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				The second language paradox: Bridging policy and pedagogy using results from large-scale assessment studies

				Abstract

				The racialised history of South African education, rooted in colonial and apartheid policies, has deliberately marginalised indigenous languages while privileging English and Afrikaans. This legacy still shapes current educational inequities. Despite post-apartheid policies that mandate mother-tongue instruction in the foundation phase, a large percentage of learners continue to demonstrate low levels of language proficiency. The gap between policy intent and classroom reality can be attributed to historical inequities, the perceived economic benefits of English, and assessment systems that prioritise performance and curriculum coverage over learning. Collectively, these factors create what we term the second language paradox. This paradox poses core challenges for improving teaching and learning in the Foundation phase. However, teachers and education officials lack targeted information to identify and address specific learning and teaching challenges. Without this information, appropriate classroom decisions and informed system interventions cannot be adequately made. To address this gap, this paper argues for a shift in how assessment results are reported, from percentage and scale-score reporting to performance-level reporting systems that provide detailed information on what learners know and can do. The study draws on secondary analysis of Grade 3 reading data from the South African Systemic Evaluation Study, conducted in 2022 on a nationally representative sample of schools. Using an exemplar from an anonymised district, the paper demonstrates how performance-level reporting provides more actionable insights for identifying and addressing the challenges faced by second-language learners across diverse contexts. The paper concludes with key recommendations to strengthen the use of performance-level reporting for addressing policy and practice constraints that undermine teaching and learning quality in South African schools. 

				Keywords: Foundation phase, language of learning and teaching, language paradox, large-scale assessment studies, performance levels, reading literacy

				Background

				Despite post-apartheid policies mandating mother-tongue instruction in the foundation phase, large-scale assess-ment studies (LSAS) consistently show that a substantial 
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				proportion of South African learners demonstrate low levels of reading proficiency (DBE, 2024b; Govender & Hugo, 2020). The disconnect between policy intent and classroom reality reflects what this paper terms the second language paradox. In practice, this paradox is shaped by several reinforcing practices that have driven widespread adoption of English as the language of learning and teaching. These include the dominant performativity regimes that impact schools (Badal, 2024), parent perceptions of the socio-economic advantages of English proficiency (Venketsamy & Miller, 2021), and enduring historical inequities (Muyambi & Ahiaku, 2025). At the system level, the consequences for learning and teaching in the Foundation phase are well documented, yet education officials, school leaders, and teachers continue to lack the targeted, actionable information needed to respond effectively (Carter et al., 2024; Mtshali & Mashiya, 2022; Pretorius & Klapwijk, 2016). Surprisingly, this information gap has persisted for over three decades, despite 148 LSAS having been conducted at the district, provincial, and national levels (Kanjee, 2024). Example of these LSAS include the annual national assessments, the mother-tongue bilingual basic education (MTbBE) and the General Education Certificate (GEC) tests administered by the Department of Basic Education (DBE). At the international level, South Africa has also participated in following LSAS: seven cycles of the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), four cycles of the Southern and East African Consortium for Monitoring Education Quality (SEACMEQ), and four cycles of the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS).

				Notwithstanding the potential value of these LSAS for monitoring system functioning and learner performance, the use of information from the studies to address teaching and learning challenges has been limited. In particular, these studies have had minimal impact on informing decision-making aimed at improving equity and quality within the schooling system. This is not surprising given that two key enduring challenges have yet to be adequately addressed. First, the reporting of LSAS results has focused mostly on learner performance, with limited information to support decisions for identifying and solving learning and teaching challenges. Secondly, there is little in-depth analysis of the reliability and validity of these studies. As a result, it is unclear how much their results actually help improve education policy and practice. 

				1.1	Reporting results from large-scale assessment studies 

				A review of results from several LSAS implemented over the last three decades reveals a consistent pattern. Learners whose home language differs from the language of learning, teaching and assessment (LoLTA) at their school perform at substantially lower levels than those taught in their home language (DBE, 2024b; Govender & Hugo, 2020). The findings, presented in Table 1, drawn from three different South African Systemic Evaluation studies (DoE, 2001; DoE, 2005; DBE, 2024b) and the 2023 TIMSS (DBE, 2024e), reveal that this disadvantage is not confined to a single subject, grade, or time period. However, it is a pervasive and persistent feature of the South African education system. 
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				Table 1:	Home language advantage of SA learners reported since 2000 

				Additional analysis reported using the 2023 TIMSS results, disaggregated by home language frequency and learner performance, reinforces this association (see Figure 1). Grade 5 learners who always speak the test language at home scored an average of 405 in Mathematics and 376 in Science, compared to 294 and 214, respectively, for those who never speak it at home, revealing gaps of 111 and 162 points. At Grade 9, the findings disaggregated by learners’ use of the language of learning and teaching at home are particularly striking. Learners who always speak the LoLTA at home scored 438 in Mathematics and 439 in Science, compared to 371 and 318, respectively, for those who never do, showing differences of 67 and 121 points. While these data do not establish a causal relationship, the consistency of the pattern across grades and subjects suggests that language alignment is a significant correlate of academic performance in the South African context.
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				Figure 1:	Grade 5 and 9 TIMSS results by learner usage of test language at home

				Source:	DBE, 2024e

				1.2	Insufficient scrutiny of reliability and validity 

				A further and related concern is that findings from LSAS in South Africa have largely been accepted without critical scrutiny of their reliability, validity, or the interpretive consequences of how results are reported (Kanjee, 2024). The most striking example is the widely quoted finding from the 2021 PIRLS study that “81% of South African Grade 4 learners cannot read for meaning”. This statistic has shaped public discourse and driven significant policy responses. However, it rests on data that both the 2021 PIRLS international report (Mullis et al., 2023) and South Africa’s national report (DBE, 20223) have formally acknowledged as unreliable. The international report explicitly notes “reservations about reliability because the percentage of students with achievement too low for estimation exceeds 25%” while also acknowledging that “South Africa continued investigating its PIRLS 2021 results at the time of publication” (Mullis et al., 2023, p. 23), a caveat that has been almost absent from public, media, and policy discourse on the finding. Moreover, the national report noted that the data were collected during the COVID-19 pandemic and cautioned readers about interpreting the South African results (DBE, 2023). 

				To determine the implications of the reliability reservations for the South African results, the DBE commissioned an international technical advisory group (TAG) to investigate the impact of the 2021 PIRLS results (DBE, 2024d). The TAG identified three structural problems that compound the reliability concerns. First, a fundamental curriculum mismatch where PIRLS passages average between 500 and 800 words (Mullis & Martin, 2019), whereas the National Curriculum Statements, popularly known as CAPS (Curriculum and Policy Statements), specify reading texts of only 100–150 words for Grade 4 English First Additional Language learners and 150–200 words for English Home Language learners (DBE, 2011b). In practice, the difficulty level for most Grade 4 learners was so far removed from their curriculum experience that meaningful measurement was effectively impossible. 
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				Second, an anomalous testing condition where Grade 4 learners were assessed in their mother tongue at the end of a year in which they had been taught to read in English or Afrikaans. In practice, the assessment simultaneously measured reading ability and second-language proficiency, two constructs that cannot be disentangled under these conditions. Third, potential item bias, which indicates that 25% of PIRLS items (67 of 268) were flagged for differential item functioning across South African language groups (Rutkowski & Lahoud, 2024). In practice, this indicated that learners of similar ability had unequal chances of answering correctly, depending on their language background, suggesting potential systematic cultural and linguistic bias in the instrument itself.

				Based on these findings, the TAG concluded that there is inadequate evidence to support the 81% claim as a reliable measure of South African learners’ reading ability. Beyond these concerns, these findings also fail to provide actionable guidance on how teachers, schools, districts, or policymakers should respond to address these challenges. This paper was written in this context. The next section provides an overview of the methodology applied, the limitations in reporting LSAS results, and the value and challenges of using performance-level reporting frameworks. A discussion of performance-level reporting follows this section, illustrated using results from the South African Systemic Evaluation Study (SASE) for Grade 3 reading. The paper concludes by listing the next steps to enhance the effective use of performance levels to identify and address the learning needs of all learners in schools. 

				1.3	Methodological approach

				This paper adopts a conceptual and applied approach, using secondary analysis of existing assessment data to demonstrate the application of a performance-level reporting framework. No new data were collected for this paper. Instead, the analysis draws on Grade 3 data obtained from the 2022 South African Systemic Evaluation (SASE) study (DBE, 2024b). This study was conducted by an independent external evaluator, commissioned by the DBE, on a nationally representative sample of schools. Detailed information on the study design and methodology is provided in the SASE Technical Report (DBE, 2024a).

				The analytical strategy involves applying a performance-level reporting framework to the Grade 3 SASE data. This framework, developed through a national standard-setting process (DBE, 2024c), illustrates how assessment results can be translated into meaningful and actionable information for teachers and education officials. To demonstrate this, the paper presents an exemplar using anonymised district and circuit labels to protect the identity of districts and schools. Thus, the contribution of this paper lies in demonstrating the conceptual and practical value of applying a performance-level reporting approach.

				It is important to note that the results presented in the exemplar are indicative of real variation in learner outcomes across circuits and quintiles. These distributions on their own cannot establish the causes of that variation. Nor does the paper seek to explain the underlying causes of observed performance differences across circuits, schools, or learner groups. In practice, a range of contextual factors are likely to interact to produce these performance patterns, as reported in the Factors Affecting Learner Performance report (DBE, 2024f). Additionally, the distributions presented are subject to measurement uncertainty; therefore, the magnitude of these differences should be evaluated alongside their associated standard errors and interpreted with appropriate caution. Standard errors for all disaggregated results are provided in Appendix A.
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				Current limitations in reporting assessment results

				In South Africa, as in many education systems globally, the dominant theoretical assumption underpinning national assessment policy and practice is rooted in performativity and accountability regimes that privilege numerical scores and curriculum coverage over meaningful understanding of what learners know and can do (Ball, 2003; Chisholm & Wilderman, 2013; Jansen, 2005; Kanjee and Sayed, 2013). This assumption impacts national and school examinations, school-based assessments, and LSAS, all of which report results primarily as percentage scores or scale scores. In practice, these scores are used to rank and compare learners, schools, and provinces, without providing adequate diagnostic information needed to support evidence-based decision-making to identify and address challenges impacting learning and teaching. It is important to acknowledge that scale scores and percentage-based reporting systems provide a common, comparable metric across schools, districts and provinces that supports accountability and resource allocation decisions. These scores also allow for trend analysis across successive assessment cycles that would not be possible with qualitative descriptors alone (Hambleton & Pitoniak, 2006). 

				Notwithstanding their value for system-level monitoring and comparability, results reported primarily as numerical scores provide no description of what learners at any given level know and can do and therefore generate limited actionable information for translating assessment data into improved learning and teaching outcomes. It is these limitations that performance-level reporting is designed to address (Perie, 2008; Luecht, 2020). First, the existing CAPS-based reporting framework prescribes seven rating codes that range from not achieved (0-29%) to outstanding achievement (80-100%), each associated with a percentage band and a brief generic label. These codes carry no description of what a learner at any level actually knows or can do in relation to the CAPS content standards. A score of 56% in Grade 3 Mathematics provides no information for a teacher, parent or learner about which content areas have been mastered, and in which areas a learner needs further support. 

				Second, fixed percentage bands do not account for variations in test difficulty across assessment cycles. Thus, using the results of an “easy test” will place the same learner at a different level than using the results of a “difficult test.” Third, reporting across seven levels as specified in the CAPS (DBE, 2011a; 2011b), places an unrealistic conceptual workload on teachers expected to provide differentiated support across all seven categories. Of note is that the four levels of reporting prescribed in the Revised National Curriculum Statements (DoE, 2002) were extended to seven in the CAPS (DBE, 2011a; 2011b). Fourth, and most critically for the current argument, Kanjee and Moloi (2012) found that using CAPS percentage-based criteria resulted in a substantial overestimation of learners at the lowest performance level (18%) and an underestimation of learners at the next lowest level (14%). This misclassification has serious consequences for the design of interventions. Learners identified as ‘Level 1’ require different, more intensive support than those identified as ‘Level 2’. Conflating the two groups leads to inefficient, potentially mismatched interventions, particularly in schools serving the most disadvantaged communities.

				2.1	Applying performance-level reporting for assessment results 

				To address these challenges, Kanjee and Moloi (2016) proposed performance-level reporting. Performance levels refer to ordered categories positioned along a continuum of knowledge and skills in a given subject and grade, whose primary purpose is to describe in concrete, curriculum-aligned terms, what learners at each point actually know and can do (Perie, 
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				2008). To fully understand their purpose, it is important to recognise that any curriculum operates at two distinct but complementary levels. Content standards specify the ‘what’ of the curriculum, that is, the knowledge, skills and concepts learners are expected to acquire at each grade. Performance standards describe the ‘how much’ of the curriculum, that is, the mastery level required for a learner to be classified as having attained the specified content standard (Hambleton, 2001; Perie, 2008). In practice, these two dimensions are inseparable, as performance standards cannot exist independently of the curriculum, since their entire purpose is to describe the degree to which curriculum expectations have been met.

				Performance standards, therefore, provide the broader framework within which performance levels are used. Each performance-level consists of three components: (i) a name that signals the policy intent of that level (Level name), (ii) a detailed description of the knowledge, skills and abilities derived from the curriculum content standards that learners must demonstrate at that level (Performance-level Descriptors, PLDs), and a minimum score that determines the level at which a learner is functioning (cut score) (Perie, 2008). In practice, PLDs act as the vital bridge between the aspirations of the national curriculum and the realities of the classroom. The PLDs translate assessment scores into qualitative descriptions of learner competence, enabling teachers and education officials to identify specific areas of learning and teaching that require intervention.

				To ensure their effective use within the education sector, Zenisky et al. (2025) note that performance-level reports must be easy to read and understand and must provide clear next steps for their intended users, namely education officials, school leaders, teachers, and parents. Critically, performance levels must also reflect the structure of knowledge in the subject being assessed (Perie, 2008). For example, the performance levels should mirror the developmental sequence of reading acquisition. This progression begins with basic phonics and teacher-supported text engagement, moving to independent simple text reading and basic comprehension, and ending with complex independent reading and critical text analysis. However, Kanjee (2015) found that performance-level definitions alone are inadequate to support users’ information needs. To address this gap, Kanjee (2015) proposed a framework that outlines implications for progression and intervention at each policy level, thereby providing users with more detailed, actionable guidelines for responding to results. 

				In practice, these requirements point to a broader challenge about how assessment results are understood and used (UNESCO, 2019; Zapata-Rivera, 2018). Breiter and Light (2006) argue that assessment results reported as raw percentages or scale scores remain data until they are reported in ways that provide meaningful evidence of what learners know and can do. In this context, performance-level reporting provides a critical bridge for enabling this shift by translating numerical scores into qualitative, curriculum-aligned descriptions of learner competence (Perie, 2008; Zenisky et al., 2025; Zapata-Rivera, 2018). This information, when interpreted by teachers and officials with adequate assessment literacy, becomes knowledge that supports decision-making to identify relevant interventions to improve learning outcomes for all learners. It is important to recognise, however, that even this knowledge has limits. Performance-level reports can identify where learners are in their learning progression and which schools, groups, or districts require the most urgent attention, but they cannot, on their own, prescribe what needs to be done. The translation of performance-level knowledge into effective action remains the responsibility of education officials, circuit managers, school leaders, and teachers. These users must draw on their contextual understanding of their 
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				schools and learners to identify and implement the specific interventions needed to support improvements in learning and teaching.

				Furthermore, several implementation challenges that accompany any shift from scale-score to performance-level reporting need to be addressed in practice. First, the development of valid, curriculum-anchored PLDs is technically demanding and resource-intensive, requiring sustained investment in national standard-setting processes (Hambleton, 2001; Perie, 2008). Second, the effective use of performance-level reports places significant demands on the assessment literacy of teachers and education officials, who must be able to interpret these reports and translate them into specific instructional responses (Moloi & Kanjee, 2018). Third, there is a risk that PLDs are applied mechanically in the absence of adequate professional development or support. Fourth, performance-level reporting can identify where learners are in their learning progression and which schools and groups require priority support. However, it cannot, on its own, address broader structural constraints, such as inadequate physical resources, teacher qualifications, large class sizes, and acute socio-economic disadvantage. 

				Fifth, while performance-level reporting aims to improve the use of assessment data, several studies have revealed that teachers’ engagement with such data remains limited, uneven, and constrained by multiple challenges. These include limited data literacy, weak alignment between available assessment data and instructional needs, and insufficient professional development, as well as negative or sceptical attitudes toward certain forms of data (Pitsia et al., 2021; Pastore, 2023). In this context, the application of performance-level reporting frameworks, such as those implemented by the DBE in the 2022 SASE Study (DBE, 2024b), represents an important attempt to address these constraints by providing more accessible and actionable information for teachers and education officials.

				Application of the performance-level framework 

				This section presents the performance-level reporting framework applied in the SASE study (DBE, 2024b) and an exemplar outlining its practical application. 

				3.1	Performance-level reporting framework

				The PLDs for Grade 3 Reading were developed during a standard-setting workshop involving content-area experts, subject advisors and teachers (DBE, 2024c). For each performance level, specific implications for supporting learners and teaching were added, while the performance levels were named emerging, evolving, enhancing, and extending (see Table 2). In this respect, the framework provides a scaffolding mechanism for users, directly aligned with Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development (ZPD) (Vygotsky, 1978). PLDs operationalise the ZPD by defining the gap between learners’ current performance level and the next level of proficiency. This specification identifies the instructional space within which teaching should be targeted to move learners from their actual developmental level toward the knowledge and skills they are required to master as specified in the curriculum. 
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				Table 2:	SASE Performance-level definitions and implications for learning and teaching 

				Source:	SASE 2022 Learner Proficiency Report (DBE, 2024b)

				Table 3 presents the Grade 3 Reading PLDs updated at the DBE national standard-setting workshop (DBE, 2024c). These PLDs specify precisely what learners at each level can demonstrate in reading and are anchored to the Grade 3 curriculum (DBE, 2011a). They are the primary interpretive tool for understanding what the national distribution of learners across the different levels actually means in terms of reading competencies. The critical interpretive step, as Moloi and Kanjee (2018) emphasise, is that these descriptors must be read alongside the national results distribution, presented in a manner that is easy to understand and to act on, and that focuses on addressing the challenge of equity. The next section provides an example of how the PLs are used in practice.
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				Table 3:	Grade 3 reading performance-level descriptors (SASE 2022)

				Source:	SASE 2022 Learner Proficiency Report, (DBE, 2024b)

				3.2	SASE exemplar: Grade 3 reading 

				To facilitate interpretation and demonstrate the practical use of the performance levels, the data presented in this section were drawn from the 2022 SASE Grade 3 sample (DBE, 2024b). To protect the identity of the district and circuits from which these results are drawn, district and circuit labels have been anonymised. The performance distributions, disaggregation categories, and patterns across performance levels presented below therefore reflect authentic learner outcomes from the South African schooling system. 

				3.2.1	Grade 3 reading performance level by circuits in the district

				The performance-level distributions for each of the five circuits and the district total are presented in Figure 2. In this district, 37% of Grade 3 learners are functioning at the emerging level and 43% at the evolving level. Learners at the emerging level are still developing foundational phonics knowledge and can only engage with simple texts with teacher support. Similarly, learners at the evolving level can read simple texts independently and identify key details but have not yet developed the more complex phonics knowledge and comprehension skills characteristic of the enhancing level. Only 17% are functioning at the enhancing level and 3% at the extending level.

				Results disaggregated by circuit reveal substantial variation within this district. In Circuits 5 and 3, 51% and 48% of learners, respectively, are functioning at the emerging level, while 
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				Circuit 1 has the lowest proportion of learners at this level (35%). Similarly, Circuit 2 has the lowest proportion (35%) functioning at the emerging level but a high concentration at the evolving level (48%) and relatively few learners at the enhancing level (16%). These findings indicate that while many learners have acquired the foundational decoding skills, they have yet to attain the complex inferential comprehension and independent engagement with varied text types that characterise the enhancing level. More concerning is the extremely low percentage of learners functioning at the extending level across all five circuits, ranging from 1% to 6%.

				Figure 2:	Percentage of Grade 3 learners functioning at Reading Performance-level by Circuit

				Source:	Anonymised from the 2022 SASE Study data

				3.2.2	Grade 3 reading performance levels by school quintile and gender

				The results reported in Figure 3 indicate that at the lower school quintile categories1 A higher percentage of both boys and girls are functioning at lower performance levels. In Q1 schools, 55% of boys and 33% of girls are functioning at the emerging level, meaning more than half of the boys and one in three girls are still in the earliest stage of reading development, relying on teacher support to engage with simple texts. For learners in Q5 schools, these figures drop to 21% and 12% respectively, with 41% of girls at Q5 schools functioning at the enhancing level and 15% at the extending level. This gender gap is largest in Q2 schools, with 55% of boys and 33% of girls functioning at the emerging level, a difference of 22 percentage points. 

				
					
						1	South African public schools are classified into five quintiles (Q1–Q5) based on the socio-economic status of the communities they serve, with Q1 representing the poorest schools and Q5 the most affluent.
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				Figure 3:	Percentage of Grade 3 learners functioning at each reading performance level by quintile category of schools

				Source:	Anonymised from the 2022 SASE Study data

				3.2.3	Grade 3 reading performance-level by quintile and home language vs language of learning and teaching 

				Figure 4 demonstrates the language mismatch and the additional disadvantage experienced by learners whose home language differed from the LoLTA. At the district level, 39% of learners with a home language different to the school’s LoLTA were functioning at the emerging level, compared to 34% of learners with the same home language. The district-wide gap of 5 percentage points, however, conceals much larger differences, most severe in low-quintile schools. In Q1 schools, 52% of learners whose home language was different to the LoLTA were functioning at the emerging level, compared to 38% of those learning in their home language, a gap of 14 percentage points. 

				At Q2 schools, the gap was similarly large at 14 percentage points. Both figures indicate that more than half of the learners with a different home language in Q1 and Q2 schools were functioning at the emerging stage of reading development at the time of the assessment, engaging with text only with teacher support and not yet able to read simple texts independently. As the quintile increases, these differences diminish; at Q4 schools, it narrows to 4 percentage points, and at Q5, to 5 percentage points. The results also reveal that in Q5 schools, 20% of learners with the same home language as the LoLTA were functioning at the extending level, compared to 10% of learners with a different home language, a gap of more than 10 percentage points. These findings suggest that better-resourced schools were better positioned to compensate for the language barrier.
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				Figure 4:	Grade 3 learners functioning at each reading performance-level by quintile and learners’ home language (hl) being the same or different to the LoLTA

				Source:	Anonymised from the 2022 SASE Study data

				3.2.4	Grade 3 reading performance by circuit, quintile, and HL vs LoLTA 

				Appendix A provides Grade 3 reading results disaggregated by circuit, school quintile, and home language vs LoLTA. For intervention purposes, the findings should be presented and interpreted at the circuit level, as noted in Table 4. The results indicate that the percentage of learners functioning at the emerging level is highest in the poorest schools and declines steadily as the quintile increases. In Q1 schools, 65% of learners assessed in a different language are functioning at the emerging level, compared to 48% in their home language, indicating a 17 percentage-point gap. Similar patterns are observed in Q2 and Q3 schools, where differences remain notable, although somewhat smaller. 

				As the school quintile increases, significant differences in the distribution of learners across performance levels are noted. In Q4 schools, the proportion of learners at the emerging level drops sharply, while larger proportions are observed in the evolving and enhancing categories. This shift is even more pronounced in Q5 schools, where only 12% of learners assessed in a different language and an equivalent 12% of those assessed in their home language remain at the emerging level, indicating that differences at the lower end of performance are minimal in better-resourced environments. Similarly, differences at higher performance levels are smaller and less consistent in Q5 schools. In practice, this implies that while language mismatch remains an important factor for improving learner outcomes, its effects can be mitigated where schools have stronger instructional capacity, better resources, and more effective teaching practices. 
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				Table 4:	Grade 3 learners functioning at each reading performance-level by quintile, circuit and learners’ home language being the same or different to the LoLT

				Source:	 Anonymised from the 2022 SASE Study data

				3.3	Implications for learning and teaching 

				This section presents an interpretation of the findings to demonstrate how performance-level results can inform teaching decisions, highlighting implications for supporting learners and for teaching. 

				3.3.1	Implications for supporting learners 

				The results for Grade 3 learners’ reading performance in this district indicate that learners in low-quintile schools bear the heaviest burden of reading underachievement, particularly in Circuits 3 and 5, where the home language differed from the LoLTA. As reported in the findings, for these learners, socio-economic disadvantage, gender, and language mismatch intersected to produce situations in which more than 60% were functioning at the emerging level. Learners functioning at this level were still in the earliest stage of reading development, demonstrating knowledge of basic single sounds and the ability to engage with simple texts only with teacher support. Their most urgent need is intensive and structured development support, including daily explicit instruction appropriate to the LoLTA, teacher-scaffolded shared reading, and dedicated oral language development in the LoLTA. The goal of this support is to develop independent reading skills and basic comprehension of simple texts, enabling learners to progress toward increasingly advanced levels. 

				The large concentration of learners functioning at the evolving level, particularly in Circuit 2 and in Q3 and Q4 schools across the district, represents a different but equally important priority. These learners were reading simple texts independently and identifying key details. In this context, the focus of support should be on developing more complex inferential comprehension and the ability to work across diverse text types, enabling learners to function at the enhancing level. 

				3.3.2	Implications for teaching

				The findings enable focused, differentiated teaching responses not only at the individual classroom level but also at the circuit and school levels. The different performance-level profiles of Circuit 3, where the majority of learners were functioning at the Emerging level, and Circuit 2, where most learners were functioning at the evolving level, require different 
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				instructional emphases that cannot be addressed through a single district-wide programme. Teachers, subject advisors, and circuit managers need to understand the specific profiles of their schools and develop instructional support accordingly.

				For teachers working predominantly with learners functioning at the emerging level in Q1 and Q2 schools in Circuits 3 and 5, the daily reading programme could, for example, prioritise shared reading in which the teacher models fluent, expressive reading. In contrast, learners follow with support and frequent oral language development activities that build vocabulary and listening comprehension in the LoLTA. In schools with significant HL-LoLTA mismatch populations, teachers should be equipped with bridging strategies that draw on learners’ home language as a resource for comprehension. Critically, subject advisors visiting these schools should provide relevant support to ensure that learners advance to the evolving level, where the focus is on reading simple texts independently and identifying key details.

				For teachers in schools with large proportions of learners functioning at the evolving level, their priority shifts to guided reading. These teachers should focus on instruction in comprehension strategies, including sequencing and making inferences, and systematic vocabulary teaching through discussion of texts. For learners at the enhancing level, the focus should be on comprehension and independent engagement with varied text types. This indicates that supporting learners to progress from the evolving to the enhancing level requires targeted teaching rather than independent practice alone, as well as the use of relevant materials to support interventions at this level.

				The consistent gender reading gap of 15 to 22 percentage points in favour of girls across all circuits and quintile groups indicates that current instructional practice was not equally effective for boys. Teachers, in consultation with subject advisors, should ensure that their text selection includes a diverse range of material that would be of greater interest to boys. Additional intervention options available to teachers include structured peer-reading activities and group reading that involve discussion rather than just written tasks. The Q5 results demonstrate that boys can and do reach the enhancing and extending levels under supportive conditions, confirming that the gender gap reflects instructional and contextual factors rather than fixed differences in reading ability.

				The near-universal absence of learners functioning at the extending level in Q1, Q2 and Q3 schools across all circuits, for both genders and both language groups, highlights a significant challenge facing the overwhelming majority of learners in the most disadvantaged schools in the district. In this context, developing the skills associated with the critical analysis of texts and the reading of complex, unfamiliar texts fully independently would require additional interventions that cut across different grades and subject areas, and thus call for a more extensive district-wide, integrated intervention. Supporting progression toward the extending level requires access to a wide range of challenging and diverse texts, tasks that demand higher-order thinking, and a classroom environment that supports all learners in developing the analytical reading skills that characterise learning at this level.

				Conclusion and way forward 

				Despite significant investment in large-scale assessment over three decades and substantial evidence on learner performance in South Africa, its effective use to improve learning and teaching has remained limited. This paper has argued that two failures explain this gap. First, results have been reported primarily as percentage scores or scale scores, which 
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				provide no information about what learners know or can do and no implications for teaching or intervention at the classroom, school, or district level. Second, findings from large-scale national and international studies have generally been accepted without adequate scrutiny of their reliability, validity, or interpretive limitations for the South African context. The widely quoted PIRLS 2021 finding that 81% of South African Grade 4 learners cannot read for meaning exemplifies this limitation. Notwithstanding its questionable technical reliability, this finding has nonetheless driven significant policy responses while providing limited actionable next steps to teachers, schools or districts.

				To enhance the use of assessment results, this paper proposes performance-level reporting to transform assessment data into genuinely actionable information. The exemplar presented in this paper illustrates that education officials can identify that Circuit 3 requires a fundamentally different instructional response compared to Circuit 2; subject advisors can see that Q1 boys whose home language differs from the LoLTA face a compound disadvantage requiring targeted bridging strategies; while teachers can determine precisely what a learner functioning at the evolving level knows and can do, and what they need to learn next. None of this information is visible in a single percentage or scale score. 

				Within this context, the introduction of the MTbBE policy, launched by the DBE in 2023 and scheduled for a phased rollout from Grade 4 in 2025, represents a significant and promising policy response to the second-language paradox. By extending home language instruction beyond Grade 3 and developing bilingual pathways that build foundational literacy, the MTbBE policy has the potential to directly address the structural conditions that produce the language-related performance gaps noted in this paper. However, the success of MTbBE policy will depend on the availability of assessment data to monitor its progress, identify where it is working and where it is not, and provide teachers and officials with the specific, language-disaggregated information needed to improve practice.

				In considering the way forward, it is important to acknowledge that while performance-level reporting has shown promise in various international contexts (Perie, 2008; Luecht, 2020), empirical evidence on its effectiveness in improving learning outcomes, specifically within South African classrooms, remains limited. The recommendations that follow are therefore proposed as specific research and implementation issues to investigate, rather than as evidence-based practices with demonstrated effectiveness in the local context. Before any LSAs are used, especially results from international studies, it is critical to ensure that the results are based on reliable data and that the interpretation of the findings is valid for the South African context. 

				Within this context, the following key recommendations are proposed. First, the results from recently administered LSAS, i.e. ELNA (2025), MTbBE tests (2025), and TIMSS (2023), should be used to determine whether the use of PLDs can lead in improved decision-making across different levels of the education system. Specifically, baseline studies conducted prior to the release of PLD-based results should document current practices in how teachers, subject advisors, circuit managers, and district officials interpret and use scale score or percentage-based results. 

				Second, there is a need for greater alignment between the Assessment for Learning (AfL) national pedagogical strategy adopted by the DBE for implementation in all schools (DBE, 2021) and the use of performance-level descriptors as a reporting framework. The AfL strategy positions classroom assessment as integral to teaching and learning, emphasising 
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				assessment practices that enable teachers to identify where learners are in their learning, where they need to go, and how to support that progression (Wiliam & Thompson, 2007). Performance-level descriptors can operationalise these principles by providing teachers with clear, curriculum-anchored descriptions of what learners at different levels know. They can do so, thereby specifying the ‘gap’ that their pedagogical practices should address (Vygotsky, 1978). However, additional research is required to determine whether and how this theoretical alignment can be translated into practice.

				Third, the DBE’s Assessment Literacy Enhancement Programme (DBE, 2024d) should include an explicit module on the value, use, and limitations of PLDs to improve the use of assessment results. This module should move beyond technical training in using PLDs and engage participants in a critical examination of the specific challenges that PLD-based reporting presents in the South African context, and of how best to address these challenges to support effective interpretation and action at different system levels. 

				Finally, additional research is required to determine how to leverage online and AI-enabled reporting systems to better support education officials, school leaders, and teachers in using assessment results, particularly PLDs, to improve learning and teaching for all learners. Given current disparities in resource availability and the wide range of technical capacity, it is critical that such research address genuine needs and constraints rather than imposing externally designed systems that may exacerbate current teaching and learning challenges.

				Improving reading outcomes in South Africa should not be limited to measurement alone but should also extend to how assessment evidence is generated, interpreted, and used. Making the shift from merely reporting assessment results to providing meaningful and actionable information that can be used at all levels of the schooling system is critical if large-scale assessment studies are to fulfil their intended role. To this end, the key objective is to ensure that assessment results are effectively used to support all learners, particularly those from poor and marginalised backgrounds, to develop the reading skills necessary for full participation in education and society.

				Use of AI Tools

				No artificial intelligence tools were used to generate new information, knowledge, or arguments in this paper. Claude AI (Anthropic) was used to identify spelling and typographical errors, suggest revisions to sentence structure and clarity, and verify the consistency of in-text citations and reference list entries.
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				Appendix A: Grade 3 learners functioning at each Reading performance-level by Quintile, Circuit and learners’ home Language being the same or different to the LoLT
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Q3 53 | 0,63 (49| 049|35|083|44(049|12|097| 7 | 063| 1 |1,03 0,65
Q4 29 (0,71 |30 | 0,47 (43 | 342 | 57| 144 |29 | 382 | 13| 203 | - - 0 -
Q5 12 | 236 | 12| 1,98 | 33 | 2,05| 37 | 1,67 | 41 | 1,92 | 40 | 1,64 | 14 | 2,32 | 11 | 1,98
Circuit 55 | 0,42 ( 46 | 0,20 | 34 | 0,50 | 46 | 0,20 | 10 | 0,59 | 8 | 0,26 | - | 0,62 | 0 | 0,27
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