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ABSTRACT
International comparative measures show that South Africa
has extremely low standards in reading. A variety of
programmes aimed at boosting reading have been
developed, however, the effectiveness of these
programmes is unclear. Prior reviews of effective reading
instruction practices have focused almost exclusively on
learners whose first language and language of instruction
is English. This paper reviews evidence from 17
intervention studies which focused on the teaching of
reading comprehension in the distinctive multilingual
context of South Africa. Although in line with prior reviews,
we found some evidence that reading strategy instruction
including vocabulary development are features of
successful interventions alongside effective teacher
education and resourcing of reading. These findings
remained inconclusive due to variability in the quality of
research, considerable methodological variations of the
studies and the limited number of studies. Research in this
field requires a more rigorous scientific approach to
improve the evidence base.
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Introduction

Being able to read is a foundational skill: it enables participation in education
and society, it improves health outcomes and supports engagement in cultural
and democratic processes (Castles et al., 2018). It is therefore unsurprising that
teaching of reading is seen across the world as both an educational and public
health priority (Progress in International Literacy Study, 2016; World Literacy
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Foundation, 2015). South Africa has long had issues with levels of literacy: inter-
national comparative studies place South Africa at the bottom of league tables
(Mullis et al. 2011; Progress in International LIteracy Study, 2016). Effective
reading comprehension, the focus of this review, is the ultimate objective of
reading instruction (Oakhill & Cain, 2000). However, Mullis et al. (2017) identify
that 78% of South African learners in Grade 4 cannot read for meaning from a
text compared to 4% of learners internationally. South Africa (SA) has a unique
set of linguistic and socio-political factors that impact on education and so the
teaching of reading. SA has eleven officially recognised languages, with English
as the main language for learning and teaching from Grade 4 (Naidoo et al.,
2014) in a population where English is the first language of just 10% (Howie
et al., 2008). Prior systematic reviews or meta-analytic studies on reading
instruction practices have almost exclusively been focused on learners whose
first language is English in the USA or the UK where the community language
and the language of instruction is English (Afflerbach et al., 2008; Block & Press-
ley, 2007; Paris & Myers, 1981). It therefore remains unclear whether “what
works" in the Global North also works in countries like SA. Likewise, educational
priorities for effective reading comprehension instruction for the Global North
may not extend to SA. The primary objective of this systematic review, therefore,
was to identify effective reading comprehension interventions that had been
developed and implemented in SA.

Educational and linguistic context of SA

Learning to read in the community home language is first taught in the Foundation
Phase (Grades 1–3) in South African schools and begins when learners are aged
seven. During this period the extent of English language teaching varies from
school to school (South African Human Rights Commission, 2021). Learners,
often in the most socio-economically disadvantaged areas may engage in songs,
rhymes and other simple language activities in English, whilst others, often from
higher socio-economic status homes, are taught in “straight to English” schools
(Spaull, 2013), learning to read in English from the start of Grade 1. When learners
enter the Intermediate Phase of learning (Grades 4–6) the language of instruction
becomes English in all schools (or in some schools, Afrikaans) and reading and
reading comprehension is then taught in, and through English. Learners have
different experiences of this transition and there is a topical and on-going
debate about this point of transition to English (Taylor & von Fintel, 2016) and
whether there should be a transition at all, with greater calls for a decolonisation
of the education system including from policy makers (Basic Education minister,
Angie Motshekga, 2021). Taylor and von Fintel (2016, p. 88) contend that whilst
the language of instruction is a pivotal factor in learning to read, SA has other
more constraining factors, such as “poverty, weak school functionality, weak
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instructional practices, inadequate teacher subject knowledge, and a need for
greater accountability throughout the school system”.

This becomes clear in the analysis by Spaull (2016) of the prePIRLS (2011)
data. PrePIRLS tests basic reading skills that are the prerequisites for achieve-
ment in the PIRLS assessments. Spaull (2016) found that 58% of learners
could not read for meaning in either their home language or in English and
whilst this varied across provinces in SA, Spaull (2016, p. 2) concluded that lear-
ners are not secure in reading for meaning in their home language before “they
are switched into a second language”making even more complex the efforts to
raise standards in reading. It is noteworthy that not all of the South African
schools that participated in PIRLS in 2006 performed badly Mullis et al. (2007)
and this provides some evidence that the socio-economic stratification in the
country plays out in the reading problem engulfing many classrooms. Spaull
(2013, p. 4) makes clear that the better performing 25% of learners “perform
acceptably on national and international tests” and are drawn from the wealth-
iest quartile of students who attend schools that are well-resourced, have fewer
teacher absences, are more likely to come from homes where English is spoken
and have well-educated parents. The majority 75% have extremely low reading
attainment performance and attend poorly resourced schools with high pupil to
teacher ratios, high levels of staff absence, come from poor home backgrounds
and where English is not spoken in the home. This is further compounded with
regional variations: 83% of Grade 4 learners in Limpopo, one of the poorest pro-
vinces, cannot read for meaning, whilst that figure drops to 27% in the wealthier
Western Cape (Spaull, 2016). Howie et al. (2008) also highlight that it is learners
who attend rural and township schools that demonstrate the lowest attainment.
Zimmerman and Smit (2014, p. 6) argue that the “differences in schooling con-
ditions and learner achievement profiles across the PIRLS benchmark achieve-
ment spectrum were generally aligned with the differences between
advantaged, high-achieving schools and disadvantaged, low-achieving
schools”. Despite the South African government making education and
reading specifically, a priority since 2008 (Department of Education, Republic
of South Africa, 2008), there has been little measurable impact on reading
achievement (Spaull & Taylor, 2022).

Naidoo et al. (2014) in their review of educators’ perspective on the factors
affecting reading literacy in SA, identify a number of issues that have impacted
on reading comprehension achievement. It, alongside other studies identify the
following four factors as impacting on the quality of teaching and on learning
outcomes:

(1) The contextual challenges faced at school level in relation to resources, class
sizes, health and well-being of learners (Flint et al., 2019).

(2) The lack of consistent and robust teacher education programmes that train
pre-service teachers in the teaching of reading – in whatever Grade or
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subject they are training to teach (Klapwijk, 2012; Nel, 2011) leading to weak
teacher pedagogical and subject knowledge of the teaching of reading and
reading comprehension (Kruizinga & Nathanson, 2010; Kimathi & Bertram,
2019; Pretorius & Klapwijk, 2016; Zimmerman & Smit, 2014).

(3) The complexity of the language challenges faced by teachers and learners –
with English being the main language of learning, teaching and assessment
alongside a multiplicity of home and community languages (Madikiza et al.,
2018; Cekiso, 2012; Swanepoel et al., 2019; Nkomo, 2021).

(4) The wider historical and political context of SA which impacts on every
aspect of a learner’s educational experience (Basson & le Cordeur, 2013;
Combrinck & Mtsatse, 2019).

In relation to this historical and political context, the legacy of apartheid
remains woven into the country’s reading tapestry. Stewart and Modiba
(2019, p. 149) highlight that the poor performance in education, particularly
the reading problem in South Africa “persists despite the post-apartheid redis-
tribution of resources, curriculum reforms within the education system”.

Teaching reading comprehension

Given the lack of systematic review studies on reading intervention research in
SA, it is informative to examine “what works" in promoting reading comprehen-
sion skills in diverse populations of English as a Second Language learners (ESL).
Our review of review studies indicated that most reading intervention studies
targeting ESL students, had been conducted in the USA and on students
from Latin American origins with Spanish as the main home language with
fewer interventions conducted in Europe and/or on other bilingual language
groups (Murphy & Unthiah, 2015; Oxley & De Cat, 2021; Rogde et al., 2019; Silver-
man et al., 2020).

Following the simple view of reading framework (Hoover & Gough, 1990),
which states that reading comprehension is a product of decoding and
language comprehension (listening comprehension), intervention studies of
reading comprehension tend to focus on one of these two skills. Accurate
word reading or deciphering the written code is clearly the essential first step
for reading comprehension. Broadly, interventions targeting decoding skills
tend to focus on improving children’s phonological skills or understanding of
letter-sound relationships, which underpin effective word reading skills
(Melby–Lervåg et al., 2012). However, accurate word reading is not sufficient
to build a mental representation of the meaning of the written text and also
requires language comprehension skills to access the meaning of words and
sentences. Hence, intervention studies targeting language comprehension
tend to focus on improving vocabulary and grammatical (morpho-syntactic)
skills or a combination of these skills (Silverman et al., 2020).
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The review studies concur that the interventions targeting phonological
awareness or phonics are effective for promoting reading accuracy in both
ESL and non-ESL students with relatively consistent results and moderate-to-
large effect sizes (Richards-Tutor et al., 2016; Ludwig et al., 2019). By contrast,
findings from interventions targeting language comprehension tend to be
inconsistent with more varied effect sizes (Ludwig et al., 2019; Richards-Tutor
et al., 2016; Rogde et al., 2019; Silverman et al., 2020). Most importantly, even
when interventions targeting vocabulary or language comprehension may
improve these skills as well as reading comprehension, these gains do not
always generalise to standardised measures of vocabulary or reading compre-
hension and the reported effect sizes can vary from null to large depending
on the outcome measure (Rogde et al., 2019; Silverman et al., 2020). Although
these are surprising findings given the robust relationships between early
language comprehension and later reading comprehension skills (Babayiğit
et al., 2022), they are not entirely unexpected: language comprehension is
complex and multidimensional, and draws on a wider range of interrelated
language and cognitive skills, and can be affected by text and other social
and cultural contextual factors. Therefore, intervention studies of language
comprehension are highly varied in their approach and methodology, which
may explain the observed varied outcomes.

Nonetheless for the purposes of the current review, it is important to note
that both ESL and non-ESL students seem to benefit from the same interven-
tions targeting vocabulary skills (see Silverman et al., 2020). Specifically, it has
been found that integrated approaches, such as combining vocabulary with
syntax contributed to large improvements in reading comprehension (Silver-
man et al., 2020). A few interventions which directly compared ESL with
non-ESL students have noted that ESL students may improve their reading
comprehension more than their non-ESL peers when the interventions
focus on the specific linguistic strengths and needs of ESL students (Silverman
et al., 2020). In accordance with these reports, targeting vocabulary or a com-
bination of vocabulary and reading strategies has been found to help to close
the ESL performance gap in vocabulary and reading comprehension (Dalton
et al., 2011).

At this point, it should be noted that intervention studies focusing on strat-
egies, text characteristics, motivation or qualitative studies are often excluded
from the review studies (Silverman et al., 2020). The observed “cognitive bias"
in reviews of interventions reflect the dominant cognitive view of reading com-
prehension which primarily focuses on decoding and related language and cog-
nitive skills. The cognitive approach lends itself to experimental manipulation
and calculation of effect sizes which is essential for making causal inferences.
Therefore, the review studies of intervention which aim to draw causal infer-
ences tend to exclude qualitative interventions of reading comprehension. It
is also possible that observed cognitive bias in reading comprehension theory
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and interventions reflect the difficulty of operationalisation of these multidi-
mensional variables and limited research.

The critics of the cognitive view of reading comprehension argue that lit-
eracy development cannot be confined to a set of cognitive skills: ESL stu-
dents have unique linguistic and cultural knowledge and skills that shape
their meaning making and engagement with written text. In fact, narrative
review studies on effective reading instruction practices for ESL students in
the USA, which included qualitative studies and expert opinions, have all
emphasised the importance of rich vocabulary instruction along with native
language support (Gersten & Baker, 2000; Klingner et al., 2006). The propo-
nents of a “culturally relevant pedagogy” draw attention to the intrinsic
effect of language and culture on meaning making. Promoting a critical
understanding of linguistic and cultural heritage aims to empower ESL stu-
dents to value their home language and culture and serves to bring closer
together home and school, and thereby encourages the motivation to
engage with learning while at the same time support higher teacher expec-
tations and experience of success (for a review, see Kelly et al., 2021). For
example, there is evidence that encouraging translanguaging (mixing home
language with English) promotes better comprehension and critical thinking
as well as higher motivation to engage with text (for a review, see García &
Solorza, 2021).

However, effective implementation of culturally relevant reading compre-
hension instruction requires promoting teachers’ understanding of bilingual-
ism and cultural practices that their ESL students bring to the classroom.
Yet, culturally relevant pedagogy is often lacking in teacher training and
there is a paucity of reading intervention studies targeting professional devel-
opment of teachers in the USA and the UK (Murphy & Unthiah, 2015; Shelton
et al., 2023).

To sum up, just as their peers with English as a first language, ESL students
benefit from the same interventions targeting phonological skills, vocabulary,
grammar and reading strategies and which aim to improve these skills and
thereby their reading comprehension. Further, targeted approaches and
drawing on ESL students’ cultural and linguistic heritage have been found to
be both empowering and motivating with positive effects not only on their
reading skills but overall academic development.

It remains unclear whether the findings from the review of effective reading
comprehension interventions conducted mostly in the Global North can be
extended to the South African context. It is likely that the highly diverse multi-
lingual, socio-political and economic context of the SA present unique pedago-
gical opportunities as well as challenges. Accordingly, the most pressing issues
that effective reading interventions must address to make a positive difference
in children’s reading development may differ in SA and warrants further focused
research.
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Rationale and purpose

This systematic review aims to provide a narrative synthesis of successful
reading comprehension interventions in the particular context of SA and the
similarities and differences between interventions with favourable results.
Whilst the review was designed to inform a larger intervention study which
aimed to support South African pre-service and in-teachers’ pedagogical knowl-
edge and skills in the effective teaching of reading comprehension in English,
the findings from this review will also have implications for promoting the
understanding of the issues that affect effective reading comprehension prac-
tices in similar countries with complex linguistic and socio-political contexts.
The research questions for this review were therefore:

(1) What are the most effective approaches to the teaching of reading compre-
hension in the South African context?

(2) What are the issues raised by the review that should be the focus of edu-
cational policies to improve reading skills in the South African context?

Method

The question guiding the literature search and analysis was: What were the most
successful approaches to the teaching of reading comprehension in the South
African multilingual context? In the review we defined reading comprehension
as the ability to extract meaning from written text.

In this review we focused on studies that were

. Conducted in South Africa

. Focused on the teaching of reading comprehension

. Were intervention studies, with clear outcome measures, rather than descrip-
tive accounts of classroom-based pedagogy

Search strategy

To identify relevant articles, thirteen databases were systematically searched to
identify relevant research (Table 1). To expand the reach of the review, we also
used the search engine Google Scholar to find additional sources not identified
in the database search. Twelve Google pages were scanned for each combi-
nation of terms, at which a point of diminishing returns was established
(Bowen et al., 2010). In addition, articles identified through the database
search were subject to backwards citation searching. In addition, journals and
other sources related specifically to the South African context were searched.
The search was limited to peer reviewed articles, published in English after 31
December 2004. The majority of articles were identified through searches of
the main databases.
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Key words used in the search

The original search terms were compiled through discussion between the
authors, two of whom are based in South Africa and three in the UK. The
terms chosen were related to reading comprehension, teaching, learning and
pedagogy, intervention studies and learner outcomes in schools in South
Africa. An iterative process was used to refine the search terms. Abstracts of
the items identified were reviewed by the team and search terms were
revised, added or removed. The full list of syntax is in Appendix 1.

The search of the databases, journals and Google Scholar yielded a total of
335 records. These records were independently “eyeballed” (See et al., 2020)
by one reviewer in South Africa and two in the UK using titles and abstracts,
with disagreements resolved through discussion. This preliminary screening
identified 210 articles for further scrutiny. Working in different universities in
the UK and South Africa meant that not all articles were easily available to all
researchers, so PDFs of all articles were saved in a shared folder.

Screening

The 210 records identified were then subject to full text screening. The following
inclusion and exclusion criteria were then used to screen the research papers.

Inclusion criteria

. Conducted in South Africa

. Published or reported in English

. Primary, empirical research

. About the teaching of reading comprehension, that is how learners are
taught to extract meaning from written texts

. Intervention study with a clearly defined outcome measure based on the
effectiveness of the intervention study on reading comprehension (e.g.,
test scores)

Table 1. Databases, Search engines and South African Journals searched.

Databases

Applied Social Sciences Index and Abstracts (ASSIA)
British Education Index
Digital Education Resource Archive (DERA)
Directory of Open Access Journals (DOAJ)
Ebsco Academic Complete
Educational Research Information Centre (ERIC)
JSTOR

Proquest Education Journals
PsychINFO
Sage Journals
Scopus
Springer Link
Web of Science

Search Engine
Google Scholar
South African Journals
Journal of Education (University of KwaZulu Natal)
Journal of African Education
South African Journal of Childhood Education
South African Journal of Education
Per Linguam (University of Stellenbosch)
Reading and Writing – Journal of the Reading Association of South Africa
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. Conducted with learners aged 5–16 years

. School based rather than laboratory study

. Mainstream school

. Published after 31 December 2004

Exclusion criteria

. Duplicates

. Research not conducted in South Africa

. Not primary empirical research (e.g., summary reports on the state of reading
on South Africa, opinion pieces, descriptions of potential interventions with
no evaluation of outcomes)

. Not reported or published in English

. Studies with preschool learners or learners in higher education

. Research not specifically concerning reading comprehension (e.g., develop-
ing language skills, reading fluency)

. Outcome is not about reading comprehension (e.g., reading fluency, reading
enjoyment)

. Not an intervention study (e.g. descriptive/anecdotal accounts of successful
strategies with no outcome measures

. Observational/ ethnographic research into teaching reading comprehension
with no outcome measures

. Studies not conducted in mainstream school settings

. Research into how reading comprehension is addressed in teacher training
programmes

The full text records were reviewed by one reviewer in South Africa and two
in the UK. In order to ensure that the inclusion and exclusion criteria were
applied consistently, a number of steps were taken to ensure reliability
between raters (Belur et al., 2021). Firstly a clear coding system for the inclusion
and exclusion criteria was developed and all raters were trained in how to apply
this. At the start, all the researchers independently assessed the same six studies
and the results discussed. Only minor discrepancies between reviewers were
noted, and discussion of these discrepancies between reviewers clarified the
application of the inclusion and exclusion criteria. Each reviewer assessed
between 60 and 70 articles each. Every 10th article assessed by each reviewer
was reconsidered by the whole review team to ensure consistency. Taking a dis-
cussion-based view, rather than a numerical analysis of inter-rater reliability, fol-
lowed Ashton’s (2000) suggestion that discussion between reviewers is an
effective way of improving the reliability of coding.

193 studies were excluded for the following reasons:

. Not concerning reading comprehension (56)
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. Not an intervention (44)

. Focus on teachers not learners (42)

. Discussion/review article (17)

. Data not collected in South Africa (4)

. Out of age range (15)

. Not school-based (4)

. Study specifically related to special needs (5)

. Not available in English (4)

. Data duplicated in another article (2)

After application of inclusion and exclusion criteria and removal of dupli-
cates, 17 studies remained for data extraction. The low number of studies
included in the review is due to the specific nature of our research question,
which is concerned with reviewing teaching strategies for reading comprehen-
sion which are potentially useful in South Africa. Figure 1 shows the number of
studies at each stage of the review process.

Figure 1. Systematic review process (adapted from Moher et al. 2009 PRISMA flow chart).
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Data extraction

Two reviewers from the UK and one from South Africa independently extracted
the data from the articles. All the full text articles were examined by one of the
UK based reviewers, the articles were also distributed between the other
reviewers. A clear guide to the data extraction process was developed and
the reviewers received training on how to use this guide to extract information
from the identified articles. This helped ensure consistency in the process (Belur
et al., 2021) as well as providing understanding of the education context in
South Africa. Once this process was complete, all reviewers met to discuss the
data extraction tables. No major discrepancies were apparent and through dis-
cussion any minor differences were addressed.

The Key information extracted included:

. Description and focus of the intervention

. Research design
o Is it a randomised control trial
o Is it a quasi-experiment with no randomised allocation to control

condition?
o Are there control and comparison conditions?
o Are there pre and post event comparisons?
o Duration of intervention

. Sample
o Sample size
o Age of participants
o Home language of participants
o Language of instruction
o Level of advantage/disadvantage of the school

. Outcome measures
o What outcomes are measured?

. Findings
o Reported results (including no effects or positive, with significance

measures and effect sizes, where given)

Our data collection and analysis processes are shown in Figure 1.

Assessing quality

Each of the seventeen studies were assessed initially for quality using the five
criteria of Gorard et al.’s (2017) sieve system, which considers the appropriate-
ness of the research design for the research question, the scale of the study and/
or the sample size, the attrition rate, the quality of outcome measure and any
further threats to validity. Each study was assigned a score ranging from 1 for
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studies with the least secure evidence base for making causal claims to 4 which
are the strongest. Studies with no comparator or control group were given a
rating of 0 (See et al., 2020). The quality score for each article is shown in
Table 2. The articles which presented qualitative data were assessed using the
National Institute for Health and Care Guidance (NICE, 2012) critical appraisal
checklist (CASP). This quality measure assesses how clear the purpose,
context and focus to questions were, the relevance and range of studies referred
to, validity and reliability of methods, rigour of analysis, strength of findings and
recommendations, and if limitations were considered. A rating using CASP is
determined by assigning studies with “++” meaning that most of the checklist
criteria have been fulfilled, “+” that some of the checklist criteria have been
fulfilled and “–" few or no checklist criteria have been fulfilled (NICE, 2012,
p. 216).

Of the 17 studies identified in the review, 13 studies presented quantitat-
ive outcomes (Basson & le Cordeur, 2013; Castillo & Wagner, 2019; Cekiso,
2012; Donald & Condy, 2005; Klapwijk & Van der Walt, 2011; le Roux
et al., 2014; Makumbila & Rowland, 2016; Pretorius & Mampuru, 2007; Pretor-
ius & Currin, 2010; Pretorius & Lephalala, 2011; Sailors et al., 2010; Van
Staden, 2011; Van Wyk & Louw, 2008) and 4 studies presented both quan-
titative and qualitative outcomes (Beck & Condy, 2017; Elston et al., 2022;
Fatyela et al., 2021; Ntshikla et al., 2022).

Of the quantitative studies reviewed, no studies were rated as 4 padlocks,
showing that overall quality was not high. Two studies were rated as three
padlocks, (Donald & Condy, 2005; Sailors et al., 2010), six studies as two pad-
locks (Castillo & Wagner, 2019; Cekiso, 2012; Klapwijk & Van der Walt, 2011; le
Roux et al., 2014; Pretorius & Lephalala, 2011; Van Staden, 2011) and five
studies as one padlock. We decided to consider all the studies in the
review, recognising that studies with a padlock level lower than 2 are to
be treated with caution (See et al., 2020).

Four studies (Beck & Condy, 2017; Elston et al., 2022; Fatyela et al., 2021;
Ntshikla et al., 2022) were rated as 0 padlocks in terms of Gorard et al.’s sieve
system, as they reported some quantitative data. However, these studies also
reported on qualitative findings. We determined an overall rating of ++ or +
for all of these four articles, deeming them suitable for inclusion in the review.

Review approach

Following the identification of the seventeen studies, a narrative synthesis of
the quantitative and qualitative outcomes presented in the studies was used
to integrate the findings from the identified studies. This approach has been
shown to be valuable in understanding the complexity of interventions
carried out in specific contexts, where it is important not only to assess the
difference in effect but also to understand how the intervention works (Noyes
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Table 2. Summary of studies on reading comprehension interventions in South Africa.

Study Community Language
Language of Learning and

Teaching (LoLT)
Context – high poverty

etc
Age of

participants Sample size Study Duration

Basson & le
Cordeur, 2013

Xhosa Afrikaans
Teachers are not Xhosa
speakers

School in a “previously
disadvantaged”
community

Grades 4, 5 and 6 20 Once a week for 6 months

Beck & Condy,
2017

Not stated Not stated – assumption
English

Not stated Grade 4 One
(the learner was part of a
group and then had one to
one additional intervention)

One hour a week for 6 weeks as
part of a group
One hour 3 weeks as part of a
group with an additional half an
hour of one to one additional
support

Castillo &
Wagner, 2019

Sepedi
Tshivenda
Xitsonga

English (from Grade 4) Low performing, low
income rural schools

Grades 1–4 215 in 6 treatment schools Weekly for 45 mins
For one year
Follow-up one year later

Cekiso, 2012 Xhosa English Not stated Grade 11 60 3 months
Donald &
Condy, 2005

isiXhosa
Afrikaans

Not stated – anticipate that
Grades 1–3 isiXhosa and
Grades 4–7 Afrikaans

High poverty Grades 1–7 Four schools
Grade 1 n = 48
Grade 2 n = 47
Grades 3–7 n = 887

3 years

Elston et al.,
2022

Afrikaans English Affluent school in
(Quintile 5 school)

Grade 4 one 45–60 mins, 3 times a week over 6
weeks after school

Fatyela et al.,
2021

IsiXhosa English School in a low socio-
economic area
Quintile 2

Grade 3 5 30 mins sessions 3 times a week for
8 weeks (2 additional weeks for
pre and post intervention
testing)

Klapwijk & Van
der Walt,
2011

Afrikaans English School in a low socio-
economic area

Grade 5 68
(experimental group n = 33;
control group n = 35)

15 weeks

le Roux et al.,
2014

Afrikaans Afrikaans medium Low socio-economic
community in Western
Cape

3rd graders (aged
7–13 years)

N = 102 10 weeks

Makumbila &
Rowland,
2016

XiTsonga
IsiZulu
Sepedi

Community language Not stated Foundation Phase N = 152 Not clear with the learners.
(Teachers; CPD was 8 months)
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Table 2. Continued.

Study Community Language
Language of Learning and

Teaching (LoLT)
Context – high poverty

etc
Age of

participants Sample size Study Duration

Ntshikla et al.,
2022

Bemba
isiXhosa
French
Swahili
Igbo
Ndbele
Shona
(10% English and
Afrikaans)

English Quintile 5 (among the
most affluent schools)

Grade 7 5 purposive sampling, students
with lowest scores on WCED
baseline

Not clear, sometimes described as
10 weeks, others as 8 weeks

Pretorius &
Mampuru,
2007

70% of learners N. Sotho
(L1)
9% Sotho-related
6% Nguni-related
3% Venda and Tsonga
Languages

English (L2) High poverty Grade 7
11–16 years,
mean 13.1

104 Not clear, but pre- and post-tests
given 7/8 months apart (part of 3
year study Reading is
FUNdamental)

Pretorius &
Currin, 2010

Predominantly N. Sotho and
Tswana. Language
environment is complex

English High poverty Grade 7 N = 227 Not clear, but pre- and post-tests
given 7/8 months apart (part of 3
year study Reading is
FUNdamental)

Pretorius &
Lephalala,
2011

Control:
Diverse linguistic
environment.
70–80% N. Sotho
Intervention:
Diverse linguistic
environment.
60–70% N. Sotho

Control:
N. Sotho to Grade 4
then English
Intervention
English as LoTL from
Foundation Phase

Control: Quintile 1 (high
disadvantage)
Intervention: cohort –
Quintile 3

Grade 6
Mean age 12
years (range
11–15)

Control – 77
Intervention – 72
Total N = 142

Not clear.
A single period for two and a half
terms, then intensive phase is
described as lasting for 3 months
Pre- and post-tests given 7/8
months apart

Sailors et al.,
2010

Range of schools covering
most South African
languages

Home language and English Rural and former
township districts.
“The country’s most
disadvantaged
schools"

Grades 1 and 2
(Foundation
phase)

First grade N = 193
Second Grade N = 809
Total N = 1002

Not clear

Van Staden,
2011

Home language (no details
given)

Not clearly stated Not given (Free State
Province)

Grades 4–6 24 randomly selected schools
N = 288 ESL learners
identified through
conversation with teachers

Five months

Van Wyk &
Louw, 2008

Afrikaans medium Afrikaans Middle to lower income Grades 2–7 N = 31 Seven months

82
J.C

A
RTER

ET
A
L.



Table 2. Continued

Methodology RCT/observation Type of intervention Outcome measures
Significance & effect size reported

for Reading Comprehension Findings

Quality

Gorard’s
et al.
(2017)
sieve

CASP
(NICE.,
2012)

Quasi experimental, no control
Vocabulary AST pre and post
Afrikaanse Neale reading
test
Qualitative interviews with
educators

Listening and speaking focus
Reading and watching – focus on
learners’ interests, contexts and
vocabulary.
Shared reading as the prime
approach

Afrikaanse Neale reading test Significance reported.
No reporting of effect size

pre and post test – p < 0.00
Afrikaanse Neale p < 0.00

1 NA

Case study with some
pre and post testing

Explicit strategy instruction
teaching – one strategy per
session as a focus
Shared reading of text and think-
aloud strategy to model

Observation
Semi-structured interview
with educator
Non-standardised reading
comprehension text

Not reported
Descriptive statistics only

Results suggest the
programme improved
reading comprehension

0 +

Quasi experimental
11 comparison schools
6 treatment schools

Phonics based, multilingual,
culturally appropriate computer
programme
Activities letter – sound
recognition; phonemic
awareness; listening; spelling;
grammar and punctuation;
sentence construction and short
passage text reading and
comprehension

Early Grade Reading
Assessment at points across
the programme

Significance and effect size
reported.
Home language comprehension
Hedges g = .37, medium effect
size

Positive and statistically
significant effects on higher
order reading skills.
Home language reading
comprehension
Hedges g = 0.37
t(141.5) = 2.60 (p = 0.01)
No significant differences
for letter/sound fluency and
familiar word reading

2 NA

Quasi-experimental pre and
post test control group
design
Participants randomly
assigned

Strategy instruction: how to use a
strategy; why, when and where to
use it; teacher modelling and
scaffolding of the strategy;
learner practice; integration with
other school reading content
materials.
Strategies were: before reading,

Standardised: Reading
Performance Test in English
Advanced Level
And
Reading strategies
questionnaire

Significance and effect size
reported
The effect sizes for strategies
varied from small to large. With
large effect sizes on fours items
d ranged from .30 to 1.50.

Intervention groups use of
strategies – p < 0.05, small
to medium effect size
Reading comprehension –
p < 0.05, medium to large
effect size

2 NA
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Table 2. Continued.

Methodology RCT/observation Type of intervention Outcome measures
Significance & effect size reported

for Reading Comprehension Findings

Quality

Gorard’s
et al.
(2017)
sieve

CASP
(NICE.,
2012)

predication and inference
making. During reading: guessing
word meaning from context;
main idea identification;
confirming predictions and
inferences. After reading:
summarising.

Quasi experimental
comparison group design
Mixed methods

“Concentrated Language
Encounter” project
Contextual activity or initial text
reading; language based activity;
shared learner generated text;
copying and reading of shared
text; small group word building;
phonics; grammatical structures
based on the text.

Teacher questionnaire;
Non-standardised cloze
reading tests (Grades 3–7
learners); dictation tests
(Grades 3–7 learnings)
Non-standardised Word tests
(Grades 1–2)
Non-standardised language
and creativity tests
Home questionnaire for
parents

Significance reported, no effect
size given and not enough
information to calculate

Cloze score (grades 3–7) –
highly significant (F (df 1) =
22.44) highly significant p <
0.001
Reading comprehension –
Grade 3 reported only (F =
18.77, p < 0.001)
Grades 3–5 “indicated a
trend” narrative with no
corresponding statistic.
Significant and highly
significant data effect sizes
reported for other tests (but
these were not reading
comprehension focused)

3 NA

Semi-structured interviews
with the teacher
Pre and post non-
standardised reading
comprehension questions

Explicit teaching of reading
comprehension strategies using
authentic texts. Use of think-
aloud approach

Descriptive narrative from
interviews.
Descriptive pre and post
comprehension test

Not reported, descriptive statistics
and qualitative data

Results suggest the
programme improved
reading comprehension

0 +

Case study Details not specified – strategy
teaching with a focus on active
learning, discussion, high
expectations; learner taking
responsibility for engagement;

Informal, diagnostic text
reading pre and post
intervention tests
Parent interviews
Teacher interviews

Not reported, descriptive statistics
and qualitative data

Narrative data for each child
in the study showing
“improvements’ in
comprehension skills.

0 +
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risk taking; support of more
knowledge able peers.

Observation
Inductive content analysis

Mixed method, Sequential
transformative strategy
design (3 sequential data
collection phases)

Instructional framework – before
reading (identify text type;
purpose for reading; activating
prior knowledge; predicting)
During reading (monitoring)
After reading (clarifying,
summarising and questioning)
Focus was on whether the taught
strategies were transferred/ learnt
by learners

Burt word reading test
Standardized cloze test.
Exploratory test (non-
standardised pre-test)
Strategy-transfer test (non-
standardised) post
intervention
Intraclass Correlation test
used
One-way ANOVA used
Cohen’s d calculated for
effect size

Significance reported. Descriptive
effect sizes provided, but with
sufficient information provided
to calculate, confirming
reported effect sizes, ranging
from small to large.

Strategy-transfer test;
Descriptive effect sizes
Questioning medium effect
F(1,64) = 5.8017 p = 0.02
Summarisation large effect
size F (1,64) = 16.031 p = <
0.01
Monitoring very large effect
size F (1,64) = 22.209
P = < 0.01
Text type small effect size F
(1,64) = 0.78049
P = 0.38
Title
large effect size F (1,64) =
11.142 p = <0.01

2 NA

Pre- and post-test data
collected.
Control group design. 3
intervention groups (dog,
adult, teddy bear) and one
control group with random
allocation to groups

Animal assisted reading
programme

Scores on ESSI Reading and
Spelling Test
Neale Analysis of Reading
Ability

Significance and effect size
reported, medium to large

Neale reading comprehension
significant main effect for
group, with learners in dog
group gaining significantly
higher scores
(F3,94 = 5.02, p = .02, η2
= .15) medium to large
effect

2 NA

Pre- and post-test data
collected on a reading
assessment checklist
Observation of Guided
reading groups

Teachers taught how to use
“Guided Reading”
Implemented in classroom
practice

Reading Assessment Checklist
(from Teaching Reading I
Early Grades): A Teacher’s
Handbook, 2007,
Department of Education,
Pretoria

Not reported, descriptive statistics
and qualitative data

Results suggest the
programme improved
reading comprehension

0 ++

Pre- and post-test data
collected

Researcher – who was also the
teacher worked with 5 learners.
Learners met with the researcher
5 times a week for 30-45 min

No data concerning the
“Informal pre-tests and post-
tests" to assess reading
comprehension skills
Qualitative data also
collected

Not reported, descriptive statistics
and qualitative data

Results suggest the
programme improved
reading comprehension

0 +

Pre- and post-test of reading
proficiency in N. Sotho and

Multi-level approach involving
learners, teachers and parents.

Significance reported no effect
sizes for pre- and post-test

Pre- and post-test
comprehension scores

1 NA
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Table 2. Continued.

Methodology RCT/observation Type of intervention Outcome measures
Significance & effect size reported

for Reading Comprehension Findings

Quality

Gorard’s
et al.
(2017)
sieve

CASP
(NICE.,
2012)

English including inference
questions, Cloze items and
anaphoric resolution

Including developing a school
library, building teacher skills
related to reading, involving
parents in literacy

Scores on pre- and post-test of
reading proficiency in
N. Sotho and English

differences in reading
comprehension scores.
Insufficient information to
calculate

L1
T = 6.26, df 98, p = .000
L2
T = 10.61, df 96, p = .000
(no effect size)

Three year cross-sectional
cohort extension of
Pretorius & Mampuru, 2007
Pre- and post-test of reading
proficiency in N. Sotho and
English including inference
questions, Cloze items and
anaphoric resolution

Multi-level approach involving
learners, teachers and parents.
Including developing a school
library, building teacher skills
related to reading, involving
parents in literacy

Scores on pre- and post-test of
reading proficiency in
N. Sotho and English

Not reported, descriptive statistics
only

Descriptive statistics showed
a tendency of RC scores to
improve pre-test and post
test and more so for English
than NS.

1 NA

Quasi-experimental, pre- and
post-test design
Intervention – instruction
delivered in class time
Control – instruction
delivered as voluntary, after
school session

Explicit comprehension instruction,
conducted in English (part of a
wider literacy programme in both
schools)

Scores on pre- and post-test of
reading proficiency in
N. Sotho and English.
Devised from Grade 6
textbooks

Significance and large effect size
reported

N Sotho comprehension
Not significant
(t = .322, df, 144, p-.741)
English (T = 3.642, df, 144,
p < .000)
d = .060 (described as large)

2 NA

Quasi-experimental pre- and
post-test
Only post-test data is
presented. (Recognised by
authors as a limitation)
Comparisons made between
intervention and control
schools

READ – outcome based teaching
methodology
(a) Giving children high quality
books
(b) Providing teachers
professional development
including strategies for engaging
students with books

Language assessment in home
language (10 different
versions) and English 7
assessment components
including sentence
comprehension

Significance and effect size
reported

Comparison between control
and intervention school
First Grade Sentence
comprehension (Anova)
Home Language
F = 31.317
p < .01, η2 = .033
English
F = 19.859
p < .01, η2 = .024
Second Grade Sentence
comprehension (Anova)

3 NA
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Home Language
F = 27.331
p < .01, η2 = .033
English
F = 43.521
p < .01, η2 = .051

Quasi-experimental pre- and
post-test

CPD for postgraduate students in
using “multi-sensory instructional
strategies"

UCT reading tests
Diagnostic test for reading
comprehension

Significance and effect size
reported

Pre-test showed no
significant difference in
reading comprehension
between groups at start (U
= 10458.5; p = .89)
Post-test
Described as “medium”
effect sizes

2 NA

Quasi-experimental pre- and
post-test

Electronic reading programme
Some further reading
encouragement

Standardised scholastic
reading test, including
reading comprehension

Not reported, descriptive statistics
only

Analysis of results suggest the
programme improved
reading comprehension

1 NA
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et al., 2019). Studies were grouped in relation to: the study contexts; language of
instruction; sample sizes; duration of the intervention and methodology. A
purely quantitative approach (meta-analysis) was not seen as appropriate for
two reasons. Firstly due to the range of identified reading comprehension inter-
ventions and outcomes measures meant combining the results of the studies
would not produce meaningful results. Secondly, only a small number of articles
met both the inclusion criteria and the quality standards, meaning that a quan-
titative approach would be inappropriate and reductive.

Analytic procedure

Having grouped studies according to design features, as outlined above, the
reviewers then identified the intervention approaches of the studies with the
highest quality ratings. The 3 and 2 padlock studies were read and re-read by
the four reviewers (three in the UK and one in South Africa) to identify and
explore the key similarities and differences in the findings and intervention
approach. The reviewers discussed these areas in online meetings to develop
their understanding. Whilst the reviewers found some key similarities in these
interventions, it was decided that the differences were significant enough to
require the specifics of these interventions to be explored in the findings of
this study, rather than just identifying generic themes. Studies with either a
one of zero quality padlock, were then reviewed in relation to the higher
quality studies and again, the specifics of these interventions were then incor-
porated in the discussion section of this article.

Limitations

The records included in the review were filtered to include peer reviewed jour-
nals, books and book chapters to ensure the quality of the articles included.
However, this could lead to potential publication bias problems, where articles
with positive or significant findings are more likely to be published, which may
affect the results of this systematic review. No search of grey literature was con-
ducted. This might have unearthed additional records of inclusion (e.g., prac-
titioner reports, governmental and non-governmental organisation data and
reports). The decision was taken to exclude these as it would not have been
possible to assess the quality of these items.

Findings were limited to articles published in English, which may constrain
the review. The four articles not published in English were available in Afrikaans.

Very few studies described a rigorous intervention with random allocation to
conditions or a clear control group, as shown in the ratings given to the quality
of research. As such, considerable caution is needed in drawing causal links
between reading comprehension strategies and learner outcomes. In addition,
reading comprehension is a complex process including a variety of cognitive

88 J. CARTER ET AL.



and meta-cognitive sub-processes, many of the studies did not identify which of
these subprocesses the intervention was addressing (Tárraga-Mínguez et al.,
2021). Therefore, determining the processes underlying the effectiveness of a
specific intervention is problematic.

Findings

Context of the studies

Of the 17 studies included in the review, nine were conducted in areas with high
levels of poverty and disadvantage (Castillo & Wagner, 2019; Donald & Condy,
2005; Fatyela et al., 2021; Klapwijk & Van der Walt, 2011; le Roux et al., 2014; Pre-
torius & Mampuru, 2007; Pretorius & Currin, 2010; Pretorius & Lephalala, 2011;
Sailors et al., 2010). One study was conducted in an area described as a “pre-
viously disadvantaged community” (Basson & le Cordeur, 2013) and one
described the area as “middle to lower income” (Van Wyk & Louw, 2008). Two
were conducted in affluent areas (Elston et al., 2022; Ntshikla et al., 2022).
And four studies did not provide this information (Beck & Condy, 2017;
Cekiso, 2012; Makumbila & Rowland, 2016; Van Staden, 2011).

Language of instruction

In eight of the studies, English was the language of instruction (Castillo &
Wagner, 2019; Cekiso, 2012; Elston et al., 2022; Fatyela et al., 2021; Klapwijk &
Van der Walt, 2011; Ntshikla et al., 2022; Pretorius & Mampuru, 2007; Pretorius
& Currin, 2010; Pretorius & Lephalala, 2011). In one study the instruction was
in home language and English (Sailors et al., 2010, this study was with Grades
1 and 2, foundation phase) and in three studies it was Afrikaans (Basson & le
Cordeur, 2013; le Roux et al., 2014; Van Wyk & Louw, 2008). In three studies
the language of instruction was not stated clearly (Van Staden, 2011; Beck &
Condy, 2017) (anticipated English); Donald & Condy, 2005 (anticipated Grades
1–3 isiXhosa and Grades 4–7 Afrikaans).

Sample size

The sample size varied between 1 and 1002 participants. Two studies
included data from one learner (Beck & Condy, 2017; Elston et al., 2022)
and two studies had five participants (Fatyela et al., 2021; Ntshikla et al.,
2022). Four studies had fewer than 100 participants (Basson & le Cordeur,
2013, N = 20; Cekiso, 2012, N = 60; Klapwijk & Van der Walt, 2011, N = 68;
Van Wyk & Louw, 2008, N = 31). Nine studies had over 100 participants (Cas-
tillo & Wagner, 2019, N = 215; Donald & Condy, 2005, N = 887; le Roux et al.,
2014, N = 102; Makumbila & Rowland, 2016, N = 152; Pretorius & Mampuru,
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2007, N = 104; Pretorius & Currin, 2010, N = 227; Pretorius & Lephalala, 2011,
N = 142; Sailors et al., 2010, N = 1002; Van Staden, 2011, N = 288)

Duration of intervention

The duration of the interventions varied between 6 weeks and three years. Two
studies conducted 6 week interventions (Beck & Condy, 2017; Elston, Tiba &
Condy, 2022), three conducted 8–10 week interventions (Fatyela et al., 2021;
le Roux et al., 2014; Ntshikla et al., 2022). Four studies included interventions
which lasted between 3 and 7 months (Basson & le Cordeur, 2013; Cekiso,
2012; Klapwijk & Van der Walt, 2011; Van Staden, 2011; Van Wyk & Louw,
2008). Three studies did not give the duration of the intervention, but the
pre- and post-tests were given 7/8 months apart (Pretorius & Mampuru, 2007;
Pretorius & Currin, 2010; Pretorius & Lephalala, 2011). The intervention in one
study was for one year (Castillo & Wagner, 2019) and one study described a
three-year intervention (Donald & Condy, 2005). Two studies did not provide
clarity about the length of the intervention (Makumbila & Rowland, 2016;
Sailors et al., 2010).

Methodology

Of the 17 studies reviewed, twelve reported quasi experimental designs with
pre- and post-testing. Of these twelve studies, two used control groups with
random assignment to intervention conditions (Cekiso, 2012; le Roux et al.,
2014), five used control groups (Castillo & Wagner, 2019; Donald & Condy,
2005; Klapwijk & Van der Walt, 2011; Pretorius & Lephalala, 2011; Sailors et al.,
2010) and five made no reference to control groups (Basson & le Cordeur,
2013; Pretorius & Mampuru, 2007; Pretorius & Currin, 2010; Van Staden, 2011;
Van Wyk & Louw, 2008). Five of the studies reviewed were observations/case
studies (Beck & Condy, 2017; Elston et al., 2022; Fatyela et al., 2021; Makumbila
& Rowland, 2016; Ntshikila et al., 2022).

Scope and range of the seventeen studies

Following review, seventeen studies were identified that met the review criteria
and these are outlined in Table 2. Studies had contrasting aims and focuses,
from studies that had a focus on pedagogical approaches to teaching reading
comprehension (Van Staden, 2011) to studies that concentrated on the
resources for reading i.e., high quality books in the home language alongside
professional development (Sailors et al., 2010) to a study that focused on
whether it was possible to demonstrate the transfer of reading strategy knowl-
edge (Klapwijk & Van der Walt, 2011). Studies that had a stated ESL focus,
centred on the interrelationship between home and school language and
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reading instruction (Basson & le Cordeur, 2013), One study considered the
impact of a reading comprehension programme on both the home language
and English (Pretorius & Lephalala, 2011). It is also worthy of note that there
were a number of linked studies: three of the articles identified (Pretorius &
Mampuru, 2007; Pretorius & Currin, 2010; Pretorius & Lephalala, 2011) came
from different stages of a longer study and each article focused on different
aspects of the reading comprehension intervention. The Fatyela et al. (2021),
Ntshiklla et al. (2022) and Elston et al. (2022) studies all reported on the same
intervention conducted in three different Grades of the same school. As none
of the studies were rated as 4 in relation to quality, the overall quality of the
research in this field is not high. It also means that caution must be taken
when drawing conclusions. The features of the studies are set out in Table 2
below.

Effective interventions

The two studies that had a quality rating of three had differing approaches.
Sailors et al. (2010) had “two-overarching” features: providing high-quality lear-
ners’ books in home languages and second languages alongside teacher edu-
cation of appropriate strategy instruction and pedagogic approaches. The
focus of the teacher education and subsequent mentoring and support was pro-
viding strategies to enable learners’ to engage with the texts offered – either as
part of the whole class, shared reading teaching or to support children’s inde-
pendent reading. The details of which strategies are not shared in the paper.
The dual approach to securing reading comprehension and engagement in
both the home and second language, was a key aim of the intervention. The
other study that had a quality rating of three was Donald and Condy (2005).
This study also provided training for teachers and support materials and
resources in an approach that integrated reading and writing. In Stage 1 of
the programme, activity based approaches, shared reading, active pedagogic
approaches designed to engage and motivate learners, individual and group
work based around the text involving phonics and grammatical sentence struc-
ture development, were used in the programme. The intention was for this
approach to be developed with learners in higher Grades, using more
complex narrative text as well as non-fiction text and extending the role of dis-
cussion and reading comprehension strategy teaching. The programme was
first embedded first in Grades 1–3 in the home language and then developed
in higher Grades. The key similar features of these studies are the need for
teacher education and training and continued support throughout an interven-
tion. The teaching of a range of reading comprehension strategies was also
evident in these studies but the detail of which strategies were taught, was
not explicit. Both studies also identified motivation and engagement through
culturally relevant resources and activities, as key elements of the intervention.
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The six studies with a two quality rating also demonstrated some of these
features. The study by Van Staden (2011) emphasised teacher reading instruc-
tion and strategy education but the “education” was targeted at post-gradu-
ate students who were recruited to implement the intervention. The
intervention prioritised the development of strategies and approaches to
the teaching of vocabulary, for example, word-wall, word tracking, word
games and sorting activities. Assessment was integrated into the intervention
using a cloze procedure and this same activity was used to support reading
strategy instruction (again with a focus on vocabulary by using context clues).
Further reading strategies were taught through interactive discussion of text,
including prediction, questioning, inference making, summarising and retell-
ing. Castillo and Wagner (2019) used a computer based programme which
focused on specific literacy skills involving both reading and writing. These
included phonemic awareness; sentence construction, spelling, grammar
and short passage reading and comprehension questions. Explicit strategy
instruction was not as evident in this intervention and the use of a computer
programme negated the need for teacher education. Cekiso (2012); Klapwijk
and Van der Walt (2011) and Pretorius and Lephalala (2011) all focused inter-
ventions of developing teacher knowledge and understanding of strategy
instruction and in providing teachers with on-going support to implement
structured reading lessons. Strategies were modelled by teachers in each of
these studies with common strategies as a focus: prediction; questioning;
vocabulary; summarising; clarifying and connection making. Each of these
studies also made clear the importance of motivation and engagement of
learners, either through the teaching approach or as in Pretorius and Lepha-
lala (2011) the provision of culturally relevant reading resources. le Roux et al.
(2014) the fourth study to have a quality grading of two, also, it could be
argued focused on motivation (learners read to therapy dogs) and resourcing
(learners were provided with texts to read to the dogs). This final intervention
also demonstrates a foundational principle of all of the three and two quality
rated studies, that is they ensured that dedicated time each week was spent
on the teaching of reading comprehension.

Discussion: issues raised by the studies

Scale, quality and reliability of studies

The final seventeen articles in this review raised questions about the scale,
reliability and quality of the research in SA. Many of the studies were small
scale, including two with a focus on one child (Beck & Condy, 2017; Elston
et al., 2022) and one school (Basson & le Cordeur, 2013; Pretorius & Mampuru,
2007; Pretorius & Currin, 2010 and Pretorius & Lephalala, 2011). The context
of learning to read in SA is set out at the beginning of this article and the

92 J. CARTER ET AL.



complexity of the types of schools, school locations and languages spoken in
each, mean that any research that is small scale and context specific, is
difficult to generalise from in relation to reading comprehension in all
schools. In addition to these language differences in schools, the study by
Sailors et al. (2010) highlighted the differing impact of their intervention
across schools. They identified schools who implemented the intervention
with fidelity saw greater impact than the other schools implementing the inter-
vention. These differences in schools suggest that scalability of the interven-
tions may be problematic and scalability is not addressed in any of the
studies. However, whilst larger scale studies would be valuable, there clearly
also needs to also be a recognition that each unique context may require a
bespoke curricular, based first on general reading research evidence on
effective approaches to teaching reading comprehension, but adapted to
meet the differing needs of each context.

Another element of study design this review has noted, is the short term
nature of the research studies, with none being longitudinal studies of more
than three years. Identifying the continued impact of an intervention beyond
the end of the intervention is an important area to consider in terms of a
“what works" approach going forward.

In terms of study quality, many studies did not use standardised test instru-
ments for pre and post intervention measurements. Whilst the case is made in
some that these do not exist for many of the home languages (Pretorius &
Mampuru, 2007) other studies designed their own tests (Donald & Condy,
2005) or relied largely on the self-reporting by teachers (Makumbila &
Rowland, 2016). This lack of standardised measures makes the identification
of effective interventions more difficult. This was the same issue found in
many of the studies in the USA and UK, as outlined in the introduction to
reading comprehension in this article.

Explicit identification of approaches that impacted on outcomes

Studies were often multi-layered, with a range of approaches used in combi-
nation in the intervention and this was both evident in the two studies with a
two quality rating as well as all of the other studies. There was a lack of
clarity about which aspect of the intervention impacted on the outcomes.
Further studies are needed to identify the most effective combination of
approaches to tackle reading comprehension attainment in SA. Silverman
et al. (2020) in the studies reviewed in the USA and the UK, recognised that
the integration of approaches was often more effective and noted that the inte-
gration of vocabulary and syntax was found to be the more effective approach
for the ESL learner but none of the South African studies focused explicitly on
just this integration although vocabulary instruction was a feature of the
South African studies. Klingner et al. (2006) in the Global North studies also
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outlined the need for “culturally responsive pedagogy” and this was a feature of
the studies in this review – with a particular focus on culturally relevant text and
learning activities.

Systematic approach to Reading comprehension at all levels of readers

The final seventeen studies also varied in the Grade of learners they focused on.
This may reflect the fact that SA is grappling with the complex nature of the
development of the learner in becoming a reader. Stanovich (1995) suggests
learners need to first develop their skills in the automatic decoding skills that
enable the initial ability to comprehend. Alongside this process, the multiple
skills needed to comprehend first orally and then through reading, need to
be practised and taught. Most of the final studies (and indeed the wider
studies surveyed) identified the very low attainment levels of the learners at
all ages and Grades. Without a systematic, robust and adhered to curriculum
for the teaching of early reading, low attainment in reading comprehension
becomes almost inevitable in the later Grades. The studies also make clear
the rather obvious statement that if you cannot decode the words on the
page, you will not be able to develop your skills in reading comprehension. Pre-
torius and Lephalala (2011) make clear in their findings that the learners who
made the greatest gains from the reading comprehension intervention were
the learners who could read, who began the intervention at the 75th percentile
in the pre-intervention comprehension test and those that made the least pro-
gress were the learners who began below the 25th percentile. They point out
that this is consistent with Stanovich’s (1986) “Matthew Effect”: the rich get
richer. This finding is particularly interesting as the other studies do not break
down the impacts of their intervention, generally reporting mean effect sizes
and this difference is significant when identifying effective reading comprehen-
sion interventions. To be effective, learners need to be able to decode. There is
general agreement amongst reading researchers that being able to understand
the relationship between the letters and their sounds is non-negotiable (Castles
et al., 2018) and whilst not sufficient in itself, is essential. Klapwijk and Van der
Walt (2011) elaborate: whilst there is a link between word reading skill and com-
prehension, one does not guarantee the other: “reading comprehension is
determined by more than word reading skill and conversely… strong word
reading skills do not necessarily ensure good comprehension.” (p. 33). Studies
in this review indicate that this skill is not secure in the home language or in
the second language and yet only three of the studies in SA made explicit refer-
ence to phonics. This may have been because phonics is seen to be an early
reading intervention and many of the studies focused on learners in the later
Grades. Where studies also focused on the home language, it could be
argued phonics is less useful in many African languages.
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Variation in language focus

The studies varied in whether they focused on the home language reading com-
prehension, English reading comprehension or both. Studies generally refer-
enced the need for the home language (L1) to be secure and that this would
support second language (L2) learning however, this was not always evident
in the research findings of these intervention studies. Pretorius and Mampuru
(2007) found that the relationship between L1 and L2 was not consistent with
research in other national contexts. They contest that this is because L1 learning
is also impacted by context and in particular the lack of reading resources in
many of the South African home languages. This means that learners do not
have sufficient opportunities to develop the skills of reading and reading com-
prehension in L1. Many more books are available in English, the main L2 of
many learners and so their intervention saw a greater impact on L2 than L1
that they suggest may be due to the issue of resourcing. In reading comprehen-
sion reviews in other country contexts (Kelly et al., 2021) the beneficial role of
“culturally relevant pedagogy” is made clear: without the appropriate resources
and knowledge to develop the home language in SA, the resulting benefits will
not be forthcoming.

Resourcing

Issues around resources for teaching and availability of books was a feature of
the contextual background provided of where the interventions took place.
Schools in the studies did not have basic resources to enable children to practise
their reading. Pretorius and Mampuru’s (2007) article is titled “Playing football
without a ball” and conclude that even if a school has a sound literacy develop-
ment programme, learners are not likely to experience success if they do not
have the books that enable them to practise, to engage and so develop a
habit of reading that becomes part of the “virtuous cycle” of reading develop-
ment (OECD, 2014). Resourcing is also a factor to consider in the wider
implementation of the computer-based interventions (Castillo & Wagner,
2019; Van Wyk & Louw, 2008). If schools do not have books, they may also
not have functioning and up to date computer suites that can accommodate
learners for computer-based interventions.

Whilst physical resourcing is one constraint on the implementation of inter-
ventions, the teacher as the main resource is another. Studies varied in their
intervention organisation, for example, in the study by Van Staden (2011) lear-
ners were taught in groups of two to six having been selected for the interven-
tion following assessments of their attainment, with a focus on the lower
attaining learners in Grades 4–6. As outlined earlier, class sizes in SA are often
very large (with 60 learners in a class being common in township schools).
There are few additional adults in schools with the required knowledge and
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expertise to implement small group interventions, and so there is a question as
to whether this sort of intervention is a practical option for schools. Whilst the
outcomes of studies using small group interventions are useful it is also equally
pressing to identify whole class interventions that can address the high levels of
underachievement in reading comprehension in SA.

Teacher and pre-service skills and knowledge

Issues of teacher skill and knowledge are highlighted in studies. Some studies
included teacher training in their study design (Donald & Condy, 2005) and
some provided in class coaching (Pretorius & Mampuru, 2007). Lack of
teacher content and pedagogic knowledge about the teaching of reading
was highlighted. It is not just a need to address what is taught in South
African classrooms but also a need to provide teachers with the skills and ped-
agogic knowledge that they need. Initial teacher education needs to be at the
forefront, not only ensuring teachers have both an understanding of the theor-
etical underpinnings of the teaching of reading but also the practical, pedago-
gic skills to teach reading and to teach reading for ESL learners. It is not only the
foundation stage teachers who need to know how to teach reading but also
those training to teach the intermediate Grades and higher Grades so they
are equipped to manage the long tail of underachievement that exists currently.
Klapwijk and Van der Walt (2011) note that teachers need to see evidence that
the intervention they are being asked to implement makes a difference to their
learners before teachers have “buy-in” and this is an issue that needs to be
addressed in any future curriculum policy. Studies reviewed in the USA and
the UK (Murphy & Unthiah, 2015; Shelton et al., 2023) also highlight a lack of
focus in teacher education on ESL learners.

Conclusion and recommendations

SA faces a wide range of complex challenges in relation to reading comprehen-
sion development. The legacy of apartheid in relation to inequalities in the edu-
cation system continues to impact on class sizes, resources, teacher pupil ratios,
the language of teaching and learning, teacher education and professional
development. Interventions to address the underachievement in reading are
constrained by all of these factors. The unique and diverse school contexts
also highlight the difficulty of finding a single, research evidenced intervention,
applicable to all. This systematic review therefore identified four key recommen-
dations based on the issues raised by the review that should guide future edu-
cational policies in South Africa to improve reading skills. These are: the
promising areas of focus for future studies; the need for interventions that
develop teacher knowledge; the requirement to address issues of resourcing
and the need for more robust study designs.
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Future studies need to build on what is known about reading comprehension
more widely and the specific features of successful interventions in SA. Interven-
tions focusing on the modelled and explicit instruction of reading comprehen-
sion strategies including vocabulary development (in both the home and
English language) have an impact on outcomes.

Studies that included teacher training and coaching offer some further indi-
cation of the need to focus not just on the curriculum taught but also on the
subject and pedagogical knowledge and skills of teachers. Teachers in the foun-
dation Grades need the skills to address language comprehension as well as
word reading skills in learners’ first language so that learners have a chance
of making the transition to their second language. To support this, schools
need resourcing properly to enable learners to have the opportunities they
need to practise reading in both their home and second language. In the
studies surveyed it is issues around language that are most often cited with
the transition from Grades 3–4 presenting learners with a huge challenge in
relation to reading comprehension in their second language.

Larger scale, longitudinal studies with study designs that include standar-
dised assessment instruments to demonstrate outcomes are needed. Random-
ised Control Trials with accompanying qualitative case studies that enable the
contextualisation of intervention, would provide more reliable and valid data.
In addition, consideration has to be made to the scaling of interventions and
their applicability across the challenging context of many South African class-
rooms. It is this secure evidence that is needed on which to base policy initiat-
ives going forward.
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Appendix

1. Syntax used in the electronic database search.

Population AND Pedagogy AND Outcome AND Design
“South Afric*”
Multi-ling*
Bi-ling*
English as additional language/EAL
English as second language/ESL
AND
Child*
Learn*
Student*
Pupil*
Grade*
Primary*
Secondary*

“read* comprehension”
“teach* comprehension”
“read* pedagog*”
“read* skill*”
“read* strateg*”
“read* instruct*”
“read* process*”
“read* interven*”

achiev*
performance*
outcome*
attain*
achiev*
result*
score*

evaluat*
interven*
trial*
compar*
project*
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