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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The purpose of this evaluation was to investigate the effects of a volunteer-run, school-based
Wordworks Early Literacy intervention that was implemented in the Western Cape for
struggling Grade One learners at risk of falling into the Learning Achievement Gap. The
process evaluation investigated the extent to which volunteers received adequate training to
deliver the programme to learners, as well as the perceived benefits that volunteers gained
from this experience. The outcome evaluation investigated the extent to which several
literacy and psychosocial development indicators improved amongst children who took part

in The Wordworks Early Literacy Programme (ELP).

Secondary data from volunteer programme records such as attendance of training sessions,
volunteers’ reasons for leaving the programme where applicable, and a Volunteer Feedback
survey detailing perceived benefits of volunteering, were analysed to ascertain the volunteer
outcomes. Secondly, data from learner assessments measuring changes in literacy indicator
variables (such as letter knowledge, sentence construction ability, and reading ability), in 3
cohorts of learners enrolled in the programme, were analysed. Cohort 1 consisted of the 2014
12-month programme, Cohort 2 of the 2014 6-month programme and Cohort 3 of the 2015 6-
month programme. Thirdly, qualitative data from responses given in a Teachers Feedback

survey, detailing perceived changes in learner psychosocial well-being, were analysed.

The results of the process evaluation showed that there was perfect attendance of training
sessions by all 117 volunteers, and approximately 79% volunteer retention. The majority of
the volunteers continued to serve on the programme for more than a year after their training,
with the average duration of service being 3 years and 11 months. Perceived benefits gained
from the volunteering experience were: gaining skills that could be transferred to teach their
own children at home or other children within the community, gaining a deeper
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understanding and empathy for learners struggling with literacy achievements, and an
opportunity to interact with and share ideas with other volunteers. Those volunteers who left
the programme gave the following reasons: gainful employment and the lack of incentives to

stay on the programme.

The results of the outcome evaluation showed significant differences in mean assessment
scores for all literacy indicators when comparing baseline to follow-up assessments. Cohort
1’s results were as follows: learners’ letter knowledge showed significant improvement at
both mid-year and year-end assessments. On average, sentence construction abilities
improved and the results for reading ability also showed significant improvements. The
results of Cohort 2 showed significant improvement in learners’ letter knowledge even after
only 6 months on the programme. Cohort 3 showed similar improvements in letter
knowledge, with the greatest improvement being in learners who attended a higher number of

lessons.

The results for the outcome evaluation also showed a mix of positive and negative
observations from the Learning Support Teachers on learner psychosocial well-being
indicators. Several positive observations, like learners’ improved classroom participation,
greater learner confidence, improved ability to engage with peers and ask questions, and

improved response to instructions given by the teachers, were reported.

In conclusion, the process evaluation has shown that continuous volunteer training,
motivational incentives, and adequate selection criteria are important for ensuring positive
volunteer outcomes in a volunteer-run early literacy intervention. Despite the positive
improvement observed in learner outcome in both literacy and psycho-social development,
the design of this evaluation (i.e. a single group pre-test post-test, quasi-experimental design),

does not allow us to attribute the improvements to the Wordworks ELP alone.
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INTRODUCTION
Language and literacy skills at a young age are an essential part of a child’s educational
success and individual future potential (Diamond, Gerde, & Powell, 2008; Methula, n.d.;
O’Carroll & Hickman, 2012; Wilson, Dickson, & Rowe, 2013). Literacy is especially
important to nurture in early childhood years, when children are most susceptible to, and
most able to grasp complex new ideas and concepts (Methula, n.d.; O’Carroll & Hickman,
2012). Unfortunately, this is not always achieved, especially in disadvantaged communities
where poverty is one of the major problems that lead to poor early literacy in children,
according to Wilson et al. (2013). This is often the case for children from African families
who are exposed to English for the first time during Grade One (Methula, n.d.; Wilson et al.,
2013). The significance of later exposure to English literacy is that children learning English
as a second language have been shown to be at more at risk of struggling to acquire adequate
literacy and language skills. Therefore, they tend to fall into the Learning Achievement Gap
more often than children who are mono-lingual in English (Wilson et al., 2013; Rodgers,

Wang, & Gémez-Bellengé, 2004).

To ameliorate this problem, the Wordworks Early Literacy Programme (ELP) has an
approach to learning that recognises that nurturing good literacy skills in young children
promotes a stronger learning foundation for children at risk of falling into the Learning
Achievement Gap, and for children at risk of requiring supportive or remedial services
(Wordworks, n.d..). The Wordworks ELP is for learners in the final year of pre-primary
schooling (hereafter referred to as Grade R), and learners in Grade One. The Wordworks ELP
aims to strengthen early literacy and language in children (especially second-language
English speakers) within disadvantaged communities by training teachers, volunteers and

parents, and by allowing children to participate actively in their own learning (Wordworks,
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n.d.a). The volunteer training approach is generally applicable to most contexts where ELPs
are a clear need (Wordworks, n.d.), and success of ELPs often depends on the quality of
training that volunteers receive (Hanemann, 2006; Otaiba, Schatscgneider, & Silverman,
2005; Wasik, 1998). Success of ELPs also depends on whether the school’s management
invests in and supports the programme, and how the management decides to implement the

programme in their specific socioeconomic environment (Wordworks, n.d.a).

The aim of this dissertation is to assess whether a volunteer-run, school-based ELP such as
the Wordworks ELP, improves literacy and language skills of young children from

communities in the Cape Town Metro South Educational District (MSED).

Programme Description

The programme description below was compiled from information obtained from the
following sources: the Wordworks organisation’s website (http://wordworks.org.za/), the
Wordworks Early Literacy Programme information sheet (Wordworks, n.d.,), which details
the programme’s activities; an online video titled “About Volunteering”, which explaining
the  volunteers’ activities  (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Aetldp2PY4M); the
Wordworks volunteer manual (O’Carroll, Setton, & Twiss, 2014b); the Early Literacy
Programme Assessment Kit (O’Carroll, Setton, & Twiss, 2014a), and detailed discussions

with the programme director and programme manager.

The Early Literacy Programme (ELP) was launched in 2005 as one of several other long-term
initiatives implemented by the non-profit organisation Wordworks. The ELP was launched in
four South African provinces; namely, the Western Cape, Eastern Cape, Gauteng and Kwa-

Zulu Natal (Center for Education Innovations, 2013). For the purpose of this dissertation, the
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focus will primarily be on the ELP in the Western Cape, specifically the greater Cape Town

area.

Currently in its tenth year of operation, the Wordworks ELP is run by the programme
manager Sue Setton, under the direction of the Wordworks programme director, Dr Shelley
O’Carroll. The Wordworks ELP is funded largely by the DG Murray Trust, and several other
donors including The Learning Trust and others (Wordworks, n.d.c). The Wordworks ELP
has the explicit goal of providing “young children with the support they need to learn to read
and write successfully” (Wordworks, n.d.», Early Literacy Programme, n.d., para. 1). More

specifically, the programme goals are the following:

e To provide tailored and targeted support for learners in their last year of pre-primary
school through to first grade, aimed at strengthening their oral language, early
reading, and writing capacities.

e To facilitate empowerment and capacity building in organisations especially in
under-equipped schools, in order to support early literacy and learning of young
learners at these schools.

e To provide adequate structure and expertise to people willing to give their time to

offer support to young children struggling with reading and writing.

The programme manager conceptualizes the problem that Wordworks’ wishes to tackle, as a
need to support the formalized education system that is often not equipped to help Grade One
learners who are at risk of not coping with the high standard of reading and writing they are
expected to learn within the curriculum (S. Setton, personal communication, March 2, 2015).
Often these children may not have had access to the best quality Grade R (or pre-primary)
schooling, nor have they been exposed to books written in English at a young age. This

compromises their ability to identify and sound out letters, or to read and write in English.
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The resulting poor English vocabulary, and English oral language skills means these children
are not able to read and write at the expected level for their age (S. Setton, personal

communication, March 2, 2015).

Additionally, the majority of young learners targeted by the Wordworks ELP come from
backgrounds where English is not their home language; principals who recognise this fact
often approach Wordworks with a vision of setting up an ELP site at their school. The
approach to early literacy that Wordworks takes is a language and games approach; one that
maximizes children’s need to learn while having fun, through ensuring that children have an
active role in their own learning (O’Carrol, Setton, & Twiss, 2012; S. Setton, personal
communication, March 2, 2015). According to O’Carroll, Setton, and Twiss (2012),
Wordworks’ well-trained programme staff recognise that children’s confidence, which is
vital for learning, is boosted when their contributions to their own learning are valued,

especially in a one-on-one, non-threatening learning environment.

The target group of the ELP are ideally children in Grade R and Grade One, or children aged
five to eight years old who are learning to read and write in English and Afrikaans.
Occasionally, the ELP programme is implemented in schools for children who are slightly
older (usually Grade Two learners), but who have not yet acquired the basic and age-

appropriate level of literacy skills (O’Carroll, Setton, & Twiss, 2014b).

Beneficiaries of the Wordworks ELP programme are the learners, most of who are enrolled in
under-performing, poor schools, where families of these learners generally need added
support to help their children reach a high standard of reading and writing. Additionally, there
is a separate group of primary beneficiaries — the volunteers, whom also draw benefit from

the implementation of the ELP.
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According to personal communication with Setton (2015), volunteers often express gratitude
for being able to receive training to become tutors for the learners. The Wordworks ELP not
only benefits the children, by allowing them the experience and opportunities to engage in
reading and writing activities, but also benefits the volunteers who gain useful skills and
knowledge (O’Carrol, Setton, & Twiss, 2012; S. Setton, personal communication, March 2,

2015).

Implementing the Wordworks ELP in underprivileged communities does have its challenges.
Research shows that under-resourced schools frequently struggle with large class sizes in run-
down facilities due to lack of adequate tuition resources, and limited or lacking well-
developed remedial services. Also, there are often high incidences of low study motivation,
low self-esteem and low language proficiency common amongst learners in these schools
(Kamper, 2008; O’Carroll, Setton, & Twiss, 2012). Wordworks aims to mitigate this in the
Cape Town area, through implementing annual ELPs at disadvantaged schools, as advised by
the MSED of the Western Cape. By partnering with Wordworks, MSED is able to pick out
which schools they would like Wordworks to implement the intervention in. In a minority of
cases, schools that may have heard of the programme have approached Wordworks

proactively to ask them to implement the programme in their school.

The Western Cape Educational Department divides the Cape Town educational area into
different sections, known as the Northern, Central, East and Southern areas. These are then
divided into districts, and districts are further divided into circuits. In Cape Town, the
majority of schools running the Wordworks ELP are in the MSED (i.e. Metro South
Educational District) and the Metro Central Educational District. Within the MSED, the
circuits in which the programmes are implemented depend on the need flagged by district.

This is vital in order to offer much-needed, targeted support to teachers who often do not
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have the time or capacity to help those learners who are struggling to make adequate progress

in Grade One.

In 2014, schools in the MSED where the Wordworks ELP was implemented included those
within circuits six and seven — the Mitchells Plain area, comprised of several sub-areas
including Woodlands, Lentegeur and Westgate, Cape Town. This follows on from the
implementation of ELPs between 2007 and 2013, which were mostly concentrated in circuits
one to three; including areas in Cape Town such as Oceanview, Masiphumelele, Vrygrond,
Lavender Hill, Lotus River, Retreat, Ottery, Westlake and Grassy Park (S. Setton & S.

O’Carroll, personal communication, March 2015).

The Wordworks ELP is divided into three phases, namely the training of volunteers,
assessments of learners at baseline, and lastly, the running of literacy workshops for learners
before repeat assessments (O’Carroll, Setton, & Twiss, 2014b;
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AetJdp2PY4M). The Wordworks ELP, based in the Cape
Town area, sets out to train volunteers with no prior formal educational training, but with an
interest in, and passion for, teaching children. The key stakeholders responsible for
implementation of the programmes are programme co-ordinators, the volunteers, and
indirectly also the school’s Learning Support Teachers and the Wordworks programme staff.

Figure 1 explains how the programme’s key stakeholders engage with it.
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STEP 1: School
Principal and
Wordworks staff
discuss setting up an
ELP site

STEP 2: Principal, HOD
and Learning Support
teachers inform
teachers about the
programme

STEP 3: Principal,
HOD's and Learning
Support Teachers
select two coordinators
per school to be trained

STEP 4: Coordinators
attend workshop

training with Wordworks
staff

STEP 5: Trained
coordinators set-up ELP site
at schools and coordinate
workshop for selected
volunteers or send
volunteers to cluster training
offered by Wordworks

STEP 6: Coordinators
and learning support
teachers deliver
assessment test to
identify at risk children

STEP 7: Volunteers are
assigned to 4 children
each

STEP 8: Volunteers
facilitate weekly lessons
with 2 students per
hour, with two hours
total for 4 students.

Figure 1. Service Utilisation Flow-chart for volunteers of the Wordworks ELP.

The first step of the programme involves identifying the eligible schools and learners;
Wordworks staff will often meet with school principals (following advice from the Western
Cape Educational Department) and explain to them what the ELP is and what it aims to
achieve at their school. Within each school the Learning Support Teachers, the Foundation
Phase Head of Department , and the principal then select two eligible persons to be trained in
a two-day workshop with Wordworks, to become programme coordinators (O’Carroll,
Setton, & Twiss, 2014b; S. Setton, personal communication, March 2, 2015). There are no
formal criteria for selecting a programme coordinator, besides the recommendation from a
Learning Support Teacher or school principal. Wordworks encourages schools to select their
own site staff in order to facilitate internal school-level commitment to the programme (S.

Setton, personal communication, March 2, 2015).
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Learning Support Teachers are also trained by Wordworks programme staff to select children
for the programme on the basis of three areas: firstly, children who had little or no knowledge
of letters or sounds in Grade R, secondly, children who lack self-confidence in
communicating in English, and lastly, children with just below average test scores for literacy

and oral language.

Programme coordinators are vital to the set-up and smooth delivery of the programme at
various ELP sites. Once trained, the two coordinators at each school are responsible for
setting up the ELP site and its resources, and for identifying and selecting eligible candidates

to be trained as volunteers.

During their three hour training session volunteers are given a guided outline detailing how to
work with children, and a volunteer pack complete with various teaching aids. The contents
of the volunteer pack include a number of standard items such as a whiteboard, dice, two
counters, several board games, an alphabet chart, and picture cards (including letter-sound
cards, consonant-vowel-consonant (CVVC) word cards, high frequency word cards, and story

books) (O’Carroll, Setton, & Twiss, 2014a). The story books are graded as follows:

Table 1

Colour-coded system for graded reading books at ELP sites.

Type of Book Level of difficulty

Pink readers e Level one — easiest books, consisting of
one sentence per page or repetitive words
linked closely to the picture

Green readers e Level two — next level of difficulty,
characterised by more than one sentence
per page and more difficult words

Blue Readers e Level three — consisting of simple stories
with more difficult varied words.
Storybooks e These are used to read to Grade R

learners in the programme.

Note. Adapted from information in Wordworks, Grade One Early Literacy Programme Volunteer manual, 2014.

8|Page



Once trained, each volunteer is familiar with how to use the contents of their reading pack
and the school’s ELP site. Volunteers are then randomly assigned to four children (two
children per one hour for a minimum of two hours a week), with whom they work for a
minimum of a six month period. Each volunteer must agree to commit at least two hours a
week to the programme for six months, but in reality most children require up to a year’s
worth of sessions with their volunteer. Volunteers are advised of this in advance. Volunteers
work with the same child for this six month period to promote consistency, routine, and to
build a personal bond between volunteer and child (O’Carroll, Setton, & Twiss, 2014b;
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AetJdp2PY4M). Wordworks volunteers work directly
with the children, while the programme coordinators are responsible for monitoring and
documenting the child’s progress through the programme, for suggesting changes and
activities to tailor the programmes to differing contexts, and for liaising with the Wordworks
programme staff. There may also be opportunities for volunteers to attend extra workshops

offered by the programme coordinator throughout the six month period.

The programme coordinators are also responsible for assessing the knowledge and literacy
level of a child who has been referred to them by the Learning Support Teachers, in order to
confirm that the child is a suitable candidate for the programme. They do so by administering
a screening assessment at the beginning of the year and repeat assessments periodically
thereafter. At the Grade One level, the assessments occur three times a year: at the beginning,
the middle and at the end of the year. In Grade R, assessments occurs mid-way through the
year (to accommodate those children that may not know much at the start of Grade R) and at
the end of the year. If a child proceeds to the Grade One programme after completing the
Grade R programme, the final test score in Grade R programme serves as the screening test in

the Grade One programme (S. Setton, personal communication, March 2, 2015; O’Carroll,
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Setton, & Twiss, 2014b). Assessments typically have a language and a games component.

The following table summarizes the assessments for Grade One and Grade R learners.

Table 2

Types Assessment for Grades R and One

Grade One Grade R
Assessment Activities Assessment Activities
Beginning e Write your name Mid-year e Draw a picture of yourself
e Write some letters e Write your name
e Write some words e Write some letters
e What sound do the words start
with
Mid-year e \Write some letters Year-End e This assessment is the same
e Spell some CVC words (e.g. cat, as the “beginning of Grade
net, pot etc.) One” assessment, should the
e Write a sentence child continue on afterwards.
e Read sight words (the, my, box
etc.)
Year-End e Write some letters
e Write a sentence
e Read sight words
e Write a story about a picture card

All activities in the assessments are graded according to a scoring guideline available in the

Wordworks ELP Assessment Kit booklet (O’Carroll, Setton, & Twiss, 2014a).

As a summary to the assessment process, Figure 2 explains how the secondary beneficiaries,
the children, progress through the programme. A detailed explanation of this process will

follow thereafter.
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STEP 1:
Assessment
test (beginning
or mid-year)

STEP 2:
Talking and
doing

STEP 3:
Reading

STEP 4:
Writing and
Drawing

STEP 5:
Games with
sounds letters
and words

STEP 6:
Assessment
test (year-end)

Figure 2. Service Utilisation Flow-chart for learners in the Wordworks ELP.

Once the children have been selected by means of screening assessment scores and
recommendation from Learning Support Teachers, the literacy programme is then
implemented. Each lesson, consisting of different parts, follows the same structure that is
specifically designed with an interactive, stimulating and non-threatening approach in mind

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AetJdp2PY4M).

The first part of each lesson is called “Talking and Doing” (O’Carroll, Setton, & Twiss,

2014a, p. 10). The volunteer prepares a book or picture sequence to present. Children are then
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encouraged to talk about what they see in the book or pictures that are featured during that
lesson. For most of these children, English is only ever spoken to them in the school setting;
this exercise presents an opportunity for them to develop and experience the English
language in a non-threatening environment, as they would with their mother-tongue at home.
This is followed by the second part of the lesson, “Reading” (O’Carroll, Setton, & Twiss,
20144, p. 12). Volunteers guide the children with how to sound out words and then ask them
to repeat the sentence whilst reading it on their own. The third part of each lesson is called
“Writing and Drawing” (O’Carroll, Setton, & Twiss, 2014a, p. 14). Volunteers ask the
children to write or draw about something that they have read about in a book. Lastly, in the
“Games with sounds, letters and words” section of the lesson (O’Carroll, Setton, & Twiss,
2014, p. 19), the volunteer facilitates many different activities to develop knowledge of
letters, sounds and words (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AetJdp2PY4M). These
include forming letters, sorting and matching games, racing car board games, dice games,
finding the picture games, vowel and memory games, and bingo (O’Carroll, Setton, & Twiss,
2014a). By incorporating various activities, the Wordworks programme helps to create a

diverse learning environment for learners.

Programme Theory

For the purpose of this section of the dissertation, focus will be on conceptualising a
programme theory, which is defined as “the set of assumptions about the relationships
between the strategy and tactics the programme has adopted and the social benefits it is
expected to produce” (Rossi, Lipsey, & Freeman, 2004, p. 87). A programme theory is
crucial for providing an early indication of potential programme successes or failures (Rossi
et al., 2004; Weis, 1998). Essentially, the programme theory acts to depict the sequence of

activities within a programme that are intended to address the problem outlined in the needs
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analysis. The programme theory is an essential first step to programme evaluation as it forms
the basis for appropriate design of evaluation research, formulation of evaluation questions,
and the systematic interpretation of evaluation findings (Rossi et al., 2004). In some
instances, the programme theory may be referred to as the Theory of Change, which can be
defined as the assumptions made by programme stakeholders that inform the building blocks
of the programme intended to bring about a long-term goal or outcome (Theory of Change,

2013).

The following programme theory or theory of change was developed from implicit details
given by the programme director, Dr Shelley O’Carroll. Since no prior written or
diagrammatic representation of the theory of change was available for the Wordworks ELP,
one was compiled from a discussion with the programme director on how she understood the
social problem identified, and the sequence of activities within the programme intended to
address this problem. The programme director noted that the programme was based on, and
inspired by, the mounting body of research evidence on the concept of the Learning

Achievement Gap.

The Learning Achievement Gap describes the high incidence of certain demographic groups
under-performing in literacy and numeracy, relative to other groups, often influenced by race
and economic status (Rodgers et al., 2004). This concept is the rationale behind the
implementation of the Wordworks ELP, aimed at supporting those children in the Western
Cape at risk of developing and/or expanding individual learning achievement gaps.
Wordworks aims to equip learners with the literacy skills and capabilities, in order to lay the
foundations that will begin to close this gap (S. O’Carroll, personal communication, March
31, 2015). The theory of change therefore assumes that a volunteer-driven, one-to-one, low-
cost early literacy intervention at the beginning of school or at the end of pre-school will help
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at risk children to close the Learning Achievement Gap for early literacy and language skills

(S. O’Carroll, personal communication, March 31, 2015).

The Wordworks ELP’s programme design is specifically based on the above, along with the
realisation that the programme needed to work in the unique South African context, and
could not simply be a mimicry of international early literacy programmes. To ensure that
programmes that have been implemented at schools extend beyond the period of Wordworks’
involvement with the school, Wordworks’ staff aim to build programmes that can be
sustained by the programme coordinators and volunteers even after Wordworks’ staff have
left the ELP site. The aim was, therefore, not to design a highly complex programme that
achieves quality but cannot be sustained, but rather to find a balance between a high quality
programme and one that can be sustainably delivered by volunteers with no prior educational
qualifications. Thus, this low-dosage (once a week) programme is practically feasible in its

given context (S. O’Carroll, personal communication, March 31, 2015).

The Wordworks ELP is based on an understanding of the core components of what children
need to learn to read and write, which the programme director acquired during extensive
doctoral research on the topic. Secondly, the programme design is based on knowledge of the
average levels of literacy specific to the context of South African Grade One children. The
programme is designed to target what children are missing, based an understanding of
appropriate behaviours and abilities expected at different ages of child development (Dawes,
Bray, Kvalsvig, Kafaar, Rama, & Richter, 2004), but also to do so in a low socio-economic
local context, in order to make the most impact. Therefore, only appropriate components are
included in the programme as activities, inputs and outputs. These components are also those

which programme staff felt would make the most difference given their understanding of the
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South African context and what is feasible for non-qualified (but trained) volunteers to carry

out (S. O’Carroll, personal communication, March 31, 2015).

In order to understand the causal chain of activities and inputs that are believed to lead to the
desired objectives, a logic model representation of the programme theory may be useful. A
logic model representation of programme theory details the steps taken from programme
activities to outcomes (Rossi et al., 2004) and can have various types of representations,
informed by the understanding of how the programme is believed to bring about the desired

change (Better Evaluation, 2013).

For the purpose of this dissertation, the pipeline logic model was chosen as an appropriate
representation of the Wordworks ELP. Figure 3 depicts the model’s cause-and-effect
sequence, which yields a better understanding of the activities thought to invoke a change in
literacy levels of pre-school and primary schools children in the Western Cape (Buonaguro &
Louw, 2014). There are two streams of beneficiaries depicted in the pipeline model: the

volunteers and the learners, each of which have several outcomes.
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OUTCOMES

OUTPUTS

ACTIVITIES

INPUT

PRIMARY BENEFICERIES

Volunteers gain skills;
they are able to deliver
structured lessons and
access to further
opportunities.

Coordinators attend
2-day training session

Sustainable ELP programme is maintained
long-term, by active community engagement

SECONDARY BENEFICERIES

with schools for better early learning in
disadvantaged schools.

Learners show Improved basic
literacy skills, reading and
writing ability. oral language
skills, self-esteem and
confidence.

Learners are assessed on
reading and writing abilities,
attend lessons once a week for
6 months to a year - 45 minutes
(grade R) and 1 hour (grade 1).

and volunteers attend
two 3-hour training.

Schools select coordinators to

Wordworks staff selects schools
in the Metro South and Central
educational districts, and
discusses setting up ELP site at
the school with the principal.

attend 2-day training administered
by Wordworks staff. Volunteers
from different school are also
trained in a two session
cluster-training workshop run by
coordinators.

Wordworks provides their programme staff, the
coordinator and volunteer manuals, and assessment
kits for testing children. The schools provide the ELP
site equipped with stationery, as well as the teachers
and coordinators, who then choose volunteer tutors.

Coordinators administer repeated
assessments at the midpoint and
end of the programme. to monitor

the progress of the learners.

At risk children attend
weekly lessons run by
volunteers.

Coordinators test children
(referred by teachers) with
assessment kit test.

Figure 3. Pipeline logic model: cause and effect sequence of the Wordworks ELP.
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The pipeline representation of the programme theory highlights the interconnected nature of
the programme activities, outputs and outcomes, for both the primary and secondary
beneficiaries (Better Evaluation, 2013). Following from important inputs provided both by
the schools and by Wordworks staff, there are three activities that catalyse the causal chain
namely: selection and training of the coordinators, cluster-training of the volunteers, and the
initial assessment of children (referred by teachers) to identify at risk learners to enrol in the

programme. These activities lead to various outcomes for the two groups of beneficiaries.

An evaluation of learner outcomes will form part of this dissertation. To do so effectively, the
pipeline logic model in Figure 3 can be narrowed down to emphasise theses outcomes, using
what is known as an Outcome Hierarchy Representation. Better Evaluation (2013, p. 3)
defines this as a “series of outcomes leading up to the impacts of a project, sometimes

including different possible causal pathways”.

An Outcome Hierarchy representation of the logic model is useful, as it allows for a
systematic review of the programme that may reveal issues or evaluation questions to be
addressed or investigated, that may otherwise have been hidden from stakeholders and
evaluators (Rossi et al., 2004). Additionally, according to Buonagaro and Louw (2014), an
outcome model representation gives an overview of programme impacts, starting with the
immediate outcomes and following on to the desired long-term impacts. An outcome model
is thus useful to limit discrepancies caused by lack of knowledge or understanding of the
programme, among significant stakeholders. Buonagaro and Louw’s (2014) representation of
the Outcome Hierarchical logic model is thus appropriately termed the Final Impact Theory
(Buonagaro & Louw, 2013, p. 107) which has been adapted to inform the representation in

Figure 4 below.
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Competent Deliver Literacy
Volunteers programme to
at-risk learners

Facilitate
Acquire learning in
tutoring skills their
community

Acquire
professionalljob-search

Improved

Reading Improved
Confidence

and
Self-esteem
in learners

Improved
Writing

Improved
Reading &

Improved e
Writing

spoken
language

Employment

skills

Age-appropriate
literacy

Figure 4. Outcome Hierarchical model for the Wordworks Early Literacy Programme
(adapted from Buonagura & Louw, 2013, p. 107).

This diagram shows important outcomes, outlined by the Wordworks ELP programme

director, in a hierarchical format. Low-level and medium-term objectives, that are easier to

measure, are separated from more long-term impacts that may appear to be more abstract and

difficult to measure. The most notable outcomes of the Wordworks ELP are the following:

Firstly, more children are able to read and write at the required level for school, and fewer

children need remedial services. Additionally, but to a lesser extent, the Wordworks

programme director mentions that improved self-esteem, confidence and social interaction

18|Page



(i.e. psychosocial well-being) in learners are also a desired goal for the ELP. These two short-

and medium-term outcomes lead to age-appropriate literacy.

Secondly, the programme director mentions the volunteer outcome of capacity building, to
ensure that ordinary people from communities are able to help children learn to read and
write. Additionally, a third objective is to equip volunteers with skills that they may transfer
to other aspects of their lives, for example, job acquisition. Lastly, Wordworks seeks the
outcome of a sustained role of coordinators and volunteers in successfully implementing and
running the programme following their training, and without continued long-term input from
Wordworks’ staff. This is to ensure a long-term impact of improved community interactions
between schools and community members who are able to play an active role in aiding the
process of learning in young children (S. O’Carroll, personal communication, March 31,

2015).

Plausibility of the Programme Theory

The plausibility of the programme theory was determined by a short review of existing
literature on the Learning Achievement Gap in disadvantaged communities, as well as
research on how volunteer-run early literacy programmes, as compensatory tools for at risk
learners, can positively affect age-appropriate literacy and language acquisition. The
following literature review was constructed by searching through existing studies that support
the above causality; i.e. that volunteer-run early literacy interventions can improve academic
performance and future academic potential. The search was done on several databases,
namely Google Scholar, Wiley Online Library, Science Direct and Ebscohost, using
keywords and phrase including “early literacy programme”, “early literacy”, “learning
achievement gap” and others. Key online journals, such as Early Childhood Research
Quarterly, the Journal of Early Childhood Literacy, Educational Psychology in Practice
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Journal, Social Science and Medicine Journal, Journal of Basic and Applied Social

Psychology, and the South African Journal of Education are cited in this review.

The following plausibility section focuses on the components of successful literacy
programmes, the benefits of school-based literacy programmes, the effectiveness of
volunteers as literacy tutors, how much exposure to a literacy programme young children
should receive, and whether literacy programmes also affect young children’s psycho-social
development. These assumptions were taken from the programme theory on page 16 and will

be tested against existing social science literature.

Literacy: Its definition and constituent parts and context.
Literacy is a complex concept and numerous interpretations and elements are presented in
different studies. However, Wilson et al. (2013) attempt to conceptualize literacy as the
collective abilities of word recognition, writing and spelling skills, and language skills, which
include comprehension and vocabulary. Essentially, literacy is composed of two equally
important elements; namely, reading and reading-related activities, and secondly, writing.
Diamond et al. (2008) noted, however, that there has often been less of an emphasis on the
latter element of literacy, yielding many drawbacks as writing competence, especially in

young children, is essential to promote early childhood literacy.

Writing competence nurtures the experience of distinguishing between different letters, draws
the reader’s attention to print and the structure of different letters, as well as the different
sounds of letters and combinations thereof (Diamond et al., 2008). Consequently, writing
ability integrates important early literacy skills including knowledge of letters and
phonological awareness - the awareness of the sound structure of words (Diamond et al.,
2008; Eunice Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child Health and Human Development

[NIH], 2013; Juel, 1988; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 2001). Both knowledge of letters and
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phonological awareness are important for reading achievement (Campbell, Voelkl, &
Donahue, 2000) and reading engagement (Ellis & Coddington, 2013; Stanovich, 1986).
These elements therefore link writing competency inextricably with the ability to read in

early childhood years.

An alternative perspective given by Nugent (n.d,) suggests that adequate literacy assessments
must test for the three “literacy basics” (Nugent, n.d., p. 2), namely skills for reading aloud,
alphabet skills, and skills for spelling in English, which are the foundations for age-
appropriate literacy (Nugent, n.d.). This would make sense as knowledge of letters is
previously shown to be necessary for adequate writing ability and for spelling words
correctly. Additionally, because adequate writing ability integrates with phonological
awareness, Diamond et al., 2008 duality approach to early literacy; emphasising reading and
writing equally, relates well to Nugent’s (n.d., p. 2) “literacy basics” approach. Effective
ELPs geared towards building literacy skills in young children must recognise both these
approaches and focus equal attention on testing the acquisition of reading and writing alike.
Having identified that the Wordworks ELP pays equal attention to both reading and writing

in its activities, and tests for these equally, the following additional topics are addressed.

Early literacy: The need for supplementary support for young children.
Research has shown the importance of nurturing literacy in early childhood years, when
children are most susceptible to new concepts (Methula, n.d.). O’Carroll and Hickman
(2012), and Methula (n.d.) particularly emphasise that children are most adept to learn
between the ages of zero to five years old. Ages three to four years are prime for cognitive
development that is required for a child to be stimulated via numeracy, literacy, logic and
critical thinking; all of which are essential for the progression through schooling years later
on in the child’s life (O’Carroll & Hickman, 2012; Methula, n.d.). The ability of a child to
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learn a new language (especially a second language) fully develops between the ages of five
and seven years old, due to simultaneous development of enhanced memory ability, problem-
solving skills and flexible creative thinking in a child. However, research has shown that for
this to occur, the foundations for literacy aptitude should have been laid long before a child’s
fifth birthday; as the window of opportunity begins to taper off towards a child’s eighth year

(Methula, n.d.).

Unfortunately, this is not always possible especially in disadvantaged communities where
poverty is one of the major problems that lead to poor early literacy in children (Wilson et al.,
2013). Compounding this is the fact that there are two concrete issues simultaneously at play:
the first is that many teachers in underprivileged schools lack a methodological approach, or
expertise to be able to meet the knowledge and skill gaps present in at risk children (Kamper,
2008; Methula, n.d; O’Carroll & Hickman, 2012), often due partly to the limited remedial
services available to aid struggling young learners. The second is the Learning Achievement
Gap itself, which is said to be evident in children from as early as preschool years. The
Learning Achievement Gap is shown in research based on assessments of language
development, letter-recognition abilities and phonological awareness between groups of
different races and social classes (Rodgers et al., 2004; West, Denton, & Reaney, 2000; West,
Denton, & Germino Hausken, 2000). Research shows that another important element
essential to literacy acquisition; reading ability, is especially compromised by the Learning
Achievement Gap (Campbell et al., 2000; Ellis & Coddington, 2013; Stanovich, 1986).
Learners that have difficulty with reading ability early on in their academic careers often
continue to struggle for years to come (Juel, 1988; Vellutino & Scanlon 2002; Rodgers et al.,

2004).
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A study by Taylor, Fleisch, and Shindler (2007) shows a similar situation to be the case in the
South African context, and specifically the Western Cape context. Additionally, Spaull
(2013) cites inequality as a substantial problem for South Africa. As many as 75-80% of all
learners in South Africa are still subjected to a poor educational system, characterised by
numerous barriers to learning such as poverty and low socio-economic status (Spaull, 2013).
The effects of this appear in literacy tests that have been administered within the Western
Cape, which reveal that 80% of children within the province who are in former “white”
primary schools are able to read at the required level for their grade. In former “coloured”
schools, however, a less favourable statistic prevail, with less than half of the children being
able to read at their required level. The worst case is by far the children in former “black”
schools, where statistics show that only four out of every one hundred children are able to
read at their prescribed level (Taylor et al., 2007, p. 2). Despite all of this, the South African
Department of Basic Education has only recently (as late as 2011) implemented ECD policies
that aimed to standardise the literacy and numeracy assessment of public school educational

in an effort to improve educational quality (Department of Basic Education (DBE), 2014).

The dire state depicted by these statistics emphasises the continuous existing need for
appropriate supplementary literacy and language support for children, especially those faced
with compounding socio-economic difficulties that further impede their achievement
potential. The above review of previous studies acts as a rationale for the usefulness and

efficiency of a programme such as the Wordworks ELP in disadvantaged contexts.

Early literacy: It starts at home.
Research shows that only a small proportion of children younger than 3 years old attend
registered early childhood development (ECD) centres, as the majority of these children are
cared for at home (Albino & Berry, 2013). Therefore, in these instances where attendance of
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registered ECD centres prior to Grade R is limited, home-based support could be important to
ensure that a child’s school readiness is achieved. Christian, Morrison and Bryant (1998)
further state that the most salient influence in a child’s early development is their family and

home environment.

Social class dimensions and paternal attitudes within the family have been shown to be a
major influence on early literacy development in children, through home-based programmes.
For example, middle to upper class families often nurture childhood literacy simply by
exposing their children to books in the home and bedtime story sessions (Brooker, 2002),
while in low-income families, children may be at risk of literacy difficulties. Parents in low-
income households often have limited vocabulary and poor reading ability in English,
rendering their efforts to teach their children unsuccessful (Hseih, Hemmeter, McCollum, &
Ostrosky, 2009). Moreover, South Africa’s poor households are characterised by several risk
factors, including domestic violence and other forms of physical and emotional abuse, which
impact differently on children depending on their socio-cultural context (Franklin, 1995;

Gran, 2010).

Despite its positive effect on childhood literacy and language acquisition, there is one
predominant problem with the home-based literacy programme that threatens its internal
validity. The successes of a home-based intervention approach cannot be attributed solely to
the intervention itself. This is due to the simultaneous compensation that may occur when
children go to, for example, a day-care facility (Bennet et al., 2002), exposing them to a
myriad of other positive effects (including cognitive and behavioural competencies, nurturing
of communication skills, memory enhancement and language comprehension etc.), that will
act to supplement home-based programme. This realisation inadvertently supports the
emphasis of a more controlled setting such as a school-based programme approach to early
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literacy interventions that can much more easily be theorized and implemented, to ensure that
the programme process is likely to lead to desired outcomes. The school-based approach is

used by the Wordworks ELP.

School-based programmes.
School-based early literacy programmes recognise that nurturing literacy skills should not be
a stand-alone activity, but one that is embedded in ECD within pre- and primary schools.
Children who are enrolled in a high quality ELP as part of an overarching ECD programme
have been shown to have a stronger learning foundation, be less likely to repeat grades, more
likely to finish school, and less likely to require supportive or remedial services (Wordworks,
n.d.a). This is due to the fact that quality school-based programmes foster a positive learning
environment through three core dimensions of classroom practices; namely, structured
instructional content, effective instruction by a supportive adult, and adequate teacher-child
relationships (Howes, Burchinal, Pianta, Bryant, Early, Clifford, & Barbarin, 2008).
Qualified instructors, the ratio of instructor to number of children, and the learning
environment (i.e. including the general infrastructure as well as the presence of instructional
content within classrooms), are mentioned in research as important components of school-
based programmes (Howes et al., 2008). Fewer number of children per qualified instructor
allows for the instructor to engage with children better (Howes et al., 2008). Moreover,
research also suggests that appropriate teaching materials (such as books and educational
games), and effective teaching instruction (i.e. including routine classroom sessions, play
sessions, problem-solving activities, and activities to nurture memory and reasoning) are also

deemed important in previous research (Howes et al., 2008).

The Wordworks ELP for Grade R and Grade One learners aims to nurture English literacy
skills in young children, by training teachers and volunteers as capable instructors responsible
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for facilitating the intervention at different school sites (Wordworks, n.d.,). Additionally,
Wordworks provides each ELP site with instructional material in the form of a Volunteer
Pack and various teaching aids, as mentioned in the programme’s description. To ensure that
volunteer-child relationships are successfully forged, each volunteer only works with two
children at a time, and with the same children for the duration of the programme. According
to Howes et al. (2008), this sense of familiarity from a closer interaction between instructor
and child, contributes to a child’s sense of security and acceptance in the classroom
environment, and improves child learning outcomes. Therefore, based the cited research, it is

likely that the components of Wordworks ELP as a school-based intervention, are plausible.

Volunteers as programme implementers.
Volunteering, which South, Purcell, Branney, Gamsu, and White (2014) define as an act of
selflessness to bring about a social change, is often an important part for the success of
school-based interventions. Volunteering in the Wordworks ELP is characterised by two
main activities, namely; the training of volunteers who are unqualified, and the delivery of
structured lessons to at risk learners by the trained volunteers. Research shows that trained
volunteers are the more effective as tutors and facilitators in early literacy programmes than
those who are untrained (Hannemann, 2006; Otaiba, Schatscgneider, & Silverman, 2005;
Wasik, 1998). A study by Invernizzi, Rosemary, Juel, and Richards (1997) suggests that even
unqualified volunteers with no professional teaching experience, similar to those in the
Howard Street, Chicago after-school tutoring programme and the Charlottesville VVolunteer
Tutorial programme called Book Buddies, can deliver effective literacy interventions to
struggling young learners, provided they are well-trained. Additionally, a continuous training
approach (Fitzgerald, 2001), where volunteers attend regular, short training sessions, or a

peer-advocating training approach (Day, Martin, Sharp, Gardner, & Barham, 2013), where
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more experienced volunteers support newer volunteers, have been shown to positively
influence volunteers’ success. This is especially true in a context where volunteers show a
high degree of self-motivation (Elliot, Aurthur, & Williams, 2000; Houle, Sagarin, & Kaplin,
2005), and commitment to serving on a programme (Bortree & Waters, 2014; Clary &

Snyder, 1999; Clary, Snyder, & Stukas, 1996).

Commitment to service stems, perhaps, from the fact that that volunteer-run programmes do
not focus solely on the training of volunteers, but also on the perceived positive outcomes
that the volunteer draws from the experience of volunteering (Gidron, 1978; Primavera, 1999,
Houle et al., 2005). The Wordworks ELP’s activities (including training of volunteers and
volunteers’ delivery of the programme) conform to the recognition of the importance of
prioritising positive volunteer outcomes. By offering training to self-motivated, unqualified
volunteers, the Wordworks ELP increases the chance of volunteers being more effective
programme implementers. This is likely to lead not only to the outcome of adequate delivery
of the programme to the learners by well-trained volunteers, but also to benefits for
volunteers who gain valuable experiences and skills. However, positive volunteer experiences
do not necessarily ensure adequate programme delivery by the volunteers (Houle et al.,

2005).

Programme Dosage.
Another key component that plays an important role in effective early literacy interventions is
dosage. Dosage can be defined as the quantity or amount of the intervention that participants
receive (Wasik, Mattera, Lloyd, & Boller, 2013). Dosage is linked to other important factors
related to intervention implementation including implementation fidelity, intervention quality

and exposure to the intervention; all of which determine the effectiveness of an intervention,
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its internal validity and the achievement of its outcomes (Rossi et al., 2004; Wasik et al.,

2013).

In the Wordworks ELP, dosage influences two very important programme elements, namely;
the amount of training that volunteers and teachers receive in preparation for working with
young learners, as well as the amount of time that the volunteers spend delivering the
programme. According to Wasik, et al. (2013), it is important to include dosage within a
programme model. Dane and Schneider (1988) add that by doing so, measures for dosage can
be included into outcome analysis during evaluations. Research in early literacy suggests that
accounting for dosage not only recognises that some disadvantaged learners need more of the
intervention than others (Ron Nelson, Benner, & Gonzalez, 2003), but also recognises that
higher dosage of programme delivered to children can produce greater and more long-lasting
positive effects (Halle, Calkins, Berry, & Johnson, 2003). Rossi et al. (2004) add that
programme evaluation is about making judgements on programme implementation, outcomes
and efficiency. Ensuring a quality programme is delivered by trained facilitators, at an
adequate dosage to intended recipients, is a critical part of this. Therefore, by including
dosage in their programme model, the Wordworks ELP is able to make important judgements
about the quality of programme implementation, and the exposure to the programme that is

necessary to achieve desired programme outcomes.

Early literacy and psycho-social well-being.
According to Pinnell, Lyons, DeFord, Bryk, and Seltzer (1994), Vygotsky’s Social
Development Theory of learning in young children is based on the assumption that children
learn through the meaning they construct from significant social interaction, which precede
their full cognitive development and the development of consciousness (Learning Theories,
2016; Vygotsky, 1978). The Social Development Theory articulates that children learn
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through social interaction by drawing knowledge from anyone that has a better understanding
or a higher ability level than the child, such as a teacher or a parent (Learning Theories,
2016). Pinnell et al. (1994) suggest therefore that children who are placed in a supportive
social context, where an adult helps children to solve problems and find meaning and patterns
from abstract concepts, will be far more able, and likely to learn to do this on their own in

future.

A study conducted by Rodgers et al. (2004) in Ohio State of the United States of America,
shows that a well-known educational intervention called Reading Recovery is based on the
assumption of Vygotsky’s Social Development Theory of learning. In the study, 4764
randomly sampled first grade students were disaggregated into groups according to race and
social-economic status, which resulted in the emergence of a Learning Achievement Gap
evident in students with lower social-economic status. Rodgers et al. (2004) show that
students that received the Reading Recovery intervention were successful in closing this gap.
Apart from its notable success, the Reading Recovery programme is of particular interest as it

follows much the same activities as the Wordworks ELP.

The Reading Recovery programme incorporates the approach of a one-on-one session
coordinated by a trained teacher, offering a supportive social interaction with an adult to
children at risk of literacy difficulties. Children are selected for the Reading Recovery
programme via an individual screening of their reading and writing abilities. The screening
does not, however, place emphasis on a child’s perceived academic intelligence. Based on the
assumption of the Social Development Theory of learning, any child who is identified as
being at risk of learning difficulties can benefit from a socially supportive context and quality
social interaction with a supportive adult, regardless of their baseline grade scores. The
Reading Recovery intervention is also designed and implemented for young children at
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school-starting age, as soon as they show signs of being at risk for learning difficulties. This
has been shown to help struggling children in Grade One to progress to average literacy level
(Pinnell et al., 1994). The Wordworks ELP is also based on a similar assumption of the
Social Development Theory of learning. Following a screening and selection process similar
to that of the Reading Recovery programme, the Wordworks ELP focuses on improving the
social context to promote learning to read and write, rather than focussing on improving a
child’s grades. This approach may too be successful for the Wordworks ELP, as it has been

for the Reading Recovery programme.

In addition, successes of some early literacy programmes have been shown to be far more
widespread than simply influencing positive literacy acquisition in children. For example,
according to Gouws (2016), early-childhood educational interventions succeed in affecting
cognitive development as a whole by influencing the way a child thinks, feels and interacts
with themselves, their environment and with other individuals, i.e. their psycho-social well-
being. Childhood psycho-social well-being is heavily dependent on a child’s sense of security
in family relationships and in a predictable school and community environment (Gouws,
2016). Psycho-social well-being has been shown to be important for socio-emotional self-
regulation during childhood, and is required for learning achievement especially in Grade
One (Boyd, Barnett, Bodrova, Leong, & Gomby, 2005). Additionally, a study by the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation’s (UNESCO) Institute for Lifelong
Learning (2015), based on the Organisation for Early Literacy Promotion’s (OELP) Early
Literacy Project in India, was successful in fostering a community-wide culture of learning
and empowering locals with skills and capabilities to improve the quality of childhood

education.
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In conclusion, the prevailing assumption is that a volunteer-run, school-based early literacy
intervention, implemented by effective, adequately trained, and intrinsically motivated
volunteers, may influence an improvement in learner literacy and psycho-social outcomes.
This is dependent, however, on the dosage of the programme delivery, the context, and on a

child’s risk profile.

Evaluation Questions

The main aim of this dissertation is to determine whether the activities of the Wordworks
ELP programme results in improved literacy and language ability in Grade One learners, and
concurrently whether the training and experience that volunteers in the programm