† 
Boys 

(N=300) 
Girls 

(N=294) 
Sig. 
Diff. 

 Age in Years 592 8.7 9.1 * 

 Repeated Primary 1 594 53.7% 46.6% * 

Toilet 590 88.2% 93.5% * 

Coloring Books 592 4.0% 7.9% * 

N of Household Seen Reading 594 2.2 persons 2.0 persons * 

Someone of Household Seen Reading 594 91.7% 84.7% ** 

% of Household Seen Reading 594 55.3% 48.9% * 

Height 593 122.5 cm 124.6 cm * 

Weight 593 23.1 kg 24.2 kg * 
† Sample sizes vary for individual variables as some learners did not know the answer to 
the question and the data point was marked 'missing'. 
* indicates statistically significantly different at p<0.05 level, ** p<0.01 

 
Girls reported being significant older than boys, on average 0.4% of a year (approximately 5 
months). Boys repeated Standard 1 more often. These two facts taken together might suggest 
that parents are sending boys to school at a younger age than girls, but the implications of this 
are not clear. Boys also come from homes where it is more common to find readers, but the 
numbers of people reading to boys and girls, telling stories to them, and helping them study are 
not displayed in the above table since they are all statistically the same.  
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Trends in Reading Skill Data 
 
Concepts about Print 
The first sub-test of the reading assessment consisted of 11 ‘concepts about print’ (CAP) 
questions. These questions concern familiarity with books – where to start, which way to read, 
what is a letter, what is a word, etc. Across the sample, learners answered correctly only 60 
percent of concepts about print assessed. This indicates learners have an extremely low level of 
exposure to books and reading materials. Literacy Boost should focus on providing 
materials for learners, and ensuring that learners have opportunities to use and 
interact with the materials. 
 
Letter Identification  
 
The next sub-test examined learners’ letter awareness. Learners were shown a chart of letters 
and asked to name the letter, pronounce the letter sound, or give a word that begins with that 
letter. Literacy Boost and comparison learners both correctly identified only 16 percent (8 
letters) out of a combined total of 26 uppercase and 26 lowercase letters.  While it can be 
expected that learners would not know some of these letters as they only appear in the English 
and not the Chichewa alphabet, the extreme low scores of the learners demonstrate the 
severe challenges that learners face in learning to read in any language. Since learners were 
assessed at the end of the second year of school, this means that learners, on average, learn 
one letter every 3 months over the course of the year2

 

. Table 10 shows the letters that 
learners could most easily identify, and Table 11 shows the least commonly recognized letters. 

As seen in Table 10, learners knew, on average very 
few of the letters.  For uppercase letters, they had the 
easiest time with O (possibly because it look like the 
lowercase), A & B (possibly because these are the 
letters that start the alphabet. For lowercase letters, 
learners most often identified the first 4 out of 5 
vowels of the alphabet: a, e, i, o. Nonetheless, they did 
this less than 50 percent of the time, on average.   
  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
2 As shown below in Table 6, due to repetition of years, learners actually have spent an average of three years in 
school, despite only being at the end of Primary 2. 

Table 10. Most Correctly 
Identified Letters 

Uppercase Lowercase 
O 46.1% a 48.9% 

A 42.7% e 43.9% 

B 37.8% o 43.4% 

K 28.0% i 40.3% 

S 22.39% k 29.8% 

M 21.0% m 25.8% 

E 19.5% u 23.7% 
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As for the letters that learners struggled with the most, 
displayed in Table 11, for both uppercase and lowercase, they 
struggle with the letters Qq and Xx, probably because they 
do not appear in the Chichewa alphabet. Learners also 
struggled to identify the lowercase version of the letter 'L', 
likely mistaking it for the uppercase of the letter 'i'. Only 8 
percent of all learners could identify 50 percent or 
more of their letters. All learners need support in 
learning their letters. Hence the phonemic awareness 
and letter identification portions of Literacy Boost 
should be emphasized. 
 
 

Word Recognition: Most Used Words 
The most used words (MUW) sub-test consists of a chart of 10 
words that the student is asked to read. These 10 words were 
identified as ‘most used’ by tabulating the number of times a 
word appeared in learners’ language arts textbooks. The words, 
along with the percent of learners who could read the specific 
word, are presented in Table 12.  
 
As can be seen in Table 12, learners had extreme difficulty 
recognizing and reading words in isolation. The overall group 
average was 10 percent.  That is, on average learners at the end 
of second grade could only read one out of 10 of the most 
common words in the government approved PCAR textbook. 
While helping learners master their letter recognition, 
Literacy Boost should also help learners use their 
knowledge of letters in order to improve their ability to 
read single words.  

 
Fluency and Accuracy 
Fluency (words per minute read correctly) and accuracy (percent of the passage read correctly) 
are presented together here because they are measured together in a single sub-test in which 
learners read a passage aloud. The number of words learners read correctly in a minute is 
tracked for fluency. As the student continues to read after the first minute, the total number of 
words read correctly from the passage as a whole, no matter how long it takes the student, is 
computed for accuracy. 
 
Less than 5% of learners were able to read any of the passage at all, meaning that less than 5% 
have an accuracy score. Fewer were able to do so while being timed for a fluency score. Given 
such a small number of learners, it is not possible to use these data to learn more about 
learners’ fluency, accuracy, or reading comprehension in either Chichewa or English. 
 

Table 11. Least Correctly 
Identified Letters 

Uppercase Lowercase 
Q 2.4% q 2.2% 

X 3.9% l 4.5% 

R 4.2% x 5.0% 

G 4.4% r 6.2% 

Y 5.4% p 6.2% 

J 6.0% d 7.1% 

I 6.9% t 7.2% 

Table 12. Word 
Recognition Item Analysis 

Word % Correct 

agogo 37.0% 

ana 35.3% 

amayi 18.3% 

onani 3.4% 

kusewera 2.4% 

ulemu 2.4% 

kwambiri 2.0% 

phunziro 1.5% 

kugwada 0.8% 

kwathu 0.8% 
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Figure 7 displays the percentage of learners who scored zero on the letter identification, most 
used words, fluency, and accuracy scores. As can be expected, the easier skills of letter 
identification and word recognition have fewer zero scores, while for the higher order skills 
nearly all children scored zero. Due to a low mastery of basic skills, learners have yet to 
develop their more advanced skills of fluency (words per minute read correctly), accuracy 
(percent of total passage read correctly), and reading comprehension. Literacy Boost 
programming should focus on helping learners learn all of their letters and to make 
the transition to reading words in isolation. 
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Comprehension 
The final sub-test quizzed learners on a series of five comprehension questions related to the 
reading passage. For those learners who were unable to read a single word from the passage, 
the assessor read the passage to the student before asking the comprehension questions. For 
two percent of the learners who could read on their own were not read to by the assessors, 
and tested on the same comprehension questions.  
 
Because the subset who read themselves was so small, we will put these scores aside as there 
are not enough observations from which generalizations can be made. Figure 8 shows the 
distribution of scores across the sub-sample of learners who answered listening comprehension 
questions. 
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On average, learners answered approximately 50% of the listening comprehension questions 
correctly. The scores approach a normal distribution of scores. One interesting thing to point 
out concerns the type of question learners answered.  The first four of five questions were 
factual questions based directly upon characters and events in the story. However, the fifth 
question was an inference question, meaning that learners had to use their critical thinking skills 
to answer this question, as it was one that required them to "read between the lines". Learners 
performed the worst on this question, with fewer than 20% of learners who listened to the 
story able to correctly answer the question. If we do not include this inference question in the 
averages for oral comprehension, the average score rises eight percent to approximately 58.0% 
correct. When reading stories to learners, LB participants should be supported to 
engage the learners in critical thinking. Asking the learners questions like "What 
do you think will come next?" and "Why do you think the character did that?" will 
help learners engage in the stories and gain critical thinking skills. 
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Analysis: Relationships between Student Background, Household & School 
Environment, and Reading Skills 
 
Normally, multivariate regression analysis is used to analyze linkages between student 
background, household and school environments, and reading skills. To do these analyses 
requires a good distribution of data across a range of scores. The variance in the data for Letter 
Identification and Most Used Words, however, fails to meet this criterion of normal 
distribution, as seen in Figures 9 and 10. 
 

 
 
The scores for learners are clustered around zero, making the interpretation of regression 
analysis results difficult.  However, the distribution of the concepts about print score did allow 
for some analysis to be done.  
 
Furthermore, these analyses are usually done to identify groups at risk of reading problems and 
groups that may need more attention than others to help boost their scores to the same levels 
as their peers.  In the World Vision Malawi Literacy Boost ADPs, however, it is clear that all 
learners need great attention and supports to gain the necessary skills to start reading. 
Engaging teachers to practice proven reading pedagogies, as well as engaging 
family and community members for all children in the school, and providing 
materials for student to read is critical for helping all learners achieve the 
benchmark reading levels set in this baseline report. 
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Conclusion 
 
The purpose of this report was to test whether the Literacy Boost learners and the comparison 
learners are equal in terms of background and skills. Using clustered t-tests with learners 
nested in schools, this report confirms that there are no observable statistically significant 
differences between LB and comparison learners on any sub-tests. However, average scores for 
many of the sub-tests were extremely low or were zero. For concepts about print, letter 
identification, and listening comprehension, and most used words, the four measures that did 
have an adequate amount of variation to compare learners, those in Literacy Boost schools 
have statistically the same skills as the comparison group. Technically, this means that the 
comparison group will serve as a good indicator of how well the LB learners have progressed 
over the course of the year.  
 
Only 8 percent of all learners could identify one-half or more of their letters. All learners need 
support in learning their letters. The phonemic awareness and letter identification portions of 
Literacy Boost should be emphasized. 
 
On average, learners could read less than one in ten most used words. While helping learners 
master their letter recognition, Literacy Boost should also help learners use their knowledge of 
letters in order to improve their ability to read single words. 
 
In this baseline report are suggested benchmarks which are intended as goals for learners to 
reach at the end of the school year. As an initial goal for Literacy Boost, children should be 
performing at benchmark level or better by the end of the school year.  
 
A priority should be placed on increasing the availability of books or other materials written 
specifically for children. Apart from reading materials, Literacy Boost should advocate for a 
drastic increase in all of the dimensions of the Home Literacy Environment in order to best 
support learners reading.   
 
Schools and communities in World Vision Malawi's southern Malawi ADPs clearly need 
assistance in helping their learners gain reading skills and a better education. Focusing on the 
basics of letter knowledge, phonemic awareness, and word recognition, while increasing the 
amount of print and literacy interactions in their daily lives will significantly help all learners gain 
better access to the world of reading. 
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Appendix 
 

Appendix A: Home Literacy Environment Variables by Group 

  N 
Comparison 

(N=300) 
LB 

(N=295) Sig. Diff.† 

N of Reading Material Types 595 2.81 types 2.73 types - 

Family has Reading Materials 580 93.8% 90.0% - 

Family has Textbooks 590 43.8% 41.3% - 

Family has Religious Materials 595 71.3% 73.2% - 

Family has Magazines 593 7.7% 8.9% - 

Family has Newspapers 592 22.7% 22.5% - 

Family has Story Books 593 9.7% 10.2% - 

Family has Coloring Books 593 6.0% 5.8% - 

Family has Posters 594 35.3% 31.6% - 

Family has Health Records 593 85.6% 80.6% - 

Someone at Home of Family Seen Reading 595 89.0% 87.5% - 
Someone at Home Helps Student  to 

Study 595 40.7% 45.1% - 

Someone at Home Reads to the Student 595 49.3% 51.5% - 
Someone at Home Tells the Student 

Stories 595 47.3% 48.4% - 

N of Family Seen Reading 595 2.1 persons 2.1 persons - 

N of Family that Helps Student  to Study 595 0.8 persons 0.8 persons - 

N of Family that Reads to the Student 595 0.9 persons 0.9 persons - 

 N of Family that Tells the Student Stories 595 0.9 persons 0.9 persons - 

% of Family Seen Reading 595 54.4% 49.9% - 

% of Family that Helps Student  to Study 595 19.4% 19.4% - 

% of Family that Reads to the Student 595 23.9% 22.3% - 

% of Family that Tells the Student Stories 595 23.7% 21.4% - 
† No significant differences exist between groups  
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