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1. Background
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Funda Wande is a not-for-profit organization that aims to ensure that all learners 
in South Africa can read for meaning in their home language by the age of 
10. They develop video and print materials to equip teachers on how to teach 
literacy in the Foundation Phase. Partnering with the Eastern Cape Department 
of Education, Funda Wande is implementing a pilot intervention to support 
Foundation Phase literacy teachers in teaching reading for meaning over a four-year 
period (2019-2022). The essential components of the pilot intervention comprise 
the Funda Wande learning and teaching support materials (LTSM) and the support 
of a team of expert coaches who are all experienced Foundation Phase educators. 
The coaches observe teachers in their classrooms, provide targeted advice on how 
to improve their practice, as well as providing model lessons with their students. 
Coaches visit each school an average of three times a month.

SALDRU at the University of Cape Town is conducting an external impact 
evaluation of the Funda Wande Coaching Intervention. The primary aim of the 
evaluation is to assess the causal impact of Funda Wande coaching on foundation 
phase learners’ ability to read with meaning. The impact evaluation uses a 
randomized control trial (RCT) with schools randomized into one of two arms – 
Funda Wande and control – for a four-year period¹. Figure 1 provides a graphic 
representation of the RCT design.

The results for the first year of the programme indicated that Funda Wande was 
effective in improving Grade 1 and 2 learners isiXhosa home language reading 
outcomes. Programme effects were positive across all sub-domains of reading 
proficiency that could be reliably measured. For Grade 1 learners, intervention 
impacts were the largest on foundational decoding skills - correctly identifying 
letter sounds and being able to manipulate phonemes. The impacts on further 
downstream higher order reading skills such as comprehension were evident for 
Grade 2 learners.

1. See Funda Wande Coaching Intervention 
Midline I Findings for full details on 
the evaluation design, selection and 
randomisation of schools.

Figure 1. Funda Wande Coaching Intervention Impact Evaluation design
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2. Covid-19
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COVID-19 and the related policy 
measures to curb the spread of the 
virus have had a significant impact 
on the Funda Wande Coaching 
intervention and accompanying 
evaluation. Over the full 2020 school 
year, the average grade 2 learner in the 
evaluation schools would have had 80 
school days which is only 40 percent 
of the school days in the 2019 school 
calendar. Full details of the impact on 
teaching and learning in the evaluation 
schools can be found in the COVID 
Learning Losses report.

School closures and subsequent 
rotational timetabling had major 
implications for the Funda Wande 
Coaching intervention in 2020 
seriously limiting the contact time with 
educators and learners and disrupting 
curriculum coverage. Box 1 and 
Figure 2 provide examples of the 
materials and activities that the Funda 
Wande team engaged in during 2020 to 
support learners, educators and parents 
during this challenging period.

During lockdown
● Where possible Funda Wande created parent groups and sent  
 language and maths games for learners to do at home.   
 While not all parents were included in the groups,    
 those who were, participated well.

School reopening 
● When schools reopened Funda Wande provided schools with  
 isiXhosa and mathematics homework booklets for each learner.  
	 They	continued	to	provide	these	homework	books	in	the	first	term		
 of 2021.
● The isiXhosa booklets included the following activities: Phonics  
 and handwriting, vocabulary development puzzles, reading   
 from Vula Bula anthologies with questions for each story and DBE  
 reference pages for practice.
● Funda Wande worked with schools to produce adjusted timetables
● Lessons plans for teachers were adjusted according to the Annual  
 Teaching Plans (ATPs) and the alternating daily attendance   
 system.
● Weekly support videos that provided the key teaching points to  
 focus on were delivered via teachers' WhatsApp groups

Funda Wande  
COVID	Specific	learning	
material 

Incwadi yoku- 1

3
IBANGA

Week
1- 5

IsiXhosa uLwimi
Lwasekhaya

Incwadi yemisebenzi 
yasekhaya

9 781990 910326 Igama:

11
Incwadi yoku- 1

2
IBANGA

Week
1- 5

IsiXhosa uLwimi
Lwasekhaya

Incwadi yemisebenzi 
yasekhaya

Igama:9 781990 910333

KHUSELA UMZANSI AFRIKHA

NGOBAMBISWANO SINGAYOYISA I-CORONAVIRUS

Box 1: Funda Wande activities to support educators, learners 
and parents during lockdown and school reopening
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The third wave of fieldwork was originally planned for the fourth term of 
2020. Due to the uncertainties surrounding COVID-19 and the challenges with 
conducting face-to-face fieldwork, a decision was made to delay the fieldwork 
till the first term of 2021. Not only was the third wave of fieldwork delayed, the 
key purpose of the data collection was amended. The third round of literacy 
assessments would no longer be conducted for the key purpose of assessing 
programme impact but rather to continue following the reading trajectories of 
the evaluation learners and to document the impact of the school closure and 
potential ongoing interruptions on reading outcomes. Such information is not 
only valuable to understanding the longer term impact of Funda Wande, but is 
important in its own right. A re-assessment of this cohort of learners offered a 
rare opportunity to quantify the effects of COVID-19 on Foundation Phase 
learning, generating useful insights for a range of stakeholders seeking to 
ameliorate the negative impact. 

The main findings for the third round of assessments can be found in the 
COVID Learning Losses report. The purpose of this ancillary report is to 
document relevant findings and issues for the ongoing evaluation that are not 
covered in the main report. This report investigates the impact of COVID-19 
driven attrition on balance between treatment and control groups and the 
magnitude of impacts that the study is powered to detect. The report also 
provides estimates of treatment effects, comparing impacts pre- and post- 
pandemic. 

School closures and subsequent rotational timetabling had major 
implications for the Funda Wande Coaching intervention in 2020 

seriously limiting the contact time with educators and learners 
and disrupting curriculum coverage.
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3. Fieldwork
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The midline fieldwork was conducted by ikapadata, the same company that 
conducted the baseline and the first midline. Despite considerable challenges 
due to ongoing rotational timetabling, the fieldwork was successfully 
completed. Full details on training, fieldwork, data cleaning and quality 
control can be found in the Midline II Fieldwork Report.

Midline II sample
Table 1 presents the final sample of learners that were successfully assessed 
at each wave of fieldwork by cohort. At baseline, 10 learners from each of grade 
1 (cohort 1) and grade 2 (cohort 2) were randomly selected for assessment. 
At midline II, 432 cohort 1 learners and 411 cohort 2 learners were assessed 
for the third time. At midline II, cohorts 1 and 2 should be in grades 3 and 
4 respectively. However, 15 percent of cohort 1 are repeating grade 2 and 7 
percent of cohort 2 are repeating grade 3.

Attrition and balance
The overall attrition rate between the baseline and midline I was six percent. 
COVID-19 had a considerable impact on attrition, with the overall attrition 
rate for midline II at 29 percent. Table 2 shows the fieldwork outcomes by 
cohort and wave of fieldwork. Higher attrition at midline II is driven by a 
dramatic increase in the proportion of learners who are no longer attending 
the school. Between midline I and midline II, 15 percent of learners left the 
school. Of these learners, the schools report that 29 percent have dropped out 
and are not attending school at all.

Table 1. Learner 
cohorts by data 
collection wave

Fieldwork wave Cohort 1 Cohort 2

Baseline (Jan/Feb 2019) Grade 1 Term 1
n=590

Grade 2 Term 1
n=590

Midline I (Oct/Nov 2019) Grade 1 Term 4
n=550

Grade 2 Term 4
n=559

Midline II (Feb/Mar 2021) Grade 3 Term 1
n=432

Grade 4 Term 1
n=411

Cohort 1 Cohort 2

Midline I Midline II Midline I Midline II

Assessed 93% 73% 95% 70%

School refused 2% 3% 2% 5%

Learner no longer at school 2% 18% 1% 15%

Learner absent 2% 6% 2% 10%

Other 1% 1%

Table 2. Fieldwork 
outcomes by cohort 
and	wave	of	fieldwork
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Table 3 presents the attrition rate by treatment status, wave of fieldwork and 
cohort. The absolute difference in the attrition rate between treatment and 
control groups is shown in the final row of the table. Attrition was slightly 
higher for the treatment group at midline I and for the control group at 
midline II.

Attrition has two potential impacts on the RCT. The first is the potential 
for selection bias to be introduced into the sample, thereby threatening a 
key strength of the RCT methodology: the internal validity of the estimated 
programme impacts. The second is a reduction in statistical power with a 
slightly smaller sample. We consider each in turn.

Balance Between Treatment And Control
Baseline equivalence of the full sample was guaranteed through the random 
assignment of schools to treatment and control using statistical software. 
Subsequent checks to assess attrition suggest that any differential attrition 
between learners in treatment and control schools does not lead to an 
imbalanced sample at midline II. Firstly, the differences in attrition between 
treatment and control shown in Table 3 are small and not statistically 
significant.  Second, even with the substantial increase in attrition compared 
to midline I data collection, the overall attrition (29 percent) and minimal 
differential attrition (4 percent) fall within the What Works Clearinghouse 
(WWC) (2020) conservative limits for low expected bias, and therefore meets 
the highest possible WWC standards. Furthermore, appendix Table A1 shows 
that non-attriting learners are still balanced in terms of a range of baseline 
assessment scores, observable learner characteristics and household assets. 
The differences between treatment and control on all variables are within the 
limits to satisfy baseline equivalence. The low differential attrition and the 
baseline equivalence of the two groups of non-attriting learners mean that 
programme impacts can still be reliably estimated.

Cohort 1 Cohort 2

Midline I Midline II Midline I Midline II

Treatment 8% 25% 6% 29%

Control 5% 29% 4% 32%

Difference 3% 4% 2% 3%

Table 3. Rate of 
attrition by wave 
and cohort 
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Statistical Power
Attrition at midline II was much higher than anticipated. We therefore 
reconsider whether the study is still adequately powered to detect treatment 
effects at the endline, planned for the final term of 2021. The endline will 
focus solely on cohort 1 as cohort 2 learners are now in the Intermediate 
Phase and are therefore no longer exposed to the Funda Wande programme. 
The magnitude of differences between treatment and control that the study is 
powered to detect is determined by a mathematical calculation that depends 
on a number of factors. For the calculation, the following assumptions were 
made:
● α is the significance level of the test, or probability of Type I error. We use  
 the standard value of 0.05.
● β is the power of test, where (1-β) is the probability of Type II error. We use  
 the standard value of 0.8.
● All hypothesis tests are two-sided.
● Attrition between midline II and the endline is assumed to be 9 percent   
 across the sample. This is the equivalent to one school dropping out   
 and an average attrition rate of 8 percent across the remaining schools.  
 Our power calculations assume an average cluster size of 7 learners per   
 school for 56 schools.
● The correlation between baseline covariates and endline outcomes is 0.4.  
 This is based on the correlation between baseline covariates and midline II  
 composite reading score for cohort 1.
● The intra-cluster correlation (ICC) coefficient is 0.1. The midline II ICC for  
 the composite reading measure was 0.084 for cohort 1 learners and 0.123 for  
 cohort 2 learners.
● The coefficient of variation of cluster size is 0.178. The is the value for   
 midline II.

With these assumptions, the study is powered to detect effects of 0.34 
standard deviations or greater.

One possibility for endline, would be to randomly sample a cross-section of 
grade 3 learners in each school. In doing so, we would trade away our ability 
to follow learners over time but could increase statistical power for endline 
analyses by sampling more learners. For example, if we randomly selected 16 
grade 3 learners per school, the minimum detectable effect size would decrease 
to 0.3 standard deviations.

Between midline I and midline II, 15 percent of learners left the school. Of 
these learners, the schools report that 29 percent have dropped out and are 

not attending school at all.
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4. Treatment Effects
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Following the promising early results of the Funda Wande Coaching 
intervention observed at the first midline, it is not clear whether we should 
expect the gap between learners in treatment and control schools to have 
narrowed or widened during the pandemic. On the one hand, we may expect 
these early gains to be eroded with substantially reduced exposure to the 
programme and indeed to any schooling in 2020. Alternatively, learning 
losses during school closures and subsequent rotational timetabling may 
have been mitigated to some extent in Funda Wande schools by the improved 
performance prior to COVID-19 and by the efforts of teachers and coaches 
during 2020.

We begin by visually examining the learning trajectories of cohort 1 and 
cohort 2 learners in both treatment and control schools before turning to a more 
formal regression analysis. Figure 3 summarises the average performance 
on the letter sound knowledge task across the three waves of data collection. 
There are several things worth noting in the figure. First, at baseline, the 
treatment and control groups are very similar as expected due to the random 
assignment to treatment. Second, by the first midline, the treatment and control 
groups diverge. For example, the average grade 1 learner in Funda Wande 
schools is correctly sounding five more letter sounds than the average learner 
in the control schools. Third, at the second midline, the impact of COVID-19 is 
apparent for both treatment and control learners with a substantial f lattening 
of the learning gradient. The average cohort 1 learner in control schools is only 
correctly sounding 35 letters per minute at the beginning of grade 3 in 2020. 
This in contrast to cohort 2 learners in the same schools averaging 45 correct 
letters per minute in the final term of grade 2 in 2019. Finally, the figure 
suggests that the gap between treatment and control learner at the first midline 
has been maintained, neither widening nor narrowing. 
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Figure 4 presents a similar summary for Oral Reading Fluency (ORF). 
We did not measure ORF at the beginning of grade 1 as the vast majority of 
learners could not read a word. We therefore only have data from the first 
and second midline for cohort 1. For cohort 2, the learning trajectory was 
substantially steeper pre-pandemic. We also see that cohort 1 control learners 
in the first term of grade 3 in 2020 are reading, on average, 5 fewer words per 
minute than cohort 2 learners in the final term of grade 2 in 2019. Similar 
to letter sounds, we see a gap between treatment and control learners at the 
first midline. For ORF, the figure suggests that there may have been a slight 
narrowing of the gap during the pandemic. 

We now turn to regression analysis to estimate treatment effects and examine 
whether the gaps between treatment and control learners are statistically 
significant. Regression analysis allows one to i) control for any incidental pre-
randomization differences between the two groups, ii) account for non-random 
attrition and iii) increases the precision of the estimates by including variables 
that explain a large share of the variation in outcomes that are unrelated to the 
intervention. The focus here will not just be on the overall treatment effect but 
on investigating whether there were differential impacts between baseline and 
midline I, and between midline I and midline II. Specifically, we will estimate 
equations of the following form:

Where the outcome measure, Yigsdt is a measure of reading proficiency for 
learner i in grade g of school s in district d at time t (where t=0 is baseline, t=1 
is midline I and t=2 is midline II); (Treatment) is the dummy variable indicating 
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the treatment status for school s; X'igsd0 is a vector of baseline controls, μd are 
the specific school district (or strata) fixed effects; and εigsdt is the error term.  
The parameters of interest are β₁, the average treatment effect at midline I and  
β₂, the additional impact between midline I and midline II. A negative value 
of  β₂ will indicate a narrowing of the previous gap between treatment and 
control learners while a positive value would indicate that there were additional 
improvements after the first midline.

Baseline controls include each of the baseline measures of reading 
proficiency, learner characteristics (gender, age, height-for-age z-score) and 
household assets. In the cases where learners had missing data on a certain 
dimension of the control variables, a missing value was imputed and a separate 
dummy variable was included to indicate missingness as a control. Standard 
errors are clustered at the level of randomisation (i.e. schools). 

Table 4 presents the coefficients of interest from the regression models². 
Starting with the combined indicator of reading proficiency, we see that treatment 
learners had average scores at midline I that were 0.19 standard deviations higher 
than their peers in control schools. The coefficient on the interaction term is 
small and not significantly different to zero. This indicates that since midline 
I, there have been no further improvements for treatment learners over control 
learners. On average, learners in treatment schools have been able to maintain the 
gap in overall reading proficiency that they enjoyed at midline I. 

Looking across the various reading skills that we measured, we see 
consistent significant treatment effects at midline I as expected given our 
prior report. The interaction term between treatment status and the indicator 
for midline II is mostly small and insignificant suggesting that gaps between 
treatment and control learners neither widened nor narrowed during the 
pandemic. An exception is the familiar word reading task. Here we see that the 
average learner in treatment schools was reading about two more words per 
minute at midline than their peers in control schools. By midline II, this gap 
had closed to around one word. 

Table 4. Treatment impacts at midline I and II

Composite 
Score

Letter 
sounds

Digraphs
and 

trigraphs

Familiar 
words

Oral 
reading 
fluency	

Oral 
reading 
comp

Productive 
listening 
comp

Phonemic 
awareness

Treatment 0.191*** 4.580*** 3.032*** 1.952*** 1.872*** 0.492* 0.231** 0.361**

(0.0573) (1.426) (1.047) (0.571) (0.697) (0.250) (0.0939) (0.144)

Midline II -0.0351 5.690*** 7.568*** 6.936*** 8.007*** 2.157*** 0.435*** 0.828***

(0.0341) (0.940) (0.664) (0.361) (0.458) (0.138) (0.0807) (0.114)

Treatment x Midline II -0.0469 -0.473 0.154 -0.888* -0.684 -0.0818 0.0240 -0.184

(0.0513) (1.392) (1.082) (0.529) (0.699) (0.239) (0.109) (0.157)

Observations 1,928 1,930 1,930 1,929 1,930 1,930 1,930 1,929

R-squared 0.608 0.458 0.557 0.621 0.596 0.517 0.313 0.371

2. Regressions with the outcomes expressed 
in standard deviations (of the control group) 
are shown in appendix table A2.
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5. Conclusion & References
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Conclusion
School closures and subsequent partial re-openings have already had a 
devastating impact on learning. With ongoing rotational timetabling due to 
social distancing requirements, these deficits continue to grow. The ability 
to recover will depend on the capacity to remediate these gaps and the 
more targeted individualised learning promoted and supported by Funda 
Wande could prove crucial in this regard. That said, the effectiveness of the 
intervention continues to be hampered by the ongoing rotational timetabling. 
The next round of data collection will provide an important update on learning 
losses and an indication of whether Funda Wande coaches are able to support 
remediation efforts in this challenging environment.
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6. Appendix 
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Treatment Control p-value Pooled Effect

Mean s.e. Mean s.e.  s.d. size

Common tasks

Letter Sounds per minute 17.77 20.44 18.47 19.36 0.712 19.919 0.035

Digraphs and Trigraphs per minute 6.01 12.39 5.16 11.23 0.489 11.849 0.072

Productive Listening Comprehension 3.09 1.51 3.15 1.53 0.686 1.520 0.035

Receptive Listening Comprehension  9.63 0.75 9.48 1.07 0.175 0.922 0.161

Phonemic Awareness  2.94 2.57 3.04 2.47 0.685 2.519 0.039

Expressive Vocabulary  11.37 3.74 11.58 4.02 0.631 3.874 0.053

Write letters  2.72 1.95 2.92 1.77 0.278 1.867 0.110

Grade 1 only tasks

Word Choice  1.80 1.82 1.96 1.61 0.440 1.723 0.093

Rapid Automatized Naming 36.97 11.70 38.01 11.58 0.404 11.641 0.089

Write your name  4.58 1.00 4.64 0.82 0.628 0.916 0.061

Copy a word 4.43 1.32 4.38 1.33 0.734 1.320 0.041

Grade 2 only tasks

CVCV Words per minute 11.54 13.22 10.44 12.38 0.579 12.817 0.085

Familiar Words per minute 8.00 9.08 7.22 8.94 0.570 9.014 0.087

Oral Reading Fluency 8.64 10.25 8.13 9.61 0.732 9.940 0.051

Reading Comprehension  3.51 3.87 3.26 3.62 0.664 3.753 0.065

Vocabulary  3.32 2.45 3.25 2.23 0.836 2.347 0.032

Sentence Comprehension 4.99 4.54 4.88 4.26 0.872 4.401 0.024

Write words  14.61 6.79 14.79 6.38 0.872 6.586 0.027

Learner characteristics

Grade 1 0.51 0.50 0.51 0.50 0.902 0.500 0.005

Grade 2 0.49 0.50 0.49 0.50 0.902 0.500 0.005

Female 0.52 0.50 0.49 0.50 0.402 0.500 0.053

Age in months 6.56 0.92 6.48 0.92 0.294 0.920 0.087

Height for age z-score -0.36 1.02 -0.39 0.94 0.670 0.980 0.032

Household assets

Books other than schoolbooks to read at home 0.32 0.47 0.39 0.49 0.087 0.477 0.140

Radio 0.73 0.45 0.72 0.45 0.792 0.447 0.021

Television 0.95 0.22 0.94 0.25 0.388 0.232 0.063

Computer 0.29 0.46 0.30 0.46 0.831 0.457 0.018

Toilet 0.59 0.49 0.62 0.49 0.510 0.490 0.062

Vehicle 0.50 0.50 0.52 0.50 0.641 0.500 0.041

Table A1. Midline II balance

Notes: Effect sizes are calculated as the difference in means between the treatment and control groups, divided by the pooled standard deviation for the 
variable. If the effect sizes are 0.05 or less in absolute value, the two groups are considered equivalent on that dimension. When effect sizes are in the range 
between 0.05 and 0.25, the baseline measures should be included as controls in the model estimating programme effects to satisfy equivalence Variables for 
which such adjustments are required include 12 of the 18 sub-tasks, learner age, learner gender, whether they have books to read at home, and whether their 
household owns a television or has an inside toilet. These variables are therefore added as controls to satisfy equivalence between the two groups, and not 
only to improve the precision of the estimates of programme impact. No effect size is greater than 0.25 in absolute value - the level at which the samples are 
considered to be not equivalent.
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Letter  
sounds

Digraphs/
trigraphs

Familiar  
words

Oral reading 
fluency	

(connected 
text)

Oral  
reading  
comp

Productive 
listening  
comp

Phonemic 
awareness

        
Treatment 0.210*** 0.166*** 0.172*** 0.140** 0.130* 0.169** 0.166**

(0.0650) (0.0577) (0.0523) (0.0548) (0.0666) (0.0684) (0.0666)

Midline II -0.0209 -0.0356 -0.0368 -0.0358 -0.0255 -0.0155 -0.0236

(0.0433) (0.0363) (0.0321) (0.0342) (0.0365) (0.0617) (0.0515)

Treatment x Midline II -0.0123 0.00672 -0.0886* -0.0615 -0.0241 0.0448 -0.0872

(0.0650) (0.0593) (0.0476) (0.0521) (0.0627) (0.0835) (0.0714)

Observations 1,930 1,930 1,929 1,930 1,930 1,930 1,929

R-squared 0.444 0.538 0.602 0.580 0.481 0.291 0.351

Table A2. Treatment impacts – standardized outcomes

Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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