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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Malawi Early Grade Reading Activity (EGRA), funded by the United States 

Agency for International Development (USAID) and implemented by RTI 

International, is designed to support the Malawi Ministry of Education, Science 

and Technology (MoEST) in improving the reading performance of Malawian 

learners in Standards 1ï3. One of the primary goals of the Activity is improving the 

quality and availability of pedagogical materials for early grade reading; to do so, 

EGRA developed a teacherôs guide with scripted lessons plans (SLPs) for 

classroom teachers to follow when teaching lessons in both Chichewa and 

English. 

A goal of this study was to investigate teacher use of the SLPs in Standard 1 and 

2 classrooms. EGRA included teacher training and in-class support for teachers 

as they used the SLPs. Teachers received several days of specific, targeted 

training each year regarding phonics-based reading instruction and the gradual 

release of responsibility model (I do, We do, You do). They also received theory- 

and practice-based training in the use of the SLPs to deliver high-quality 

instruction and practicum sessions during which they delivered lessons to groups 

of current Standard 1ï3 learners. The purpose of this study was to shed light on 

how teachers were using the SLPs in their classrooms to better understand the 

ways in which the trainings and the materials themselves were supporting 

teachers, and the ways in which the trainings could be modified. 

The study also provides evidence to MoEST about the use of SLPs, to inform 

policy on their use. Early reading specialists in Malawi (MoEST, Malawi Institute of 

Education, and RTI) now rely largely on opinion or anecdotal information in 

designing early education programs. As a result, research on this topic is widely 

anticipated. Hence, informed by ongoing discussions among Malawiôs early 

education stakeholders, the following research questions were generated: 

1. What patterns do we see in the modifications teachers make as they 

implement the SLPs in Standards 1 and 2?  

2. In what ways do these modifications support student learning? 

3. In what ways do these modifications hinder student learning? 

4. In what ways do teachers understand and explain the modifications they 

make? 

To answer these questions, an EGRA study team conducted in-class observations 

of 17 Standard 1 and 2 English and Chichewa teachers and post-observation 

teacher interviews over a period of five weeks in October and November 2015. 
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The teachers were from six schools that represented three rural regions of Malawi 

and were categorized as either low, middle, or high performing. These 

performance categories were based on estimations of performance that were then 

confirmed by learner assessment tests after the study. The team used three 

different classroom observation tools to record classroom practice during 

observations. Team members observed English and Chichewa classes in each of 

Standard 1 and 2 in each school for three days and interviewed the teachers 

observed each day. The observations focused on documenting the modifications 

that teachers made to the SLPs while teaching. After the lessons observed, 

interviewers asked teachers for explanations regarding some of the modifications 

that they made.  

To answer research question 1, the study documented 886 modifications of the 

SLPs. After a rigorous process to identify patterns and code all of these 

modifications, we were able to classify them into three main types of 

modifications: changes to the content, changes to the structure of an activity, 

and changes to the management of the lesson. Over half of all modifications were 

content modifications (52%), where teachers added extra content, omitted or 

skipped content, and/or conducted an informal assessment. Twenty-three percent 

of modifications were to the structure of the lesson, which included changes to the 

gradual release model of instruction. Twenty-five percent of modifications were 

categorized as classroom management, which included use of strategies to 

redirect learners, such as songs and energizers, as well as changes to the use of 

resources in the lesson.  

Forty-one percent of all modifications occurred during the Standard 1 Chichewa 

lessons, suggesting that these lessons may require more revisions than those for 

the other standards and languages.  

To answer research questions 2 and 3, the researchers created three subjective 

codes help, hinder, or neutralðto describe and categorize the modifications. The 

codes provided a handle to help us better understand the effect of each 

modification. These codes used the stated objectives of the lesson in the teacherôs 

guide to determine how the modifications reflected the intended purpose of the 

lessons. To do this, the researchers drew upon their knowledge of the teacherôs 

guides, prior trainings that had occurred, discussions with project staff, and 

literature identifying best practices in early grade reading instruction that formed 

the theoretical foundations of the lessons. Results revealed that a majority of 

content (52%) and structural modifications (79%) were coded as hindering the 

intended purpose of the lesson, while a majority of classroom management 

modifications (72%) were coded as helping the intended purpose of the lesson.  

To answer research question 4, the EGRA study team examined 188 teacher 

explanations of modifications for patterns and coded them. The patterns revealed 

that many teachers were actively thinking about what their students know and 

what they can and cannot do. They often embedded opportunities to provide extra 
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practice and checks for understanding. The patterns also revealed both strengths 

and gaps in teacher knowledge of the reading process. A majority of explanations 

involved teachersô modifying content and structure because they believed the 

content was either too difficult or inappropriate for the stated objectives of the 

lesson. Given current teacher behavior change research findings, the EGRA study 

team assumed that teachers were taking the SLPs and modifying them to suit 

their needs in the classroom. The detailed portrait this study provided of how and 

why teachers were making modifications was important for two reasons. First, it 

helped us to better understand the ways in which targeted teacher training and 

coaching succeeded and highlighted the ways in which teachers were using 

their professional judgment to inform their teaching. Second, it pointed to the ways 

in which these support efforts have not had the desired effect and provided insight 

into the reasons why. The results of this study inform next steps for programs in 

Malawi, as well as future studies investigating teacher behavior change models.  

In Malawi, modifications that were coded as helping the overall quality of the 

lesson can be explicitly named and encouraged in training. Teachers can be 

encouraged to embed informal checks for understanding, provide students with 

extra practice, and use energizers and songs to help manage the flow of the 

lesson. 

It is important to understand why teachers made modifications that were coded as 

hindering the quality of the lesson and to make efforts to try to discourage these 

modifications or transform them into helpful modifications. The SLPs and teacher 

training can use model teachers and strong, consistent messaging to highlight the 

importance of the process of learning, instead of the final product, and support 

teachers in interpreting and utilizing student errors as teachable moments. Given 

that teachers often added or omitted specific words or sentences because they 

thought the given words were either too difficult or did not provide enough 

practice, the SLPs can provide a word bank of target words that teachers can 

select from, as well as develop an approach to communicate decisions behind 

which words should be used (i.e., all 4 letter words that begin with the sound ñgò).  

The big picture conclusion of this study is that teachers are taking curricula and 

new ideas they have learned from trainings and adapting them to suit their needs 

in the classroom, even if those changes run contrary to the training they have 

received. A detailed understanding of the types of modifications teachers are 

making, as well as why they are making these modifications, can help us 

understand how features of a program, such as training and curricula, are enacted 

in the classroom and why certain aspects of training and curricula are taken up 

and others are not. This rich, nuanced understanding contributes to next steps 

and helps focus future studies. More research is needed. 

While this study provides important evidence of studying the value of teacher 

modifications to lesson plans, the sample of teachers was small, and the findings 

are not generalizable to all teachers in the project. Future studies should confirm if 
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patterns that were identified in this study are generalizable to the wider teaching 

population.  

There is a need to better understand the complexity and length of time involved 

with changing teacher practices and to conduct research on how different models 

impact instruction in the classroom. One model to be explored is focusing several 

trainings and support visits on a limited number of topics. For example, a project 

may decide to spend one term focusing predominantly on changing teacher 

attitudes and practices in their use of the You do section of the instructional 

model. In a subsequent term, a similarly sharp focus could be brought to bear on a 

different element of the pedagogical approach. When teachers are pressured to 

change too many behaviors at the same time, the breadth and volume of the 

training points can become overwhelming, with the result that very little change 

actually takes place. A more incrementalist (and patient) view might encourage 

implementers to consider tackling different behaviors serially rather than in 

parallel.  

Studies such as this one should be conducted in different countries, with different 

sets of lessons, to help identify which modifications may be widespread, and 

which modifications are particular to a context. This information can be helpful in 

two ways. First, if there are modifications that are found to be widespread, projects 

can share their approaches to encouraging and/or discouraging these 

modifications. Second, by identifying modifications that are particular to a context, 

projects can wisely invest their limited resources to develop methods to encourage 

and/or discourage these modifications.  
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1. BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 

The three-year, four-month Malawi Early Grade Reading Activity (EGRA) was a 

United States Agency for International Development (USAID) contract 

implemented by RTI International. EGRA was designed to support the Malawi 

Ministry of Education, Science and Technology (MoEST) in improving the reading 

performance of Malawian learners in Standards 1ï3. EGRA's goals included 

improving the quality and availability of pedagogical materials for early grade 

reading; providing training to teacher trainers, teachers, and school administrators 

in the effective use of those materials; equipping parents and communities with 

the knowledge and tools to support school-based reading programming; and 

supporting efforts to build a policy environment conducive to improving early grade 

reading.  

As one of the Activityôs responsibilities, EGRA was expected to inform the MoEST 

about teachersô experiences with the implementation of the scripted lesson plans 

(SLPs) of EGRAôs teacher guides in Chichewa and English and other EGRA 

methods. To this end, the Malawi EGRA team requested RTI staff to design and 

implement a study.  

1.1 PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study was to shed light on the ways in which teachers were 

using the SLPs in classrooms in Standards 1 and 2 in order to better 

understand how and why teachers were modifying the SLPs while teaching. A 

detailed record of how and why teachers were using the SLPs provides us with 

evidence of how the lessons and trainings have supported teacher learning, as 

well as evidence of the aspects of the lessons and trainings that teachers need 

more support in. The results will inform next steps in the process of supporting 

teachers in adopting new methods of instruction.  

Teachersô participation and candid feedback were critical to the study, given that 

the data collected will inform MoEST policy regarding the rollout of a nationwide 

reading intervention, MERIT: The Malawi Early Grade Reading Improvement 

Activity, implemented by RTI under contract with USAID. 

 The main research question of the study is: 

¶ In what ways do teachers implement the SLPs? 
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The subquestions are: 

¶ What patterns do we see in the modifications teachers make as they 

implement the SLPs in Standards 1 and 2?  

¶ In what ways do these modifications support student learning? 

¶ In what ways do these modifications hinder student learning? 

¶ In what ways do teachers understand and explain the modifications they 

make? 
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2. BACKGROUND LITERATURE 

Grossman and Thompsonôs (2008) longitudinal study looked at how new teachers 

used curriculum materials over a four-year time frame. The findings show that 

scripted lesson plans generally guided and helped build new teachersô 

understanding of pedagogical and content knowledge. Some teachers initially 

expressed resistance to the use of scripted lesson materials, but eventually they 

built a repertoire of teaching skills through the SLPs. Grossman and Thompson 

state that while teachers were faithful to the objectives of the materials in general, 

there was a linear ñtrajectoryò in which teachers first strictly followed the scripted 

curriculum then began to modify how they used materials as they grew more 

familiar with their content and the process of teaching. 

Durkinôs study (1984) also explored how primary teachers used scripted materials. 

The findings indicate teachers made several types of modifications, including 

procedural modifications. For example, teachers created vocabulary lists rather 

than teaching new vocabulary in context as advised in the teacherôs manual. The 

majority of teachers omitted the procedures for phonics instruction yet maintained 

an alignment to the learning objectives in the scripted lessons. Teachers also 

omitted content, such as pre-reading background information that could support 

learnersô comprehension, pre-reading questions, and additional activities designed 

to meet the needs of diverse learners. The main reasons that teachers gave for 

implementing the scripted material differently were lack of time and usefulness of 

certain activities. The author concludes that teachers modified scripted materials 

differently across grades and that teachers generally emphasized the completion 

of activities in the scripted lessons. The study also concludes that teachers did not 

know whether learning objectives were met. When learning objectives were not 

met, it was clear that the teachers did not know how to meet the needs of 

learners. Durkinôs study shows the importance of the relationship between the 

ways that teachers make sense of scripted materials, modifications, and actual 

lesson delivery, and the impact on teacher and student learning.  

Valencia, Place, Martin, and Grossmanôs (2006) multi-case qualitative study 

delves deeper into new teachersô use of scripted materials in the primary grades. 

The findings revealed that the scripted material informed beginning teachersô 

pedagogical and content knowledge. Similar to Durkinôs (1984) study finding, 

Valencia et al. find that teachersô actual lesson delivery reflected a ñprocedural 

orientationò in which the focus was on moving from one activity in the scripted 

lesson to the next. Valencia et al. (2006) state that teachers did not have a 

conceptual orientation vis à vis the scripted material. As a result, the researchers 

add that while teachers generally followed the structure and content of the scripted 
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lessons, they gave less thought to whether the lesson actually helped learners 

meet the learning objectives or what kinds of instructional adjustments could be 

made to meet learnersô needs.  

The studies described above illustrate the critical role of teachersô instructional 

behaviors. Research shows that teacher support and instructional change can 

impact learnersô academic performance and motivation (Maulana, Opdenakker, & 

Bosker, 2016; Wang & Eccles, 2013; Elish-Piper & LôAllier, 2011). Furthermore, 

intervention studies in the health sector that draw on strategies for behavior 

change indicate diverse approaches that take into consideration different country 

contexts, while also revealing the collective challenges of changing human 

behavior (Sanghvi, Jimerson, Hajeebhoy, Zewale, & Huoung, 2013; Bongaarts, 

Cleland, Townsend, Bertrand, & Das Gupta, 2012). 

In the field of education, researchers such as Guskey (2002) describe teachersô 

reluctance to adopt new methods in the classroom. Teachers faced with the 

complex interplay of the many expected changes--in classroom practices, in 

attitudes and beliefs, and in learning outcomes of studentsðfind commitment to 

those changes complicated. In his 1986 work, Guskey argues that while a 

reciprocal relationship exists between changes in classroom practices, attitudes, 

beliefs, and studentsô learning outcomes, the particular order in which the process 

occurs is critical if the objective is to facilitate change. In his view of the change 

process, teachers first engage in ample practice with new instructional methods. 

Teachers then notice improvements in studentsô learning outcomes. As a result, 

teachersô attitudes and beliefs change.   

Clarke and Hollingsworth (2002) agree with elements of Guskeyôs model, yet 

challenge the sequence in which he asserts that the process of change occurs. 

They emphasize an iterative and reciprocal approach in which professional 

development facilitates teacher growth through the process of reflection across 

four areas: ñthe personal domain (teacher knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes), the 

domain of practice (professional experimentation), the domain of consequence 

(salient outcomes), and the external domain (sources of information, stimulus, and 

support)ò (p. 950).The authors explain that reflection and action in one domain 

brings about change in another domain.  

Teacher resistance also poses a challenge in the introduction of methods of 

reading instruction that are conceptually different from familiar approaches. Duffy 

and Roehler (1986) point out that teachers modify their implementation of 

instructional innovations based on ñtheir conceptual understandings of curricular 

content, their concept of instruction, their perception of the demands of the 

working environment, and their desire to achieve a smoothly flowing dayò (p. 57). 

They add that teacher delivery of what was taught in a professional development 

context may look very different in the classroom due to these ñfilters.ò 
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In Johnson, Monk, and Swainôs (2000) study on teacher change, 21 teachers 

traveled to London for training in an in-service program, then returned to their 

classrooms in Egypt. The findings show that the majority of the teachers found the 

professional development support enriched their pedagogical and content 

knowledge. However, Johnson and colleagues conclude that while some elements 

of the instructional methods were applied, actual classroom practice for the 

majority of teachers showed that they had a ñmechanicalò approach to teaching. In 

effect, despite their self-reported improvement in pedagogical knowledge, 

teachers in the end taught the content through memorization, as they had before 

training. The researchers explain that constraints in developing country contexts 

compound the already existing challenges to behavior change. One example they 

point out is that teachers in the study felt they had gained pedagogical and content 

knowledge but were returning to an education system that had remained the 

same. This is in line with factors such as overcrowding and limited classroom 

resources that indicate the critical role education policy plays in minimizing the 

constraints that further compromise quality instruction (Nordstrum, 2015).  

In their analysis of teachersô classroom practice, Johnson, Monk, and Swain draw 

on the work of researchers such as Feiter, De Vonk, and Akker (1995). Johnson 

and her colleagues thus describe four general phases of teacher instruction: 

instruction that forms part of rule-driven methods and limited content knowledge, 

instruction that focuses strongly on the delivery of the content using traditional 

teaching methods such as memorization, instruction that draws on a selection of 

options present in the scripted material, and instruction that involves greater 

teacher decision making in terms of content and pedagogy. Given that teachers in 

the study primarily exhibited a ñmechanicalò approach, they focused heavily on the 

delivery of the content through traditional teaching methods although they had 

received professional development support on how to use innovative teaching 

methods. As a result, Johnson et al. (2000) propose that teacher change should 

involve an incrementalist approach, one that involves stages of acquisition in 

pedagogical and content knowledge.   

In Malawi, Sailors and her colleagues (2014) studied the impact of directive 

coaching in literacy instruction under the Read Malawi Program. Teachers in one 

district participated in professional development sessions on how to use 

complementary reading materials in the classroom, while teachers in the control 

group did not. The researchers state that the program had a positive effect on 

teachersô level of comfort in terms of their attitudes and beliefs about how to teach 

reading. While these are important elements of teacher change, they add that 

there were minimal differences found in the treatment and control groups in terms 

of teachersô actual teaching practices. Sailors and her colleagues explain that low 

levels of implementation were due to the difficulty teachers faced in adapting the 

literacy program to the specific challenges, such as large class sizes, of their 

classroom context. This illustrates one of the many factors that impact the 
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adoption of new instructional practices in places where challenging teaching 

conditions exist. The authors found evidence of high levels of implementation in a 

few schools where teachers implemented the materials and the new instructional 

approaches as expected by the program. The researchers attribute higher 

degrees of implementation in certain schools to teacher motivation, strong school 

leadership, and community participation.   

The studies show that new and experienced teachers, as daily decision makers in 

the classroom, may modify the scripted lesson plans in various ways and for 

different reasons. Teachers, as learners themselves, enter the classroom with a 

range of teaching abilities and experiences that shape their beliefs and 

perceptions about teaching (Borko, 2004; Clarke & Hollingsworth, 2002). These 

studies provide a window into how teachers understand, interpret, and use 

teaching and learning materials in the context of daily classroom interactions with 

learners (Durkin, 1984). The content of the scripted lessons can potentially be 

used as a tool that supports and builds teachersô repertoire of instructional 

practices (Davis & Krajcik, 2005; Grossman & Thompson, 2008). The studies 

suggest that growing teachersô pedagogical and content knowledge involves the 

use of scripted curriculum materials that are anchored in the realities of the 

classroom context, thus providing teachers with flexible guidance on how to adjust 

instruction so they can optimally respond to the immediate and changing needs of 

learners.  
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3. METHODS 

3.1 DATA COLLECTION METHODS   

The EGRA study team used 

purposeful sampling to select 

study participants from six 

schools, two schools from each 

of the three regions across the 

country; the north, center, and 

south. The participant total 

included 17 teachers, 8 

Standard 1 teachers and 9 

Standard 2 teachers chosen 

from the six schools. The 

schools selected represent low 

(three schools), middle (one 

school), and high (two schools) 

academic performance 

categories. Figure 1 shows the 

performance categories and 

the intervention zones where 

the data were collected.  

Malawi EGRA staff categorized 

and selected schools based on 

estimations of the teachersô 

and learnersô performance, 

administration, community 

participation, and coaching 

visits to the intervention 

schools. Post-study quantitative data collected from Learner Assessment Tests 

(LATs) broadly confirmed the low-, medium-, and high-performance categories of 

the schools. LAT findings from Standards 1 and 2 in Chichewa and English, in 

particular phonological awareness and oral reading fluency, were used.  

3.2 DESCRIPTION OF THE SCHOOLS 

The six schools in the sample are classified as rural; EGRA was implemented in 

rural areas of the northern, southern, and central regions. Table 1 shows the 

Figure 1. Regions and Schools  
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performance category of each school, along with the number and gender of the 

teachers. In some cases, the Standard 1 or 2 teacher taught both English and 

Chichewa lessons for that standard; in other cases, there were two teachers per 

standard, one for English, the other for Chichewa. In one school, the researcher 

randomly selected the teachers, as there was more than one stream per standard. 

Of the 17 teachers participating in the study, 13 were women and 4 were men; 

based on data provided by Malawi EGRA staff on the enrollment rates for each 

school visited, the average class size ranged from 70 to 300 learners in Standard 

1 and from 60 to 250 learners in Standard 2. Gender distribution of the learners in 

Standards 1 and 2 was roughly 50/50 across the six schools.  

Table 1. School Characteristics 

School ID 
Performance 

Category 

Total 
Number of 
Teachers 

Standard 1 

Total 
Number of 

Teachers In 
Standard 2 

Teacher 
Gender 

Teacher 
IDs 

School 1 Medium  1 2 2 F, 1 
M 

1, 2, 3 

School 2 Low 2 2 4 F 4, 5, 6, 7 

School 3 High 1 2 3 F 8, 9, 10 

School 4 Low 2 1 1 F, 2 
M 

11, 12, 
13 

School 5 High  1 1 2 F 14, 15 

School 6 Low  1 1 1 F, 1 
M 

16, 17 

 

3.3 DATA COLLECTION METHODS AND PROCEDURES 

The five weeks of data collection took place from October to November 2015. In 

week 1, before the data collection started, there was a two-day workshop for two 

local consultants who assisted with data collection and analysis. Along with 

training on the purposes and types of data collection instruments, there was 

guidance provided on the kinds of notes the consultants should take. The tools 

were then piloted and adapted during week 1. After piloting, questions were 

adapted for Standard 1 Chichewa interviews as the teacher guide for Standard 1 

Chichewa differed in format from the teacherôs guides for Standards 1 and 2 

English and Standard 2 Chichewa. The interview questions were spread across 

days 1, 2, and 3 of data collection. Interview questions for day 3 were asked on 

day 2 in schools that were closed on the planned third day of data collection.  
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During the four weeks of formal data collection, the researcher and two local 

consultants visited the six schools for two or three consecutive days. Data 

collection was planned for three days, but two of the six schools were closed on 

one of the three days. Across the six schools, researchers conducted a total of 63 

classroom observations over 16 days. In each classroom observation, the 

investigators observed one reading lesson in Chichewa, and one in English.  

3.3.1 CLASSROOM OBSERVATIONS 

To collect data, investigators observed teachers as they delivered the full reading 

lesson in Chichewa and in English. The observations focused on the relationship 

between the content of the scripted lesson and actual lesson delivery. 

Researchers noted modifications, if any, that a teacher made while implementing 

a scripted lesson. For the purpose of the study, a modification was defined as any 

teacher actions or words that deviated from the SLP provided. Each of the three 

observing researchers used a different classroom observation tool that captured a 

different aspect of lesson delivery, as described below. The EGRA study team 

also collected any other evidence they found of teachersô modifying SLPs, 

including photos of teachers as they taught modified lessons or any materials 

teachers created that evidenced lesson modifications, such as a newly created 

word game.   

Classroom Observation Tool 1 (Annex 1) is organized by activity and by the 

structure of the lesson components, the I do, We do, and You do. This tool was 

used to make comparisons between what the scripted lesson in the teacherôs 

guide stated and the teacherôs actual delivery of the lesson. The researcher 

included data solely on the modifications made.  

Classroom Observation Tool 2 (Annex 1) focused on lesson pacing and was used 

to track instructional time. During classroom observations, the researcher noted 

how long it actually took the teacher to implement each segment of the lesson 

compared to the time allotted in the teacherôs guide. Start and end times were also 

included for those lesson segments for which the teacherôs guide did not specify 

the amount of instructional time. 

Classroom Observation Tool 3 (Annex 1) was an open-ended tool used to collect 

information on qualitative items, such as how frequently a teacher moved around 

the classroom during lesson delivery, classroom management practices, access to 

and flow of learning materials, and the classroom environment as a whole. The 

tool was a sheet of three columns. In the first column, the researcher wrote open-

ended notes on the points mentioned above. In the second column, the 

researcher briefly wrote a preliminary analysis of what was observed, based on 

the notes in the first column. In the third column, the researcher wrote possible 

follow-up questions that could be asked of the teacher during the interview.  
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Classroom observation data collected each day were triangulated in order to 

identify any modifications to lessons that teachers made. Based on discussions 

between the researcher and the two local consultants on the lesson modifications 

noted, the principal researcher input the modifications in a separate table that 

listed the modifications by day (1, 2, or 3), teacher, language, standard, and 

lesson. This table was then used to enter the modifications into a database.  

3.3.2 TEACHER INTERVIEWS  

The local researchers conducted formal interviews with the teachers after the 

teachers had finished teaching for the day. One researcher interviewed the 

Standard 1 teachers, and the other researcher interviewed the Standard 2 

teachers. Interviews were conducted in Chichewa, and teachersô responses were 

handwritten in English. The interview response sheets were scanned and 

uploaded for coding at a later date.  

The interview questions (Annex 2) focused on the implementation of the SLPs 

during reading instruction in Chichewa and English. They were translated from 

English into Chichewa and divided into three parts, one for each day of data 

collection at each school. All days included teachersô perspectives on the lesson 

just taught--the preferred level of scripting; how easy or difficult the I do, We do, 

and You do segments were; the clarity of the directions; and ways that the lesson 

could be improved.  

In the two schools where it was not possible to visit a third day, the researchers 

administered questions from the day 3 interviews on day 2. As time permitted at 

the end of the formal interviews for day 2 and day 3, the researchers also asked 

brief follow-up questions designed to get teachers to share their reasons for 

making some of the modifications observed in their actual implementation of the 

SLPs.  

3.3.3 REVIEW OF EGRA MATERIALS 

Before the formal data-collection process began, Malawi EGRA staff provided the 

EGRA study team both teacherôs guides and learnerôs books for Standards 1 and 

2 in both languages.  

The Chichewa SLPs for Standards 1 and 2 were translated to English. The EGRA 

study team reviewed the books to learn the lesson routines, examples of success 

criteria or learning goals, teaching and learning methods, and format and content 

of the units, as well as the instructional time allotted to each activity. This helped 

the team better understand the relationship between the teacherôs guide and 

learnerôs book.  
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Malawi EGRA staff also provided examples of the teacher observation instruments 

used by head teachers and PEAs when they observe the teachers they supervise. 

A review of these materials helped familiarize researchers with EGRA observation 

protocols and teaching expectations.  

3.4 ANALYSIS PROCEDURES 

3.4.1 MODIFICATIONS NOTED IN 

CLASSROOM OBSERVATIONS  

The EGRA study team used FileMaker Pro to 

create a database to store and manage the data 

on modifications identified during the classroom 

observations. The fields created in the database 

included school performance category, teacher 

identification, grade, language of instruction, unit 

and lesson number, years of teaching experience, 

a snapshot of the lesson segment as noted in the 

teacherôs guide, and modification codes. 

Additional fields were added to distinguish 

whether a modification served as a scaffold and 

whether or not the modification helped or hindered 

during the implementation of the lesson. Figure 2 

above depicts an example of an entry in the 

database.  

3.4.2 CODING PROCESS FOR THE MODIFICATIONS  

Two members of the EGRA study team first reviewed all the modifications (n=866) 

documented in the database, looking for patterns and themes from which to 

develop codes. The preliminary codes were developed through an iterative 

process that included reviews of supporting information derived from the 

classroom observation tools as well as multiple sweeps through the data to 

identify patterns and group similar codes together.  

Once the preliminary codes were established, two members of the EGRA study 

team independently coded the same entries, then met to discuss the codes and 

revise the working definitions and decision rules of each code. A member of the 

Malawi EGRA staff also took part in the process by independently coding several 

entries, and then providing feedback. After four more rounds of double coding by 

the two members of the team, the final codes were developed. The researchers 

then double coded a portion of the entries and established an interrater reliability 

above 90%. Annex 3 in this report provides a list of all the initial codes, though 

Figure 2. Observation Database Entry 
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several were collapsed during analysis. Table 2 below is an example of the types 

of codes developed and their definitions.  

Table 2. Codes for Malawi Scripting Study 

    

NO 
CODE IN 

FILEMAKER PRO 
CODE DEFINITION 

1 Add Additional and/or 

substitution 

Teacher adds 

content in a given 

lesson; the teacher 

is teaching the 

script, but adds in 

extra content 

within an activity. 

When the teacher 

replaces the entire 

activity, or part of 

the activity with 

another. 

2 Omi Omission Teacher omits 

content in a given 

lesson; the teacher 

is teaching the 

script, but omits 

some of the 

content within an 

activity. 

 

The database also included several fields to capture data in the database that 

would provide quick and relevant information for each modification observed and 

allow the researchers to sort the data in different ways. (See Figure 2).  

In addition to coding modifications, we used a similar process to code teacher 

explanations for the modifications they made. There were 189 teacher 

explanations aligned with observed modifications. These modifications were 

examined for patterns and coded by one of the researchers.  

The interview data were also used to triangulate some of the findings from the 

modifications study. Specifically, the teacher interview data were used to identify 

questions that would either confirm or not confirm the findings from the 

modification study. For example, if teachers omitted lots of words from certain 

exercises, the EGRA study team looked at questions where teachers gave 
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feedback about the content of the lesson they just taught, to see if there was 

confirming evidence.  
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4. FINDINGS 

In this section we answer the main research question, In what ways did teachers 

implement the scripted lesson plans? We present our analysis in three parts. First, 

we provide an overview of the patterns in modifications by grade and language, 

providing descriptions and examples of the patterns. Second, we then turn to an 

additional lens of analysis, the help/hinder coding, which is a subjective 

measurement providing a means to understand the modifications in light of their 

overall helpfulness or hindrance to meeting the objectives of the lesson. Finally, 

we turn to teacher explanations of selected modifications to shed light on teacher 

motivation and understanding while modifying lessons. Taken together, these 

three sections provide a rich understanding of how and why teachers are 

modifying lessons that can inform subsequent curricular revisions of the teacherôs 

guides as well as teacher training efforts. Throughout the analysis, we point to 

particular patterns that are interesting by grade, language of instruction, and 

performance levels of schools. 

4.1 PATTERNS IN MODIFICATIONS 

We recorded 886 modifications in total, with three predominant patterns: (1) 

structural modifications, where teachers modified the structure of the lesson in 

some way, such as changes to grouping structures (e.g., pair work, whole class, 

small groups, large groups) or to the gradual release model of the scripted 

lessons; (2) content modifications, where teachers altered the content of a lesson, 

such as adding or omitting words during phonological awareness activities; and 

(3) classroom management modifications, where teachers inserted or modified 

activities to redirect student attention, and made changes to the use of materials. 

Table 3 below provides a description and example for each type of modification. 

Table 3. Modifications and Examples 

MODIFICATION DESCRIPTION FREQUENCY EXAMPLE 

Structure Altering the gradual 
release model of the 
lessons with 
modifications to the I do, 
We do, and You do 
sections 

23% Teacher 3 (Standard 
1, Chichewa, MP 
school): The teacher 
omitted the You do 
section of the lesson. 

Content Altering the content 
within an activity 

52% Teacher 13 
(Standard 1 English, 
LP School): The 
activity in the 
teacherôs guide 
focused on writing 
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MODIFICATION DESCRIPTION FREQUENCY EXAMPLE 

the lowercase letter 
ñh.ò The teacher 
modified the content 
to include the capital 
letter ñhò also. 

Classroom 
Management 

Insertion or modification 
of activities to redirect 
student attention, 
modifications in time, 
modifications in flow of 
materials, altering the 
use of 
materials/resources as 
stated in the teacherôs 
guide 

25% Teacher 7 (Standard 
2 English, LP 
school): Before 
beginning the 
lesson, the teacher 
had learners sing a 
song in Chichewa 
that asked them to 
move around and 
touch their elbows, 
ankles, etc.  

 

Structural and content modifications, which occurred the most frequently, can also 

be broken down to help us understand the nuances in the different modifications. 

Structural modifications were grouped into four categories according to when in 

the gradual release model the modification took place: I do, We do, You do, and 

(for lessons in which the teacherôs guide did not clearly delineate the gradual 

release model) ñunspecified.ò Examples of each type of structural modification are 

provided in Table 4 below. The majority of the modifications took place during the 

We do and You do sections of the lesson.  

Table 4. Structural Modifications 

MODIFICATION DESCRIPTION FREQUENCY 
WITHIN 

STRUCTURAL 
MODIFICATIONS 

EXAMPLE 

I do Modifications to the I do 
structure 

7% Teacher 16 
(Standard 1 
English, LP 
school): The 
activity was about 
naming objects 
beginning with /i/. 
In the I do section, 
the teacherôs 
guide asked the 
teacher to show 
the learners 
objects or pictures 
beginning with the 
letter /i/ and say 
the name of the 
object. The 
teacher invited 
learners to say 
the names of the 
objects and asked 
them to repeat 
after her.  
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MODIFICATION DESCRIPTION FREQUENCY 
WITHIN 

STRUCTURAL 
MODIFICATIONS 

EXAMPLE 

We do Modifications to the We 
do structure 

41% Teacher 11 
(Standard 1, 
Chichewa, LP 
school): The We 
do section of the 
lesson asked the 
teacher and 
learner to blend 
sounds and say a 
word together. 
Instead, the 
teacher blended 
the sounds, then 
had learners 
repeat after her, 
then said the 
word, and had 
learners repeat 
after her.  

You do Modifications to the You 
do structure 

27% Teacher 15 
(Standard 2, 
Chichewa, HP 
school): The You 
do section asked 
the whole class of 
learners to read 
words written on 
the chalkboard as 
a group. Instead, 
the teacher 
changed the 
participation by 
first asking the 
whole class to 
read the words, 
then small groups 
to read the words, 
and then 
individual 
learners.  

Unspecified Modifications to the 
structure for lessons 
where the structure was 
not clearly delineated 

24% Teacher 3 
(Standard 1 
Chichewa, MP 
school): The 
guide asked 
teachers to write 
words on the 
board, then help 
learners to read 
the words silently 
by pointing at 
each letter. 
Instead, the 
teacher read the 
words and asked 
learners to repeat 
after her.  
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The We do section had many modifications made to the structure. Although the 

We do section was intended to be guided learning, where the learners and 

teacher would complete an activity together, it was often interpreted as a teacher 

demonstration with students repeating after the teacher, as seen in the example 

from Teacher 11 above. The You do section, which is intended to provide 

independent practice to learners, was sometimes skipped, and other times 

continued to be directed by teachers instead of allowing students independent 

practice time. Unspecified structural modifications happened most often in the 

Standard 1 Chichewa lessons, as the guide often did not provide clear instructions 

for the I do, We do, and You do sections of the lesson. 

Content modifications consisted of five categories: additions to content, omissions 

of content, skipping of activities, combining the content of activities, and the 

addition of an informal assessment (Table 5).  

Table 5. Content Modifications 

MODIFICATION DESCRIPTION FREQUENCY 
WITHIN 

CONTENT 
MODIFICATIONS 

EXAMPLE 

Additions Additions to content 41%  Teacher 13 
(Standard 1, 
English, LP 
school): Modified 
the content while 
conducting an 
activity titled 
ñWriting the letter 
h.ò She had 
learners write 
both the 
uppercase H and 
lowercase h, 
instead of just 
the lowercase h 
as the lesson 
requested. 

Omissions Omissions of content 
within one activity 

29% Teacher 3 
(Standard 1, 
Chichewa, MP 
school): The 
activity is about 
identifying the 
uppercase letter 
Z. Part of this 
activity is to look 
at a picture of a 
word beginning 
with the letter Z 
in the learnerôs 
book. The 
teacher omitted 
this part of the 
lesson.  

Skipped 
Activities 

Skipping of an entire 
activity 

12% Teacher 4 
(Standard 1, 
Chichewa, LP 
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MODIFICATION DESCRIPTION FREQUENCY 
WITHIN 

CONTENT 
MODIFICATIONS 

EXAMPLE 

school): The 
teacher skipped 
the activity titled 
ñReview or make 
sentences.ò 

Combinations Combining two or more 
activities 

3% Teacher 14 
(Standard 1 
Chichewa, HP 
school): 
Activities 4 
(ñLearning a new 
letter name tò) 
and 5 (ñLearning 
a new letter 
sound /t/ò) were 
combined.  

Informal 
Assessments 

Conducting informal 
checks for 
understanding, providing 
feedback to students 

15% Teacher 12 
(Standard 2, 
English, LP 
school): During 
the activity 
ñWriting words 
that begin with 
the initial letter 
g,ò the teacher 
walked around 
providing 
feedback, asking 
a learner to write 
in the air when 
he saw the 
learner 
struggling to 
write the word.  

 

A majority of content modifications consisted of additions to content and omissions 

of content. Skipping activities and combining activities mainly occurred during the 

Standard 1 Chichewa lessons, as those lessons are longer than the other lessons.  

Figure 3 on the next page shows the patterns in all modifications by standard and 

language of instruction. A majority of all modifications (52%) that teachers made 

were content modifications. That content modifications were so frequent is not 

surprisingðmost of these modifications were seemingly minor additions or 

omissions to the lessons, such as adding extra words or omitting one part of an 

activity. It may be that teachers felt more comfortable altering the content in small 

ways instead of making larger, structural changes to the lesson, which could 

account for the large number of content modifications.  

Figure 3 also shows that, across the four patterns, 41% of all modifications we 

observed were made in Standard 1 Chichewa classrooms. Both of these trends 

(predominance of content modifications, and large number of modifications in 

Standard 1 Chichewa) suggest that further analysis must be done in order to shed 
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light on these findings. Below we discuss the modifications in light of their overall 

usefulness to the objectives of the lesson, and teacher explanations for the 

modifications.  

4.2 CONTRIBUTION OF MODIFICATIONS TO THE QUALITY 

OF THE LESSON 

All modifications were given a code of help, hinder, or neutral. The help code 

identified modifications that contributed to the instructionôs meeting the objectives 

of the lesson. The hinder code identified modifications that detracted from the 

objectives of the lesson. The neutral code identified modifications that neither 

helped nor hindered the objective of the lesson. These codes were subjective 

measures made by the researchers that coded the data. The researchers relied 

on the stated objectives of the lesson in the teacherôs guide and how the 

modifications reflected the intended purpose of the lessons. To do this, the 

researchers drew upon their knowledge of the teacherôs guides, prior trainings that 

had occurred, discussions with project staff, and literature identifying best 

practices in early grade reading instruction that formed the theoretical foundations 

of the lessons.  

Figure 4 below displays the percentage of modifications that we coded as helping, 

hindering, or neutral according to the modification type. We discuss each below. 

Figure 3. Patterns in Modifications by Standard and Language 

of Instruction 
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4.2.1 STRUCTURAL MODIFICATIONS 

Of the structural modifications, 79% were coded as hindering the objective of the 

lesson, with only 14% coded as helping the lesson. Thus, a clear majority of the 

times that teachers 

modified the structure of 

the lesson, either in the I 

do, We do, or You do 

sections, the 

modification was coded 

as hindering learning. 

Figure 5 shows the 

percentage of each 

category of structural 

modifications was coded 

as either help, hinder, or 

neutral. 

Of all structural 

modifications, 47% 

occurred in Standard 1 

Chichewa lessons, and 

followed the pattern of 

being coded largely as hindering learning. In the Chichewa Standard 1 teacherôs 

guide, every activity was not necessarily explicitly formatted in the I do, We do, 

Figure 4. Percentage of Modifications Coded as 

Help/Hinder/Neutral by Modification Type 

 

 

Figure 5. Percentage of Categories of Structural 

Modifications Coded as Help/Hinder/Neutral 
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You do structure. Instead, the structure was implied by the procedural language in 

the SLP. Because of this, teachers often imposed their own structure on the 

activity. For example, Teacher 8 (Standard 1, Chichewa, HP school) was teaching 

an activity about learning a new letter name in Lesson 3 of Unit 5, seen below. 

Learning a new letter name. Today we will learn a new letter. I will show you 

the letter and say its name. Write the letter D on the chalkboard or show a 

card with the letter D. Point to the letter and say, this is D. Letôs say the letter 

name together. Teacher and learners say D. Now you will name the letter on 

your own. This letter is (learners say D). Now, open your books to page 16. 

Point to letter D next to the picture of the Dengu. 

The gradual release model is implicit in this activity. First the teacher writes the 

letter ñDò on the chalkboard (or shows a letter card) and says the name of the 

letter (I do), then the teacher and students say the name together (We do), and 

lastly the teacher points to the letter and the students say its name and then point 

to the letter in their learnerôs book (You do). However, as seen in the text above, 

the lesson is not formatted to explicitly highlight the three different sections of the 

lesson (I do, We do, and You do). Teacher 8 modified the structure of the You do 

by asking two learners to individually say the name of the letter D, instead of 

asking the whole class to name the letter. In effect, the teacher selected two 

learners from the whole class to complete the implicit You do segment of the letter 

naming activity.  

This modification was coded as hindering learning because in this case, the You 

do was designed to provide practice for all students in identifying the letter ñD.ò By 

modifying and asking only two learners to identify the letter instead of the whole 

class, the teacher decreased all learnersô hands-on practice with letter 

identification. 

Across all 

standards 

and 

languages, 

teachers 

mainly 

modified the 

We do and 

You do 

sections. In 

the We do, 

some teachers tended to modify the activity from ñdoing it togetherò to ñrepeat after 

me.ò For example, Teacher 7 (Standard 2, English, LP School) was teaching an 

activity about reading a story. Figure 6 below contains the text from the teacherôs 

guide.  

Figure 6. Story Reading Activity 
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In the We do part of the lesson, the guide asks teachers and learners to read the 

story together. This is important because it provides a scaffold for the You do 

section, where learners are expected to read in partners without the direct support 

of the teacher. However, instead of reading the story together, Teacher 7 read 

each line of the story and had the learners repeat after her. What was intended to 

be a scaffold turned into a repetition exercise, and learners no longer were given 

the opportunity to apply their skills to read a story with the support of the teacher. 

By changing the structure of the activity in this way, the teacher may have 

hindered the learning process. The domino effect of this modification of the We do 

was that it often led to a corresponding modification of the You do segment of the 

learning activity. In the We do, the instruction helps learners engage in 

collaborative and independent practice in the You do. Structural modifications that 

minimized opportunities for learners to practice with adequate support from the 

teacher, such as the example above, may have led to further modifications that 

were coded as hindering learning in the You do section.  

For example, Teacher 7, after modifying the We do section of the lesson in Figure 

6 above, modified the You do section also. Instead of asking students to read the 

story in pairs, the teacher instead formed groups of learners. She then went to 

each group and instructed them on how to read the story. This modification took 

time, with most learners having to wait until the teacher approached to begin 

reading. It may be that, because all learners did not have the opportunity to 

practice in the We do section, the teacher felt they were unprepared to read in 

pairs during the You do section without providing detailed instructions to each 

group. This modification lowered the amount of time students were reading. In 

addition, by reading in small groups instead of pairs, students may have had less 

opportunity to participate in the reading.  

Another structural modification that was common was modifying how students 

worked, either the whole class, in pairs, in small groups, and/or individually. The 

majority of these modifications were coded as hindering learning, though there 

were some examples of modifications to the You do that supported student 

learning. For example, Teacher 1 (Standard 2, Chichewa, MP school) was 

teaching an activity titled ñReviewing Syllables,ò seen below.  

Reviewing syllables. Open your books to page 10. Point to the syllables and 

read them aloud using sounds. The syllables are mfa, mfe, mfi, mfo, mfu. 

Ask learners to read the syllables individually, in pairs, and in groups. 

Assist those learners who fail to read. 

Teacher 1 used whole class instruction to teach the activity on reviewing syllables. 

In effect, the teacher removed the scaffolds that pair and group work provide. This 

modification was coded as hindering learning, as learners were not given the 

necessary opportunities to be able to perform the activity with success. 
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In contrast, Teacher 15 (Standard 2, Chichewa, HP school) was teaching an 

activity titled ñReading Words,ò seen below.  

Table 6. Reading Words Activity 

   

Reading Words. Now we will learn to use syllables we have learned to 

read words. We will say each syllable in a word and read the word. After 

saying all the syllables in a word, I will move my finger under the word 

and we will read it. I will point at each letter and you will say the sound. 

After saying all the sounds in a word you will read it. 

TEACHER TEACHER AND 
LEARNERS 

LEARNERS 

I will point at each letter 
in a word on the 
chalkboard and say, 

Look here. mla mba 
move my finger under 
each word and read 
mlamba 

Now letôs do together. 

Remember to say the 
sound as I point to each 
letter. 

Teachers points at each 
letter in a word on the 
chalkboard. 

Teacher and learners say 
the sounds in each word 
mla mba and read 
mlamba. 

Continue with other 
examples mleme, mlime, 
mlimi, mlosi. 

Now do it on your own 
mlamba. 

Continue with other 
examples such as 
mleme, mlimi, mlosi, 
mlomo, mluzu. 

 

The teacher modified the activity by adding paired work and group work to the You 

do segment of the activity, asking students to read the words first in groups and 

pairs before reading it individually. This modification was coded as helping 

learning, as the teacher effectively scaffolded student learning. Structural 

modifications largely were coded as hindering learning, instead of helping learning 

or being neutral. Modifications ranged from imposing a structure on Chichewa 

Standard 1 lessons due to the lack of an explicit structure in the teacherôs guide, 

to changes in the level of scaffolding in the We do, to changes to the organization 

of the work in the You do. Based on the data presented above, there are several 

key areas that may benefit from more intensive focus in materials development, 

teacher training, and follow-up support. 

¶ Standard 1 Chichewa teacherôs guides should explicitly detail the gradual 

release model.  

¶ Teacher training and school-based coaching should support teachers in 

understanding the purpose of the We do section and provide them with 

ample practice on implementing the We do section. 
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¶ Teacher training and school-based coaching should discuss the purpose 

of the You do section and the importance of providing all learners with an 

opportunity to practice the skill that has just been taught.  

4.2.2 CONTENT MODIFICATIONS 

 Of the content modifications, 52% were coded as hindering meeting the learning 

objectives of the lesson, with 38% coded as helping. Thus while a majority of 

content modifications 

were hindering the 

lesson, there was also a 

substantial proportion of 

modifications that 

supported the objectives 

of the lesson. Figure 7 

shows the breakdown by 

the categories of the 

different modifications 

within content 

modifications. Additions 

and Informal 

Assessments were the 

most likely to be coded 

as helping the lesson, 

while skipped activities 

and omissions were 

most likely to be coded 

as hindering the lesson. 

The majority (62%) of 

modifications where the teacher combined activities had a neutral effect on the 

objectives of the lesson. 

Figure 7. Percentage of Categories of Content Modifications 

Coded as Help/Hinder/Neutral 
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Additions 

The majority of additions were coded as helping learning. Additions consisted of 

singing songs that were relevant to the learning objective, incorporating additional 

words or sentences to provide students with extra practice, using additional 

informal language or realia to expand learnersô understanding of vocabulary 

words, assigning relevant homework, and explicitly connecting the lesson of the 

day with the learning from the previous day. For example, Teacher 6 (Standard 2, 

Chichewa, LP school) was teaching the activity below, titled ñReviewing Meanings 

of Words.ò  

Reviewing Meaning of Words: I will read words and ask you to give their 

meanings. The words are: mkeka, mkaka. Say mkeka (learners say mkeka). 

Do the same with these words: mkute, mkoko, mkaka, mkate, mkono, 

mkuku. Put your hand up if you know the meaning of word mkute, mkoko, 

mkaka, mkate, mkono, mkuku, (Learners put their hands up). If more than 

half of the class put their hands up, tell them to share the meaning of the 

word with a colleague next to them. If the less than half of the class put their 

hands up, tell them the meaning of the word. The meaning of the word 

mkate: mtundu wa chakudya mkute: chakudya chotsala chogona, mkaka: 

chakumwa, chocokera mômawere. Use the words mkaka, mkeka, mkono, 

mkate, mkute, mkoko, mkuku meaningful sentences. 

During the classroom discussion, the teacher realized that the learners could not 

tell the difference between the target word ñmkekaò which means mat and 

ñmphasaôò which is 

another type of mat 

used for a different 

purpose. She took out 

examples of both 

types of mats and 

engaged learners in 

conversation to 

expand their 

vocabulary knowledge 

of the two different 

words, as seen in 

Figure 8 above. By 

doing this, the teacher 

added to the content 

of the lesson in a 

helpful way, 

enhancing the quality 

of learnerôs 

vocabulary.  

Figure 8. Teacher 6 Using Realia as a 

Helpful Modification 

 

Photo credit by: Monika Mattos, RTI International 
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Teacher 12 (Standard 2 Chichewa, LP school) added content to an activity titled 

ñReview Reading Word Cards,ò seen below. This was the introduction to a lesson. 

Introduction. Review reading words from word cards. The words are 

mgaiwa, mgolo, mgula, mgugu. Assist learners who have problems reading 

words. 

Before asking learners to read the four words listed above, the teacher wrote four 

syllables on the board: mga, mge, mgi, and mgo. The teacher then reviewed the 

beginning syllables for each of the words that learners were supposed to read. By 

doing this, the teacher helped meet the objectives of the lesson by adding content 

that was relevant and met the needs of her students.  

However, not all modifications that were additions to the content were coded as 

helping: 21% of modifications hindered the objective of the lesson. Teacher 12 

(Standard 2, English, LP school) was teaching the activity below, ñBlending 

Sounds to Make Wordsò (Figure 9). 

 

 

The purpose of this activity was to support students in developing their 

phonological awareness in English by listening to sounds and blending them orally 

to make words. The teacher modified the activity by adding the written letters f-i-g 

on the board. He pointed to each letter as he made the sounds, transforming the 

activity from oral blending to reading of the letters on the board. The lessons in the 

guide book are deliberately sequenced to build on developmental trajectories of 

learning and provide opportunities for students to orally blend sounds before 

blending them with the written symbols. This modification was thus coded as 

hindering the objective of the lesson, as the modification transformed the intended 

purpose of the activity. 

Figure 9. Blending Sounds to Make Words 
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Informal assessments  

The use of informal assessments as modifications to the lessons was mostly 

coded as helping the lessons. Modifications included teachers asking learners if 

they had questions, informally observing learnersô classwork, and requesting that 

learners justify their answers to thumbs up/down activities.  

Teacher 3 (Standard 1, English, MP school) was instructing learners in an activity 

ñSinging a Song: Show me hò, seen in Figure 10 .  

Figure 10. Singing a Song: Show Me h 

 

 

 

After the song, the teacher asked the learners several times, ñThis letter is what?ò 

By asking this question the teacher was able to informally assess if learners knew 

the name of the target letter. This modification provided the teacher with an 

understanding of her students, which improved the overall quality of the 

instruction.  

In other instances, teachers used what they learned from these informal 

assessments to give immediate feedback to the learners. For example, Teacher 

14 (Standard 1, Chichewa, HP school) was teaching the activity ñReviewing 

Letters and Sounds,ò seen below.  

Reviewing letters and sounds: Look at the section that has a star on page 10 

of the Learnersô Book. Point at each letter and say its name u, U, M, e. Now 

point at each letter and say its sound u, U, m, M, e, E. 

While learners were practicing the sounds individually, the teacher moved around 

the classroom and listened to individual learners. She provided verbal feedback to 

learners who were struggling. The use of this informal assessment at the end of 

the lesson enhanced the quality of the lesson and may indicate that checking for 

understanding and using this information to address learnersô needs are elements 

of teaching that teachers may be ready to discuss, think, and learn more deeply 

about. 

 



 
 

32  | Malawi Early Grade Reading Activity Scripting Study Report 

Teacher 7 (Standard 

2, English, LP 

school) was 

teaching the activity 

in Figure 11 and 12, 

ñMatching Numbers 

with Words.ò  

After the activity, the 

teacher created a 

matching activity on 

the board to check 

for understanding, 

seen in the photo 

below. This 

modification helped 

the teacher meet the objectives of the lesson.  

Omissions  

Of modifications that omitted 

content, 98% were coded as 

hindering the objectives of the 

lesson. Omissions consisted of 

the removal of target words 

and/or procedures within the 

activity. These omissions took 

away learnersô opportunity to 

broaden their vocabulary; 

practice reading words with 

particular target letters and 

sounds; make sentences using 

target words; understand the 

meaning of words through a 

teacherôs gestures, 

illustrations, or realia; and/or 

write letters, words, or 

sentences. Teacher 5 

(Standard 1, English, LP school) was teaching the activity ñIdentifying the Letter 

g,ò seen in Figure 13.  

Figure 11. Matching Numbers with Words View 

 

Photo credit by: Monika Mattos, RTI International 

Figure 12. Matching Numbers with 

Words  
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The I do segment stated that teachers should tell the learners the sound of the 

letter g in addition to the name of the letter g. The teacher omitted the sound of the 

letter g, deleting valuable content from the activity. Because of this, the 

modification was coded as hindering, as it did not allow the teacher to meet the 

objective of the lesson.  

Skipped 

Activities 

Of the 

modifications 

coded as skipped 

activities, 100% 

were also coded 

as hindering. It is 

no surprise that 

when teachers 

modified the 

lesson by 

skipping an entire 

activity, the 

objectives of the 

lesson were not 

met. Skipped 

activities, which 

occurred most frequently in Standard 1 Chichewa classrooms, took away the 

scaffolds set in place in the sequence of the scripted lessons. It is plausible that 

although Standard 1 teachers are taught in the training to teach the approximately 

15 activities over two days, they may think that the content should be taught in 

one day since the string of activities in the teacherôs guide is referred to as a 

lesson. When trying to fit all activities into one day, teachers needed to skip 

activities, a factor that will be explored further below.  

Combinations 

Modifications in which teachers combined two or more activities were largely 

neutral (62%), though 38% hindered learning. Neutral modifications consisted of a 

pairing of activities that were related. For example, Teacher 14 (Standard 1, 

Chichewa, HP school), was teaching a lesson including the letter e. There were 

three related activities: learning a new letter name e, learning a new letter sound 

e, and writing a new letter e. Instead of teaching these three skills as three distinct 

activities, the teacher combined all three, and taught the letter name, sound, and 

how to write it all at the same time. This was coded as neutral because, while the 

lesson developers intended for the three activities to remain separated, perhaps to 

ensure that the three skills were all taught, combining the skills still met the lesson 

Figure 13. Identifying the Letter g   
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objectives. It may be that teachers combined similar activities together to save 

time, especially in Standard 1 Chichewa lessons.  

However, some modifications combining activities were coded as hindering. 

Teacher 1 (Standard 2, Chichewa, MP school) was teaching a series of activities, 

ñWriting Words,ò ñReviewing Meaning of Words,ò and ñHand Writing,ò seen in 

Table 7.  

Table 7. Combined Writing Activities 

Writing words: now we will use the blend mf to write words. I will say the 
blend mf and write a word mfolo on the chalkboard. Then we will write the 
words together. After writing the words, I will ask you to point to the words 
with mf. Continue with other words. 

TEACHER TEACHER AND LEARNERS LEARNERS 

Á Put your finger below 
the word on the 
chalkboard and say: 

- Look here: mfo 
lo 

- mfolo 

Á Now letôs do together. 
Remember to say the 
sounds as I write the word. 

Á Teacher writes each letter 
in a word on the 
chalkboard.  

Á Teacher and learners read 
the syllables in each word  

Á /m/ /f/ /o/ /l//o/ and read 
mfolo 

Á Continue with other 
examples mfumu, mfiti, 
imfa, mfiti 

Á Now do on your own. 
The word is mfolo 

Á Continue with other 
examples such as 
mfumu, mfiti, mfulu, 
mfuko, imfa, mfuti  

Reviewing meanings of words: Review meanings of words with learners. Ask 

them to make meaningful sentences. The words are: mfumu, mfiti, mfulu, 

mfuko, imfa, mfuti  

 

Hand writing: Now we will write words and a sentence. The words are: mfiti, 

mfolo, mfuti, and the sentence is: asirikari ali pa mfolo. I will write the words 

and the sentence on the chalkboard. We will write together, then you will 

write the words and the sentence in your exercise books. Assist learners 

where necessary. 

 
 

These three activities form a sequence of learning, beginning with writing words, 

then understanding their meanings through making sentences, and then writing 

the sentences. Instead of following that sequence, the teacher began by writing 

the sentence in the third activity, asirikari ali pa mfolo, and then moving backwards 

through the activities. By doing this, the teacher may have hindered the learning in 

the lesson, as learners did not receive the scaffolds in place of first writing words 

with the /mf/ blend and discussing their meaning before being asked to write 

sentences with the words.  




























