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INTRODUCTION. As highlighted in the 2018 Uganda Education Response Plan, reading levels 
in refugee host communities are way below the national average. Since the 2018 National Assess­
ment of Progress in Education report highlighted some challenging areas to the in-service teach­
ers, a possible explanation for the persistent poor performance of learners in reading may reside 
with the finding that many educators themselves lack an understanding of the linguistic con­
struct. Therefore, an informed training for teachers in primary schools was implemented to help 
them foster learners’ reading skills. The purpose of this paper is consequently to analyse whether 
learners whose teachers participated in the evidence-based intervention have better reading skills 
than those whose teachers did not participate in the intervention. METHOD. To achieve this, 
a quasi-experimental pre-program/post-program design, involving 2 schools, 24 teachers (12 per 
school), and 297 learners (157 from treatment and 140 from control) from Palabek (Uganda) 
refugee settlement was adopted. RESULTS. The findings show that the reading skills of learners 
whose teachers participated in the intervention significantly improved as compared to their coun­
terparts. Particularly, learners’ reading skills significantly improved in the areas of letter sound 
knowledge, segmenting knowledge, and nonword decoding, and slightly in oral passage reading 
and comprehension, and English vocabulary. DISCUSSION. This study therefore supported the 
hypothesis linked to the Peter Effect - one cannot be expected to give what they do not possess 
and raised a need for the Ministry of Education and Sports to mandate sufficient and informed 
training of teachers.
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Introduction

Refugee Situation in Uganda

There is a dramatic situation in refugees’ children 
all over the world regarding reading levels. This 
situation is not very different from the one evi-
denced in Uganda. For instance, the Uwezo An-
nual Learning Assessment data showed that only 
28% of assessed refugee pupils in Primary 3 to 
Primary 7 could read and comprehend a Primary 
2 story and only 2 out of 10 refugee pupils (21%) 
had attained full competences in literacy. In addi-
tion, it was revealed that learning outcomes are 
equally low for refugee and host community chil-
dren where more than 90% are unable to read and 
comprehend a story (Uwezo, 2018).

These findings imply that a substantial number 
of children continue to complete primary edu-
cation without having ever acquired the basic 
reading competencies critical to their further 
learning, day-to-day communication and there-
fore more likely to struggle with life in the fu-
ture. Adding to the magnitude of this tragedy is 
the fact that Uganda is the third largest refugee 
hosting country in the world, after Turkey and 
Pakistan, receiving refugees from South Sudan, 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Burundi, 
Ethiopia, Eritrea, Rwanda, Somalia and Sudan, 
among others (UNHCR, 2019).

Furthermore, in refugee settlements there are 
many mother-tongue languages spoken de-
pending on the place of origin of the refugees 
and it is difficult to identify a uniform ‘mother-
tongue’ for teaching (Hicks and Maina, 2018). 
The complex language situation in this context 
has led many teachers, headteachers, schools, 
and partners to select English as the target lan-
guage for Primary 1 to Primary 3 without a clear 
way to teach it. 

If learners systematically struggle with reading 
and show very poor achievement levels, then the 
questions about the ‘why’ and detection of con-
crete needs of the learners become very urgent. 

Sources of Learners’ Difficulties in Reading 
and Possible Solutions

While speaking and listening have biological 
foundations and in general can be developed 
with minimal interaction, reading and writing 
must be learned through language activities. 
Several factors affect language acquisition: ge-
netic predispositions, environmental factors and 
instructional issues (Medadi, Frenette and Kate, 
2019; Hicks and Maina, 2018; Brady and Moats, 
1997). Environmental factors such as: the school 
environment, learner’s home environment, cul-
tural environment, and social environment, are 
particularly relevant for children from disadvan-
taged backgrounds, refugee children, their fami-
lies and preschool programs while instructional 
issues compromise teacher preparation to face 
the challenge in this context.

There is also evidence that programs in schools 
that incorporate evidence-based activities in-
crease the likelihood of reading success for chil-
dren from disadvantaged backgrounds who are 
at risk of reading failure. This is because these 
children tend to enter school with significant 
gaps in phonological awareness, knowledge of 
the alphabet and vocabulary (Foorman et al., 
1997).

However, phonemic awareness, alphabetic 
principle, phonics and morphology, are among 
the basic language constructs considered essen-
tial for reading success (Moats, 1999). There-
fore, explicit teacher preparation in basic lan-
guage constructs is essential in improving 
students’ performance in reading-related skills 
(Binks-Cantrell et al., 2012, p. 528). In addition 
to this knowledge teachers must also apply it in 
their day-to-day instruction. Most children, in-
cluding those at risk for failure, can benefit 
from direct instruction that is developmentally 
appropriate and that targets specific skills di-
rectly (Blachman, 1994; Cunninghan, 1990).

According to Brady and Moats (1997), the focus 
should shift away from a broader endorsement 
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of any single method, to an ability to analyse the 
components of reading which should be used for 
each category of learners as well as being able to 
identify techniques which would be most effec-
tive. However, if teachers lack this knowledge, 
they cannot be able to make appropriate instruc-
tion methods.

Teachers’ Challenges and the Peter Effect

Uganda is characterised by teacher-centred 
pedagogy with lectures as a central feature, and 
heavy reliance on factual questions. This peda-
gogical style continues in refugee settlements as 
stated by Dryden-Peterson (2016), despite re-
search evidences and policies that place a high 
value on child-centred, participatory teaching 
methods and active learning approaches.  
Indeed, an education system that relies heavily on 
traditional methods such as repetition, memo-
rization and copying work, worsen the complex 
situation exposed above in refugee settlements. 
Moreover, there are teachers who are not fully 
prepared, especially in reading instruction meth
odology, to handle the challenges involved in 
the teaching of reading (Uganda National 
Examinations Board [UNEB], 2014, UNEB, 
2018). Some teachers in Uganda also present 
weak performance in oral reading implying 
that, they themselves might not have compre-
hended the reading skills (Kyeyune, 2012; 
UNEB, 2011). 

In an international level, examples of how 
teachers struggle with language components in-
clude: ‘insufficient development concepts about 
language and pervasive conceptual weakness in 
the very skills that are needed for direct, system-
atic, language focused reading instructions, 
such as the ability to count phonemes and to 
identify phonic relationships’ (Graham et al., 
2020; McMaster et al., 2020; Moat and Lyon, 
1996, p. 79). Other language components that 
are challenging to teachers include: manipulating 
speech sounds; knowledge of differencing let-
ter-sound combination; conceptualization of 

functional spelling; common syllable types and 
division patterns; recognition of children’s diffi-
culties with phonological, orthographic and 
syntactic learning (Moats and Foorman, 2003).

Therefore, a possible hypothesis to be verified 
in understanding the problem refugee children 
face is known as the ‘Peter Effect’ (Applegate 
and Applegate, 2004). This is because the per-
sistent poor performance of learners in reading 
may reside with the finding that many teachers 
themselves lack an understanding of the lin-
guistic constructs. The Peter Effect claimed that 
one cannot be expected to give what they do 
not possess. In fact, poor instruction due to 
poor teacher knowledge and poor teacher prep-
aration has been suggested as one of the major 
causes of reading failure among learners (Brady 
and Moat, 1997). This hypothesis is linked 
with the facts that are always found in educa-
tional research, that is to say, a direct relation-
ship between low student achievement and the 
skills and competence of teachers. Therefore, 
can the quality of a school be greater than the 
quality of its teachers?

Based on this review and the hypothesis of the 
Peter Effect, an evidence-based teachers’ inter-
vention was implemented. The intervention was 
made-up of the following components: 1) sys-
temic needs assessment in order to detect gaps in 
reading skills of learners as well as teacher peda-
gogical approaches; 2) training of teachers on 
basic language constructs such as phonemic 
awareness, alphabetic principals, and phonics. 
This was done through Jolly Phonics and Week-
ly Foundation Story approaches; and 3) follow-
up system for teachers through classroom obser-
vations, support supervision and guidance in 
order to help them create environments that en-
hance learners’ reading skills.

Purpose and Hypotheses of the Study

The purpose of this paper is therefore to analyse 
whether learners whose teachers participated in 
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the professional development intervention have 
better reading skills than those whose teachers 
did not participate in the intervention. In other 
words, if the teachers participating in the profes-
sional development intervention have a better 
understanding of basic language constructs, do 
their learners also possess better reading skills 
(in the areas of letter sound knowledge, seg-
menting, nonword decoding, oral passage read-
ing and English vocabulary) than their counter-
parts?

To respond to this, a set of study hypotheses 
were investigated:

•	 Ho1: There are no differences between 
learners whose teachers participated in 
the professional development interven-
tion and those whose teachers did not 
participate in the intervention, in terms 
of their performance in the letter sound 
knowledge subtask.

•	 Ho2: There are no differences between 
learners whose teachers participated in 
the professional development interven-
tion and those whose teachers did not 
participate in the intervention, in terms 
of their performance in the segmenting 
knowledge subtask.

•	 Ho3: There are no differences between 
learners whose teachers participated in 
the professional development interven-
tion and those whose teachers did not 
participate in the intervention, in terms 
of their performance in the nonword de-
coding knowledge subtask.

•	 Ho4: There are no differences between 
learners whose teachers participated in 
the professional development interven-
tion and those whose teachers did not 
participate in the intervention, in terms 
of their performance in the oral passage 
reading knowledge subtask.

•	 Ho5: There are no differences between 
learners whose teachers participated in 
the professional development interven-
tion and those whose teachers did not 

participate in the intervention, in terms 
of their performance in the English vo-
cabulary knowledge subtask.

Method

Design

The study adopted a quasi-experimental design 
with a pre-program/post-program design, in-
volving 2 schools with 24 teachers (12 teachers 
per school) and 297 learners (157 for treatment 
and 140 for control), reached during post-pro-
gram assessment. In order to choose an appro-
priate comparison school, referred to as the 
‘control school’, the following conditions were 
ensured: 1) being on the double shift system; 
2) using temporary structures for classrooms; 
3) enrolled learners from various tribes hence 
multi-lingual teaching; 4) being located in dif-
ferent zones to minimize issues of spill-over; 
5) recruited both national and refugee teachers; 
and 6) enrolled both host and refugee children 
with the majority being refugees. These were 
the same conditions for the intervention school, 
referred to as the ‘treatment school’. Notably, 
the 12 teachers of lower primary (Primary 1 to 
Primary 3) of the control school as well as their 
learners did not receive any reading enhance-
ment related intervention during the study pe-
riod. These teachers were expected to teach us-
ing their day-to-day pedagogical approaches.

The 12 teachers of the treatment school partici-
pated in the reading enhancement intervention 
that involved: a systematic needs assessment; 
training on basic language constructs; and a fol-
low-up system. This intervention was conducted 
over a period of 4 months (July to October 2019).

Description of the Evidence-Based Teachers’ 
Intervention

Following the steps described by Truckenmiller 
et al. (2020), professional development training 
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for teachers in the treatment school was based 
on the following components:

1.	 Shared understanding of what causes 
learners to struggle in reading and the 
causes that can be impacted by instruc-
tion. Many factors contribute to reading 
failure, including socioeconomic status, 
motivation, background knowledge and 
proficiency with components skills of re-
ading (Francis et al., 2018).

	 In the present study, this understanding 
was achieved based on the literature re-
view, pre-intervention debriefs with tea-
chers and classroom observations.

2.	 Implementation of measures that relia-
bly diagnose the identified causes. This 
was achieved during the pre-interven-
tion assessment of learners. 

	 The measures used facilitated assessment 
of component skills that would provide 
an understanding of the learners’ most 
affected areas. 

3.	 Development of an informed model for 
reading success. The main components 
of this model included:

a)	 An induction training of teachers to 
help them manage the social emotio-
nal learning needs of the learners and 
also prepare them to effectively teach 
in refugee contexts.

b)	 A pedagogical approach for teaching 
early grade reading that included Jo-
lly Phonics and the Weekly Founda-
tion Story (WFS).

	 Jolly Phonics, a teaching program that 
consists of 42 English sounds categori-
sed in sets, was developed in the United 
Kingdom (Lloyd, 2001). In this study, 
Jolly Phonics was integrated with the 
WFS, an approach to reading and wri-
ting that incorporates teacher-authored 
stories into daily lessons. Multiple com-
ponents are featured in the program in-
cluding phonemic awareness activities, 

word decoding, dictation, and decodable 
text practice. Jolly Phonics method 
allows children to work out unknown 
words for themselves, rather than being 
asked to memorise them. This makes it 
a suitable methodological approach for 
addressing reading of the learners using 
phonics (Stuart, 1999; Qureshi et al., 
2016; Farokhbakht and Nejadansari, 
2015).

	 The Weekly Foundation Story is a 
methodological approach that focuses 
on stories for teaching English to young 
learners (Kalantari and Hashemian, 
2016; Lucarevschi, 2016) and can in-
clude familiar stories from their coun-
tries of origin as a way to foster inclu-
sion of children in the new context. 
While teaching a given sound or set of 
sounds, the teacher can create a story 
with a number of words that have the 
sound that s/he is targeting to teach in 
that lesson. The teacher first reads the 
story for the pupils, then lets them read 
it, and later draws their attention to the 
words with the sound that s/he wants to 
teach in that lesson. With the WFS, 
children benefit from reading stories 
with words selected that enable them 
to practice their decoding knowledge 
(Brady and Moat, 1997).

4.	 Follow-Up System for teacher practices: 
A supervised practice in teaching rea-
ding was conducted in order to help 
teachers acquire the complex skills of 
teaching. This entailed classroom obser-
vations and teacher support supervision, 
peer reviews for effective collaboration 
and application of the acquired pedago-
gical skills from the preceding phases. 
During this phase, teacher-facilitators’ 
discussions ensured participatory re-
views through learning cycles and com-
munity of practice where teachers usua-
lly sought clarification and correction.
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Sample

Teachers’ Sample

The sample involved 24 teachers (12 for treat-
ment and 12 for control) who all taught lower 
primary (Primary 1 to Primary 3). In order to 
ensure minimal spill-over effects, none of the 
teachers taught in the same schools.

Learners’ Sample

The number of enrolled learners in the target 
classes informed the desired sample sizes of 
learners. The smallest class had an enrolment 
of 105 learners while the largest class had an en-
rolment of 180 learners. Therefore, allowing a 
margin of error of 10%, at 95% level of confi-
dence with 28% as the response distribution 
taken from Uwezo (2018), resulted into 55 
learners sufficient for the largest class size and 
45 for the smallest class. Ultimately, 339 learn-
ers (170 for the treatment school and 169 for 
the control school) from Primary 1 to Primary 
3 were assessed at baseline.

However, due to some unavoidable circum-
stances such as learner transfer and absentee-
ism, some of them were not easily accessed dur-
ing the endline data collection period. Only, 
297 learners were identified and assessed. The 
characteristics of learners who were not found 
at endline and the extent of attrition showed 
that, missingness or attrition of the learners 
from the treatment and control schools would 
not significantly affect the estimation results. 
Ultimately, 297 learners were used for subse-
quent analyses. These were distributed as fol-
lows: 157 learners (48% females) from the 
treatment school (Primary 1=47, Primary 2=56, 
Primary 3=54); and 140 learners (52% females) 
from the control school (Primary 1=45, Prima-
ry 2=41, Primary 3=54). In this final sample, 
50% of the learners were males (Primary 
1=53%, Primary 2=41%, Primary 3=56%; Treat-
ment=52%, Control=48%). The mean age of the 
learners was 10.4 years (Primary 1=9.1 years, 

Primary 2=10.2 years, Primary 3=11.7 years; 
Treatment=10.1 years, Control=10.7 years), 
with a standard deviation of 1.96. Most (57%) 
of the learners attended nursery (Primary 
1=71%, Primary 2=54%, Primary 3=47%; Treat-
ment=59%, Control=54%); and 40% ever re-
peated a class (Primary 1=34%, Primary 2=42%, 
Primary 3=44%, Treatment=36%, Control=46%). 
The intervention was conducted with 12 teach-
ers of the treatment school and their head 
teacher.

Instruments

In this study, reading skills were considered to 
cover the following areas: letter sound knowl-
edge, segmenting, nonword decoding, oral 
passage reading and English vocabulary. There-
fore, the early grade reading assessment tool 
developed and validated by Research Triangle 
Institute (RTI) was adapted. The validation tests 
conducted by RTI in the previous studies (such 
as RTI, 2010) revealed the Cronbach’s alpha 
scores for each individual sub-task area as being 
higher than 0.73. Precisely, the alpha scores 
ranged from 0.73 to 0.85, with the overall score 
being 0.81. This tool included the following 
subtask areas:

1.	 Letter Sound Knowledge (100 items): 
A learner was presented with a sheet of 
paper with capital and lower-case letters 
of the English alphabet whereby he/she 
was asked to reproduce the sound asso-
ciated with as many of the letters as they 
could identify within 60 seconds.

2.	 Segmenting (10 items): The Assessors read 
out aloud the words listed and the learners 
were asked to tell all the sounds in the 
word read. This was not a timed task. Each 
sound in a particular word was marked.

3.	 Nonword Decoding (10 items): A lear-
ner was presented with a sheet of made-
up English words where he/she was as-
ked to read the words aloud, quickly and 
carefully in 60 seconds.



Can the quality of a school be greater than the quality of its teachers? A case of early grade reading skills… 

Bordón 72 (4), 2020, 43-59, ISSN: 0210-5934, e-ISSN: 2340-6577 • 49

4.	 Oral Passage Reading and Reading Com-
prehension (58 items): A learner was pre-
sented with a sheet of paper with a pas-
sage in English language whereby he/she 
was expected to read the passage aloud, 
quickly and carefully in 60 seconds. Tho-
se learners who managed to read any 44 
(75%) words correctly were asked some 
oral questions about the passage.

5.	 English Vocabulary (14 items): Voca-
bulary was assessed using two tasks on 
knowledge of: (a) body parts and (b) 
words from the environment, in order 
to check learners’ understanding of con-
textual terms in English. The Assessors 
read out the words listed, and the lear-
ners were asked to show or touch parts 
of his/her body and objects in the envi-
ronment, that matched the word(s) the 
Assessors had read out. This was not a 
timed task.

The assessments were conducted in pairs by 
trained assessors. In order to suit the demands 
of the thematic curriculum, instructions related 
to the tasks in the tool were given to the learn-
ers in their local language.

In addition to this tool were:

1.	 A guide for debrief with teachers during 
the data collection days. These debriefs 
were done at both baseline and endline 
with all the teachers of Primary 1 to 
Primary 3. This tool was developed by 
the authors and included the following 
key questions: What is your perception 
about the intervention for improving 
early grade reading in your school? 
What skills and knowledge have you 
acquired from this intervention? What 
is the most significant change that you 
have observed in yourself or pupils or 
other teachers as a result of the interven-
tion in your school?

2.	 A classroom observation tool which 
was used with teachers of Primary 1 to 

Primary 3 at baseline to analyse their 
professional competencies and needs to 
be addressed during implementation. 
This tool included areas such as prepa-
ration for teaching, classroom manage-
ment and control, subject knowledge 
and content, and teaching methods and 
delivery.

Data Analysis

The cleaning and analysis of quantitative data 
was done using STATA (version 13.0) statistical 
package. Results were analysed in terms of 
proportion and percentage of learners who 
achieved a particular benchmark mean number 
of items scored correctly by the learners, and 
difference in differences estimators for the real-
ized proportions or percentages.

In order to verify the Peter Effect hypotheses 
linked to this study, difference in differences 
(DID) analyses were conducted. The DID esti-
mated in this study is the difference between 
before-after change observed in the treatment 
school and before-after change observed in the 
control school. It was implemented as an inter-
action term between time (where 1 is assigned 
to the endline period and 0 is assigned to base-
line period) and treatment (where 1 is assigned 
to the treatment school and 0 is assigned to 
control school) variables in a regression model 
as below:

Y = β0 + β1 * [Time] +β2 * [Treatment] + β3 * [Time 
* Treatment] + ε 	 (1)

Where; Y is the outcome variable;  is the base-
line average;  is the time trend in control school;  
is the difference between two school (treatment 
vs control) at baseline and  is the difference in 
changes over time. And with covariates (age of 
the learner, sex of the learner, whether learner 
ever attended nursery, and whether learner ever 
repeated any class) as in the regression model 
below:
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Y = β0 + β1 * [Time] + β2 * [Treatment] + β3 * 
[Time * Treatment] + β4 * [Covariates] + ε	 (2)

Furthermore, differential impact of the inter-
vention by sex of the learners was examined.

Generally, the DID analysis is mathematically 
identical to the ‘interaction term, ’ from the re-
peated measures ANOVA. Furthermore, DID is 
a simpler way to get the interaction term from 
the repeated measures ANOVA. Therefore, we 
decided to use DID since it provides sufficient 
results.

Results

The findings of this study are presented 
based on the stated hypotheses which are re-
lated to the subtasks included in the assess-
ment tool.

Hypothesis 1: There are no differences between 
learners whose teachers participated in the profes-
sional development intervention and those whose 
teachers did not participate in the intervention, in 
terms of their performance in the letter sound 
knowledge subtask.

Table 1. Letter Sound Knowledge Subtask: Baseline, Endline and DID Estimates on Learners Who Could 
Reproduce Correctly the Sound of at Least 1 Letter Per Minute

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Primary 1 Primary 2 Primary 3 All classes

Panel 1: Percentage of learners

Baseline: Control 16% 15% 20% 17%

Baseline: Treatment 0% 14% 17% 11%

Endline: Control 16% 20% 41% 26%

Endline: Treatment 83% 86% 93% 87%

Panel 2: DID Estimates without covariates

DID Estimates 0.83 0.67 0.56 0.67

Standard Errors 0.095 0.107 0.107 0.066

P-value 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000***

Panel 3: DID Estimates with covariates

DID Estimates 0.84 0.66 0.56 0.67

Standard Errors 0.096 0.106 0.106 0.068

P-value 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000***

Observations 184 194 216 594

R-squarea 0.51 0.44 0.38 0.42

Notes: Panel 1 presents the percentage of learners, in each class and group, who performed the task correctly, at baseline (before 
the intervention) and endline (after the intervention). Panel 2 presents, for each class and all classes combined, the difference in 
differences estimates without covariates, and the associated standard errors and p-values. Panel 3 presents, for each class and 
all classes combined, the difference in differences estimates with covariates, and the associated standard errors and p-values. The 
covariates include: age of the learner, sex of the learner, whether learner ever attended nursery, and whether learner ever repeated 
any class. aR-squared estimates are for difference in differences estimates without covariates *** p-value less than 0.01, ** p-value 
less than 0.05, * p-value less than 0.1.
These notes apply to all tables.
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The percentage of learners who could repro-
duce correctly the sound of one or more letters 
in 60 seconds on the letter sound knowledge 
subtask, in the treatment and control schools, 
as well as the corresponding DID estimates with 
and without covariates are shown in table 1.

Overall, the percentage of learners who could 
reproduce correctly the sound of at least 1 letter 
per minute in the control school increased by 
9% (from 17% at baseline) whereas those in the 
treatment school increased by 76% (from 11% 
at baseline). This revealed a statistically signifi-
cant (P-value=0.000) improvement of 67% in 
the treatment school that can be attributed to 
the intervention.

During the debrief with the teachers of the 
treatment school, it was noted that most learn-
ers in Primary 1 improved in the letter sound 
knowledge. For Primary 2 and Primary 3, 
teachers felt that little time was given to this 
aspect as they had a lot to cover with the learn-
ers. However, they also acknowledged the posi-
tive trend in the performance of the learners in 
this subtask. Teachers of the treatment school 
also commended the use of Weekly Foundation 
Stories in helping their learners to learn the 
various letter sounds, pronunciations and un-
derstand new words, among others.

Furthermore, the results show no differential 
impact of the intervention on the sex of the 
learners, in terms of percentage of learners who 
could reproduce correctly the sound of at least 
1 letter per minute (P-value=0.640), at 5% level 
of significance.

Hypothesis 2: There are no differences between 
learners whose teachers participated in the profes-
sional development intervention and those whose 
teachers did not participate in the intervention, in 
terms of their performance in the segmenting 
knowledge subtask.

The percentage of learners who could correctly 
reproduce all the sounds of one or more words 

in the segmenting subtask, in the treatment and 
control schools, as well as the corresponding 
DID estimates with and without covariates are 
shown in table 2.

The percentage of learners who could correctly 
reproduce all the sounds of one or more words 
in the control school increased by 7% (from 6% 
at baseline) whereas those in the treatment 
school increased by 71% (from 3% at baseline). 
This revealed a statistically significant (P-val-
ue=0.000) improvement of 64% in the treat-
ment school that can be attributed to the inter-
vention.

This improvement was also noted by the 
teachers of the treatment schools during a de-
brief with them. They however added that, 
they still needed more time to explain the 
concepts of diagraphs and trigraphs to the 
learners to help them effectively improve on 
their reading skills. This opinion explains 
why most learners in both the treatment and 
control schools were still unable to read the 
‘oral passage reading’ that was presented to 
them. 

Furthermore, the results show no differential 
impact of the intervention on the sex of the 
learners, in terms of percentage of learners who 
could correctly reproduce all the sounds of one 
or more words (P-value=0.248), at 5% level of 
significance.

Hypothesis 3: There are no differences between 
learners whose teachers participated in the profes-
sional development intervention and those whose 
teachers did not participate in the intervention, in 
terms of their performance in the nonword decod-
ing knowledge subtask.

The percentage of learners who could read cor-
rectly one or more words per minute in the 
nonword decoding subtask, in the treatment 
and control schools, as well as the correspond-
ing DID estimates with and without covariates 
are shown in table 3.
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Table 2. Segmenting Subtask: Baseline, Endline and DID Estimates on Learners Who Segmented Correctly at 
Least 1 Word in The List

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Primary 1 Primary 2 Primary 3 All classes

Panel 1: Percentage of learners
Baseline: Control 0% 2% 13% 6%
Baseline: Treatment 0% 4% 6% 3%
Endline: Control 4% 10% 22% 13%

Endline: Treatment 74% 71% 76% 74%
Panel 2: DID Estimates without covariates

DID Estimates 0.70 0.61 0.61 0.64
Standard Errors 0.071 0.084 0.099 0.021
P-value 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000***

Panel 3: DID Estimates with covariates
DID Estimates 0.72 0.60 0.61 0.64
Standard Errors 0.068 0.085 0.098 0.026
P-value 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000***

Observations 184 194 216 594
R-squareb 0.63 0.50 0.37 0.47

Note: see table 1.

Table 3. Nonword Decoding Subtask: Baseline, Endline and DID Estimates on Learners Who Read Correctly 
at Least 1 Word Per Minute

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Primary 1 Primary 2 Primary 3 All classes

Panel 1: Percentage of learners
Baseline: Control 0% 0% 9% 4%
Baseline: Treatment 0% 2% 4% 2%
Endline: Control 0% 2% 13% 6%

Endline: Treatment 21% 14% 15% 17%
Panel 2: DID Estimates without covariates

DID Estimates 0.21 0.10 0.07 0.13
Standard Errors 0.060 0.056 0.082 0.029
P-value 0.001*** 0.074* 0.369 0.007***

Panel 3: DID Estimates with covariates
DID Estimates 0.22 0.10 0.07 0.13
Standard Errors 0.061 0.056 0.082 0.030
P-value 0.000*** 0.077* 0.373 0.008***

Observations 184 194 216 594
R-squarec 0.17 0.07 0.02 0.05

Note: see table 1.
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The percentage of learners who could read cor-
rectly at least 1 word per minute in the control 
school increased by 2% (from 4% at baseline) 
whereas those in the treatment school increased 
by 15% (from 2% at baseline). This revealed a 
statistically significant (P-value=0.007) improve-
ment of 13% in the treatment school that can be 
attributed to the intervention.

As of the debrief with the teachers in the treat-
ment school, most of their learners still need sup-
port in diagraphs and trigraphs. This would facili-
tate learners in their blending and decoding skills.

Furthermore, the results show no differential 
impact of the intervention on the sex of the 
learners, in terms of the percentage of learners 
who read correctly at least 1 word per minute 
(P-value=0.598), at 5% level of significance.

Hypothesis 4: There are no differences between learn-
ers whose teachers participated in the professional 

development intervention and those whose teachers 
did not participate in the intervention, in terms of 
their performance in the oral passage reading 
knowledge subtask.

The percentage of learners who could read 
correctly one or more words per minute in the 
oral passage reading and reading comprehen-
sion subtask, in the treatment and control 
schools, as well as the corresponding DID esti-
mates with and without covariates are shown 
in table 4.

The percentage of learners who could read cor-
rectly at least 1 word per minute in the control 
school increased by 12% (from 2% at baseline) 
whereas those in the treatment school increased 
by 15% (from 0% at baseline). This revealed an 
improvement of 3% in the treatment school that 
can be attributed to the intervention (P-val-
ue=0.576). Furthermore, only 0.3% of the learn-
ers assessed managed to answer at least one out of 

Table 4. Oral Passage Reading Subtask: Baseline, Endline and DID Estimates on Learners Who Read 
Correctly at Least 1 Word in the Passage Per Minute

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Primary 1 Primary 2 Primary 3 All classes

Panel 1: Percentage of learners
Baseline: Control 0% 0% 6% 2%
Baseline: Treatment 0% 0% 0% 0%
Endline: Control 2% 15% 22% 14%

Endline: Treatment 21% 16% 7% 15%
Panel 2: DID Estimates without covariates

DID Estimates 0.19 0.01 -0.09 0.03
Standard Errors 0.064 0.075 0.074 0.054
P-value 0.003*** 0.847 0.215 0.576

Panel 3: DID Estimates with covariates
DID Estimates 0.19 0.01 -0.10 0.03
Standard Errors 0.065 0.075 0.075 0.053
P-value 0.004*** 0.903 0.207 0.582

Observations 184 194 216 594
R-squared 0.14 0.08 0.08 0.06

Note: see table 1.



Mónica Fontana, Martin Ariapa y Gillian Atuheire

54 • Bordón 72 (4), 2020, 43-59, ISSN: 0210-5934, e-ISSN: 2340-6577

five questions in the oral passage reading and 
comprehension subtask.

These findings are partly due to the limited knowl-
edge in diagraphs and trigraphs that teachers in 
the treatment school felt has not yet been devel-
oped in the learners. In addition to this, cases of 
learner absenteeism was also cited as a major fac-
tor affecting teaching and learning in these schools.

The results also show no differential impact of 
the intervention by sex of the learners, in terms 
of the percentage of learners who read correctly 
at least 1 word per minute (P-value=0.086), at 
5% level of significance.

Hypothesis 5: There are no differences between 
learners whose teachers participated in the profes-
sional development intervention and those whose 
teachers did not participate in the intervention, 

in terms of their performance in the English vo-
cabulary knowledge subtask.

The percentage of learners who could identify 
correctly at least 50% of the body parts and ob-
jects from the environment in the English Vo-
cabulary subtask in the treatment and control 
schools, as well as the corresponding DID esti-
mates with and without covariates are shown in 
table 5.

The percentage of learners who identified at 
least 50% of the English vocabulary words 
(body parts and objects from the environment) 
in the control school increased by 10% (from 
54% at baseline) whereas those in the treatment 
school increased by 24% (from 63% at base-
line). This revealed an improvement of 15% in 
the treatment school that can be attributed to the 
intervention (P-value=0.196).

Table 5. English Vocabulary Subtask: Baseline, Endline and DID Estimates on Learners Who Could Identify 
at Least 50% of the English Vocabulary Words

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Primary 1 Primary 2 Primary 3 All classes

Panel 1: Percentage of learners
Baseline: Control 29% 71% 63% 54%
Baseline: Treatment 49% 64% 74% 63%
Endline: Control 44% 71% 74% 64%

Endline: Treatment 94% 88% 81% 87%
Panel 2: DID Estimates without covariates

DID Estimates 0.29 0.23 -0.04 0.15
Standard Errors 0.130 0.128 0.120 0.100
P-value 0.027** 0.072* 0.759 0.196

Panel 3: DID Estimates with covariates
DID Estimates 0.30 0.23 -0.04 0.15
Standard Errors 0.128 0.128 0.119 0.098
P-value 0.021** 0.073* 0.757 0.179

Observations 184 194 216 594
R-squaree 0.24 0.04 0.02 0.07

Note: see table 1.
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Furthermore, the results show no differential im-
pact of the intervention on the sex of the learners, 
in terms of the percentage of learners who could 
identify at least 50% of the English vocabulary 
words (P-value=0.724), at 5% level of significance.

Discussion and Conclusions

The large number of children struggling to learn 
reading in Uganda is a worrying reality with a 
special dramatic connotation in refugee settle-
ments. Teachers face a serious responsibility to 
help children become successful readers. How-
ever, they are not receiving an important body of 
knowledge and techniques in order to be pre-
pared to accomplish this task. In fact, not much 
attention is often paid in understanding how sys-
tems that produce teachers, can be made more 
effective in improving learning outcomes. Our 
findings at the pre-intervention stage support the 
lack of fundamental principles of literacy and 
teaching methods. This, therefore, coincides with 
our main hypothesis, and with previous research 
(Binks-Cantrell et al., 2012), that teachers with 
high/low master of basic language constructs will 
also have learners with high/low abilities. The 
learners of the teachers who participated in the 
professional development intervention had high-
er achievement scores than their counterparts in 
each subtask area.

The findings of this study, regarding the profes-
sional development intervention are consistent 
with several studies that examined the impact 
of Jolly Phonics in teaching reading with young 
learners. Dixon et al. (2011) obtained a positive 
impact of teaching Jolly Phonics in 20 schools 
in India compared with those who learnt in the 
traditional way. In Africa, a similar study came 
up with quite comparable findings carried out 
in Nigeria (Shepherd, 2013).

The improvements in learners’ reading scores as-
sociated with the impact of professional develop-
ment intervention, though small in some subtask 
areas such as oral passage reading, still seem to 
have practical significance. The study therefore 
seems to support the Peter Effect applied to teach-
ers-learners in primary education. This study also 
nullifies the misconception that minimal prepara-
tion is necessary to teach children to read.

The study addressed an area of research that 
could be vital for improving general levels of 
reading in Uganda and offers an informed and 
balanced approach to reading improvement 
that can be scaled up in similar contexts. Fur-
ther research is also needed in order to explore 
how teachers’ knowledge and abilities in basic 
language constructs can be improved.

In this regard, the Ministry of Education and 
Sports should be urged to mandate sufficient 
training of teachers for the necessary require-
ments and to demand that university training 
programs are regularly updated and modified to 
provide adequate teacher preparation to include 
but not limited to hands on practice instruction 
and materials development.

There is need to promote awareness that read-
ing instruction is a complicated task in contrast 
to the erroneous belief that little preparation is 
necessary to be able to teach reading. Teachers 
require better conceptual understanding of 
reading (Harris, Davidson and Aprile, 2015).

Limitations of this study include a somewhat 
small sample size —number of schools in each 
group for a rigorous investigation of the impact 
of professional development interventions. 
Further studies should therefore employ exper-
imental designs with larger sample sizes based 
on power calculations.
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Resumen

¿Puede la calidad de una escuela ser mayor que la calidad de sus profesores? Un caso de habilidades 
lectoras tempranas en un contexto de refugiados en Uganda  

INTRODUCCIÓN. Como se puso de manifiesto en el Plan de Respuesta Educativa de Uganda de 
2018, los niveles de lectura en las comunidades de acogida de refugiados están muy por debajo 
del promedio nacional. El informe de 2018 de la Evaluación Nacional para el Progreso en Educa­
ción ha destacado ciertas dificultades de los profesores en algunas áreas del lenguaje. Como 
consecuencia, una posible explicación del bajo rendimiento persistente de los estudiantes en la 
lectura puede deberse al hecho de que los propios profesores carecen de la necesaria compren­
sión del constructo lingüístico. Por ello, se ha desarrollado e implementado una formación basa­
da en la evidencia para maestros de escuelas primarias con el objeto de ayudarles a fomentar las 
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habilidades lectoras de los alumnos. El propósito de este artículo es analizar si los alumnos cuyos 
maestros participaron en la intervención basada en evidencia tienen mejores habilidades lectoras 
que aquellos cuyos maestros no participaron. MÉTODO. Se adoptó un diseño cuasiexperimental 
de preprograma/posprograma que contó con 2 escuelas, 24 maestros (12 por escuela) y 297 estu­
diantes (157 de tratamiento y 140 de control) en el asentamiento de refugiados de Palabek (Ugan­
da). RESULTADOS. Los resultados muestran que las habilidades de lectura de los estudiantes 
cuyos maestros participaron en la intervención mejoraron significativamente en comparación con 
los del grupo de control. En concreto, las habilidades de lectura de los estudiantes mejoraron 
significativamente en las áreas de conocimiento del sonido de las letras, conocimiento de segmen­
tación y decodificación de no palabras, y ligeramente en lectura y comprensión de pasajes orales 
y vocabulario en inglés. DISCUSIÓN. Este estudio permite apoyar la hipótesis vinculada al efec­
to Peter (nadie puede ofrecer aquello de lo que carece) y plantea la necesidad de que el Ministerio 
de Educación y Deportes se replantee la formación necesaria de sus profesores.

Palabras clave: Habilidades de lectura, Métodos de enseñanza, Refugiados, Desarrollo profesional.

Résumé

La qualité d'une école peut-elle être supérieure à la qualité de ses enseignants? Un cas des 
compétences fondamentales en lecture dans le contexte des réfugiés en Ouganda

INTRODUCTION. Comme le souligne le plan d'intervention en matière d'éducation en Ouganda 
2018, les niveaux de lecture dans les communautés d'accueil de réfugiés sont bien inférieurs à la 
moyennle nationale. Étant donné que le rapport sur l'évaluation nationale des progrès de 
l'éducation de 2018 a mis en évidence certains domaines difficiles pour les enseignants en servi­
ce, une explication possible de la mauvaise performance persistante des apprenants en lecture 
peut résider dans la constatation que de nombreux enseignants eux-mêmes ne comprennent pas 
la construction linguistique. Par conséquent, une formation informée pour les enseignants des 
écoles primaires a été mise en oeuvre pour les aider à développer les compétences en lecture des 
apprenants. Le but de cet article est par conséquent d'analyser si les apprenants dont les enseig­
nants ont participé à l'intervention factuelle ont de meilleures compétences en lecture que ceux 
dont les enseignants n'ont pas participé à l'intervention. MÉTHODE. Pour réaliser cet objectif, 
une conception quasi-expérimentale pré-programme / post-programme, impliquant 2 écoles, 24 
enseignants (12 par école) et 297 apprenants (157 issus du traitement et 140 du contrôle) de 
l'installation de réfugiés de Palabek (Ouganda) a été adoptée. RÉSULTATS. Les résultats mon­
trent que les compétences en lecture des apprenants dont les enseignants ont participé à 
l'intervention se sont considérablement améliorées par rapport à leurs homologues. En particu­
lier, les compétences en lecture des apprenants se sont considérablement améliorées dans les 
domaines de la connaissance phonologiques, de la segmentation des connaissances et du décoda­
ge non-mots, et légèrement dans la lecture et la compréhension des passages oraux et le vocabu­
laire anglais. DISCUSSION. Cette étude a donc confirmé l'hypothèse liée à l'effet Peter - on ne 
peut pas donner ce qu'on ne possède pas et a soulevé le besoin du Ministère d'Éducation et des 
Sports de reformuler la formation des enseignants.

Mots-clés: Compétences en lecture, Méthodes d'enseignement, Réfugiés, Développement profes-
sionnel.
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