Journal of Education, 2026
Issue 104, http://journals.ukzn.ac.za/index.php/joe http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2520-9868/i104a03

Q0o
Time to read: A critical review of early grade reading
curriculum policy and enactment in South Africa

Colleen Boyd

School of Education, Faculty of Humanities, University of Cape Town, Cape Town, South Africa
colleenanne.boyd @uct.ac.za
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7669-2600

(Received: 24 November 2025; accepted: 10 March 2026)

Abstract

Research shows that children from literate, middle-class homes typically receive up to 1,000 hours of joint
caregiver—child book reading prior to starting school (Rose, 2006). In contrast, many South African children begin
formal schooling not knowing the rudiments of book handling such as which way to hold a book or how to turn a
page (Ramadiro & Porteus, 2017). Schools play a pivotal role in supporting children from homes with limited
resources by building foundational reading skills and providing sufficient time in which to do this. Differential
access to time in school is an important aspect of educational inequality. Despite policy frameworks prescribing,
for over a decade, how to teach reading and for how long, international standardised tests show that most South
African children are unable to read with understanding in their home language by the end of the Foundation Phase.
This paper draws on an extensive review of current curriculum policy and research on time allocations for teaching
reading in the early years. The review reveals that while the CAPS curriculum allocates adequate time for reading
when compared to other comparable countries, challenges in teacher capacity and complex reading activities limit
time spent reading in classrooms. The paper argues for transforming reading activities to accommodate contextual
realities, thus addressing tensions between policy intentions and the classroom realities where these are enacted.
Structured pedagogic programmes that include scripted lesson plans for teachers, one-on-one material for learners,
and teacher assistants may show some promise in optimising time spent reading in Foundation Phase classrooms,
but these programmes need meaningful teacher support and improved accountability mechanisms across the
system.
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Introduction

The 2021 PIRLS established that 81 per cent of South African children cannot read with
comprehension on an international benchmarking test of reading after completing at least four
years of Foundation Phase schooling (Department of Basic Education [DBE], 2023). More
recently, the South African Minister of Education lamented that 15 per cent of Grade 3 children
cannot read a single word in their home language according to the Funda Uphumelele national
survey (DBE, 2025). These reading outcomes can be explained partly by the fact that many
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South African children come to school largely unprepared to encounter written language
(Combrinck et al., 2014; Hofmeyer, 2022; Posel & Grapsa, 2017).

Rose (2006) posited that children from middle-class contexts begin formal schooling with
approximately 1,000 hours of regular, joint caregiver reading experiences compared to their
peers from low socio-economic contexts. In South Africa, most children are socialised in their
early years into an oral culture that provides rich “resources, knowledge and experience that
may include: oral storytelling and performance, children’s embodied games such as hand-
clapping routines with their accompanying songs and rhymes; and imaginative play”
(Abdulatief et al., 2018, pp. 9-10). It often, however, does not afford them many opportunities
to develop basic print awareness such as recognising that print carries meaning, or the
rudiments of book handling like which way to hold a book or how to turn a page (Ramadiro &
Porteus, 2017).

The school is central to supporting children from homes with limited textual resources in
learning to read and providing sufficient time so that they can decode text successfully and read
with understanding, interest, and enjoyment. Ideally, the school builds on the rich oral
resources and emergent literacy skills that children come to school with, providing access to
the written code that forms the basis for all subsequent, formal educational activity.!

To meet this end, South Africa has a highly specified language curriculum aiming to ensure
that reading instruction is afforded sufficient time in the Foundation Phase and that reading
instruction is largely uniform and follows specific reading activities across disparate
educational contexts. Despite this, many children are not managing to learn to read and write
at the levels expected by the curriculum. In response, the Right to Read campaign was
established in 2024 to mobilise civil society and the education sector to make early grade
literacy a funded and supported national priority, reflected through legislative reform. Four
focus areas were identified for the campaign: time, teaching, text, and testing.

This paper forms part of the work of the campaign, focusing specifically on the issue of time
in learning to read in learners’ home language in the Foundation Phase. Constituting an
integrative review, it draws on a range of sources including official policy documents, scholarly
and grey research literature, and two expert focus groups. The review contributes to our
understanding of the complex nature of curriculum time and its implementation, draws on
valuable expert fora, and highlights critical entry points for intervention and improvement.

The broad research question is: “How are the challenges regarding the allocation and use of
time for reading instruction understood in the South African research, policy, and intervention
spheres?” I consider this question at three levels: time allocation (in the curriculum), time use
(in the classroom), and monitoring and support for the use of allocated time (at different levels
in the system).

1 I understand “literacy” broadly to include the interconnected practices of reading, writing, speaking, listening, and
viewing. My focus, however, is on reading instruction in the early grades, treated as a reciprocal yet distinct skill
within the wider literacy continuum. While literacy is located across contexts and is culturally embedded, I focus
on formal, school-based literacy.
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Theoretical framework

Time as a concept in education is critical because it functions as a stabiliser of activity within
the social world of the school (Leek et al., 2024). At the same time, it also operates as a hidden
curriculum, “subtly transmitting lessons on productivity, efficiency, and the prioritisation of
specific skills or knowledge domains” (Leek et al., 2024 p. 82). It is a complex and
multidimensional concept within education settings, which can be conceived of as linear,
“clock time” but also as something that is a lived social practice (Schatzki, 2002),
organisationally embedded (Meyer, 2009), as crucially entailing a spatial dimension as in
rhythm analysis (Lefebvre, 2013), or conceived of as part of the “specialising” function of
pedagogy in relation to time, space, and text (Bernstein,1996).

In this paper, I am concerned with the linear, fixed, and segmented pace and sequencing of
literacy in the curriculum, and the specialising of time for reading and writing activity in the
classroom, where teachers negotiate and adapt time allocations according to their contextual
realities. Kraft and Novicoff (2024) developed a conceptual framework of time based on
Berliner’s (1990) notion of instructional time as a superordinate concept, identifying three main
categories of instructional time: Total time (the amount of time in an academic calendar),
instructional time (the amount of time dedicated to instruction), and learning time (the amount
of time students spend learning), with multiple layers in between to show how incremental
challenges collectively erode the amount of active learning time that individual students
experience in school in relation to the total time allocated.

Alongside this conception of time, I draw on the intended—enacted—assessed curriculum model
(Porter & Smithson, 2001) to organise the issues of time as stipulated by curriculum policy as
well as challenges that exist in implementing, supporting, and monitoring how time is used in
classrooms. Unlike the original model where “assessed” is generally applied to assessment
systems or whether the curriculum has been “attained.” I use assessed to refer to the monitoring
and assessment of curriculum implementation, especially as it pertains to teacher monitoring
and support. My framing questions in this regard are: “How is instructional time allocated
(intended)?” “How is it used (enacted)?” and “How is its use supported and monitored
(assessed)?”

The “intended” policy refers to the time allocations and reading activities formally stipulated
in national curriculum policy documents. These prescriptions signal educational authorities’
prioritised strategies for teaching literacy and how much time should be afforded different
strategies. In Berliner’s (1990) instructional time terms, “intended” refers to the amount of time
dedicated to reading and writing instruction in this case.

“Enacted” policy refers to how prescribed time is implemented and used in classrooms, shaped
by teachers’ practices, resource availability, and contextual realities. Variability in how
teachers allocate time for various reading activities are influenced by their preparedness and
expertise within varying school and classroom conditions. I also consider the time enacted
outside of school, given the importance of the home in learning to read outlined above, and the
on-going possibilities it has for extending instructional time.
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“Assessed” policy attempts to capture how monitoring systems evaluate or track actual time
use in classrooms and schools, and the support functions of governments, districts, Heads of
Departments (HoDs), and principals in protecting, extending, and supporting time use in
classrooms. The framework helps to organise research on the complex nature of curriculum
time and its implementation, and highlights critical entry points for intervention and
improvement.

Methodology

This work employs an integrative review methodology to synthesise existing knowledge
around time in teaching reading in the Foundation Phase in South Africa. Integrative reviews
provide a flexible and iterative approach that extends beyond traditional systematic reviews to
incorporate diverse data sources (Jones-Devitt et al., 2017). These sources may include
empirical studies, theoretical literature, and evaluations employing various research designs.
The aim is to produce a comprehensive, unified framework or state of knowledge.

The review draws on multiple data sources. Primarily, I focused on peer-reviewed research,
prioritising empirically-based evidence, but broadened this to include evaluation reports of
projects and relevant position papers offering critical commentary on the state of reading in
South Africa. My aim was to capture broader perspectives from a range of key stakeholders.
Relevant research literature and policy documents were identified through targeted searches of
academic databases, grey literature, and institutional repositories, using keywords related to
“time use,” “time allocations,” “early grade literacy instruction,” “Foundation Phase,” and
“South Africa.” Selection criteria focused on studies and documents that explicitly addressed
instructional time allocation or use in early grade reading within South African education
contexts. To contextualise the question of time allocation, I also considered curriculum
frameworks from a selection of low- and middle-income countries to provide a comparative
perspective on time allocations and reading activities prescribed by the South African
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curriculum.

Lastly, the review was supplemented by reports of two expert fora. The authors having
participated in both, and generated the reports, the two fora were treated analogously to focus
groups, capturing key debates and areas of consensus among members of the literacy research
community on time. This provided a valuable source of expert knowledge complementing the
peer-reviewed literature. The first expert forum was a 2022 roundtable convened by two key
NPOs in the South African literacy space—Zenex Foundation and Funda Wande. Participants
included representatives from a range of South African educational and literacy organisations,
including policy and research bodies (National Planning Commission, Zenex Foundation, and
Funda Wande), universities (University of Cape Town, University of the Western Cape, and
University of South Africa) and international literacy organisations (Room to Read and the
Molteno Institute). Together, participants considered processes of reviewing and strengthening
the current South African home language curriculum. This work is referred to as Zenex
Foundation (2023).
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The second forum was convened by Binding Constraints Lab, an education think tank, and the
Legal Resources Centre—South Africa’s largest public interest law centre. The participants
represented prominent legal and civil society organisations including the Department of Basic
Education, Funda Wande, public universities, Section 27, Equal Education, Economic
Education and Labour Centre, South African Human Rights Commission, Centre for Child
Law, VVOB, and Right to Read Campaign. The forum was convened to consider issues around
the issue of time specifically in early grade reading policy. The report detailing the findings
from this forum will be referred to as Right to Read (2025).

Data extraction involved systematically collating information from the diverse sources on time
allocations, instructional practices, challenges experienced, and policy implications, which
were then thematically synthesised to highlight convergences and divergences across sources.
This integrative approach to review enabled a comprehensive understanding across multiple
data sources of how time spent reading is allocated, enacted, supported, and monitored in the
Foundation Phase.

Findings

Time intended for the teaching of reading

The formal allocations of instructional time to various literacy activities are pivotal to enabling
early reading success in educational contexts as unequal as South Africa’s (Zenex Foundation,
2023). This section explores the first of Berliner’s (1990) distinctions: total time or the amount
of time in an academic calendar. The South African Curriculum and Assessment Policy
Statement (CAPS) prescribed detailed daily and weekly time allocations for subjects. Home
language is allocated 35% of total instructional time in Grade 1 and 32% in Grades 2 and 3.
For Foundation Phase home language (Grades 1-3), the weekly instructional time allocated to
various literacy activities are presented in Table 1.

Weekly instructional time allocated to home language in the curriculum document totals seven
hours for Foundation Phase. Following COVID-19 school closures and the resultant learning
losses, a 2023 circular allowed schools to allocate an additional two hours from life skills to
home language by integrating life skills into daily lessons (DBE, 2023). This adjustment
extended foundational literacy instructional time to a maximum of nine hours per week, in
2023 and 2024. Unfortunately, there is no data available on the extent of uptake of this
curriculum proposal in schools or how a 29% increase in allocated time impacted pedagogical
practice or learners’ reading performance.

Among the literacy activities, group guided reading (GGR) receives the largest, single time
allocation, with 2.5 hours per week from Grades 1 to 3. GGR is a sophisticated reading
methodology delivering individualised reading instruction and remediation at the instructional
level of a small group of eight to 10 learners, rotating daily to meet diverse instructional needs.
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Table 1
Formal time allocations for teaching Home Language in the CAPS (DBE, 2012) curriculum

Reading Activities Grade 1 Grades 2-3
Listening & speaking 45 minutes 45 minutes
Teacher read-alouds Embedded in listening & speaking
Phonics 1 hour 15 minutes 1 hour
Shared reading 45 minutes 1 hour
Group guided reading 2 hour 30 minutes 2 hours 30 minutes
Independent reading Embedded in group guided reading
Handwriting 1 hour 45 minutes
Writing 45 minutes 1 hour
Language structure and use Embedded throughout the curriculum
Thinking and reasoning Embedded throughout the curriculum
Total Time: 7 hours

Phonics instruction, essential for decoding text (Castles et al., 2018; Pretorius et al., 2022;
Spaull & Pretorius, 2019; Zenex Foundation, 2023), receives greater time allocation in Grade
1 of 15 minutes per day as learners are taught phonemic awareness, letter-sound relationships,
blending, segmenting words, and how to write letters. Other reading activities such as read
aloud, shared reading, paired reading, and independent reading are allocated instructional
time—as per the Department of Basic Education’s (DBE) commitment to following a
“balanced approach to literacy teaching and learning” through the combination of systematic
reading instruction (phonics) with whole language strategies where reading takes various forms
(National Reading Panel, 2000 as cited in Pretorius et al., 2022, p. 148). Although beyond the
scope of this paper, there is significant critique of the supposed balanced approach in the CAPS,
arguing that there are conceptual tensions and misconceptions in bringing together two
opposing approaches to reading instruction (Barends & Reddy, 2024; Pretorius et al., 2022;
Zenex Foundation, 2023).

Additional literacy activities of listening and speaking, handwriting, writing, and language
structure and use are also stipulated, with some embedded throughout reading and writing
activities rather than having explicit time allocations.

Criticisms of CAPS allocations and activities

A central concern in the research literature is around the transition from home language to
English first additional language instruction at the end of Grade 3, which adds to the
complexities of allocating sufficient time to reading. This research suggests that the 2—3-hour
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weekly allocation for English first additional language in Grades 1-3 is unlikely to build the
vocabulary and conceptual understanding needed for a successful Grade 4 transition,
particularly in rural and multilingual settings (Schaefer & Kotz¢, 2019). Mohohlwane et al.
(2024) demonstrated that foundational home language (L1) decoding skills transfer effectively
to a second language (L2), and cautioned against an early emphasis on L2 decoding that shows
negative effects on L1 outcomes. This implies that early instructional time should be weighted
toward L1 development rather than premature L2 immersion, particularly for struggling
readers. It also demonstrates the importance of considering and optimising home language
curricula to ensure the development of L1 reading capabilities both for itself, and for later
learning through an L2.

A growing body of evidence suggests that the amount of instructional time dedicated to home
language teaching is also inadequate (Pretorius et al., 2022; Zenex Foundation, 2023).
Regarding time spent on literacy instruction, some researchers have advocated for a legal
minimum of 9-10 hours to improve learning outcomes (McConnachie & Lucwaba, 2022;
Spaull, 2023). Others argued that, while the prescribed instructional time may be sufficient,
time allocated to life skills could be harnessed for the development of literacy skills if these
were clearly identified (Right to Read, 2025).

The Zenex Foundation (2023) emphasised the need for dedicated time for teacher read-alouds
and independent reading within the curriculum rather than subsuming these within other
literacy activities as shown in Table 1 to ensure the explicit development and practice of fluent
decoding and comprehension skills (Spaull & Pretorius, 2019). At present, it is assumed that
independent reading—which offers learners the opportunity to practise reading without teacher
assistance to build fluency—occurs during GGR sessions. However, Fleisch (2023)
demonstrated that if teachers follow the prescribed GGR model in typical classrooms, learners
may only spend 812 minutes per week reading aloud and independently. This critique
highlights a fundamental issue: the allocated time for these essential reading activities in the
current curriculum is insufficient to foster capable readers by the end of the Foundation Phase.

Another criticism of the CAPS comes from researchers working within a sociocultural
approach, who argued that learning to read and write requires opportunities to engage with
texts in meaningful and authentic ways (Abdulatief et al., 2018). The importance of reading for
pleasure has been shown to foster growth across all aspects of literacy when children are given
choice and agency in their reading (Cremin & Scholes, 2024; Sullivan & Brown, 2013). There
is currently limited empirical evidence in the South African context around how this is best
accomplished (for example, how much time is required, at what level, and in what format)—
important given that claims for the success of reading-for-pleasure approaches generally derive
from high-income contexts where reading is socially valued and enjoyable for adults (DG
Murray Trust, 2015). Motivation and engagement in reading and writing are deeply embedded
in unique and specific social and cultural settings (Cremin & Scholes, 2024) and thus strategies
cannot simply be transplanted from other contexts. Some small-scale work in this regard points
to possibilities outside formal school hours (Edwards, 2013; Guzula, 2021). What is clearly
argued is that ensuring time is allocated to reading for pleasure requires the provision of
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sufficient high-quality, enjoyable children’s books in learners’ home languages (Kell et al.,
2023).

Regarding phonics, despite research consensus that decoding should be mastered early and
rapidly (Castles et al., 2018; Pretorius et al., 2022), the progression principles underpinning the
South African curriculum do not support an early or rapid induction into phonics. Formal
phonics instruction does not occur in Grade R, which is appropriately dominated by informal,
play-based learning (Zenex Foundation, 2023). Critics argue, however, for the teaching of
foundational pre-reading skills necessary for later phonics instruction such as alphabet
knowledge, oral language development, and phonological and morphological awareness
(Zenex Foundation, 2023). These are not specified at the Grade R level. By Grade 3, spelling-
sound correspondences are still being introduced—Iong after learners should be decoding
fluently and reading independently (Pretorius et al., 2022). This misalignment between the
progression principles in phonics and reading and writing undermines both the earlier phonics
programme and later writing tasks, such as poetry and paragraph construction, which assume
greater linguistic proficiency than learners typically possess. Some argue that the phonics
allocation falls short in that the curriculum only stipulates a short time on daily phonics
instruction, and that time spent practising phonics should be introduced (Pretorius et al., 2022).

Curriculum expectations reportedly outpace on-the-ground capacity and access to resources.
CAPS assumes teacher knowledge of grouping strategies (for GGR) and the ability to
implement sophisticated routines, access to reading materials, and learners with rich reading
backgrounds—all assumptions not born out in many public schools (Fleisch, 2023; Metcalfe
& Witten, 2019). Research shows teachers consistently reporting that the strong pacing
requirements don’t match the requirements of most of their learners. They argue the curriculum
is overloaded and too fast and rigidly paced. Zenex Foundation (2023) and others asserted that
these limitations lead to superficial coverage rather than conceptual or skill mastery (Bertram
et al., 2021; Botha & Schollar, 2018; Govender & Hugo, 2018; Metcalfe & Witten, 2019).

Structured pedagogic programmes such as Funda Wande, the Early Grade Reading Study
(EGRS) and Jika iMfundo, have introduced daily scripted lessons to support curriculum
coverage and improve pacing (Fleisch & Alsofrom, 2022; Mtsatse, 2022). The programmes
are structured to maximise predictability and create a supportive and motivating environment
conducive to efficient time use (Simonsen et al., 2008). While showing some gains in learning
outcomes, the success of these programmes in South Africa remains contingent on context,
training, and sustained support, with uptake and fidelity varying widely (Taylor et al., 2025).

Returning to Grade R, literacy experts urge for more productive use of the Grade R year as
described earlier (Right to Read, 2025; Zenex Foundation, 2023). Currently, the curriculum
prescribes 30 minutes of story time as well as three teacher guided activities per day of
approximately 30 minutes, each split between language, mathematics, and life skills (DBE,
2012). As indicated above, some argue for time allocations to demarcate time spent developing
alphabet knowledge and phonological awareness at this stage (Castles et al., 2018; Pretorius et
al., 2022) alongside rich, play-based, literacy experiences, story times, and read-alouds. This
is necessary particularly in contexts where learners begin formal schooling with fewer
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foundational literacy skills developed in the home (Hofmeyer, 2022), which increases how
much time they need to learn to read (van Staden & Bosker, 2014).

International comparisons of time allocations

Comparing total time for early grade reading across selected countries provides a basis for
contextualising the South African case and for considering alternative policy approaches. I
selected three comparable low- and middle-income country contexts that varied in their degree
of policy centralisation and linguistic complexity: Namibia, Kenya, and India. The sampling
of these countries was intentional rather than representative in any way. The L1 curriculum
policy documents from each country were considered and the prescribed time allocations for
early grade literacy instruction were extracted. Where detail was available, I reviewed time
explicitly allocated to phonics instruction and to opportunities for independent or sustained
reading. Table 2 shows official weekly time allocations across the three countries benchmarked
against South Africa’s curriculum prescriptions.

Table 2
Comparing time allocations across different country L1 curricula

Total Time
Allocated to Time Allocated to Time Allocateq to
Country L1 per Phonics per Week Independent Reading per
Week P Week (Hours and Minutes)
(Hours)
South Africa 6-7 1 hour—1 hour 15 2 hours 30 minutes (estimated
minutes at 8—12 minutes per learner
per week (Fleisch, 2023)
Namibia 9-10 Not specified An additional 40 minutes for
sustained silent reading
Kenya 5.5 2 hours Embedded in the total time
allocation
India 7.5 Not specified Not specified

Despite wide variation in the specificity of curricular prescriptions, the comparison highlights
substantial cross-country differences in both the total time allocated to early grade L1
instruction and the extent to which foundational reading components, such as phonics and
independent reading, are mandated by policy.

South Africa’s allocation of six to seven hours per week is lower than Namibia’s total allocation
of nine to 10 hours. In addition, Namibia mandates an additional 40 minutes per week of
“sustained silent reading” (Ministry of Education, Arts and Culture [MoEAC], 2016, p. 51), a
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policy intervention conceptually like South Africa’s erstwhile Drop All and Read campaign,?
although formally mandated in curriculum policy rather than positioned as a supplementary
initiative.

Namibia does not specify time allocations for phonics instruction, nor does it prescribe explicit
reading strategies as in the South African case. Adopting a competency-based approach, the
curriculum specifies broad outcomes that learners should demonstrate by the end of the lower
primary phase, expecting learners to “express themselves well orally, read appropriate texts,
and write reasonably correctly for their everyday purposes, in their Mother Tongue” (MoEAC,
2010, p. 21). This lack of specification appears to be an intentional design principle in which
instructional decisions including the sequencing and emphasis of foundational skills like
phonics are left largely to teacher discretion. This is further reinforced by the curriculum’s
explicit statement that “timetabling may be as flexible as needed, provided that the total time
allocation is adhered to” (MoEAC, 2010, p. 40).

In theory, such flexibility allows teachers to adapt instruction to local contexts and learner
needs. In practice, however, it also places significant demands on teacher knowledge and
expertise. In contrast to South Africa’s CAPS curriculum, which specifies both time allocations
and discrete components of literacy instruction, Namibia’s curriculum offers limited policy-
level safeguards to ensure that different literacy activities are consistently implemented across
classrooms. This points to the equity implications of a highly flexible curriculum in highly
unequal education systems as found in Namibia and South Africa.

In the Kenyan curriculum, literacy is conceptualised as foundational to all learning, addressing
learners’ ability to “make meaning of letters and sounds thus making sense of written codes . .
. [and] to communicate with others through reading and writing” (Kenya Institute of
Curriculum Development [KICD], 2017, p. 32). This definition foregrounds decoding,
signalling a strong policy emphasis on phonics teaching as the basis of early reading
development. Kenya’s subject, literacy—allocated 2.5 to 3 hours total time in the curriculum—
sits alongside three other language subjects: Kiswahili language activities, English language
activities, and Indigenous language activities. When considered together, Kenyan learners
spend a total of five and a half hours engaged in language and literacy activities (KICD, 2017).

Kenya follows a phonics-based, systematic approach to reading within a competency-based
curriculum. This competency-based curriculum is organised around strands (listening,
speaking, reading, and writing), with each strand delineated into numerous sub-strands that
specify learning outcomes, suggested learning experiences or classroom activities and the
number of lessons allocated per week as shown in Table 3.

This level of internal granularity is notable given the relatively small amount of instructional
time devoted to literacy. Rather than relying on teacher discretion to prioritise foundational
skills as in the Namibian case, the Kenyan curriculum tightly sequences early reading

2 A national initiative launched in 2015 that encouraged all schools to devote 30 minutes per week to mandatory
reading instruction where everyone—learners, teachers, principals, and community members—stops all work and
reads, silently or aloud, to address the country’s low literacy levels (DBE, 2015).
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development, prescribing a clear progression from sound isolation to phrase-level reading to
basic comprehension. It appears that Kenya compensates for limited total time by increasing
the specificity of curricular guidance in relation to phonics and early decoding skills.

Table 3
KICD (2017) lower primary level designs for the reading strand of Literacy

Strand Sub-Strand No. of | Learning Outcome Suggested Learning
Lessons | (Learners should ... Experience
)
Reading | Phonemic 4 Isolate sounds in a Learners identify words
awareness word that begin with similar
sounds
Phonic 4 Develop knowledge Learners match letter
development of letter-sound cards to sounds
recognition
Reading 2 Read aloud short Learners are assisted in
phrases and phrases and sentences | reading and predicting the
sentences accurately meaning of new words
Reading 3 Read simple texts Learners ask and answer
comprehension fluently and with simple questions related
understanding to materials read

India’s curriculum for the foundational stage, like South Africa’s, is underpinned by a balanced
approach to early reading instruction encompassing phonics instruction, oral language
development, shared, group-guided, and independent reading, and writing. Unlike South
Africa, however, the Indian curriculum does not prescribe total time allocations for language
instruction, nor does it mandate specific amounts of time for discrete reading methodologies
such as phonics or independent reading. Instead, policy documents provide “illustrative daily
and weekly routines” (National Steering Committee for National Curriculum Frameworks
[NSCINCF], 2022, p. 189) that indicate broad areas of instructional focus such as L1
reading/writing without specifying the time that is to be allocated to each component. These
examples function as pedagogical guidance rather than regulations. This approach appears to
reflect an intentional policy response to India’s linguistic, cultural, and administrative diversity.
With instruction delivered across 22 official languages and implemented by 32 States and
Union Territories with substantial autonomy (NSCfNCF, 2022), prescriptive time allocations
would be difficult to standardise and enforce. By providing pedagogical guidance without fixed
timetabling requirements, the curriculum appears to accommodate wide variation in classroom
conditions, teacher capacity, and learner needs while still promoting a balanced model of early
literacy instruction. In contrast to Kenya’s highly specified and time-bound phonics instruction,
and Namibia’s flexible but minimally specified outcomes-based framework, India’s curriculum
occupies a middle position. It offers guidance on what and how to teach reading, while
deliberately leaving decisions about how long to teach to teachers or local agents (often NGOs).
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Comparison of the three country cases highlights South Africa’s approach to total time that
combines explicit pedagogical guidance with strong, centralised regulation. This contrasts with
broad flexibility in both pedagogy and time (Namibia), specified pedagogy without time
stipulations (India), and tightly regulated pedagogy within limited time (Kenya). In South
Africa, it appears that by mandating both activities and time allocations, CAPS seeks to reduce
variation in instruction in a system characterised by uneven teacher preparation, persistent
inequalities in school resources, and weak early literacy outcomes (Beatty, 2011; Msibi &
Mchunu, 2013). This differs from India’s approach where similar pedagogical approaches are
articulated but time regulation is only illustrative to allow for contextual realities. South
Africa’s tighter regulation suggests lower confidence in the system’s capacity to translate broad
curriculum guidance into effective classroom practice without central policy prescription.

The positioning of phonics in the curricula systems is also of interest. In contrast to Namibia
where phonics is either implicit or unspecified, South Africa’s curriculum positions phonics as
a non-negotiable and central component. This policy choice is in line with longstanding
international evidence on early literacy instruction that prioritises decoding in contexts where
many learners do not encounter print-rich environments outside of school (Snow et al., 1998).
This is similar to the Kenyan case where systematic phonics is tightly prescribed even within
limited instructional time.

The allocation of time for independent reading within GGR within CAPS reflects a
commitment to a balanced approach to literacy instruction recognising that decoding must be
taught alongside individual reading practice and engagement with text to ensure the
development of fluency and comprehension. Absent in the prescriptions is an explicit
recognition of the affective dimensions of learning to read—that it requires motivation, interest,
and enjoyment. Though difficult to regulate, a lack of emphasis on these purposes are also
likely to reinforce existing inequalities between learners who have access to books and reading-
rich environments and those who do not.

Viewed comparatively, South Africa’s time prescriptions can be seen as an attempt to ensure
equity across a heterogeneous system to guarantee minimum instructional exposure to a range
of reading activities. It also signals limited confidence that less prescriptive policy directives
would be implemented reliably at the classroom level, and does not allow for flexibility and
variation at the local school or classroom level. It also misses out on explicitly allocating time
to a crucial literacy activity—reading for enjoyment.

Time enacted

This category is situated within the intended-enacted-assessed curriculum framework to
consider aspects of instructional time (Berliner, 1990) or the amount of time dedicated to early
grade literacy instruction. The enacted curriculum captures how much total time teachers
dedicate to reading in classrooms. This perspective has been extended to include the active
learning time learners are afforded to engage with reading in the home.
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Reading at home

Children’s reading development begins long before they set foot in a classroom. The home and
community environment plays a critical role in shaping learners’ early exposure to oral
language, vocabulary, alphabet and conceptual knowledge. These early experiences
significantly influence how much active learning time (Berliner, 1990) is required to learn to
read once formal schooling begins.

Evidence from prePIRLS (van Staden & Bosker, 2014) shows that learners who frequently
engaged in home literacy activities such as storytelling, rhyming, and play-based reading
scored up to 50 points higher in reading achievement than their peers with minimal exposure
(Combrinck et al., 2014). This aligns with international research highlighting that
‘unconstrained’ literacy skills, such as vocabulary, background knowledge, and oral fluency
develop through rich, informal, and time-intensive interactions in the home (Snow &
Matthews, 2016).

Children from academically disadvantaged households are less likely to have access to print-
rich environments or caregivers adept at reading written language and often miss out on certain
foundational text-based literacy experiences that prepare learners for reading (Combrinck et
al., 2014; Snow & Matthews, 2016). In South Africa, this disadvantage extends across domains
such as emergent literacy, cognitive and executive functioning, and fine motor coordination—
all foundational skills in learning to read, as demonstrated by Hofmeyer (2022). In a nationally
representative time use survey, Posel and Grapsa (2017) showed that children from low-income
households spend significantly less time on learning activities than other children, particularly
outside school hours. They also spend significantly more time on household and production
work and on school-related travel.

This gap in preparedness has direct implications for instructional time in the classroom and the
active learning time learners from different home environments need to reach the same
outcomes (Shalem & Hoadley, 2009; Spaull & Pretorius, 2019; van Staden & Bosker, 2014).
Van Staden & Bosker (2014) found that children with a higher aptitude towards reading,
bolstered by parental involvement in early pre-reading exposure, required less opportunity or
active learning time to achieve reading proficiency in school.

This underscores the urgency of maximising instructional time, since well-protected and
effectively used instructional hours are the foundation for expanding learners’ active learning
time, especially for children who have had fewer home opportunities to prepare them for
learning to read written language (McConnachie & Lucwaba, 2022; Right to Read, 2025; Sloat
et al., 2007). The systemic injustices run deep, however: in South Africa, the learners with the
greatest learning backlogs often attend schools that have the fewest resources and instructional
assets that can safeguard instructional time (Shalem & Hoadley, 2009). In this way, an initial
home disadvantage is compounded by a school-based literacy disadvantage, reinforcing cycles
of inequality (Spaull & Pretorius, 2019).
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Ardington and Spaull (2022) examined the impact of the successful distribution of an isiXhosa
anthology in the Eastern Cape, which included 44 phonically sequenced and levelled stories
for Grades 1 and 2 and a collection of 22 grade-level stories for Grade 3 for use in the classroom
and at home. Their findings show reports of widespread use of the anthologies in learners’
homes, effectively extending children’s active learning time through exposure to print. This
extension of active learning time may occur through repeated engagement with familiar texts
and through shared reading practices with family members, even in households with limited
adult literacy. Reports of increased engagement with text both at home and at school led to an
average improvement of three additional isiXhosa words read correctly per minute—equating
to a 20% improvement in scores across comparable cohorts without access to these materials.

Evidence from other low-income contexts suggests that these gains are not simply a function
of increased time on task, but of the availability of appropriately levelled, high-quality texts
that enable independent and supported reading outside the classroom. Menendez et al. (2025),
for example, showed in Liberia how significant gains in reading were driven by students’
access to and use of high-quality reading materials in their homes. Time allocation and use
therefore cannot be understood solely in terms of classroom instruction: text provision reshapes
the home learning environment by increasing the effective amount of reading practice available
to learners. The centrality of text provision in learning to read is consistently underscored by a
number of reviews that identify the importance of access to appropriate reading materials
beyond the classroom, often at a one-to-one ratio (Evans & Acosta, 2021; Graham & Kelly,
2018; Stern et al., 2021). Together this shows that maximising active learning time through
text provision, both in school and at home, is a critical lever for strengthening children’s
reading achievement.

At the school and in the classroom

Although time at school is controlled at the level of policy stipulations and school and
classroom timetables, research in South Africa continually shows that it is not always adhered
to or protected. There are a multitude of challenges that prevent schools from converting total
time in school to active learning time (Kraft & Novicoff, 2024). In the South African case, total
time is frequently eroded by systemic disruptions at school level. National evaluations have
recorded pervasive timetable interruptions due to union activities, departmental training, as
well as cultural and sporting activities, which are often inadequately managed or mitigated by
district or provincial authorities (Botha & Schollar, 2018; Department of Planning, Monitoring
and Evaluation [DPME], 2017; Taylor, 2019). These losses are compounded by chronic teacher
absenteeism and overcrowded classrooms, which directly reduce time-on-task or instructional
time (Hoadley & Boyd, 2022; Spaull & Pretorius, 2022).

Studies show significant challenges around the instructional time allocated towards various
reading activities as prescribed by the curriculum. CAPS assigns 2.5 hours per week to GGR,
intended as the cornerstone of reading development. However, implementation is undermined
by the realities of large class sizes, resource constraints, and lack of teacher preparedness
(Botha & Schollar, 2018; Kitsili & Murray, 2024). Across all research that investigated GGR,
the 8-12 minutes of individualised instruction mandated for GGR (Fleisch, 2023) is not
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realised. GGR is either not done at all or is only partially implemented in classrooms (Botha &
Schollar, 2018; Fleisch, 2023; Fleisch & Motilal, 2020; Kitsili & Murray, 2024). Teachers,
generally, are not seen implementing individualised instruction and remediation during these
sessions when they occur. Instead, the chorused reading of a text by a group of learners with
different reading abilities is often observed (Botha & Schollar, 2018; Fleisch & Motilal, 2020;
Kitsili & Murray, 2024) sustaining the characteristic South African whole-class, teacher-led
pedagogy (Hoadley, 2024). This calls into question the practicality of the single largest time
allocation, which contains the only time allocated to learners practicing reading independently
in the Home Language curriculum.

Further, despite calls that the curriculum prescribe time for phonics instruction and phonics
practice (Pretorius et al., 2022), classroom studies show that teachers spend more time on
phonics than is officially prescribed (Hoadley & Boyd, 2022; Spaull & Pretorius, 2022). This
apparent contradiction is explained when attention is paid not to the quantity of phonics
instruction, but to the form it takes. In many classrooms, what is regarded as phonics teaching
is often the rote chanting of syllables which offers limited support for the development of
productive decoding strategies (Spaull & Pretorius, 2019). From this perspective, increasing
the time allocated to phonics practice may send a policy signal that teachers should simply do
more phonics, without addressing how it is taught. The risk, therefore, is that a prescription of
total time intensifies existing low-level practices rather than leading to more effective forms of
decoding instruction.

Hoadley (2024) cited Connor et al. (2009) who shows that the effectiveness of phonics
instruction is highly contingent on teacher knowledge. Where teachers demonstrated high
knowledge scores, increased instructional time spent on phonics was associated with improved
reading outcomes. However, in classrooms where teachers had lower knowledge scores,
increased time spent on phonics instruction was associated with poorer reading outcomes. This
finding raises important questions in contexts where teacher knowledge is uneven and often
constrained. Rather than increasing time allocations to reading approaches that demand high
levels of specialised knowledge, it may be necessary to consider emphasising approaches more
accommodating of variations in teacher expertise.

Although teachers struggle to manage instructional time in accordance with CAPS time
allocations generally (Hoadley & Boyd, 2022), evaluations of some structured pedagogic
programmes show that Shared Reading is one methodology that conforms to CAPS time
stipulations (Chetty et al., 2022; Hoadley et al., 2022). Hoadley (2024) suggested that Shared
Reading may be more readily adopted by South African teachers and enacted with greater
fidelity than something like GGR because it is a well-established practice, familiar to teachers’
teacher-led activity that engages the whole class around a single text.

Instructional time, generally, remains low in many classrooms, due to large class sizes, poor
classroom management, an enduring slow pace and a lack of consistent routines (Ramadiro &
Porteus, 2019; Spaull & Pretorius, 2022). Teachers frequently spend significant portions of
lessons on management tasks like handing out books or securing sufficient pencils, in-class
marking, and on passive learning activities such as copying from the board (Boyd & Hoadley,
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2025; Fleisch, 2023; Hoadley & Boyd, 2022; Hoadley et al., 2022). When instructional
activities are underway, they are completed at a slow pace which further slows curriculum
coverage and reduces opportunity for active learning time (Ramadiro & Porteus, 2019).

Structured pedagogy programmes such as Funda Wande, the Primary School Reading
Improvement Programme, PILO, Jika iMfundo, and the EGRS have shown promise in
educational change efforts in South Africa throughout the last decade, and much research on
time use has arisen from reports evaluating the efficacy of these programmes. These
interventions include scripted lessons, pacing guides, and repeated instructional routines,
enabling teachers to break the day into manageable, purposeful segments (Chetty et al., 2022;
Fleisch & Alsofrom, 2022). A study by Marais and Wessels (2020) reported teachers describing
their instructional approach as a “guessing game,” particularly in the absence of a structured
pedagogic programme which exteriorises the sequencing, pacing and progression of
curriculum content (Shalem, 2017).

However, the success of structured pedagogic programmes hinges on implementation fidelity
and teacher confidence and often requires intensive classroom coaching resulting in uneven
uptake and implementation as well as uneven outcomes (Shalem & De Clerq, 2019; Taylor et
al., 2025).

Time assessed for the teaching of reading

The assessed dimension of the intended—enacted—assessed curriculum framework refers here
to the systematic monitoring and evaluation of instructional time for reading in classrooms. It
reviews the monitoring and support functions carried out by education authorities outside the
school as well as curriculum implementors inside the school such as HoDs and principals who
are responsible for ensuring that total time prescribed by policy is upheld during instructional
time to prioritise active learning time. The main in-school strategies for monitoring active
learning time spent reading in the Foundation Phase include conducting baseline assessments
to measure reading proficiency, tracking the levels of completion and marking in workbooks
and exercise books, and having HoDs formally approve teachers’ written lesson plans.

Monitoring of instructional time, and particularly active learning time spent reading, is a
challenge. Weak monitoring emerges from the interaction between limited administrative
capacity, weak accountability mechanisms, and systematic incentives that prioritise
bureaucratic compliance over instructional quality (Metcalfe & Witten, 2019). Within this
context, district- and school-level monitors default to low-cost, low-risk monitoring practices
that are misaligned with the pedagogical demands of effective reading instruction (Zenex
Foundation, 2023). Teachers are mostly monitored by district subject advisors (SAs) on
completed and marked learner books—a proxy for time spent learning (Botha & Schollar,
2018; Metcalfe & Witten, 2019). Research suggests that this promotes superficial coverage
rather than developmentally driven teaching (Govender & Hugo, 2018; Right to Read, 2025)
and likely emphasises certain activities (like the completion of written tasks) at the expense of
others that are not monitored (like independent reading, oral language development, and
engagement with rich children’s literature).



62 Journal of Education, No. 104, 2026

SAs tasked with monitoring and supporting teachers, are overstretched. Often responsible for
large numbers of schools, regular and meaningful pedagogical engagement with teachers and
HODs is not feasible. Consequently, oversight tends to focus on compliance mechanisms such
as workbook checks and pacing trackers, rather than qualitative assessments of teaching
practice or learner progress (Botha & Schollar, 2018; Metcalfe & Witten, 2019). SAs’ reliance
on workbook coverage and pacing trackers may reflect a binding capacity constraint rather than
a pedagogical preference.

Within the school, research by Wills (2019) and Taylor (2019) showed that schools with
functional school management teams proactively monitor curriculum coverage and provide
regular instructional support. In turn, they exhibit significantly stronger use of instructional
time and better learner outcomes. However, the depletion of middle-management posts,
especially HoDs, whose numbers declined by 7 per cent between 2012 and 2016, has critically
undermined in-school instructional leadership in the poorest of schools (Wills, 2019). Many
HoDs—responsible for overseeing a handful of teachers within the phase—retain full teaching
loads which significantly limits their capacity to observe, mentor, and monitor teachers. They
also frequently lack the expertise to provide meaningful instructional oversight (DPME, 2017,
Wills, 2019). A critical part of their role that directly impacts time spent reading in classrooms
involves approving and monitoring teachers’ lesson plans, conducting classroom observations,
and mentoring teachers to align instructional activities to time allocated for reading by the
curriculum (DBE, 2022). Heavy workloads and limited training undermine the pivotal role of
HoDs in supporting teachers to maximise instructional time and thereby expand learners’ active
learning time spent reading.

Zimmerman (2017) conducted a study of high-functioning schools to gain insight into effective
monitoring strategies, and highlighted what is possible for ordinary public schools under strong
leadership. Zimmerman noted that effective schools track instructional time across grades,
maintain continuity in teaching plans, and coordinate teacher efforts to prevent redundancy and
gaps—practices that are not evidenced by research in most South African schools. Most
schools lack the support and instructional assets needed to achieve coordinated planning across
grades, ongoing curriculum scoping, and active leadership involvement in instructional time
management that establishes coherent and efficient teaching and optimises active learning time
(Shalem & Hoadley, 2019).

Much research on the monitoring and support of instructional time forms part of evaluations
of structured pedagogic programmes as previously shown in Hoadley and Boyd (2022).
Teacher coaching has shown measurable benefits in improving reading outcomes but also in
improving active learning time, measured by time-on-task and curriculum coverage. The
EGRS, PILO, Funda Wande, and Primary School Reading Improvement Programme schools
receiving regular coaching displayed stronger curriculum coverage and improved learner
outcomes (Boyd & Hoadley, 2025; Chetty et al., 2022; Fleisch & Alsofrom, 2022; Hoadley et
al., 2022).

Additionally, the introduction of teacher assistants (TAs) represents a scalable and effective
support strategy that has demonstrated the largest instructional gains when measured against



Boyd: Time to read 63

key success metrics. Within the Funda Wande structured pedagogic programme in Limpopo—
which combined scripted lesson plans, aligned materials, on-site coaching, and the deployment
of TAs—<classrooms with TAs saw a remarkable 129 per cent greater improvement in reading
outcomes over two years compared to classrooms that used only lesson plans, materials, and
coaching (Ardington, 2024). The presence of TAs was associated with increased use of
instructional time and a notable reduction in classroom disruptions (Hoadley et al., 2022;
Makaluza & Mpeta, 2022; Spaull, 2023). Classrooms with TAs completed two to three times
more workbook pages than control classrooms without the programme (Spaull, 2023),
reflecting improved time-on-task and enhanced learner participation in reading and writing
tasks. Makaluza and Mpeta (2022) argued that when properly recruited, trained, monitored,
and supported, TAs can play a pivotal role in scaling up learning recovery initiatives through
their contribution to more effective use of instructional time that translates into active learning
time.

The success of structured pedagogic programmes and TA intervention programmes
demonstrates that more effective monitoring and use of instructional time is achievable under
conditions of enhanced support, resourcing, capacity, and accountability. However, these
programmes operate largely outside the routine functions of the education system and are
typically supported by additional donor funding. Their effectiveness therefore, is constrained
by the prevailing political economy—scaling such interventions would require reallocating
resources, redefining roles, and strengthening accountability in ways that disrupt established
administrative routines (Metcalfe & Witten, 2019).

In the cases above, which involved evaluations of various structured pedagogic programmes,
data on reading outcomes was established by the Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA).
In South African education policy, the EGRA is officially recognised and increasingly
mandated to support foundational reading monitoring and improvement. Launched in 2015 as
a pilot in selected primary schools, the DBE views EGRA as a national diagnostic tool to assess
early reading skills in Grades 1 to 3. The policy encourages teachers to conduct informal
baseline assessments at the start of each term using EGRA to identify learners’ reading
proficiency and tailor instruction accordingly. By enabling termly monitoring in this way,
teachers can be encouraged to maximise instructional time to improve learners’ reading
proficiency. Critics argue that any campaign centred around testing will unintentionally lead to
teachers teaching to the test (Prinsloo & Krause, 2018), strengthen the deficit views of learners
and teachers, and take significant time away from teaching and learning (Bua-Lit Collective,
n.d.).

Finally, Right to Read (2025) highlighted a significant gap in the monitoring of reading time
in classrooms and the lack of accountability by institutions at the district, provincial, and
national levels. No dedicated or transparent accountability mechanisms that rigorously track
the implementation of reading policies are apparent, nor are there strong legislative norms
defining responsibilities related to monitoring time spent reading (Right to Read, 2025).
Further, a study by the Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation (DPME, 2017, p.
1) revealed that district and provincial departments of education were aware of poor time use
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in schools and classrooms, have the authority and obligation to act on time wastage in schools,
yet they “do not intervene.”

The finding that district and provincial officials do not intervene, despite knowing that
instructional time is poorly used (DPME, 2017) pointed to a profound accountability gap rather
than a lack of information or authority. Responsibilities for monitoring reading time are
diffused across multiple levels of the system, yet no level is held directly accountable for
ensuring that the prescribed time allocations are realised in classrooms. In the absence of clear
consequences for inaction, weak monitoring practices persist even when their limitations are
widely acknowledged (Right to Read, 2025).

Taken together, the weak monitoring of time spent reading is shaped by constrained capacity,
diffuse accountability, incentives that favour procedural compliance over instructional quality,
and the use of imperfect proxies to measure time spent reading. Within this, district and school
leaders often possess both the knowledge and formal authority to act yet lack the institutional
conditions that would make intervention feasible, low-risk, and worthwhile. Addressing the
lack of active learning time spent reading therefore requires support and accountability
mechanisms that ensure instructional time obligations in the classroom are met.

Discussion

This review has surfaced the complexities involved in allocating, prescribing, implementing,
monitoring, and supporting time dedicated to learning to read. It highlights that the central
challenge in improving early literacy outcomes lies not only in the allocation of total time, or
the protection of instructional time, but in expanding learners’ active learning time. Berliner’s
(1990) distinctions showed that at each layer time is vulnerable to erosion. I return to my
initiating questions.

Time intended

Is the total time allocated to literacy instruction and the various reading activities appropriate?
The CAPS curriculum allocates an adequate amount of time, in the mid- to upper range, when
compared to similar countries’ policies. The highly specified prescription of time for phonics
reflects a strong commitment to evidence-based early literacy practices as well as an equity-
driven attempt to reduce instructional variability across an unequal system with capacity
constraints at the level of teachers and schools.

Strategies to extend total time could be introduced to maximise learners’ opportunities to read.
This could be achieved in policy through leveraging time allocated to life skills to explicitly
develop literacy skills, a strategy attempted during COVID, advocated by Right to Read (2025),
and accomplished in the Funda Wande programme (Mtsatse, 2022). Another strategy could be
to resurrect and reinvigorate the 2015 Drop All and Read Campaign, similar to that seen in the
Namibian case, providing an additional 30 minutes of sustained and independent reading or
active learning time per week. Any sustained reading practice requires the provision of



Boyd: Time to read 65

sufficient one-to-one texts that learners can engage with at school and at home, and this has
demonstrated marked improvement in learners’ reading outcomes (Ardington & Spaull, 2022).

A major concern among South African researchers and policy designers remains the time
allocation for independent reading in the curriculum, currently embedded in the complex GGR
methodology that is seldom implemented correctly, if at all, in classrooms. This review
suggests the need to consider alternative independent reading strategies that South African
teachers are familiar with and likely to implement. In this regard, shared reading might merit
more curriculum time and could, through increased instructional time, translate into increased
active learning time. Additionally, a portion of allocated time that allows for some flexibility
in how instructional time is used—that can accommodate the diversity of children’s
motivations to learn and engage in diverse literacy practices in different social and cultural
contexts (Martin, 2021)—could also be considered.

Time enacted

The review identified the erosion of instructional time as a central problem in children learning
to read and that even when total time is adequate, erosion occurs if prescribed practices are not
enacted as intended. When answering the question of how time is used in classrooms, it is
evident that instructional time needs to be broadly protected and safeguarded. Teacher
absenteeism needs to be addressed. Union meetings, government training, and community and
schooling events should not be scheduled during school hours. Protecting instructional time in
these ways requires accountability mechanisms and strategies at the level of school, district,
provincial, and national levels. Such protection is essential to increase active learning time.

Findings suggest that structured pedagogic programmes may be effective in supporting
teachers in maximising and extending instructional time spent reading. Simply increasing time
stipulations in policy appear to result in superficial or bureaucratic compliance rather than an
increase in instructional or active learning time. Scripted lesson plans—a core element of
structured pedagogic programmes—provide guidance to teachers on how to teach literacy
daily, and for how long. The establishment of these routines leads to instructional time being
used more efficiently (Fleisch & Dixon, 2019). Central to any intervention or introduction of
material, however, ought to be teacher development in the opportunities provided by the
material, how it is to be used, and why (Hoadley et al., 2026; Shalem & De Clerq, 2019).
Further, the materials should be contextually appropriate.

Thirdly, properly recruited, trained, monitored, and supported TAs, as part of structured
pedagogic programmes, were found to be effective in improving reading outcomes, through
learners receiving increased active learning time or opportunities to engage in reading practice.
The political will to consider teaching assistants in classrooms already exists considering the
Presidential Youth Unemployment Initiative’s Basic Education Employment Initiative. This
initiative could be extended and focused on increasing the active learning time spent reading
and writing in Foundation Phase classrooms.
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Time assessed

Finally, this review found that mechanisms to ensure that teachers are accountable for and
supported in translating total time into active learning time were limited. Determining what
kinds of support and monitoring are effective entails the development of a measure that
accurately measures active learning time spent reading in classrooms. The Right to Read (2025)
forum identified critical areas where stronger and refined policy legislation and accountability
mechanisms are necessary, particularly around school governance and leadership, and in the
monitoring of time. Reducing SA-to-school ratios may lead to the supportive monitoring of
teachers’ instructional time by SAs and enhance learners’ active learning time. Similarly, HoDs
could be allocated a classroom TA to increase their capacity to support teachers, or structured
pedagogic programmes could be leveraged that include an in-class and regular coaching
element. Beyond the classroom, a diversity of programmes and practices are required to extend
active learning time by promoting reading and writing in homes, communities, and broader
society.

In conclusion, coordinated and evidence-informed approaches that integrate policy refinement,
teacher development, material resourcing, and robust monitoring and support strategies within
a culture of public awareness and accountability are required to ensure that total and allocated
instructional time is converted into sustained active learning time—essential to transforming
reading outcomes in South Africa.
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