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Over the past decade, RTI International has pursued the goal of quality, inclusive,
differentiated early grade literacy instruction in nearly 30 early grade reading or
early grade literacy programs in low- and middle-income (LMI) countries. Across our
diverse portfolio, we have supported Ministries of Education (Ministries) in diverse
contexts in their development and implementation of research-based early grade
literacy programs and have learned important lessons based on our experience
working with Ministries to design, develop, and implement early grade literacy
programs. This paper describes the core elements that we have found to improve
early grade literacy instruction and learner outcomes: the approach to teaching
(Teach), the availability of quality, relevant learner materials (Text), the effective use
of instructional time (Time), the use of formative assessment to guide instruction
(Test), and provision of instruction in the most effective language (Tongue).
This paper focuses on the acquisition of literacy in alphabetic and alphasyllabic
languages in the early primary years (most typically, academic levels 1 through 3)
and the kinds of exposures, instruction, and support learners need to become fully
literate. These are the elements of a literacy program that can be taught, that should
be present in teaching and learning materials and in teacher trainings, and that
relate specifically to what happens in a classroom.
Many more factors contribute to literacy acquisition. However, we focus on the core
elements in this paper to delve deeper and facilitate a richer discussion about these
components. No one-size-fits-all approach to the development and implementation
of literacy programs exists; the local context and constraints of any implementation
can require adaptation and adjustments. In many cases, the fully diversified
approach to early grade literacy instruction described in the classroom scenario has
not yet been achieved. However, we hope that this compilation of lessons learned
and best practices achieved through our experiences will help to further the efforts
of all to provide high-quality, effective literacy instruction to all learners, particularly
those in LMI countries.
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Introduction
Over the past decade, RTI International has pursued
the goal of quality, inclusive, differentiated early
grade literacy instruction in nearly 30 early grade
reading or early grade literacy programs in lowand middle-income (LMI) countries. Across our
diverse portfolio, we have supported Ministries of
Education (Ministries) in diverse contexts in their
development and implementation of research-based
early grade literacy programs, and we have learned
important lessons based on our experience working
with Ministries to design, develop, and implement
early grade literacy programs. This paper describes
the core elements that we have found to improve early
grade literacy instruction and learner outcomes. We
focus on the acquisition of literacy in alphabetic (such
as Spanish and Kiwsahili, Arabic) and alphasyllabic
(also known as abjad or abugida, such as Kannada)1
languages in the early primary years (most typically,
academic levels 1 through 3) and the kinds of
exposures, instruction, and support learners of these
languages need to become fully literate. These are the
elements of a literacy program that can be taught, that
should be present in teaching and learning materials
and in teacher trainings, and that relate specifically
to what happens in a classroom. No one-size-fits-all
approach to the development and implementation
of these programs exists; the local context and
constraints of any implementation can require
adaptation and adjustments. In many cases, the fully
diversified approach to early grade literacy instruction
described in the classroom scenario (see text box)
has not yet been achieved. Also, many more factors
contribute to literacy acquisition; however, we focus
this paper on the core elements to delve deeper and
facilitate a richer discussion about these components.

1

An alphasyllabic language shares features of an alphabetic language
(in which each sound has its own symbol, such as Spanish) and a
syllabary language (in which each syllable has its own symbol, such as
Cherokee). In an alphasyllabic language, the syllable is represented by a
symbol that includes the consonant and the associated vowel, noted by
diacritics. As a point of comparison, languages that have many words
with open syllables (such as Spanish: “mesa;” and Kiswahili: “kitabu”)
can be read syllable by syllable but are still considered to be alphabetic,
as each sound that comprises a syllable still has its own symbol.
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These core elements are
Core Elements of
grounded in a vast body of
Improving Early
rigorous scientific thinking
Grade Literacy
Instruction:
and evidence about learning
theory, reading development,
adult learning theory, and
Teach
stages of development.
Equally, if not more
Text
important, they reflect the
very courageous decisions
by governments to improve
Time
literacy and our engagement
with local governments and
other education stakeholders
Test
to identify the most effective
elements in their local
Tongue
contexts. These elements
embrace and build upon
teachers’ knowledge and
existing practices as well as the realities of resourceconstrained environments in which the tension
between extreme diversity and extreme potential
colors every classroom and every learner’s experience.
In some cases, to meet these realities, the programs
reflect steps toward, rather than the full realization of,
the level of inclusion and differentiated instruction
Imagine you are visiting a Grade 3 classroom in
rural Nigeria. Your first observation, other than a
dirt floor and bare walls, is of two eager learners, dressed in
matching uniforms, squeezed onto a wooden bench. They
are excitedly pointing to the pictures in a storybook and
taking turns reading to one another. Just beyond them, in
the back of the classroom, a group of learners are crowding
around a box filled with books, enthusiastically waiting
their turn to choose their allotted number of books and
return to their small groups scattered around the room. The
classroom is abuzz with sounds of learners reading aloud,
decoding new vocabulary words, and sharing their
opinions about the book they are reading. The teacher is
moving diligently from one group to the next, engaging
learners with questions about the stories and encouraging
them to make connections between what they have just
read and their real-life experiences. As he does, he notes
specific skills learners struggle with, so that he can
reinforce them during the next part of the lesson.
This scenario illustrates a vision of early grade literacy
instruction to which teachers and learners can aspire; yet, this
goal is achievable.

https://doi.org/10.3768/rtipress.2017.op.0039.1702

2

Bulat et al., 2017

that Ministries and we ultimately hope to achieve.
They are important steps, however, upon which we
and others can build.
Many factors other than those highlighted here also
affect literacy development. Learning to read requires
mastery of foundational skills, such as decoding
and comprehension (as proposed in the simple
view of reading, Gough & Tumner, 1986), but other
factors augment the development of these literacy
skills: motivation, vocabulary, linguistic knowledge,
background knowledge, strategy knowledge, and
cognitive capacities (Snow & the RAND Reading
Study Group, 2002). In addition, no school-based
implementation can succeed without the engagement
of teachers, school-level staff, teacher support
networks, staff of Ministries at all levels, parents, and
community members.

What Is Literacy?
The definition of reading articulated by the
Commission on Reading (Anderson, Hiebert, Scott,
& Wilkinson, 1985) has guided decades of research
on and implementation in reading instruction:
“Reading is the process of constructing meaning
from written texts. It is a complex skill requiring the
coordination of a number of interrelated sources of
information” (p. 7). Constructing meaning from,
or comprehending the meaning of, written text is
the ultimate goal of all of RTI’s reading instruction
programs. However, reading is not a natural process;
a child does not learn to read the way she learns to
speak, through natural exposure to language (or
text) in her environment (Lyon, 1998). Thus, for
many learners achieving the goal of reading requires
explicit instruction in the foundational skills that lead
to comprehension (Cunningham, 1990; Lyon, 1998;
Stanovich, 2000). Although some learners can acquire
foundational reading skills with less formal and
implicit instruction, many learners require explicit,
systematic instruction in and practice with these
foundational skills. Learners may require explicit
instruction because they come to the class missing
important prereading exposure and knowledge,
because they have specific learning disabilities,
or because of a particularly opaque language
orthography. A child’s attention must be directed to
RTI Press Publication No. OP-0039-1702. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.
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the specific skill to be learned, explicit instruction
on how to master that skill has to be provided, and
sufficient practice opportunities to solidify the skill
must be available.
The process of developing literacy is similar across
languages. Beginning at birth, children develop an
understanding of language and the conventional
uses of print. In the early grades in primary school,
children’s implicit knowledge about language is
formalized. This paper focuses on the acquisition of
literacy in alphabetic and alphasyllabic languages
in the early primary years (most typically academic
levels 1 through 3) and what kinds of exposures,
instruction, and supports learners need to become
literate.
Learning to read with comprehension is one of
two components of literacy development. The
second, writing, is an important skill that allows
humans to communicate with and influence others
who are both physically and temporally removed.
Like reading, writing is also a tool for learning, as
we come to understand and remember content
better when we write about it. Learning to write
is a parallel, complementary process to reading
acquisition and reading comprehension. Research
has identified correlations between reading and
writing performance (Tierney & Shanahan, 1991). At
the level of foundational reading skill development,
reading and writing are reciprocal in that each
supports the development of the other (National
Institute of Child Health and Human Development
[NICHD], 2000; Shanahan & Lomax, 1986). Early
stages of writing development—from invented
spelling to more advanced letter, word, and sentence
writing—do more than just provide an opportunity to
practice the letter shapes and word spellings that one
has learned via reading. Those early acts of writing
actually reinforce the knowledge of phonemes, letters,
and decoding/encoding (Chomsky, 1970; Ehri, 1995;
Ellis & Cataldo, 1990; Invernizzi & Hayes, 2004; Read,
1971). In addition, in their meta-analysis Graham and
Hebert (2010) found that spelling instruction leads to
improvements in word reading and fluency, and that
explicit writing instruction and time spent writing
leads to improvements in reading comprehension.

https://doi.org/10.3768/rtipress.2017.op.0039.1702
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When taught together, reading and writing mutually
benefit each other, in part, because they share
common meaning-making processes (Tierney
& Shanahan, 1991) and because writing about a
text enables the writer to record, connect, analyze,
personalize, and manipulate key ideas in the
text (Graham & Hebert, 2010). Because of these
natural synergies between reading and writing
development, RTI encourages the introduction of
writing—including writing letters and words as well
as creative writing, informative writing, and writing
for learning—from the beginning of the first year of
formal instruction.

A Balanced Approach to Early Grade
Literacy Instruction
The overarching goal in any early grade literacy
program is to ensure that all learners acquire the
literacy skills needed to be able to read independently,
at the appropriate rate, and with comprehension.
In addition, developing a love of reading among
learners is important. Meeting these goals allows
learners to effectively transition from learning to
read to using reading skills to learn content area,
a shift that typically begins in earnest in primary
level 4. Achieving these goals can also be challenging
in multi-language contexts where resources are
constrained and teacher in-service training may be
limited. Research on literacy instruction, learning
theory, and motivation provides important guidance
in how to accomplish these goals in many highincome settings. However, little research exists that
specifically addresses how best to teach literacy in
many local indigenous languages, and misalignments
between national language policies and researchbased practices can result in the development and
implementation of suboptimal literacy instructional
A balanced approach to literacy combines
explicit instruction in reading skills with holistic
reading and writing experiences for learners
(Pressley & Allington, 2015). In this balanced approach,
development of the foundational reading skills is coupled
with an appreciation for, instruction in, and practice with
comprehension and meaning-making.
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programs. Below, we outline the five core elements of
an approach to early grade literacy instruction that
have been successful across diverse implementations
of reading programs in multiple languages and
countries. These elements align with the 5 Ts of
effective reading instruction: teaching, text, time, test,
and tongue (RTI International, 2011b). In presenting
these core elements, first we highlight various
contextual factors, and then provide examples of
RTI’s implementations across our diverse portfolio of
projects.
Our reading programs are implemented in LMI
countries, which face challenges of undertrained
teachers, insufficient budgets, strained infrastructure,
heterogeneous populations of learners with diverse
languages and learning needs, and school-based
violence. Many LMI contexts lack sufficient quantities
of early grade literacy teaching and learning materials
and/or materials that provide sufficient coverage of
the important components of reading development
(Dubeck, Jukes, Brooker, Drake, & Inyega, 2015). In
fact, many countries lack basic school infrastructure
and struggle with poorly designed and implemented
teacher in-service programs. They also struggle with
high levels of learner and teacher absenteeism and
learner dropout. Despite these challenges, Ministries
are strongly committed to overcoming these barriers.

The Importance of Context
Teaching and attaining early grade literacy does
not happen independent of context. We recognize
the importance of adapting to the local context
to implement our programs and make efforts to
understand how the local context both constrains
and enables our approach. Throughout this paper,
we discuss various contextual factors that may
influence the implementation of what research has
demonstrated to be fundamental to early grade
literacy instruction. These factors can include the
language environment (such as a need for learners to
become biliterate), learners’ development of literacy
skills, the capacity of teachers and support personnel,
existing pedagogical practices, learners’ literacy
experiences at home and at school, and issues related
to the production of teaching and learning materials.

https://doi.org/10.3768/rtipress.2017.op.0039.1702
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In Malawi, we studied how teachers used their
teacher’s guide, paying special attention to the types of
modifications they made to the lesson plans to understand
existing teaching practices. We found, for example, that
teachers added content into the lessons as a way to
informally assess students, and they added energizers and
songs as a way to effectively manage the flow of the lesson.
We integrated these practices into teacher trainings and
revisions of materials to make them more relevant to and
useful for teachers.

RTI works with teachers to identify strategies that
they already use and knowledge they already possess
and helps teachers to draw upon these important
resources as they master new strategies. For example,
we know that singing is central to many cultures
and local languages, and we encourage teachers to
use songs with movement to foster the development
of phonological skills; once learners memorize
the words, however, we also encourage teachers to
introduce learners to the individual words of the
songs in writing. (Examples of this approach can
be found in Nigeria Reading and Access Research
Activity [RARA] and Kenya Tayari programs at
https://www.eddataglobal.org.) Meeting teachers
where they are, honoring the deep knowledge they
have of their learners, and respecting the cultural
norms and values that exist are central strategies to
the work we do and are supported by theories of adult
learning (TEAL, 2011).

Equality and Inclusion
RTI Funders and Ministries are increasingly asking
RTI to help develop inclusion plans for learners with
special needs. The intent of these plans is to provide
quality materials and instructional approaches to
effectively teach students with a range of ability
levels and learning needs. The Teach section of this
document describes such differentiated, equitable
instructional techniques, and the Text section of this
document describes goals for equitable and inclusive
teaching and learning materials. In addition and more
explicitly, in countries such as Uganda, Ethiopia,
and Malawi, RTI has developed and is implementing
innovative approaches specifically to promote the
inclusion of children with disabilities in schools and
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classrooms. The following are selected examples of
this important work.
• Within the United States Agency for International
Development (USAID)/Uganda School Health
and Reading Program, RTI proposed strategies
to engage learners with special needs and their
teachers. As of January 2016, nearly 9,000 teachers
and practitioners were oriented on how to identify
and support learners with special education needs.
In addition, guidance on developing literacy skills
of learners with special needs is embedded in our
teacher’s guides; teachers are being trained to write
and use individual education plans; and materials
are developed specifically intended to support
learners with special needs. At the Ministry’s
request, RTI developed an Individualized Education
Plan teacher’s guide and a functional assessment
toolkit. By July 2016, approximately 43,000 learners
benefited from this intervention.
• The USAID Reading for Ethiopia’s Achievement
Developed Technical Assistance (READTA) Project focuses extensively on vulnerable
populations, including learners with disabilities.
For this project, all materials are developed with
attention to gender and disabilities inclusion.
READ-TA is also working with the Ministry to
determine how materials can be made accessible for
learners with cognitive, intellectual, physical, and
other severe disabilities. This review will include
transcribing all learner materials into Braille.
READ-TA also has explored and is providing
training on innovative assistive technology options
to support both teachers and learners struggling to
learn.
• The USAID-funded Malawi Early Grade Reading
Activity (EGRA) program developed a Disability
Education Resource Guide, which serves as a
centralized data collection and dissemination
resource, linking health and education programs
to strengthen referral systems and enhance
awareness of specialized services available to
learners with disabilities in Malawi. During teacher
training workshops, special needs education
teachers train and provide actionable guidance to
their mainstream teacher counterparts. Malawi
EGRA has also held national Braille literacy
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competitions—Braille Cups—to further raise
awareness and celebrate the progress of learners
who are blind or have low vision.

Teaching
RTI’s approach to supporting Ministries in
refining their early grade literacy programs
is based in current theories of child development.
Within this approach, literacy skills develop on a
continuum, beginning at birth, and continue to build
upon one another until a child can read with fluency
and comprehension (Fountas & Pinnell, 2010). A
critical element in this process is the development of
positive attitudes toward reading and motivation to
learn to read, emphasizing the need to create fun and
exciting engagement with print from an early age. All
of these skills are developed through conversation,
storytelling, songs and rhymes, and interactions with
books and print, as well as opportunities to write and
play with language. The concept can be summarized
as follows: “As learners weave together the many
strands of reading, including background knowledge,
vocabulary, language structures (syntax, semantics),
and literary knowledge (print concepts and genres)
with knowledge of print-sound relationships and
decoding, they get closer to skilled reading and
comprehension” (Scarborough, 2002 as cited on p. 5
in Gove and Cvelich, 2011).
• Phonemic awareness: The ability to manipulate the
smallest units of sounds (or phonemes) in words.
• Alphabetics (or phonics): The understanding that the
sequence of letters in a written word represents a
sequence of sounds in spoken words.
• Fluency: The ability to read accurately and at an
appropriate rate.
• Vocabulary: The breadth and depth of word knowledge
and the ability to use and understand these words.
• Comprehension: The ability to extract meaning from text.

RTI’s approach to teaching literacy embraces this
development approach and is grounded in explicit
instruction in the five key components identified
by the US National Reading Panel (NICHD, 2000)
in a meta-analysis of literacy instruction studies
as the core elements of effective literacy teaching:
RTI Press Publication No. OP-0039-1702. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.
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phonemic awareness, phonics (alphabetics), fluency,
vocabulary, and comprehension. August & Shanahan’s
(2006) meta-analysis research confirmed that these
skills are important for children learning to read
in a non-native language. Although the foundation
is largely research conducted in the United States
(see, for example, research on Hindi [Gupta &
Jamal, 2006]; Kannada [Nag & Snowling, 2012];
and languages of South and Southeast Asia [Nag
& Perfetti, 2014], research increasingly shows that
these components directly apply to LMI contexts in
which languages are alphabetic or alphasyllabic and
in which words are formed by subword components
of letters, combinations of letters (such as matras in
Nepali), or syllables. Specific approaches to teaching
literacy may vary across languages. For example, it is
important first to identify the level of opaqueness of
the language,2 the morphemes (smallest meaningful
unit in a language) that exist in that language, and
the appropriate order in which to introduce them to
learners. Even so, an integrated focus on these five
components of reading development has proven to
be an effective foundation for literacy development
across languages.

The Five Components of Effective Reading
Instruction
Phonological Awareness and Phonemic
Awareness

Phonological awareness—the ability to hear and
manipulate sounds and sound segments—follows
a largely “language universal” sequence (Goswami,
2006, p. 463). Phonological awareness (a general
ability to discriminate the sounds of a language)
a phonemic awareness (a focus on the individual
sounds [phonemes] in words) are key components
of literacy development in all alphabetic and
alphasyllabic languages (Share, Jorm, MacLean, &
Matthews, 1984; Stanovich, 2000). The development
of phonological awareness is particularly crucial in
2

An opaque language, such as English, does not have a consistent
symbol-to-phoneme relationship and includes a number of spellings
for the same sound. For example, the words weigh, day, bait all
have the same vowel sound. Spanish is an example of a non-opaque,
or transparent, language, as it has consistent symbol-to-phoneme
relationships.
3 Twelve Bantu languages are spoken across central, southeast, and
southern Africa by more than 5 million people (https://www.
britannica.com/topic/Bantu-languages).
https://doi.org/10.3768/rtipress.2017.op.0039.1702

6

RTI Press: Occasional Paper

Bulat et al., 2017

languages—such as Bantu languages3 (Trudell &
Schroeder, 2008)—which, due to verbal structure
and word-break rules, have very long, multisyllabic
words. In such contexts, an argument has been
made that reading is best mastered through methods
characterized by the following approaches, among
others:
• early focus on phonological awareness, and
• practice with syllable recognition (Trudell &
Schroeder, 2008).
The frequency and intensity of phonological
awareness instruction varies across languages. In
all cases, however, RTI recommends the use of
short, explicit activities (Adams, 1990, Goikoetxea,
2005) that focus on all of the relevant linguistic
units of a target language. These activities should
be engaging, interactive, and motivating, and they
usually will involve some kind of gesturing or other
body movement. In an example activity from Haiti
(Figure 1), teaching the phonological awareness skill
includes the use of rhyme, gesture, and repetition.
Figure 1. Teaching phonological awareness: Haiti

Grade 2 French Lesson in Phonological
Awareness
(Instructions translated here into English)
a. Listen to and Repeat the Rhyme
Teacher: Now, we are going to learn a new sound. The
sounds that we are learning are going to allow us to speak
better, read better, and write better. I am going to read to
you a rhyme. Listen carefully. [The teacher makes gestures
to accompany the rhyme while reading. S/He stresses the
sound of the day each time it appears in a word.]
Assis sur un chat,
(Pretend to be seated.)
Zaza, le gros rat
(Open arms wide.)
Mange un ananas.
(Pretend to eat.)
Teacher: Now, I am going to repeat the rhyme, phrase
by phrase, and you are going to repeat after me. You are
going to make the gestures with me. [The teacher reads
the rhyme line by line, aloud, articulating correctly and with
intonation the sound of the day. S/He asks the students to
repeat after her/him, making the gestures to the rhyme.]

RTI Press Publication No. OP-0039-1702. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.

Figure 2 shows other examples of microteaching
phonological awareness teaching activities.
Phonics

Phonics is a method of instruction used to teach
reading skills. It is sometimes referred to as
alphabetics or the alphabetic principle. Building on
phonological awareness, effective literacy instruction
teaches that the sounds (phonemes) or syllables
in spoken words can be represented by letters
(graphemes), that letters can be written to form
words, and that sentences have meaning.
Establishing an optimal sequence for teaching letters and
letter combinations is language-specific. It should be a
collaborative process with Ministries and language experts
that takes many factors into consideration, such as the
following:
• Ease of production. For example, the sounds of
continuant consonants—such as /m/ and /s/—can be
elongated and thus are easy for a teacher to model
for a class. Stop-consonant sounds—such as /t/ and
/k/—cannot be elongated and, thus, can be harder
for learners to hear and master. The difficulty of letter
instruction should be considered in a sequencing of letter
introduction.
• Utility. To move learners to forming words as quickly as
possible, teachers should present letters that can be used
to make many familiar words.
•. Visual appearance. Learning letters that have distinctive
shapes is easier than learning letters with similar
shapes. The letters b and d, for example, share a similar
appearance and should not be introduced at the same
time.

Little research has been conducted on specific
phonics instruction approaches in local, indigenous
languages across the globe (de Vos, van der Merwe, &
van der Mescht, 2014). A growing corpus of literature
acknowledges, however, that phonics instruction
remains relevant for alphabetic and alphasyllabic
indigenous languages. African and other indigenous
languages can contain complex and nuanced sounds
and letter combinations—for example, the Bantu
language isiXhosa uses longer, multisyllabic words
that incorporate blends, digraphs, and trigraphs
(such as inkcenkce, intsimbi, and isitshixo) (de Vos et
al., 2014)—and any approach to phonics instruction
must take such complexities into account (de Vos et
https://doi.org/10.3768/rtipress.2017.op.0039.1702
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Figure 2. Phonological awareness instruction examples: Indonesia
1. Scavenger or treasure hunt
Select three or four sounds. Distribute pictures around the room of items that begin with these sounds. Have
students find the pictures for each sound. The class may be divided into groups, with each team looking for a
particular sound (e.g., the /s/ team, the /b/ team).
Or
Pick a sound and have students find objects in the classroom that start with that sound.
2. Clapping
Say a simple sentence. Repeat it slowly and have students clap for each word you say. Start with sentences
that use all single-syllable words. Then use names of students that have more than one syllable. Gradually,
add more multisyllable words. Remind students to clap each word, not each syllable. For example:
§ I have a cat.
§ John saw a blue book.
§ Matilda has a pretty dress
3. Counters
Have children put five counters in a row on their desk (rocks, bottle caps, etc.). As you say a sentence, have
students move a counter forward (above the row) for each word you say.
4. Boxes and counters
Give each child a mat with four boxes, as well as four counters (rocks, bottle caps).

Activity 1: Say a sentence of up to four words. Children must put a counter in a different box for each word
they hear and then count the number of words in the sentence.
Activity 2: Say a word of up to four syllables. Children must put a counter in a different box for every syllable
they hear, and then count the number of syllables in the word.
5. Teacher read aloud
Activity 1: Read a Big Book, poem, or chart. Then have students identify some of the on “long” and “short”
words they heard. With each word identified, have students clap out the syllables to verify if it is a long or
short word.
Activity 2: Have students be “syllable detectives” and find words in the story that have a certain number of
syllables (3, for example).
6. Bag it
Use real objects or pictures for this game. Put the objects or pictures in a bag. Have students take turns
pulling a picture or object from the bag, saying the word, and then tapping out the syllables in the word.
7. Picture or object sort
Put a syllable chart, with accompanying drawing, on the board (see example for English below). Then have
students choose an object in the classroom or picture, say the word, tap the number of syllables, and place
the object or picture under the appropriate column.
1

2

3

8. Name sort
Make room for three or four rows in the classroom. Choose a student whose name has one (two, three, or
four) syllable(s) to represent the keyword for each of the number of syllables. Then have students take turns
saying their names and figuring out which key name has the same number of syllables as theirs.
RTI Press Publication No. OP-0039-1702. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.
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Figure 2. Phonological awareness instruction examples: Indonesia (continued)
9. Name detective
When calling students by name for attendance or when choosing them for an activity, say their names in
syllable segments (one syllable at a time with a pause between the syllables) to see if they can guess who
the person is.
10. Guess the word
Have students say words in syllable segments (one syllable at a time with a pause between the syllables).
Other students guess what the word is.
11. Ball toss
Have students stand in a circle. Say a word and toss a ball (or beanbag) to a student. That student has to
think of a word that rhymes. If he or she cannot think of a rhyming word, he or she simply tosses the ball to
another student. If a student gives a rhyming word, he or she tosses the ball back to the teacher. The
teacher then chooses another word and the game continues.
12. Fists together, fists apart
§ Start with words with a single consonant as the onset (e.g., m-an; b-ook), and then use consonant
clusters or blends (e.g., st-op; fl-at; br-own).
§ Use your hands to demonstrate:
o Put your fists together and say the word book.
o Then move your fists apart as you say each segment
§ b-ook
o Then bring your fists back together and say book again.
§ Give several examples and then have students model after you.
§ During the day, present words in onset and rime and ask students to guess the word.
13. Pat-clap
Have students sit in a circle. Ask them to practice a pat/pat/clap rhythm by patting their legs twice and then
clapping. Once they have the rhythm, use it to reinforce rhyme segmentation.
Provide a word segmented in onset and rime (b-at). Students pat their legs as they say the onset (b) and
then the rime (at) and clap as they blend the word together again (bat). For example:
§ b (pat legs)
§ at (pat legs
§ bat (clap hands)
Use students’ names, words from across the curriculum (animals, colors, numbers), or stories.
14. Matching
Sound-matching activities help students learn to listen to words to hear if they begin or end with the same
sound.
§ Start with students’ names. Pick two or three students whose names start with the same sound.
Have them come forward and say their names: Michael, Manuel, and Maria, for example. All their
names start with the same sound—/m/. (Make sure you say the sound and not the letter.)
§ Repeat with other groups of students. Each day, pick a different group of students and have them
tell what is the same about their names.
§ Extend this activity by having students think of other words that begin with the same sound.
15. Travel game
Pretend to pack a suitcase for a trip, but tell students that only things that begin with a secret sound may be
packed. Have students make suggestions of things that can be put in the suitcase. If the item starts with the
secret sound, pretend to pack it. If it does not, tell students that it cannot go in the suitcase because it does
not start with the secret sound. Continue with the game until several students appear to know what the
secret sound is. Then play the game again, using a different sound.

RTI Press Publication No. OP-0039-1702. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.
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al., 2014; United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2016).

Santangelo, 2014), which in turns aids in reading
words.

RTI’s early grade literacy approach emphasizes
the explicit teaching of phonics. This approach
employs instructional routines that allow regular
practice with letter-sound correspondence, letter
identification, word decoding, and word encoding
(spelling). In many languages, instruction progresses
from synthetic phonics (a focus on individual letter
sounds) to a more analytic approach (focusing on
combinations of letters, also known as chunking). The
speed of this progression can vary by languages, and,
in particular, little research has been done on optimal
phonics instructional approaches in agglutinative
languages, such as Bantu and Algonquian languages.
Where optimal letter sequences are not yet
established, as in the Malawian language of Chichewa,
RTI engages with local linguists and language experts
to determine the best sequence in which to introduce
graphemes. As with phonological awareness, the
optimal amount of time allocated to phonics practice
varies by language. Decoding in orthographically
consistent languages (such as Haitian Creole) tends
to be easier than decoding in orthographically
inconsistent languages (such as French). More time
might need to be allocated to phonics instruction
within orthographically inconsistent languages
to ensure learner mastery. We recommend that
comprehensive phonics instruction includes regular
opportunities to both read and write the phonics
patterns being studied.

Learning how to form letters on paper is also an
important skill that complements the teaching of
letters in early primary grades. Learning how to
print letters includes learning correct pencil grip,
hand position, letter shapes, relative letter sizes,
letter alignment on the page, spacing, and more.
Moreover, learners need to be able to write fast
enough to express their ideas fluently. Research shows
that learners with better physical writing skills write
with better quality because, when their attention is
no longer tied up with letter formation, they are free
to focus on the organization and flow of their ideas
(Graham & Harris, 2013).

Teachers, researchers, and others are increasingly
aware that the process of learning to write facilitates,
and is not just itself facilitated by, learning to read.
The alphabetic principle is the concept that letters
represent speech sounds, and many learners begin
to fully understand this concept when they begin
to write their own names and spell out words
phonetically. Research in multiple languages with
alphabetic and alphasyllabic orthographies has shown
that spelling develops along predictable stages (Bear
et al., 2016). Explicit spelling instruction targeted to
the learners’ developmental level, word studies, and
opportunities for frequent writing have been shown
to be effective for spelling development (Graham &

RTI Press Publication No. OP-0039-1702. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.

Fluency

Fluency is the ability to read with accuracy, speed,
and prosody (expression); it can also refer to saying
the sounds of letters or reading syllables or words in
isolation accurately and quickly. Without achieving
a level of fluency that allows them to shift from word
identification to overall meaning, beginning readers
find it difficult to derive meaning from text (NICHD,
2000; Samuels, 2002).
Again, little research on the role of fluency in
learning local, indigenous languages as primary
languages has been conducted, and even less has
been conducted on learning indigenous languages
as second languages (L2s). Unlike English in the
United States, no common benchmarks exist for
local, indigenous languages regarding the number
of words per minute a learner should be able to read
to be considered fluent at a given grade (Pretorius
& Spaull, 2016). That said, assessments carried out
in indigenous languages suggest that children can
only begin to comprehend once they reach a certain
threshold of fluency, although this threshold may vary
by language. Recognizing the importance of achieving
mastery of foundational reading skills, RTI focuses
on building both accuracy and speed of foundational
prereading and reading skills. For example, in Liberia
and Kenya, we encouraged letter identification
speed by using flashcards. In Indonesia (Figure 3),
we regularly use guided reading to increase fluency,

https://doi.org/10.3768/rtipress.2017.op.0039.1702
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Figure 3. Fluency instruction example: Indonesia

Note: The most important activity students do during guided reading is READ. Students should be
reading the majority of the time.
The frequency with which students should do guided reading depends on their reading abilities.
READING ABILITIES
Struggling readers
Daily session with
teacher

Students reading at
grade level
Session with teacher
at least 4 times/week

Students reading
above grade level
Session with teacher
2–3 times a week

WHAT TO DO DURING A GUIDED READING SESSION
Before starting session
• Identify that the text is at students’ instructional level (not too hard, not too easy).
Before having students reading
• Have them look at title and picture and predict what is going to happen in the story.
• Model reading the text for the students. Have students follow along with their finger as you
read.
• After you have finished reading, ask students questions to build their comprehension of the text
and their understanding of key vocabulary words.
As students reading are reading the text
• Have them read the text in a variety of ways:
o Whisper reading (students read aloud in a quiet voice
o Pair reading (pairs of students read the same aloud at the same time)
o Echo reading (The teacher models reading a small section of the text (sentence or two)
with accuracy, fluency and good expression. Students repeat the modeled reading)
o Choral (all students read aloud with the teacher)
• Listen to students as they read. Give them feedback about what they are doing well and what
they need to work on.
After students have read the text
• Ask them their opinions about the book or text and have them make connections between what
happened in the book or text and their own experiences.
• Ask additional questions to develop students’ comprehension of text.
• Have students summarize the text.

instructing teachers in how to conduct effective
guided reading sessions.
In Nigeria, we included notations in the teacher
lesson plans to have learners read every lesson
aloud—as a group, singly, or in pairs—to build
accuracy. In Egypt, as the next example shows, we
embedded multiple fluency activities in materials,
including encouraging learners to reread texts with a

RTI Press Publication No. OP-0039-1702. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.

corresponding decrease in the level of teacher support
(Figure 4).
Vocabulary

Vocabulary knowledge is the fourth key component of
and is an important factor in reading comprehension
(Butler, et al., 2010; NICHD, 2000). As learners
decode words in text, those words will map onto

https://doi.org/10.3768/rtipress.2017.op.0039.1702

RTI Press: Occasional Paper

Figure 4. Repeated reading example: Egypt
Egypt Primary Learning Program: Repeated Reading
Use: To support beginning reading.
Why: In the beginning stages of reading, pupils may
read slowly and with
pauses.
Thishow
is normal.
Teachers
can
Model
for students
to use to the
syllables to
spell the
help their pupils become
word. fluent readers. They do this by
decreasing the amount of support they provide.
I look carefully at the first syllable and say it:
rab. Then I cover it with my hand and try to
spell it in my head withoutTeacher
looking. Next I write
Echo Reading: Usethe
with
firstthe
syllable.

How:

Responsibility
text when it is first introduced.
Write rab on the board.
echo
The teacher reads first and then
I look
carefully at the secondchoral
syllable and say
the class reads. Read
enough
it: bit. Now I cover it with my hand and spell it
partner
material that pupils
in cannot
my head.rely
Finally, I write it.
on memory alone.
whisper
Write bit on the board to finish spelling the word rabbit.
Choral Reading: Everyone reads
Write the word cannot on the board.
the text together. The teacher’s
Here is another spelling word. I see two vowels
voice helps the pupils.
so I divide the word between the consonants.

Partner Reading: Several pupils
Model dividing the word: can/not.
read the text together orally.

I see that this word is made up of two smaller

Teach the procedures
theI know.
pupils:I need to remember that the
wordstothat
1. Take turns.
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first syllable is the word can and the second
syllable is the word not.

2. Follow along while your partner(s) reads.
Now let’s spell the words rabbit and cannot
do.”
“We
3. Don’t talk about
other things.
together.
Write the words in your copybook.
Look at the first syllable in the word rabbit.
The teacher should
monitor
oruse
small
groups
offering
What
steps pairs
do you
to help
you learn
how to
help as needed. spell the word? (look, say, cover, write)

vocabulary is crucial. The approach that RTI uses to
build vocabulary gives learners the opportunity to
see, say, write, and talk about the meaning of words.
In this way, when learners come across words as
they read, they have a better chance of recognizing
WEEk 7, DAY 2
the words and reading the text with understanding.
Sayexample
the word sentence
with me.
Close your
do.”
The“Wfollowing
from Liberia
shows
how
e
eyes and picture the word sentence. Now
the explicit introduction
of new vocabulary can be
look at the word and read it again with me.
embedded in a reading exercise, with vocabulary
Have students repeat the word several times as you point
instruction happening
within
prereading
of the
under the word. Repeat
withthe
the rest
of the sight words.
text (Figure
5). students work in groups of three. Have one student
“You do.”
Have
flash the sight words from Days 1 and 2, while the other
two students race to say the word first. When they have
Figure 5. Vocabulary
instruction example: Liberia
gone through the words, have them switch roles so all
students get a chance to read the words.

4

Reading and comprehension

Review

Before students read the text, review sight words with them. Write the
following words on the board: call, live (verb form of the word), these,
were, laugh, water, about, learn.
These are some sight words that are in this text. We have
learned these words, but we’ll review them to make sure
we can read them quickly.

Randomly point to each word and have students read them quickly.
Repeat several times, focusing on words that seem to cause students
problems.
Have students turn to Student Activity Book page 101.

“I do.”

Today we will read this new nonfiction text
and look for main ideas. A main idea is what
the text is mostly about. We will look for main
ideas in paragraphs. Then we will decide what
the main idea of the whole text is. We can get
a clue about the main idea of the whole text
from the title.

a partner
check are
yournot
spelling.
Whisper Reading:Have
Beginning
readers
ready to read
Nowread
spellthe
cannot
. What
two little words that
silently, but they can
text in
a whisper.
you know make up the syllables in this word?

1. Remind pupilsWrite
to listen
only cannot
to their own
voices.
the word
in your
copybook.

a partner
your spelling.
to use
whispercheck
voices.
2. Remind pupilsHave
“You do.”
Have studentsaspractice
writing the words rabbit and
3. Provide pronunciations
needed.
cannot several times in their copybook. Have partners
check each other’s spelling to make sure it is correct.
If there is time, students can also practice spelling the
words hid and hidden.

their oral vocabulary, and their existing knowledge
of the words3 will
enhance
Sight
Words fluency and support
7 minutes
comprehension. Conversely, when learners cannot
Write the sight words on the board: words, sentence,
“I do.” identify the meaning of most of the
automatically
pretty, bought. Say each word several times as you point
to it. have difficulty comprehending
words in a text, they
Listen as I use the words in sentences: I don’t
the text (Perfetti, 1985).
understand those words. A sentence has
a capital
at the beginning.
wore
A learner’s vocabulary
is letter
developed
throughShefrequent
a colorful dress that was very pretty. Her
and regular opportunities
to listen
to language
mother bought
the dress
for her at a and
store.

to read both with the teacher and independently,
especially when multiple genres of text are used.
In addition, in the early grades—and especially in
contexts where learners typically do not have access
to extensive reading material—explicit teaching of
RTI Press Publication No. OP-0039-1702. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.

17 minutes

“We

do.”

Read Page 101

Read the title with students.
Based on the title, what do you think this text
is about? Look at the photograph on the page.
What do the photographs tell you about what
the text is about?
The words in bold are words that you may
not know. These words are important to the
meaning of this text. Let’s look at the words.

Read each bold word aloud with students: feathers,
African, parrot, Liberia, and Africa. Briefly discuss the
meaning of each word.
Point out the map, and have students point to where
Liberia is in Africa.
Read page 101 aloud with students. After reading,
discuss the main idea.
Liberia Teacher Training Program

131
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We also regularly encourage teachers to bring in
objects, use gestures, and use each word in sentences
(both orally and in writing) to further support
understanding, and we introduce strategies that
learners can use to help them work out the meaning
of an unfamiliar word in context. Repetition is one of
the most important aspects of vocabulary instruction,
and RTI supports exposing learners to the same word
repeatedly, both orally and in writing, and learners
are required to use the new words they learn in
speaking or writing.
The following example from the Kenya PRIMR
program (Figure 6) further demonstrates the use
of repetition and engaging fellow learners when
teaching vocabulary words.
Figure 6. Vocabulary instruction example: Kenya

Vocabulary
T: The word is picks. Read it two times slowly.
T: How many of you know what the word picks means?
L: If more than half of the pupils raise their hands, have
pupils share with partners and ask at least one pair to tell
the class what the word means. If not, continue as below:
T: Pick up a pencil. Say, I pick up a pencil.
T: Pick up an exercise book. Say, I pick up an exercise
book.

We do:
T: What is the word?
T & L: picks.

You do:
T: Your turn. Who can pick up something in our
classroom?
T: Let 2-3 children do the gesture. Say, I pick up a ____.
Repeats steps 1-2 with the following words:
Long (Draw two lines of different lengths on the blackboard.
Point to the long one. This is long.)
Name: Say: My name is ____.

Comprehension

Comprehension, or the ability to understand,
interpret, and use what is read across all types
of genres, is the main goal of learning to read.
Comprehension not only requires the ability to read
words fluently but also draws heavily on personal
knowledge of the content matter being read (Pearson
& Duke, 2002; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998).
Teaching comprehension skills is not an easy task,
and the complexity of the approaches that can be used
depends on the ability of the teacher to use them. In
some countries, teachers have been implementing
explicit literacy instruction regularly and are able to
adopt new comprehension strategies, whereas other
teachers might struggle.
In RTI’s early grade literacy approach, comprehension
features prominently in all of the processes of
learning to read, starting at the earliest grades, and is
achieved using a variety of strategies and activities.
Listening comprehension instruction should begin
even before instruction in the alphabetic principle
to strengthen the cognitive skills required to attend
and respond to questions about information that
is presented. At the same time, learners should be
explicitly taught how to derive meaning from text.
Comprehension strategies should also be introduced
along with rudimentary sentences and short texts.
As an example, the Nigeria RARA team developed
a Story Read Aloud book to strengthen learners’
oral language and comprehension skills. The book
comprised age- and culturally appropriate stories
adapted from existing Hausa language materials.
Questions for teachers to ask learners were included
with the stories to facilitate their instruction in
comprehension and to build learners’ vocabulary.
In the Egypt Primary Learning Program project,
listening comprehension activities, such as the
following, were also included in early grade lessons to
develop attentive listening skills (Figure 7).

Ask a pupil: What is your name?
Help the pupil to respond by saying: My name is ____.
Give the pupils time to ask their partners: What is your
name?

RTI Press Publication No. OP-0039-1702. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.
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Figure
7. Listening
WEEk
15,comprehension
DAY 2 continuedexample: Egypt

Figure 8. Comprehension instruction example: Liberia

do.”
Tell students
that they
will practice spelling brave in
Egypt
Learning
Program
“We Primary
their copybooks.
Listening Comprehension: Do You Remember?

What blended sound do you hear at the
Use: To develop
attentiveoflistening
needed
fortwo letters
beginning
brave? (/br/)
What
understandingmake
and following
verbal
instruction.
To is the
the blended sound /br/? (br) What
develop attention
for
specific
words.
next sound? (/ā/) What will tell the vowel a to
say its own name? (final silent e) What is the last
Why: Listening
to multistep
develop
a you
sound
that youdirections
hear? (/v/) will
What
letter do
student’s working
memory.
need to put at the end of brave? (e) Remember
that the final silent e tells the vowel to say its
How:
own name.
1. Put children in groups.
Run your finger under each letter as you say
2. Ask one child
each group
to complete
series
oral
theinsounds.
Did you
make sureathat
theoffinal
actions (directed
by
the
teacher).
silent e is at the end of the word brave?
3. Tell“Youthe
students
listen,
watch,
do.” other
Have
students to
practice
spelling
theand
wordgive
bravea in their
thumbs up copybooks.
or down ifTell
the
child
does
theword,
actions
them
to look
at the
say the word
aloud, coverthe
it, write
it, and check their spelling. Remind
correctly (including
order).

5

Reading and comprehension
do.”

“We

This is called a Venn diagram. We can use this
diagram to help us see things that are the
same and things are different. The outer parts
of the circles are where we write the things that
are different. We will be comparing Jake and
Sam. I’ll write Jake in the circle on the left and
Sam in the circle on the right. In the center of
the Venn diagram, the two circles overlap. This
is where we can write things that are the same.
What did we learn about the two dogs, Jake
and Sam? (Jake is big and Sam is not big.) These are
things that are different. I’ll write the words
big dog in Jake’s circle on the left and not
big in Sam’s circle on the right.

In the following
the teacher gradually7provides
Words
minutes
4 Sightexamples,
the learner with multistep auditory instructions:
Review
• Easy: “Go to the desk. Pick up the paper.”

Show students the sight word cards do, you, how, and many from

Let’s read the next sentence together: Jake
and Sam have a lot of fun. Is this sentence
telling you about something that is the same
or something that is different about the two
dogs? (the same) Yes, it’s telling us that both
dogs have a lot of fun. So we will write the
words have fun in the center circle.

• Medium:
under
the
table.
down.
Pickword
up acard
Week 5, the“Crawl
sight word
want
from
WeekSit
7 and
the sight
book.
Smile.
” week’s lesson. Ask students to quickly say each word.
these from
this

Have students
turnon
to your
their neighbor
and Take
try to use
of theto
sight
• Harder:
“Stand
right foot.
fourallhops
the
words in a sentence. For example; “How many of these do you want?”
table. Pick two books while waving to Amir.”

Tell students to put their sight word cards in the order of how they were

board for student reference and continue to add to the
list of sight words for the week each time you introduce a
new sight word.in Liberia, we used a Venn
For materials developed
Themore
sight word
is some
. Listen asvisualize
I use the
diagram to help
proficient
learners
word some in sentences: The children would

similarities and
differences between words and to
like some fruit for lunch. May I borrow some of
make meaningyour
from
a short text comprising two
paper?
sentences,
fivethewords
and the
second
six words
Say
word some
with
me.
doone
.”
“We
long (Figure 8).
In
this
example,
learners
practiced
Have students repeat the word several times as you point
under
the word.
comprehension
skills
on short sentences based on
do.” letter
Havesequences
students thinkthat
of some
sentences
usingbeen
the word
letters“You
and
had
already
some.
Ask
them
to
share
their
sentences
with
a partner.
taught.
Remind them to hold up their sight word card each time
they use the
word some
in theirgive
sentences.
As early as possible,
teachers
must
learners

metacognitive strategies for comprehending text,
so that text comprehension is a learner-centered
or reader-centered activity rather than one where
the teacher asks comprehension questions. As part
of early primary instruction in Egypt, for example,
teachers learned how to use comprehension
296
Liberia Teacher Training Program
strategies such as Question–Answer Relationship, in
which learners were prompted to use four types of
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Have students turn to Student Activity Book page 150.
Ask them to look at the first two sentences.

Draw a Venn diagram on the board. The activity page
shows an example.

them to think about the final silent e that tells the vowel

“I do.”

16 minutes

We know all of the sounds and sight words in
these sentences, so let’s read them together:
Jake is a big dog. Sam is not a big dog.

4. Increase the complexity (length, syntax, specificity) to
to say its own name.
match the needs of the students.

• Hardest:
“Jump
twice but not before you shake
used in their
sentences.
Merimee’s hand.
theon
desk
last.” Save the word on the
Write Knock
the wordon
some
the board.

13

“You do.”

6

Tell students to read the rest of the sentences by
themselves. As they are reading, they should think about
the things that are the same about the two dogs and the
things that are different.
Explain that after they have read the sentences, they
should write the words on the Venn diagram to show
how the two dogs are the same and different.
Daily Assessment

2 minutes

1. Collect the Student Activity Books. Use the students’ completed
reading and comprehension activity page to assess how well
students were able to compare and contrast using a Venn diagram.
2. Ask individual students to read the sentences on the board from
the phonics activity. Have the students point to the words with the
long a VCe pattern.
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questions—Right There, Think and Search, Text and
Me, and On My Own—to promote understanding a
text (Figure 9). Teachers used these strategies with
stories in textbooks and prompted learners to derive
meaning from text on their own while reading.
In Jordan, prediction skills are explicitly taught and
practiced to support the comprehension of text, as
demonstrated in Figure 10 (predicting the content of
text based on the illustration and title) and Figure 11
(predicting the context of text based on elements of
the text).
When addressing comprehension, it is important to
consider the role of writing in helping to reinforce
instruction. Research has shown that learning

RTI Press: Occasional Paper

comprehension skills for reading is facilitated
by learning to write (see Graham & Hebert,
2010, for a useful meta-analysis of the impact of
writing on learning to read). We use writing to
discover ourselves, express ourselves, chronicle our
experiences, create imaginary worlds and stories,
build relationships with others, persuade others,
and preserve and transmit information. We also use
writing to learn; writing about a topic helps us to
examine it closely and reflectively, analyze it, make
connections between ideas, synthesize ideas from
several sources, construct knowledge, and remember
it. Learners, therefore, need to learn how to write for
multiple purposes.

Figure 9. Comprehension instruction example: Egypt

RTI Press Publication No. OP-0039-1702. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.

https://doi.org/10.3768/rtipress.2017.op.0039.1702

RTI Press: Occasional Paper

What We Have Learned in the Past Decade: RTI’s Approach to Early Grade Literacy Instruction

15

Figure 10. Comprehension instruction example 1: Jordan

Predicting the Content of a Text Based on the Illustration and Title
Objective: Students predict the events of a story by looking at the illustration and reading the title.
Icebreaker: The teacher says, “Today we will learn how to predict the content of a text by looking at the illustration and
reading the title.”
Modeling:
The teacher displays the illustration and asks
himself/herself: What do I see in the picture? I can
see an elephant and an ant. I will use the picture
and title to predict what will happen in this story. It
seems to me that this story is about a dialogue
between the ant and the elephant because the ant
is near the elephant’s ear. Maybe the ant is trying
to talk to the elephant. This is my prediction, and it
could be either right or wrong. That is what
readers do—they rely on the title and illustration
to predict what will happen.
Guided practice:
•

•

•

The teacher says, “And now, it’s your turn.
Look at the picture. Can you make some
predictions about what will happen in the story
like I did? Talk to your partner and discuss your
predictions.”
The teacher encourages the students to make
predictions irrespective of the extent of
certainty.
The teacher listens to the predictions and
writes them in a table drawn on the chalkboard:

The Ant and the Elephant

The ants built an underground village. The ants used to
collect grains every day. The ants heard the footsteps of an
elephant heading towards the village. An ant approached
him quickly and said, “Please don’t stomp on our village.”
The elephant responded, “Get out of my way! I want to
continue walking.” The ant clung to the elephant’s foot and
walked over his body until she got inside his ear. The
elephant then started spinning around himself until he fell
on the ground. He shouted, “Get out, and I promise not to
stomp on your village.” The ant got out of his ear and said,
“Power lies in the mind.” The elephant apologized and
went away from the village.

Predictions

•
•

The teacher reads the text aloud and asks the students to verify their predictions.
Upon the completion of reading, the teacher discusses the predictions with the students and puts a happy face next
to the correct or close predictions and a sad face next to the incorrect ones.

The teacher summarizes the learning: “Always remember that we can make predictions about what will happen in the
text using the title and the illustration.”

RTI Press Publication No. OP-0039-1702. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.
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Figure 11. Comprehension instruction example 2: Jordan

Predicting the Content of the Following Parts of the Text
Objective: The students are able to predict the next events of a story while reading.
Icebreaker:
•

•

The teacher says, “While reading a
story, we can pause to think of what
will happen next.”
The teacher explains to the students
that he/she will read a part of the
story, and then stop so he/she—
together with the students—thinks
of what might happen next in the
story.

Modeling:
•

•
•
•
•

The Eid Gift
Layla’s family went out to the market to buy clothes for Eid.
The family wandered around the beautiful spots in the
market. They reached a corner where gifts and toys are
sold. Layla gazed in wonderment at the toys and was
fascinated with a doll that was placed on a shelf. Her father
said, “Come, my dear girl; choose the doll you want.” Layla
chose a small baby doll and thanked her father. She then
said, “What a beautiful time Eid is!” Everyone was happy
on the way back home.

The teacher says, “I will start
reading now. Watch how, as I read a part of the story, I stop to think and predict what will happen
next—‘Layla’s family went out to the market to buy clothes for Eid. The family wandered around the
beautiful spots in the market. They reached a corner where gifts and toys are sold.’”
The teacher thinks out loud, “It seems to me that Layla and her family will not buy clothes from this
place; they will buy some gifts and toys.”
The teacher says, “I will continue reading and confirm whether or not I made a correct prediction.”
The teacher proceeds, “Layla gazed in wonderment at the toys and was fascinated with a doll that
was placed on a shelf.”
The teacher says, “My prediction was correct; it seems that Layla will buy a doll.”

Guided practice:
•
•
•

The teacher asks, “Do you think her father will agree to buy her an Eid doll? Or will they continue
walking to reach the clothes store?”
The teacher asks the students to work in pairs in making predictions. The teacher walks around and
listens to the students’ predictions.
The teacher says, “I will continue reading so you can verify your predictions: Her father said: “Come,
my dear girl; choose the doll you want.’”

Independent practice:
•
•

The teacher says, “Can you predict what will happen next? I want every one of you, by themselves,
to think for a while.”
The teacher listens to some of the students’ answers and then continues reading: “Layla chose a
small baby doll and thanked her father. She then said, ‘What a beautiful time Eid is!’ Everyone was
happy on the way back home.”

The teacher summarizes the learning saying, “Remember that while reading, you can always stop and
make some predictions about what might happen later in the story. This would encourage you to
continue reading and interact more with the events of the story.”

RTI Press Publication No. OP-0039-1702. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.
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As with reading, before learners’ cognitive attention
can be fully devoted to higher-level writing skills,
they need to build strong foundational skills. Because
reading and writing are mutually reinforcing, many
components of early writing instruction overlap
with those of reading instruction. For example, as
learners develop a grasp of the relationship between
letter names and letter sounds, teachers can provide
opportunities for learners to engage in emergent
writing activities. Learners in the early primary
grades need daily practice thinking and writing for
meaning and expression rather than solely for form,
with guidance from the teacher on the application of
different strategies at each stage of the writing process
(Kim et al. 2016).
Two components of particular relevance to the early
grades are knowledge of different genres of text and
construction of sentences and paragraphs.
Text genre knowledge. Even before they can read
themselves, learners encounter a variety of genres
through teacher read alouds in class. In addition to
fiction, teachers should also read aloud informational
and other kinds of texts to expose learners to the
different attributes of each genre. Knowledge about
genres can also be built through explicit analysis of
good models of each kind.
Sentence and paragraph construction. Explicit
instruction and practice in employing precise,
descriptive vocabulary in grammatically correct
sentences that accurately reflect the writer’s intended
meaning is a multifaceted skill that requires
practice in writing sentences of varying lengths and
complexity.
Both experimental studies and extensive observations
of highly effective writing teachers suggest that the
following practices lead to improvements in writing:
• Giving learners time to write, frequently, and
for a variety of authentic tasks (writing for a real
audience and a real purpose) across the curriculum.
The What Works Clearinghouse Practice Guide
recommends 30 minutes of writing instruction
and another 30 minutes of writing practice a day
(Graham et al., 2012);

RTI Press Publication No. OP-0039-1702. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.

17

• Creating a conducive writing environment, that
is, one that is supportive, collaborative, orderly,
and tailored to the learners’ interests and needs
(Graham & Harris, 2013); and
• Engaging learners in writing to learn. When
learners write about what they are reading or
hearing in class, they will examine it more closely,
understand it more deeply, and remember it
longer (Graham, Harris, & Santangelo, 2015). For
primary school learners, writing-to-learn activities
can include filling out graphic organizers, such as
Know, Want to Know, Learned, or keeping brief but
reflective learning logs, especially in response to
metacognitive prompts (Klein & Yu, 2013).
Although progress has been made in understanding
the importance of writing instruction, more research
is needed on how learners best learn to write in LMI
country contexts (Kim et al. 2016). These authors
suggest that the integration of process writing into
curricular materials widens the scope of writing
instruction from handwriting, copying, and spelling
instruction to learning activities that bridge reading,
thinking, talking, listening, and writing.

Explicit, Systematic Instruction
Researchers have thoroughly documented the role
of a teacher’s effective use of instructional time
to promote learner gains (see, for example, Fuller
& Clark, 1994; Tan, Lane, & Coustère, 1997; and
Verwimp, 1999), especially for learners who have
limited learning time out of school (Farbman,
2015). Unfortunately, in many LMI countries,
learner and teacher absences, unscheduled school
closures, transitions between lessons and activities
within lessons, and other interruptions can
limit learning opportunities (Abadzi, 2009). In
response, to maximize the instructional time that
is available, RTI encourages the use of systematic
and explicit instruction. Within this model, teachers
systematically introduce simple foundational skills
before they add complexities in a predetermined
sequence. This preplanning ensures that all skills are
covered. Explicit instruction means that teachers
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clearly describe and model the information needed to
master a skill, rather than assuming that learners will
pick up a skill simply through engaging with text. By
guiding teachers on explicit, systematic instructional
methods—including how to structure lessons, how
to provide instruction that learners need, and how to
do so consistently (while minimizing transition time
and repeatedly using familiar routines)—instructional
time can be most efficient.
Explicit instruction with teacher guidance. Across
the projects on which we consult, RTI also encourages
instructional strategies that address both the
constraints (such as insufficient teacher pedagogical
training and experience, insufficient literacy-building
experiences in the learner’s homes, and multiple
languages in use in the classroom) and opportunities
in the learning environment. Doing so helps to
create a safe environment for the acquisition of new
knowledge and skills. This approach uses explicit,
paced, and guided lesson plans, groups to meet
learners’ needs, and ongoing formative assessments
that are integrated to help teachers adjust instruction

as needed. Teacher’s guides and corresponding
teacher training typically provide this guidance. The
following example is an excerpt from a Nigeria RARA
teacher’s guide (Figure 12). This guide reflects an
intentional design based on an articulated set of skills
and concepts that the Ministry decided should be
taught in a given level.
In all contexts, the goals are to (1) support teachers
adequately so they can deliver effective instruction
appropriate to learners’ needs and (2) offer teachers
the flexibility to move beyond the script to enhance
the instruction in appropriate ways. The “Do More”
examples from the Uganda School Health and
Reading Program illustrate one way in which teachers
can be encouraged to move beyond the core lesson
when the learners—and teacher—are ready to do so
(Figure 13).
Systematic Systematic instruction. The systematic
instruction in the key components based on
structured or guided lesson plans for teachers
is critical to foster learning for all learners in a

Figure 12. Sample teacher’s guide: Nigeria
Zango Na: 1 Mako Na: 1 Darasi Na 1 da Na 2
Kafin Darasi

Waƙa

1. Rubuta wannan waƙa a kan allo.

Minti-3

1. Rera waƙar don ɗalibai su ji,
tare da kwaikwayon abin da
waƙar ke faɗa, don taimaka
wa ɗalibai sanin ma’anar
kalmomin da ke cikin waƙar.

Waƙar Gaisuwa
Idan muka tashi da safe
Sai mu gai da iyayenmu x 2
Mamata ina kwana
Gaisuwa ce da safe
Ina wuni Babana
Gaisuwa ce da rana
Mamata sai da safe
Gaisuwa ce da dare.

2. Sake rera waƙar tare da nuna
kalmomin a kan allo.
3. Sake rera waƙar tare da
ɗalibai.
4. Ka/ki ce wa ɗalibai su rera
waƙar suna kwaikwayon abin
da waƙar ke faɗa.
5. Nemi ɗalibi/ɗaliba ɗaya ko
fiye don rera waƙar tare da
nuna kalmomin.

Amon Sautin Gaɓa

Minti 2

1. Furta wannan kalma [Nana]. Idan akwai
hoton kalmar, sai a taimaki ɗalibai su
gano ta cikin hoton da ke littafinsu.
2. Maimaita furta kalmar tare da tafa
kowace gaɓa.
3. Nuna yawan gaɓoɓin da ke cikin
kalmar da yatsun hannu.
4. Ka/ki ce wa ɗalibai su furta kalmar tare
da tafa kowace gaɓar kalma tare da kai/
ke.
5. Maimaita mataki na ɗaya zuwa na huɗu
(1-4) da sauran kalmomin [Nafisa,
nama, noma].

Zango Na: 1 Mako Na: 1 Darasi Na 1 da Na 2
1Q $D
QD DQQDQ
1DQDQDDQD
1DQDQDJLGD

1Q1Q1Q
$D$D$D
1D$QQDQ

.DUDWXQODEDUL

1DQDQDQDQ
1DQDQDJLGD
1DQDQDZDVDQJDODJDOD





Sunayen Haruffa da Sautukansu
1. Rubuta babba da ƙaramin baƙi na
sabon harafi [N n].

6. Dukkan ɗalibai su shiga cikin aikin
motsin jikin furta sautin tare da
Malami/Malama.

2. Nuna harafin ka/ki faɗi sunansa
da kuma sautinsa. “Wannan shi ne
harafin [N], sautinsa /n/.”

7. Maimaita mataki na shida (6) tare da
wasu ɗalibai daban-daban.
8. Maimaita mataki na farko zuwa na
huɗu(1-4) da ɗaya harafin [A a].

3. Jagoranci ɗalibai zuwa ga sashe
mai alamar akwati. Maimaita
mataki na biyu (2) ta hanyar
amfani da Littafin Karatun Ɗalibai.

9. Koya wa ɗalibai furta sautin [A] ta
hanyar motsin jikin da aka danganta
da furta sautin harafin. “ [A] na da
sautin /a/ kamar a cikin mamaki.”
Ka/ki ɗaga hannuwanka/ki sama
cikin mamaki kana/kina furta sautin
‘ah!’ ‘ah!’

4. Maimaita mataki na uku (3) tare
da wasu rukunan ɗalibai dabandaban.
5. Koya wa ɗalibai furta sautin [N]
ta hanyar motsin jikin da aka
danganta da furta sautin harafin.
“[N] na da sautin /n/ kamar a cikin
kalmar noma.” Ka/ki kwatanta
yadda ake noma kana/kina furta
sautin ‘n’ ‘n’ ‘noma.

10. Maimaita mataki na shida da na
bakwai (6-7).
11. Yi ta aikin bambanta sunayen
haruffan [N, A], da sautukansu, ko
kuma motsin jikin da aka danganta
da haruffan.

Aikin Malami:
Jagoran Malamai - Aji 2

4
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Figure 13. “Do more” example: Uganda
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Gradual Release Model

In general, within a
lesson, RTI recommends
The Chalkboard shows you exactly what
the chalkboard should like at the end of
a balance between the
The Chalkboard
Literacy 1
the lesson.
amount of time a teacher
talks to learners and
Differentiated Learning provides you with
the amount of time that
suggestions for making your lessons more
learners have to talk
relevant for both your remedial (slow) and
ŝīĞƌĞŶƟĂƚĞĚ>ĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ
ŽDŽƌĞ͗ZŽůĞWůĂǇƐ
and engage. As learners
accelerated (fast) learners.
master a concept or skill,
they can work more
Do Mores are additional activities that
provide your learners with supplemental
independently and require
literacy experiences. Some Do Mores are
less teacher engagement.
designed for other areas of the curriculum
This shifting from teacher
like Creative Arts and Physical Education
(CAPE) and Free Activity. Other Do Mores
instruction to learner
can support your daily literacy lessons.
practice can take different
There are also Do Mores that encourage
forms, depending on the
parents and community involvement in
literacy.
local context and even
the teacher preference.
In
projects
in
Kenya
and
Liberia,
for instance, we
classroom (Adams, 1990; Pressley & Allington, 2015).
recommended a “My Turn” approach, whereby
This is particularly true for learners with specific
the teacher intentionally introduces a concept and
learning disabilities (Pullen, Lane, Ashworth, &
asks learners to then take their turn in practicing
Lovelace, 2011). This model plans the content to
the concept. Another common approach uses the
progress from easier to more difficult and encourages
Gradual Release of Responsibility Model (Pearson &
teachers to instruct using consistent formats. In each
Gallagher, 1983). This model is particularly effective
lesson, teachers summarize prior content and then
for teaching discrete skills, such as letters and words;
introduce and review new content, and learners
however, it is not as useful for teaching vocabulary
are exposed to a limited number of activity types.
and complex skills, such as comprehension. In this
Systematic instruction is achieved in part by the use
approach, lessons consist of an opening introduction
of teacher’s guides and learners’ books designed to be
that clearly defines what learners are supposed to
consistent, easy to use, fully aligned with each other
do and learn. Lessons then include modeling by the
and that provide the level of guidance needed for that
teacher (presented in the teacher’s guide as an “I
context.
Do” activity), guided practice in which the learners
practice along with the teacher (presented as a “We
Why Use Finger Pointing?
Do” activity), and finally, independent practice by
RTI encourages the use of finger pointing, or using a finger
learners alone (presented as a “You Do” activity). The
to track along with text as it is being read. The action of
finger pointing to text is important in beginning reading
lesson structure has a consistent planning, teaching,
because it helps learners make a voice-to-print match.
and practice cycle to maximize learning outcomes
This print match facilitates word segmentation (i.e.,
and use instructional time effectively. This structure
breaking apart the sounds of a word), an important skill
also explicitly includes time for learner engagement
for beginning spelling (Uhry, 2002).
and practice.
,ŽǁƚŽdĞĂĐŚ͗>ŝƚĞƌĂĐǇϭͲĂǇƐϮĂŶĚϰ

tƌŝƚĞƚŚĞĂǇϮŽƌϰƉƵƉŝů
ďŽŽŬƐƚŽƌǇŽŶƚŚĞĐŚĂůŬďŽĂƌĚ
ďĞĨŽƌĞĐůĂƐƐ;^ƚĞƉϯͿ

Time to clean

Mother told Mary and Tom to
clean the compound. Tom swept
the compound. Mary burned the
rubbish. When they were done it
looked so nice!

ZĞŵĞĚŝĂů
,ĞůƉůĞĂƌŶĞƌƐǁŝƚŚĐŽŵƉƌĞŚĞŶƐŝŽŶ
ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐƚŽĨŽĐƵƐŽŶƚŚĞƚŚƌĞĞŵĂŝŶ
ĞůĞŵĞŶƚƐŽĨĂƐƚŽƌǇ͗ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͕ƐĞƫŶŐ
ĂŶĚĂĐƟŽŶ͘dĞůůƚŚĞŵƚŚĂƚƚŚĞǇƐŚŽƵůĚ
ĂůǁĂǇƐĂƐŬƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐƚŚĞĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ
ƋƵĞƐƟŽŶƐĂƐƚŚĞǇƌĞĂĚ͗

ŚŝůĚƌĞŶůŽǀĞƌŽůĞƐƉůĂǇƐ͘ZŽůĞƉůĂǇƐ
ĚĞǀĞůŽƉĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͛ƐƐƉĞĂŬŝŶŐ͕ůŝƐƚĞŶŝŶŐĂŶĚ
ĐŽŵƉƌĞŚĞŶƐŝŽŶĐŽŵƉĞƚĞŶĐĞƐĂŶĚŚĞůƉ
ĚĞǀĞůŽƉůŝĨĞƐŬŝůůƐ͕ƚŽŽ͘ZŽůĞƉůĂǇĂĐƟǀŝͲ
ƟĞƐĂƌĞĞĂƐǇƚŽŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚĞŝŶƚŽǇŽƵƌW
ϭ;DͿůĞƐƐŽŶƉůĂŶƐ͘,ĞƌĞŝƐĂƐŝŵƉůĞ
ŽƵƚůŝŶĞŽĨĂƌŽůĞƉůĂǇĂĐƟǀŝƚǇ͗

ͻ WhoŝƐƚŚĞƐƚŽƌǇĂďŽƵƚ͍;dŚŝƐǁŝůů
ŚĞůƉƚŚĞŵŝĚĞŶƟĨǇƚŚĞĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͘Ϳ

ϭ͘ ƐŬůĞĂƌŶĞƌƐƚŽŝĚĞŶƟĨǇĂƐƚŽƌǇ
ƚŚĞǇ͛ǀĞůĞĂƌŶĞĚŝŶĐůĂƐƐƚŚĂƚƚŚĞǇ
ǁĂŶƚƚŽĂĐƚŽƵƚŝŶĂƌŽůĞƉůĂǇ͘

ͻ tŚĞƌĞĂŶĚ when ŝƐƚŚĞƐƚŽƌǇƚĂŬŝŶŐ
ƉůĂĐĞ͍;dŚŝƐǁŝůůŚĞůƉƚŚĞŵŝĚĞŶƟĨǇ
ƚŚĞƐĞƫŶŐ͘Ϳ

ͻ WhatŝƐŚĂƉƉĞŶŝŶŐŝŶƚŚĞƐƚŽƌǇ͍
;dŚŝƐǁŝůůŚĞůƉƚŚĞŵŝĚĞŶƟĨǇƚŚĞĂĐƟŽŶ
ŽĨƚŚĞƐƚŽƌǇ͘Ϳ

Accelerated
ĚǀĂŶĐĞĚůĞĂƌŶĞƌƐƐŚŽƵůĚďĞĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞĚ
ƚŽĚĞǀĞůŽƉƚŚĞŝƌŽǁŶĐŽŵƉƌĞŚĞŶƐŝŽŶ
ƋƵĞƐƟŽŶƐĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞƐƚŽƌǇ͘dŚĞǇĐĂŶƐŚĂƌĞ
ƚŚĞƐĞƋƵĞƐƟŽŶƐǁŝƚŚĞĂĐŚŽƚŚĞƌŽƌƉŽƐĞ
ƚŚĞŵƚŽƚŚĞǁŚŽůĞĐůĂƐƐ͘

Ϯ͘ ƐŬůĞĂƌŶĞƌƐƚŽŝĚĞŶƟĨǇƚŚĞĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ
ĂŶĚƐĞƫŶŐŽĨƚŚĞƐƚŽƌǇ͘dŚĞŶĂƐŬ
ƚŚĞŵƚŽƌĞƚĞůůƚŚĞĂĐƟŽŶƐŝŶƚŚĞƐƚŽƌǇ
ĨƌŽŵďĞŐŝŶŶŝŶŐƚŽĞŶĚŝŶƚŚĞĐŽƌƌĞĐƚ
ŽƌĚĞƌ͘
ϯ͘ ,ĂǀĞůĞĂƌŶĞƌƐŐĞƚŝŶƚŽƐŵĂůůŐƌŽƵƉƐ
ďĂƐĞĚŽŶƚŚĞŶƵŵďĞƌŽĨƉĂƌƟĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ
ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞĚƚŽĚŽƚŚĞƌŽůĞƉůĂǇ͘'ŝǀĞ
ŐƌŽƵƉƐĂĐŚĂŶĐĞƚŽƉƌĂĐƟĐĞƚŚĞƌŽůĞ
ƉůĂǇƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ͘

ϰ͘ >ĂƚĞƌŝŶƚŚĞƐĂŵĞĐůĂƐƐ͕ŽƌŝŶƚŚĞ
ĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐWϭůĞƐƐŽŶĨŽƌƚŚĞǁĞĞŬ͕
ĂƐŬƐĞůĞĐƚĞĚŐƌŽƵƉƐƚŽĂĐƚŽƵƚƚŚĞ
ƐƚŽƌǇŝŶĨƌŽŶƚŽĨƚŚĞĐůĂƐƐ͘
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Diverse Practice Opportunities
Adequate time to practice is crucial in learning
how to read and write. Research has shown that
learners who spend more class time on a learning
task perform better than learners who spend less
time (Berliner, 1990). A combination of whole class
and group instruction creates opportunities to build
on learners’ strengths in oral language and social
interaction (Heath, 1983) and provides the necessary
scaffolds (Vygotsky, 1978) and meaning making that
draw from background knowledge and experiences
(Rosenblatt, 1978). For example, peer shared reading
and group reading can allow learners to practice with
and to scaffold each other, while independent reading,
whether orally or silently, gives learners additional
time to use and master the skills they have been
taught. Participation in whole class and small group
literacy activities also actively engages learners in
listening and speaking and helps learning to read and
write along a developmentally appropriate continuum
(Wood, Bruner & Ross, 1976). These methods of
guided engagement with text help learners to acquire
comprehension skills by engaging them in multiple
ways and providing diverse practice opportunities
throughout the entire reading process (Rogoff, 1990).
Particularly with large classes, engaging one group of
learners can be difficult when others are working on
meaningful, targeted activities. Approaches designed
to accomplish engagement must build upon the
teacher’s needs and skills. Where possible, we embed
guidance in teacher’s guides for working with small
groups of learners. The Uganda School Health and
Reading Program “Do More” activities highlighted
earlier are one example. In other cases, we train
teachers to create additional instructional materials
in advance that learners can use for constructive
independent practice. The Kenya Tayari program uses
the newstelling approach both to build oral language
skills and allow learners to work independently in
pairs or small groups; within these smaller groups,
learners use the vocabulary being taught to tell their
“news” to the rest of the group.

Positive, Constructive Feedback
Providing constructive feedback to learners is an
important part of the learning process. Feedback is
part of the formative assessment process, as described
RTI Press Publication No. OP-0039-1702. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.
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in the Test section of this paper. More than that,
however, it is a part of every teacher–learner
interaction and can either foster improved learning
(when done constructively) or intimidate and
demoralize (when done punitively). Positive,
constructive feedback addresses both cognition and
motivation: it gives learners the information they
need to understand and improve in a given skill or
concept, and it does so in a way that makes learners
feel encouraged, respected, and empowered
(Brookhart, 2008).
RTI encourages teachers to use positive constructive
feedback that includes three components—
communicating, offering an explanation, and modeling—
and that adheres to the following guidelines (adapted
from Brookhart, 2008):
• Focus: feedback should focus as precisely as possible on
the underlying cause of the misunderstanding.
• Approach: the teacher should first work with the learner
by giving an incorrect response to help the learner
identify the correct response; if the learner is unable
to respond correctly, the teacher should engage other
learners to provide the correct response. Only if no one
in the class is able to give the correct response should
the teacher do so.
• Level: teacher feedback should consider the learner’s
development level and level of proficiency in the skill.
• Timing: feedback should be provided immediately
following an incorrect learner response.

Positive, constructive feedback has three primary
components: (1) the teacher should communicate
to the learner whether his understanding is correct
or incorrect; (2) the teacher should explain why
an answer is correct or incorrect. Finally, (3) if the
understanding is incorrect, the teacher should model
a correct response or understanding and engage the
learner to provide the correct response (Askew, 2000).
RTI provides explicit guidance in teacher trainings
on how to provide positive, constructive feedback,
and we are embedding more prompts and reminders
in our teacher’s guides to promote the adoption of
these strategies. Figure 14 shows an excerpt from the
Liberia Teacher Training Program teacher training
guide that illustrates some strategies we encourage
teachers to use.
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Figure 14. Guidelines for responding to learners: Liberia
Content. Phonics Introduction: Instructional Strategy—
Responding to Learners
Tell participants that until the break, we will introduce the
content area of phonics, and focus on a new instructional
strategy, “responding to students.”
Ask participants:
1. What do you say when a student answers a question
wrong?
2. What are some other things you can do? Write down
the answers. If these don’t come up, add:
• Make sure to listen to the student.
• Reteach by modeling.
• Ask another student to help, and then go back to the
student that didn’t understand and make sure he/she
understands.
• Figure out what the student is struggling with and
reteach that part.
• Try to model in a different way.

Guided Remediation
RTI has explored the use of guided remediation to
complement a Ministry’s core teaching and learning
program as a way to raise struggling learners to
grade-level proficiency. The objective of this approach
is to assist teachers to (1) objectively identify those
learners performing below the general performance
level of the class, (2) describe the performance
level of these learners relative to the expectations of
the syllabus, and (3) provide remediation to these
learners using appropriately targeted materials. This
remediation uses two classroom-based diagnostic
tools to identify underperforming learners: (1) a
“coarse-grain” tool the teacher administers to the
entire class to identify learners who need remedial
support, and (2) a “fine-grain” tool the teacher
administers individually to each identified learner.
The fine-grain tool determines the grade-level
equivalent performance of the learner relative to
the expectations of the syllabus. The remediation
approach also provides materials for teachers to give
targeted support to learners who need remediation.
RTI has piloted guided remediation strategies in
Senegal and Jordan, and this approach has shown
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substantial potential by providing explicit, targeted
support to teachers in meeting the needs of struggling
learners. RTI will continue to refine and evaluate the
impact of this approach on teacher behaviors and
learner outcomes and will explore expanding this
approach to other projects.

Differentiated, Equitable Instruction
In LMI classrooms, as elsewhere, classrooms
routinely have learners with different levels of
proficiency in reading, language, communication,
and other skill dimensions; different learning styles
(Fischer & Rose, 2001); and different levels of comfort
with the language used to instruct. Many learners
also face learning challenges posed by diagnosed or
undiagnosed disabilities and/or by biases that exist in
the learning environment. Helping all students learn
to read and meeting their diverse needs require a
differentiated approach to teaching.
The philosophy of differentiated instruction is based
on the premise that learners learn best when the
instruction accommodates their individual readiness
levels, interests, and learning profiles (Tomlinson,
2005). Research on the effectiveness of differentiated
instruction as a specific practice in high-income
countries is growing and shows positive results (Rock,
Gregg, Ellis, & Gable, 2008, Tieso, 2005). Although
research specific to LMI countries is limited, existing
studies validate practices that serve as the foundation
of differentiated instruction (Huebner, 2010).
As much as possible, RTI works with Ministries to
adopt differentiated instruction strategies, such as
using formative assessment to identify struggling
learners, giving teachers strategies to reteach and
reinforce lessons, and engaging learners in out-ofschool literacy enrichment activities. Core to all
of RTI’s programs is the creation of safe, equitable
learning environments, and all of RTI’s programs
provide explicit guidance to teachers on how to
engage all learners in a classroom in fair, unbiased,
and productive ways, regardless of gender, ethnic or
racial affiliation, language, or disability. In addition,
RTI has developed explicit guidance for teachers
about how to establish classrooms that are inclusive
of learners with disabilities (Bulat et al., 2017). We
know that movement toward fully inclusive and
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differentiated learning environments is not yet
attainable in most LMI countries; it remains, however,
an important goal to which to aspire.
Strategies for working with large classes include the
following:
• Change seating assignments periodically to allow all
learners to be in the front of the class
• Move around the classroom
• Have learners work in pairs or small groups
• Assess different learners each day, making sure to assess
all learners at least once during a unit or term

Text
The literacy programs in which RTI is engaged
are the result of collaboration with Ministries,
taking into account existing curriculum policy,
teaching practices, and other contextual factors. They
reflect a balanced approach to literacy curriculum
content that addresses the urgent need for dramatic
and sustained improvement in reading performance
of young learners in the first 3 years of schooling. This
approach explicitly addresses the challenges of large
classes, limited resources, and teachers who have not
received specialized training as reading teachers. It
also integrates literacy and language learning
(Fountas & Pinnell, 2010) at all stages of instruction.
Thus, before, during, and after the process of learning
to read print, learners engage in literacy activities by
listening, thinking, and talking about stories, which
are important elements in reading acquisition (Moore
& Lyon, 2005). During the process of learning to read,
the objective is to weave the five basic components of
reading systematically and explicitly so that learners
build the skills and strategies needed for decoding,
word-solving, and meaning-making (NICHD, 2000;
Snow et al., 1998).

Explicit Scope and Sequence
As mentioned, teachers face significant challenges
delivering instruction to large classes, often with
limited materials and training. Having access to an
instructional program that encompasses the right
skills and concepts and presents in them in the
most effective manner provides a useful structure
for teachers and ensures that learners are being
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exposed to what they need to become literate. RTI’s
instructional programs are based on articulated scope
and sequence documents that provide this guidance.
Determining a sequence for the gradual introduction
of content, skills, and routines significantly helps
to guide teachers’ instruction by providing them
with a clear road map for teaching a given language
in a productive and effective manner. A scope
and sequence should outline how content, such as
letters, will be introduced. For example, a scope
and sequence in Grade 1 should build upon oral
language competencies, phonological awareness,
and the alphabetic principle and slowly integrate
more complex reading skills as learners progress. In
English, this might look like formally introducing
the letters a, m, d, and s because these letters produce
a large number of decodable, familiar words (e.g.,
mama, sad, and mad), include continuants (m and
s), and are relatively easier to pronounce. A scope
and sequence document should also take into
consideration whether a language is being taught
as a first language (L1) or L2 and its relationship to
another language taught.
As part of any curriculum development process,
RTI works closely with local Ministry staff, linguists,
language experts, and early grade teachers to build
a comprehensive scope and sequence that flows
across each academic year and builds continuity
across years. Developing the scope and sequence
collaboratively helps everyone to understand the
advantages of teaching a specific language and
literacy skills in a specific way, particularly if content
and skills in a newly developed scope and sequence
are different from what has been done previously
(e.g., teaching the English letters of the alphabet in
sequential order). This scope and sequence exists as a
working document during development and is often
embedded into the teacher’s guides themselves. This
is done to give teachers as much clarity as possible
regarding the overall progression of skills and content
being taught.
In some cases, depending on the preference of the
Ministry, the scope and sequence document can be
included in the introductory section of a teacher’s
guide, thereby providing the full roadmap in one
place (see Annex 1 for an excerpt of a scope and
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sequence document). An equally valid
approach is to introduce the scope and
sequence for each week at the beginning
of that week’s lessons, as was done in
a project in Liberia and illustrated in
Figure 15.

Figure 15. Example weekly scope and sequence document: Liberia
WEEk 1 SkILL OVERVIEW
Day 1
(pp. 6–7)
Phonological
Awareness

A summary of the correlation of skills
with the country’s academic standards
can also be included in the scope and
sequence (example taken, again, from
Liberia teacher’s guide) (Figure 16).

Blend words to make
sentences
Alphabet recognition

Day 3
(pp. 12–15)
Reading
Blend words to make Blend words to make
sentences
sentences
Alphabet recognition Alphabet recognition

Phonics

m

a

Phonics activity page

Review m

Sight Words

am
is

Development of a Print-Rich
Environment

this

Day 5
(pp. 20–21)
Review

t

r

Review

Review a, m

at

Review m, a, t
Daily Reading:
Phonics activity page
Review am, at

on

the

Oral Comprehension:
Identify characters
and setting

Daily Reading:
Read new decodable
book
Identify and discuss
character
Daily Reading:
Homework activity
page
Practice sight words
Daily Reading:
Read decodable book
for fluency

Reading &
comprehension

Practice sight words

Day 4
(pp. 16–19)
Blend syllables to
make words
Alphabet recognition
Book concepts
Concept of word
Directionality
Concept of sentence

concepts of
Print

Spelling

Research suggests that the best predictor
of reading success is time spent with
books (Boissiere, 2004; Cipielewski &
Stanovich, 1992). To develop fluency,
learners should be exposed to sufficient
and appropriate text and to different
types of text, and they should also be
afforded the time and opportunity to
practice reading in school and at home
(Cunningham & Stanovich, 1998;
Davidson, 2013; Stanovich, 1986). Studies
conducted by RTI on early grade literacy
in developing countries support existing
research on the impact of access to books
on literacy development. For example,
in a study of Hausa literacy in two
states in Northern Nigeria, oral reading
fluency scores for pupils with books
were found to be double or triple those
of pupils who reported they did not have
the Hausa textbook (RTI International,
2011a). In a study of early grade reading
outcomes in Uganda, Piper (2010) found
that the most important predictors of
learner achievement across languages
were whether the learners had a reading
textbook and reading materials at home.

Day 2
(pp. 8–11)

Practice sight words

Fluency

Review

Assessment
Review
Daily Reading:
Take home decodable
book to read

Practice sight words
Daily Reading:
Read decodable book
for fluency

Vocabulary

Supplementary Language Arts
handwriting

m

Oral Language
& Grammar
Writing

a

t

r

Use the word on in
oral sentences

Review using the
word on
Shared Writing:
Sentence using the
word on

Continue independent
writing

Figure 16. Example correlation academic standards: Liberia
4

Liberia Teacher Training Program

cORRELATION TO LIBERIA NATIONAL READING STANDARDS
Day
1

Day
2

Day
3

Day
4

Day
5

Reading Process: The student demonstrates phonemic awareness.
The student will identify individual phonemes (sounds) in words.
X
X
X
The student will manipulate individual phonemes to create new words through addition,
X
X
deletion, and substitution.
Reading Process: The student demonstrates the ability to read grade-level text orally with accuracy, appropriate rate, and
expression.
The student will apply letter-sound knowledge to decode phonetically regular words
X
X
X
quickly and accurately in isolation and in context.
Reading Process: The student demonstrates knowledge of the alphabetic principle and applies grade-level phonics skills to read
text.
The student will generate sounds from all letters and spelling patterns and will blend
X
X
X
X
X
those sounds into words.
Reading Process: The student demonstrates knowledge of the concept of print and how it is organized and read.
The student will locate the title, table of contents, names of author and illustrator,
X
glossary, and index.
Literary Analysis: The student identifies, analyzes, and applies knowledge of the elements of a variety of fiction and literary texts to
develop a thoughtful response to a literary selection.
The student will identify the characters and settings in a story.
X
X
communication: The student effectively applies listening and speaking strategies.
The student will listen attentively to fiction and nonfiction read-alouds and demonstrate
X
X
understanding.
The student will retell specific details of information heard.
X
X
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Within the Nepal Early Grade Reading Program, the first
step in materials development was reviewing existing
materials. This was to take advantage of a range of student
materials that had been developed in Nepal by other
organizations, including the Ministry. During the first year
of the project, the Ministry convened a review committee,
with a core set of materials selected to revise.

RTI’s approach to early literacy instruction is
grounded in exposing learners to as much print as
possible: the goal is that all learners have their eyes
on print every day (Strickland & Morrow, 1988).
RTI recommends making different types of texts
available to learners at every level: the number of
books learners read and their access to diverse text
genres are important factors that influence reading
achievement (Duke, Pearson, Strachan, & Billman,
2011). Young learners are most familiar with stories
and songs, so early grade materials emphasize
rhymes and narratives. Expository texts can also
be introduced in early primary grades and take on
greater complexity and a more central role as readers
gain proficiency and maturity. In some cases, teachers
can explore innovative text forms, such as using the
graphic novel format to engage learners in Grade 3 in
Haiti’s Tout Timoun Ap Li (ToTAL) project; Figure 17
shows one spread from a novel that was woven
throughout the year’s lessons.
Figure 17. Sample from a graphic novel: Haiti

Whatever the form of the text, learners should be
exposed early to materials at and slightly above their
reading proficiency level to continually present them
with more sophisticated vocabulary and complex
syntax.
RTI encourages one learner’s book for each learner
per subject, because giving each learner a book
increases learner engagement in the classroom,
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provides maximum time for practice, and—if
approved by the Ministry—gives learners the
opportunity to take materials home for additional
practice. RTI also encourages the development and
use of classroom libraries that can include books at a
range of difficulty levels to provide even more reading
practice opportunities.
All of RTI’s early grade literacy programs provide
core materials comprising teacher’s guides and
learner’s books. In developing these materials, RTI
draws upon existing materials—whether published
stories and expository texts or orally transmitted
stories—when those materials are of sufficient quality
and relevance. The learner’s book corresponds to the
lessons in the teacher’s guide and typically includes
letters, words, sentences, and short stories for learners
to practice reading and writing exercises. Either
within the learner’s book or in a complementary
reading book, learners should have exposure to
decodable stories (short stories that they can decode
given current instruction on letters and sight words)
and longer passages at increasingly complex levels.
High-quality learner’s books provide structure, guide
the instructional activities, set the pace, and give
learners access to the content more efficiently than
the chalkboard alone. Learners can also take the
books home, increasing the time they are exposed to
text. Given the importance of increasing the time that
learners practice reading, RTI-developed lesson plans
often include reminders to teachers to encourage
learners to take their books home and practice
reading.
In the USAID/Uganda School Health and Reading
Program, RTI worked closely with the Ugandan Ministry
of Education and Sports to develop 104 separate titles—
comprising learner primers and teacher’s guides across
12 languages. In the first 3 years of the program, over
2 million individual books were developed, published,
printed, and distributed.

Additionally, where possible given budgetary and
other development constraints, RTI encourages the
development and use of supplemental materials,
often in the later years of a program when teachers
are comfortable with the core materials. In Kenya,
for example, the USAID/Primary Math and Reading
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Program began introducing supplemental materials
in the second year of implementation. These materials
included supplementary readers and classroom
libraries to bolster learners’ exposure to print; an
assessment kit including an assessor manual, learner
stimulus sheets, a stopwatch, and a report card
template; pocket chart and letter cards; and learner
and read-at-home trackers to monitor learners’
reading progress and engage parents.
In all cases, materials for learners should be relevant
to the contexts in which they are used, and they
should be leveled appropriately to match the learner’s
skill level. As importantly, teachers should be trained
explicitly on how to effectively use these materials
and how to integrate them into daily lessons. The
following graphic is an excerpt from a Nigeria RARA
learner’s book that illustrates one user-friendly
approach to content and layout (Figure 18).
The use of Andika font in this example makes letter
identification easier for learners than other fonts, and
a wide space is left between lines of text. Also, the
decodable text on the right-hand page uses letters
and words that will be taught in the upcoming week’s
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lessons and is limited to three lines. All of these layout
considerations make the page more accessible to
beginning readers.

Commitment to Equality and Inclusiveness
RTI is committed to ensuring the equality and
inclusion of all learners. To achieve this goal, all
teaching and learning materials that RTI helps
to develop explicitly represent all subgroups in a
country’s population in fair, unbiased, and positive
ways. In doing so, RTI regularly uses USAID’s
A Guide for Strengthening Gender Equality and
Inclusiveness in Teaching and Learning Materials
(USAID, 2015a) as a tool during our reviews of
existing materials to identify where biases and
stereotypes exist and to guide the development of new
materials. This guide is used as a framework to assess
the materials in terms of cultural relevance, equitable
representation of gender and religious differences,
and appropriateness of content and language.
Such reviews are important to avoid perpetuating
stereotypes and maximize the positive portrayals
of girls, women, and other underrepresented and
potentially marginalized groups.

Figure 18. Example content and layout learner’s book: Nigeria
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Time
Making good use of the time available during
school hours is an important factor in effective
instruction; the time allocated to literacy instruction
can substantially impact learner achievement
(Aronson, Zimmerman, & Carlos, 1998; Wright,
2000). The education system often mandates many
aspects of instructional time—such as the length of
the school day, the number of minutes that can be
allocated to teach literacy, and the amount of
emphasis to put on components of literacy
instruction—and these factors are out of the control
of any given program. Even within those constraints,
however, available instructional time can be
maximized by balancing the time allotted to skill
development, practice, review, and assessment and
maintaining a good pace of instruction.
In Egypt, under the USAID-funded Girls’ Improved
Learning Outcomes project, reading instruction increased
by 20 to 30 minutes per day. After one year of instruction,
students could read more words read correctly per minute
compared with the control group.

The Nigeria RARA project explored the question
of whether providing teachers with a structured
approach and materials to teach foundational literacy
skills would lead to changes in their instructional
practice, including the amount of time they actually
spent teaching. The research affirmed that such an
approach substantially increased the amount of
time spent teaching key literacy skills. Data from
a classroom observation instrument administered
in both control and treatment schools before and
after the intervention indicated that the amount of
teaching time increased in the treatment schools,
whereas in control schools time spent teaching
actually decreased. The structured approach to
instruction not only helped teachers increase the
amount of time taught but also helped to counter
what appeared to be an end-of-the-year slump among
the control group of teachers. These results suggest
that supporting teachers’ instruction with defined
lesson plans and materials can help them increase the
amount of time they teach and focus their instruction
on key literacy skills.
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Balancing Instructional Time
Although researchers and practitioners agree
that sufficient time must be allocated to literacy
instruction and that this time must be effectively
used, research has not converged on an ideal total
amount of time for literacy instruction, either
during a school day or an academic year. Timothy
Shanahan (2013), an internationally recognized
educator and researcher, recommends 2–3 hours of
literacy instruction per day through Grade 5. The
Florida Center for Reading Research (2009), however,
recommends 90 minutes of literacy instruction for
schools with a large proportion of learners at risk for
reading difficulties; this time should be adjusted as
needed to meet the changing needs of learners. The
consensus is that the more time learners are exposed
to reading, the better the learning outcomes will be
(Cunningham & Stanovich, 1998). RTI works with
Ministries to review the amount of time allocated
to reading/literacy acquisition (and mathematics
where relevant) during the school day and to increase
that amount of time as much as possible. Where the
amount of time for literacy instruction during the
school day cannot be increased, teachers might then
find additional time during the day for independent
practice, and schools can work with parents and
families to encourage additional reading practice time
at home.
Just as important as the overall time for literacy
instruction is the way this time is allocated across
activities to develop, reinforce, and measure
component literacy skills. RTI found the following
approaches to be effective, keeping in mind that
the amount of total time available and the relative
emphasis on skills are often predetermined.
• Literacy time should be divided across the five
components of reading, story reading, syllable/
word work, writing, review, and assessment, but
the time should not necessarily be divided equally
across these skills and activities. For example,
phonological awareness instruction is most effective
when given in smaller increments (Shanahan,
2005). RTI typically limits phonological awareness
instruction to 10 minutes a day, and we often
provide this instruction in even smaller increments
of 2 minutes per activity. Other skills, such as word
https://doi.org/10.3768/rtipress.2017.op.0039.1702
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work, comprehension, and vocabulary, are allotted
more of the literacy time, especially as learners
master more fundamental skills.

instruction is not typically considered sufficient;
however, in this case, the Ministry mandated this
amount of time only.)

• The relative allocation of time can vary over a week.
For example, while each day should include some
type of lesson introduction and conclusion activity,
Fridays are often dedicated to reviewing and
consolidating the week’s work, and work on specific
skills can occur on alternating days. The primary
objective is to ensure that sufficient time during
the week is allocated to developing each skill.
For example, in Malawi, Standard 1 learners are
exposed to letter naming and writing instruction
2 days a week and to word work on one of the 2
alternating days. (In the Malawi project, literacy
instruction is divided into two separate lessons
every day.) Annex 2 provides several examples of
lesson schedules, including those from Malawi.

• Comprehension can be integrated into other
activities or separated into its own allotted time.
RTI, however, encourages allocating specific time to
reading and comprehension activities, in addition
to building in opportunities to read and develop
comprehension skills through other activities.
Such specific time allocations allow the teacher
to observe these activities and ensure they take
place. The Ministry often mandates the approach
to best align it with existing literacy program
goals. If reading and comprehension activities
are fully integrated and do not have separate time
allocated, teachers should be given clear guidance
on how to ensure that sufficient reading time and
comprehension instruction are provided and how
to provide them.

• The relative allocation of time should shift during
an academic year and from one year to the next.
Although mastering all five components of reading
is important and while overarching skills, such as
comprehension, fluency, and vocabulary, should
be embedded in instruction at all points of the
year, certain skills should be emphasized in the
earlier years. In many languages, learners should
be able to master phonological awareness and
letter knowledge by the end of the first year of
instruction; the skills can be reinforced in later
years without the same level of explicit instruction.
In indigenous languages, such as some in Nepal
and Ethiopia, with a particularly large number
of symbols, full mastery may extend into the
second year of instruction. Similarly, phonological
awareness and letter knowledge often receive
greater emphasis at the beginning of the first year
of instruction, with time allocated to these skills
decreasing over the year as learners gain mastery.
This shift in focus is evident in the allocation of
time used in an RTI project in Kenya during the
academic year. Day 5 of each week focuses heavily
on oral language, story-telling and reading, and
review activities. During other days of the week, the
overall focus shifts throughout the year from basic
skill development, which is more teacher supported,
to more reinforcement and metacognitive skill
development (Annex 2). (Six weeks of oral language
RTI Press Publication No. OP-0039-1702. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.

• Time should be allotted to transition between
activities. During training teachers typically receive
guidance on how to transition learners between
activities and minimize disruptions during these
transitions. Increasingly, however, RTI is observing
the challenges transitions pose for teachers, even
with extensive teacher training, and we see the need
to even more clearly articulate in teacher’s guides
how best to transition and how much time should
be allotted to transition between activities in a
lesson.
• Time should be allotted during a week or a unit to
review the content covered during that week or unit
with learners and to monitor learners’ mastery of
that content. Accomplishing this goal can be done
in various ways. In the Malawi project highlighted
earlier in this section, every Friday is dedicated to
review and enrichment activities. In the Liberia
example, each day’s lesson contains a 2-minute
daily assessment; more comprehensive spelling and
comprehension assessments occur every Friday
(Annex 2). In a project implemented in Haiti,
teachers were given guidance on how to conduct
formative assessments throughout each day’s
literacy lesson, a lesson review was conducted after
every 2 lessons, and a reinforcing period review was
conducted after every 8–10 lessons.
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Pace and Efficiency of Instruction
Researchers have long studied the pace of instruction
as a factor affecting learners’ success in a classroom
(see, for example, Barr, 1973, 1975; Leinhardt,
Zigmond, & Cooley, 1981). Instructional pacing is
the rate at which an instructor presents the activities
in a lesson. Many practitioners agree that a brisk pace
of instruction is more conducive to learning than a
slow pace: “Students learn more when their lessons
are conducted at a brisk pace…[which] enhances
student attention and increases the number of
response opportunities—two factors that are strongly
associated with increased learning” (Academic
Success for All Learners, 2016). A brisk pace also
may decrease disruptive classroom behavior by
encouraging more learner engagement.
RTI agrees with this philosophy and typically
provides explicit pacing guidance—indicating, for
each activity, the amount of time that the activity is
intended to take—in teacher guides. RTI establishes
this time based on what is called a Perky Pace, a
term that Dr. Anita Archer frequently uses (Archer
& Hughes, 2011). A Perky Pace moves swiftly and
fluidly but is not so fast that learners get lost. It is
aimed to keep pace with 80 percent of the learners in
the class, knowing that some learners may be able to
move faster and that some may need to move slower.
Learners who can move faster or have to move slower
should be given extra instruction at their level as
much as possible.

RTI works with teachers to understand how they are
implementing the steps in each lesson’s routine and
with the content being taught for the day to maintain
an optimal pace of instruction. During training
and coaching sessions, RTI trainers consistently
encourage teachers to prepare for the lesson ahead
of time. Without preparation, teachers will not be
able to keep up with the recommended pacing. Once
teachers and learners are familiar with the routines,
however, instruction can move efficiently and at a
naturally quick pace.

Test
Although many types of assessments are used
to monitor learner progress—ranging from
intake assessments to large-scale summative
assessments—RTI’s literacy programs focus
particularly on
classroom- or curriculum-embedded formative
assessments (Figure 19). It should be noted that a
cohesive body of research on the effects of embedded
formative assessments on learner reading growth
does not yet exist. However, much existing research
suggests that a teacher’s attention to minute-byminute and day-to-day formative assessment
substantially improves learners’ literacy outcomes
(Wiliam, 2011). RTI’s approach to formative
assessment is based on the definition advanced by
Black and Wiliam (1998), that formative assessment
encompasses “all those activities undertaken by

Figure 19. Formative assessment cycle: Nigeria
In Nigeria RARA materials, teachers were encouraged to use formative
assessment as part of their regular teaching. Different types of formative
assessments were embedded in the lesson plans included in the teacher’s
guide, and the teacher was encouraged to use multiple opportunities to
assess understanding during student response and practice time. RARA
introduced the following assessment cycle to teachers. The cycle starts
by assessing learners’ prior knowledge or understanding. At each step,
the teacher is expected to assess the learners’ understanding of what has
been taught. The instruction should be repeated if the learners do not
understand, and then another assessment should be conducted.
The cycle starts by assessing pupils’ prior knowledge or understanding.
At each step, the teacher is expected to assess the pupils’ understanding
of what has been taught. The instruction should be repeated if the pupils
do not understand, and then another assessment should be conducted.
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teachers, and/or by their students, which provide
information to be used as feedback to modify the
teaching and learning activities in which they are
engaged” (p. 7).
Important in this approach to formative assessment
is ongoing engagement with the learners to monitor
understanding and—of equal importance—to use
that information to immediately adjust instruction
as needed to ensure that all learners are keeping
pace with the lessons and to repeat or remediate as
needed (August & Shanahan, 2006; Garcia, 2000;
International Literacy Association, 2010). These
assessments can be formal or informal (Culatta &
Hall-Kenyon, 2012) and can take a variety of forms.
In all cases, however, the objectives of the assessment
are to use real-time data to inform teaching, to
involve learners in their own learning, and to provide
effective feedback to learners. RTI recommends that
teachers be trained on the importance and use of
formative assessment to guide instruction. RTI is also
embedding explicit guidance on when and how to
conduct formative assessments in its teacher’s guides
to further encourage its use.
At the most embedded level, RTI encourages teachers
to regularly engage learners in the lesson by asking
them questions as each skill is being taught. In the
ToTAL project implemented in Haiti, for example,
RTI included in the teacher’s guide explicit strategies
for asking questions of learners during a lesson to
monitor understanding and to provide constructive
feedback (Figure 20).
Figure 20. Strategy for questioning: Haiti
ToTAL Project—Haiti

Strategy for Questioning
1. Ask a question.
2. Wait 3 seconds for reflection.
3. Ask learners to give their response (question two
girls and two boys; two students who do not have
their hands raised; two shy or timid students). Ask
the student, if needed, to mime or gesture to give the
response. Assist the learner in giving a response if s/he
has difficulty responding.
4. Give the response in a phrase or in a contextual
example.
5. Repeat the response one more time.
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In Liberia, RTI used a different approach, embedding
a 2-minute assessment into each day’s lesson. In a
lesson teaching the letter m, for example, the teacher
is instructed to “Ask individual students to name
something that starts with the sound /m/.” At the
end of a lesson teaching the sight words this and
is, the teacher is instructed to “Hold up the teacher
sight word cards this and is, and call on students to
read them quickly.” Systematically embedding these
brief formative assessment opportunities at the end
of each lesson gives the teacher insight into how
effective his/her instruction was and whether further
reinforcement of that day’s content is needed.
More formal formative assessment opportunities can
also occur at the end of a week or a unit of lessons.
Again, using Liberia as an example, time is allocated
during each Friday’s lesson for a spelling and/or
comprehension assessment (Annex 2), with teachers
guided to note which learners make errors to inform
subsequent reteaching, reinforcement, or review. In
the materials developed for implementation in Haiti,
in addition to embedded formative assessments
within each lesson, at the end of each unit, teachers
administered more formal assessments of learner
mastery to guide remediation and additional review.
Of course any strategy, including formative
assessment, is only effective when it is implemented
routinely and as intended. RTI continues to look for
ways to draw on strategies that teachers already use,
adapt them to become more formative, and then, help
teachers to identify strategies that they can use to
reteach (using alternate approaches) and remediate as
needed.

Tongue
Oral language is the foundation of literacy
(Storch & Whitehurst, 2002). Language is
meaning encoded systematically in speech sounds,
and text is a secondary encoding of those speech
sounds into written format. Text cannot be
understood apart from knowledge of the specific
language that it represents. Learners come to school
with extensive (albeit subconscious) knowledge of
their home language, including its phonological and
syntactic systems, and with thousands of vocabulary
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words already known. This knowledge of a language
and existing lexicon of oral vocabulary can serve as a
solid foundation for learning to read when the
language used to teach reading is the same as the
child’s first or home language or another language the
child can speak and understand well.4
When the language used to teach reading is
not learners’ home language or a language they
understand well, learning to read becomes more
difficult. Not knowing the underlying structure of a
language and not already having a robust lexicon of
oral vocabulary puts a learner at a stark disadvantage.
Many education experts agree that, assuming the
presence of quality instruction, learners learn to
read more efficiently when they learn to read first
in a familiar language (Nation, 2006; Nation &
Wang, 1999). An analysis of data from 49 countries
participating in the 2011 Progress in International
Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) demonstrated a clear
relationship between reading outcomes and language:
learners had higher average achievement scores when
their L1 was the language of the assessment (Mullis,
Martin, Foy, & Drucker, 2012). Similarly, in Kenya,
a randomized controlled trial found that learners
performed twice as well on measures of early grade
reading when learning to read in their L1 compared
with learning to read in one of the national languages,
Kiswahili, which was not a familiar language to all
students (Piper, 2015).
Teaching reading in languages that learners and
their teachers speak and understand also helps
teachers deliver effective instruction. Classroom
observations in 12 sub-Saharan countries showed
that when teachers used a language unfamiliar to
them, they used teacher-centered and less effective
instructional practices compared with teachers who
used a language that was familiar to them and their
learners (Alidou & Brock-Utne, 2011). A study in
Ghana and Tanzania (EdQual, 2010) further revealed
that teachers used more diverse teaching strategies
4
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The language that a child first learns to speak is often referred to as the
“mother tongue” or “L1,” although the meanings of these terms can
change in bilingual and multilingual environments. We use the terms
“familiar language” and “home language” most frequently in this paper
to refer to the language or languages a child speaks and understands
best and that could serve as a helpful foundation in learning to read,
except when other terms have been used in specific research cited.
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when they taught lessons in African languages spoken
by the teachers and students than when they taught
in English. And research in Niger found that teaching
was more learner-centered and involved more
effective teaching practices when teachers taught in
a bilingual education program as opposed to a single
(French)-language comparison group (Hovens, 2002).
RTI views a learner’s L1 abilities as assets that can be
used to build additional language skills (Abu-Rabia
& Siegel, 2002; Lindsey, Manis, and Bailey, 2003).
Programs that develop oral, reading, and writing
skills in a learner’s L1 can use those skills to promote
language and ongoing cognitive development in an L2
(Bender et al., 2005).
RTI recognizes, however, that decisions about what
language should be introduced first and how and
when both languages are introduced often depend
on context and language and are always complex.
Even determining the time needed to learn to read
an additional language requires a close consideration
of several factors, including the degree of similarity
between the two languages being learned (including
vocabulary, grammatical structure, and script),
teacher language proficiency, and time and quality
of instruction (CAL, 2006). For this reason, RTI
approaches issues of language of instruction, timing
of transition to an L2, and methods for introducing
both L1 and L2 carefully and with full engagement
of Ministry staff and other stakeholders in a country.
For a fuller consideration of language issues,
consult USAID’s report Planning for Language Use
in Education: Best Practices and Practical Steps to
Improve Learning Outcomes (USAID, 2015b).

Conclusion
For most learners, the processes of learning to
read and write require some degree of instruction
and practice. For many learners—especially those
who face learning challenges and/or who enter
the classroom without a background of literacyrich experiences—this instruction is most effective
when it is explicit and systematic and allows ample
opportunities to practice new skills. We regularly
find that learners in LMI countries require this level
of direct instruction, although we also encounter
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teachers who have not been given sufficient preservice
training on how to explicitly teach literacy and who
lack many resources and supports they need to lead
a classroom of learners to their learning goals. This
is especially true when learners and possibly even
teachers are not fluent in the stipulated language of
instruction.
Over the past decade, RTI has supported Ministries
in diverse countries in their development and
implementation of research-based early grade literacy
programs. Because no one-size-fits-all approach
to the development and implementation of these
programs exists, the local context and constraints
of any implementation require adaptation and
adjustments. In many cases, the fully diversified
approach to early grade literacy instruction that we
envision has not yet been achieved. However, we have
learned—and continue to learn—the following core
elements in improving early grade literacy instruction
and learner outcomes.
• A balanced approach to instruction offers the
best learning opportunities to the most learners.
Providing explicit instruction in reading skills
meets the needs of learners who need that support.
Additionally, surrounding learners with holistic and
diverse reading and writing experiences helps to
build a culture of reading while exposing learners
to different types of texts and many practice
opportunities.
• Context is critical. Understanding the skills,
backgrounds, and motivations of both teachers and
learners is key to developing effective teaching and
learning materials. Just as meeting learners where
they are is important, so is meeting teachers where
they are. Supports—such as guided lesson plans,
targeted teacher training, and recommendations
for supplemental activities in the classroom—can
help teachers through all stages (initial adoption
to mastery) of explicit literacy instructional
programs. Working with Ministries, local experts,
stakeholders, and communities can help to ensure
that learner materials are relevant and engaging and
that leaners are given the supports that they need,
both in and out of school.

RTI Press Publication No. OP-0039-1702. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.

31

• All learners can learn, and more importantly,
all learners deserve the opportunity to learn.
Equality in education is not a new focus in
international education, but the field currently faces
unprecedented opportunities to make classrooms
and instruction inclusive for all learners, including
those with disabilities. Approaches used to
support learners with disabilities or other learning
challenges help all learners in a classroom succeed.
The more these inclusive approaches, tools, and
strategies are used, the better we will meet the
learning goals of all learners in reading and writing.
• The 5 Ts of literacy instruction—teaching, text,
time, test, and tongue—remain relevant and are
a useful heuristic for reminding RTI, Ministries,
teachers, and other implementers of the many
complexities inherent in promoting literacy,
particularly in multilingual contexts. Emphasizing
each of these components of instruction will help to
make literacy instruction as effective as possible.
As noted earlier, many factors other than those
highlighted here play important roles in literacy
development. These contributing factors include, but
are not necessarily limited to, motivation, vocabulary,
linguistic knowledge, background knowledge,
strategy knowledge, and cognitive capacities (Snow &
the RAND Reading Study Group, 2002). In addition,
no school-based implementation can succeed without
the engagement of teachers, school-level staff, teacher
support networks, Ministry staff at all levels, parents,
and community members. Countries around the
globe have succeeded at giving millions of learners
access to school, but meeting these learners’ needs
as they strive for full literacy remains an elusive
goal for some (Gove & Cvelich, 2011). Coming
together as a field to meet these challenges is our best
hope for global success, and we hope that this and
other compilations of lessons learned will help to
accomplish that goal.

https://doi.org/10.3768/rtipress.2017.op.0039.1702

32

Bulat et al., 2017

RTI Press: Occasional Paper

References
Abadzi, H. (2009). Instructional time loss in developing
countries: Concepts, measurement, and Implications.
The World Bank Research Observer, 24(2), 267‒290.

Barr, R. (1975). How children are taught to read: Grouping
and pacing. The School Review, 83(3), 479–498. htpps://
doi.org/10.1086/443205

Abu-Rabia, S., & Siegel, L. S. (2002). Reading, syntactic,
orthographic, and working memory skills of bilingual
Arabic-English speaking Canadian children. Journal
of Psycholinguistic Research, 31, 661–678. http://doi.
org/10.1023/a:1021221206119

Bear, D., Invernizzi, M., Templeton, S., & Johnston, F.
(2016). Words their way (6th ed.). Upper Saddle River,
NJ: Pearson.

Academic Success for All Learners. (2016). Instructional
pacing. Retrieved from http://iseesam.com/content/
teachall/text/behavior/LRBIpdfs/Instructional.pdf
Adams, M. J. (1990). Beginning to read: Thinking and
learning about print. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.
Alidou, H., & Brock-Utne, B. (2011). Teaching practices:
Teaching in a familiar language. In A. Ouane & C.
Glanz (Eds.), Optimising learning, education and
publishing in Africa: The language factor (pp. 159–185).
Retrieved from http://unesdoc.unesco.org/
images/0021/002126/212602e.pdf
Anderson, R. C., Hiebert, E. H., Scott, J. A., & Wilkinson,
I. A. G. (1985). Becoming a nation of readers: The
report of the Commission on Reading. Retrieved from
http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED253865.pdf
Archer, A. L., & Hughes, C. A. (2011). Explicit instruction:
Effective and efficient teaching. New York, NY: The
Guilford Press.
Aronson, J., Zimmerman, J., & Carlos, L. (1998). Improving
student achievement by extending school: Is it just a
matter of time? Retrieved from https://www.wested.
org/online_pubs/po-98-02.pdf
Askew, S. (Ed.). (2000). Feedback for learning. London, UK:
Routledge Falmer.
August, D., & Shanahan, T. (Eds.) (2006). Developing
literacy in second-language learners: Report of the
National Literacy Panel on Language Minority Learners
and Youth. Retrieved from http://www.cal.org/
resource-center/publications/developing-literacy
Barr, R. C. (1973). Instructional pace differences and
their effect on reading acquisition. Reading Research
Quarterly, 9(4), 526–554. Retrieved from http://www.
jstor.org/stable/747001?origin=crossref&seq=1#pa
ge_scan_tab_contents

RTI Press Publication No. OP-0039-1702. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.

Bender, P., Dutcher, N., Klaus, D., Shore, J., & Tesar, C.
(2005). Education notes: In their own language…
education for all. Retrieved from http://siteresources.
worldbank.org/EDUCATION/Resources/EducationNotes/EdNotes_Lang_of_Instruct.pdf
Berliner, D. C. (1990). What’s all the fuss about instructional
time? Retrieved from https://www.researchgate.net/
profile/David_Berliner2/publication/242745201_
What’s_All_the_Fuss_About_Instructional_Time/
links/02e7e53c6d5eb45271000000.pdf
Black, P., & Wiliam, D. (1998). Assessment and classroom
learning. Assessment in Education: Principles, Policy &
Practice, 5(1), 7–74.
Boissiere, M. (2004). Determinants of primary education
outcomes in developing countries. Retrieved from
http://www-wds.worldbank.org/external/default/
WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2007/03/28/000090341
_20070328103607/Rendered/PDF/391570educatio1ete
rminants01PUBLIC1.pdf
Brookhart, S. M. (2008). How to give effective feedback
to your students. Alexandria, VA: Association for
Supervision and Curriculum Development.
Bulat, J., Hayes, A. M., Macon, W., Tichá, R., and Abery, B.
H. (2017). School and classroom disabilities inclusion
guide for low- and middle-income countries. RTI Press
Publication No. OP-0031-1701. Research Triangle Park,
NC: RTI Press. https://doi.org/10.3768/rtipress.2017.
op.0031.1701
Butler, S., Urrutia, K., Buenger, A., Gonzalez, N., Hunt, M.,
& Eisenhart, C. (2010). A review of the current research
on vocabulary instruction. Retrieved from http://www2.
ed.gov/programs/readingfirst/support/rmcfinal1.pdf

https://doi.org/10.3768/rtipress.2017.op.0039.1702

RTI Press: Occasional Paper

What We Have Learned in the Past Decade: RTI’s Approach to Early Grade Literacy Instruction

Center for Applied Linguistics (CAL). (2006). Executive
summary. In D. August & T. Shanahan (Eds.),
Developing literacy in second-language learners: Report
of the National Literacy Panel on Language-Minority
Children and Youth (p. 4). Mahwah NJ: Lawrence
Erlbaum. Retrieved from https://www.dcrsd.org/
uploaded/District_Files/ell/local_info/www.dcrsd.orgAugust_Shanahan_Executive_Summary.docx
Chomsky, C. (1970). Reading, writing, and phonology.
Harvard Educational Review, 40(2), 287–309. https://
doi.org/10.17763/haer.40.2.y7u0242x76w05624
Cipielewski, J., & Stanovich, K. E. (1992). Predicting
growth in reading ability from children’s exposure to
print. Journal of Experimental Child Psychology, 54(1),
74–89.
Culatta, B., & Hall-Kenyon, K. M. (2012). Assessing
students’ needs and progress: Use of data to adjust
instruction. In B. Culatta, K. M. Hall-Kenyon, & S.
Black (Eds.), Systematic and engaging early literacy:
Instruction and intervention (pp. 377–414). San Diego,
CA: Plural Publishing.
Cunningham, A. E. (1990). Explicit versus implicit
instruction in phonemic awareness. Journal of
Experimental Child Psychology, 50(3), 429–444.
Cunningham, A., & Stanovich, K. (1998). What reading
does for the mind. American Educator/American
Federation of Teachers, 22(Spring/Summer), 8–15.
Davidson, M. (2013). Books that learners can read:
Decodable books and book leveling. Retrieved from
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00JW1V.pdf
de Vos, M., van der Merwe, K., & van der Mescht, C.
(2014). A linguistic research programme for reading
in African languages to underpin CAPS. Journal for
Language Teaching, 48(2), 148–177.
Dubeck, M. M., Jukes, M. C. H., Brooker, S. J., Drake,
T. L., & Inyega, H. N. (2015). Designing a program of
teacher professional development to support beginning
reading acquisition in coastal Kenya. International
Journal of Educational Development, 41, 88–96.
Duke, N. K., Pearson, P. D., Strachan, S. L., & Billman,
A. K. (2011). Essential elements of fostering and
teaching reading comprehension. In S. J. Samuels &
A. E. Farstrup (Eds.), What research has to say about
reading instruction, 4th Edition (pp. 51‒93). Newark,
DE: International Reading Association.

RTI Press Publication No. OP-0039-1702. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.

33

EdQual. (2010). Language of instruction and quality
of learning in Tanzania and Ghana: The impact of
language of instruction, teacher training and textbooks
on quality of learning in Africa. Retrieved from http://
www.edqual.org/publications/policy-briefs/pb2.pdf
Ehri, L. C. (1995). Phases of development in learning to
read words by sight. Journal of Research in Reading,
18(2), 116–125.
Ellis, N., & Cataldo, S. (1990). The role of spelling in
learning to read. Language and Education, 4(1), 1–28.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09500789009541270
Farbman, D. A. (2015). The case for improving
and expanding time in school: A review of key
research and practice. Retrieved from http://www.
timeandlearning.org/sites/default/files/resources/
caseformorelearningtime.pdf
Fischer, K. W., & Rose, L. T. (2001). Webs of skill: How
students learn. Educational Leadership, 59(3), 6–12.
Florida Center for Reading Research Curriculum Review
Team. (2009). Frequently asked questions about reading
instruction. Retrieved from http://www.fcrr.org/
curriculum/curriculumInstructionFaq1.shtm
Fountas, I., & Pinnell, G. S. (2010). The Fountas &
Pinnell literacy continuum, expanded edition: A
tool for assessment, planning, and teaching, PreK-8.
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
Fuller, B., & Clarke, P. (1994). Raising school effects while
ignoring culture? Local conditions and the influence
of classroom tools, rules, and pedagogy. Review of
Educational Research, 64(1), 119–157.
Garcia, G. E. (2000). Bilingual children’s reading. In M. L.
Kamil, P. B. Mosenthal. P. D. Pearson, & R. Barr (Eds.),
Handbook of reading research (Vol. 3, pp. 813–834).
Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Goikoetxea, E. (2005). Levels of phonological awareness
in preliterate and literate Spanish-speaking children.
Reading and Writing, 18, 51–79.
Goswami, U. (2006). Phonological awareness and literacy.
In K. Brown (ed.), Encyclopedia of language and
linguistics (pp. 489–497). Oxford: Elsevier Science.
Gough, P. B., & Tunmer, W. E. (1986). Decoding, reading,
and reading disability. Remedial and Special Education,
7, 6–10.

https://doi.org/10.3768/rtipress.2017.op.0039.1702

34

Bulat et al., 2017

Gove, A., & Cvelich, P. (2011). Early reading: Igniting
education for all. A report by the Early Grade Learning
Community of Practice (Revised Edition). Research
Triangle Park, NC: RTI International. Retrieved from
http://www.rti.org/publication/early-reading-ignitingeducation-all-report-early-grade-learning-communitypractice
Graham, S., Bollinger, A., Booth Olson, C., D’Aoust, C.,
MacArthur, C., McCutchen, D., & Olinghouse, N.
(2012). Teaching elementary school students to be
effective writers: A practice guide (NCEE 2012–4058).
Washington, DC: National Center for Education
Evaluation and Regional Assistance, Institute of
Education Sciences, US Department of Education.
Retrieved from https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/
PracticeGuide/writing_pg_062612.pdf
Graham, S., & Harris, K. R., (2013). Designing an effective
writing program. In S. Graham, C. A. MacArthur, &
J. Fitzgerald (Eds.), Best practices in writing instruction
(2nd ed.) (pp. 3‒25). New York, NY: The Guilford
Press.
Graham, S., Harris, K., & Santangelo, T. (2015). Researchbased writing practices and the Common Core: Metaanalysis and meta-synthesis. The Elementary School
Journal, 115(4), 498–522.
Graham, S., & Hebert, M. (2010). Writing to read: Evidence
for how writing can improve reading. A Carnegie
Corporation Time to Act Report. Washington, DC:
Alliance for Excellent Education. Retrieved from
https://www.carnegie.org/media/filer_public/9d/
e2/9de20604-a055-42da-bc00-77da949b29d7/ccny_
report_2010_writing.pdf
Graham, S., & Santangelo, T. (2014). Does spelling
instruction make students better spellers, readers, and
writers? A meta-analytic review. Reading and Writing,
27(9), 1703‒1743.
Gupta, A., & Jamal, G. (2006). An analysis of reading
errors of dyslexic readers in Hindi and English. Asia
Pacific Disability Rehabilitation Journal. Retrieved
from http://english.aifo.it/disability/apdrj/apdrj0106/
dyslexic-reader.pdf
Heath, B. S. (1983). Ways with words: Language, life, and
work in communities and classrooms. Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press.

RTI Press Publication No. OP-0039-1702. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.

RTI Press: Occasional Paper

Hovens, M. (2002). Bilingual education in West Africa:
Does it work? International Journal of Bilingual
Education and Bilingualism, 5(5), 249–266. https://doi.
org/10.1080/13670050208667760
Huebner, T. A. (2010). What research says about….
differentiated learning. Educational Leadership, 67(5),
79–81.
International Literacy Association. (2010). Standards for
reading professionals (Revised 2010). Retrieved from
https://www.literacyworldwide.org/get-resources/
standards/standards-for-reading-professionals
Invernizzi, M., & Hayes, L. (2004). Developmental-spelling
research: A systematic imperative. Reading Research
Quarterly, 39(2), 216–228. https://doi.org/10.1598/
RRQ.39.2.4
Kim, Y.-S. G., Boyle, H. N., Zuilkowski, S. S., & Nakamura,
P. (2016). Landscape report on early grade literacy.
Washington, DC: USAID.
Klein, P. D., & Yu, A. M. (2013). Best practices in writing to
learn. In S. Graham, C. A. MacArthur, & J. Fitzgerald
(Eds.), Best practices in writing instruction (pp. 166–
189). New York, NY: Guilford Press..
Leinhardt, G., Zigmond, N., & Cooley, W. W. (1981).
Reading instruction and its effects. American
Educational Research Journal, 18(3), 343–361.
Lindsey, K. A., Manis, F. R., & Bailey, C. E. (2003).
Prediction of first-grade reading in Spanish-speaking
English-language learners. Journal of Educational
Psychology, 95(3), 482.
Lyon, R. G. (1998). Why reading is not a natural process.
Educational Leadership, 55(6), 14–18.
Moore, P. & Lyon. A. (2006). New essentials for teaching
reading in PreK-2: Comprehension, vocabulary, fluency
instruction. New York, NY: Scholastic.
Mullis, I. V. S., Martin, M. O., Foy, P., & Drucker, K. T.
(2012). The PIRLS 2011 international results in reading.
Retrieved from http://timssandpirls.bc.edu/pirls2011/
international-results-pirls.html
Nag, S., & Perfetti, C. A. (2014). Reading and writing:
Insights from the alphasyllabaries of South and
Southeast Asia. Writing Systems Research, 6(1), 1–9.
Nag S., & Snowling, M. J. (2012). Reading in an
alphasyllabary: Implications for a language universal
theory of learning to read. Scientific Studies of Reading,
16(5), 404–423.

https://doi.org/10.3768/rtipress.2017.op.0039.1702

RTI Press: Occasional Paper

What We Have Learned in the Past Decade: RTI’s Approach to Early Grade Literacy Instruction

Nation, I. S. P. (2006). How large a vocabulary is needed
for reading and listening? Canadian Modern Language
Review, 63(1), 59–82.
Nation, P., & Wang, K. (1999). Graded readers and
vocabulary. Reading in a Foreign Language, 12(2),
355–380.
Eunice Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child
Health and Human Development. (2000). Report
of the National Reading Panel. Teaching children to
read: An evidence-based assessment of the scientific
research literature on reading and its implications
for reading instruction. Reports of the subgroups.
(NIH Publication No. 00-4754). Washington, DC:
U.S. Government Printing Office. Retrieved from
https://www.nichd.nih.gov/publications/pubs/nrp/
Documents/report.pdf
Pearson, P. D., & Duke, N. K. (2002). Comprehension
instruction in the primary grades. In C. C. Block & M.
Pressley (Eds.), Comprehension instruction: Researchbased best practices (1st ed., pp. 247‒258). New York,
NY: Guilford Press.
Pearson, P. D. & Gallagher, M. C. (1983). The instruction
of reading comprehension. Contemporary Educational
Psychology, 8, 317‒344.
Perfetti, C. A. (1985). Reading ability. New York, NY:
Oxford University Press.
Piper, B. (2010). Uganda Early Grade Reading Assessment
findings report: Literacy acquisition and mother tongue.
Retrieved from http://learningportal.iiep.unesco.org/
en/notice/T1428320983
Piper, B. (2015, March 13). The multilingual impact
of mother tongue programs: Evidence from Kenya
[PowerPoint slides]. Presented at the Comparative
and International Education Society (CIES) annual
conference, Washington, DC.
Pressley, M., & Allington, R. L. (2015). Reading instruction
that works: The case for balanced teaching (4th ed.).
New York, NY: Guilford Press.
Pretorius, E. J., & Spaull, N. (2016). Exploring
relationships between oral reading fluency and reading
comprehension amongst English second language
readers in South Africa. Reading and Writing, 29(7),
1449–1471.

RTI Press Publication No. OP-0039-1702. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.

35

Pullen, P. C., Lane, H. B., Ashworth, K. E., & Lovelace,
S. P. (2011). Learning disabilities. In J. M. Kauffman &
D. P. Hallahan (Eds.), Handbook of special education
(pp. 187–197). New York, NY: Routledge.
Read, C. (1971). Pre-school children’s knowledge of English
phonology. Harvard Educational Review, 41(1), 1–34.
https://doi.org/10.17763/haer.41.1.91367v0h80051573?
code=hepg-site
Rock, M. L., Gregg, M., Ellis, E., & Gable, R. A. (2008).
REACH: A framework for differentiating classroom
instruction. Preventing School Failure, 52(2), 31–47.
Rogoff, B. (1990). Apprenticeship in thinking: Cognitive
development in social context. New York: Oxford
University Press.
Rosenblatt, L. (1978). The reader, the text, the poem: The
transactional theory of a literacy work. Carbondale, IL:
Southern Illinois University Press.
RTI International. (2011a). Nigeria Northern Education
Initiative (NEI): Results of the Early Grade
Reading Assessment (EGRA) in Hausa. Retrieved
from https://globalreadingnetwork.net/eddata/
northern-nigeria-education-initiative-nei-results-earlygrade-reading-assessment-egra-hausa
RTI International (2011b). Transforming reading
instruction [handout]. Research Triangle Park, NC:
RTI International.
Samuels, S. J. (2002). Reading fluency: Its development and
assessment. In A. E. Farstrup & S. J. Samuels (Eds.),
What research has to say about reading instruction (3rd
ed., pp. 166‒183). Newark, DE: International Reading
Association, Inc.
Shanahan, T. (2005). The National Reading Panel Report:
Practical advice for teachers. Naperville, IL: Learning
Point Associates.
Shanahan, T. (2013). How much time on comprehension
and phonics. Retrieved from http://www.
shanahanonliteracy.com/2013/10/how-much-time-oncomprehension-and.html
Shanahan, T., & Lomax, R. G. (1986). An analysis and
comparison of theoretical models of the readingwriting relationship. Journal of Educational
Psychology, 78(2), 116–123. Retrieved from
http://psycnet.apa.org/?&fa=main.doiLanding&d
oi=10.1037/0022-0663.78.2.116

https://doi.org/10.3768/rtipress.2017.op.0039.1702

36

Bulat et al., 2017

Share, D. L., Jorm, A., Maclean, R., & Matthews, R.
(1984). Sources of individual differences in reading
acquisition. Journal of Education Psychology, 76,
1309–1324.
Snow, C. E., Burns, M. S., & Griffin, P. (Eds.) (1998).
Preventing reading difficulties in young children.
Washington, DC: National Academies Press.
Snow, C., & the RAND Reading Study Group. (2002).
Reading for understanding: Toward an R&D program
in reading comprehension. Santa Monica, CA: RAND
Corporation.
Stanovich, K. E. (1986). Matthew effects in reading:
Some consequences of individual differences in the
acquisition of literacy. Reading Research Quarterly,
21(4), 360–407. Retrieved from http://www.
readingrockets.org/articles/researchbytopic/4862
Stanovich, K. E. (2000). Progress in understanding reading:
Scientific foundations and new frontiers. New York, NY:
Guilford Press.
Storch, S. A., & Whitehurst, G. J. (2002). Oral language
and code-related precursors to reading: Evidence
from a longitudinal structural model. Developmental
Psychology, 38(6), 934–947. Retrieved from
http://psycnet.apa.org/?&fa=main.doiLanding&d
oi=10.1037/0012-1649.38.6.934
Strickland, D. S., & Morrow, L. M. (1988). Creating a print
rich environment (Emerging readers and writers). The
Reading Teacher, 42(2), 156–157.
Tan, J. P., Lane, J., & Coustère, P. (1997). Putting inputs
to work in elementary schools: What can be done in
the Philippines? Economic development and cultural
change, 45(4), 857‒879.
TEAL. (2011). TEAL Center Fact Sheet No. 11: Adult
learning theories. Retrieved from https://teal.ed.gov/
sites/default/files/Fact-Sheets/11_%20TEAL_Adult_
Learning_Theory.pdf
Tierney, R. J., & Shanahan, T. (1991). Research on the
reading-writing relationship: Interactions, transactions,
and outcomes. In R. Barr, M. L. Kamil, P. B. Mosenthal,
& P. D. Pearson (Eds.), Handbook of reading research
(Vol. 2, pp. 246–280). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates.

RTI Press Publication No. OP-0039-1702. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.

RTI Press: Occasional Paper

Tieso, C. (2005). The effects of grouping practices and
curricular adjustments on achievement. Journal
for the Education of the Gifted, 29(1), 60–89.
Retrieved from http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/
abs/10.1177/016235320502900104
Tomlinson, C. A. (2005). Grading and differentiation:
Paradox or good practice? Theory into Practice, 44(3),
262–269. Retrieved from http://www.tandfonline.com/
doi/abs/10.1207/s15430421tip4403_11
Trudell, B., & Schroeder, L. (2008). Reading methodologies
for African languages: Avoiding linguistic and
pedagogical imperialism. Language, Culture and
Curriculum, 20(3), 165–180. Retrieved from http://
www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.2167/lcc333.0
Uhry, J. K. (2002). Finger-point reading in kindergarten:
The role of phonemic awareness, one-to-one
correspondence, and rapid serial naming. Scientific
Studies of Reading, 6(4), 319–342.
UNESCO. (2016). Bridges to the future initiative
[webpage]. Retrieved from http://www.unesco.org/uil/
litbase/?menu=4&programme=166
USAID. (2015a). A guide for strengthening gender equality
and inclusiveness in teaching and learning materials.
Washington, DC: USAID.
USAID. (2015b). Planning for language use in education:
Best practices and practical steps to improve learning
outcomes. Washington, DC: USAID.
Verwimp, P. (1999). Measuring the quality of education
at two levels: A case study of primary schools in rural
Ethiopia. International Review of Education, 45(2),
165‒194.
Vygotsky, L. (1978). Interaction between learning and
development. In M. Gauvain & M. Cole (Eds.), Reading
on the development of children (pp. 34–40). New York,
NY: Scientific American Books.
Wiliam, D. (2011). Embedded formative assessment.
Bloomington, IN: Solution Tree Press.
Wood, D., Bruner, J. S., & Ross, G. (1976). The role
of tutoring in problem solving. Journal of Child
Psychology and Psychiatry, 17(2), 89–100.
Wright, J. (2000). Finding enough time in the school day: A
visual guide to teaching time in the classroom [online
handout]. Retrieved from http://www.jimwrightonline.
com/pdfdocs/engagedTime.PDF

https://doi.org/10.3768/rtipress.2017.op.0039.1702

RTI Press: Occasional Paper

What We Have Learned in the Past Decade: RTI’s Approach to Early Grade Literacy Instruction

37

Annexes
Annex 1: Excerpts from Sample Scope and Sequence Document for the Nigeria Reading and
Access Research Activity

38

Annex 2: Sample Lesson Schedules

40

RTI Press Publication No. OP-0039-1702. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.

https://doi.org/10.3768/rtipress.2017.op.0039.1702

38

RTI Press: Occasional Paper

Bulat et al., 2017

Annex 1: Excerpts from Sample Scope and Sequence Document for the Nigeria
Reading and Access Research Activity
Term 1

Lessons 1 & 2

Home/Family: Gida/Iyali

Term 1, Week 1

Theme [Jigo] 1: Home/Family [Gida/Iyali

Phonological awareness
Alphabetic Principle
Songs: 3 per term; 1 movement per stanza Syllables: 1 to 2
Beat the Word: 4 words, 2–4 syllables each Decodable words: 3

Decoding and Fluency
Sentences: 2–4 words; 1 sight word
Passages: 10 words; 3–4 sentences.;
2–3 sight words; 1 explicit question

1. Sing the Song:
Kafin darasi

3. Introduce the Letters:
Sunayen Haruffa da Sautukansu
Movement for the letter sound /a/: Motsin
jikin da aka danganta da furta sautin a

6. Decode the Sentence:
Karatun Jimla

Greeting Song: Waќar Gaisuwa (This song
addresses greeting parents in the morning,
afternoon, and at night.)

Introduce the letters N n and A a

Nana is home.
Nana na gida.

Idan muka tashi da safe
Sai mu gai da iyayen mu x 2

“Ah”: as if surprised, the teacher raises
both hands and says “Ah! Ah!”

Mamata ina kwana
Gaisuwa ce da safe

Malami/malama ya/ta daga hannuwansa/
ta sama cikin mamaki yana/tana furta
sautin ah! ah!

Ina wuni Babana
Gaisuwa ce da rana

Movement for the letter sound /n/:

Mamata sai da safe
Gaisuwa ce da dare.

Motsin jikin da aka danganta da furta
sautin n

The actions associated with this song are
curtsying and placing both hands on one
cheek to indicate sleeping, waving to say
goodnight, etc.

Noma (To farm): The teacher demonstrates
how to use a hoe to farm and says “n, n,
noma”.

Movement for the letter sound /a/:
Motsin jikin da aka danganta da furta
sautin a

Malami/malama ya/ta kwatanta yadda ake
noma yana/tana furta sautin ‘n’ ‘n’ ‘noma’

2. Beat the Words:
Amon Sautin GaБa

4. Decode the Syllables:
Gano GaБar Kalma

7. Passage Reading:
Karatun labari

Nana (a female name)
Nafisa (a female name)
nama (meat)
noma (to farm)

na, an, nan

Nana is here.
Nana is home.
Nana is playing hopscotch.
Nana na nan.
Nana na gida.
Nana na wasan gala-gala.
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Vocabulary & Comprehension
Read aloud: 75–150 words
Comprehension: 3 questions; 2 explicit

Application & Assessment
Handwriting: Target upper- and
lowercase letters

8. Story for Read Aloud Time: Karatun labari a Bayyane

9. Handwriting:
Rubuta haruffa

Lesson #1: ‘Yan’Yan Dangin Zuma: The Bee Family And the Rising Sun
Once upon a time, there lived a family of bees, who lived peacefully and were very helpful to each
other. The parents of the bees in this family forbade the bees from staying under the sun or near
anything hot. However, one of the bees was very stubborn and hard of hearing and decided he
would go bask in the sun. His siblings pleaded with him not to, but he refused and waited for them
to leave the house. As soon as they left, the stubborn bee went under the sun, and alas–he melted
completely! When his siblings returned and saw him, they were very sad. Then, one of them had a
brilliant idea. They decided to take the melted bee and place him under some shade overnight. The
following day, the bee had reformed, but he looked completely different from how he looked before.
He was not as handsome as he used to be, but his siblings were still happy to have him back!

39

Practice writing your letters:
A, a, N, n

Questions
1. What were the bees never allowed to do? (L)
2. What caused the bee to melt and change his form? (I)
3. Is the sun important in nature? Why do you think so? (C)
Lesson #2: Baba Da maciji (1): Daddy and the Snake (1)
One day, Daddy was sitting by the door of the house, but he did not know that there was a snake
sleeping beneath the door. When Daddy saw the snake, the snake also saw Daddy. Frightened,
Daddy jumped onto the table, but the snake also jumped onto the table. Daddy quickly jumped off
the table, and the snake also jumped off the table. Exasperated, Daddy left through the front door of
the house, but the snake followed him.
Questions
1. Where was the snake sleeping when Daddy saw it? (L)
2. Why do you think the snake copied everything Daddy did? (I)
3. Do you think that snakes are good to have around the house? Why do you think so? (C)
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ANNEX 2: SAMPLE LESSON SCHEDULES
Annex 2: Sample Lesson
Schedules
Malawi - Chichewa Standard 1 (Number of Minutes/Day/Week)
Day 1

Day 2

Day 3

Day 4

Introduction

3

3

3

3

Syllable Review

3

3

3

3

Day 5

Daily Lesson 1

8

8

Phonological Awareness

10

10

Letter Names

5

5

Letter Writing

7

7

Review/
Enrichment
Activities

Syllable Reading

Word Work

8

8

Syllable Writing

5

5

Conclusion

3

2

3

2

3

2

Introduction

2

2

2

2

2

Story Discussion

3

3

3

3

Daily Lesson 2

Teacher Read-Aloud

2
6

Decodable Story Reading
Vocabulary

6
12

10

Word Writing

12
10

8

Listening Comprehension

5

Conclusion

3
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Review/
Enrichment
Activities

Concepts of Print

8
5

3

3

3

3
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Annex 2: Sample Lesson Schedules (continued)
Kenya - English Grade 1 (Minutes/Day/Week)
Weeks 1–6
Weeks 7–8
Weeks 9–30
Days 1–4
Oral Language

15

Vocabulary/Prereading

5

Day 5

Days 1–4

Day 5

15

Days 1–4*

Day 5

10
3

Story Reading

4

Comprehension
Make a Story

15

Phonological Awareness
Letter Knowledge
Teacher Read-Aloud

4

2

4

3

4

2

4

3

4

5

8

4

11

9

Word Work, Grammar

5

Reading Preparation

3

Tell a Story

8

Comprehension

6

6

Writing, Vocabulary

5

3

4

3

3

Word Reading

*For these weeks, there is some variation in time allotments from days 1 and 3 and days 2 and 4.
These times reflect days 2 and 4.
Nigeria RARA - Hausa Level 1*
Day 1

Day 2

Phonological Awareness

5

5

Alphabetic Principle

17

17

Fluency

8

8

Comprehension

5

5

Application (Handwriting)

5

5

Total Minutes/Day

40

40

*Reading instruction in Hausa was limited to 2 days a week.

Liberia - English, Grade 1, Week 3
(Number of Minutes/Day)
Day
Day
Day
Day 1
2
3
4

Day
5

Phonological Awareness

3

3

3

3

3

Alphabet Recognition

2

2

2

2

2

Phonics

10

10

10

10

8

Spelling

5

5

5

5

Fluency

10

Sight Words

7

Reading/Comprehension
Daily Assessment

2

5
7

7

7

16

16

16

2

2

2

10

Comprehension Assessment
Spelling Assessment
Total Minutes
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Annex 2: Sample Lesson Schedules (continued)
Liberia - English Grade 1, Week 30
(Number of Minutes/Day)
Day
Day
Day
Day
Day 1
2
3
4
5
Phonological Awareness

3

3

3

3

5

Phonics

10

10

10

10

5

Spelling

5

5

5

5

Fluency

10

Sight Words

7

7

7

7

16

16

16

2

2

2

Alphabet Recognition

Reading/Comprehension
Daily Assessment

2

5

Comprehension Assessment

15

Spelling Assessment

15

Total Minutes
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