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By Grade 4, English as a second language (ESL) learners are expected to read fluently 
and be able to read to learn from their grade-appropriate texts. The purpose of this 
ar�cle was to examine the reading ability of learners in Namibian schools (in the 
Zambezi Region), with a view to enhance the learners’ literacy levels. A quan�ta�ve 
research method was used in which three literacy tests were used in four schools to 
assess 365 Grade 5 learners’ decoding and reading comprehension levels. The analysis 
of the results showed that the learners had low decoding and reading comprehension 
skills. Considering the low reading levels of the learners, it seems the schools do not 
provide effec�ve instruc�onal prac�ces. The results suggest that there is a need to 
improve learners’ reading comprehension levels through teacher empowerment to 
enhance their instruc�onal prac�ces. 

 
 

 

1. Introduc�on 
Comprehending a text is the main reason for reading; 
it makes sense, therefore, to assess learners’ reading 
levels and teach them how to comprehend what they 
read. By Grade 4, learners should be able to read 
fluently and comprehend reading materials at their 
grade level. However, many learners in Africa, 
particularly in Namibia, go through Primary Phase 
(Pre-Primary–Grade 7) with weak reading ability and 
they perform poorly academically (Liswaniso & 
Pretorius, 2022; Shigwedha, Nakashole, Auala, 

Amakutuwa & Ailonga, 2017; The Southern and 
Eastern Africa Consortium for Monitoring 
Educational Quality (SACMEQ) III, 2010; SACMEQ II, 
2005; SACMEQ I, 1998). To date Namibia has 
participated in four SACMEQ assessments that test 
reading and mathematics skills at Grade 6 level, 
namely SACMEQ I (1995), SACMEQ II (2004), 
SACMEQ III (2007), and SACMEQ IV (2013). The first 
three SACMEQ assessments found that Namibian 
Grade 6 learners were poor readers and had reading 
comprehension levels below the SACMEQ reading 
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average of 500 points. Even though the Namibian 
learners performed a bit above the average in 
SACMEQ IV in 2013, their performance was still not 
desirable. These SACMEQ results highlight a serious 
reading challenge in Namibian schools. 
 
Two broad stages are identified in the reading 
trajectory; the early ‘learning to read’ stage and the 
later ‘reading to learn’, when reading is used as a 
learning tool. Learning to read needs to be given 
special attention in preschool and Grades 1–3 
because learning is cumulative in nature (cf. World 
Bank, 2018; Hernandez, 2011), which means that if 
the early stage of reading is not properly established, 
later reading becomes challenging. Pedagogic focus 
and opportunities for reading to learn, fluent 
reading, pleasure reading, and reading for meaning 
should be given priority by Grade 4 for success in 
schooling in the upper grades (cf. Liswaniso & 
Pretorius, 2022; Pretorius, 2014) and for learners to 
contribute positively in society later in life. Learners 
who are illiterate can become relatively 
disadvantaged and if literacy is not achieved for all 
learners, the inequality gap widens, thus 
constraining economic growth (Castles, Rastle & 
Nation, 2018; Graham & Kelly, 2018). 
 
This article reports the quantitative results of a 
baseline study which was conducted in September 
and October 2018 to provide information about the 
learning and teaching context in Namibian schools 
(see Liswaniso, 2021). The purpose of this article to 
examine the reading ability and learning context of 
learners in Namibian schools (in the Zambezi Region) 
to establish the learners’ reading needs, with a view 
to mitigate reading failure. Although similar studies 
had been previously conducted on this topic, the 
current study included the assessment of decoding 
aspects in addition to reading comprehension 
assessment. 
 

1.1. The Objec�ves the study 
 
It is within this broad context that this article examines 
the reading ability of Namibian learners. The following 
two research questions were designed to capture 
salient aspects of the learners’ reading levels: 

• What are the decoding and reading 
comprehension levels of the Grade 5 
learners?  

• What is the relationship between the 
learners’ decoding and their reading 
comprehension scores? 

  
Based on the results of the above research 
questions, conclusions and implications for reading 
instructional practices are drawn. 
 

2. Understanding reading 
The purpose of this sec�on is to situate this study 
within a literacy theore�cal framework. The sec�on 
will provide a brief discussion of reading, its broader 
context, its components, and some instruc�onal 
prac�ces. 
 
2.1 What is reading? 
Reading is regarded as “a complex process that 
requires the automa�c integra�on of mul�ple 
cogni�ve and linguis�c abili�es” (McWeeny, Choi, 
Choe, LaTourrete, Roberts, & Norton, 2022).  The 
purpose of reading is to make meaning of a text 
(Pikulski & Chard, 2005; Day & Bamford, 1998). A 
ques�on to ponder is: How do readers understand 
texts, as in the following example: 
Belden decided to be adventurous. He ordered a chai 
late. He scalded his tongue a�er taking a sip. 
 
The above example raises further ques�ons about 
understanding a text. What kind of meaning do 
readers make (literal or inferen�al)? What skills are 
needed to make meaning? The issues raised in these 
ques�ons will be addressed throughout this 
literature review sec�on. Scholars have approached 
reading from different perspec�ves, such as a 
cogni�ve view (Day & Bamford, 1998) and a 
sociocultural view (RAND Reading Study Group 
(RRSG), 2002).  The term reading is a construct that 
encompasses both cogni�ve and sociocultural views. 
To fully understand what reading involves, the two 
views of reading should not be set up as opposi�onal, 
but as harmonising views/approaches because each 
one views comprehension with a different lens. 
 
From a cogni�ve perspec�ve, reading is defined as 
the ability to construct meaning “from writen 
representa�ons of language” (Wren, 200, p. 13), or it 
is a complex process of iden�fying words in a text to 
construct meaning (Kocaarslan, 2016; Lee & Spratley, 
2010; Day & Bamford, 1998). Cogni�ve reading can 
also be described as a process in which a reader 
constructs a “coherent mental representa�on of a 
text” (Kendeou, van den Broek, Helder, & Karlsson, 
2014, P. 10). The reading process in the cogni�ve 
view involves much of what happens in the mind. The 
sociocultural approach to reading is concerned with 
how reading is perceived and valued, how it is 
prac�sed in a cultural se�ng, and what is considered 
as ‘adequate’ reading. Reading is viewed as a 
sociocultural ac�vity because it is acquired through 
social interac�ons, represents how a specific cultural 
group (or discourse community, e.g. home) 
“interprets the world and transmits this informa�on” 
(RAND Reading Study Group (RRSG), 2002, p. 20). 
Because of space constraints, this ar�cle will focus on 
the cogni�ve view of reading. 
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Kendeou et al. (2014, p. 11) refer to two categories in 
which the cogni�ve processes of reading can be 
classified: Firstly, cogni�ve reading involves lower 
level processes (e.g. leter iden�fica�on and 
decoding process) of transla�ng “writen code into 
meaningful language units”. Secondly, it involves 
higher level processes (e.g. inferen�al process) of 
combining language “units into a meaningful and 
coherent mental representa�on”. The meaning 
construc�on process starts with words (word reading 
may depend on sub-lexical features such as 
phonemes and leters), and also occurs at sentence 
level as well at text level. The process involves the use 
of general knowledge of the world and knowledge of 
how texts work. The above example shows that 
reading is a complex process that goes beyond word 
level. 
 
To understand the text provided earlier, a reader 
must have resources to iden�fy words and apply 
context knowledge (cf. Castles et al., 2018). One has 
to have means to iden�fy unfamiliar words such as 
adventurous, chai late, and scalded, and be able to 
recognise that the pronoun he in the second 
sentence indicates that Belden is a proper noun for a 
male. The reader needs to be aware that ordering a 
chai late is part of café/restaurant culture. 
Addi�onally, the reader should be able to tell that 
scalding his tongue implies that a chai late is 
something hot, and taking a sip implies that this 
something hot is a liquid drunk from a cup/mug. One 
can also infer that being adventurous in this context 
is not about being physically adventurous but being 
adventurous in a culinary/food sense. All this shows 
that reading is a complex process involving a number 
of interrelated components and skills and need to be 
taught systema�cally. This suggests that teachers for 
English as a second language must have strong 
content knowledge and pedagogical content 
knowledge about reading to provide effec�ve 
instruc�onal prac�ces. 
 
Before the term reading comprehension is explained, 
decoding will be described first because it is the 
founda�on from which reading comprehension is 
built. 
 
2.2 Decoding  
Reading consists of decoding and comprehension. 
Decoding is the process of transforming print (writen 
code) into spoken language by corresponding leters 
or graphemes to their sounds to access a text’s 
meaning.  Efficient decoding skills are cri�cal in 
reading because they form the surface level of text 
representa�on which represents the “exact wording 
of a text” (Hwang & Duke, 2020, p. 2). This level of 
text representa�on is crucial as it provides surface-
level memory of the text. Readers with low decoding 

skills may not read fluently and it becomes quite 
difficult to comprehend a text. 
 
The major component of decoding influencing 
reading comprehension is oral reading fluency (ORF). 
ORF is the ability to recognise words quickly and 
accurately; it involves reading in phrases and with 
appropriate expression (Grabe, 2009). Research 
shows that automa�city in word recogni�on helps to 
free the working memory for a reader to concentrate 
on comprehension of a text (Pretorius & Murray, 
2019). Fluent readers recognise words automa�cally 
and reading is less taxing to their working memory. 
Reading fluency is affected by a range of factors such 
as age or grade level/reading skill, reading purpose 
and text difficulty.   
  
Reading fluency is usually measured in oral reading 
by words correct per minute (WCPM) (Hasbrouck & 
Tindal, 2006). Skilled readers in English first language 
(L1) read around 150 WCPM aloud and between 250 
and 300 WCPM silently (Grabe, 2010; Na�on, 2009). 
In skilled readers, silent reading is much faster than 
in poor readers. The shi� from oral to silent reading 
happens around Grade 3. A rela�onship between 
fluency and reading comprehension exist in both 
English L1 and in ESL (Grabe, 2010).  
 
In English home language (HL), oral reading norms 
have been established based on a large data set 
involving different grades (Hasbrouck & Tindal, 
2006). According to these norms, an average Grade 5 
learner at the 50th percen�le can increase fluency by 
30 WCPM, from 110 WCPM at the beginning of an 
academic year be able to 139 WCPM by the end of 
the year. A Grade 5 learner who reads slower than 90 
WCPM has a challenge with word recogni�on (Taylor, 
2011). For L1 learners, reading 90 WCPM can be 
achieved by the end of Grade 3 (the average is 107 
WCPM) and by Grade 5 the reading norm is 139 
WCPM at the 50th percen�le (Hasbrouck & Tindal, 
2006).  
 
As the recommended WCPM by Hasbrouck and 
Tindal (2006) was done in the context of HL readers, 
the reading speed may not be the same for ESL 
readers. For this reason, Pretorius and Spaull (2016) 
argue that Hasbrouck and Tindal’s (2006) reading 
norms are not appropriate for second language (L2) 
readers in developing countries. In the ESL context, a 
reading has norm has not yet been established. ESL 
readers generally read about 20 words per minute 
slower than their L1 grade peers (Pretorius & Spaull, 
2016). 
 
Reading fluency is considered as a ‘bridge’ between 
decoding and comprehension (e.g., Wawire, Liang & 
Piper, 2022). Learners who are not fluent in reading 
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tend to find reading comprehension quite 
challenging (Na�onal Reading Panel, 2000). A study 
by Pretorius and Lephalala (2011) found a strong 
rela�onship between English reading fluency and 
reading comprehension amongst Grade 6 L2 learners 
(r = .80), while a study by Başaran (2013) found 
reading fluency to be an indicator of reading 
comprehension among Grade 4s but the rela�onship 
was much weaker (r = .39). Although there are 
rela�vely fewer studies conducted on the 
rela�onship between reading fluency and reading 
comprehension in ESL, these studies generally show 
the importance of reading fluency for reading 
comprehension in the L2 context, and the results 
seem to agree with English L1 research findings 
(Grabe, 2010). It must be noted that reading fluency 
on its own does not guarantee comprehension, but it 
is a prerequisite for reading comprehension.  
 
2.3 Reading comprehension  
Reading comprehension involves the understanding 
process that occurs when meaning is constructed 
from a text (Pikulski & Chard, 2005; Pretorius, 2002; 
Day & Bamford, 1998). This understanding process is 
mediated through language knowledge, knowledge 
of a language’s writen code as well as higher-order 
reading skills. The RRSG (2002) provides a 
comprehensive defini�on of reading comprehension 
which encompasses both cogni�ve and sociocultural 
perspec�ves. Reading comprehension is defined as 
“the process of simultaneously extrac�ng and 
construc�ng meaning through interac�on and 
involvement with writen language” (RRSG, 2002, p. 
11). Reading comprehension is affected by many 
aspects such as ORF, vocabulary knowledge, 
language knowledge, background knowledge, 
thinking skills, knowledge of text structure, and 
reading mo�va�on and interest (Pretorius and 
Murray, 2019; Aaron, Joshi, Gooden & Bentum, 
2008).  
 
2.4 Types of reading comprehension  
The Progress in Interna�onal Reading Literacy Study 
(PIRLS) framework describes four types of 
comprehension processes that assess reading 
comprehension, namely literal comprehension, 
making straigh�orward inference, integra�ng 
informa�on and ideas, and cri�cal or evalua�on 
comprehension (Mullis, Mar�n, Kennedy, Trong & 
Sainsbury, 2009).  
 
Literal comprehension is the lower level of reading 
comprehension and it requires the extrac�on of 
explicitly stated informa�on in a text (Liu, 2010; 
Howie, Venter, van Staden, Zimmerman, Long, du 
Toit, Scherman & Archer, 2008). This is the easiest 
level of comprehension which deals with facts 
presented explicitly in a text and it includes the Who, 

What, Where, When, and How form of ques�ons 
whose answers are explicitly stated in the text 
(Pretorius & Murray, 2019). A reader reading at a 
literal level does not only understand explicitly stated 
informa�on, but also tries to relate that informa�on 
to the informa�on being sought in the ques�on 
(Mullis et al., 2009). Although this type of 
comprehension requires litle interpreta�on (and 
readers are not required to fill gaps in meaning), it is 
important for forming a text base representa�on. 
However, learners need to be taught to process 
informa�on in a text beyond the literal level for 
meaningful reading. 
 
Inferen�al reading comprehension requires readers 
to go beyond explicitly stated informa�on to fill in 
gaps in meaning (Mullis et al., 2009). According to Liu 
(2010), inferen�al reading requires readers to draw 
conclusions, make generalisa�ons, and predict 
outcomes. Some inferences are easier to make 
whereas others are more complex. Readers can make 
inferences between adjacent sentences (local 
meaning, e.g. determining the referent of a pronoun) 
and inferences across several sentences or 
paragraphs (global meaning, e.g. iden�fying 
generalisa�ons in a text). This type of comprehension 
demonstrates reading ability and dis�nguishes 
skilled readers from less skilled readers (Pretorius, 
2002). 
 
In interpre�ng and integra�ng informa�on and ideas, 
a reader makes inferences or processes the text 
beyond the sentence level (makes global inferences). 
The reader integrates text informa�on or meaning 
with his/her background knowledge and experiences 
to construct a deeper understanding of the text 
(Mullis et al., 2009). This shows the importance of 
prior knowledge and experience in comprehending a 
text. Examples of this reading level include ge�ng 
the theme of a text (or overall message), inferring the 
mo�ve of a character, and determining an alterna�ve 
to ac�ons of a character. 
 
The last reading comprehension level is cri�cal or 
evalua�on comprehension. When a reader evaluates 
a text, he/she examines an issue in a text, or the text 
itself and form an opinion about it (Pretorius & 
Murray, 2019). Cri�cal or evalua�on comprehension 
gauges a readers’ ability to form some kind of 
judgments about a text. The reader draws ideas from 
past experiences or from reading other texts, and the 
text itself to evaluate it.  
 
All Grade 5 learners should at least be able to answer 
reading comprehension ques�ons at the first two 
levels (these are literal comprehension and 
straigh�orward inferen�al comprehension). In the 
PIRLS, this is the Low Interna�onal Benchmark (400). 
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Interna�onally, 96% of readers can reach this level 
(4% cannot) (Mullis, Mar�n, Foy & Hooper, 2017). In 
this ar�cle, the learners’ performance was 
categorised only into two broad comprehension 
levels: literal comprehension and inferen�al 
comprehension (which included simple and complex 
inferencing). Learners cope beter with simple 
inferences than with the more complex ones.  
 
2.5 Teaching reading comprehension  
Learners who are good readers read fluently and 
understand what they read. Research shows that 
explicit reading comprehension instruc�on (i.e. 
teaching reading strategies explicitly) is more 
effec�ve than implicit teaching (i.e. through 
incidental exposure), especially with learners who 
are reading below their grade level (Çer & Şahim, 
2016; Pretorius, 2014; Klapwijk & van der Walt, 2011; 
Almasi & Hart, 2011; Taylor, 2011). Explicit 
instruc�on refers to direct teaching of reading 
comprehension strategies by making learners aware 
of the strategies, and teaching them how to apply 
them consciously while reading. 
 
The Na�onal Reading Panel (2000) has iden�fied the 
following major topics that are central to learning to 
read: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, 
vocabulary, and comprehension (Na�onal Reading 
Panel, 2000). These topics are important part of 
explicit instruc�on strategies. Older learners at Grade 
5 for whom reading is a learning tool, are expected to 
have some level of reading proficiency and fluency, 
therefore the instruc�on at this level should focus on 
reading comprehension strategies and vocabulary 
instead of decoding skills (i.e. phonemic awareness, 
phonics and fluency). However, if the lower reading 
skills have not developed by Grade 5, it is cri�cal for 
teachers to teach the skills.  
 
Following Taylor (2011), effec�ve reading instruc�on 
in the primary school has four dimensions: Word 
recogni�on, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension 
development (Taylor, 2011, Na�onal Reading Panel, 
2000). This is related to the major topics iden�fied by 
the Na�onal Reading Panel (2000). For children who 
start decoding or recognising words, it is important 
that they are first taught the leters of the alphabet, 
and then sound-leter rela�onships at pre-primary 
level. Taylor (2011: xviii) describes four components 
of “grade-specific models” for reading instruc�on, to 
be developed from preschool to Grade 5, which are 
described below. 
 
How reading develops 
The pre-primary level is expected to develop 
learners’ oral language, phonemic awareness, and 
develop emergent literacy. By the end of Grade 1, 
learners should have developed a sound knowledge 

of phonemic awareness, leter sounds, and decoding 
skills. By Grade 2, learners should be able to read 
graded readers at Grade 2 level. If learners cannot 
read at Grade 2 level, an interven�on should focus on 
helping the learners read at the appropriate grade 
level at the beginning of Grade 2 (Taylor, 2011). By 
the end of Grade 2, the learner should be able to read 
simple narra�ve texts. By Grade 3, learners should 
have developed oral reading fluency, have knowledge 
of the appropriate vocabulary, and should be able to 
comprehend narra�ve and informa�onal texts at 
their level. Since learners will be required to use 
textbooks to read to learn in Grade 4, during the 
course of Grade 3 most readers should be making a 
transi�on to silent reading. In Grade 4 and 5, learners 
should be able to read fluently and comprehend both 
narra�ve and informa�onal texts at their age level. 
Weak readers in Grade 4 and 5 need to be supported 
to comprehend what they read, through using 
comprehension strategies (e.g. ques�oning, making 
predic�ons, using prior knowledge, and 
comprehension monitoring). In the Namibian 
context, the ESL Senior Primary syllabus states that 
by the end of Grade 5 learners should be able to read 
their grade-level materials independently and should 
be able to comprehend both narra�ve and 
informa�onal texts (Ministry of Educa�on, Arts and 
Culture, 2015). 
 
3. Research Methodology  
A descrip�ve quan�ta�ve research design was used 
to analyse the reading level of Grade 5 learners, 
with a view to establish whether or not there is a 
need for a reading interven�on. The research 
method for this study includes the educa�onal 
context from which data were collected, the 
par�cipants, and the data collec�on instruments, as 
described below. 
 
3.1. School context 
Four primary schools (School 1–4) within Katima 
Mulilo participated in the baseline study. There were 
only five schools with Grade 5 classes in the town. 
One of the five schools was randomly selected to 
participate in the pilot study, which was conducted 
in March and April 2018, and the remaining four 
schools all participated in the main study, which 
included the baseline assessments. Most of the 
learners were from homes with low socioeconomic 
status. The classes were overcrowded and some had 
over 50 learners in a classroom with a capacity of 35 
learners. 
 
The resources were a challenge in the participating 
schools. The resources that were available were not 
enough and did not seem readily available. All the 
schools that participated did not have the full 
complement of chairs and desks for learners. Many 
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of the available chairs were loose or broken. School 
2 did not have a library and teachers were constantly 
complaining about the shortage of books for 
learners. Although the other three schools had 
libraries, the libraries seemed dysfunctional as they 
were not reader-friendly and had limited reading 
materials.  
 
 A total of seven Grade 5 English teachers and four 
principals in the four schools were assessed. They 
displayed limited content and pedagogic content 
knowledge about reading, as reported in Liswaniso 
and Pretorius (2022). This background information 
will be used as a frame of reference for engaging the 
quantitative data. 
 
 3.2 Participants and sampling 
A total of 365 Grade 5 learners participated in the 
baseline study. The learners’ ages ranged from 10.1 
years to 16.1 years, with a mean age of 11.3 years. 
School 1 had only two Grade 5 classes whereas 
Schools 2–4 had four Grade 5 classes each; only two 
classes were selected per school using the Grade 5A 
– B stream of classes. 
 
A few learners (9.5% of the total) did not participate, 
either because they were absent during the 
assessments or their parents did not give consent for 
them to participate. Most of the learners who 
participated in this study were from low 
socioeconomic homes and many of their parents 
were illiterate. 
 
3.3 The research instruments 
In September/October 2018 a baseline study was 
conducted using three literacy assessment 
instruments namely, the Burt Word Reading Test 
(BWRT), the Oral Reading Fluency (ORF) test, and the 
reading comprehension test. The three research 
instruments were piloted before being used in the 
baseline study. For the descriptions of the research 
instruments, see Liswaniso (2021). The research 
instruments were administered in the same order as 
they are listed in this section. 
 
4. Results of the reading assessments 
The results for decoding assessments (i.e. word 
recognition and reading fluency) will be presented 
first, and then the reading comprehension results. 
Thereafter, the correlations between the reading 
components will be examined to establish whether 
there is some kind of relationship in the reading 
scores of the literacy assessments. 
 
4.1 Decoding assessment outcomes 
Word reading and oral reading fluency measures 
were used to assess the learners’ decoding skills. All 
in all, 338 learners were tested on the BWRT for the 

baseline study. The Cronbach alpha reliability 
coefficient for the BWRT was .97, which is considered 
high. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test of normality 
showed that the data for all the schools were not 
normally distributed, therefore, non-parametric 
tests were applied to analyse the data further.  
 
Table 1 shows the learners’ means in terms of real 
age (in years and months), and BWRT raw score out 
of 110 items, including the BWRT age. The latter 
means are based on HL English children. There were 
no learners who scored zero. 
 
Table 1: Grade 5 BWRT results 

 BWRT 
score 

Real 
age 

BWRT 
age  

All (n=338) 
Mean 
SD 
Minimum-
Maximum 
Percentiles:  
25th 
50th 
75th 

 
52 
19.8 
1-100 
 
37 
49 
68 

 
11.3 
 
10.1-
16.1 

 
8.2 
 
5.4-13.3 

* The BWRT comprises 110 words in total. 
 
Table 1 shows that the learners generally had poor 
word recognition ability. Even the best performing 
learners at the 75th percentile had a low recognition 
word level with a mean of 68. The mean of the BWRT 
age of these English L2 learners is 3.1 years below the 
word reading norm of English HL learners of the 
same age. 
 
Moving from single word reading to passage 
reading, oral reading fluency performance is 
described below. 
 
Table 2: Grade 5 ORF test results 

 Total 
words 
read 

Total 
errors 

Words 
read 
correctly 

All (n=325) 
Mean 
SD 
Minimum-
Maximum 
Percentiles:  
25th 
50th 
75th 

 
66.3 
 
6–160 

 
7.5 
 
1-28 

 
58.6  
32.2 
0-158 
 
35 
57 
78 

 
Table 2 shows that on average the Grade 5 learners 
were reading very slowly, similar to Grade 2 HL 
readers (Hasbrouck and Tindal, 2006). One learner 
could not read at all and was even unable to read the 
title of the ORF text. Only five learners were reading 



NJRST 2024,5(1):18-28 Liswaniso 
 

 
 
 

24  

at rates comparable to HL readers. 
 
4.2 Reading comprehension 
A total of 348 learners wrote the reading 
comprehension test. The Cronbach reliability 
coefficient for the test was .82. Table 3 shows the 
scores for the reading comprehension test in 
percentages, which was analysed in terms of literal, 
inferential and total score. The percentage of 
learners with a zero score was very low (0.6%). 
 
Table 3: Reading comprehension scores 

 Literal 
score  

T2 
Inferential 
score 

Total 
score 

All (n=348)       
Mean                  
SD 
Min.-Max.:        
Percentiles:  
25th 
50th 
75th 

 
33.5  
21.1 
 0-83 
 
17 
25 
50 

 
20.5  
12.7 
0-69 
 
12 
19 
31 

 
24.6  
14.4 
0-74 
 
13 
21 
34 

 
Table 3 shows a weak mean total score of 24.6% for 
the participating learners in the reading 
comprehension test. Even the best performing 
cohorts at the 75th percentile performed below 40%. 
The weakest performance appears in inferential 
reading (a mean of 20.5%, compared to 33.5% for 
literal comprehension). Generally, the results 
indicate that the learners struggle to comprehend 
texts, even at the literal level. 
 
4.3 Relationship between reading components 
Non-parametric Spearman’s rho was applied to 
determine relationships between the two decoding 
scores (the BWRT and ORF), and the reading 
comprehension (RC) test scores.   
 
Table 4: Correlation between ORF, BWRT and 
reading comprehension 

 RC 
total 

Literal Inferential ORF BWRT 

RC total    .74 .72 

Literal   .72 .68 .66 

Inferential    .70 .68 

ORF     .84 

All correlations highly significant at the .001 level (2-tailed) 
 
5. Discussion of the results 
The study reported in this article was meant to 
establish the learning context and reading levels of 
Grade 5 learners in low socioeconomic schools to 
determine whether the learners need extra support 

to enhance their reading skills.  
 
The decoding assessment results in this study 
showed that the learners had poor word recognition 
ability and they were reading very slowly (the mean 
of 58.6). Since ORF is the bridge between decoding 
and comprehension (Pretorius & Spaull, 2016), 
learners need to develop sufficient fluency in reading 
to benefit from reading texts. According to the 
National Reading Panel (2000), learners with low 
reading fluency levels can have difficulties in 
comprehending their reading materials. According to 
international standards, learners reading less than 40 
words WCPM in English are non-readers and can 
hardly understand what they read (Draper & Spaull, 
2015). In this study, 31% of the Grade 5 learners fell 
in the category of non-readers. Pretorius and Spaull’s 
(2016) findings indicated that ESL learners reading 
below 70 WCPM struggle to comprehend what they 
read. Following Pretorius and Spaull’s (2016) reading 
threshold, 69.7% of the learners who participated in 
this study struggled to comprehend their reading 
texts. 
 
For the learners in this study whose reading is slow 
and laborious, understanding aspects of a text at 
inferential level when reading is even harder. The 
low reading comprehension in both literal and 
inferential reading relates to their poor decoding 
skills. According to McCormick (1995), a score level 
of 50% or less on a reading comprehension test 
indicates that the learners are reading at a 
frustration level. The mean score for the test was 
24.6%, suggesting that the learners were reading at 
frustration level, following McCormick (1995).  
 
The relationship between decoding skills and reading 
comprehension established in this study supports 
Gough and Tunmer’s (1986) simple view of reading. 
In this model, reading comprehension relies on 
decoding skills and linguistic comprehension. The 
low reading comprehension levels of learners in the 
baseline study might have been partially caused by 
their poor decoding skills. These learners need higher 
decoding skills for their attention resources to focus 
on meaning construction rather than on word 
identification (cf. Kuhn & Stahl, 2003).  
 
Good decoding skills can be a pathway for the 
learners to develop better vocabulary levels and 
reading comprehension. Reading is too effortful if 
decoding takes up all one’s time and cognitive 
energy. ESL teachers need this understanding and 
have adequate pedagogic content knowledge to 
support their learners to develop reading 
comprehension skills. Teachers’ knowledge about 
reading relates significantly to their learners’ 
achievement in reading comprehension (Taylor, 
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2011). It must be noted that with good instructional 
practices, ESL learners can perform at similar 
decoding levels to their English HL peers (cf. Lesaux, 
Rupp, & Siegel, 2007; Chiappe & Siegel, 1999). ESL 
learners’ main challenges lie in vocabulary and 
reading comprehension. Even some of the learners 
who appeared to read relatively fast in the ORF test 
were not able to answer some comprehension 
questions on parts of the text that they had read. 
Altogether, the results suggested a need for a 
reading comprehension intervention.  
 
Although the Grade 5 learners displayed a positive 
reading attitude (see the findings of the main study, 
as reported in Liswaniso, 2021), they seemed to 
receive little support in terms of reading 
development for them to transform their reading 
attitude into the motivational drive to read. Positive 
reading attitudes usually develop when learners are 
motivated to read (Applegate & Applegate, 2004) or 
when they can decode without difficulty (Clark & 
Poulton, 2011). A positive reading attitude is 
enhanced through reading instruction and 
opportunities to read. Furthermore, it should be 
noted that a positive reading attitude does not 
necessarily translate into action (Guthrie and 
Knowles, 2001). The positive reading attitude 
displayed by the poor readers may be aspirational 
(i.e. how the learners would like to see themselves) 
rather than how they actually are. Considering the 
socioeconomic status of the learners, many of them 
read only in the classroom. Even when reading 
materials are available, their poor decoding skills 
may make reading an arduous activity. Therefore, 
they need direct instruction in decoding and reading 
comprehension to become better readers. 
 
6. Conclusion and implications 
The results of this study showed that the learners 
were reading very slowly and struggled to 
comprehend texts at their grade level, suggesting 
that they needed assistance in enhancing their 
decoding as well as their reading comprehension 
skills. From the poor word recognition skills revealed 
in the baseline study, one may also infer that the 
learners have low levels of vocabulary knowledge; 
therefore there was also a critical need for teachers 
to systematically develop learners’ vocabulary levels. 
Teaching only reading comprehension strategies to 
learners with poor decoding skills is less likely to be 
effective because the learners have not yet mastered 
the lower level reading skills (Castles et al., 2018). 
Therefore, reading support needed to include three 
components, namely fluency, vocabulary, and 
comprehension.  
 
Despite teaching happening in schools, learning to 
read seems not to have developed to a level that 

support learning. These poor readers are excluded 
from learning from their books and they are unlikely 
to access the Twenty-First century skills needed for 
economic development (cf. Taylor, 2019). 
Empowering teachers with content knowledge and 
pedagogic content knowledge is of paramount 
importance so that they could make their 
instructional practices more effective and so improve 
learner performance. This could be done through 
raising awareness of teaching reading, improving 
their content knowledge, pedagogic knowledge of 
reading, and providing them with teaching and 
learning activities. Finally, reading to learn in 
Namibian schools can be achieved for all learners if 
in-service teachers receive necessary ongoing 
support and if teacher training institutions prepare 
future teachers adequately for teaching reading. 
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