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Developing Background 
 
Following introductions and a brief history of the project, the general purpose of the 
meeting was reviewed. The primary goal was organized around the development of key 
ideas for a guidance document on primary grade reading education in developing 
countries.  
 
Three reading experts summarized the research base on primary grade reading 
education in the United States. Dorothy Strickland outlined factors of curriculum 
development (e.g., local norms and customs) and elements of curriculum planning (e.g., 
standards) in the K-3 reading curriculum. Lea McGee described what primary grade 
teachers need to know about reading development and instruction, teaching skills, and 
professional dispositions based on current teacher education research (which is 
relatively slim).  Anne McGill-Franzen summarized research on the five essential 
elements of primary grade reading, including phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, 
vocabulary, and reading comprehension.  
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Participant reactions to this information raised several issues, as follows: 
 

• Language acquisition and the differing orthographies of native, national and 2nd 
languages in school. (The match between spoken and written language in reading 
instruction).  

• Availability of print materials in local communities 
• Role of mother’s literacy in child literacy 
• Content of beginning reading instruction  
• Access to quality primary grade reading instruction 
• Role of literacy in schooling. Is the focus on  literacy, per se or on literacy as a 

pre-requisite for schooling? 
• Threshold conditions that afford learning to read in the local context 

 
Next, two small-scale studies on primary grade reading in developing countries were 
presented. The IRA field study collected survey data from a 9-country sample in the 
broad categories of policy, teacher education, and classroom reading instruction. In 
general terms, the study pointed to the gaps between policy and practice in primary 
grade reading education in the sample. The USAID desk study described basic policy and 
programs that included a deliberate focus on reading development and skills. The USAID 
Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) was also described at this time. Dan Wagner 
shared an article entitled Smaller, quicker, cheaper: alternative strategies for literacy 
assessment in the UN Literacy Decade (Wagner, International Journal of Educational 
Research, 39 (2003), 293-309).  
 
Participant reactions to this information articulated important issues that USAID is 
facing, namely how to: 
 

• Describe the return on investment in education and reading in developing 
countries to Congress 

• Close the gap between USAID goals and real accomplishments in the field 
• Develop ways to document progress and present evidence of success in the field 
• Measure reading outcomes as evidence of USAID effort and quality in basic 

education programs 
 
Ideas for a Primary Grades Reading Guidance document were threaded through the 
discussion related to the research briefs and small-scale studies. These included: (1) a set 
of guiding questions for gathering evidence on reading; (2) a set of questions with 
illustrative case studies; (3) a decision tree for problem solving about reading policy and 
programs and (4) a set of diagnostic questions in reading.  
 
Brainstorming in Small Groups 
 
In small groups participants further articulated their thoughts and ideas about a PGR 
toolkit. Highlights of discussion are summarized in the chart.  
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Group Highlights 
1 Need a policy, curriculum, classroom instruction diagnostic 

Need a system level assessment 
Need to make what we know about reading available 
Need to specify reading skills 
Need to focus on the deliberate teaching of reading 
Need a strategy to expand assessment of reading 
Need key assessment tools: policy assessment; teacher prep & in-service assessment; 
curriculum assessment 

2 Collect literature (country-specific) for use by the donor 
• Language policy 
• Curriculum and Materials 
• Teacher ED and PD 
• Instruction 
• Instructional & Institutional Supports 
• Assessment 

Series of questions that result in a diagnosis of policy, curriculum and instruction in 
the country. 

3 Diagnose the print environment for access to print in and out of school.  
Diagnose extent of instructional resources, i.e., availability of textbooks, allocation of 
time for reading instruction, and teacher expertise. 
Diagnose if reading performance is measured  
Diagnose information available to teachers 
Diagnose government policies that create conditions for use of technology 
Diagnose teacher preparation in learning how to create a print environment; how to 
create instructional materials for diverse learners, etc. 
Diagnose the quality of textbooks (e.g., structure, accuracy, age-appropriateness) 
(See small group work sheet in appendix 1.) 

 
Toward Consensus  
 
Participants re-assembled as a whole group and responded to ideas and thoughts 
generated in the small group sessions. Discussion led to common agreement on several 
points. 
 

• A diagnostic toolkit for assessing primary grades reading is essential. It can serve 
a twofold purpose: to inform USAID education officers in the field and to serve as 
the basis for USAID discussion with Ministries of Education and program heads.  

• The toolkit should clearly and explicitly state best practices in teacher education 
and classroom reading instruction. 

• The toolkit should clearly and explicitly benchmark reading development in the 
primary grades based on current research in language acquisition and reading. 

• The toolkit should inventory access to print in the local environment.  
• The toolkit should provide guidance for metrics that measure impact from 

baseline to full implementation of USAID program goals.  (See possible 
approaches in appendix 2.) 
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• The toolkit should guide alignment in primary grade reading education between 
policy and practice; it should inform USAID program design.  
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• The toolkit should offer a clear definition of what reading is and emphasize the 
time it takes to develop effective reading skills.  

• The toolkit should indicate pre-requisites for the teaching of reading at the pre-
service level; it should provide guidelines for professional development in 
reading. 

 
A tentative outline of the toolkit’s content emerged, as follows. 
 

• Introduction 
• Promoting Primary Grade Reading Success 
• Milestones (or Benchmarks) in Primary Grade Reading Development 
• A Strong Primary Grade Reading Program 

o What to Look For 
o What it Looks Like 

• Best Practices in Primary Grade Reading Instruction 
o What to Look For 
o What it Looks Like 

• Best Practices in Preparing Teachers of Primary Grade Reading 
o What to Look For 
o What it Looks Like 

• Access to Print 
o What to Look For 
o What it Looks Like 

• Aligning (USAID) Program Design and Monitoring Progress 
• Glossary of Terms 
• Additional Resources 

 
Suggested Action Steps 
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Based on the day’s discussions, the group suggested: (1) the formation of a Writing 
Team, consisting of reading experts and USAID representatives, to draft the Primary 
Grade Reading Diagnostic Toolkit and (2) field-testing the toolkit in a sample of 
USAID offices for purposes of revision and refinement for large-scale use. 
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Appendix 1 
Sample Formats for Assessment Tools 
From: Wiggins, G & McTighe, J (2007). Schooling by design (p225;p236). Alexandria, VA: ASCD. 
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