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Executive Summary
This report outlines the findings from the reading assessment administered to 343 children
from the El Quiché department of Guatemala in February 2011. Random samples of children
from 2nd grade were selected from each of the 18 participating schools. Of these schools, 10
will be piloting Literacy Boost, a Save the Children program designed to equip children with the
foundational skills for becoming competent readers. The other 8 schools will serve as the
control group against which progress in supporting skills development via Literacy Boost
interventions can be measured.
The assessment evaluates children’s emergent and early reading skill levels in both Spanish and
K’iche by targeting the following skills: 1) children’s understanding of concepts about print, 2)
knowledge of the alphabet, 3) ability to read the most common words from their curriculum, 4
& 5) fluency and accuracy in reading grade-level passages, and 6) either reading or oral
comprehension of the same passages. The assessment also gathered information on the
students’ socio-economic background and home literacy environment.
Analysis of the sample students’ background data showed that children from both Literacy
Boost and control schools come from households of similar socio-economic status (SES). The
data also demonstrates that children from both groups come from homes with comparable
literacy habits and resources. Children from the two groups only exhibited significant
differences on a few indicators. A higher percentage of children from control schools repeated
first grade and they expressed more positive attitudes towards reading on average. The control
group also has a lower percentage of students who speak exclusively K’iche at home. However,
these differences do not seem to influence reading outcomes. There are no significant
differences between the average scores for Literacy Boost and comparison groups on any
assessment component, except for K’iche oral comprehension.
The assessment results reveal that children perform better on Spanish reading components
than they do on K’iche. This is true for letter knowledge, word reading ability, as well as fluency
and accuracy for reading the passages. Of all the Spanish assessment components, children
performed the least well on the comprehension measures. This suggests that while many
children have developed strong decoding skills in Spanish, many are still unable to extract
meaning from what they read. In K’iche, children face the opposite problem. Their letter
knowledge and decoding skills in K’iche are extremely low; while oral comprehension skills are
their greatest strength. These findings make sense given that the majority of children in the
sample are native K’iche speakers who are taught to read first in Spanish.
Thus the Literacy Boost program must first target children’s phonemic and alphabetic
awareness in K’iche. Then for both languages, Literacy Boost programming should ensure that
as children learn to decode, they simultaneously learn to make meaning of the words they read.
For both languages, but perhaps especially for Spanish, children will need support to learn how
to self-monitor for comprehension as they read and to learn strategies for how to proceed
when they encounter obstacles to comprehension, such as unknown words.
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Further analysis of the data on home literacy environment and reading outcomes shows that
children who have access to reading materials at home outperform those with no reading
materials on all Spanish assessment components. However, access to books in the home is only
correlated with higher K’iche reading outcomes on one metric. Likewise, children who are read
to by more than 50% of their household members outperform their counterparts on all Spanish
reading indicators; however, there are no significant correlations between the percent of
household members who read to children and K’iche literacy scores. A possible explanation for
this discrepancy lies in the fact that families are far more likely to own reading materials in
Spanish than in K’iche and when children are read to, they are probably read to in Spanish.
Thus if Literacy Boost can improve access to K’iche reading materials and encourage families to
read and tell stories to their children in K’iche, then we may see literacy gains and a stronger
correlation between home literacy environment and K’iche reading outcomes.

Introduction and Background

The Guatemala Country Office (GCO) of Save the Children has been working with schools in
the Quiche region since 2006. All ten of the intervention schools which will begin
implementing the Literacy Boost program in the spring of 2011 are part of the SC Sponsorship
Education Program. One of the primary goals of this program is to increase access and improve
quality in pre- primary and primary school learning for indigenous children. Literacy acquisition is
often seen as a key determinant of quality education in the primary grades. In Guatemala,
literacy acquisition can be especially challenging for children whose mother tongue is a Mayan
language. Although the Guatemalan government began supporting its first bilingual education
initiative in 1980, major gaps in the provision of quality bilingual instruction persist.
Recent investigations by the Ministry of Education have revealed deficiencies in teachers’
proficiencies in some of the Mayan languages in which they are expected to teach, lack of
teacher preparation for bilingual reading instruction, and a dearth of reading resources and
instructional materials with which to teach these languages. In terms of student outcomes, a
study administered in 2008 by the USAID program Equip2 with assistance from SC revealed
low literacy skills amongst 3rd graders in the department of El Quiché. For these reasons, the
GCO decided to pursue the Literacy Boost program as a means to improve mother language
literacy and simultaneously promote Spanish reading skills in the schools it supports.
This assessment is the first step in the Literacy Boost program and its purpose is to provide the
GCO with detailed information as to children’s current strengths and weaknesses in both
Spanish and K’iche reading skills and to gather baseline data by which the country office can
measure its progress in helping children learn to read over the next several years. Save the
Children has developed the Literacy Boost Assessment to help country offices evaluate
programs and adjust interventions to the local context of their schools. So far the Literacy
Boost Assessment has been adapted and implemented in Malawi, Nepal, Pakistan, Ethiopia,
Vietnam, Mozambique, Bangladesh, Mali, Haiti, Uganda, the Philippines and Yemen.
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Methodology

Initially, 15 Save the Children-supported schools were selected be included in the intervention
program and 8 non-SC schools selected for comparison. The Guatemala Country Office (GCO)
selected these schools based on the following criteria: accessibility, location, student population
size, gender ratios, and community involvement. However, data analysis of the assessment
results revealed that 5 of the intervention schools significantly outperformed the rest on almost
every reading skill indicator. In two of these high performing schools, more than 2/3 of children
identified as native Spanish speakers. This imbalance between the original intervention and
control groups at baseline would have complicated future comparisons between the two.
Furthermore, the Literacy Boost program wants to target the children who most need support
to develop reading proficiency. For this reason, the 5 high-performing intervention schools
were left out of this baseline study. Instead, the remaining 10 intervention schools and the
original 8 control schools form the basis of this report.
The MoE standards for bilingual education stipulate that children should possess strong
foundational reading and writing skills in both Spanish and the dominant regional language by
the end of 2nd grade. Specifically, the MoE standard for 2nd grade states that children should be
able to read aloud with fluency and accuracy and demonstrate comprehension of grade level
passages. For this reason, the GCO decided to conduct the Literacy Boost assessment with 2nd
graders. In each of the 18 schools, 10 boys and 10 girls were randomly selected for
assessment. In some schools however, there were fewer than 20 children in the second grade.
For this reason, the total number of children assessed was 343 (rather than the targeted 360);
194 children in the intervention group and 140 in the control group. Gender balance was
maintained: 50% of the sample population is male and 50% female.
Development of the Assessment Tools
The first step in the process of this assessment was to develop the reading skills components of
in both Spanish and K’iche and to adapt the background questionnaire for the context of the El
Quiché region. The SC team reviewed both the standard Guatemalan curriculum for 2nd grade
and previously designed assessment tools from RTI (Research Triangle Institute), REAULA
(Reforma Educativa en la Aula), EQUIP2, and the Ministry of Education. The GCO is grateful to
these organizations for sharing their word lists and reading passages, which greatly reduced the
time and resources spent developing the Literacy Boost assessment components.
After reviewing the 2nd grade Spanish curriculum, a series of frequently occurring words were
selected for the “Most Used Words” component of the assessment. Spanish reading passages
were selected from the curriculum and from the EQUIP2 assessment for the pilot.
Development of the K’iche reading skills components proved more challenging. The team of
K’iche evaluators began with word lists and reading passages from the REAULA assessment and
from stories developed by the Ministry of Education. However, because the dialect of K’iche
spoken varies in each community, evaluators wanted to ensure that the assessment would be a
fair evaluation for children throughout the entire department. Thus GCO staff member,
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Romualdo Grave, led the K’iche evaluators in redrafting the passages and word selection until
they were in agreement with its quality and uniformity.
Initially, SC considered hiring evaluators from amongst a team that had worked with the GCO
on a previous evaluation project. However, many of these individuals did not speak K’iche
fluently. Thus the country office began to search for candidates who spoke K’iche as a mother
tongue and who had experience working in schools. Four evaluators that met this criteria were
hired. In addition, two native Spanish-speaking staff members were selected to conduct the
assessments with children who spoke Spanish and two SC staff members fluent in K’iche were
assigned to observe and monitor the evaluators for overall quality control.
Teacher Interviews
Interviews were also conducted with the teacher of each 2nd grade classroom selected for the
assessment, for a total of 18 teacher interviews. Although this number is too small to allow us
to draw conclusions about the wider teacher population; it is nonetheless useful to have this
context as we attempt to understand children’s scores on the various assessment components.
The interview questions related to teachers’ language proficiencies, their formal training, daily
instructional practices, and their opinions about bilingual education in the primary grades. All 18
teachers possess formal certification for teaching primary education. Yet their years of formal
preparation range from 0-3, with 14 teachers (77%) reporting 0 years of preparation. Only 7
(28%) teachers report having received formal training on how to teach in Spanish and only 5
(39%) have participated in trainings for teaching in K’iche.
Perhaps the most interesting finding from the interviews is the fact that only half the teachers
feel that their oral proficiency in K’iche is sufficient for teaching the language and only 27% feel
that they possess sufficient K’iche writing skills. If teachers are not confident in their own K’iche
abilities, it is not surprising that children struggle to acquire reading skills in K’iche. Teachers
were also asked what percentage of the day they spend teaching in Spanish vs K’iche. The
average breakdown was 77% of the day in Spanish and 22% in K’iche. Five teachers reported
that they teach exclusively in Spanish, while only 3 teach 50% of the time in each language. The
rest spend 60-90% of their time teaching in Spanish. Teachers also commented on the
instructional resources available to them. Only 33% state that K’iche reading materials are
available in their schools and even fewer teachers have access to K’iche resources in their own
classrooms on a daily basis (22%).

Establishing Comparability of Literacy Boost and Control Groups
The next sections of this report will use t-tests to compare the means of Literacy Boost and
control groups on background data related to children’s home socio-economic and literacy
environments as well as on their scores on the assessment components. If we can establish that
the two groups are comparable on background characteristics and reading abilities at baseline,
then we can assume that neither group has a particular advantage over the other and we can
fairly use the two groups to measure improvements gained via the Literacy Boost program over
time.
April 2011
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Findings

Student Background data
The table below compares the means between the Literacy Boost and control groups on
personal and household characteristics. The t-test analyses demonstrate that no significant
differences exist between the two student populations on any of the following indicators,
except home language and number of hours per day spent doing chores.
Table 1: Comparing Means on Background Data: Literacy Boost vs Control Group
Age (yrs)
Gender
Home language
Total household
members
% with adobe house
walls
% with wooden house
walls
% with cement/block
walls
% with earthen floor
% with electricity
% with refrigerator
% with cell phone
% with running water
Distance to school
(kms)
Daily homework (hrs.)
Daily chores (hrs.)
Child works to earn
money

Literacy Boost
average (range)

9.33 (6-13)
50% female; 50%
male
11% Spanish only
69% K’iche only
18% both
6 (1-12)

Significant
Yes/ No?

Overall
Mean

Spanish only: No
K’iche only: Yes***
Both: No
NO

9% Spanish only
79% K’iche only
12% both
6

82.5%

80%

NO

8%

9%

NO

81%
9%

8%

13%

NO

10%

68%
76%
12%
86%
75%
1.71 (0-8)

76%
81%
6%
84%
71%
1.68 (0-7)

NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO

72%
78%
9%
85%
73%
1.70 kms

.85 (0-7)
1.70 (0-8)
22%

.87 (0-7)
2.06 (0-5)
18%

NO
YES*
NO

.86 hrs
1.85 hrs
20.5%

9.28 (7-14)
50% female; 50%
male
7% Spanish only
86% K’iche only
7% both
6 (2-12)

Control
average (range)

NO
NO

9.30
50% each

*Statistically significant at p< .05
** *Statistically significant at p< .001

Among the whole sample population, only 9% of children reported speaking exclusively Spanish
at home. An additional 12% report that they use both Spanish and K’iche at home. Only two
children in the sample reported speaking a language other than K’iche or Spanish at home. Both
children were from the control group and both identified as native Ixil speakers. The majority
of children in both Literacy Boost and control schools report speaking exclusively K’iche at
home. However, the percentage of K’iche only speakers was significantly higher in Literacy
Boost schools (86% vs. 69% respectively). Subsequent analysis of the reading outcomes for both
groups of children revealed that their baseline literacy skills are comparable, in spite of this
difference in language background. The fact that Literacy Boost schools have a higher
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percentage K’iche-only speakers coincides well with one of the program’s primary goals: to
promote mother tongue literacy for indigenous children.
Children in the sample population are on average 9 years old; yet, there are children as old as
14 present in these second grade classrooms. The Guatemalan government’s recent efforts to
encourage out-of-school children to enter or return to formal education may explain the
presence of some of the older children. At the same time, the younger end of the age range
demonstrates that some children enter school before the government-sanctioned age of 7
years for first grade. This wide range of ages may present an additional challenge for teachers.
Children were asked questions about their households in an effort to gauge the socio-economic
levels of their families and the results demonstrate that poverty levels are high amongst the
sample population. More than one in five children come from homes without electricity and
more than one in every four from homes without running water. A stark indicator of how
socio-economic background impacts children’s daily lives lies in the fact that more than one in
every five children from the sample work in order to earn money to help support their families.
In the Quiché region, homes with adobe walls are the cheapest to build, followed by wooden
walls. Walls of cement block are the most expensive and seen as an indicator of high socioeconomic status. Findings demonstrate that 81% of children in our sample come from homes
with adobe walls, while only 10% come from homes with cement walls. In terms of household
assets, 85% of families own a cell phone, but only 9% own a refrigerator.
Home Literacy Environment
Children were also asked about their literacy preparation, both in terms of school indicators
and home environment. The data in the following table demonstrates that children in Literacy
Boost and control schools are comparable on all literacy background indicators, except the
percentage of children who repeated first grade. Children who repeat first grade often do so
because they’ve failed to acquire the necessary reading skills. However, comparison of the
literacy scores for children in the control and intervention groups reveal no significant
differences in outcomes, despite the difference in 1st grade repetition rates.
Table 2. Literacy preparation
% of household with reading materials
% of children who saw someone reading at home
in last week
% of children read to in last week
% that attended preschool
Avg. 1st Gr. Score in “Communication & Language”
% that repeated grade 1
% that repeated grade 2
** *Statistically significant at p< .001

Literacy
Boost Avg.

Comparison
Avg.

Signif?
Yes/ No

Overall
Avg.

64%
61%
72%
48%
17%

57%
69%
70%
22%
16%

NO
NO
NO
YES***
NO

61%
65%
71%
33%
16%

87%
94%

80%
88%

NO
NO

84%
91%

Among the sample population, nearly two out of every 3 children attended preschool. In terms
of the reading habits in the home, most children (91%) report having seen a family member
read during the week prior to the assessment and over half (61%) report that a family member
read to them.
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Access to Reading Materials
Children from control and
interventions groups are equally
likely to have access to books at
home, and in fact, the majority
of children in the sample (85%)
do. We also asked children
about the types of reading
materials available in their
homes. The graph on the right
demonstrates that children from
the Literacy Boost group are
more likely to have textbooks,
but no differences exist for the
other resources. While 70% of
children in the sample report
having the Bible or other
religious books at home and
35% report having newspapers, only 10% have children’s books at home.
Attitudes Towards Reading
The final part of the background questionnaire asked children about their personal reading
habits and attitudes towards reading. More children in control schools were able to name and
summarize there favorite book, but overall very few children had favorite books in the first
place (only 13%). While most children reported that they like to read (92% overall), more
children in Literacy Boost schools stated that reading is boring. However 8% of children in
Literacy Boost schools reported both that reading is fun and that it is boring, which calls into
question the significance of this result. Even though it may be difficult to measure, the Literacy
Boost program aims to help children develop positive associations with reading and to
encourage them to pursue reading outside of the prescribed academic curriculum wherever
possible.
Table 3: Children’s Attitudes Towards Reading

% with a favorite story or book
% that can name the story or book
% that can summarize the story or book
% likes to read
% thinks reading is fun
% thinks reading is boring
*Statistically significant at p< .05
** *Statistically significant at p< .001
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Literacy
Boost
average
11%
7%
6%
92%
86%
22%

Control
average

Signif
Yes/ No?

Overall
Avg.

16%
15%
14%
91%
89%
9%

NO
YES*
YES*
NO
NO
YES***

13%
10.5%
9%
92%
87%
16%
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Reading Outcomes
Table 4 presents the average scores for each assessment component for children in the Literacy
Boost and control schools. T-test analyses revealed that there are no statistically significant
differences between the two groups, except on one component: K’iche oral comprehension.
The fact that both groups demonstrate similar levels of proficiency on all literacy metrics at
baseline means that it will be easy for Save the Children to measure the impact of the Literacy
Boost program over the course of its first year. The following sections will take a closer look at
the results for each assessment component.
Table 4: Average Baseline Scores, Literacy Boost vs. Control Schools

Literacy Metric

Description

Baseline
Mean All
Schools

Baseline Mean,
Literacy Boost
Schools

Baseline Mean,
Control
Schools

Significant?
Yes or No

11.91

11.89

NO

11.90

Concepts about
Print (CAP)

Number of concepts
demonstrated correctly of 14

Overall Letter
knowledge

Number of letters/sounds
known of 90
Number of letters/sounds
known of 54
(28 uppercase + 28 lowercase)
Number of letters/sounds
known of 34
(17 uppercase + 17 lowercase)

44.22

43.21

NO

43.79

43.39

42.15

NO

42.87

0.83

1.06

NO

.93

Number of common vocabulary
words read correctly of 20

14.33

14.24

NO

14.29

Number of common vocabulary
words read correctly of 20

6.27

6.11

NO

6.20

Spanish Letter
knowledge
Unique K’iche Letter
knowledge
Spanish Word
Reading
K’iche’ Word
Reading
Spanish Fluency

Number of words read
correctly in first minute

20.20

18.58

NO

K’iche’ Fluency

Number of words read
correctly in first minute

7.77

7.56

NO

7.68

Spanish Accuracy

Percentage of words in a
connected text read correctly

61.02%

59.04%

NO

60.35%

K’iche’ Accuracy

Percentage of words in a
connected text read correctly

36.44%

36.55%

NO

36.48%

Spanish Nonreaders (at-risk)

Percent of group that did not
read a word of passage

20.62%

17.14%

NO

19.16%

K’iche’ Non-readers
(at-risk)

Percent of group that did not
read a word of passage
Number of comprehension
questions answered correctly
of 3 after reading passage aloud

29.90%

34.29%

NO

31.74%

Spanish Reading
Comprehension

19.52

N = 136

1.00

N = 96

1.03

NO

1.02

Spanish Oral
Comprehension

Number of comprehension
questions answered correctly
of 3 after listening to passage

N = 58

.97

N = 44

1.36

NO

1.14

K’iche’ Reading
Comprehension

Number of comprehension
questions answered correctly
of 3 after reading passage aloud

N = 82

1.32

N = 63

1.27

NO

1.30

K’iche’ Oral
Comprehension

Number of comprehension
questions answered correctly
of 3 after listening to passage

N =112

2.03

N =77

2.33

YES*
(p= 0.03)

2.15
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Analysis of Findings by Each Assessment Component
Concepts about print (CAP)
The first component of the assessment tests children’s emergent literacy skills. Evaluators hand
the child a book and ask him or her to identify the cover, the beginning of the story, the first
word, a particular page, a letter, a word, the end of the book, etc. The results of our baseline
assessment demonstrate that on average 2nd graders from both Literacy Boost and control
schools were able to answer almost 12 out of the 14 questions correctly.
Although scores ranged from 1 to 14
questions correct, they were clustered
at the high end of this range, as seen in
the graph to the right. In fact, only
about 16% of students answered less
than 10 of 14 questions (71%)
correctly. Thus the majority of
children in both Literacy Boost and
control schools demonstrate solid
understanding of these concepts.
However, those children that continue
to struggle with these basic skills in 2nd
grade will need additional support to
acquire understanding of these
concepts which lay the foundation for
subsequent literacy skills.

Average: 86%

Letter knowledge
The second assessment component tests children’s ability to identify the letters of the alphabet.
The Spanish alphabet contains 28 letters. 26 of these letters are also used in K’iche and they
represent the same sounds in both languages. Only the ll and ñ are exclusive to Spanish. In
addition to the 26 letters it shares with Spanish, the K’iche alphabet has an additional 17 letters
which represent sounds not present in Spanish phonology. Children were tested on both
capital and lowercase letters for both Spanish and K’iche.
On average, children named slightly more than 21 out of 28 Spanish letters correctly for both
upper and lowercase. The letters unique to the K’iche alphabet proved much more difficult. On
average children identified less than 1 out of the 17 unique K’iche letters in both their capital
and lowercase forms.
The graph below displays the percent of students who were able to identify each letter
correctly. The Spanish letters that proved most difficult for children to identify were Ll, Y, Q,
K, W and H. This was true for both upper and lowercase letters. There are several reasons
why children might struggle with these particular letters. First, W and K are among the least
common letters in the Spanish language. A review of Spanish dictionaries reveals that most
words that begin with these two letters are loanwords from other languages. Interestingly,
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among these 6 letters there are two pairs of letters which can represent the same sound (Q
and K, Ll and Y), The shape of the Q may also contribute to its difficulty as the uppercase Q
resembles an O and the lowercase q may be confused for a p. Finally, the letter H is silent in
Spanish. On the assessment, children could either identify a letter by name or its corresponding
sound. Children who couldn’t recall the name of the hache may have rightly struggled to
produce its sound. These findings suggest that the letters Ll, W, Q, K, H, and Y may warrant
additional instructional time. Teachers may need to explain the fact that different letters can
represent the same sound and when children learn new words that contain the /k/ or /y/ sound
or the absence of a sound, teachers may need to devote explicit attention to the spelling
conventions for the words (ex: hace spelled with an “h;” not “ace”).

Although fewer than 60% of children could identify the Spanish letters discussed above, no
more than 5% of students could identify any particular K’iche letter. The graph clearly
demonstrates that the17 K’iche only letters constitute the most critical gap in children’s letter
knowledge. Evaluators explained that when children tried to identify the unique K’iche letters,
they often gave the Spanish name or sound for the letter instead. The letter k’, for example,
represents a glottalized ka sound in K’iche; however, many children pronounced the voiceless
Spanish ka instead. Evaluators also reported that most of the classrooms they visited had the
Spanish alphabet displayed in the room, but not the K’iche alphabet. In the teacher interviews,
only 27% of teachers felt that their writing proficiency in K’iche was sufficient. Thus, the
Literacy Boost program may need to begin by training teachers to improve their proficiency
and confidence in written K’iche so that they feel well-equipped to teach K’iche literacy skills to
their students. Literacy Boost can work with teachers to ensure that the K’iche alphabet is
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prominently displayed in their classrooms and to provide them with games and activities for
improving children’s phonemic and alphabetic awareness.
The graphs below demonstrate why it is so important to improve letter knowledge, particularly
for those children who are able to identify 60% or fewer of the letters.
The first graph (to the right)
examines the relationship between
children’s knowledge of the 28
Spanish letters and their
performance on Spanish Most Used
Words. The second graph (below)
examines children’s knowledge of all
43 letters (26 shared + 17 unique) in
the K’iche alphabet and their ability
to read the K’iche Most Used
Words. The results demonstrate
that letter knowledge is strongly
correlated with the ability to read
words in both languages. In fact,
children that knew 90% of letters in
each language were able to read
more than 18 out of 20 Most Used
Words from the respective Spanish
and K’iche word lists. On the other hand, children who
knew 60% or less of their letters, read on average 8 out of 20 Most Used Words correctly.
Scores for letter knowledge in both
Spanish and K’iche ranged from 0-100%
correct. For Spanish, the scores were
heavily skewed towards the high end:
279 children identified more than 80%
of letters correctly. For K’iche
however, only 5 children total were able
to identify 80% or more of the letters.
In fact, 287 students couldn’t name a
single K’iche unique letter.
These results suggest that focused
instruction on the 17 unique K’iche
letters may have a dramatic impact on
children’s word reading ability in K’iche.
In fact, this may be the most effective
way to make gains in K’iche reading
ability over a short period of time.
April 2011

Literacy Boost Baseline Report

Most Used Words
The third assessment component tests children’s ability to read words in isolation. The
children were tested on 20 Spanish and 20 K’iche words. These vocabulary lists were selected
from among frequently-occurring words from their curriculum. On average, 2nd graders from
both Literacy Boost and control schools read 14 of the Spanish words and 6 of the K’iche
words correctly (70% and 30% respectively).
The distribution of scores for each language reveals that children’s scores are clustered in the
90-100% correct range for Spanish (18-20 words) and the 0-10% correct range for K’iche word
reading (0-2 words). In subsequent versions of this assessment, evaluators may need to add
more difficult Spanish words to this component in order to be able to measure whether the
Literacy Boost intervention improves children’s Spanish word reading ability over time.

In Spanish, 32 students were unable to read a single word. Nearly twice as many children (63)
were unable to read a single K’iche word. These findings point to the urgent need to develop
children’s word reading ability in K’iche.
Analysis of the results by each word reveals that all Spanish words except for one were read
correctly by 60 to 80% of students. The word that the fewest children (57%) read correctly
was “hay” (#18). Children may have had the most trouble with “hay” because it begins with the
silent letter H, which presented difficulty for students on the letter knowledge component.
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The results for the K’iche Most Used Words section demonstrates that there were particular
words that were much more difficult for the majority of students. Some words were read
correctly by 10% or fewer children, while others were read correctly by 60% or more. All of
the words which fewer than 10% of children read correctly (1. ka’, 6. b’aq, 8. q’ab’aj, 13. uwi’,
15. saq’ul, 18. q’ayes) contain K’iche only letters; whereas none of the words read by more than
60% of children contained K’iche only letters (ali, oj, tat). This provides further evidence for the
need for increased instruction on the 17 letters unique to the K’iche alphabet.

Reading Passages: Fluency and Accuracy
The fourth and fifth components of the assessment require children to read a passage aloud
while the evaluator keeps track of the words read correctly. The Guatemala team developed
and piloted two separate reading passages for the assessment (not translations of the same
text) one in Spanish and another in K’iche. The Spanish passage consisted of 101 words and the
K’iche passage of 62 words. The total number of words read correctly in the first minute is
used as the metric for “reading fluency,” whereas the percentage of total words read correctly
without time constraint is the metric for “reading accuracy.”
Reading Fluency: Spanish and K’iche
On average, 2nd graders read between 19 and 20 words of the Spanish reading passage in the
first minute. In K’iche however, children demonstrated much lower levels of fluency. They read
on average between 7 and 8 K’iche words correctly in the first minute.
For both languages, there was a wide range of scores. In Spanish, scores ranged from 0 to 94
words read correctly in the first minute, while in K’iche, scores ranged from 0 to 36. For the
Spanish passage, 67 children (20%) were unable to read a single word in one minute; while 106
(32%) were unable to read a word in the first minute for the K’iche passage. When fluency is
calculated for only those students who read at least one word in a minute, the average number
of words read correctly was 24 words in the first minute for Spanish and 11 words for K’iche.

April 2011

Literacy Boost Baseline Report

Reading Accuracy and Non-Readers
In terms of reading accuracy, children read on average 61% of the words from the Spanish
passage correctly. However, for the K’iche passage children read only 37% of the words
correctly on average. There was no statistically significant difference in these averages based on
the child’s home language. In other words, children who speak K’iche at home did not read
more of the K’iche passage correctly as compared to their Spanish-speaking peers. Regardless
of language background, children struggle with reading skills in K’iche.
The number of students who were unable to read any words in the passage correctly, even
without time constraint was very similar to those unable to read a word in the first minute: 64
students (19%) for the Spanish passage and 106 (31%) for K’iche. Students who are unable to
read a single word are classified as non-readers. If we exclude non-readers, the remaining 2nd
graders read on average 75% of the Spanish passage and 53% of the K’iche passage correctly.
The distributions of scores for reading accuracy show a bimodal distribution for Spanish,
meaning that most children are either performing very well (80-100% accuracy) or extremely
poorly (0-10% accuracy). Children who fall in the 0-10% range for Spanish accuracy are likely
those who have not yet mastered decoding skills. Once children have mastered the soundsymbol correspondence for Spanish, they are likely to perform well in accuracy since Spanish is
a highly phonetic language. This may explain the bimodal distribution shown below. For K’iche,
on the other hand, students are clustered towards 0% accuracy, with very few students
performing well. Few students have learned their K’iche letters which makes reading a passage
quite difficult.
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Comprehension Questions: Reading and Oral Comprehension
After reading the passage, students were asked a series of 3 comprehension questions. For
students who read fewer than 8 words in the first minute, the evaluator read the passage aloud
to them before asking the comprehension questions. For this reason, the comprehension
questions results are divided into reading comprehension (for children who read the passage on
their own) and oral comprehension (for those who listened as the evaluator read the passage).
Spanish Reading Comprehension
Children who read the Spanish passage themselves answered an average of 1 out of 3
comprehension questions correctly (1.02 or 34%). This is an interesting result particularly in
light of the fact that children had relatively high scores for Spanish accuracy (67% on average).
Although native Spanish speakers outperformed K’iche-only speakers, this difference was not
statistically significant. This finding suggests that children’s decoding skills in Spanish outpace
their comprehension skills, even for children who speak Spanish at home. It will be important
for Literacy Boost to ensure that all reading activities incorporate comprehension exercises.
Spanish Oral Comprehension
Children who listened to the Spanish
passage also answered on average 1 out of 3
questions correctly. Their average was
slightly higher (1.14 or 38%) than those who
read the passage. Children who speak only
Spanish at home outperformed their K’iche
speaking peers in oral comprehension as
seen in the graph to the right (Spanish
speakers in red). While this difference was
not statistically significant, this is likely
because the sample included only 28 Spanish
speakers. Had this number been higher, it is
likely that the difference may have been
significant. The low performance of K’iche
speakers on Spanish oral comprehension
suggests that these children may need
additional support to improve their Spanish
oral proficiency. This may be a key first step
before they can achieve higher levels of Spanish reading comprehension.
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K’iche Reading Comprehension
On average, children answered 1 out of 3
questions correctly for the K’iche reading
passage as well (1.30), even though their
accuracy scores were much lower than their
Spanish accuracy scores. Although K’iche
speakers demonstrated higher K’iche reading
comprehension than Spanish speakers, this
difference was not statistically significant
either. Thus, all students will need to be
taught strategies for monitoring their
comprehension levels as they read.
K’iche Oral Comprehension
On average, the children who listened to the
passage being read aloud by the evaluator
answered more comprehension questions
than those who read the passage on their
own. This makes sense because when the
evaluator reads the passage he or she reads it with 100% accuracy. Furthermore, the child
doesn’t have to exert any cognitive energy on decoding, so he or she can concentrate more
fully on listening and understanding the story. On average, children who listened to the K’iche
story answered 2 comprehension questions correctly (2.15). Amongst all the K’iche assessment
components, oral comprehension was clearly the strongest skill for most children. This makes
sense as most children communicate in K’iche on a regular basis, but are rarely exposed to it in
written form. Even children who speak Spanish at home performed well on K’iche oral
comprehension, perhaps due to exposure in the K’iche majority communities in which they live.
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Relationship between Student Socio-Economic Background and Reading Skills
Analysis of the relationship between socio-economic indicators and children’s reading
outcomes did not reveal any strong patterns. The only assessment component for which scores
differed significantly between
children from higher and
lower socio-economic
backgrounds was the Spanish
reading comprehension
component. For example,
children from households
without running water
answered on average about
23% of questions (0.7 out of 3)
correctly. Children from
homes with running water
answered about 47% of
questions (1.4 out of 3)
correctly. All other differences
in scores (whether analyzed by
household wall type, floor
types, or number of household
assets) were insignificant.
Relationships between Household Literacy Environment and Reading Skills
In effort to determine whether
access to printed material has an
impact on children’s reading
abilities, we compared results
between children who have no
books and those who have at least
some books at home. This
comparison reveals that owning
books is correlated with higher
scores for every reading skill in
Spanish. These results are
statistically significant. For the
Spanish Most Used Words and
Reading Passage, children with
books at home were able to read
15% more words correctly than
those with no reading materials at
home and they demonstrated
significantly higher reading comprehension.
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Interestingly however, the same
was not true for K’iche reading
skills. Although children with
some books at home
demonstrated slightly higher
scores on the K’iche assessment
components, these differences
were not statistically significant,
except for Most Used Words.
Children with books at home
read on average 7% more K’iche
Most Used Words than those
with no books at home.

One might guess that perhaps
native Spanish speakers are more
likely to own books and thus the
correlation is not between book
ownership and higher scores, but
rather higher Spanish scores for
Spanish speakers. However the
2nd graph demonstrates that there
are no significant differences in
book ownership based on home
language.

Instead the more probable
explanation lies in the language of
the reading materials present in
children’s homes.
Given the fact that K’iche had no standardized written language until the Guatemalan
government developed a standardized writing system to in 1986; it is likely that the
overwhelming majority, if not all of the reading materials in these families’ homes are in Spanish.
Thus if the Literacy Boost program could increase children’s access to K’iche reading materials
(via the Book Bank strategies, for example), it is possible that this could lead to significant
reading gains in K’iche for all children. This is a hypothesis that can be tested in subsequent
iterations of this assessment.
April 2011

Literacy Boost Baseline Report

Household Literacy Habits
Out of all children in our study, 48% reported seeing a family member read in the past week
and 27% reported that someone read to them. Again there were no differences in these
statistics for children from K’iche vs Spanish-speaking homes.
Children who saw more than half of
their household members read tended
to outperform children from
households in which less than half the
members read on Spanish assessment
components. The gap between the
two groups was statistically significant
in terms of Spanish reading accuracy
and comprehension. Thus, being in an
environment in which many people
read regularly seems to have a
positive influence on children’s Spanish
reading skills. However, having more
family members who read to the child
seems to have a greater influence than
just having more household members
who read. Children who are read to by more than half of their family members outperformed
their counterparts on all Spanish literacy indicators, with differences consistently near 15%
points. These differences were statistically significant for all components, except letter
knowledge.
Again, the same was not true for
K’iche. Having more family members
read to the child was not correlated
to any differences in K’iche reading
outcomes. This is likely due to the
fact that when family members read
aloud to children, they do so in
Spanish. Thus, getting K’iche reading
materials into households will be the
first step. Upon achieving that goal,
the Literacy Boost program will need
to work to inform families of the
potential benefits of reading to their
children in K’iche. Subsequent
Literacy Boost assessments should
then ask families which language they
use when reading or telling stories to children. Then we can analyze whether reading to
children in K’iche leads to gains in their K’iche skills.
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Gender Gap?
We also compared the
reading outcomes for boys vs.
girls. Although boys appear to
be slightly outperforming
girls, these differences were
not significant, except in the
case of K’iche reading
comprehension. Since boys
and girls demonstrate
comparable skill levels,
instruction need not be
targeted towards either
gender.
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Raising the Bar to the 75th Percentile
This table presents the 75th percentile of scores on each assessment component for our sample
population. Save the Children offices that are implementing Literacy Boost programs in
countries around the world have begun to use the 75th percentile from their baseline
assessments as the goal for the improvement in scores by the time the next the assessment is
conducted. This is seen as a realistic and feasible way of setting contextualized goals for each
unique Literacy Boost environment. Rather than set arbitrary benchmarks, such as “all children
should be able to read 60 words per minute by the end of second grade;” we are basing the
benchmarks on the precedent of what is possible among the top 25% of students in each
context. The final column in the table outlines the goals for improvement in scores over the
first year of the Guatemala Literacy Boost program.
Table 3: Literacy Boost Goals for Improvement in Scores

Literacy Metric
Concepts about Print (CAP)

Description
Number of concepts demonstrated correctly of
14

Baseline
Mean All
Schools

75th
percentile

11.90

14

Spanish Letter Knowledge

Number of letters/sounds known of 54
(28 uppercase + 28 lowercase)

42.87

53

Unique K’iche Letter Knowledge

Number of letters/sounds known of 34
(17 uppercase + 17 lowercase)

.93

***

Spanish Word Reading

Number of common vocabulary words read
correctly of 20

14.29

20

Number of common vocabulary words read
correctly of 20

6.20

9

Spanish Fluency

Number of words in a connected text read
correctly in a minute (WPM)

19.52

30

K’iche’ Fluency

Number of words in a connected text read
correctly in a minute (WPM)

7.68

13

Spanish Accuracy

Percentage of words in a connected text read
correctly

60.35%

93%

K’iche’ Accuracy

Percentage of words in a connected text read
correctly

36.48%

41%

K’iche’ Word Reading

Spanish Reading
Comprehension

Number of comprehension questions answered
correctly of 3 after reading passage aloud

N=
232

Spanish Oral Comprehension

Number of comprehension questions answered
correctly of 3 after listening to passage read aloud

N=
102

1.14

Number of comprehension questions answered
correctly of 3 after reading passage aloud

N=
145

1.30

Number of comprehension questions answered
correctly of 3 after listening to passage read aloud

N=
189

2.15

K’iche’ Reading Comprehension
K’iche’ Oral Comprehension

1.02

2
2
2
3

In addition, we hope to see more children able to read the Spanish and K’iche passages and answer the
questions themselves (reducing the number who answer Oral Comprehension questions).
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Conclusion
This report demonstrated that children from Literacy Boost and comparison schools come
from households of similar socio-economic status and with comparable literacy resources and
habits. Scores from the two groups were comparable on every assessment component, except
for K’iche oral comprehension. Thus the next time the assessment is conducted, we will be able
to compare scores from the Literacy Boost and control schools to determine whether
improvements in Literacy Boost scores are a result of the intervention and not merely the
normal gains made over the course of that particular academic cycle.
The assessment results show that children possess stronger letter knowledge and decoding
skills for Spanish than for K’iche. This is likely related to the fact that Spanish is the dominant
language in all schools, even those classified as bilingual. Furthermore, Ki’che reading and
educational materials are scarce, even in the schools charged with teaching the language. The
assessment results revealed one area in particular for which focused instruction could lead to
dramatic gains in children’s K’iche reading abilities: letter knowledge. The majority of children
were unable to identify a single one of the 17 unique K’iche letters. Analysis revealed a strong
correlation between letter knowledge and word reading ability. Thus, Literacy Boost activities
should target children’s understanding of the sound-symbol correspondence for K’iche.
Assessment results revealed a second area that warrants special attention in the Literacy Boost
intervention: reading comprehension strategies. Even when children were able to read the
passages on their own, they were unable to answer more than 1 of 3 comprehension questions
in either Spanish or K’iche. Thus, Literacy Boost program should also focus on ensuring that
instruction in decoding skills is always accompanied by activities which help children construct
meaning from what they’ve read. Literacy Boost can design activities which help children
understand how to use their own background knowledge to improve comprehension. Once
they’re able to make connections from what they read to their own lives, reading may become
a more relevant and enjoyable experience for these kids. Furthermore, teaching children how
to monitor their own comprehension may help them become more independent readers.
The presence of books in the home and higher numbers of family members who read to
children were correlated with higher Spanish reading scores. Thus, if the Literacy Boost
program succeeds in making more K’iche reading materials available to families and increases
K’iche reading practices in the home, the next Literacy Boost Assessment can determine
whether these efforts do lead to improvements in K’iche reading ability.
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