
 

IMPROVING EARLY GRADE READING IN 

FOOD INSECURE COMMUNITIES 
RESULTS FROM 2015-2017 SYNCHRONOUS SCHOOL FEEDING AND LITERACY  

INTERVENTION 

Since 2015, World Education Nepal has partnered with the World Food Programme 

(WFP) to improve reading outcomes among Grade 1–Grade 3 students in six Far-
Western and Mid-Western food insecure districts that have generally poor 
educational outcomes. Results from the 2017 Early Grade Reading Assessment 
(EGRA) indicate that the collaborative effort to improve students’ ability to learn by 
addressing nutrition while simultaneously improving the quality of instruction has led 
to impressive results with a high return on investment: At baseline, only 1% of Grade 
3 students could read at grade level; after two years, a majority of students can.   

 
Under the  Ministry of Education’s School Meals Programme, World Education 
delivers Early Grade Reading interventions in 1,040 schools in Baitadi, Bajhang, 
Dadeldhura, Dailekh, Darchula and Jajarkot to complement WFP’s student meal 
distribution. WFP and the Ministry of Education’s Food for Education Project jointly 
implement the SMP, which is funded by the U.S. Department of Agriculture. Within 
the SMP, Early Grade Reading activities are designed to improve children’s reading 
and comprehension competencies, enhance teachers’ instructional skills, and 
increase parental and community engagement  to promote a culture of reading.  
 
Prior to the start of Early Grade Reading activities, the SMP was raising attendance 
rates without improving learning outcomes. Since the 2015 baseline, the 
proportion of Grade 3 students reading on grade level has increased from 1% to 
54%. World Education activities are low cost and high impact, accounting for only 
7% of the overall SMP budget. In addition to impressive EGRA results, other 
evidence of the project’s impact includes higher rates of parental and community 
engagement with children’s reading and increased support to teachers. 

GOAL 

» Improve early grade reading 

outcomes in food-deficit areas of 
Far- and Mid-Western 
Development regions  
 

DURATION 

» January 2015 - December 2017  

 
PROJECT COVERAGE 

» Baitadi, Bajhang, Dadeldhura, 

Dailekh, Darchula, Jajarkot districts 

» 97,811 Grade 1 to Grade 3 students 

reached in 1,040 schools  across 
156 VDCs 

 
OUTCOMES 

» Dramatically improved reading skills 

(fluency and comprehension) among 
students in project districts 

» Engaged parents to increase their 

investment in children’s education 

» Increased classroom access to early 

grade reading materials 

» Strengthened teacher and local 

government capacity to support early 
grade reading outcomes 
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IMPACT OVERVIEW 
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The U.S. Department of Agriculture-supported School 
Feeding Programme in Nepal combines a mid-day meal for 
students, activities to bolster Early Grade Reading 
outcomes, and initiatives to improve sanitation and 
hygiene. World Education leads the Early Grade Reading 
component, which comprises 7% of the overall program 
and aims to improve reading skills. 
 
EARLY GRADE READING ACTIVITIES 

The project utilized the Read-Learn-Know program model, 
developed by World Education and the Rato Bangala 
Foundation. The model builds teachers’ knowledge and 
skills, strengthens the government system to support Early 
Grade Reading initiatives and outcomes, mobilizes parents 
and communities to promote a culture of reading, and 
provides materials to make literacy instruction fun for 
children and easier for teachers.  
 
The project implemented the same early grade reading 
support in all schools, across all districts. While the 
program focuses on Grades 1, 2 and 3, students in higher 
grades through access to reading materials and support to 
promote reading through melas (reading fairs) and 
parental engagement.  
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ASSESSMENT METHODOLOGY 

BACKGROUND AND CORE STRATEGIES 

EARLY GRADE READING INTERVENTIONS 

TEACHER PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT SYSTEM SUPPORT 

 Teacher manuals 

 Training EGR (5 + 2 days) 

 Student-centered pedagogy 

 Components of reading 

 Activities for teaching reading 

 Lesson planning 

 Formative and summative 
assessment 

 Developing materials 

 Engaging parents and community 

 Teacher mobile meetings 

 Support from Reading Motivators 

 Head Teacher & School Management 
Committee orientations 

 Training of Trainers for government 
Roster Trainers 

 Capacity building for Resource 
Persons, District Education Office 
staff 

 Coordination with Department of 
Education, National Center for 
Education Development, Curriculum 
Development Center, National Early 
Grade Reading Program, EGRP 
(USAID/RTI) 

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT MATERIALS 

 Outreach to parents of struggling  
and absent students 

 Parent engagement and awareness-
raising meetings 

 Reading “melas” (fairs) 

 Engagement through continuous 
assessment benchmarking 

 Library corners 

 Literacy materials: letter and word 
cards, manipulatives, levelled readers, 
continuous assessment chart and 
rewards, classroom charts, activity 
books, literacy games 

 Learning material development with 
locally available materials 

OVERVIEW OF EARLY GRADE READING ASSESSMENT 

World Education conducted the Early Grade Reading 
Assessment  (EGRA) in project districts to measure the 
intervention’s year-over-year progress in boosting children’s 
literacy outcomes. The EGRA is a research-based individual oral 
assessment that aims to assess the foundational literacy skills 
of children in Grades 1, 2, and 3. It is administered to students 
at the end of each school year to measure their fluency  
(correct words per minute, or CWPM) and comprehension.  

 
EVALUATION SAMPLING  

World Education and partners administered the 2017 EGRA to 
4,456 students in Grades 1–3 in one school in each of the 156 
VDCs where the project operates. To ensure valid results, the 
same schools, and nearly all the same students, participated in 
the 2016 (n= 4,518) and 2017 (n= 4,456) assessments, while 
the 2015 baseline, conducted by Kimetrica, surveyed 
exclusively Grade 3 students (n= 866). In this evaluation, Grade 
3 targets match GON targets (45 correct words per minute and 
80% comprehension), and World Education developed targets 
to track progress for Grades 1 and 2. Full targets are listed at 
right. 

 

DATA COLLECTION 

The use of software on Android tablets to administer the EGRA 
questionnaire allowed for online and offline data collection. 
The content in the questionnaire, which received approval by 
the Education Review Office, was based on the  Grade 1–3 

textbooks and reading materials used in project schools. It 
included sections to test students’ competencies in listening, 
paragraph reading, paragraph comprehension, story reading, 
and story comprehension, as well as mastery of consonants, 
vowels, simple words, joint words, matras, and word meaning.  

Achievement Level 

LEVEL TARGETS 

  Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 

Children who read 
fluently with full 
comprehension 

CWPM 2+  35+ 45+ 

Comprehension 3+/6 4+/6 5+/6 

Children who read 
with increasing 
fluency and 
comprehension 

CWPM  15-24  25-34  35-44 

Comprehension 2+/6 3+ 4+/6 

Children who read 
slowly with limited 
comprehension 

CWPM  1-14  1-25  1-34 

Comprehension 1+/6 2+/6 3+/6 

Children who have 
not yet begun to 
read 

CWPM 0  0 0  

Comprehension 0 0 0 
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READING ACHIEVEMENT LEVELS  
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KEY RESULT: DRAMATIC GAINS IN READING ACHIEVEMENT 

LARGE INCREASE IN PROPORTION OF STUDENTS 

READING AT GRADE LEVEL  

Overall, the project delivered impressive gains in reading 
achievement in some of Nepal’s poorest and most 
disadvantaged communities. In 2017, after two academic 
years of interventions, 16% of Grade 1, 39% of Grade 2 and 
54% of Grade 3 students read fluently and with full 
comprehension. In comparison, just 1% of Grade 3 students 
surveyed in a 2015 baseline met reading standards.  
Compared to the 2016 EGRA (after one year of intervention), 
the proportion of Grade 1 students reading at grade level 
tripled; the proportion of Grade 2 students more than 
doubled; and the proportion of Grade 3 nearly doubled.   
 
FAR FEWER STUDENTS CANNOT READ AT ALL 

The number of students who could not read also declined 
dramatically from 2016 to 2017. It fell from 64% to 41% for 
Grade 1; from 27% to 11% for Grade 2; and from 11% to 5% 
for Grade 3.  

ADDITIONAL 2017 EGRA FINDINGS 

GRADE 3 READING ACHIEVEMENT OVER TIME (2015-2017) 

Reading achievement  varies across districts 

As shown at right, the proportion of students meeting each of 
four achievement levels differs across districts. Students in 
Darchula, Dadeldhura, and Dailekh consistently showed the 
best results  across grades. Few, if any, Grade 2 and 3 
students in these districts “have not yet begun to read.” 
Jajarkot showed the poorest results, with significant room for 
improvement, while Baitadi and Bajhang were in middle of 
the six districts’ achievement spectrum. The combination of 
factors contributing to poor results among children in Jajarkot 
is unknown. Parents’ illiteracy, chronic food insecurity, 
distance between children’s homes and schools, and high 
rates of poverty are all factors that likely influence academic 
outcomes. However, additional research is needed in order to 
determine causal linkages between these factors and 
academic outcomes.  
 
Engagement in ECD offerings linked to higher 

achievement 

Students with exposure to Early Childhood Development 
(ECD) classrooms prior to entering Grade 1 recorded 
significantly higher reading scores than students without it, 
indicating that higher enrollment in quality ECD offerings 
could bolster later learning outcomes. 
 

No gender difference overall, but disparities exist in 

some districts 

Overall reading achievement levels were similar for boys and 
girls, with 35% of boys and 34% of girls reading fluently with 
full comprehension. However, statistically significant 
differences were found in Baitadi and Bajhang, where boys’ 
outperformed girls, and Dadeldhura, where girls scored 
better. 

 

Dalit and ethnic minorities most likely to struggle to 

read 

In 2017, 26% of Dalit students still fell in the “not yet begun 
to read” category, compared to 16% of Brahmin/Chhetri and 
18% of Janajati. However, Janajatis had the smallest 
proportion (18%) of students reading at grade level, whereas 
Dalits (26%) and Brahmin/Chhetri (28%) students achieved 
the top category at similar rates.  
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2017 READING ACHIEVEMENT BY DISTRICT (GRADE 3) 



World Education and WFP’s close alignment and cross-sectoral 
approach to addressing poor academic outcomes is maximizing 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s investment by tackling the 
issue from multiple vantage points. The major gains in learning 
outcomes over just two years show the value of incorporating 
an early grade reading component into the School Meal Pro-
gramme. Prior to the inclusion of World Education’s Early Grade 
Reading activities, children in School Meal Programme schools 
had very poor learning outcomes: only 1% of Grade 3 students 
were reading at grade level. The 2015 baseline showed that pro-
viding school meals alone leads to increased attendance and 
prolonged attention spans but has little-to-no affect on learning 
outcomes.  
 
Harnessing the goodwill of communities and strong foundations 
built by the School Meal Programme, modest additional invest-

ments in teacher training, the provision of learning materials, 
community mobilization and regular support greatly increased 
the educational impact of this program. Constant fluctuations in 
the food security situation mean that communities’ eligibility for 
meal support can change quickly; as a result, there is a need for 
the National Early Grade Reading Programme (NEGRP) to iden-
tify ways to provide continuity to these efforts, especially in dis-
tricts such as Baitadi where the needs are great but for which 
there are insufficient resources.  
 
While the results of the World Education-WFP joint program are 
only representative of schools where the project was imple-
mented and cannot be generalized to entire districts or Nepal as 
a country, they offer encouraging evidence of the progress that 
literacy interventions can catalyze within school feeding pro-
grams. 

COMPARING EGRA RESULTS 

LESSONS LEARNED 

 

 
CASE STUDY:  JANTA PRIMARY SCHOOL 

GOVERNMENT OF NEPAL 

MINISTRY OF EDUCATION 

Because not all EGRA surveys use a learning achievement matrix 
that combines correct words per minute (CWPM) and 
comprehension scores into a categorical representation of how 
well students can read, CWPM is a useful proxy metric of 
reading ability that can be compared across assessments. The 
2017 (Year 2) EGRA administered in this evaluation found an 
average CWPM of 43.8 for Grade 3; 31.2 for Grade 2; and 10.7 
for Grade 1. For comparison, the fluency rates found in the 2014 
nationally representative Early Grade Reading Assessment 
supported by USAID were 27.2 CWPM for Grade 3 and 14.2 for 
Grade 2, with lower averages in the Mid-Western and Far-
Western regions where the School Feeding Program EGR 
component operates.  

On average, no sample of Grade 3 students from any EGRA 
achieves the Government of Nepal (GON) benchmark of 45 
CWPM. The students sampled for the 2017 EGRA evaluation 
from the current School Feeding Program’s EGR component had 
the highest achievement of any group, with an average of 43.8 
CWPM.  WEI’s UNICEF project operates a similar EGR program in 
a mix of schools with and without school meals.  Grade 3 
students sampled from the UNICEF project achieved an average 
39.1 CWPM for students supported over three years and 32.1 
CWPM for students with one year of EGR support, compared to 
students from control schools who averaged just 18.8 CWPM at 
the end of Grade 3.  In Tharu language communities in Dang and 
Banke, WEI’s EGR interventions through the Sangai Sikaun 
Sangai Badhaun project achieved 38 CWPM for Grade 3 and 24 
CWPM at the end of Grade 2 in 2017.  

 

Tensions were high at Dailekh district’s Janta Primary School 
prior to World Education’s EGR activities. Teachers participated 
in professional development sessions but were unable to 
effectively implement learnings from them due to lack of post-
training support. Teachers’ ineffectiveness frustrated parents, 
who felt that the school’s teachers and administrators were 
irresponsible. Conversely, teachers thought that students were 
unprepared to learn each morning. Today, community relations 
have smoothed and more Janta Primary School students are 
reading at grade level, thanks in part to World Education’s EGR 
package, which delivers intensive trainings and ongoing support 
for teachers and raises parents’ involvement in their children’s 
academics. Since World Education’s trainings, Janta Primary 
School teachers strive to create bright and colorful classrooms 
with a breadth of materials that capture students’ interest and 
place a greater focus on diversifying lesson plans beyond the use 
of textbooks. These changes have satisfied parents, who are also 
more active in the school. School Management Committee Chair 
Person Ganesh Thapa said that, “After implementing EGRP in 
our school, so many changes appeared, such as discussions 
between teacher, parents and students.”  

Janta Primary School Teacher fills in EGRP continuous assessment chart  


