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Does FkW improve pre-literacy and early reading? 

The importance of pre-primary education in Tanzania 

Quality pre-primary education plays an essential role in laying the foundation for improved school readiness and 

learning outcomes.1 When quality education starts early, it maximizes children’s critical developmental periods. As 

children master foundational cognitive, social, and developmental skills in early childhood, they are better prepared 

to acquire increasingly sophisticated skills from Standard 1 through adulthood. This phenomena “skills beget skills”2 

explains why investing in high quality pre-primary education in early childhood is both impactful and cost effective. 

Research also confirms that “quality matters” and “high quality programs produce high quality outcomes.”3  

Assessing student learning 

We conducted a randomized control trial in districts within the Kilimanjaro and Mwanza regions. This design 

allowed us to compare a cohort of students in intervention schools and students in control schools group over time to 

assess students’ learning outcomes and development. We assessed students’ at three time points to understand the 

impacts of FkW on student learning outcomes by Standard 1. For a full explanation of FkW, the Learning Agenda 

study, and technical details of the evaluation, see https://www.fkwlearningagenda.com/.  

Student assessment tools 

We used the National Pre-Primary Curriculum and Syllabus (2016) and the Basic Education Syllabus for Standard 

1 (2018) to guide our selection of assessment tools (Table 1). First, we assessed a cohort of pre-primary students 

using the Measuring Early Learning Quality and Outcomes (MELQO) tool, which takes about 35 minutes to 

administer and can be used with children ages 3 to 6 years. The tool assesses pre-literacy, pre-numeracy, socio-

emotional skills, and areas that support learning across multiple domains, such as executive function, persistence, 

and self-regulation. We used the MELQO at baseline in May and midline in November 2017. 

Table 1. Student assessment tasks: Pre-literacy and early grade reading  

Legend  Task administered  Task modified 

MELQO Baseline 
May 2017 

Midline 
Nov. 2017 

Endline 
Nov. 2018 

Expressive vocabulary: 
Child asked to name things they eat, and animals 

   

Initial sound ID:  

Child asked to identify initial sound in a word 
   

Letter name knowledge:  
Child asked to name letters of the Swahili alphabet 

   

Listening comprehension:  

Child asked questions about a short story 
   

Name writing: 

Child asked to write his or her name 
   

EGRA   

Syllable reading 

Child reads random syllables  
  

 

Non-word reading 
Child reads made-up words 

  
 

Sentence dictation 

Child writes a simple sentence that is read to him or her 
  

 

Listening comprehension 
Child answers questions about a short story that is read to him or her 

  
 

By November 2018, most students—now a year older—had transitioned to Standard 1. We updated our assessment 

to reflect students’ advancing skills. We used items from the Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA). MELQO 

items in which students already scored high and had limited room for growth were dropped from the assessment. 

Guided by the Basic Education Syllabus for Standard 1, and with input from Standard 1 teachers, we selected 

similar, but slightly more challenging items from the EGRA to add to our tool. The assessment tool was pretested in 
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Mwanza in October 2018 and subsequently finalized. We measured interrater reliability for all field assessors to 

ensure assessments were conducted in a systematic manner. Note that we only assessed outcomes aligned with the 

Basic Education Syllabus for Standard I, though we did not assess every outcome due to time constraints (Table 2). 

Table 2. Task alignment with the Basic Education Syllabus for Standard I  

Specific competences Outcome/Task 
Communicating Orally Understanding feelings (M) 

Perspective taking (M) 
Phonemic awareness (sound recognition) Initial Sound Identification  (M)                        
Phonics (sound-letter relationship) Letter Knowledge (M) 

Syllable identification (E) 
Non-word reading (E) 

Reading fluently Not assessed 
Reading and listening for comprehension Listening Comprehension (E)                            
Using Vocabulary Spatial vocabulary (M) 
Using the basics of writing Fine motor skills/copy shapes (M) 
Forming alphabetic letters Name writing (M) 

Sentence dictation (E) 
Writing with accuracy and coherence Sentence dictation (E) 
Writing the correct sequence of events Sentence dictation (E) 
Writing texts in print style Not assessed 
(M) Denotes tasks from MELQO assessment       (E) Denotes tasks from EGRA assessment 

Data collection 

The study sample includes 131 randomly selected schools in Kilimanjaro (n=66) and Mwanza (n=65) regions. 

Schools were randomly assigned to the FkW intervention or the control group so that the groups were similar on 

school-level characteristics prior to FkW implementation. At each intervention and control school, our field team 

worked with teachers to group students by age. We listed the children’s ages and randomly selected 12 students—

ages five or six—to participate in the assessment. In November 2018, we conducted follow-up assessment using a 

combination of tasks from the MELQO and EGRA in order to assess the effects of FkW after two years of school, 

one in pre-primary and one year in Standard 1.   

Results 

At baseline, we found that student scores were comparable across the intervention and control schools. However, 

students in Kilimanjaro tended to perform better on the assessments than students in Mwanza, likely due to regional 

differences in socioeconomic status and levels of overcrowding. At endline, the pre-literacy results indicate that 

students struggle with sound identification, however they are mastering letter knowledge and name writing. Students 

struggled with the early grade reading tasks. In both regions, students’ scores spanned the full range of possible 

scores for each task, illustrating the challenge that teachers face in trying to meet the needs of diverse learners. The 

majority of students performed poorly on syllable reading, non-word reading, and sentence dictation tasks, while 

they had stronger performance on listening comprehension. We only found positive impacts of the FkW intervention 

on students in the Kilimanjaro region where we found a 13 percentage point impact for the name writing task. We 

found no other statistically significant positive impacts on pre-literacy or early grade reading in either region. We 

found no statistically significant negative impacts. The following tables and figures include endline impact estimates 

of FkW on student early literacy disaggregated by the two regions where FkW is being implemented. We also 

provide a look at the patterns of results by study group and region, and how these scores changed over nearly two 

years of student assessments.  For a full analysis of these quantitative results and qualitative findings, see the 

Learning Agenda briefs and presentations at https://www.fkwlearningagenda.com/.  

Summary 

First, in Kilimanjaro, the data revealed only one positive impact (name writing) and there were no positive, 

statistically significant impacts in Mwanza. In qualitative interviews, teachers reported that congested classrooms, 

hunger, absenteeism, students with different abilities, and a shortage of materials undermines education. Given the 

limited but promising findings, we urge the Government of Tanzania, and education officials at the regional, district, 

ward, and school level prioritize actions to improve pre-primary quality. 
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Table 3.  Impact of FkW on student pre-literacy and early reading skills, by region 

Randomly selected schools in Mwanza (n=65) and Kilimanjaro (n=66) 

Data collected May 2017 and November 2019 

 Mwanza (n=65 schools, 621 students) Kilimanjaro (n=66 schools, 638 students) 

 
Interventio

n group 
n=317 

Contro
l group 
n=304 

FkW impact on 
student outcomes 
(Intervention-Control) 

*/** 

Interventio
n group 
n=320 

Control 
group 
n=318 

FkW impact on 
student outcomes 
(Intervention-Control) 

*/** 

Pre-literacy skills (percent correct)          

Initial sound identification (out of 5) 12.5 10.5 2.1   32.4 27.9 4.5  

Letter name knowledge (out of 20) 50.1 54.9 -4.7   77.8 74.7 3.2  

Writes name (1 if correct, 0 if incorrect) 24.3 28.6 -4.3   70.1 57.4 12.8 ** 

Early grade reading skills (percent correct)         

Syllable reading (out of 100) 16.0 13.8 2.2   32.3 32.1 0.3  

Non-word reading (out of 50) 17.0 10.1 6.9   34.6 25.6 9.1  

Sentence dictation (out of 11) 17.0 10.1 6.9   42.0 38.3 3.7  

Listening comprehension (out of 5) 44.4 49.4 -5.0   68.0 67.2 0.8  

Source: Fursa kwa Watoto Learning Agenda 

Note: Unshaded columns show regression-adjusted means for the intervention group and control 

group, respectively at endline for Mwanza and Kilimanjaro, respectively. The shaded columns reflect 

the difference between groups for each region and corresponding statistical significance estimates.  

 

These columns show the average scores 

for each study group at endline, 

separately for each region studied.  

These columns show the difference in 

student learning between FkW schools 

and control schools. Differences are 

statistically significant, if starred *. 
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Figure 1. Distributions of student pre-literacy and early grade reading scores, by region 

1A. Initial sound identification (out of 5) 
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Most students in Mwanza (~70%) score 0 on sound 
identification. In Kilimanjaro, 44% of control and 

36% of intervention students scored 0. 

And higher blue bars here 

A gap between blue 
and green lines 
indicates the 
difference between 
intervention and 
control groups 
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1B. Letter name knowledge (out of 20) 
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Students perform better on letter name knowledge than sound identification. 

• In Mwanza 22 percent of students in control schools and 25 percent in 
intervention schools identified more than 90 percent of letters correctly. 

• In Kilimanjaro 50 percent of students in control schools and 54 percent in 
intervention schools identified more than 90 percent of letters correctly.  
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1C. Syllable reading (out of 100) 
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Again, a large percentage of students in Mwanza (63-67 percent) and 
Kilimanjaro (31-35 percent) scored 0 on syllable reading. There were only 
small differences based on intervention status (the blue versus green lines.) 
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1D. Non-word reading (out of 50) 
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The inability of students to identify letter sounds (an earlier 
task) so they can construct words underpins the high rate of 
zero scores on this task. 
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1E. Sentence dictation (out of 11) 
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The wide range of scores on all tasks demonstrates how 
teachers face a diverse set of learners with different abilities 
and needs. 
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1F. Listening comprehension (out of 5) 
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The majority of student in both regions demonstrate listening 
comprehension skills. Students had the highest average scores 
and fewest zero scores on this task and letter knowledge.  
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Figure 2.  Impact of FkW on student pre-literacy and early reading skills, by region  

Comparing intervention and control students in Mwanza and Kilimanjaro 

Figure 2A. Pre-literacy skills, by region 

Note

  

Mwanza diff. = 2 pp. 

Mwanza diff. = -5 pp. 

Mwanza diff. = -4 pp. 

Kilimanjaro diff. = 5 pp. 

Kilimanjaro diff. = 3 pp. 

Kilimanjaro diff. = 13 pp.**
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The impact of 

FkW on name 

writing in 

Kilimanjaro was 

13 percentage 

points.  

The symbols show the difference in 
students’ scores (in percentage 
points) for intervention and control 
schools by region.  

Significant, positive impacts of FkW 
would be indicated by diamonds 
(average intervention scores) above 
the corresponding color squares 
(average control scores).  

A symbol indicating significance (*, **) 
would be next to it. 
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Figure 2B. Early reading skills, by region 
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There were no significant impacts of FkW on early grade reading tasks.

Students in control schools in Mwanza had slightly higher scores than 
intervention school students but differences were not significant.
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Figure 3. Pre-literacy scores over time 

  
Note: Results may differ from others shown due to sample changes. Figures show regression-adjusted means for students present and task 
administered at each time point, excluding those in pre-primary at endline. 

  

**

0

20

40

60

80

100

0

20

40

60

80

100

Baseline
May 2017

Midline
Nov. 2017

Endline
Nov. 2018

Baseline
May 2017

Midline
Nov. 2017

Endline
Nov. 2018

P
e

rc
e

n
t 
c
o

rr
e

c
t

Intervention

Initial sound
identification

Letter name
knowledge

Name writing

Control

Initial sound
identification

Letter name
knowledge

Name writing

MWANZA                                                                                       KILIMANJARO

In Kilimanjaro, students in 
intervention schools had 
higher scores. 

Results for name writing 
were significant.  

Regional differences show 
mixed results. 

In Mwanza, students in control 
schools scored slightly higher 
than those in intervention 
schools. Results were not 
significant 

Significant, positive impacts of FkW on student outcomes would be indicated by gaps 
between the solid and dashed lines, which show average scores for students in intervention 
and control schools. A symbol indicating significance (*, **) would be next to it. 
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