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Executive Summary 
This report presents key findings of the first national baseline of early grade reading 
skills implemented in Egypt.  The three previous Early Grade Reading Assessments 
(EGRAs) in 2009 and 2011 were regional samples for Grades 1 and 2.  This EGRA 
for Grade 3 was implemented in March 2013 in a nationally representative sample of 
200 schools: 40 Ministry of Education (MOE) primary schools selected randomly 
from each of five sub-national regions encompassing 25 of Egypt’s 27 governorates.  
The 1,992 tested students were randomly selected from Grade 3 enrollment lists prior 
to each school visit.  Five boys and five girls were tested in each school.  The results 
are representative nationally and for each of the five regions.   

The findings of this national baseline inform the design and development of MOE’s 
Early Grade Reading Program, now implemented in Grades 1 and 2, to expand to 
Grade 3.  Chiefly implemented by MOE Arabic language supervisors, this EGRA 
strengthened ministry capacities and deepened its knowledge base of early grade 
reading assessment and results accountability initiated by previous EGRAs.   

This assessment of Grade 3 reading skills in the formal language of primary school 
instruction, Modern Standard Arabic, comprised 6 subtasks: the pre-reading skills of 
letter sound identification and nonword reading learned in Grades 1 and 2 plus oral 
reading fluency, and three comprehension subtasks: reading comprehension, listening 
comprehension, and Maze comprehension.  Comprehension is a priority reading skill 
for Grade 3 instruction.   

Key findings of this national Grade 3 baseline include: 
• Low reading skills across all EGRA measures (Table ES1).  Most Grade 3 

students had limited pre-reading skills.  Too few students could read with 
sufficient fluency to comprehend the texts.  Less than 20% of students 
performed at or above proposed benchmarks for all subtasks.  The sole 
exception: the pre-reading skill of letter sound knowledge (30% at or above 
benchmark).  The average student scores on nearly all subtasks were less than 
half the proposed benchmark.  Many students whom teachers observe reading 
quickly and smoothly are “mechanical” readers or “word-callers” who do not 
comprehend well what they are reading.   
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Table ES1: Summary Scores for All EGRA Subtasks 

Subtask 

Percentage of 
students with 
zero scores 

Grade 3 
average 
score 

Proposed 
benchmark 

Percentage of 
students 

performing  
at or above 
benchmark 

Letter sound 
identification (clpm) 

18.3% 18.8 27 30% 

Nonword reading 
(cnonwpm) 

27.4% 5.9 14 11% 

Oral reading fluency 
(cwpm) 

21.6% 21.9 45 16% 

Reading comprehension 
(max. 6) 

35.4% 1.9 5 9% 

Listening 
comprehension (max. 7) 

13.3% 3.2 6 18% 

Maze comprehension 
(max. 14) 

35.4% 3.6 12 7% 

 

• Fourteen (14%) percent of Grade 3 students are nonreaders.  By some 
measures, higher percentages (20-22%) are indicated.  These are functionally 
illiterate students, not struggling readers.  Nonreaders were unable to read 
correctly a single letter, nonword, or familiar word on any of the letter sound 
identification, nonword reading, and oral reading fluency (passage reading) 
subtasks.  Their reading abilities are either zero or limited to the few words 
whose forms they have memorized and can recognize on sight.  Soon to enter 
Grade 4, these nonreaders are unlikely ever to learn to read without remedial 
instruction.  Reducing the percentage of nonreaders should be as essential a 
measure of improved reading performance as increasing average grade-level 
scores on specific subtasks.    

•  Urban/rural differences and gender differences in reading proficiency are 
not great.  On average, urban students in Grade 3 out-perform their rural 
peers.  But the difference is not great and contributing factors are multiple.  
There are strong readers and nonreaders in nearly all schools, often in similar 
proportion.  There is a wide range of reading performance in most primary 
schools, both urban and rural.   Similarly, the average scores for girls exceed 
those for boys on pre-reading skills and oral reading fluency.  But there is little 
difference in comprehension skills.  Further analysis of school and regional 
variance in EGRA results continues for presentation at the policy workshop 
planned for July 2013 in Cairo and inclusion in the Final Report.   

• Comparing Grade 3 baseline reading performance with previous EGRAs in 
Egypt reveals the impact of improved reading instruction.  Placed alongside 
the previous three EGRAs in Grades 1 and 2, the results show a natural 
progression in average reading proficiency from Grade 1 to Grade 2 to Grade 
3.  As one example, in oral reading fluency the progression in average scores 
begins at 1 correct word per minute in Grade 1, rising to 11 correct words in 
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Grade 2 (2009), and 22 correct words in this Grade 3.  But when the Grade 2 
EGRA in 2011—conducted just six months after the start of improved reading 
instruction under the GILO Early Grade Reading Program—is included in this 
comparison, the marked impact of improved reading instruction is 
immediately clear.  Average scores for this Grade 2 (2011) equal or markedly 
exceed the Grade 3 baseline scores of students who had an additional year of 
schooling.  And the percentage of nonreaders dropped more than 50% (see 
Conclusions and Recommendations, Figure 11).  This comparison hints at the 
scale of reading improvement that can be expected from the planned extension 
of the MOE Early Grade Reading Program to Grade 3.  Building on the 
Program’s achievements in Grades 1 and 2, significant improvement in Grade 
3 reading is possible in a single school year. 
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Background 

USAID Support for Early Grade Reading in Egypt 
USAID support for improved classroom instruction in early grade reading began with 
the Girls’ Improved Learning Outcomes (GILO) project in 2008.  The first Early 
Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) in Arabic was conducted in February 2009.  The 
assessment findings prompted the Ministry of Education (MOE) to request 
USAID/Egypt support for improved reading outcomes.  GILO immediately began the 
development of a pilot Early Grade Reading Program, beginning with Grades 1 and 2.  
From summer 2010, the project initiated extensive training of Grades 1 and 2 teachers 
and Arabic language supervisors, and orientation workshops for school principals, in 
ninety project-supported schools to apply enhanced classroom routines and new 
teaching resources for Arabic instruction.   

Six months from the start of pilot implementation in Grade 2 classes, GILO 
conducted a second EGRA in spring 2011 to measure project net results from the 
EGRA baseline in 2009.  The marked improvement in student reading skills in just 
six months of pilot implementation was embraced by MOE.  GILO was asked to 
scale-up its pilot program in 90 schools and support the launch of MOE’s national 
Early Grade Reading Program, starting with Grades 1 and 2, within four months.  The 
MOE Early Grade Reading Program is now in its second year of implementation in 
all 16,000+ primary schools across Egypt with continued GILO support for planning, 
training of trainer cadres, follow-up, textbook analysis, and the development, 
production, and national dissemination of teacher and student learning resources.   

With the GILO project scheduled to close in July 2013, USAID initiated 
implementation of a nationally-representative, baseline EGRA for Grade 3 in spring 
2013 to empirically inform development of the MOE Early Grade Reading Program 
for Grade 3 and establish MOE capacities to conduct future EGRAs to measure 
results improvement.  This report presents the findings of the Grade 3 national EGRA 
baseline.   

The MOE Early Grade Reading Program 
Beginning mid-2011, the MOE launched its program of early grade reading, modeled 
on the GILO Early Grade Reading Program, as a “national project” for improved 
Arabic reading skills and student learning outcomes in primary grades.  An Early 
Reading Unit was created in the central ministry to coordinate and follow up Program 
implementation in all 27 MOE muderiyas across in Egypt and liaise with 
USAID/Egypt, the GILO project, and relevant MOE technical support centers 
including the National Center for Examinations and Educational Evaluation (NCEEE) 
and the Center for Curriculum and Instructional Materials Development (CCIMD).  

The national MOE Early Grade Reading Program is currently implemented in Grades 
1 and 2.  Beginning fall 2012, the Education Support Program of USAID/Egypt 
initiated technical support to MOE for remedial reading instruction in Grades 4 and 5 
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as a pilot initiative in a few muderiyas.  This national baseline EGRA for Grade 3 
launches the expansion of the national MOE reading program into Grade 3. 

 
MOE Early Grade Reading instruction in Grade 2, Giza 

Strong support for improved early grade reading is apparent at all ministry levels.  
Novice and experienced teachers in Grades 1 and 2 welcome the scripted classroom 
routines and instructional materials for the clear guidance, tools, and resources they 
provide for daily Arabic reading instruction.  Arabic language supervisors and school 
principals widely report improved classroom environments with students positively 
engaged, less disruptive, and attentive to learning.  Results appear quickly: improved 
reading and learning outcomes are manifest within a few months.  Muderiya Planning 
Teams comprised of senior officials in each MOE muderiya meet nationally every 4-6 
months to coordinate, plan, and report on the Program’s progress and challenges in 
their governorates.  MOE is proud of its Early Grade Reading Program and the 
change catalyzed in early grade classrooms.    

Purpose and Design of the National EGRA Baseline 
for Grade 3 

Why Test Early Grade Reading? 
The ability to read and understand a simple text is one of the most fundamental skills 
a child can learn. Without basic literacy there is little chance that a child can escape 
the intergenerational cycle of poverty. Yet in many countries, students enrolled in 
school for as many as six years are unable to read and understand a simple text. 
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Recent evidence indicates that learning to read both early and at a sufficient rate is 
essential for learning to read well. A substantial body of research documents the fact 
that children can learn to read by the end of Grade 3, and indeed need to be able to 
read to be successful in school. Acquiring literacy becomes more difficult as students 
grow older; children who do not learn to read in the early grades (Grades 1–3) are 
likely to fall behind in reading and other subjects, likely to repeat grades, and 
eventually to drop out of school.1 

When children are first learning to read in Arabic, they must learn the letters and their 
forms, learn the sounds associated with each letter and diacritical marks, and apply 
this knowledge to decode (or “sound out”) new words that they can recognize 
instantly.2 By the end of this first phase, children develop sufficient speed and 
accuracy in decoding and word recognition that they can read with fluency. When 
children read with fluency, they can read orally with speed and expression similar to 
what they use in speech. Furthermore, reading with fluency is critical for reading 
comprehension, because children can concentrate on the meaning of what they read 
rather than having to focus on decoding.3,4 

Previous EGRAs in Egypt 
This is the first national baseline of early grade reading skills implemented in Egypt.  
But it is the fourth Arabic EGRA conducted in cooperation with the MOE with 
financial support from USAID.  The first three EGRAs were all conducted by the 
GILO Project with increasing MOE participation and capacity-building: 

• EGRA 2009:   The first EGRA conducted in Egypt was a baseline 
assessment implemented in February 2009 in Grades 2, 3, and 4 of fifty-nine 
primary schools of Fayoum, Minia, and Qena governorates.  The 59 schools 
comprised 29 GILO-supported schools and 30 control schools in different 
idaras that would not be supported by the GILO Early Grade Reading 
Program.  The results of this assessment of 2,800 students:  i) presented MOE 
with empirical data on the reading performance of early grade students that 
catalyzed government priority for reading improvement and the Ministry’s 
request for GILO support to reading, ii) informed the development and 
implementation of the pilot GILO reading program, and ii) provided a 
baseline and control to later measure post-implementation results. 

• EGRA April 2011:  The second EGRA tested 1,200 Grade 2 students in the 
same GILO-supported and control schools tested for the 2009 baseline.  This 

                                                           
1 RTI. (2009). Early Grade Reading Assessment Toolkit. Research Triangle Park, NC: World Bank Office of 
Human Development, 1. 
2 See E. Saiegh-Haddad. (2005). Correlates of reading fluency in Arabic: Diglossic and orthographic factors. 
Reading and Writing: An Interdisciplinary Journal, 18, 559–582. See also M. Taouk & M. Coltheart. (2004). 
The cognitive processes involved in learning to read in Arabic. Reading and Writing: An Interdisciplinary 
Journal, 17, 27–57.  
3 S. Abu-Rabia. (2007). The role of morphology and short vowelization in reading Arabic among normal and 
dyslexic readers in Grades 3, 6, 9, and 12. Journal of Psycholinguistic Research, 36, 89–106. 
4 G. Elbeheri, J. Everatt, A. Mahfoudhi, M. A. Al-Diyar, & N. Taibah, (2011). Orthographic processing and 
reading comprehension among Arabic speaking mainstream and LD children. Dyslexia, 17(2): 123–142. doi: 
10.1002/dys.430 
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post-implementation EGRA measured the improvement of reading skills of 
the Grade 2 students who received the improved reading instruction and 
teacher resources developed by GILO for Grades 1 and 2 in all project-
supported schools.  This EGRA compared the improvement of reading skills 
in these Grade 2 students with same-grade students in the control schools.  A 
Fact Sheet on key results of this EGRA is provided in Annex C. 

• EGRA October 2011:  The third EGRA tested 1,100 Grade 1 students in 
sixty MOE schools of Cairo and El-Beheira governorates.  The purposes of 
this EGRA, conducted at MOE request, were: i) to demonstrate to MOE’s 
satisfaction the general utility and baseline results for selected metropolitan 
Cairo and Lower Egypt idaras of using the same EGRA tool previously 
applied by GILO in 2009 and April 2011 in three Upper Egyptian 
governorates, and ii) to establish the institutional capacity of the MOE to 
conduct future EGRAs.  A short Brief of key findings of this EGRA, and their 
comparison with EGRA 2009 baseline results for Grade 2, is included in 
Annex C. 

Purposes and Uses of this National Baseline for Grade 3  
This national baseline EGRA for Grade 3 further strengthens the capacities and 
deepens the knowledge base of MOE staff to implement EGRAs.  All EGRA 
assessors and assessor team leaders were MOE staff and all planning, training, 
implementation, and dissemination was conducted in close collaboration with the 
Ministry’s new Early Grade Reading Unit in a leadership role.  Central ministry and 
MOE muderiyas actively supported the field implementation with school liaison, 
orientation, and enrollment lists for sample 
selection.      

The results inform policy decisions and planning by the Government of Egypt (GOE) 
for improved reading instruction and student learning outcomes.  The longer term 
objective is enhanced teacher training for improved reading proficiency by Grade 3 
students.  The findings of this EGRA will infuse the design and development of MOE 
curricula and teaching resources for enhanced reading instruction in Grade 3.  This 
baseline will also support future MOE accountability for the improved quality of 
student learning expected to follow the expansion of MOE’s Early Grade Reading 
Program to Grade 3.   
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What EGRA Measures 
The EGRA instrument is composed of various subtasks designed to assess 
foundational reading skills that are crucial to becoming a fluent reader.  EGRA is a 
method-independent approach to assessment—that is, the instrument does not reflect 
a particular method of reading instruction (i.e., “whole language” or “phonics-based” 
approach). Rather, EGRA measures basic skills that a child must have to eventually 
be able to read fluently and with comprehension—the ultimate goal of reading. The 
EGRA subtasks are based on research for a comprehensive approach to reading 
acquisition across languages. These foundational reading skills are described below: 

• The alphabetic principle is considered essential for learning to read an 
alphabetic language. The alphabetic principle refers to the recognition and 
understanding that speech sounds (phonemes) are represented by units of print 
such as letters and diacritics (graphemes).  Thus, mastery of the alphabetic 
principle is the understanding that there are predictable relationships between 
sounds and the symbols that represent them.  It is necessary for mastering 
spelling patterns and their relationship with oral language through the letter-
sound (grapheme-phoneme) correspondences.  

• Oral reading fluency is often defined as the ability to orally read connected 
text with speed, accuracy, and proper expression.  Reading fluency is 
considered critical for comprehension, because rapid, effortless word-
identification processes enable the reader to focus on the text and its meaning 
rather than decoding, or sounding out the words.5  

• Reading comprehension, considered the goal of reading, refers to the ability 
to actively engage with, and construct meaning from, the texts that are read. 

• Listening comprehension refers to one’s ability to make sense of oral 
language in the absence of print.  Listening comprehension taps many skills 
and sources of knowledge, such as vocabulary knowledge, facility with 
grammar, and general background knowledge.  Assessing listening 
comprehension is particularly important for a diglossic language such as 
Arabic, because children are often not introduced to the formal dialect until 
after they begin formal schooling.  Thus, listening comprehension assesses 
children’s proficiency with the formal dialect of Arabic. 

EGRA measures each of the above abilities/components to assess foundational 
reading skills.  These skills are tested in individual subtasks and presented in order of 
increased level of difficulty (i.e., letter sound identification, then nonword reading, 
etc.).  In general, initial subtasks are easier than later subtasks.  The listening 
comprehension subtask is the exception: it best follows the reading comprehension 
subtask in implementation but is typically easier for students. EGRA thus effectively 

                                                           
5 National Institute of Child Health and Human Development. (2000). Report of the National Reading Panel. 
Teaching children to read: An evidence-based assessment of the scientific research literature on reading and its 
implications for reading instruction (National Institutes of Health Publication No. 00-4769). Washington, DC: 
U.S. Government Printing Office. See also C.A. Perfetti. (1992). The representation problem in reading 
acquisition. In P.B. Gough, L.C. Ehri, & R. Treiman (Eds.), Reading acquisition (pp. 145–174). Hillsdale, NJ: 
Erlbaum. 
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measures a wide range of reading abilities for beginning readers.  The specific 
subtasks included in the EGRA instrument developed for this national Grade 3 
baseline are described below. 

EGRA Measures for the National Grade 3 Baseline 

The EGRA instrument is implemented one-on-one—an assessor with a single student 
—and requires 15-20 minutes to complete.  The Arabic instrument developed for this 
Grade 3 assessment is presented in Annex A.  This instrument included the following 
subtasks (subtasks) implemented in this order:    

1. Letter sound identification assessed children’s automaticity in their 
knowledge of the sounds associated with each letter. This was a timed 
subtask, in which children were shown a chart containing 100 letters with 
diacritics arranged in 10 rows each with 10 letters.  Students were asked to 
produce the sounds associated with each letter as quickly and accurately as 
they could within one minute, yielding a score of correct letters per minute 
(clpm). 

2. Nonword reading assessed children’s skill at applying letter-sound 
correspondence rules to decode (i.e., sound out) unfamiliar words.  To ensure 
that children were applying their knowledge of the relationships between 
sounds and symbols rather than reading words from memory, children were 
asked to read a chart of 50 pronounceable made-up words (invented or 
nonsense words) with diacritics arranged in 10 rows of 5 words each.  
Children were asked to correctly sound out as many nonwords as they could 
within one minute, yielding a score of correct nonwords per minute 
(cnonwpm). 

3. Oral passage reading assessed children’s fluency in reading a passage of 
grade-level text aloud and their ability to understand what they had read. This 
subtask consisted of two parts: 
a. Oral reading fluency: The ability to read passages fluently is considered a 

necessary component for reading comprehension. In this subtask, children 
were given a 57-word story with diacritics shown for all words and were 
asked to read it aloud in one minute. Before starting, each child was 
instructed to pay attention to the story as they read because he or she 
would be asked questions about the story after finishing.  The oral reading 
fluency score was the number of correct words read per minute (cwpm). 

b. Reading comprehension: After the children finished the passage, or the 
one minute ended, the story was removed.  The assessor then asked 6 
questions that required children to either recall basic facts or infer 
information based on the passage or the part they read.  All children that 
read more than the first line (8 words) of the story were asked all six 
questions.6  The reading comprehension score was the number of correct 

                                                           
6 Typically, students are asked only those reading comprehension questions that can be answered by the specific 
narrative in the passage they read.  Weak and slow readers are not asked questions for narrative they did not 
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answers, with a maximum possible score of 6.  This subtask was untimed 
but students who did not reply to a specific question within ten seconds 
were scored as “No Reply” on that question.  Each question was asked 
only once with no repeat.   

4. Listening comprehension is considered a critical skill for reading 
comprehension because it shows the ability to make sense of oral language. In 
this subtask, the examiner read clearly and at moderate pace (approximately 
0.5 seconds per word) a short narrative story of 71 words to the children.  
Before starting, the assessor instructed each child to listen carefully as he or 
she would be asked several questions about the story.  After hearing the 
passage, each child was asked all 7 questions, always in the same order and 
exactly as written in Modern Standard Arabic.  The listening comprehension 
score was the total correct answers, with a maximum possible score of 7.  This 
subtask was untimed but students who did not reply to a specific question 
within ten seconds were scored as “No Reply” on that question.  Each 
question was asked only once.   

5. Maze comprehension was a second measure of reading comprehension. In the 
Maze subtask, children were given a passage of some 140 words, without 
diacritics, to read aloud.  On nearly every line of the passage, a single word 
was replaced with a multiple-choice selection of three words.  All three words 
in each selection shared the same grammatical category (e.g., nouns, 
adjectives, verbs, etc.).   For each selection, students were asked to identify 
the word that best fit the story.  The passage included 14 of these multiple-
choice word selections.  This was a timed subtask and children were given 
three minutes to read the passage and select the best word for each selection. 
The Maze comprehension score was the total number of correct words 
selected, with a maximum possible score of 14.  Children who read all three 
words in a selection without clearly selecting the best one were scored as “No 
Reply” for that selection.     

All written components of the EGRA were in Modern Standard Arabic, including the 
stories and all questions in the reading comprehension and listening comprehension 
subtasks.  All assessors asked the subtask questions and read the listening 
comprehension passage exactly as written in formal dialect without variance.  The 
oral instructions given to children for each subtask, however, were explained by 
assessors in the home language of Egyptian dialect.  These instructions were written 
on the instrument in formal Arabic but presented orally by the assessor, as written, in 
simple, vernacular Arabic.  Children were asked to confirm that they fully understood 
the instructions before starting each subtask.  Once started, no subtask was 
interrupted. The only comment permitted for an assessor to make was to say “go on” 

                                                                                                                                                                                    
read in the one minute.  The design of this subtask, however, included 1-2 later questions that referenced early 
narrative and inferential understanding of the passage.  To ensure consistent test implementation by all 
assessors, it was agreed that all reading comprehension questions would be asked of all students who 
successfully read beyond the first line of the passage.  Most children had “no reply” to questions that referenced 
narrative content they did not reach.  It was uncommon for students to guess answers.  
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after three seconds to a student stalled on a specific letter or word in one of the timed 
subtasks. 

In administering the EGRA, assessors 
were very attentive to making each child 
feel comfortable and at ease.  The child’s 
name was not recorded and assessors 
presented the test as a “game” that the 
child would enjoy and an “experimental 
activity” to test the instrument’s utility.  
Assessors were very explicit that the 
EGRA was not an exam and students were 
not being graded.  Participating students 
were told they were lucky to have been 
chosen for this experiment to test the instrument.  Before beginning each assessment, 
children were pointedly asked for their assent to participate in the assessment. Any 
child who declined was thanked and invited to leave.  Very few children refused to 
participate.  At the end of the assessment and regardless of how well they read, the 
great majority of children responded, when asked if the assessment was difficult or 
easy, that it was “easy.”   

Many children, however, were nonreaders or limited readers for whom these subtasks 
were difficult and might be intimidating.  For these students, the letter sound, 
nonword, and oral reading fluency subtasks each included an “early stop” rule that 
required assessors to discontinue the subtask if a child did not respond correctly to 
any of the items on the first line (i.e., the first 10 letters, the first 5 nonwords, or the 
first line of 8 words of the oral reading fluency story).  This rule was established to 
avoid frustrating children who did not understand the subtask or lacked the reading 
skills to respond.  If a subtask was halted by the “early stop” rule, the assessor went 
on the next subtask.  If the oral reading fluency subtask, however, was halted by the 
“early stop” rule, the student was not asked any of the reading comprehension 
questions.  All subtasks halted by the “early-stop” rule were marked clearly. 

The “early stop” rule was applied in two ways on the Maze comprehension test.  
First, all students who were “early stopped” on all of the letter sound, nonword, and 
oral reading fluency subtasks were not given the Maze subtask.  Second, any student 
who read the first 4 multiple-choice selections in the Maze story without making a 
clear choice of best word (i.e., “no reply”), was also halted by the “early stop” rule.  
The Maze subtask was not halted, however, if the child indicated a choice of word for 
any of the first 4 selections, whether that choice was correct or incorrect.    

The Electronic and Paper EGRA Instruments  
This EGRA was largely conducted using an electronic tool.  After first developing the 
instrument in paper format, an identical electronic version was prepared for 
implementation using iPads.  All subtasks were implemented in the same order with 
the same rules.  As part of this implementation, a thorough and comparative field 
assessment of paper versus electronic instruments for EGRA implementation was 
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conducted.  The findings of this comparative assessment will be presented in a 
separate report so as not to distract from the priority purposes and findings of this 
reading skills assessment.  

Implementing this National Baseline for Grade 3 

Developing and Testing the Instrument 

The EGRA instrument was developed with Arabic language and reading experts in 
January 2013 and then tested, using a paper instrument, with 10 students in each of 
four MOE primary schools in Giza and Cairo governorates.  MOE selected the 
schools and students for this pilot implementation.  The only criteria for selection was 
that one school in each governorate be a “weak” school of lower learning 
achievement and the other school a “strong” school of superior student performance.  
Similarly, principals in each school were asked to provide an equal mix of weaker 
and more capable readers from Grade 3 to be tested.  The purpose of this pilot—to 
test that the instrument was neither too easy nor too difficult and appropriate for the 
range of reading abilities in Grade 3—was explained at each school and school 
officials were supportive and complied fully.  The pilot confirmed the effectiveness 
and reliability of the instrument in differentiating a wide range of reading abilities.  
The only modification recommended by the pilot was the addition of both a final 
sentence of narrative and one question for the listening comprehension subtask to 
make it less easy for capable readers.  The pilot also tested two different stories for 
each of the oral reading fluency and Maze subtasks.  One of the oral reading fluency 
stories was dropped, but both Maze stories were included in the final EGRA 
instrument, always implemented in the same order.  The purpose of including two 
Maze stories was to see if the nature of the story or student familiarity with the 
subtask affected reading performance.  It did not. 

Development of the electronic EGRA tool proceeded in parallel with the testing of 
the paper instrument.  The final paper instrument is included in Annex A. 

Training the Assessors 

The Early Grade Reading Unit identified fifty candidates from MOE muderiyas 
across Egypt to be trained as EGRA assessors.  The majority of candidates were 
Arabic language supervisors at the primary level.  All candidates were trained for five 
days in late February with the expectation that 35 capable assessors would be 
selected.  The first two days introduced the instrument and trained assessors to 
implement the paper form.  The final three days trained assessors to use the electronic 
(iPad) instrument.  All assessors were continuously monitored for proficiency in 
applying the instrument.  All training was conducted in Arabic.  On the final day of 
training, some forty percent of the candidate assessors were rejected as unable to 
satisfactorily use the electronic tool.  In nearly all instances, the rejected assessors 
were inexperienced with touch-screen technology and its sensitivity.  An additional 3 
days of training was conducted the following week on the electronic instrument.  This 
final training included additional assessor candidates to provide the minimum of 30 
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required assessors.  An additional 15 assessor team leaders were also selected from 
MOE staff and trained for their role in ensuring the satisfactory implementation of 
EGRA in each sample school. 

Field Implementation 

The population and random, stratified 
sample of 200 schools and Grade 3 
students selected for this national 
EGRA baseline are presented in 
Annex B along with the sample design   

The 30 assessors and 15 assessor team 
leaders were organized into 15 
assessor teams, each with two 
assessors and one assessor team 
leader.  Three teams were assigned to 
each of 5 regions under the direction 
of a Field Implementation Coordinator.  Each team assessed ten students—5 boys and 
5 girls—in a school each day.  With each assessor testing 5 students, the school 
assessment typically required two hours.  The assessor team leader was responsible 
for gathering and confirming the identity of the randomly preselected students for 
each school and delivering them, one by one, to the two assessors conducting the tests 
in the school library or classroom vacated for their use.  Assessor team leaders 
ensured that students and assessors were not disturbed or interrupted.   

The 15 teams completed 15 schools per day:  three schools each day in each of the 
five regions.  The assessment of all 200 schools was completed in three weeks in 
March.       

National EGRA Baseline Findings for Grade 3 

Summary Scores and Levels of Student Performance 
This section presents summary statistics for all subtasks of the EGRA in Egypt. First, 
we present average scores and proposed benchmarks for each subtask and identify 
nonreaders.7  Then we look to the share of sampled students reading well, that is, at 
and above the proposed benchmark levels for each subtask, and the accuracy of their 
reading.8  Table 1 below reveals that reading skills were low across all the EGRA 
measures. Few students could read with sufficient fluency to enable them to 
comprehend the text. Further, children had limited pre-reading skills. Students in 

                                                           
7 All average scores include zero scores in their calculation. 
8 The benchmarks indicated for these subtasks are proposed for MOE technical review and decision.  The 
specific benchmarks proposed here reflect: i) the precedent of analytical breakpoints applied in previous Egypt 
EGRA reports, ii) expert consensus that 80-85% correct items is the appropriate benchmark for comprehension 
subtasks, and iii) the actual distribution of scores from this Grade 3 baseline for nonword reading.  Benchmarks 
were proposed here to best present results to GOE policy and decision makers and promote policy dialogue on 
reading performance benchmarks for specific grades.   
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Grade 3 could identify the sounds associated with about 19 letters on average in one 
minute.  This is well below the proposed benchmark of 27 correct letter sounds per 
minute. Children’s limited mastery of the letter sounds contributed to scores that 
were, on average, less than half the proposed benchmarks for nonword decoding and 
oral reading fluency. Students correctly read an average of 6 nonwords and 22 real 
words per minute.  Consequently, children’s reading comprehension scores were also 
low, on average 2 correct answers in six questions. Children showed better listening 
comprehension performance, with an average score of 3.2 correct answers in seven 
questions.  

Table 1: Summary of Egypt EGRA Average Scores for Grade 3 

 Subtask 

Percentage of 
students with 
zero scores 

Grade 3 
average 
score 

Proposed 
benchmark 

Percentage of 
students 

performing  
at or above 
benchmark 

Letter sound 
identification (clpm) 

18.3% 18.8 27 30.3% 

Nonword reading 
(cnonwpm) 

27.4% 5.9 14 10.9% 

Oral reading fluency 
(cwpm) 

21.6% 21.9 45 15.5% 

Reading comprehension 
(max. 6) 

35.4% 1.9 5 8.7% 

Listening 
comprehension (max. 7) 

13.3% 3.2 6 18.3% 

Maze comprehension 
(max. 14) 

35.4% 3.6 12 6.8% 

Note: clpm = correct letter sounds per minute; cnonwpm = correct nonwords per minute; cwpm = correct 
words per minute.  The percentage zero scores for Reading Comprehension and Maze Comprehension 
include “early stop” students (21.7% and 14.8% respectively) who were subsequently not given these 
subtasks.    

Please note that examining children’s performance without considering how zero 
scores affect the overall average may not provide a clear picture of the reading 
achievement of children who do learn to read. Zero scores depress the overall 
average, and examination of the first column of Table 1 suggests that the large 
number of zero scores likely had this effect. A little more than one quarter of the 
children in Grade 3 were unable to correctly read a single nonword on the first line of 
that test; 22% of Grade 3 children could not correctly read a single word from the first 
line of the passage.  

In addition to considering the percentage of students who were unable to complete a 
single item on individual subtasks, there was a subgroup of students who were 
nonreaders. Nonreaders were students who scored zero on all three of the letter-
sound identification, nonword reading, and oral reading fluency tests. These students 
could not read correctly a single word nor correctly identify a single letter sound on 
the first line of each test.  Overall, 297 students or 14% of all sampled Grade 3 
students were nonreaders.   
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Letter sound identification and word decoding are reading skills taught in Grades 1 
and 2.  Reading comprehension is a priority reading skill to be learned in Grade 3.  
This assessment, conducted in the middle (March) of the second term of Grade 3, 
revealed low skills on all three tests of comprehension, i.e., the reading, listening, and 
Maze comprehension subtasks.  One third (35.4%) of sampled students could not 
correctly answer a single reading comprehension question.  Moreover, this percentage 
does not include the 21.6% of sampled students who could not correctly read a single 
word on the first line of the reading passage.  These “zero” students were not tested 
for reading comprehension as they did not read the passage. 

Listening comprehension results were markedly better:  just 13% could not correctly 
answer a single listening comprehension question.  On average, nearly half of the 
questions were answered correctly (3.2 correct of 7 questions).  All sampled students, 
even nonreaders, were given the listening comprehension test.  In an oral culture such 
as Egypt, it is not surprising that listening skills are stronger than reading 
comprehension skills.  Greater concentration and understanding in listening is, 
however, desired.  

Average performance on the Maze subtask was the lowest of all comprehension tests.  
This is the most difficult of the comprehension tests.  But it is important to note that 
nonreaders were not given the Maze subtask.  The low scores would be significantly 
lower if nonreaders had also been tested on Maze.  Nevertheless, more than one-third 
of students (35.4%) who took the Maze test could not correctly answer a single item.  
The average score was just 3.6 of 14 total items (26%) answered correctly.        

Although one may measure student achievement by average scores, it is also 
important to examine how many students are performing well.  Figure 1 reveals that 
few Grade 3 students have mastered the early reading skills. About one in ten 
children in Grade 3 were proficient at reading nonwords, and 16% were proficient at 
oral reading fluency.  Answering reading comprehension questions was also 
problematic, as fewer than 10% of children were at or above benchmark on both the 
reading and Maze reading subtasks.  

Figure 1: Percentage of Grade 3 Students Performing at or above 
Benchmark on the EGRA Subtasks 

 

30% 

11% 16% 
9% 

18% 
7% 

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Letter Sound
Knowledge

Nonword
Decoding

Oral Reading
Fluency

Reading
Comprehension

Listening
Comprehension

Maze
Comprehension



 

EdData II:  Egypt Grade 3 Early Grade Reading Assessment Baseline    13 

 

The analyses above first looked at average scores on subtasks and, second, at the 
percentage of students performing at or above the proposed benchmark for each 
subtask.  A third way to analyze EGRA scores is to compare the results to the number 
of items attempted on the subtask.  This is especially valuable for the analysis of 
reading comprehension and Maze comprehension subtasks, which were not given to 
“early stop” students.  Moreover, most subtasks were timed and low scores also result 
from slow reading, even if the reading is accurate.  This analysis is thus an 
examination of accuracy. Comparing scores to the number of items attempted on the 
subtask provides important insight into students’ mastery of early reading skills.  
Attempted scores are always higher than total scores. 

Table 2 presents the average number of items attempted for each subtask and the 
average percentage of correct attempts.  Children were most successful in letter 
identification and passage (familiar-word) reading. They correctly identified more 
than half (57%) of the letter sounds they attempted and 59% of the passage words that 
they read.  Their success with attempted items in the other subtasks, however, was 
weak and low in accuracy.  Even on the listening comprehension subtask, a task in 
which Egyptian children raised in a very oral culture might be expected to excel, 
fewer than half of the questions were answered correctly.  

 

Table 2: Summary of EGRA Scores for the Number of Items Attempted 

Subtask 

Average 
number 

attempted 
Percent 
correct 

Letter sound identification (clpm) 26.5 57% 

Nonword reading (cnonwpm) 13.2 35% 

Oral reading fluency (cwpm) 27.3 59% 

Reading comprehension (max. 6) 4.7 32% 

Listening comprehension (max. 7) 7.0 44% 

Maze comprehension (max. 14) 9.8 26% 

Note: clpm = correct letters sounds per minute; cnonwpm = correct nonwords 
per minute; cwpm = correct words per minute. 

Children had weak scores on all of the comprehension tests, accurately answering just 
32% of the reading comprehension questions and 26% of the Maze questions they 
attempted.  These results are no better than random guessing.  On average, random 
guessing should answer these questions correctly one-third of the time.   

Taken together, these results indicate that most Grade 3 students are struggling to 
recognize the sounds associated with each letter, to decode unfamiliar words, and to 
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recognize known words. Their low scores reflect both low accuracy and slow reading 
speed.    

Subtask Analysis 
In this section, we look at each subtask separately and analyze the range of student 
performance on each. 

Letter Sound Knowledge 

Letter sound knowledge is a basic reading skill taught in Grade 1.  Letter sound 
knowledge, or the alphabetic principle, is considered a prerequisite skill for beginning 
reading and has been found to be a strong predictor of reading growth in abjads, or 
consonant-based alphabets, such as Arabic.  Instruction in letter sounds was not, 
however, a systematic part of the reading curriculum for these students in their 
previous two years.  The test of letter sound knowledge was included to appraise the 
skill levels of these Grade 3 students on this basic reading skill.  Each student was 
presented with a chart of 100 random letters with diacritical marks. They were asked 
to pronounce the sounds associated with as many of these letters as they could within 
one minute. Scores for this subtask were the number of letter sounds the student could 
correctly pronounce within one minute (correct letters sounds per minute [clpm]).  

Figure 2 presents the range of Grade 3 student performance on letter sound 
knowledge.  Overall, 82% of tested students could identify at least one letter 
correctly; 18% are nonreaders and did not correctly pronounce any of the first ten 
letter sounds, which halted this subtask.     

One third of Grade 3 students (32%) are still struggling with letter sounds.  They 
could produce only 1 to 15 correct letter sounds in one minute.  Almost as many 
students (30%), however, are proficient in this reading subtask, performing at or 
above the benchmark level of 27 correct letter sounds per minute.  Between these 
high and low performers is a smaller share (20%) of “intermediate” readers who are 
approaching benchmark level.  These students can correctly identify 16-26 letter 
sounds in one minute.   

These results indicate a broad range of student performance on letter sound 
knowledge.  There are large percentages of students at each level of skill, from 
proficient to nonreading.  As we will see below, this wide variance in reading 
performance is commonly seen within the same classroom and is an acute challenge 
for teachers in Grade 3.       
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Figure 2: Distribution of Grade 3 Students on the Letter Sound 
Identification Subtask 
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Figure 3: Distribution of Grade 3 Students on the Nonword Reading 
Subtask 
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Figure 4: Distribution of Grade 3 Students on the Oral Reading Fluency 
Subtask 
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Figure 5: Distribution of Grade 3 Students on the Reading Comprehension 
Subtask 
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languages, the relationship between decoding speed and reading comprehension is 
particularly strong among beginning readers because their word recognition skills still 
require conscious control.10   This was supported by the correlation (r2 = .58) between 
students’ scores in oral reading fluency and reading comprehension.  These findings 
confirm that fluent oral reading is a critical component for reading comprehension, 
but that it is not sufficient for reading comprehension. In other words, addressing 
children’s word recognition and decoding skills is critical for improving children’s 
reading comprehension, but is not the only step required. 

Listening Comprehension 

In the EGRA listening comprehension subtask, the assessor read a short narrative 
story (71 words) to the child, followed by seven questions about that story.  This was 
purely a listening subtask:  the child was not given a copy of the story to follow along 
or refer to when answering the questions.  All students, including the nonreaders who 

                                                           
9 See Abu-Rabia (2007); and also:  
M.C. Daane, J.R. Campbell, W.S. Grigg, M. J. Goodman, & A. Oranje. (2005). Fourth-grade students reading 
aloud: NAEP 2002 special study of oral reading (NCES 2006-469). U.S. Department of Education, Institute of 
Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. Washington, DC: Government Printing Office. 
G.S. Pinnell, J.J. Pikulski, K.K. Wixson, J.R Campbell, P.B. Gough, & A.S. Beatt. (1995). Listening to children 
real aloud: Data from NAEP’s Integrated Reading Performance Record (IRPR) at grade 4 (NCES 95-726). 
Washington, DC: U. S. Department of Education, Office of Educational Research and Improvement, National 
Center for Education Statistics. 
10 W.A. Hoover & P.B. Gough. (1990). The simple view of reading. Reading and Writing: An Interdisciplinary 
Journal, 2, 127–160. 
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did not correctly read a single item in the letter sounds, nonword decoding, and oral 
reading fluency subtasks, were tested for listening comprehension.   

Although the listening comprehension subtask typically assesses a range of language 
and skills, such as attention, vocabulary knowledge, comprehension strategies, 
processing of oral language, and generation of appropriate replies, for Egyptian 
children, it also assessed their proficiency in the formal dialect of Arabic.  Modern 
Standard Arabic differs substantially from the vernacular dialect used in their homes. 
Comparing children’s comprehension in these two modalities is important, because it 
allows determination of whether poor reading comprehension can be attributed to 
limited reading skills or to more general difficulties in comprehending the formal 
Arabic dialect used in schools. 

In general, the listening comprehension subtask proved to be challenging (Figure 6).  
Although children’s listening comprehension scores were stronger than their reading 
comprehension scores, their overall performance was still weak.  Thirteen (13%) 
percent of the children were unable to correctly answer any listening comprehension 
questions and just 18% could correctly answer six (or 86%) of the seven listening 
comprehension questions correctly—the benchmark for this subtask.  These findings 
emphasize the often underestimated challenge that children schooled in Modern 
Standard Arabic face: proficiency in the vernacular, home dialect does not prepare 
students for the linguistic demands of Modern Standard Arabic taught in schools. 

Figure 6: Distribution of Grade 3 Students on the Listening Comprehension 
Subtask 
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Children would benefit not only from instruction that would build their decoding and 
word recognition skills, but also from instruction that would help them further 
develop their proficiency in Modern Standard Arabic.  

Maze Reading Comprehension 

In addition to measures of reading and listening comprehension, we assessed 
children’s reading comprehension using the multiple-choice format of a Maze test.  
This was the most difficult of the three comprehension tests.  In the Maze test, 
children were asked to read a narrative story of some 140 words and, as they read, 
identify which of three words in each of 14 selections in the story was the best word 
for the story.  To correctly choose the best word in each selection, the children must 
comprehend the story as they read.  Each child had three minutes to complete the 
story and all 14 selections.  As this was an unfamiliar format to students, assessors 
carefully rehearsed the test for 1-2 minutes with each child, using a short practice 
paragraph with three items of multiple-choice selection that the assessor and student 
practiced together before implementing the test.  Children were also asked to confirm 
that they understood the exercise before the actual test was started.   

Even using the multiple-choice format of the Maze test, children had weak reading 
comprehension scores.  As shown in Figure 7, over one-third (35%) of students were 
noncomprehenders.  This category includes two groups of sampled students:  the 295 
nonreaders who did not correctly select a single item in the letter sound, nonword, 
and oral reading fluency subtasks and were not given the Maze test in addition to the 
448 students who took the Maze subtask but did not make any selection in the first 
four choices.  These latter students (22% of the total sample) read all three words in 
each of the first 4 multiple-choice selections but chose none and continued reading 
the story.  After four consecutive non-selections, the test was halted for these 
“noncomprehenders.” 

The largest share of Grade 3 students (38%) made just 1-5 correct selections.  For a 
multiple-choice format with just 3 choices, students who simply guess or randomly 
choose one of the selections will, on average, be correct one-third of the time.  These 
38% of students scored no better than if they had been guessing.  The low number of 
correct selections is partly due to the fact that many students read too slowly to 
complete the story, even in the three minutes allotted.  Unfamiliarity with the test 
format might also have lowered performance some—but only partially.  In fact, the 
students taking the Maze test had the lowest percentage of correct answers (26%) per 
items attempted (see Table 2).          

These low scores on the Maze subtask recommend greater instruction by teachers and 
classroom practice by students using this format that requires children to think along 
as they are reading in order to choose the “best” word for each selection in the story.  
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Figure 7: Distribution of Grade 3 Student on the Maze Comprehension 
Subtask 

 

 

Finally, the Maze measure of reading comprehension correlated strongly with oral 
reading fluency (r2 = .68).  This is higher than the relationship between traditional 
measures of reading comprehension and oral reading fluency.  Similarly, the Maze 
subtask shared a moderate correlation with the reading comprehension subtask (r2 = 
.51).  However, the Maze measure of reading comprehension’s relationship with 
listening comprehension was much smaller (r2 = .26). 

Gender Differences in Reading Performance 
The findings point to gender differences in reading proficiency in Grade 3 (Figure 8).  
Although boys and girls showed comparable performance in the listening 
comprehension and Maze comprehension subtasks, girls out-performed boys in their 
knowledge of letter sounds, reading nonwords, oral reading fluency, and reading 
comprehension.  These differences are statistically significant.  These Grade 3 results 
are consistent with the findings of previous Egypt EGRAs in Grades 1 and 2.    
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Figure 8: Literacy Achievement for Boys and Girls 

 
Note: Separate scales were used for the two parts of Figure 8. The graph on the left shows student 
performance on the timed tasks and uses items/minute as the unit of measurement; whereas the graph 
on the right shows student performance on the comprehension tasks, including the timed Maze test. 

Geographical Differences in Reading Performance 

Rural/Urban Differences in Reading Performance 
Children who attended urban schools performed better on some subtasks (Figure 9).  
That is, children who attended urban schools were more successful at producing the 
sounds associated with each letter, in their decoding skills, and in their oral reading 
fluency.  Attending school in urban centers was also associated with stronger 
performance in both listening and reading comprehension.  
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Figure 9: Literacy Achievement for Students Who Attended Urban and 
Rural Schools 

 
Note: Separate scales were used for the two parts of Figure 10. The graph on the left shows student 
performance on the timed tasks and uses items/minute as the unit of measurement, whereas, the graph on the 
right shows student performance on the timed and untimed comprehension tasks. 

This result may partially reflect better quality and less-interrupted instruction in urban 
schools.  Teachers in urban schools are more likely to live close to their work and, 
thus, less likely to be absent.  But in many rural schools, especially schools in small 
and remote villages, teachers commute from their homes elsewhere, often at 
considerable distance.  Our sample included small and remote schools.  Local 
transportation to these villages is often difficult and time-consuming. Absenteeism is 
typically greater among rural teachers in these locales. 

But the better performance of urban students partially reflects the higher educational 
status, on average, of their parents and the greater value and attention that better 
educated parents give to the educational success of their children.  When both of 
these factors are considered, the resulting difference in the average reading 
performance of village and urban children is not considerable.  Except for the oral 
reading fluency and Maze results, the mean scores of urban students on most subtasks 
are not significantly higher than rural students.  Low reading proficiency is not 
confined to rural schools but is prevalent also in many urban schools. 

Reading Performance across Regions  
The findings also illustrate regional differences in educational opportunities for 
children (please see Figure 11). Overall, children from West Delta schools were more 
successful in their mastery of print (that is, in producing the sounds associated with 
each letter, in their decoding skills, and in their oral reading fluency) and in their 
reading comprehension than their peers attending Mid Egypt and Upper Egypt 
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schools. West Delta students decoded more nonwords on average than did their peers 
in East Delta schools. Finally, West Delta students showed stronger comprehension 
of orally presented stories than their peers attending schools in the East Delta, Metro 
Cairo, and in Upper Egypt.   

Further analysis of the regional differences and school-level variance in this national 
Grade 3 baseline will be added after initial comments to this draft report. 

Figure 10: Regional Differences in Literacy Achievement for Students  

 
Note:  Separate scales were used for the two parts of Figure 11. The graph above shows student performance 
on the timed tasks and uses items/minute as the unit of measurement.  The graph below shows student 
performance on the timed and untimed comprehension subtasks. 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 
The baseline results make clear the weak average reading proficiency of current 
Grade 3 students.  This student cohort did not benefit in 2011/12 or 2012/13 from the 
MOE Early Grade Reading Program in Grades 1 and 2.  Average proficiency in each 
of the tested reading skills is significantly below proposed benchmarks.  For all 
subtasks except letter sounds knowledge, fewer than 20% of students performed at or 
above the benchmark scores.11    

Performance Comparison with Previous Egypt EGRAs 
On two subtasks—letter sounds knowledge and oral reading fluency—we can loosely 
compare the average baseline scores for this Grade 3 with the results of previous 
Egypt EGRAs conducted in Grades 1 and 2 (Figure 11).12  Two key points stand out 
from this rough comparison.  First, there is a natural progression in average 
proficiency from Grade 1 to Grade 2 to Grade 3.  Average scores on letter sounds 
knowledge rise from 3 correct letter sounds per minute in Grade 1 to 9 correct letter 
sounds in Grade 2 (2009) and 19 correct letter sounds in Grade 3.  In oral reading 
fluency, the progression of average scores in reading a simple passage begins at 1 
correct word per minute in Grade 1, rising to 11 correct words in Grade 2 (2009) and 
then 22 correct words in Grade 3.  This was the progression and general trend in 
reading skills acquisition before implementation of the MOE Early Grade Reading 
Program. 

Figure 11: Average Scores on Comparable Subtasks for all Egypt EGRAs 

 

                                                           
11 Thirty (30%) percent of tested students achieved the benchmark score for letter sounds knowledge. 
12 Comparison of other subtasks is not possible either because the subtasks were significantly different (e.g., 
nonword decoding) or were not included (reading comprehension, listening comprehension, Maze 
comprehension) in all four EGRAs.  This is a “loose” and not strict comparison as previous Egypt EGRAs were 
not national assessments or nationally representative.  The point of the comparison is to reveal general trends 
and not exact figures.  
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Second, and especially important, this comparison reveals the impact of improved 
reading instruction.  The average Grade 2 scores in 2011 on these two subtasks are 
post-implementation of the GILO Early Grade Reading Program.  These average 
scores for Grade 2 in 2011 meet or significantly exceed the average Grade 3 baseline 
scores of students who completed an additional year of schooling.  On letter sound 
knowledge, the average Grade 2 score in 2011—29 correct letter sounds per 
minute—surpassed the provisional Grade 3 benchmark for this subtask (27 clpm).  
This comparison hints at the scale of reading improvement that can be expected from 
planned extension of the MOE Early Grade Reading Program to Grade 3.    

Nonreaders 
This national baseline highlights the percentage of nonreaders in this Grade 3.  Over 
14% of tested children could not correctly answer any item in the first three subtasks:  
letter sounds, nonwords, and oral reading fluency (passage reading).  These are 
illiterate students, not struggling readers.  Their reading abilities are either zero or 
limited to the few words whose forms they have memorized and can recognize on 
sight.  The higher percentage of zero scores (22%) on oral reading fluency hint that 
the true share of functional illiterates is higher than 14%.13  One in every 5 to 7 
students in this Grade 3 cohort have zero reading skills.  Soon to enter Grade 4, these 
nonreaders are unlikely ever to learn to read without remedial instruction.   

How much reduction in nonreaders is possible?  The answer to this question might 
best be indicated in comparing zero scores for these same two subtasks—letter sounds 
knowledge and oral reading fluency—in Grade 2, between the 2009 baseline and the 
2011 EGRA after six months of the GILO Early Grade Reading Program.  In 2009, 
nearly half of all Grade 2 students had zero scores on these two subtasks:  48% for 
letter sounds knowledge and 44% for oral reading fluency.  In 2011, those 
percentages—for Grade 2 children from the same schools—were 11% and 21%.  The 
percentage of nonreaders had fallen dramatically.  The improved reading performance 
achieved by the Early Grade Reading Program equals nearly a full year of additional 
schooling.   

Nonreaders markedly lower average grade scores.  And they profoundly challenge 
teachers seeking to “pitch” reading instruction to the average abilities of students in 
their classes.  Lowering the percentage of nonreaders (zero scores) is as important a 
benchmark for measuring grade reading performance as the average scores on 
specific subtasks.  Comparing average scores alone masks the scope of illiteracy 
within schools.  Setting national benchmarks for both average scores on specific 
EGRA subtasks and reducing the percentage of nonreaders in each grade are key 
recommendations of this study. 

                                                           
13    Another 7% of students were barely able to read.  They read fewer than 5 correct words on the oral reading 
fluency subtask in one minute. 
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Promote Technical Standards for EGRAs in Modern Standard Arabic for 
Specific Grades 
It is less than five years since the first EGRA instrument was prepared in Modern 
Standard Arabic.  Since then, multiple EGRAs in Modern Standard Arabic have been 
implemented in Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Morocco, and Yemen.  These EGRAs often 
include the same subtasks.  But the grammatical content and level of difficulty of 
these subtasks can vary significantly.  As professional experience with EGRAs in 

Modern Standard Arabic grows, the value 
added of setting technical standards for 
subtask design for specific grades becomes 
manifest.  Standardizing Arabic EGRAs 
will promote “best practice” in reading 
instruction on individual skills and greater 
sharing of professional experience of “what 
works best” in the classroom.  Standardizing 
the design of EGRA subtasks for different 
grades will better inform the content of 

grade textbooks, the design of routines and classroom activities for effective reading 
instruction, and the motivation of constructive competition in accelerating progress 
towards reading proficiency.  It will exponentially broaden the audience of Arabic 
teachers and professionals exchanging tips and crowd-sourcing of new activities and 
effective approaches for sustained improvement of student reading performance.  
Learning to read Modern Standard Arabic in school challenges tens of millions of 
young children.  Steepening their learning curve through improved teaching practice 
in reading skills, measured through the comparing and sharing of outcomes, is a 
timely recommendation for future EGRAs.  

Recommendations and Next Steps:  Outcomes of 
the Policy Dialogue Workshop 

To be added following the Policy Dialogue Workshop scheduled for July 2-4, 2013, in 
Cairo, Egypt. 
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Annex A: The National EGRA Baseline Instrument 
for Grade 3 
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Annex B: Sample Design and Weighting 
This annex presents additional details about the sample design for the Egypt 2013 
EGRA study.  

Stage 1:  The Selection and Weighting of Sample Schools 

The Ministry of Education’s Information Center provided a list of all MOE primary 
schools in the nation, totaling 15,349 schools. Of these, 234 schools were removed 
from the list because they were located in North Sinai, deemed too insecure for the 
assessment teams to conduct assessments. A total of 15,115 primary schools 
remained in the final population, from which a study sample was drawn. The 15,115 
schools included a total enrollment of 1,654,157 Grade 3 students.  

Before drawing the random sample of schools to be included in the study, the 15,115 
schools were stratified by 5 regions (West Delta, East Delta, Metro Cairo, Middle 
Egypt, and Upper Egypt). From each of the five regions, 40 schools were randomly 
selected, to allow for maximum statistical power within each region. This gave an 
initial sample size of 200 schools.   

Within each region, schools were sorted by muderiya, idara, and Grade 3 enrollment.  
Schools were then selected with probability proportional to their Grade 3 enrollment. 
For each selected school, two replacement schools were selected, to be used if the 
sampled school could not be visited.  A total of three schools (1.5% of sample) were 
replaced when the team of assessors at the school discovered that the test had been 
leaked to the school in advance of their field visit.  Early grade students who have 
been coached and previously exposed to a specific EGRA form are always discerned.  
The final sample was 199 tested schools.  One school was lost from the sample due to 
technical problems during test implementation. 

To make the sample representative of the national population of all MOE primary 
schools, school weights were calculated as the inverse of the selection probability of 
the school (Weight1, Stage 1 selection) and then scaled to the total number of schools 
for each region. Table B1 shows that the weighted counts and percentages of the 
sampled schools in each region are, in fact, representative of the population. 

 
𝑊𝑒𝑖𝑔ℎ𝑡_𝑆𝑐ℎ𝑜𝑜𝑙 = 𝑊𝑒𝑖𝑔ℎ𝑡1 ∙ 𝑆𝑐𝑎𝑙𝑒𝑑 𝑆𝑐ℎ𝑜𝑜𝑙 𝑊𝑒𝑖𝑔ℎ𝑡 

Where:  Weight1(s, i) represents the weight of the first stage of selection. 

𝑊𝑒𝑖𝑔ℎ𝑡1(𝑠, 𝑖) =
[𝑇𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙 𝑁𝑢𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟 𝑜𝑓 𝐺𝑟𝑎𝑑𝑒 3] 𝑖𝑛 𝑅𝑒𝑔𝑖𝑜𝑛(𝑟)
[𝑁𝑢𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟 𝐺𝑟𝑎𝑑𝑒 3 𝑖𝑛 𝑆𝑒𝑙𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑒𝑑 𝑆𝑐ℎ𝑜𝑜𝑙(𝑖)] 

 

𝑆𝑐𝑎𝑙𝑒𝑑 𝑆𝑐ℎ𝑜𝑜𝑙 𝑊𝑒𝑖𝑔ℎ𝑡(𝑠) =
[𝑆𝑢𝑚 𝑜𝑓 𝑊𝑒𝑖𝑔ℎ𝑡1 𝑜𝑓 𝐴𝑙𝑙 𝑆𝑐ℎ𝑜𝑜𝑙𝑠] 𝑖𝑛 𝑅𝑒𝑔𝑖𝑜𝑛(𝑟)

[𝑇𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙 𝑆𝑐ℎ𝑜𝑜𝑙𝑠 𝑖𝑛  𝑅𝑒𝑔𝑖𝑜𝑛(𝑟)]
 

𝑟 = 1 𝑡𝑜 5 𝑅𝑒𝑔𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑠 

𝑖 = 1 𝑡𝑜 199 𝑆𝑒𝑙𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑒𝑑 𝑆𝑐ℎ𝑜𝑜𝑙𝑠 
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Table B1: Regional Distribution of Schools in the Total Population and 
Sample 

Regions 

Population Sample 

Total 
number of 
schools 

Percentage 
of schools 

(%) 

Sampled 
number of 
schools 

Weighted 
number of 
schools 

Weighted 
percentage of 

sampled 
schools (%) 

West Delta 4,246 28.1 40 4,246 28.1 

East Delta 3,499 23.1 40 3,499 23.1 

Metro Cairo 2,075 13.7 40 2,075 13.7 

Mid Egypt 2,914 19.3 39 2,914 19.3 

Upper Egypt 2,381 15.8 40 2,381 15.8 

Total 15,115 100 199 15,115 100 

*Population counts are based on MOE data after removing schools in North Sinai. 

Stage 2:  The Selection and Weighting of Sample Students 

The second stage of sample selection was the random stratified selection of students 
to be tested in each sample school.  Grade 3 students were stratified by gender prior 
to selection and were selected with equal probability. For each sample school, the 
Assessment Team obtained complete lists of all enrolled Grade 3 students prior to the 
field visits.  The names of 10 boys and 10 girls were randomly selected from the list 
for each school. Arriving at the school on the day of the assessment, each team 
randomly selected 5 boys and 5 girls from this list to assess, for a total of ten 10 
assessments in each school.  Students absent that day were replaced by another 
student of the same gender from the pre-selected random sample for that school. In 
single-gender schools, 10 students of that gender were tested.  The random sample 
included 5 single-gender primary schools (all of them girls’ schools).  

The student weights were calculated by multiplying the school weight by the 
probability of selecting the student in the given school. This was then multiplied by 
the student scaled weights to guarantee that the sampled students were representative 
of the population at the national level.  
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𝑆𝑡𝑢𝑑𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝑊𝑒𝑖𝑔ℎ𝑡(𝑔, 𝑠) = 𝑊𝑒𝑖𝑔ℎ𝑡 ∗∙ 𝑊𝑒𝑖𝑔ℎ𝑡2(𝑗) ∙ 𝑆𝑡𝑢𝑑𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝑆𝑐𝑎𝑙𝑒𝑑 𝑊𝑒𝑖𝑔ℎ𝑡(𝑡) 

Where:  Weight2 (g,s) represents the weight of the second stage of selection: student 
by gender (g) within the selected school (s) 

𝑊𝑒𝑖𝑔ℎ𝑡2(𝑔, 𝑠) =
𝑇𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙 𝑁𝑢𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟 𝑜𝑓 𝑆𝑡𝑢𝑑𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑠 𝑏𝑦 𝐺𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑟(𝑔, 𝑠)

𝑆𝑎𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑒𝑑 𝑁𝑢𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟 𝑜𝑓 𝑆𝑡𝑢𝑑𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑠 𝑏𝑦 𝐺𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑟(𝑔, 𝑠)
 

𝑆𝑐𝑎𝑙𝑒𝑑 𝑆𝑡𝑢𝑑𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝑊𝑒𝑖𝑔ℎ𝑡(𝑟,𝑔)

=
[𝑆𝑢𝑚 𝑜𝑓 𝑊𝑒𝑖𝑔ℎ𝑡𝑠 𝑜𝑓 𝑆𝑒𝑙𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑒𝑑 𝑆𝑡𝑢𝑑𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑠]𝑏𝑦 𝑅𝑒𝑔𝑖𝑜𝑛(𝑟),𝐺𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑟(𝑔)

[𝑇𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙 𝑁𝑢𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟 𝑜𝑓 𝑆𝑡𝑢𝑑𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑠] 𝑏𝑦 𝑅𝑒𝑔𝑖𝑜𝑛(𝑟),𝐺𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑟(𝑔)
 

The gender distribution of the population and sample are shown in Table B2.  In the 
total population of enrolled Grade 3 students in the 2012/13 school year, boys 
outnumber girls (51.9% to 48.1%).  But girls were more numerous in our sample, 
owing to the random inclusion of 5 all-girl primary schools in the school sample. 
Consequently, males were weighed slightly higher (52%) than the females (48%) to 
balance the gender distribution in the sample with the actual Grade 3 r population.   

Grade 3 male representation by region can be seen in Table B3 and Grade 3 female 
representation by can be seen in Table B4. 

Table B2: Gender Distribution of Grade 3 Students in the Population and 
Sample 

Gender 

Population Sample 

Total Grade 
3 Students 

Percentage 
of Grade 3 
Students 

(%) 

Sampled 
number of 

Grade 3 
Students 

Weighted 
number of 

Grade 3 
students 

Weighted 
Grade 3 

students (%) 

Males 857,712 51.9 976 857,712 51.9 

Females 796,445 48.1 1,016 796,445 48.1 

Total 1,654,157 100 1,992 1,654,157 100 

*Population counts are based on MOE data after removing schools in North Sinai. 
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Table B3: Distribution of Grade 3 Boys in the Regional Populations and 
Samples 

Region 

Population Sample 

Total Grade 
3 Males 

Percentage 
of Grade 3 
Males (%) 

Sampled 
number 
of Grade 
3 Males 

Weighted 
number of 

Grade 3 
Males 

Weighted 
Grade 3 Males 

(%) 

West Delta 215,956 25.2 189 215,956 25.2 

East Delta 156,657 18.2 196 156,657 18.2 

Metro Cairo 222,820 26.0 194 222,820 26.0 

Mid Egypt 162,794 19.0 191 162,794 19.0 

Upper Egypt 99,485 11.6 206 99,485 11.6 

Total 857,712 100 976 857,712 100 

*Population counts are based on MOE data after removing schools in North Sinai. 

Table B4: Distribution of Grade 3 Girls in the Regional Populations and 
Samples 

Region 

Population Sample 

Total Grade 
3 Females 

Percentage 
of Grade 3 
Females 

(%) 

Sampled 
number 
of Grade 

3 Females 

Weighted 
number of 

Grade 3 
Females 

Weighted 
Grade 3 

Females (%) 

West Delta 203,459 25.5 189 203,459 25.5 

East Delta 149,011 18.7 196 149,011 18.7 

Metro Cairo 208,478 26.2 194 208,478 26.2 

Mid Egypt 143,754 18 191 143,754 18 

Upper Egypt 91,743 11.5 206 91,743 11.5 

Total 796,445 100 976 796,445 100 

*Population counts are based on MOE data after removing schools in North Sinai. 

Note about Precision Estimates:  

The sample’s overall proportion of the population is not relevant in a study with a 
large population; for instance, in this study where our population is 1,654,157 Grade 
3 students and our sample size is 1,992 (0.12%) of the population.  The sample size 
compared to the population is not relevant because regardless of how large our 
population is, a sample size of 1,992 students provides us with extremely high 
statistical precision. For example, a 95% confidence band width of ±3.5 is considered 
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an acceptable precision for oral reading fluency (ORF), so with a mean ORF score of 
21.9, we would say that a 95% confidence interval of (18.4, 25.4) is acceptable.  

Figure B1 compares the accepted 95% confidence interval with the actual 95% 
confidence interval (20.2, 23.5) for the mean ORF score of 21.9.  As we can see in the 
figure, the actual 95% confidence internal is smaller (or “tighter”) than the acceptable 
95% confidence interval; thus a sample size of 1,992 students provides more precise 
estimates than the acceptable precision level.    

Figure B1: Accepted and Actual 95% Confidence Interval, Oral Reading 
Fluency Subtask 

 

Table B5: EGRA Means and 95% Confidence Intervals 

EGRA Subtask n Mean 

95% 
Confidence 

Interval 

Correct Letters Sounds Per Minute 1,983 18.8 (17.5, 20.2) 

Correct Nonwords Per Minute 1,992 5.9 (5.4, 6.4) 

Oral Reading Fluency 1,976 21.9 (20.2, 23.5) 

Total correct Reading Comprehension questions 1,985 1.9 (of 6) (1.8, 2.0) 

Total correct Listening Comprehension questions 1,992 3.2 (of 7) (3.1, 3.4) 

Total correct Maze Comprehension selections 1,992 3.6 (of 14) (3.2, 3.9) 
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Annex C: Brief Reports of Previous Egypt EGRAs 
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A Reading Snapshot:  Results of the Early Grade Reading 
Assessment in El-Beheira and Cairo Governorates 

Introduction 

At the request of the Ministry of Education (MOE), the Girls’ Improved Learning Outcomes 
(GILO) project of USAID Egypt provided assessor training, technical and funding support 
for a baseline implementation of early grade reading skills among Primary 1 students from 60 
schools in El-Beheira and Cairo governorates.  This baseline assessment, conducted in 
October 2011 at the start of the 2011/12 school year, had two purposes:  i) to demonstrate to 
MOE satisfaction the general utility and baseline results for selected metropolitan Cairo and 
Lower Egypt idaras of using the same Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) tool applied 
by GILO in 2009 and spring 2011 in three Upper Egyptian governorates, and ii) to establish 
the institutional capacity of the MOE to conduct early grade reading assessments.    

This report presents the key findings of this October 2011 reading assessment in Primary 1.  
These findings are compared with Primary 2 results of the February 2009 baseline 
implementation of EGRA conducted by GILO in El-Fayoum, El-Minia and Qena 
governorates.  Strictly speaking, the results are not comparable:  the two assessments were 
conducted with different grades and at different times of the school year.  Yet both are 
baseline assessments conducted before implementation of an enhanced MOE program for 
improved early grade reading.  And both assessments similarly applied the same EGRA tool.  
It is useful that MOE and USAID Egypt appraise the Primary 1 results from sample idaras in 
El-Beheira and Cairo alongside the Primary 2 results from provincial urban and rural schools 
in these Upper Egyptian governorates.  

The two idaras sampled in each of El-Beheira and Cairo governorates were selected by MOE.  
This sample is not representative of either governorate.  The results are not generalizable to 
all Primary 1 students in Cairo and El-Beheira.14  The findings are, however, a valid 
“snapshot” of Primary 1 reading skills across a sufficiently large number of schools to satisfy 
the purposes of this EGRA.  The findings also validate the results of the EGRA 2009 baseline 
assessment conducted in Upper Egypt.   

                                                           
14 EGRA 2009 was likewise not strictly representative of all Primary 2 students in El-Fayoum, El-Minia and 
Qena governorates.  The sampled idaras and schools in February 2009 were not rigorously selected as a random, 
representative sample of all schools in these idaras and governorates.  The students were, however, a 
representative sample of all Primary 2 students in their schools, as were the sampled Primary 1 students in the 
October 2011 EGRA.     
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Implementation Overview 

MOE conducted this October 2011 implementation of the Arabized Early Grade Reading 
Assessment (EGRA) tool with a stratified random sample of 1098 Primary 1 students 
selected from two idaras in each of El-Beheira and Cairo governorates.  The sample was 
stratified by gender: approximately equal numbers of boys (536) and girls (562) were 
randomly selected and tested.   The sample was drawn from 60 primary schools:  10 schools 
from each of Masr al-Qadima and Sharq Medinet Nasr idaras in Cairo and 20 schools in each 
of Kafr al-Dawar markaz and Abu Homs idaras in El-Beheira.  

Each student was assessed individually by trained MOE assessors using identical EGRA 
forms – the same form applied in the EGRA 2009 baseline.  A detailed description of the 
October 2011 implementation of EGRA and general overview of the history of EGRA in 
Egypt are provided in Annex 1.    

Results of the Two EGRAs 

The results of the October 2011 EGRA with Primary 1 students in El-Beheira and Cairo 
governorates are most meaningful when placed alongside the February 2009 EGRA results 
for Primary 2 students in El-Fayoum, El-Minia and Qena governorates.  Both are baseline 
assessments, conducted prior to implementing an enhanced program of instruction in early 
grade reading in these grades.  Their broadly similar results belie the significance of the 
assessments being conducted at times of the school year and different grades.    

Mean Scores of EGRA Sub-Tests: 

Table 1 and Figure 1 below present the average (mean) scores of Primary 1 and Primary 2 
pupils on each of six (6) EGRA sub-tests.  The sub-tests in both EGRAs were identical and 
both assessments were administered similarly.  The mean scores are the average number of 
correct answers on each of these timed (one minute) sub-tests.   

Table 1: Mean Scores for EGRA Sub-tests 

EGRA 

Letter 
Name 

Fluency 

Letter 
Sound 

Fluency 

Word 
Reading 
Fluency 

Non-Word 
Reading 
Fluency 

Oral 
Reading 
Fluency 

Reading 
Comp 

Primary 1 
Beheira + Cairo 12.8 3.4 0.9 0.9 1.2 0.0 

Primary 2 
Fayoum, Minia + 
Qena 

34.9 9.1 6.4 5.5 10.0 0.7 
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The results of these two EGRAs are broadly similar in their pattern of results.  Both Primary 
1 and Primary 2 students did best on the Letter Names sub-test with significantly less success 
on the other sub-tests.  As expected, Primary 2 students out-performed Primary 1 students.  
Let’s consider each of these sub-tests in turn: 

• Letter Name Fluency:   In October 2011, this sample of Primary 1 students 
could – on average – correctly read 12.8 letter names in one minute.  At mid-
year, the average Primary 2 student in the February 2009 sample performed 
significantly better, correctly reading 34.9 letter names in one minute.  This is 
an average improvement of 22 correct letter names from Primary 1 to Primary 
2.  That both grades performed significantly better on this sub-test than any 
other EGRA measure confirms the priority given to letter name instruction in 
reading instruction in the MOE curriculum before implementing the enhanced 
program of Arabic reading instruction:  the Early Grade Reading Program 
(EGRP). 

• Letter Sound (Syllable Reading) Fluency:    Table 1 and Figure 1 results on 
this sub-test are clear and consistent for both grades.  Average performance in 
reading letter sounds was markedly less for both Primary 1 and Primary 2 
students than their average performance in reading letter names.  Indeed, the 
average performance of Primary 2 students in letter sound (syllable reading) 
fluency at mid-year (9.1 correct letter sounds) was not greatly better than 
Primary 1 students at the start of their school year (3.8 correct letter sounds).   
This is an average improvement of just 5.7 correct letter sounds from Primary 
1 to Primary 2 – much less than the average improvement of 22 correct letter 
names in one minute (see above).  
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What is most striking about this result is that the results of other EGRA sub-
tests more closely mirror the lagging performance of both grades on letter 
sounds than the significantly improved performance of Primary 2 students in 
letter name fluency.  Primary 2 students markedly out-performed Primary 1 
students in letter name fluency. But they were not reading significantly better 
than Primary 1 students.  This is clear from the other EGRA sub-tests. 

• Familiar Word Reading:   This EGRA sub-test measures students’ reading of 
familiar words in one minute.  On average, Primary 1 students could correctly 
read less than 1 word.  At the start of their first year of school, this result 
might be expected.  Primary 2 students performed better on this sub-test, 
correctly reading an average of 6.4 words in a minute.  The Primary 2 result is, 
however, a weak performance.  The target average score for this EGRA sub-
test in Primary 2 should be in the range of 16-24 correct words per minute.   

• Non-Familiar Word Reading:   This sub-test measures students’ ability to read 
“words” that they have not previously heard or seen.  The words included in 
this sub-test are non-words that do not actually exist in Arabic.  The 
performance of both Primary 1 and Primary 2 students on this test mirrored 
their performance in reading familiar words (see above).  Primary 1 students 
correctly read 1 non-word in a minute.  Primary 2 students read 5.5 non-words 
correctly.    

• Oral Reading Fluency:   For this EGRA sub-test, students orally read a short 
passage and were scored on the number of words correctly read in one minute.  
The average score for Primary 1 students – 1.2 correct words – mirrored their 
performance in familiar and non-familiar word reading.  The average 
performance of the sample of Primary 2 students – 10.0 correct words per 
minute – was superior to their performance on either of the word sub-tests.  
Higher average scores in oral reading fluency in Primary 2 are expected.  In a 
passage, some words (e.g. pronouns) will be very familiar and easy to read and 
other words may be more readily identified by the passage context.  But the 
target average score for this EGRA sub-test in Primary 2 should also be in the 
range of 16-24 correct words per minute. 

• Reading Comprehension:   Very few Primary 1 students could correctly 
answer any of the five comprehension questions after the passage reading.  
Almost 98% of Primary 1 students could not answer any of the comprehension 
questions.  And the 2% of Primary 1 students who performed well on the other 
EGRA tests could answer only 1 comprehension question correctly.   
The performance of Primary 2 students in reading comprehension was also 
weak:  their mean score for reading comprehension was just 0.65 questions 
answered correctly.  Over 70% of Primary 2 students could not correctly 
answer any of the five comprehension questions.  Many of these students can 
mechanically read words but without comprehension.  See also page 6. 

Like the Primary 2 results from EGRA 2009 in Upper Egypt, the sample Primary 1 girls from 
El-Beheira and Cairo idaras out-performed boys on all sub-tests of the October 2011 EGRA.  
The gender difference in reading performance is statistically significant. 
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Levels of Performance on EGRA Sub-Tests: 

Average scores are a useful measure of central tendency in student performance.  But it is 
also useful to examine the range or different levels of performance of students on the first 
four (4) EGRA sub-tests.  The tables below compare the levels of performance of Primary 1 
and Primary 2 students from the October 2011 and February 2009 EGRAs respectively.   

Table 2: Comparing Primary 1 and Primary 2 Performance on Letter Names 
and Letter Sounds 

 

 
Correct Letter Names 

 
Correct Letter Sounds 

 
per minute  per minute 

 
Primary 1 Primary 2 

 
Primary 1 Primary 2 

27+ Correct Letters 16.9% 58.1% 
 

2.8% 12.4% 
 16-26 Correct Letters 14.6% 13.4% 

 
5.1% 10.6% 

 1-15 Correct Letters 37.0% 20.9% 
 

19.7% 26.8% 
NO Correct Letters 31.5% 7.6% 

 
72.4% 50.1% 

Mean Number of 
Correct Letters 12.8 34.9 

 
3.4 9.1 

 

• Fluency in Letter Names and Letter Sounds (Table 2):    Many Primary 1 
students were familiar with the names of different letters before starting 
primary school.  As early as October, nearly one-third of sample Primary 1 
students (31.5%) in El-Beheira and Cairo could correctly name 16 or more 
letters in one minute.15  The identical percentage, however, could not name 
any letters correctly.  Overall, this sample of Primary 1 students demonstrated 
a wide range of competency in reading letter names at the start of their first 
year of primary school. 
Fluency in letter sounds, however, was generally low.  Only 8% of Primary 1 
students could correctly pronounce 16 or more letter sounds.  Almost three-
quarters (72.4%) of Primary 1 students did not know any letter sounds.   The 
sample of Primary 2 students at mid-year was not markedly better:  half of 
Primary 2 students still did not know letter sounds (Table 2).  Only 23% of 
Primary 2 students could correctly pronounce 16 or more letter sounds.  
These low results on letter sound fluency, and the lagging performance of 
Primary 1 and Primary 2 pupils on the other EGRA sub-tests, have strongly 
recommended enhanced reading instruction in phonics.  

• Fluency in Word and Non-Word Reading (Table 3):   The results in Table 3 
below confirm that there is little variation in Primary 1 fluency in both word 
and non-word reading. The large majority of sample students could not read 
any of the first five words correctly in either test, and the test was stopped.  
One might speculate that the 13-14% of Primary 1 students who correctly read 
one or more words (or non-words) attended pre-school education and/or 
learned to read at home before Primary 1.   

                                                           
15 Almost 17% of sample Primary 1 students could read letter names quickly and correctly, at the highest level 
of 27+ correct letters in a minute.   
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Table 3: Comparing Primary 1 and Primary 2 Performance on Word and 
Non-Word Reading 

 

 
Correct Words 

 
Correct Non-Words 

 
per minute  per minute 

 
Primary 1 Primary 2 

 
Primary 1 Primary 2 

25+ Correct Words 0.3% 8.1% 
 

0.3% 4.5% 
 16-24 Correct Words 1.1% 7.6% 

 
0.5% 8.0% 

 1-15 Correct Words 13.0% 32.2% 
 

12.1% 30.0% 
NO Correct Words 85.6% 52.1% 

 
87.1% 57.5% 

Mean Number of 
Correct Words   0.9 6.4 

 
0.9 5.5 

 

Sample students at the mid-year of Primary 2 were still struggling to read 
words and non-words.  More than half of Primary 2 students still could not 
read any of the first five words (or non-words) on the EGRA test.  The words 
are not difficult.  The lagging performance of Primary 2 students in word and 
non-word reading is the direct outcome of their lagging performance in letter 
sound (syllable reading) fluency.   

• Fluency in Passage Reading:   Primary 1 performance on the oral reading sub-
test mirrored their performance on the word and non-word sub-tests reported 
above.  Almost 87% of Primary 1 students could not read any of the first 9 
words of the reading passage.  The same 13% of students who performed well 
on other sub-tests could read 1-15 correct words.   

• Reading Comprehension:   As noted above (page 4), 98% of the sample 
Primary 1 students could not correctly answer any of the reading 
comprehension questions.  This includes most of the 12-13% of Primary 1 
students who performed well on all of the other EGRA sub-tests. At mid-year, 
70% of Primary 2 students also could not answer any of the comprehension 
questions.  The mechanical reading fluency of even the better students did not 
improve their reading comprehension.  Enhanced instruction in reading 
comprehension is clearly a priority for improved learning outcomes from 
reading.    

Conclusion 

The chief finding and conclusion of this analysis is clear.  The results of the October 2011 
EGRA conducted with a sample of Primary 1 students from El-Beheira and Cairo 
governorates are fully consistent with and validate the results of the February 2009 EGRA 
conducted with a sample of Primary 2 students in El-Fayoum, El-Minia and Qena 
governorates.  Both assessments produced the same pattern of results.  If the Primary 1 
students from El-Beheira and Cairo were again tested at mid-year of Primary 2, without the 
benefit of the Early Grade Reading Program, we would expect their performance to be nearly 
identical to the Primary 2 results from Upper Egypt. 
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From this general conclusion, four (4) results are clearly indicated: 
1. The EGRA tool is a valid and useful tool for both system diagnosis by MOE 

of the performance and instructional needs of a representative cross-section of 
early grade students and periodic “snapshots” of reading skills performance 
for any large, random sample of early grade students.  These two baseline 
assessments produced similar results from different grades and regions of 
Egypt.  These results validate both the tool and the reality of reading 
competency among early grade students of MOE public schools.  The October 
2011 EGRA achieved its first purpose.    

2. The consistent pattern of results from these two EGRAs also validates the 
performance of MOE in implementing the October 2011 EGRA.  MOE has 
established the capacity to implement EGRA, achieving the second purpose of 
this assessment. 

3. There is a strong priority for greater attention to phonics instruction in Primary 
1.  Attention to teaching letter sounds and active classroom practice in reading 
words and non-words should equal or exceed the current focus on teaching 
letter names. 

4. Reading comprehension should be the next priority to enhance both reading 
instruction and learning outcomes from reading, starting in Primary 2.  
Improved mechanical reading fluency alone will not improve reading 
comprehension.  Without comprehension, readers are not learning from what 
they read.   
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Annex 1: Implementing the October 2011 EGRA and Key Milestones of  
EGRA in Egypt 

 
Implementing the October 2011 EGRA 

Implementing the October 2011 EGRA in a sample of Primary 1 schools from El-Beheira and 
Cairo governorates was the responsibility of MOE.  GILO supported MOE by training 
assessors and assessor team leaders, providing technical support in the orientation, assessor 
selection, planning, and logistics required for EGRA implementation, funding 
implementation expenses, performing data entry and data analysis from the original EGRA 
forms, and preparing this report.   

The EGRA form used by MOE for the October 2011 assessment of Primary 1 students in El-
Beheira and Cairo was the same EGRA form used by GILO in 2009 and 2011 in Upper 
Egypt.  The form had not circulated and was not available or known to MOE staff or schools 
in Cairo and El-Beheira prior to the assessor training.   

The three (3) days of training provided to 65 MOE assessors and assessor team leaders (52 
men, 13 women) for the October 2011 EGRA was led by the same trainer (Dr. Sylvia Linan-
Thompson of RTI) who trained Egyptian assessors for EGRA 2009 and EGRA 2011.  
Assessor training for all three assessments was closely similar.  Assessors were trained using 
the same EGRA form that they applied in schools.  The assessor trainees in September 2011 
were a mix of MOE teachers, senior teachers and supervisors of Arabic language at primary 
level.  Smaller numbers of senior supervisors and idara administrators were trained as 
assessor team leaders.   The criteria for selecting assessor trainees included strong experience 
in teaching Primary 1 Arabic, facilitating training of trainers or assessment, and knowledge of 
good teaching practices and training skills.  Assessors were selected from the same two 
governorates – El-Beheira and Cairo – sampled for this assessment.  All assessors conducted 
assessments in their own governorates.  Each governorate organized 4 teams of 6-7 assessors 
with each team completing assessments in one school per day. 

• Selecting the Idaras and Schools:   Neither the 4 idaras nor the 60 primary 
schools – 20 schools in Cairo and 40 schools in El-Beheira – selected in these 
two governorates were chosen in a strictly random manner.  The idaras were 
selected by MOE to represent different levels of general educational status in 
these governorates.  The schools were selected as proximate clusters to 
facilitate the logistics of in-school assessment. 

• Selecting the Student Sample:  Repeating the design of GILO 2009 and GILO 
2011, a stratified random sampling method was used to select participating 
Primary 1 students.  First the enrollment list of students in each school was 
divided by gender.  Then equal numbers of boys and girls were selected 
randomly from these lists to comprise the sample.  If the selected student was 
absent on the day of the assessment, a substitute student was chosen from a 
backup list of additional students in that school.  The large majority of tested 
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students (at least 94%) were randomly selected from the student lists.16  The 
final sample included 536 boys and 562 girls. 

• Comparing the Cairo and El-Beheira Samples of Students:   The October 2011 
EGRA included 501 Primary 1 students from Cairo and 597 students from El-
Beheira.  The difference in the total number of tested students in each 
governorate may, however, be less significant than the difference between 
governorates in the average number of students tested per school.   Most of the 
40 schools in El-Beheira tested 15 students each, with 9 schools sampling less 
than 15 students.17  In contrast, two-thirds of the sampled Cairo schools tested 
25-29 students each; one-third of schools tested 20-24 students.  Smaller 
numbers of students per class could bias the sample in favor of better-
performing students.  One cannot say definitively that more capable readers 
were over-represented in the El-Beheira sample of students, or that the schools 
or idaras selected in El-Behiera were generally stronger than the Cairo sample.  
But the sample of Primary 1 students from El-Beheira significantly out-
performed the Primary 1 sample from Cairo governorate.  The partial results 
of one sub-test alone are sufficient to demonstrate this difference between 
governorates:  
− Percentage of Sampled Students Unable to Read Any Letter Names 

Correctly: 
Cairo:  42.3%         El-Beheira:  22.4% 

This finding should correct any presumption that the Cairo sample out-
performed El-Beheira students.  The opposite is true and may well be valid 
and representative of the sampled idaras.     

The October 2011 EGRA was implemented similarly to EGRA 2009 and EGRA 2011.  Each 
assessment was conducted individually.  For each of the timed sub-tests (letters, words, non-
words and passage reading), if the student did not correctly read any of the letters or words on 
the first line of that sub-test, the sub-test was stopped and scored as “zero”.  Most Grade 1 
assessments were completed in 15 minutes.  
 

Key Milestones of EGRA in Egypt 

Research Triangle International (RTI) introduced the Early Grade Reading Assessment to 
Egypt as a pilot activity of the Girls’ Improved Learning Outcomes (GILO) project, for 
which RTI is the prime contractor.   With technical support from Arabic language experts in 
UAE and Egypt, the EGRA form was adapted into Arabic and piloted with 90+ students in 
two Cairo schools in summer 2008.  

                                                           
16 Of the 1098 Primary 1 students assessed for the October 2011 EGRA, 43 were outside the sample lists.  The 
forms for an additional 26 students were missing this information, i.e. they did not indicate if the students were 
in or outside the sample.   
17 In three El-Beheira schools, small samples of 10, 9 and 4 students were tested.   
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EGRA 2009:  Successful implementation of this pilot prompted USAID to approve a 
baseline implementation of EGRA in 58 schools in three (3) Upper Egypt governorates – El-
Fayoum, El-Minia and Qena – receiving GILO training, technical support, and educational 
furnishings and equipment.  This baseline assessment, conducted in February 2009, included 
28 schools directly supported by the GILO project and 30 “control” schools from other idaras 
of these same governorates.   EGRA 2009 comprised stratified random samples (stratified by 
gender) of students from Primary 2, 3 and 4 grades.  The same EGRA form was used for all 3 
grades and equal numbers of students were sampled in each grade.  The results were analyzed 
and reported for all schools together (GILO-supported plus control schools) by grade.  

GILO’s pilot Early Grade Reading Program (EGRP):   GILO presented the results of 
EGRA 2009 to USAID Egypt and MOE in October 2009.  Following that presentation, MOE 
and USAID requested that GILO design and implement a program of enhanced instruction in 
reading for Grade 2 in project-supported schools.  From early 2010, GILO was supported by 
the MOE Working Group for Early Grade Literacy to design and prepare a teacher’s manual 
and supplemental learning materials for enhanced Arabic instruction in phonics for Primary 
2.  GILO began teacher and supervisor training, coaching and distribution of prototype 
training materials for EGRP in September 2010.  Active coaching support, follow-up and 
additional training in EGRP continued for Primary 2 teachers of selected GILO-supported 
schools through April 2011.  With additional expert input and direct implementation 
experience, the prototype EGRP manuals were improved and retargeted to Primary 1 
students. 

EGRA 2011:   GILO implemented EGRA for the second time in April-May 2011.  This 
EGRA included all 28 schools in which GILO had implemented both EGRA 2009 and the 
Early Grade Reading Program from September 2010 to April 2011.  EGRA 2011 also 
included Primary 2 students from all 30 control schools that participated in EGRA 2009.  The 
purpose of EGRA 2011 was to measure the reading outcomes after seven months’ initial 
implementation of the Early Grade Reading Program among Primary 2 students.  The results 
showed very significant improvements in Primary 2 reading in GILO-supported schools 
versus the control schools.  

MOE’s national Early Grade Reading Program (EGRP):   Immediately following the 
positive results of EGRA 2011, MOE requested GILO support for nationwide 
implementation of the Early Grade Reading Program in Primary 1 of all MOE public schools 
in all governorates during the 2011/12 school year.  MOE also requested GILO support to 
implement the October 2011 EGRA as a future benchmark against which MOE might 
subsequently measure progress in improved reading outcomes in Grade 1.   A separate GILO 
report of the national roll-out of the Early Grade Reading Program in Grade 1 is planned in 
fall 2012. 
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