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SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this report is two-fold - the first is to reflect on the ZenLit model of improving learners’ 

literacy levels and the second is to consider the implications of the lessons learned from the ZenLit pilot. 

Whilst the current report utilises the findings of the evaluation as a whole over a period of three years, it 

focusses pre-dominantly on data and findings in relation to a set of questions supplied by ZENEX, which 

are indicated by the structure of the report shown below: 

SECTION 1: Introduction 

SECTION 2: Programme Description and Theory of Change  

SECTION 3: Evaluation design, methodology and limitations  

SECTION 4: Implementation 

SECTION 5: Teacher and Heads of Department Outcomes  

SECTION 6: Learner Assessment 

SECTION 7: The ZenLit Model – an overall assessment  

SECTION 8: A way forward 

The report utilises data from seven1 ERA evaluation reports over the period 2013 – 2017. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

1 ERA produced a functionality report in 2013 and then two evaluation reports annually from 2015 -2017. 
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SECTION 2: PROGRAMME DESCRIPTION AND THEORY OF CHANGE 

Selection of provinces and schools 

The selection of sites is a critical element in any intervention. 

Prior to the ZenLit project, ERA developed a decision 

framework for ZENEX, based on findings from a review of 

South African publications in the field of education (school-

based). The decision framework indicates the critical 

components of the decision-making process when 

considering an education intervention and the selection of 

target groups. The review also indicated the most likely 

domain (and level) for success. 

The review and the framework were used to some extent in 

the decision-making process of the ZenLit intervention, but 

ZENEX also consulted broadly with literacy experts and district officials with regard to the nature of the 

intervention and the relationship between home language (HL) and first additional language (FAL). The 

ZenLit intervention was then developed based on a synthesis of a range of inputs. 

It must be noted that the selection of districts, schools and, in fact, even the nature of the intervention 

involves a series of decisions that are made on not only data or evidence. Other factors, such as the 

values of the intervening organisation, existing partnerships and the nature of other projects that are being 

carried out at the same time in the same domain all play a role in decision-making. This is certainly not 

peculiar to the ZenLit project. 

ZENEX made a decision to work in three very different contexts - peri-urban Eastern Cape (EC), rural 

KwaZulu Natal (KZN) and urban Western Cape (WC) in a district in which they had worked previously. 

ERA carried out functionality assessments of 38 schools that had been identified for possible inclusion in 

the project. Based on the assessments, which covered elements such as ANA results, teachers’ home 

language, learners’ home language and infrastructure, together with input from district officials (and a 

refusal from one school), 21 schools were finally selected to be part of the ZenLit project and spread 

across the provinces fairly equally as shown in table below. 

Table 1: Number of ZenLIt schools per province 
 

PROVINCE NUMBER 

EC 6 

KZN 8 

WC 7 

Total 21 

 

The project schools had similar functionality scores (in relation to other selected schools in their district) 

but varied considerably on other variables. The table below presents the numbers of Foundation Phase 

learners and teachers per grade for each project school, as well as learner to teacher ratios in the first 

year of implementation. This data indicates only two of the key variables of the varying contexts in which 

the intervention was implemented. 

Figure 1: Decision Framework (2012) 
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Table 2: Learner and teacher numbers and ratios by ZenLit school2 

 

Prov School 
Learners Teachers Learner : Teacher Ratio 

Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 

EC 

Cebelihle 224 180 175 5 4 4 45:1 45:1 44:1 

Charles Duna 201 150 120 5 4 3 40:1 38:1 40:1 

Daniels 152 139 87 4 4 2 38:1 35:1 44:1 

Emafini 211 216 174 7 4 4 30:1 54:1 44:1 

Emsengeni 122 107 81 4 2 2 31:1 54:1 41:1 

Enkwenkwezini 196 185 156 4 4 4 49:1 46:1 39:1 

KZN 

Emkhambeni 72 64 61 2 2 2 36:1 32:1 31:1 

Esidumbeni 103 97 85 3 3 3 34:1 32:1 28:1 

Ezindlovini 193 157 141 5 3 3 39:1 52:1 47:1 

Gasela 44 54 56 2 2 2 22:1 27:1 28:1 

Inthapuka 159 127 149 4 3 4 40:1 42:1 37:1 

Magongolo 89 92 82 3 3 2 30:1 31:1 41:1 

Montebello 98 79 62 2 2 3 49:1 40:1 21:1 

Sion 85 70 64 2 2 2 43:1 35:1 32:1 

WC 

AZ Berman 211 204 192 5 6 4 42:1 34:1 48:1 

Eastville 163 191 189 4 5 5 41:1 38:1 38:1 

Highlands 122 110 114 3 3 3 41:1 37:1 38:1 

Imperial 282 257 236 7 6 6 40:1 43:1 39:1 

Parkhurst 159 155 159 4 4 4 40:1 39:1 40:1 

Rocklands 151 155 133 4 4 4 38:1 39:1 33:1 

Searidge 164 152 120 3 4 4 55:1 38:1 40:1 

 
The great range in the number of learners per class (Grade 1: Emkhambeni 72 and Imperial 282) and 

teacher/learner ratios (Gasela :1:22 and Searidge 1:55) is evident in the table above. There were 

obviously many other differences within and between schools in terms of the age and qualifications of 

teachers and other key variables. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

2 These figures were obtained from data provided by the ZenLit service providers in October 2014 
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LESSONS LEARNED 

1. A functionality assessment, although it cannot deal with every possible variable in schools, is 

still a critical element of school-based interventions, particularly pilots. 

 

2. Schools can be characterised as social complex adaptive systems. Parsons (2012) indicates that, 

“in complex adaptive systems, many semi-independent and diverse agents, who are free to act in 

unpredictable ways, continually interact with each other. They are adapting to each other and the 

environment as a whole. They can create influential system-wide patterns. They are not 

necessarily moving toward stability and tend not to be controllable although they can be 

influenced.” She highlights three key lessons about complex adaptive systems: 

 Small differences can create large effects; 

 The past influences but does not predict the future; and 

 Many points of influence exist. 

 

3. It is important to understand as much about the sites of intervention as possible. 

 

4. Selection decisions should be clearly documented for future analysis purposes, but also so that 

the distinction between selection based on data, and selection based on other factors, can be 

disentangled later in the project. 

 

Programme Design 

It is important to note that ZenLit was a pilot project. Pilot projects are an opportunity to “test the waters” 

for projects - on a small scale, provide insights and data about what works, and adjust strategies for full-

scale implementation. Pilots are useful for the following reasons: 

1. Pilots provide data and lessons for the expansion of sustainability initiatives. 

2. It is easier to widen a pilot than to jump into a full-blown project all at once. 

3. Starting with a small number of pilots allows for targeting  services and focusing resources. 

4. Pilots provide examples for others to emulate and can demonstrate that your idea works.  

5. They also can be a source of testimonials for a wider roll-out. 

6. Data from a pilot establishes a baseline for future projects3. 

However, for a pilot to be successful, everyone involved must know that it is an experiment and that things 

may not turn out exactly as planned. Programme staff and implementers have to be open to trial and 

error, but at the same time they need to make an effort to create an efficient and effective pilot. The design 

of the pilot must to be flexible enough to adapt as uptake or information increases. There are certain risks 

to undertaking pilots:  - a pilot may not provide an example to emulate if it falls short of its goals, and 

when a “successful pilot” is repeated, contextual differences may prevent the achievement of the same 

effects.  

3 Adapted from https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2017-06/documents/4_0.pdf 

https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2017-06/documents/4_0.pdf
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There is no single document that describes the ZenLit intervention comprehensively. The ZENEX 

Foundation indicated in its initial programme documentation that ZenLit would address the following 

problems4: 

1. Poor pedagogic skills of teachers to teach literacy 

2. Poor personal English language confidence of teachers 

3. Poor learner performance in Home and First Additional language. (HL and FAL) 

(ZENEX 2014:2) 

 

ZENEX also envisaged that ZenLit’s  focus on 

both HL and FAL would contribute “to setting 

norms and standards in the Foundation Phase” 

(ZENEX 2014:2). 

The objectives of ZenLit were presented to 

stakeholders in the same year (see Figure 2) 

and from this 

it is evident that there had been some 

modification of the objectives (the HOD 

intervention and caregiver component had 

been added) and the standards component 

was not foregrounded. ZENEX decided in the 

second year of the project not to implement the 

caregiver component. Modifications to 

programme design are not unusual, especially in pilots, but the changing of the intervention had an effect 

on elements required for quality implementation. 

Two evaluation activities can assist evaluators and programme stakeholders in developing a clear 

description and understanding of the programme – developing a theory of change (ToC) and developing 

a logic model (LM) of the programme. 

Both these activities involve making the implicit explicit and 

articulating often undocumented assumptions. Every programme is 

based on some conception or set of beliefs of what must be done 

to bring about the intended social benefits. That set of beliefs is 

referred to as programme theory. It may be expressed in a detailed 

programme plan and rationale or be implicit in the programme’s 

structure and activities. The LM on the other hand depicts the 

theory of action. If there is no detailed programme plan, the ToC 

and LM are useful reference points for all stakeholders. 

 

 
 

4 ZENEX document Emerging Revisions to Literacy Project (1/4/2014) 

PROGRAMME THEORY 

By theory, I don’t mean 

anything highbrow or multi-

syllabic. I mean the set of 

beliefs that underlie action. 

The theory doesn’t have to 

be uniformly accepted. It 

doesn’t have to be right. It is 

a set of hypotheses upon 

which people build their 

program plans (Weiss, 

1998:55). 

Figure 2: ZenLit objectives (ZENEX presentation (2014) 
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ERA in collaboration with the ZENEX programme manager and the literacy experts developed a ToC and 

LM for ZenLit. These were used in the development of instruments, guidance for data collection and as a 

reference point in reporting as we examined the quality of processes and proximal changes. 

The ZenLit project had a number of distinctive features which were complicated and complex5 in nature. 

These include the following: 

 Multiple sites - the programme was implemented in three provinces and in 21 schools with very 

different teaching and learning conditions; 

 Multiple agencies – there were three  different service providers (SPs)  for the literacy component 

and one SP for the coaching component; 

 Multiple target groups - the programme targets service providers (coaches from READ, ELET and 

Molteno), teachers, heads of departments (HODs) and initially caregivers (this was omitted later); 

 Multiple outcomes at multiple levels: the programme addressed challenges in the acquisition of 

home language (HL) and first additional language (FAL) in teachers and learners; vocabulary 

improvement, and coaching skills in SPs and HODs; and 

 Multiple causal strands and non-linearity - the programme was dependent on the change in 

coaches to occur before they could impart critical interventions to teacher and HODS. 

Theory of Change (ToC) 

The ToC developed for the ZenLit project is shown in Figure 3. 

 
Figure 3: ZenLit Theory of Change 

 
 

5 The use of these terms are based on Rogers 2008 

file:///C:/Users/Jane/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/D11IA6RJ/l%20%22_bookmark6%22
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The ToC shows that a strong partnership with schools, 

districts and SPs was a critical enabling factor for ZenLit – 

especially in terms of buy-in in the short term and 

sustainability in the long term. This is shown on the right 

hand side of Figure 3. The programme theory postulates 

that we can expect certain effects or outcomes at different 

levels of the school (HODs, teachers and learners) but 

that these are dependent on outcomes first being 

achieved by the service providers. This is a critical tipping 

point in the design of the programme – right at the 

beginning of the causal chain. The service providers are 

required to acquire complex knowledge and skills (in both literacy and coaching) before they can engage 

with teachers. 

This critical lever in the causal chain in the TOC is shown in greater detail in Figure 4. The grey arrows in 

the graphic show the literacy causal lines and the blue arrows show those causal lines that are linked to 

the coaching. 

The red dashed line (----) in the diagram indicates the critical integration or engagement between the two 

key components of the project (literacy and coaching). 

Figure 4 shows that the service providers are the core of the project, that they are, in fact, the fulcrum for 

the content and skills required by both the literacy (grey arrows) and the coaching intervention (blue 

arrows) as they cascade their knowledge and skills to teachers and HoDs. The literacy intervention also 

involves direct intervention by the literacy experts to the teachers through the training sessions. The 

service providers, who see the teachers on site, provide the “webbing” of the intervention between the 

training sessions. On their site visits, the service providers refer to the ZenLit materials, set goals that 

teachers work towards on their own, provide feedback on teachers’ progress and support reading 

processes and strategies. 

If in any way, the service providers are not competent in the collection of critical knowledge and skills in 

the two domains (literacy and coaching), the programme will suffer from a “broken telephone” effect, as 

many programmes do that require cascading interventions (one target group’s outcome is another’s 

input). 

Given the contextual differences of the three provincial sites, we hypothesised that the effects for HODs, 

teachers and learners could be different across the provinces, and, indeed, between schools in the same 

province. Context, therefore, must be considered as part of the evaluation and can be key to uncovering 

the circumstances in which, and the reasons why, a particular intervention works. This is the premise of 

Realist Evaluation (Pawson and Tilley 1997), which is a form of theory-driven evaluation, but is set apart 

by its explicit philosophical underpinnings. Pawson and Tilley argued that in order to be useful for decision 

makers, evaluations need to identify ‘what works in which circumstances and for whom?’, rather than 

merely ‘does it work? The key premise of a Realist Evaluation approach is that the intervention is seen 

as a theory ‘incarnate’ – the so-called programme theory. This means that any evaluation or assessment 

of the success or failure of the intervention is also, by implication, a test of the programme theory. Thus 

the ZenLit programme theory, or theory of change, is ‘tested’ in the evaluation study. However,  what 

Realistic Evaluation does not promise, is a test of any underlying social theory, unless it is made explicit 

Figure 4: The critical role of the coaches 
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in the initial drafting of the programme theory. In the ZenLit case 

this means the following: if it were the case that a specific theory of 

learning or literacy was explicitly incorporated into the Zenlit 

programme theory, an assessment of the programme would then 

also be seen as an indirect test of the underlying theory of learning. 

It remains an open case whether this applies to the ZenLit 

programme. Our understanding has always been that such a theory 

was at best implicit.   

Empirical evidence gathered in an evaluation can, in principle, 

either confirm (provide different degrees support) or provide 

disconfirming evidence for a theory. Stated differently, the evidence 

gathered during the evaluation study should in principle provide 

grounds for believing that the programme theory is correct or not. 

However,  when the evidence does not seem to support the theory 

(and its predictions) scholars do not necessarily discard the theory. 

They have to be convinced that the empirical evidence is in fact 

truthful and credible. Therefore in cases where a theory is not 

supported (fully or in part) by the evidence, scholars would typically 

ask questions about 

 the quality of the evidence 

 the quality of data collection 

 validity of the measures or 

 the representativeness of the learners’ sample. 

These issues form the basis of the discussion in the following sections, where we examine the design of 

the evaluation, the nature of the instruments (in particular, the learner assessment), the quality of 

evidence and the sample of learners in the reading assessment. In addition, we will address the key issue 

of implementation. 

LESSONS LEARNED 

1. This discussion has highlighted some of the key risks in the design of the ToC and why it is 

therefore critical for stakeholders to understand their role in causal chains. 

2. It is also critical that all stakeholders have the same understanding of the project. 

3. The ZenLit Toc shows the complex  nature of the programme and the reliance on SPs.  

4. The ToC indicates that the SPs need to be competent in both reading theory and strategies (the 

ZenLit ones particularly, not generally) and coaching (the NLF model in particular, not 

generally). Thus concurrent learning and intervention by the SPs was the key risk to the 

success of the programme. 

5. The development of the ToC and LM can be seen as useful for both implementation and 

evaluation. 

 

CONTEXTUAL DIFFERENCES 

Innovations often need to be 

adapted or modified to fit the 

host setting within which 

they will be implemented. 

While it is important that core 

components of innovations 

should not be modified 

(otherwise integrity of the 

innovation is jeopardized), 

there is increasing 

recognition in the 

implementation science 

literature that non-essential 

components of an innovation 

often need to be adapted to 

promote fit of the innovation 

with contextual features (e.g., 

the level of available 

resources, needs, and/or 

preferences of the host 

organization/community) 

(Castro et al. 2010; 

Harshbarger et al. 
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SECTION 3: EVALUATION DESIGN, METHODOLOGY AND 
LIMITATIONS 

ERA indicated in its proposal (2015, p2) that the evaluation would have six key objectives: 

1. To assess (over the duration of the intervention) whether the programme has achieved its 

outcomes at each impact level (summative purpose); 

2. To assess whether the province-specific interventions have produced differential effects and, if 

so, why (Realist Evaluation); 

3. To make an assessment of the overall intervention model in terms of implementability, value for 

money and ultimate sustainability’ 

4. To document specific learnings from this innovation intervention, both for the scholarly community 

as well as for educational NGOs working in South Africa; 

5. To undertake a continuous process evaluation to inform possible improvements that can be made 

during the course of the intervention life; and 

6. To monitor the quality of SP interventions as a continuous QA measure. 

The Zenex Literacy Project (ZLP) had a number of distinctive features that needed to be taken into 

account when designing an evaluation framework. These included the following: 

 The project was implemented in three provinces (in schools in with very different teaching and 

learning conditions); 

 The project targeted both teacher and learner level “performance”; and  

 The project aimed to address challenges in the acquisition of home language (HL) and first 

additional language (FAL) 

The specific features listed above had different implications for the evaluation design: 

 The implementation across three provincial and 21 school sites necessitated a full-coverage 

evaluation design. The “population” of intervention schools was also simply too small to allow for 

a sampling of schools for the evaluation study. This was also influenced by the fact that the three 

provincial interventions were never going to be identical, which would further reduce the size of 

the “population”; 

 The focus on both teacher and learner outcome (or impact) levels required a fairly comprehensive 

set of qualitative and quantitative outcome measures to assess achievement and impact in the 

project; and 

 The focus on Foundation phase meant that there was the particular challenge of developing 

comparable learner performance tests in literacy, in addition to the administration of the ANA tests 

(which were stopped in the first year of the intervention). 

Given the specific features of the intervention and also taking into consideration the different expected 

outcomes and learnings from the evaluation study, we utilised an evaluative (multiple) case study design 
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with incorporation of two principles of quasi-experimental designs: repeated measures testing and the 

inclusion of control schools (for Grade 3 level testing). 

The necessary conditions to allow for a proper experimental or even quasi-experimental design did not 

apply. Random assignment of intervention schools was not possible as schools were purposefully 

selected on the basis of a set of explicit criteria and a rigorous process. The “matched control schools” 

(matched on region, ANA scores, SES, quintile, and so on, during the functionality assessment carried 

out in 2014) were included in the evaluation study. However, in the final analysis, the differences in the 

interventions (both in terms of the implementation theory) and the different conditions of implementation 

(the provincial differences), dictated a multiple case study design. 

LESSONS LEARNED 

1. In future implementations of the ZenLit model, ERA would recommend a greater number of 

learners in the ZenLit and control schools be included. This will greatly increase the validity of 

the findings. 

2. We would also recommend that a group of national and international reviewers examine the 

current version of the ZenLit literacy test. 

3. We did not take the HODs into account in the design, as they were going to go through an 

accredited course. As this did not happen, we did not obtain sufficient data on HOD outcomes. 

This would have to be addressed in another iteration of ZenLit. 
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SECTION 4: IMPLEMENTATION 

We now move on to issues of programme implementation 

and in particular implementation integrity – with a focus on 

attendance (of teachers and HODs), dosage and the 

quality of training and coaching. Provincial differences will 

be discussed and an overall assessment of implementation 

will be made. 

Teacher attendance at centralised training 

The figures from all provinces show teachers’ strong commitment to the ZenLit training, with the EC 

showing the greatest commitment. 

Eastern Cape 

Of the 60 teachers who were in the programme since 2015, 45 (75%) recorded attendance of 100% of 

the training provided, 11 teachers recorded attendance of between 80% and 95%, and five recorded 

attendance of between 60% and 70%. 

KwaZulu Natal 

Of the 59 teachers who were in the programme since 2015, 40 (67.8%) recorded attendance of 100% of 

the training provided, 17 attended between 89% and 94% of the time, and the rest between 61% and 

67% of the training provided. 

Western Cape 

Of the 72 teachers who were in the programme since 2015, 39 teachers (54.1%) recorded attendance of 

100% attendance over three years, 25 teachers recorded attendance between 90% and 95%, while the 

other eight attended between 60% and 85% of the time. 

Coaching dosage for teachers 

The coaching sessions were initially carried out using a target: the ideal number of days set at the 

beginning of the project was two per term (x three years = 24 per teacher). However, the total number of 

coaching sessions that teachers received between 2016 and 2017 varied widely per teacher (range = 0 

to 12) as the number of visits teachers received depended on a number of factors, including 

 the number of project schools in the district; 

 the number of Foundation Phase teachers at the schools; 

 the number of coaches per number of project schools; and 

 whether some teachers were identified as requiring more assistance than others. 

This means that dosage of coaching was at best, uneven and in some cases, teachers received ferer 

less than six  sessions across the three years. 

PROGRAMME INTEGRITY 

Programme integrity refers to the 

degree to which a programme was 

implemented according to the original 

plan (Rossi, Lipsey, & Freeman, 2004). 
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It is important to note that although the dosage, especially for the training may seem high, there is the  

problem of turnover in the school system, generally and in the ZenLit schools, in particular. The table 

below indicates the turnover figures as provided by service providers. 
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WC 2 14 3 4 1 0 0 0 3 17 44 

EC 0 8 2 8 1 6 0 0 1 2 28 

KZN 1 12 2 11 0 6 2 1 1 13 49 

 
Table 3: Teacher turnover in the ZenLit schools 

 

Whilst there may be overlaps in some of these categories, the number of staff involved is still high. 

HOD attendance at centralised training 

HODs showed an excellent commitment to training, with the Western Cape HODs (who were in the 

programme for three years) returning attendance figures of 100%. 

Eastern Cape 

Of the seven HODs who were in the programme since 2015, six HODs attended 100% of the sessions 

and one attended 86% of the training provided. 

KwaZulu Natal 

Of the six HODs who were in the programme since 2015, five HODS attended 100% of the sessions and 

one attended 93% of the training provided. 

Western Cape 

Of the nine HODs who were in the programme since 2015, all attended 100% of the training provided. 

Coaching dosage for HODs 

The coaching intervention for HODs was put in place from the second year of the intervention. The dosage 

of coaching for HODs was at best, uneven and in some cases, low. 

Eastern Cape 

Individual coaching sessions for 10 HODs in 2016 range from three to 12; five of eleven HODs received 

individual and pair coaching in 2017. 

KwaZulu Natal 
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Individual coaching sessions for nine  HODs in 2016 range from two to eight; individual coaching sessions 

for nine (different) HODs 2017 ranged from one (newly-appointed HOD) to 13. KZN HODs received no 

pair coaching in 2017. 

Western Cape 

Individual coaching sessions for 15 HODs in 2016 range from three to nine; six of thirteen HODs received 

individual and pair coaching in 2017. 

Quality of training and coaching 

The centralised training was closely monitored 

in the first year, and the feedback on the 

training improved greatly it by the end of the 

first year. Evaluation forms and interviews with 

teachers indicated that the training was 

valuable, the input by the service providers (in 

teachers’ home language) was greatly 

appreciated and that the practical nature of the 

training met teachers’ needs. In the second 

year of implementation, the training was 

evaluated only once in each province and the 

results were the same – the quality of the 

training was high and the feedback was good. 

There was one complaint (from a few 

teachers) across all provinces and that was 

the timing of the training. The training days 

differed in all three provinces. 

The coaching quality differed between provinces and between coaches in provinces. The New Leaders 

Foundation (NLF) supported coaches and gave detailed individual feedback to coaches, and the 

evaluation team also gave feedback in the first year of implementation. An example of the feedback is 

shown below. 

As the figure shows, the coaches in this province needed development in certain areas. Although these 

areas for improvement may have changed over time, there was always one province that struggled with 

the quality of coaching and staff turnover. 

An interesting engagement with service providers (initially with trainers and service providers), teachers 

and HODs wass through a WhatsApp forum where support and resources (especially videos and photos 

of good practice) were provided. 

  

Figure 5: Example of evaluation feedback on coaches 
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LESSONS LEARNED 

1. Design and detailed implementation plans cannot be rushed. There are so many working parts in 

a school system which can impact on success, and as many of these “working parts” as possible 

need to be addressed. As this was a pilot, changes were expected, but perhaps there were too 

many changes and to many demands on the service providers. 

2. The ZenLit required the service providers to multi-task (implement new literacy theory and a new 

method for delivery and engagement with teachers through  coaching). It is difficult in the 

education sector to find people with both areas of skill (literacy and coaching) and then ask them 

to adopt  a particular mode of coaching and a particular theory of literacy. 

3. In addition, we asked the service providers to collect fieldwork data (monitoring and 

observation),and this third task placed a considerable  pressure on them. Data collection activities 

for service providers need to be planned for at design stage. 

4. Interventions which are rolled out in different geographical contexts may have to be designed 

differently from the start. The ZenLit pilot’s purpose was to test the same intervention in three 

areas but,another pilot may well need to be rolled out in these provinces again to take into 

account the provincial differences we encountered. 

5. Working with three service providers in three provinces is difficult for standardisation. Projects 

such as ZenLit may have to consider using a single team that is centrally managed 

6. across provinces . 

7. The accreditation of coaches should take place prior to implementation: coaches in the Zenlit 

project will only receive accreditation after the project is complete, if they submit portfolios. 

8. It is difficult to ensure that teachers and HODs are given the correct dosage, especially owing 

to the huge turnaround in teachers in the project schools. This problem will need to be 

addressed by all those implementing projects in schools: the intervention needs to be 

designed in a way that considers that risk. 
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Figure 6: Impact levels of ZenLit 

 

SECTION 5: OUTCOMES FOR TEACHERS AND HODS 

 

We now focus on the expected and realised changes in teachers’ and HODs’ behaviour. 

Provincial differences will be discussed and an overall assessment of realised changes will be made. 

Figure 6 below is extracted from the ZenLit ToC and indicates that changes were expected at the level of 

HoDs, teachers and learners. The expected changes in learners’ reading skills will be discussed in the 

next section. 

The evaluation data on HODs is insufficient to make strong claims about differences in behaviour, 

because  there is insufficient data on HODs due to cancelling of an envisaged accredited course (which 

would have provided detailed data on HOD outcomes). 

 
The only aspect of HOD management that the evaluation focussed on was 

the phase meetings carried out by HODs and their monitoring of teachers’ 

books. 

 
Phase meetings 

The HODs from EC and WC made the greatest strides in implementing quality group/phase meetings. 

The HODs performed well in the following areas: 

Eastern Cape 

 HODs prepared well for meetings; 

 HODs developed clear action plans during group/phase meetings; 

 HODs allocated clear roles  during group/phase meetings; and  

 HODs used a good questioning technique during group/phase meetings. 
 

1. 
HODs manage literacy 

curriculum more 

effectively 

2.  
HODs provide better 

support to teachers 

3.  
Teachers adoptexpert 

reading teacher behaviours 

4.  
Teachers have improved 

curriculum coverage 

 

5. 
Learners have improved 

reading skills 

 

1. 
HOD’s manage literacy 

curriculum more 

effectively 
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KwaZulu Natal 

 Most HODs used valuable strategies during group/phase meetings. 
 

Western Cape 

 Most HODs prepared appropriate agendas for the group/phase meetings; 

 Most HODs used valuable strategies during group/phase meetings; 

 Most HODs prepared well for meetings; and 

 Most HODs created conducive environments for open discussion during group/phase meetings. 
 
As can be expected, HODs improved their practice to some extent based on their provincial placing, but 

certain HODs showed excellent uptake of the intervention and others did not. An example of the data 

gathered on HODs is shown in Figure 7. 

  

Figure 7: Google sheet for capturing data on phase meetings 

 
 

 
The only data collected on this outcome in the evaluation process was on 

the amount of monitoring of learners’ books by HODs. 

Whilst there is significant change in the monitoring of learner books across 

all provinces, at school level these results may differ. An example of changes in HOD monitoring of books 

is shown below for one of the ZenLit districts: 

Table 4: HOD monitoring of learners' books 
 

School M+ HOD (2015) M+ HOD (2017) 

1 0 2 

2 1 1 

3 0 6 

4 0 9 

5 0 0 

6 3 0 

7 0 0 

 4 18 

 
The evaluation data on HODs is insufficient to make strong claims about difference in behaviour as there 

is insufficient data on HODs because the envisaged accredited course did not happen.

2.  
HOD’s provide better 

support to teachers 
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Planning 

There was significant improvement in teachers’ planning scores in KZN 

and WC for Term Planning. EC scores were already high. 

Weekly/Fortnightly Planning improved across all provinces. KZN and WC 

showed improvement in Lesson Planning, while only EC showed some 

improvement in Planning for Reading. 

Province Planning area 2016 2017 (1&2) 2017 (3) 

WC Term planning 1.2 3.6 5.5 

WC Weekly planning 5.0 5.4 8.7 

WC Lesson planning 2.2 3.4 5.8 

WC Planning for reading 0.7 0.6 2.8 

KZN Term planning 6.6 8.6 9.9 

KZN Weekly planning 4.9 6.1  

KZN Lesson planning 5.5 6.6  

KZN Planning for reading 4.1 3.5  

EC Term planning 7.3 7.9 8.0 

EC Weekly planning 4.6 5.4 6.9 

EC Lesson planning 5.6 3.5 5.6 

EC Planning for reading 1.4 1.4 4.0 

 
Eastern Cape 

 Teachers’ Term Planning remained approximately the same, although scores were relatively high in 

2016; 

 Weekly/Fortnightly Planning behaviour improved in around 62% of the teachers; 

 Lesson Planning behaviour improved in around only 13% of the teachers; and 

 Planning for Reading improved in  around 40% of teachers. 

KwaZulu Natal 

 Teachers’ Term Planning behaviour improved among most teachers (83.3%); 

 Weekly/Fortnightly Planning improved among most teachers (63.8%); 

 Lesson Planning improved among approximately 50% of teachers; and 

 Planning for Reading improved for around only 25% of teachers. 

Western Cape 

 Most teachers (70%) showed improvement in their Term Planning, with 46.8% showing a great 

improvement; 

 Weekly/Fortnightly Planning behaviour improved inr 77.5% of teachers; 

 Lesson Planning behaviour improved in for 58.1% of teachers; and  

 Planning for Reading did not improve for most teachers – only 20% of teachers showed a positive 

change. 

3.  
Teachers adopt expert 

reading teacher behaviours 
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Teachers’ reading processes 

WC teachers improved considerably in Decoding while there was also overall improvement in most other 

reading areas for WC teachers. There was some improvement in Shared Reading and Read Aloud among  

EC teachers. Scores for teachers in KZN remained largely constant for most reading areas, although 

there were negative changes for Decoding and Independent Reading. 

Province Planning area 2016 2017 (1&2) 2017 (3) 

WC Decoding 5.2 5.7 7.0 

WC Shared reading 5.0 5.2 6.2 

WC Paired reading 6.2 5.9 6.9 

WC GGR 5.5 5.7 9.1 

WC Independent reading 5.2 2.7 7.0 

WC Read aloud 6.6 6.8 9.0 

KZN Decoding 5.6 5.8 4.8 

KZN Shared reading 6.0 5.3 5.4 

KZN Paired reading 6.1 5.8 5.3 

KZN GGR 6.2 5.6 9.0 

KZN Independent reading 5.8 6.1 4.4 

KZN Read aloud 6.6 6.8 9.0 

EC Decoding 5.7 5.2 7.0 

EC Shared reading 5.9 6.3 8.9 

EC Paired reading 5.4 3.6 7.5 

EC GGR 6.2 5.6 9.0 

EC Independent reading 5.2 4.4 8.1 

EC Read aloud 5.2 6.3 9.1 

 

 

Eastern Cape 

 Decoding did not improve significantly among most teachers: only 8 of 22 (36.4%) improved; 

 There was some improvement in Shared Reading: 21 of 45 teachers, 46.7% improved; 

 Paired Reading did not improve in three of the four teachers; 

 Group Guided Reading improved among  only four of the 13 teachers (30.8%); 

 Only one teacher had data available for Independent Reading and her score showed some 

improvement; and 

 Six teachers had data available for Read Aloud, three of whom showed improvement. 
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KwaZulu Natal 

 Decoding improved for only 19.1% of teachers’ 

 Reading remained approximately the same for most teachers (32 of 55, 58.2%); 

 Paired Reading remained approximately the same for most teachers (27 of 43, 62.8%); 

 Group Guided Reading remained approximately the same among most teachers (41 of 53, 77.4%); 

 Independent Reading changed negatively for many teachers (eight of 14, 57.1%); and 

 Read Aloud remained approximately the same for most teachers (14 of 18, 77.8%) 

Western Cape 

 Most teachers (9 of 11, 81.8%) showed improvement in Decoding; 

 There was some improvement in Shared Reading: eight of 20 teachers (40 %) improved; 

 Paired Reading scores changed minimally among  most teachers (10 of 15, 66.7%) although the 2016 

scores were relatively good; 

 There was improvement in Group Guided Reading among  19 of 28 (68%) teachers. This is also the 

reading process most often observed; 

 Only three teachers had data available for Independent Reading and their scores decreased; and 

 Read Aloud improved among  12 of 23 teachers (52.2%) 

Improvement in teachers’ English vocabulary 

Teachers’ use of vocabulary books in the WC did not find traction in 2016 and did not improve in 

subsequent years. Use of vocabulary books in EC and KZN also declined off a low base from 2016 to 

2017. 

Improvement in teachers’ personal vocabulary 

There was a statistically significant change in the vocabulary scores of teachers in all provinces from 

2015 to 2017. 

2015 % 2016 % 2017 % 

WC 

EC 

KZN 

78 

57 

76 

53 

74 

54 

Teachers' total vocab scores 2015 - 2017 (%) 

In all provinces there was a statistically significant increase in scores from 2015 to 2017 and from 2016 

to 2017, but not from 2015 to ???? 
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LESSONS LEARNED 

1. As expected, outcomes were achieved in an uneven way – across provinces and between??within 

schools. 

2. Good progress was made in changing teachers’ planning behaviour with some changes occurring 

in reading behaviour. The progress in planning is a good indicator of change in reading behaviour, 

as planning as a pre-cursor for becoming an expert reading teacher. 

3. There was a change in teachers’ vocabulary, but this was only as an indirect result of the project 

because  the focus on vocabulary in the intervention was unsuccessful. 

4. In order to observe reading behaviour change, a full three  year intervention is required. 
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SECTION 6: LEARNER ASSESSMENT 

 

We present the key findings from the learner assessment. 

 
 
 
1. Learners in the ZenLit intervention schools in EC and KZN recorded higher average scores on 

all five tests compared to learners in the control schools. 

A comparison of the average scores on each of the five tests between the intervention and control schools 

in the EC and KZN shows that learners in the intervention schools did substantially and significantly better 

than learners in the control schools on every test in 2017. This is a significant result. 

2. The tests scores of learners in the ZenLit intervention schools in the WC were not significantly 

different from learners in the control schools in 2017. 

The comparison between the intervention and control schools in the WC show that the intervention 

schools performed better than the control schools, but not significantly so. As is the case in EC and KZN, 

the average scores for WC learners on most tests increased from Grade 1 to Grade 2 to Grade 3. 

3. Test scores increased on most tests as learners progressed through the grades. 

As expected, average learner scores in the intervention schools on the majority of tests increased 

between  Grades 1 and  3. These increases are recorded against more stringent benchmarks at each 

Grade level. This is clearly evident when we compare the average scores (across all provinces) for each 

grade (% correct) across the grades. 

Grade 
Letter 

Sounds 
Phonemic 

Awareness 
Word 

Reading ORF ORC 

1 26.58 34.91 20.45 22.27 21.03 

2 41.03 55.43 48.27 52.19 46.02 

3 45.88 66.15 64.64 48.97 37.48 

 
4. As previously found, there are still big between school differences within the same province 

There are significant differences (sometimes even huge differences) across schools in the same province. 

This is clearly illustrated by the dispersion of scores, in most cases where learners in the best performing 

schools do twice as well compared to learners in the worst performing schools in the same province. 

These provincial differences correlate with the differences in learner performance between Nguni-

speaking learners (isixhosa and isiZulu) and English-speaking learners. 

5. Where gender differences were found, female learners tended to better than male learners 

On the whole, girls performed better than boys on the literacy tests across the provinces. This especially 

true of female learners in the WC where they recorded higher scores than male learners on all tests. 

5. 
Learners have improved 

reading skills 
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However, none of the differences were huge. Both in the EC and KZN female learners on average did 

better than their male counterparts only at Grade 3 level. 

6. On the whole, learners who are one year above their grade age perform more poorly than 

learners at their grade age. 

There is sufficient evidence to show that the Zenex Literacy programme has had a positive impact on 

various learner reading activities in many Zenlit schools. This impact is clearly shown through the 

comparisons over time (from 2016 to 2017 especially in the EC) and between the intervention and control 

schools in 2017. The impact has been larger in the EC and KZN than in the W. It is important to 

emphasise, however, that these results only pertain to the test scores over the past two years and with 

relatively small samples of learners in each school. As we have emphasized, the extent of the impact has 

been different across different schools in each province. More schools in the Eastern Cape than 

elsewhere have benefitted from the intervention than in KZN and the WC. Certain schools seem not to 

have benefitted at all. These are not surprising results as interventions, especially if they are not 

standardised, will have differential effects within very different contexts. 

LESSONS LEARNED 

Despite the generally positive results, the reading assessment results produced at least two 

unexpected results.  

1. Why did the Western Cape learners perform worse than their counterparts? 

Why are there such huge between-school differences (within and across provinces)? We address 

each in turn. 

 

Explaining the ‘anomalous’ WC results (in some cases): 

 

Possible measurement error: The tests that were administered have not been widely 

employed nor validated. More specifically, assumptions about the equivalence of the Nguni 

vs. English tests need further research. The current ‘threshold’ criteria whereby English-

speaking learners have to achieve much higher scores to be comparable to their Nguni-

speaking learners, can be defended on linguistic grounds. However, the differences in their 

threshold values have not been validated in other studies and certainly require further work. 

 

Possible sample error: Although the sample size was increased from 2016 to 2017, the 

sample of 15 learners per grade per school remains small and sampling error cannot be ruled 

out. In addition, as we commented in our report, the 15 learners were not selected in a 

standardised way across schools: in some schools the 15 learners came from the same class 

(and teacher), in other cases from as many as six different classes. The small sample sizes 

together with lack of control on actual sampling procedures in the schools means that we 

cannot say with any certainty that the learners that were tested are in fact representative of 

all learners in the grade. It is quite conceivable that at some schools the best learners were 

selected (either by design or by default), and in other case the worst learners. 
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Recommendation about sampling 

It is absolutely imperative that any follow-up evaluation study changes the sample design at 

the learner level. Cost constraints did not allow for acceptable sample sizes in the current 

study. It would be advisable (as a major lesson learnt from the pilot) that any future study 

rather selects fewer schools but ensure that all learners in a grade are tested. 

 

2. Why such big school differences? 

One aspect that the current design did not sufficiently focus on are individual teacher differences. It 

seems a plausible inference from our results that the large between school differences could to some 

extent be attributed to differences between teachers (and not merely contextual factors).In addition, 

because learners sampled could not be linked to individual teachers, we could not draw any 

conclusions about whether any change in teacher behaviour/knowledge translated into improvements 

at the learner level. This also needs to be addressed in future studies of the same kind. Not only must 

the link between teacher and learner be maintained, it is equally important to track individual learners 

over time (an age cohort study design). Again, costs mitigated against building these factors in the 

design. 
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SECTION 7: THE ZENLIT MODEL: AN OVERALL ASSESSMENT 

ERA would recommend that ZENEX implement the current version of the intervention – with its refined 

materials and evaluation tools. The data currently suggests that the intervention in its current format is 

achieving some success – at HOD, teacher and learner level. Whilst the results are uneven across levels 

and provinces, there is enough change evident in the various agents to warrant a standardised run of the 

pilot. The change in behaviour in teachers regarding planning is a significant gain and there is evidence 

that this is the pre-cursor to changing reading process behaviour. 

The HOD intervention needs some remodelling as it not yet stable and clear methods of measurement 

need to be developed before a standard version of the project is implemented. 

The role and support of districts has been critical, and this will remain a critical factor for success going 

forward. 

  


