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				Minister’s privilege: A response to the 2023 PIRLS results

				Abstract

				This paper responds to the 2023 release of the PIRLS results, which, yet again, highlights the existing literacy crisis within the South African basic education system, affecting the entire education system from the foundational to the tertiary levels. Learners who fail to transition from decoding to comprehension by the end of Grade 3 rarely catch up, often struggle academically and eventually fail, reducing their access to socio-economic success. Despite the South African Minister of Education’s assertion that what is needed is more time, this paper uses empirical data from two studies, one conducted before PIRLS and the other after, to illustrate that learners continue to have reading levels well below expectations, both in their home languages and in English. Furthermore, teachers lack the training and knowledge needed to address these challenges, focusing on teacher-led classroom interactions and decoding at the expense of comprehension. However, evidence suggests that approaches such as learning to read, reading to learn and translanguaging may assist in facilitating reading development through extended learning, meaningful interactions, and increased learner engagement, resulting in enhanced comprehension. There is a need to strengthen teacher training, implement structured interventions, and provide resources such as coaching for teachers. Findings indicate that time alone will not resolve the issue. What is needed is a system of accountability, related reform, and appropriate interventions.

				Keywords: Foundational literacy; reading difficulties; teacher training; early grade reading assessment (EGRA); learning to read: reading to learn.

				Introduction and background

				The 2021 Progress in International Reading Literacy Study, or PIRLS, results (Spaull, 2023) Once again, South African Grade 4 learners were placed last out of 57 participating countries in reading comprehension. This disappointing outcome, while causing considerable concern, sadly reflects a consistent trend of underperformance since 2006, despite substantial government investment in education. Notably, other African nations, including Kenya, Tanzania, Ghana, Botswana, and Zimbabwe, demonstrate significantly stronger reading skills (Mullis & Martin, 2019). The differences between South Africa and these countries suggest that the quality of literacy development depends 
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				not only on a country’s socio-economic conditions but also on the coherence of its educational policy, teacher development, and instructional practice (Fullan, 2016).

				PIRLS is a large-scale, international comparative study of reading literacy achievement conducted every five years by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA). It assesses students’ reading comprehension skills and provides data to help countries improve their education systems (Iea, 2025). Ironically, in response to the 2023 release of these results, the Minister of the Department of Basic Education (DBE), Dr Angie Motshekga, told members of parliament that it was a “huge privilege” to discuss the findings. She reiterated that participation in PIRLS was for benchmarking purposes only and should not be considered a competition. Improving reading literacy is a “marathon that would take time” (PMG, 2023), and her department was finalising a strategy to improve learner reading literacy. 

				While the DBE Minister advocated for a long-term approach, the current government has overseen educational policy for over three decades, and the disappointing PIRLS results highlighted the protracted persistence of literacy challenges in South Africa (Smart et al., 2020). The need for more time seems incongruent with the increased need for responsibility, accountability, and the implementation of effective literacy-teaching methodologies (Meterlerkamp, 2023).

				This paper investigates the ongoing literacy challenges in the early foundation grades in South Africa and the implications for reading development and academic progression. Drawing on EGRA reading data from studies conducted in Grades 2 and 3 in the English, SiSwati, and isiZulu languages, the paper explores how foundational literacy deficits continue to affect learners’ academic performance across educational levels, including tertiary education. This has been the case since 1994 (Macdonald, 1990; Macdonald, 2002). The paper further assesses the contributions of approaches such as learning to read, reading to learn, and translanguaging in multilingual education contexts. In addition, it argues that benchmarking data, such as the PIRLS, provide a valuable opportunity to identify systemic weaknesses in literacy development and inform future policy interventions (PMG, 2023). 

				Theoretical literature review

				Drawing on several key theoretical frameworks, this article highlights the state of reading instruction and the persistent foundational literacy challenges across educational levels in South Africa, using the 2023 PIRLS results as a lens. It also explores the theoretical underpinnings of an approach that could address these challenges, particularly the gap between decoding and comprehension (Steinke & Wildsmith-Cromarty, 2019). The reading-to-learn (RtL) approach, developed by David Rose (Acevedo et al., 2023), offers a promising solution to this literacy crisis. It is deeply rooted in Halliday’s systemic functional grammar (SFG) and Martin’s genre approaches (Halliday, 1985, Martin, 2017). These frameworks, along with principles from Bernstein (2020) and Vygotsky (1978), provide a robust theoretical basis for understanding and improving literacy development. 

				Despite the National Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement, or CAPS (DBE, 2011) emphasising communicative language teaching in South Africa, many classrooms still use rote learning. As a result, learners can only ‘bark at print’ or recite but not comprehend what they have learnt (Pretorius, 2002). The problem has several roots, including a lack of focus on reading comprehension in pre-service teacher training (Van Den Berg & Klapwijk, 2020), the failures of past education reforms, such as Outcomes Based Education (OBE), 
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				and the complexities of teaching in a multilingual country where the languages of instruction (LoTL) are after Grade 3 their first language (L1) but either English or Afrikaans (Govender & Hugo, 2018).

				The original intention of this transition from L1 to English or Afrikaans was to support greater access to higher education within an English-dominant academic paradigm and to expand economic participation (Mudau, 2019). In addition, many parents prefer English-medium education due to its perceived socio-economic value (Mudau, 2019). However, the results show that this transition occurs before many learners have developed sufficient reading comprehension or academic language proficiency in their L1. The consequence is in a significant decline in learners’ reading comprehension skills during the intermediate phases, as they are expected to engage with complex academic texts in English whilst not being fully proficient in the language (Pretorius & Spaull, 2016). Thus, this approach to multilingualism and language of learning and teaching (LoLT) continues to hinder the development of reading skills in South African education. Many learners struggle with reading in both their home language and in English, undermining the theory that learners transfer language and literacy skills acquired in their L1 to new languages learnt (Makalela, 2018).

				This situation has been compounded by the lack of reading benchmarks in indigenous languages (Spaull et al., 2020). However, there is a tool that helps teachers gain insight into learners’ reading abilities and make informed instructional decisions about their reading instruction. The Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) helps teachers identify learners’ strengths and areas requiring improvement. It offers a more nuanced view of the underlying issues affecting learners’ literacy levels (West & Kersop, 2025). The EGRA is a set of assessments that measure various literacy skills in the foundation grades, including comprehension, phonological awareness, letter-sound knowledge, and oral reading fluency. While initially only available in English, the assessments are now available in some indigenous languages, including isiZulu, Afrikaans, Xhosa, and SiSwati (West & Kersop, 2025, USAID, 2009). 

				Literacy development is a broad concept that involves not only understanding the written word but also expressing thoughts through writing effectively and contextually to communicate and learn. It encompasses reading, writing, and skills such as listening, speaking, problem-solving, and critical thinking (Spaull & Pretorius, 2019). While not identical, the concepts of reading and literacy are closely related. Reading is a complex skill that involves decoding, comprehension, fluency, and motivation, all happening simultaneously. The goal of interacting with a text is to enable comprehension and meaning-making. While reading, the reader relies on context, preferred reading strategies, prior knowledge, the ability to make predictions, and the ability to draw various types of inferences (Wang et al., 2018). 

				However, although it is the integration of all aspects of the reading process that leads to comprehension, reading teachers often tend to emphasise phonics and decoding, with ‘choralised chanting’ remaining a feature of many classrooms (Hoadley, 2017). Meaningful classroom interaction or dialogue is limited, with learner agency, critical thinking skills and vocabulary attribution severely restricted. (Steinke & Wildsmith-Cromarty, 2019). Even though decoding is important, in itself, it is not sufficient to lead learners to comprehension. This pattern of teacher-controlled classrooms leads to rote learning rather than teaching concepts and encouraging learner participation (Hoadley, 2017). While faithfully following the CAPS policy, many teachers’ inability to facilitate meaningful interaction, or to introduce a scaffolded 
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				interaction cycle as per the RtL approach (Nkosi, 2011, Spaull & Hoadley, 2017). As a result, they adopt the ‘chanted responses’ approach, which creates the illusion that learning is taking place, yet learners still struggle to read for meaning (Stoffelsma & Van Charldorp, 2020). Although it is generally accepted that learners should be able to read for meaning by the end of the foundation phase (Spaull & Pretorius, 2019) in practice, explicit reading instruction often ends after Grade 3. From Grade 4 onwards, students are usually provided with textbooks and expected to learn from reading (Maton et al., 2020). 

				Ultimately, low literacy levels, poor reading and writing skills formed at the basic schooling level, carry over to higher education level as many students entering university in South Africa do not appear to have developed much beyond basic reading skills, and underscores the critical importance of the early and foundation grades for literacy acquisition (Spaull & Pretorius, 2019, Bertram et al., 2022).Studies conducted at South African HEIs that used the RtL pedagogy as an intervention have highlighted the alarmingly low literacy levels among university students and students’ unpreparedness to enter higher education institutions in general knowledge and academic literacy. A study by Wildsmith-Cromarty and Steinke (2014) report on a student in the 2014 cohort with a reading level equivalent to Grade 3, while interviews conducted with undergraduate students at several universities in South Africa found that students did not consider reading a valued or beneficial skill (O’Shea et al., 2019). 

				It is clear that tertiary institutions are the inheritors of deficiencies in school literacy teaching, as learners are generally ill-equipped to transition to university (Millin & Millin, 2015). 

				2.1	Reading to learn

				In 2022, a study was conducted using three case studies with first-year biology students, biochemistry honours students, and postgraduate education students at the University of KwaZulu-Natal. The aim was to determine whether the RtL pedagogy could benefit students’ ability to comprehend and rewrite texts. The findings indicated that the use of the RtL explicit teaching and scaffolding approach supported students’ comprehension, ability to paraphrase, reconstruct texts, and actively engage with disciplinary texts (Bertram et al., 2022).

				The RtL tool was developed in Australia to assist Aboriginal learners and integral to Halliday’s SFG, approaches language as a social tool for creating meaning within specific contexts (Martin, 2017). It emphasises that understanding language requires considering the ‘field’ (topic and context), the ‘tenor’ (social relationships), and the ‘mode’ (communication method). All three factors shape how meaning is made and are crucial for effective communication (Halliday, 1985, Derewianka & Jones, 2016). Important foundational principles of RtL include engagement, collaborative learning, and the development of metacognition, all of which foster strong reading comprehension skills (Bertram et al., 2022). 

				The RtL framework employs a six-stage cycle that mirrors the supportive interaction between a parent and a child during shared reading (O’Madagain & Tomasello, 2021): 1) preparing before reading (activating prior knowledge and setting a purpose); 2) detailed reading (strategic reading and note-taking); 3) preparing before writing (discussing and analysing, organising ideas); 4) joint reconstruction (collaborative writing and peer review); 5) individual reconstruction (independent writing, revising, and editing); and 6) independent writing (finalising, sharing, and reflecting). 
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				Building on SFG, the genre approach (often called genre-based pedagogy) emphasises teaching effective writing within specific social and cultural contexts. Like SFG, it recognises the importance of field, tenor, and mode in understanding texts. The genre approach contends that narratives serve various purposes, such as entertaining, informing, or persuading, and exploring these purposes develops critical thinking and communication skills (Rose & Martin, 2017).

				Research suggests that RtL can be effective in teaching reading across different subjects and grade levels, including higher education and has been implemented in countries like Australia (Rose, 2018), Sweden (Acevedo et al., 2023), and South Africa (Barends & Reddy, 2024); Hong Kong and Colombia (Bertram et al., 2022). It is also claimed that R2L can significantly improve reading skills much faster than typical learning rates. A key element of R2L is its scaffolded interaction cycle, which creates meaningful interactions that assist learners in understanding texts (Acevedo et al., 2023). 

				2.2	Read to learn the interaction pattern

				A traditional initiation-response-feedback (IRF) classroom interaction sequence starts with a teacher-led question. The student provides an expected answer, and the teacher provides limited feedback in the form of an evaluative response indicating whether the learner’s answer is correct (Dong & Liu, 2020). Whereas the teacher’s initial interaction often takes the form of closed questions, meaningful interaction refers to an initiation-response discourse that aims to facilitate learning rather than rote responses that do not necessarily indicate learning. A meaningful interaction that includes extended open questions will promote a scaffolded interaction cycle in which the learner is prepared for a successful response (Steinke & Wildsmith-Cromarty, 2019). The teacher provides feedback on the learner’s answer by extending the question with WH-questions (who, what, where, when, why, which, whose), elaborating on it, and sharing knowledge related to the text. In addition, responses within this scaffolded interaction cycle are positive and affirming, whereas traditional classroom interaction may emphasise the negative, particularly when the learner’s answer is ‘wrong’. This interaction cycle and RtL itself are specifically designed to allow weaker students to catch up and to relax the pacing and sequencing of content and curriculum (Tough, 1977). Thus, a skilled teacher’s pedagogical content knowledge, informed by RtL and accompanying theory, guides both the interaction and the activity to extend learning.

				Tomasello refers to this as ‘joint attention’ (O’Madagain & Tomasello, 2021). Developed in infancy through the close bond between child and caregiver, learning becomes a cultural process in which the capable mentor or ‘other’ actively guides the child’s attention through an exchange of shared information, emotion, and language (Vygotsky, 1978, Mercer, 2019). Given LoLT’s significant role in literacy development, translanguaging also benefits classroom interaction (Conteh, 2018). Translanguaging aligns with RtL in both principles and practice, for example, by allowing students to draw upon their existing knowledge and resources, e.g., learners’ home language. Using a language they are familiar with facilitates a deeper understanding of textual elements before the reader accesses the text, allowing them to interact with each other and understand essential concepts (Prilutskaya, 2021). However, the effectiveness of RtL depends on teachers’ understanding of its underlying pedagogical principles and the quality of its implementation. Thus, outcomes could vary depending on the context and consistency of its application.
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				While the RtL tool emphasises scaffolding, structured pedagogical programmes (SPPs) such as the Early Grade Reading Study (EGRS) and the NECT’s Primary School Reading Improvement Programme (PSRIP) focus on core methodologies and weekly, day-by-day routines, learner-teacher materials such as scripted lesson plans, resource packs, worksheets, ‘Big Books’, curriculum planners, trackers and assessments. These tools are aimed at structuring how teachers use their time in the classroom and ultimately assist teachers in gradually acclimatising to new classroom practices while being mentored and coached (Chetty et al., 2019; Motilal & Fleisch, 2020; DBE, 2023). SPPs’ tight pacing is aimed at ensuring curriculum coverage, improving reading instruction, and assisting learners in attaining the expected reading thresholds (Hoadley & Boyd, 2022). Ultimately, both RtL and SPPs share the same goal of strengthening reading development.

				Methodology 

				This paper analyses two studies conducted in South African primary schools in 2019 and 2023, focusing on reading instruction and learner literacy levels. The goal is to explore whether targeted interventions and effective teacher training are essential for improving foundational literacy, not just through time.

				3.1	Study One: KwaZulu-Natal

				This 2019 study explored how learners transition from decoding to comprehension in Grades 3 and 4, with a focus on Grade 3 isiZulu lessons in two schools in disadvantaged areas of KwaZulu-Natal. Using a mixed-methods parallel-convergent design, data were collected via quantitative EGRA assessments and the Facilitative Orientation to Reading Teaching (FORT) observation instrument (Hoadley, 2005, Spada & Fröhlich, 1995). This was combined with qualitative teacher interviews and classroom observations. Eight teachers with large classes (35-45 learners) participated; two teachers’ lessons in both English and isiZulu were video-recorded to compare teaching practices across languages. Data analysis involved statistical and thematic methods, linking classroom practice to literacy development, with assessments in English and isiZulu. Limitations included limited sample sizes and time constraints, which make it challenging to generalise findings.

				3.2	Study Two: Mpumalanga

				In 2023, in a high-density Mpumalanga suburb, a similar mixed-methods approach examined reading difficulties among Grade 2 and 3 learners. Four teachers, their learners, and the principal participated. Quantitative data included questionnaires on teacher demographics, perceptions, and EGRA assessments in English and SiSwati, with subtests in English (West & Kersop, 2025). Qualitative data from semi-structured interviews were thematically analysed, while quantitative data were analysed using Excel. Limitations included small sample sizes and COVID-19-related logistical issues.

				In a comparative analysis, the findings from the two studies were set side by side, over time and across contexts, to present a broader picture of ongoing literacy challenges and the possibilities for intervention. Areas of focus were learner reading outcomes, the LoLT, classroom teaching practice, and the various approaches to the teaching of reading. In addition, both similarities and dissimilarities were identified and analysed in relation to the existing research on the development of literacy, teaching practice, and educational reform. 
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				To ensure transparency and rigour, findings from both studies were first compared and analysed, then interpreted in light of the existing literacy research. The focus was on recurring patterns in reading instruction, learners’ literacy outcomes, and classroom teaching practice. Only where findings were supported by both the studies and the existing literature were conclusions drawn.

				Both studies obtained ethical approval from the ethics committee of the North-West University (Ref: NWU-00254-15-A2) and the University of Mpumalanga (Ref: UMP/Dube/MEd/2021), respectively. Both adhered to South Africa’s POPIA (Protection of Personal Information Act), ensuring participant anonymity, informed consent, and secure data storage. The intention is to examine these studies according to time and context, thus deepening understanding of reading instruction and literacy challenges within the education system.

				Findings and discussion 

				The selected findings from the two relevant studies are presented here. The 2019 study involved two teachers using the RtL approach alongside CAPS to teach reading, both teaching in English and isiZulu, with 17 years of experience each. T1 taught in an English-medium school where students had been learning English since Grade 1, though their home language was isiZulu. T5 is taught in an isiZulu-medium school where learners switch to English as LoLT from Grade 4 onwards. T1’s learners had no previous RtL instruction in grades 1 and 2, which is significant as RtL tends to be more effective when supported across teachers (Acevedo et al., 2023). T5’s class had RtL from Grade 1, as her school supported and implemented the approach. Both teachers received extra training and were compared with teachers who used only CAPS in the main study to see whether additional RtL training made a difference in reading instruction. The 2023 study, conducted in a different context, investigated learning reading difficulties. This paper utilises EGRA assessment data from this project for Grade 2s and 3s to measure current reading levels, examine subset-skill data, and investigate the strategies teachers employed to address their learners’ reading challenges. The 2019 data is presented below.

				4.1	Study 1: 2019

				In the first study, the question asked was whether teachers in the bilingual lessons differed in their teaching styles; LoLT and the use of the RtL approach (see Appendix A). The detailed data comparing the teaching practices of teachers T1 and T5 across English and isiZulu lessons are provided below as a summary, highlighting key differences and similarities observed during their classroom practice (see Appendix A).

				4.1.1	Discussion on FORT Data for T1 and T5: English and isiZulu

				Participant T1 taught five English and four isiZulu lessons, while T5 taught four English and two isiZulu. Though the lessons were limited, they showed how T1 and T5 adapted creatively in their teaching. For example, a learner-led concert promoted oral skills and cultural engagement. Unlike the CAPS-only teachers in the study, who relied on repetition, rote learning, and decoding, T1 and T5 emphasised sustained reading, fluency, and meaningful interaction. They tailored their teaching to students’ needs, such as focusing on pronunciation and oral fluency for English learners. This approach resulted in greater learner engagement, especially in English lessons, with a higher overall engagement in isiZulu lessons, suggesting that mother tongue instruction may be more comfortable and beneficial for learners. The 
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				judicious use of code-switching or, more recently, translanguaging could thus be beneficial in helping learners overcome language challenges (Henning, 2025). 

				In addition, transcripts of teachers’ lessons (see Appendix A) indicate that each teacher used a variety of teaching strategies and activities. However, both were able to adjust their teaching to learners’ needs, demonstrating the RtL framework as flexible and adaptable. Despite these benefits, overall, the classroom practice remained largely teacher-led with limited student agency. Additionally, even though T1 and T5’s learners had higher initial reading levels, especially in English, possibly due to the use of the Rt approach in the school since Grade 1, post-study reading scores in both languages showed limited progress across all eight teachers, indicating that home language instruction and extra teacher training alone may not be enough to move learners from decoding to comprehension (Draper & Spaull, 2015). Data from the EGRA assessments for both teachers are presented below (see Appendices B and C).

				4.1.2	EGRA assessment data T1 and T5

				The EGRA assessment data are provided for three tracked learners in T1 and four tracked learners in T5 (see Appendix B), as well as a table of reading fluency and comprehension tests for 38 learners in T5’s class (see Appendix C). Pre- and post-reading fluency and comprehension assessment results for isiZulu and English are included in the tracked learner data. Limited data are provided here due to space constraints; the complete results are available from the authors). The tracked learners were chosen in consultation with both teacher/s and included learners from the stronger, middle, and weaker reading groups.

				4.1.3	Discussion T1 – English and isiZulu comprehension and fluency: Tracked learners

				This group contained three tracked learners (see Appendix B). Learner 3 was initially a strong English reader, with 100% comprehension, but her isiZulu reading was below standard at 20 words correct per minute (wcpm) and 60% comprehension. Learners 10 and 23 scored lower in English and could not read isiZulu at all. Post-assessments showed some improvement in English, and isiZulu reading increased somewhat but remained considerably below expected levels, which is concerning given that isiZulu is the L1 of these learners. A presentation and discussion of T5 isiZulu and English reading data for fluency and comprehension follows.

				4.1.4	Discussion T5 – English and isiZulu comprehension and fluency: Tracked learners

				The tracked data is presented for four learners (see Appendix B). Three of the four learners scored considerably below the expected benchmark for isiZulu and English fluency. English scores were not much higher, with only one learner reaching the benchmark. Learner 38 could not read a single word in either English or isiZulu, and so his test was discontinued. There were gains in both isiZulu and English, even for Learner 38, post-study, but all with one exception remained below the expected benchmarks. The strongest learner, Learner 7, showed a drop in English fluency post-assessment. Interestingly, despite slow reading speeds and fluency challenges, the comprehension of these tracked learners was high in English and relatively high in isiZulu, indicating understanding. 

				Initially, T5’s students had higher scores than T1 in isiZulu reading fluency and comprehension, likely because they were taught in their home language. However, other 
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				studies in South Africa show that teaching in L1 alone does not guarantee literacy skills (Draper & Spaull, 2015). Notably, T5’s school mandated RtL training for all teachers, which may demonstrate the benefits of RtL when supported across teachers and over time (Acevedo et al., 2023). A discussion of T5’s fluency and comprehension data in isiZulu for all learners in her class follows.

				4.1.5	T5: isiZulu comprehension and fluency data for 38 learners

				In the results of T5’s 30 learners for isiZulu fluency and comprehension (see Appendix C), 30 out of the 38 learners fell below the expected benchmark of 43 words a minute, which was concerning, considering, as with the four tracked learners, that they had had some three years of learning with IsiZulu as a medium of instruction. However, yet again, comprehension levels were relatively high, indicating that challenges with reading speed do not necessarily preclude comprehension (Taylor & Von Fintel, 2016). The results of the second study are as follows.

				4.2	Study 2: 2023

				The second study assessed reading difficulties among Grade 2 and 3 learners and the strategies teachers used to address them. Participants included four foundation teachers: three females with over 10 years of teaching experience and one male with less than 5 years of teaching experience. Their classes included 103 learners in Grade 2 and 125 in Grade 3. All spoke SiSwati as their L1. All had bachelor’s degrees. After initial assessments, 12 learners were tracked and given further assessments based on teacher recommendations. The study also included classroom observations, questionnaires, and interviews, but this presentation focuses on reading levels, as assessed by EGRA, and on the strategies teachers employed to mitigate reading challenges.

				4.2.1	EGRA assessment data

				EGRA evaluated comprehension, fluency, decoding, and vocabulary, conducted in English, to gauge readiness for switching to English as LoLT in Grade 4. Results (see Appendix D) showed most learners in both grades failed to meet the expected reading speeds, with many unable to read even a single word, reflecting severe fluency and decoding challenges. Comprehension scores were also very low, averaging only 0.2 out of 5. Despite teaching in their home language, learners struggled with English, highlighting issues related to BICS and CALP (Cummins, 2022). Teachers confirmed challenges with learners’ reading in SiSwati, with some learners exhibiting mother-tongue interference when reading in English (Mohammed & Amponsah, 2018), possibly stemming from weaknesses in phonological processing (Joseph et al., 2018). For example, during the assessments, learners pronounced English phonemes as if they were SiSwati, indicating that reliance on the L1 can hinder English language reading:

				The English phoneme /uː/ as in to was pronounced as [o], as in open.

				The English phoneme /ʌ/ as in up was pronounced as [uː], as in soon.

				The English phoneme /eɪ/ as in make was pronounced as [aː], as in bar.

				The English phoneme /k/ as in make was pronounced as [e], omitting the final consonant.

				The EGRA results paint a picture of struggling learners who lack foundational reading skills in both SiSwati and English. The EGRA subtests (see Appendix E) revealed critical gaps in students’ foundational reading skills. Letter-sound knowledge was weak, with the highest scorer identifying only 60 letters per minute, while many learners scored as low as 
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				six letters per minute. These results indicate poor phonics skills, which are essential for decoding words. Without strong letter-sound skills, students struggle with word recognition, which slows fluency and limits comprehension. Combining these results with fluency and comprehension data shows that literacy development is severely hindered, as fluency directly affects comprehension and working memory. Limited sight word recognition forces learners to decode most words, further slowing reading and hindering understanding. Consequently, many learners were unable to read for meaning (Spaull, 2020).

				4.2.2	Strategies used to offset reading difficulties

				Although teachers mainly used DBE workbooks as part of a national intervention, there was no prescribed reading program, and they relied on CAPS-guided strategies like word walls and total physical response activities (Hoadley, 2017). The findings suggest gaps in teacher training and understanding of effective reading instruction. Despite 17 years of experience, teachers struggled to implement strategies that promote fluency and comprehension. The limited use of resources, such as libraries and technology, highlights a disconnect between training and classroom practice (Pretorius & Klapwijk, 2016). Many teachers relied on oral drills and repetitive exercises at the expense of comprehension, thus hampering overall literacy development (Hoadley, 2005). Professional development is urgently needed to focus on effective reading strategies, comprehension, and more effective instructional methods to improve learner outcomes.

				Discussion and conclusion

				This paper has responded to the latest 2023 PIRLS results, confirming the ongoing literacy crisis in South African basic education and beyond. A review of the literature shows that this crisis is long-standing, pre-dating 1994, and continues to jeopardise learners’ access to academic and socio-economic success. The situation is compounded by factors such as poor infrastructure, limited access to print before formal schooling, and a lack of a community reading culture (Spaull & Pretorius, 2019). Unless these foundational issues are addressed, literacy levels will not improve. 

				The two studies presented, one before 2019 and one after 2023, highlight the concerning reading levels in both English and indigenous languages, as well as the strategies teachers employ. Unfortunately, many of these strategies are compromised. Teachers often rely on rote drills, chanting, and teacher-led lessons that restrict learner agency and do not prioritise comprehension (Wildsmith-Cromarty & Balfour, 2019). Evidence shows that the use of translanguaging and approaches like the RtL framework, which promote scaffolded interaction and meaningful engagement, can increase learner engagement and improve early reading levels (Rose, 2017). However, even these promising methods will have limited influence if teachers lack proper understanding and support (Wildsmith-Cromarty & Balfour, 2019). In addition, broader institutional issues, such as a lack of parental involvement and insufficient teacher training, exacerbate the problem. (Sabatini et al., 2023). These findings demonstrate that, in the long run, the situation will change given enough time. Instead, what is required is resources, teacher accountability and targeted skills development (Spaull & Pretorius, 2019). Additional time will not automatically lead to better literacy outcomes without a broader shift toward comprehensive reform across policy and practice.

			

		

	
		
			
				29

			

		

		
			
				2026 44(2): 29-36

			

		

		
			
				 https://doi.org/10.38140/pie.v44i2.9091

				
					
						[image: ]
					

				
			

		

		
			
				Steinke & Dube	Minister’s privilege: A response to the 2023 PIRLS results

			

		

		
			
				Declaration

				Statistical accuracy: The author declares that all statistical calculations and quantitative data analyses presented in this article were verified for accuracy and consistency prior to submission.

				Use of artificial intelligence: No AI tools were used during the original research or data collection. ChatGPT-4 (OpenAI, 2025) was used from April to May 2025 to proofread, improve clarity, correct parallel structure, and help organise findings based on the author’s original work.

				References

				Acevedo, C., Rose, D., & Whittaker, R. (eds.) 2023. Reading to Learn, Reading the World: How Genre-Based Literacy Pedagogy is Democratizing Education. Equinox Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1075/langct.00095.fre 

				Barends, Z. & Reddy, C. 2024. Moving beyond a balanced approach to reading instruction. In search of a contextualised alternative. South African Journal of Childhood Education, 14: 1-10. https://doi.org/10.4102/sajce.v14i1.1528.

				Bertram, C., Johnson, K. & Goldring, J. 2022. Using scaffolding academic literacy practices in tertiary classrooms: A South African case study. Critical Studies in Teaching and Learning, 10: 165-185. https://10.14426/cristal.v10i1.515.

				Cummins, J. 2022. Pedagogical translanguaging: Examining the credibility of unitary versus crosslinguistic translanguaging theory. Olbi Journal, 12: 33-55. https://doi.org/10.18192/olbij.v12i1.6073.

				Department of Basic Education (DBE), Republic of South Africa. 2011. Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement Grades 4-6: English Second Additional Language. Pretoria: Government Printing Works. http://www.education.gov.za/Portals/0/CD/National%20Curriculum%20Statements%20and%20Vocational/CAPS%20German%20SAL%20IP%20FINAL.pdf?ver=2015-06-09-112816-147.

				Derewianka, B. & Jones, P. 2016. Teaching Language in Context, New York, Oxford University Press.

				Dong, Y. & Liu, S. 2020. Dynamic features of students’ scaffolding interaction in an English writing class. Theory and Practice in Language Studies, 10: 647-656. https://doi.org/10.17507/tpls.1006.04

				Draper, K. & Spaull, N. 2015. Examining oral reading fluency among Grade 5 rural English second language (ESL) learners in South Africa: An analysis of NEEDU 2013. South African Journal of Childhood Education, 5. https://doi.org/10.4102/sajce.v5i2.390

				Fullan, M. 2016. The New Meaning of Educational Change, New York: Teachers College Press.

				Govender, R. & Hugo, A. 2018. Educators’ perceptions of the foundation phase English Home language curriculum and assessment policy statement. Per Linguam: A Journal of Language Learning, 34: 17-32. https://doi.org/10.5785/34-1-767

				Halliday, M. 1985. An Introduction to Functional Grammar, London, Edward Arnold.

				Henning, L. 2025. Teaching and Learning About Family Literacy and Family Literacy Programs. London: SAGE Publications. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429352805 

			

		

	
		
			
				30

			

		

		
			
				2026 44(2): 30-36

			

		

		
			
				 https://doi.org/10.38140/pie.v44i2.9091

				
					
						[image: ]
					

				
			

		

		
			
				Perspectives in Education	2026: 44(2)

			

		

		
			
				Hoadley, U. 2005. Social class, pedagogy and the specialisation of voice in four South African primary schools. Unpublished PhD Thesis, University of Cape Town. 

				Hoadley, U. 2017. Learning to fly: Pedagogy in the foundation phase in the context of the CAPS reform. Journal of Education: 67:13-38. http://joe.ukzn.ac.za.

				Hoadley, U. & Boyd, C. 2022. Reading instruction in South African classrooms, 2010-2020. 4th edition. In: E. Pretorius & N. Spaull, (eds.), Early Grade Reading in South Africa. Oxford University Press

				International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA). 2025. Launch of the LaNA International Report and Results. https://www.iea.nl/.

				Joseph, T., Hughes, R., Sörqvist, P. & Marsh, J. 2018. Differences in auditory distraction between adults and children: A duplex-mechanism approach. Journal of Cognition, 1: 13. https://doi.org/10.5334/joc.15.

				Makalela, L. 2018. Moving out of linguistic boxes: The effects of translanguaging strategies for multilingual classrooms. In: C. Kerfoot and A. Simon-Van den Bergen (eds.) Language in Epistemic Access. London: Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315229744 

				Martin, J. 2017. Meaning beyond the clause: Co-textual relations. Linguistics and the Human Sciences, 11: 203-235. https://doi.org/10.1558/lhs.34711.

				Maton, K., Martin, J. & Doran, Y. (eds.), 2020. Accessing Academic Discourse: Systemic Functional Linguistics and Legitimation Code Theory, London, Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429280726 

				Mercer, N. 2019. Language and the Joint Creation of Knowledge: The Selected Works of Neil Mercer, London, Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429400759 

				Metelerkamp, T. 2023. Nonprofit help2read steps in to help save a ‘lost generation. Daily Maverick 13 June 2023 .https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2023-06-13-nonprofit-help2read-steps-in-to-help-save-a-lost-generation/.

				Millin, T. & Millin, M. 2015. Scaffolding academic literacy using the Reading to Learn intervention: An evaluative study of a tertiary education context in South Africa. Per Linguam: A Journal of Language Learning, 30: 26-38. https://doi.org/10.5785/30-3-590

				Mohammed, I. & Amponsah, O. 2018. Predominant factors contributing to low reading abilities of pupils at Elsie Lund Basic School in the Tamale Metropolis, Ghana. African Educational Research Journal, 6: 273-278. https://10.30918/AERJ.64.18.071.

				Mudau, A. 2019. The choice of English as a language of learning and teaching (LOLT) in selected public primary schools of Vhembe District. Master of Arts in Linguistics, University of Venda. 

				Mullis, I.V. & Martin, M.O., 2019. PIRLS 2021 Assessment Frameworks. International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement. The Netherlands. https://pirls2021.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2019/04/P21_Frameworks.pdf

				Nkosi, Z. 2011. An exploration into the pedagogy of teaching reading in selected foundation phase isiZulu home language classes in Umlazi schools. University of KwaZulu-Natal. http://hdl.handle.net/10413/7372

			

		

	
		
			
				31

			

		

		
			
				2026 44(2): 31-36

			

		

		
			
				 https://doi.org/10.38140/pie.v44i2.9091

				
					
						[image: ]
					

				
			

		

		
			
				Steinke & Dube	Minister’s privilege: A response to the 2023 PIRLS results

			

		

		
			
				O’Shea, C., McKenna, S. & Thomson, C. 2019. ‘We throw away our books’: Students’ reading practices and identities. Linguistics and Education, 49: 1-10. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.linged.2018.11.001.

				O’Madagain, C. & Tomasello, M. 2021. Joint attention to mental content and the social origin of reasoning. Synthese, 198: 4057-4078. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-019-02327-1.

				Parliamentary Monitoring Group (PMG), 2023. PIRLS & Reading Literacy; with Minister. Basic Education National Assembly Committee web page, 23 May 2023. https://pmg.org.za/committee-meeting/37023/.

				Pretorius, E. 2002. Reading ability and academic performance in South Africa: Are we fiddling while Rome is burning? Language Matters: Studies in the Languages of Africa, 33: 169-196. https://doi.org/10.1080/10228190208566183.

				Pretorius, E. & Klapwijk, N. 2016. Reading comprehension in South African schools: Are teachers getting it, and getting it right? Per Linguam: A Journal of Language Learning, 32, 1-20. https://doi.org/10.5785/32-1-627

				Pretorius, E. & Spaull, N. 2016. Exploring relationships between oral reading fluency and reading comprehension amongst English second language readers in South Africa. Reading and Writing, 29: 1449-1471. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-18811-5_8.

				Prilutskaya, M. 2021. Examining pedagogical translanguaging: A systematic review of the literature. Languages, 6: 180. https://doi.org/10.3390/languages6040180.

				Rose, D. 2017. Evaluating the task of language learning. In: B. Miller, P. McCardle & V. Connely, Writing Development in Struggling Learners. Studies in Writing, Volume: 35. Brill. https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004346369_010

				Rose, D. 2018. Pedagogic register analysis: mapping choices in teaching and learning. Functional Linguistics, 5(3). https://10.1186/s40554-018-0053-0.

				Rose, D. & Martin, J. 2012. Learning to Write, Reading to Learn: Genre, Knowledge and Pedagogy in the Sydney School, London: Equinox.

				Sabatini, J., Mullis, I. & Martin, M. 2023. PIRLS 2026 Reading assessment framework. International Association for the Evaluation of Education Achievement (IEA). https://doi.org/10.6017/lse.tpisc.tr2103.kb5202

				Smart, B., Broadbent, A. & Combrink, H. 2020. Lockdown didn’t work in South Africa: Why it shouldn’t happen again .https://www.preventionweb.net/news/lockdown-didnt-work-south-africa-why-it-shouldnt-happen-again. https://doi.org/10.64628/AAJ.v4r7pgu3s

				Spada, N. & Fröhlich, M. 1995. COLT-Communicative Orientation of Language Teaching Observation Scheme: Coding Conventions and Applications, Sydney, National Centre for English Language Teaching and Research.

				Spaull, N. 2020. South Africa’s “Right to Read and Write”. Nic Spaull blog post. https://nicspaull.com/2021/09/13/south-africas-right-to-read-and-write/.

				Spaull, N. & Hoadley, U. 2017. Getting reading right: Building firm foundations. In: L. Jamieson, L. Berry, & L. Lake L (eds). South African Child Gauge 2017. Cape Town, Children’s Institute, University of Cape Town. https://ci.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/content_migration/health_uct_ac_za/533/files/Child_Gauge_2017-Getting_reading_right-Building_firm_foundations.pdf

			

		

	
		
			
				32

			

		

		
			
				2026 44(2): 32-36

			

		

		
			
				 https://doi.org/10.38140/pie.v44i2.9091

				
					
						[image: ]
					

				
			

		

		
			
				Perspectives in Education	2026: 44(2)

			

		

		
			
				Spaull, N. & Pretorius, E. 2019. Still falling at the first hurdle: Examining early grade reading in South Africa. In N. Spaull, & J. Jansen, J. (eds), South African Schooling: The Enigma of Inequality. Springer Nature. Cham, Switzerland. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-18811-5

				Spaull, N., Pretorius, E. & Mohohlwane, N. 2020. Investigating the comprehension iceberg: Developing empirical benchmarks for early-grade reading in agglutinating African languages. South African Journal of Childhood Education, 10: 1-14. https://hdl.handle.net/10520/EJC-1f9739611e. https://doi.org/10.4102/sajce.v10i1.773

				Steinke, K. & Wildsmith-Cromarty, R. 2019. Securing the fort: Capturing reading pedagogy in the Foundation Phase. Per Linguam: A Journal of Language Learning, 35: 29-58. https://doi.org/10.5785/35-3-806

				Stoffelsma, L. & Van Charldorp, T. 2020. A closer look at the interactional construction of choral responses in South African township schools. Linguistics and Education, 58: 100829. https://repository.ubn.ru.nl/handle/2066/232167. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.linged.2020.100829

				Taylor, S. & Von Fintel, M. 2016. Estimating the impact of language of instruction in South African primary schools: A fixed effects approach. Economics of Education Review, 50: 75-89. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2016.01.003.

				Tough, J. 1977. Talking and Learning, London, Ward Lock Educational.

				U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID). 2009. Early Grade Reading Assessment Toolkit: 30 March 2009. Research Triangle Institute. https://s3.amazonaws.com/inee-assets/resources/EGRA_Toolkit_Mar09.pdf.

				Van Den Berg, L. & Klapwijk, N. 2020. The impact of second-language storybook reading on the vocabulary acquisition of Grade 1 Learners. Language Matters, 51: 63-85. https://doi.org/10.1080/10228195.2019.1657488.

				Vygotsky, L. 1978. Mind in Society: The Development of Higher Psychological Processes, Cambridge, M.A., Harvard.

				Wang, Z., Sabatini, J., O’Reilly, T. & Weeks, J. 2018. Decoding and reading comprehension: A test of the decoding threshold hypothesis. Journal of Educational Psychology, 111(3), 387-401. https://doi.org/10.1037/edu0000302

				West, J. & Kersop, E. 2025. Teachers’ perceptions about the implementation of early grade reading assessment. Reading and Writing-Journal of the Literacy Association of South Africa, 16: 580. https://doi.org/10.4102/RW.v16i1.580

				Wildsmith-Cromarty, R. & Balfour, R. 2019. Language learning and teaching in South African primary schools. Language Teaching, 52: 296-317. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261444819000181 

			

		

	
		
			
				33

			

		

		
			
				2026 44(2): 33-36

			

		

		
			
				 https://doi.org/10.38140/pie.v44i2.9091

				
					
						[image: ]
					

				
			

		

		
			
				Steinke & Dube	Minister’s privilege: A response to the 2023 PIRLS results

			

		

		
			
				Appendices

				Appendix A:	Classroom data for T1 and T5

				
					Aspect

				

				
					T1 Data

				

				
					T5 Data

				

				
					Lessons recorded

				

				
					5 English, 4 isiZulu (RtL)

				

				
					4 English, 2 isiZulu (RtL)

				

				
					English lesson foci

				

				
					Creating knowledge, inferential comprehension, open questions, and information requests (extended interaction).

				

				
					Reading fluency, spelling, punctuation, silent reading, a higher rate of prompting and discipline.

				

				
					Isizulu lesson Foci

				

				
					Phonemic awareness, oral fluency, pronunciation, choral responses, and a higher rate of instruction, possibly reflecting the fact that the learners have had their Grade 1 and 2 years with English as a medium of instruction, plus the teacher places her focus on these areas.

				

				
					Learner-led concert, sustained reading, fewer interaction types, and more explanations from the teacher.

				

				
					Learner-teacher interaction

				

				
					Provided limited feedback to the teacher in English; more physical engagement observed from students in isiZulu lessons than in English, possibly as a result of IsiZulu being their home language.

				

				
					Limited responses from learners in isiZulu; more physical engagement due to a learner-led concert; higher response to teacher cues that T1.

				

				
					Teacher-student interaction

				

				
					High levels of teacher talk across languages; limited code-switching

				

				
					Higher teacher talk across languages; fewer discourse categories in isiZulu; more instruction and explanations in English; more code-switching, presumably to assist students in understanding concepts in the relevant language.

				

				
					Management style

				

				
					Same across both

				

				
					Same, slightly more prompting/disciplines in English

				

				
					EGRA findings

				

				
					Strong initial English scores, with limited gains post-study.

				

				
					A strong initial English reading foundation, but limited isiZulu reading gains post-study.

				

				
					Isizulu lesson focus (Transcript)

				

				
					Phonemic awareness, pronunciation

				

				
					Reading fluency via sustained reading activity

				

				
					Isizulu discourse events

				

				
					More open questions, choral responses, and a higher level of engagement from learners

				

				
					Focus on sustained reading, active participation, and teacher prompts/support.
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				Appendix B:	Data for tracked Grade 3 learners

				T1 data for three tracked learners

				
					Tracked Learner No.

				

				
					Pre-Study Assessment English – (wcpm 71-92) & isiZulu (wcpm 43) Comprehension & Fluency

				

				
					Post-Study Assessment English – (wcpm 71-92) & isiZulu (wcpm 43) Comprehension & Fluency

				

				
					3

				

				
					89 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 5/5

				

				
					20 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 3/5

				

				
					106 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 5/5

				

				
					36 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 3/5

				

				
					10

				

				
					47 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 2/5

				

				
					0

				

				
					86 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 4/5

				

				
					3 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 3/4

				

				
					23

				

				
					30 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 2/5

				

				
					0

				

				
					77 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 4/5

				

				
					17 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 5/5

				

				T5 data for four tracked learners

				
					T5 - Tracked Learner No.

				

				
					Pre-Study Assessment isiZulu – April, 2016 (wcpm 43) & English (wcpm 71-92) Comprehension & Fluency

				

				
					Post-Study Assessment isiZulu – April, 2017 (wcpm 43) & English (wcpm 71-92) Comprehension & Fluency

				

				
					7

				

				
					43 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 5/5

				

				
					76 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 4/5

				

				
					55 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 5/5

				

				
					62 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 5/5

				

				
					30

				

				
					21 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 5/5

				

				
					31 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 1/3

				

				
					26 wcpm; 5/5 Comprehension Score = 5/5

				

				
					47 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 2/4

				

				
					32

				

				
					19 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 5/5

				

				
					34 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 3/3

				

				
					23 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 5/5

				

				
					45 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 3/5

				

				
					38

				

				
					Discontinued

				

				
					Discontinued

				

				
					9 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 3/3

				

				
					8 wcpm; Comprehension Score = 2/3

				

				Appendix C:	T5 – isiZulu comprehension & fluency: Learners grouped into performance bands

				
					Fluency Band (wcpm)

				

				
					Number of Learners

				

				
					Average Comprehension (/5)

				

				
					Comprehension Range

				

				
					45–51

				

				
					4

				

				
					4.25

				

				
					3/5

				

				
					40–44

				

				
					3

				

				
					4.67

				

				
					4/5

				

				
					30–39

				

				
					8

				

				
					4.5

				

				
					2/5

				

				
					20–29

				

				
					15

				

				
					4.0

				

				
					2/5

				

				
					10–19

				

				
					8

				

				
					3.5

				

				
					3/5

				

				
					0 (Discontinued)

				

				
					1

				

				
					–

				

				
					–
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				Appendix D:	Reading comprehension and fluency results, Grades 2 and 3

				Grade 2A

				
					Performance band

				

				
					Wcpm range

				

				
					Number of learners

				

				
					Typical comprehension score

				

				
					High fluency

				

				
					31+

				

				
					2

				

				
					0/3

				

				
					Moderate fluency

				

				
					15–30

				

				
					6

				

				
					0/1

				

				
					Low fluency

				

				
					1–14

				

				
					2

				

				
					0

				

				
					Discontinued (0 WCPM)

				

				
					0

				

				
					39

				

				
					0

				

				Grade 2B

				
					Performance band

				

				
					Wcpm range

				

				
					Number of learners

				

				
					Typical comprehension score

				

				
					High fluency

				

				
					31+

				

				
					3

				

				
					1/5

				

				
					Moderate fluency

				

				
					15–30

				

				
					8

				

				
					0/2

				

				
					Low fluency

				

				
					1–14

				

				
					7

				

				
					0

				

				
					Discontinued (0 WCPM)

				

				
					0

				

				
					22

				

				
					0

				

				Grade 3A

				
					Performance band

				

				
					Wcpm range

				

				
					Number of learners

				

				
					Typical comprehension score

				

				
					High fluency

				

				
					41+

				

				
					7

				

				
					1/4

				

				
					Moderate fluency

				

				
					15–40

				

				
					8

				

				
					1/3

				

				
					Low fluency

				

				
					1–14

				

				
					8

				

				
					0/2

				

				
					Discontinued (0 WCPM)

				

				
					0

				

				
					27

				

				
					0

				

				Grade 3B

				
					Performance band

				

				
					Wcpm range

				

				
					Number of learners

				

				
					Typical comprehension score

				

				
					High fluency

				

				
					41+

				

				
					4

				

				
					2/3

				

				
					Moderate fluency

				

				
					15–40

				

				
					10

				

				
					0/2

				

				
					Low fluency

				

				
					1–14

				

				
					15

				

				
					0/2

				

				
					Discontinued (0 WCPM)

				

				
					0

				

				
					25

				

				
					0
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				Appendix E:	EGRA subtest results for Grades 2 and 3 
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