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Abstract 
The COVID-19 lockdowns and related school closures severely disrupted early literacy development worldwide. In this 
study we examined the long-term impact of these disruptions on Afrikaans-speaking learners in South Africa who were in 
the Foundation Phase (Grades 1–3) during the lockdowns and were later assessed in Grades 5, 6, and 7. Grounded in the 
simple view of reading (SVR), which defines reading comprehension as the product of decoding and language 
comprehension, we explored how delayed acquisition of foundational skills may be misinterpreted as developmental 
dyslexia (DD). We propose the concept of foundational delay phenomenon (FDP), a novel term describing persistent literacy 
difficulties stemming from disrupted foundational instruction, which do not align with established classifications such as 
developmental dyslexia (DD) or general learning delays. The results show that learners in all 3 grades – especially those in 
Grade 7 – performed well below chronological age expectations in reading and spelling, with some deficits exceeding 30 to 
40 months. While a subset met DD criteria, a larger group displayed compounded foundational delays consistent with FDP. 
These findings highlight the urgent need for refined diagnostic practices to differentiate between reading disorders and 
entrenched instructional delays caused by the COVID-19 education disruptions. 
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Introduction 
The Coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19) disrupted education globally, severely affecting early literacy 
development – also in South Africa (Ardington, Wills & Kotze, 2021). Extended disruptions during lockdowns 
placed South Africa among the countries with the most prolonged school closures worldwide, primarily 
affecting the acquisition of foundational literacy during the early grades (Spaull & Van der Berg, 2020; United 
Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2020; United Nations Children’s Fund 
[UNICEF], 2021). 

School closures and limited access to remote learning led to substantial setbacks in foundational literacy, 
especially among under-resourced learners (Koen, Neethling, Esterhuysen & Taylor, 2021). South African 
research highlights that Grade 2 learners lost up to 70% of their typical reading skills, while Grade 4 learners 
experienced even greater losses (Ardington et al., 2021). The 2021 Progress in International Reading Literacy 
Study (PIRLS) reveals that 81% of South African Grade 4 learners struggled to read for meaning, a decline from 
78% in 2016 (Department of Basic Education [DBE], 2023a). Despite regional recovery initiatives, such as 
increased instructional time for reading in the Western Cape, national efforts have remained inconsistent (Spaull 
& Taylor, 2022). These inconsistencies can be attributed to systemic and structural challenges (Soudien, 2024). 
While small-scale interventions such as the early grade reading studies (EGRS) have demonstrated success, 
national rollouts often suffer from poor implementation fidelity, limited teacher support, and unequal resource 
distribution across provinces (Sayed, Singh, Bulgrin, Henry, Williams, Metcalfe, Pesambili & Mindano, 2021). 
Furthermore, variations in provincial capacity, coupled with inadequate monitoring and evaluation mechanisms, 
have hindered the sustainability and scalability of reforms (Böhmer & Wills, 2025). 

The compounded impact of COVID-19-related learning losses has further exacerbated these disparities, 
particularly in under-resourced schools (Koen et al., 2021). This gap in response, coupled with a lack of focus 
on language-specific needs, particularly for Afrikaans-speaking learners, presents a critical area for investigation 
(Böhmer & Wills, 2025). Addressing this issue requires a nuanced understanding of how the language of 
learning and teaching (LoLT) interacts with foundational reading instruction and learner outcomes 
(Greyvenstein, 2024). Existing literacy research and interventions predominantly focus on English and selected 
African home languages, with minimal empirical studies addressing Afrikaans-speaking learners’ developmental 
needs (Ardington et al., 2021). This lack of language-specific research constrains the ability to design 
contextually responsive interventions and underscores the need for targeted studies in this area (Grøver, 
Rydland, Gustafsson & Snow, 2020). As a result, critical distinctions between various reading difficulties – such 
as those arising from instructional gaps versus neurodevelopmental conditions like developmental dyslexia 
(DD) – remain underexplored in the Afrikaans-speaking population. 
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Developmental Dyslexia (DD) 
DD is a neurodevelopmental disorder characterised 
by persistent difficulties with accurate and/or fluent 
word recognition and poor spelling and decoding 
abilities (Ozernov‐Palchik & Gaab, 2016). DD 
typically results from a hereditary biological 
predisposition and is present from birth (Xu, 2024). 
Research indicates structural and functional 
differences in brain regions associated with 
phonological processing and reading in individuals 
with DD (Peterson & Pennington, 2015). Despite 
adequate instruction, cognitive ability, and 
opportunities, learners with DD struggle with 
acquiring foundational literacy skills, and these 
challenges are consistent and lifelong (Xu, 2024). 
While some learners may meet established criteria 
for DD, emerging evidence suggests that not all 
persistent reading difficulties can be fully explained 
by neurodevelopmental factors alone. This raises 
the need for a new conceptual framework to 
account for literacy delays rooted in disrupted early 
instruction, such as the proposed foundational 
delay phenomenon (FDP). 
 
A Foundational Delay Phenomenon (FDP) 
Despite growing recognition of the long-term 
educational effects of COVID-19-related 
lockdowns (Skar, Graham & Huebner, 2022), a 
conceptual gap remains in distinguishing between 
developmental reading disorders and persistent 
literacy delays caused by disrupted early instruction 
(Molnár & Hermann, 2023). In this study we 
introduced a newly coined conceptual term for 
novel investigation in the South African context: 
foundational delay phenomenon (FDP). 

FDP refers to a pattern of persistent literacy 
difficulties observed in older learners, which 
originate from missed or inadequate instruction 
during the Foundation Phase of schooling 
(Grades 1–3), particularly due to external 
disruptions such as lockdown-related school 
closures (Shaul, Lipka, Tal-Cohen, Bufman & 
Dotan, 2024; Skar et al., 2022). These learners 
often present with significant delays in decoding, 
spelling, and reading comprehension – like those 
seen in DD – but their difficulties are rooted not in 
intrinsic cognitive or neurological causes, but in the 
absence of systematic and sufficient early literacy 
instruction (Relyea, Rich, Kim & Gilbert, 2023). 

 
Dyslexia or Foundational Delay Phenomenon? 
FDP is proposed as a distinct construct because the 
reading profiles of these learners do not align 
neatly with existing diagnostic classifications, such 
as DD or general learning delays. While DD is a 
neurological and hereditary disorder characterised 
by unexpected and persistent difficulties with 
accurate and/or fluent word recognition despite 
adequate instruction and intelligence (Lyon, 
Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2003), FDP learners have 

not received sufficient foundational instruction to 
begin with (Conto, Akseer, Dreesen, Kamei, 
Mizunoya & Rigole, 2021). In contrast, FDP may 
present in learners with average or above-average 
cognitive abilities who have missed critical 
windows for structured reading development 
(Ludewig, Kleinkorres, Schaufelberger, Schlitter, 
Lorenz, König, Frey & McElvany, 2022). 

This conceptual distinction is vital in 
post-COVID educational contexts, where the 
long-term consequences of foundational 
instructional loss are just beginning to emerge. 
Recognising FDP allows educators, clinicians, and 
researchers to better differentiate between learners 
who require intensive reading remediation due to 
missed instruction and those with 
neurodevelopmental disorders such as dyslexia. It 
also reinforces the need for context-sensitive 
diagnostic frameworks that consider historical 
access to instruction when evaluating persistent 
academic difficulties. 

While DD and FDP may present with similar 
surface features such as poor decoding, slow 
reading, and spelling errors, their origins, 
persistence, and response to intervention differ 
markedly (Staller, 2024; Wu & O’Brien, 2024). 
Dyslexia is intrinsic, neurologically based, and 
typically requires long-term support; FDP is 
extrinsic, shaped by environmental factors, and 
often resolves with structured literacy intervention 
(Mascheretti, Arrigoni, Toraldo, Giubergia, 
Andreola, Villa, Lampis, Giorda, Villa & Peruzzo, 
2024; Rinne, Wikman, Sahari, Salmi, Einarsdóttir, 
Kere & Alho, 2024). Accurate differentiation is 
critical, as mislabelling FDP learners as dyslexic 
could lead to unnecessary remediation paths, while 
failing to identify actual dyslexia risks leaves 
persistent needs unaddressed. 

 
Literature Review 
Global reading proficiency disparities after 
COVID-19 
International research consistently indicates that the 
COVID-19 pandemic and associated school 
closures had a detrimental impact on foundational 
reading skills across various educational contexts. 
Studies from Portugal (Filipe & Frota, 2023), Chile 
(Kuzmanic & Valenzuela, 2024), and Germany 
(Förster, Forthmann, Back & Souvignier, 2023) 
highlight notable decline in early and intermediate 
reading proficiency, with particular concern over 
learners’ struggles to regain pre-pandemic 
benchmarks. Comparative analyses, such as that by 
Delgado (2023), reveal that learners engaged in 
remote learning during lockdown experienced 
significant setbacks in reading performance due to 
reduced student-teacher interaction. In Finland, 
Lerkkanen, Pakarinen, Salminen and Torppa (2023) 
observed a dual decline in reading and 
mathematics, indicating broader academic 
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consequences. Large-scale studies conducted by 
Rogerson (2024) and Schult, Mahler, Fauth and 
Lindner (2022) corroborate declines in educational 
achievement among elementary and middle school 
learners, particularly in high-poverty contexts, 
including regions in Germany and the Midwestern 
and Rocky Mountain areas of the United States of 
America. Long-term concerns have also emerged, 
with Ramphele (2024) warning of compromised 
cognitive and motor development in early-grade 
learners, likely to hinder later literacy acquisition. 
Despite these challenges, evidence from 
Seybold (2023) suggests that intensive reading 
interventions can mitigate some of the learning 
losses, reinforcing the need for adaptive, targeted 
support strategies during recovery phases. 
 
Reading challenges in the South African context 
The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on early 
literacy acquisition in South Africa has been 
highlighted by several studies positing significant 
learning losses, particularly among learners in 
under-resourced and rural contexts (Böhmer & 
Wills, 2025; Koen et al., 2021). Evidence from 
systemic assessments, such as those in the Western 
Cape, also confirms disruptions in foundational 
language acquisition during the early grades 
(Arend, 2024; Spaull & Pretorius, 2022). While 
some recovery efforts have emerged, for example, 
extended instructional time for reading, their 
implementation and efficacy have varied widely 
across provinces (Drake, 2022). Moreover, existing 
research has yet to address how these interventions 
meet the specific needs of Afrikaans-speaking 
learners adequately, especially within the broader 
framework of post-pandemic education policy 
(Mpanza, 2024; Van der Berg & Böhmer, 2025). 
Explorative in-depth investigations of the current 
status quo may better inform such tailor-made 
intervention needs. Such investigations should 
naturally be initiated in the Foundation Phase, 
where the building blocks for literacy are 
established. However, although early grade reading 
is recognised as essential for academic success 
(DBE, 2023a), targeted support for Afrikaans home 
language learners remains limited. Current policy 
responses tend to generalise multilingual contexts 
without sufficiently considering language-specific 
pedagogical adaptations (Soudien, Reddy & 
Harvey, 2024). As a result, there is growing 
advocacy for targeted interventions that account for 
the unique linguistic features of Afrikaans and 
address the contextual educational vulnerabilities 
intensified by the COVID-19 pandemic (Böhmer & 
Wills, 2025). Therefore, we aimed to make a novel 
contribution to early literacy research in South 
Africa by examining Afrikaans-speaking learners 
who were in the Foundation Phase during the 2020 
COVID-19 lockdowns. 

Unlike existing studies that have primarily 
focused on Grade 4 learners who were in Grade 3 
during the pandemic or on learners from rural 
communities, we targeted an underrepresented 
group. Moreover, prior investigations have 
primarily centred on English-speaking learners or 
data collected before the pandemic. There is a 
noticeable absence of studies that explore 
post-pandemic literacy outcomes for Afrikaans 
learners in the intermediate grades (Grades 5, 6, 
and 7), whose foundational learning phase was 
directly disrupted by the lockdowns. The primary 
objective with the study was to determine the 
reading proficiency of Afrikaans-speaking learners 
in the Intermediate Phase who were in the 
Foundation Phase during the COVID-19 
lockdowns. We pursued three objectives: (i) to 
assess general reading proficiency – including rate, 
accuracy, fluency, and comprehension – of these 
learners; (ii) to evaluate learners who did not meet 
grade-level reading norms for potential dyslexia; 
and (iii) to describe a possible phenomenon of 
foundational phase delay in learners who 
demonstrated inadequate reading performance but 
did not have dyslexia. By focusing on this specific 
cohort, we addressed a critical gap in the literature. 
The study offers insight that could inform more 
equitable, language-specific educational recovery 
strategies grounded in evidence-based approaches, 
from which the central research question was 
formed: What is the current reading proficiency of 
South African Afrikaans-speaking learners who 
were in the Foundation Phase during the 
COVID-19 lockdowns? 

 
Theoretical Framework 
The simple view of reading (SVR) framework 
(Gough & Tunmer, 1986) served as the theoretical 
lens for this study, underpinning its dual focus on 
decoding and language comprehension as key 
contributors to reading proficiency. This framework 
guided the exploration of Afrikaans-speaking 
learners’ decoding abilities, language 
comprehension, and reading comprehension, 
addressing a pressing gap in the literature 
concerning this underrepresented group in 
post-pandemic educational research (Mpanza, 
2024). We specifically investigated the possibility 
of FDP among Afrikaans-speaking learners whose 
early literacy development was disrupted during the 
COVID-19 lockdowns. This is particularly relevant 
as learners transition to the Intermediate Phase 
where literacy demands intensify (Pretorius & 
Murray, 2023). While FDP may be mitigated 
through targeted remediation (Spaull & Pretorius, 
2022; Van der Berg & Böhmer, 2024), DD is a 
lifelong condition that requires specialised support 
(Catts, 2021; Snowling, 2019). Without accurate 
differentiation, learners affected by environmental 
disruptions risk being misdiagnosed, which may 
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result in inappropriate interventions and lost 
opportunities for recovery. 

To examine this issue comprehensively, we 
employed a convergent, mixed-methods design, 
combining both quantitative and qualitative data 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2023). Quantitative data 
were gathered from assessments administered to 
Grade 5, 6, and 7 learners, while qualitative 
insights were derived from observations using 
screening and diagnostic instruments. This 
equal-status triangulation enabled the identification 
of patterns, consistencies, or discrepancies across 
variables, supporting a more precise differentiation 
between developmental delays and dyslexia. 

 
Methodology 
Research Approach 
In this study we employed a convergent, mixed-
methods design with a diagnostic focus of 
identifying the root causes of reading difficulties 
among Afrikaans-speaking learners who were in 
the Foundation Phase during the COVID-19 
lockdowns. 

The diagnostic design followed three distinct 
phases: 
1) Inception, which involved problem identification, 

development of research objectives, theoretical 
grounding, and the planning of a mixed-methods 
approach, with ethical and practical feasibility 
considerations; 

2) Implementation (diagnostics), encompassing the 
collection of both quantitative (reading and spelling 
assessments) and qualitative (parent questionnaires 
and dyslexia assessment) data, systematic data 
management, and the initial analysis of learner 
profiles to distinguish between DD and the proposed 
FDP; and 

3) Integration and interpretation, which involved 
merging findings from both data strands, defining 
the characteristics of FDP, differentiating it from 
DD, and formulating a basis for diagnostic measures 
which could result in profound policy 
recommendations. This model, which includes 
evaluation, analysis, and application, is based on 
various paradigms to improve structured diagnostic 
processes (Leh, 2025). 
 

Participants and Sampling 
A purposive sampling strategy was employed to 
select participants who met the objectives with the 
study (Obilor, 2023). The sample comprised 165 
learners in Grades 5, 6, and 7, all enrolled in an 
Afrikaans-medium public school in the Sedibeng 
East district of the Vaal Triangle, Gauteng province. 
All learners had been enrolled in the same school 
since Grade 1, ensuring consistency in teaching 
context and reducing variability in exposure to 
instructional methods. The sample included male 
and female learners (see Table 1). 
 

Table 1 Distribution of participants by grade and 
gender 

Grade Gender Frequency % 
5 Male 20 39.2%

Female 31 60.8%
Total 51 100.0%

6 Male 28 45.9%
Female 33 54.1%
Total 61 100.0%

7 Male 26 49.1%
Female 27 50.9%
Total 53 100.0%

 
Inclusion criteria were: 

1) Learners had to have been continuously enrolled at 
the same school from Grade 1 to their current grade; 
and 

2) Learners had to have been in Grade 1, 2, or 3 during 
the 2020 lockdown period, corresponding to their 
current placement in Grades 5, 6, or 7, respectively. 

No learners were excluded from participation. Five 
Afrikaans-speaking professional examiners 
conducted the assessments: the principal researcher 
and four registered psychometrists. To reduce 
potential bias, the study was conducted blind – the 
examiners had no prior knowledge of the learners’ 
academic performance or learning difficulties 
(Leedy & Ormrod, 2021). 
 
Materials and Instruments 
Afrikaans standardised assessments were used to 
measure each SVR component to ensure validity 
and contextual relevance. The decision to use these 
tools was grounded in the understanding that 
employing imported English assessments – or 
merely translations thereof – would not only fail to 
capture linguistic nuances but also risk 
compromising the scientific integrity of the results. 
Therefore, Afrikaans assessments that have been 
normed for the local population were selected to 
provide accurate, culturally appropriate measures 
of learner proficiency. 

The following standardised instruments and 
assessments were used: 
1) UCT Spelling Test (University of Cape Town, 1985): 

A South African standardised test containing words 
of increasing complexity to assess spelling 
proficiency. 

2) One-Minute Reading Test (Transvaal Education 
Department, 1987): Evaluates reading accuracy and 
fluency using monosyllabic word lists to derive a 
chronological reading age (Le Roux, Geertsema, 
Jordaan & Prinsloo, 2017). 

3) Paragraph Reading Rate Test: Measures reading 
speed using graded passages (Le Roux et al., 2017). 

4) Paragraph Accuracy Test: Evaluates the number of 
errors made during reading of a passage (Le Roux et 
al., 2017). 

5) Paragraph Comprehension Test: Assesses reading 
comprehension using graded text passages (Le Roux 
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et al., 2017). 
6) Stark Griffin™ Dyslexia Determination Test (DDT) 

Form A Decoding Test: Assesses decoding 
proficiency through eidetic (visual recognition) and 
phonetic (sound-symbol correspondence) 
processing, yielding an estimate of the learner’s 
functional reading grade level (Stark, 2020b). 

7) Stark Griffin™ Dyslexia Assessment: A 
comprehensive assessment tool that evaluates 

multiple decoding-related constructs, enabling the 
classification of DD across seven subtypes and eight 
severity levels (Stark, 2020a, 2020b). 

An outline of the SVR framework employed in this 
study and the methods used to assess the reading 
proficiency of the participants are presented in 
Table 2. 
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Table 2 Assessment framework for Afrikaans intermediate-phase learners affected by COVID-19 lockdowns 
 SIMPLE VIEW OF READING 

(Gough & Tunmer, 1986; Hoover & Gough, 1990) 
READING COMPREHENSION (RC) = DECODING (D) X LANGUAGE COMPREHENSION (LC) 

RC = D X LC 
Learners who struggle to read and comprehend grade-level text either have difficulties with decoding 

or lack sufficient vocabulary and language, or both. 
SVR components Reading comprehension Decoding Language comprehension
Definition Reading comprehension refers 

to the ability to derive meaning 
from printed text. Reading 
comprehension is a complex of 
higher-level mental processes 
that include critical thinking, 
reasoning, imagining, and 
interpreting (Kamhi, 2007). 
Effective reading 
comprehension relies on the 
interaction of two essential 
components: automatic 
decoding and language 
comprehension. 

Reading, at its most basic level, 
involves decoding – translating 
written symbols into spoken 
language. This process requires 
the integration of phonemes and 
graphemes, enabling learners to 
match sounds to letters, 
segment words into individual 
sounds, and blend those sounds 
into whole words. To read 
fluently, learners must 
internalise the alphabetic 
principle and apply it 
automatically.

Language comprehension refers 
to the ability to derive meaning 
from spoken language within 
sentences or broader discourse. 
Unlike decoding, which is a 
finite skill, language 
comprehension is an ongoing 
process that evolves throughout 
an individual’s life due to the 
limitless nature of vocabulary 
and language structures. 

Skills and 
components required 

 When a learner 
demonstrates strong 
language comprehension but 
poor decoding skills, 
reading comprehension is 
limited. 

 Conversely, if a learner can 
decode fluently but has 
weak language 
comprehension, their 
understanding of the text 
remains inadequate. 

 Only when both decoding 
and language 
comprehension are 
developed can proficient 
reading comprehension 
occur. 

 A strong foundation in 
phonological awareness 

 Accurate application of 
letter-sound 
correspondences 

 Instant recognition of high-
frequency words 

 The ability to segment and 
blend phonemes effortlessly 

 

 Ongoing exposure to 
complex and diverse topics 
to develop background 
knowledge 

 Explicit instruction in 
vocabulary with a focus on 
deep understanding 

 Teaching of syntax and 
language structures to 
support grammatical 
awareness 

 Use of reasoning strategies 
(deductive and inductive) to 
encourage inferencing and 
connections 

 Development of literacy 
knowledge, including 
understanding how 
different texts and language 
functions operate

Typical period of skill 
acquisition 

Emerges in Grade 3+, 
consolidates in Grades 4–7

Grades R to 3 (Ages 5–9) – 
Foundation Phase

Grades R to 7+ (Begins early; 
continuous development)

Critical for  Academic success 
 Literacy outcomes

 Reading fluency 
 Word recognition

 Reading comprehension 
 Academic literacy

Skills assessed  Reading comprehension  Reading rate 
 Reading accuracy 
 Spelling

 Vocabulary knowledge 
 Background knowledge 

Standardised 
assessments used to 
measure SVR 
components  
 

 Paragraph comprehension 
test 

 UCT Spelling Test 
 One-Minute Reading Test 
 Paragraph Reading Rate 

Test 
 Paragraph Accuracy Test 
 Stark Griffin™ DDT Form 

A Decoding Test

 UCT Spelling Test 
 Comprehension Test 
 Stark Griffin™ DDT Form 

A Decoding Test 
 

 
Data Collection Procedure 
Data were collected during the 2024 academic year. 
All learners underwent assessment in spelling, 
reading accuracy, reading rate, decoding, and 
comprehension. The decoding subtest for dyslexia 
(Stark Griffin™ DDT Form A) revealed that 105 
learners were performing below expected levels 

based on their chronological age. Of these, only 13 
had a known family history of reading and 
scholastic problems and they were subsequently 
evaluated using the Stark Griffin™ Dyslexia 
Assessment, which is a comprehensive 
standardised instrument endorsed and listed by the 
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Health Professions Council of South Africa 
(HPCSA) to diagnose and subtype DD directly in 
seven subtypes and eight severity levels. This dual 
data collection approach enabled differentiation 
between foundational reading delays and potential 
dyslexia. 
 
Data Analysis 
Assessment results were recorded in spreadsheets 
and exported to the IBM Statistical Package for the 
Social Sciences (SPSS) for statistical analysis. To 
determine whether the observed values 
significantly differed from the normative mean 
(NM) values reported in the literature, one-sided 
t-tests were conducted. Although the Shapiro-Wilk 
test indicated that some variables were not 
normally distributed, the t-test was deemed 
appropriate because only normative means – rather 
than medians – were available in the literature. 
Since parametric tests (such as the t-test) compare 
means and nonparametric tests (such as the 
Wilcoxon signed-rank test) compare medians, the 
use of the t-test was justified. Where appropriate, 
descriptive statistics were reported using measures 
of location (such as the mean [M] and median 
[Mdn]), and measures of spread (such as the 
standard deviation [SD] and interquartile range 
[IQR]). 
 

Ethical Considerations 
Ethical clearance was obtained from the relevant 
institutional and district authorities (details were 
removed to ensure a blind review). Written 
informed permission was secured from school 
governing bodies, assent from all participants, and 
consent from their parents or legal guardians before 
data collection commenced. The best interests of 
each learner and parent, confidentiality, expertise of 
the test users, informed consent, and individual 
differences were considered during each 
assessment and the entire research study (American 
Psychological Association, 2002). 
 
Results 
Descriptive analyses of the seven literacy measures 
(chronological age equivalents and grade‐level 
decoding) for Grades 5 to 7 are summarised in 
Table 3. A total of 165 learners were assessed, of 
which 105 (64%) exhibited potential indicators of 
DD after the assessment. Among these, only 13 
learners had a family history of dyslexia. These 
learners were subsequently diagnosed with DD 
based on persistent difficulties in word reading, 
spelling, and decoding despite adequate instruction, 
as confirmed through diagnostic testing. These data 
sets illustrate learners’ performance relative to age- 
and grade-level expectations following 
COVID-19-related disruptions in early literacy 
instruction. 
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Table 3 Descriptive statistics: Reading and spelling assessments 
Measure Statistic Grade 5 Grade 6 Grade 7
Learner Chronological Age (CA) is measured in 
months 

M 132.18 144.11 156.87
Mdn 133.0 144.0 156.0
SD 3.46 3.92 5.34
IQR 5 7 5

Spelling CA M 118.53 114.23 121.89
Mdn 118.0 113.0 118.0
SD 16.49 16.68 17.25
IQR 25 22 29

One-Minute Reading Test CA M 118.65 114.9 116.09
Mdn 114.0 112.0 114.0
SD 20.1 20.51 17.31
IQR 26 22 24

Decoding Level (DL = Grade Level) M 4.9 5.21 5.47
Mdn 5.0 5.0 5.0
SD 1.97 2.18 2.03
IQR 2 3 4

Paragraph Reading – Speed CA M 127.12 130.38 139.06
Mdn 121.0 127.0 142.0
SD 23.94 25.85 24.54
IQR 45 47 45

Paragraph Reading – Accuracy CA M 116.78 117.33 123.3
Mdn 114.0 115.0 123.0
SD 13.09 15.13 15.74
IQR 20 25 28

Paragraph Reading – Comprehension CA M 122.53 131.36 138.02
Mdn 131.0 134.0 140.0
SD 16.2 15.92 11.86
IQR 23 22 14

Note. M = mean, Mdn = median, SD = standard deviation, IQR = interquartile range. Learner chronological age (for 
reference): Grade 5: M = 132.18 months (SD = 3.46); Grade 6: M = 144.11 months (SD = 3.92); Grade 7: M = 156.87 
months (SD = 5.34). 
 
Spelling (CA in Months) 
Descriptive statistics for spelling CA revealed 
concerning underperformance across all grades. 
Grade 5 learners had a mean spelling age of 118.53 
months (SD = 16.49), with a median of 118.00 
months (IQR = 25). This is approximately 14 
months below their actual median age of 132.18 
months. Grade 6 learners demonstrated even lower 
performance, with a mean spelling age of 114.23 
months (SD = 16.68), a median of 113.00 months 
(IQR = 22) – nearly 30 months below their CA of 
144.11 months. 

By Grade 7, the mean spelling age increased 
slightly to 121.89 months (SD = 17.25), but this 
still placed learners on average 35 months (nearly 3 
years) below their actual age of 156.87 months. 
Despite the older age group, spelling proficiency 
remained substantially delayed, and variability 
increased (IQR = 29). These results suggest that the 
spelling gap was not closing over time and may 
have been widening. 

 
One-minute Reading Test (Chronological Age in 
Months) 
Grade 5 learners had a mean reading age of 118.65 
months (SD = 20.10), a median of 114.00 months 
(IQR = 26), roughly 13 months below their actual 
age. In Grade 6, the M reading age dropped further 
to 114.90 months (SD = 20.51), with an Mdn of 
112.00 months (IQR = 22), placing learners nearly 

30 months behind their actual age. Grade 7 learners 
had the lowest relative performance, with a mean 
of 116.09 months (SD = 17.31) and a median of 
114.00 months (IQR = 24). This represents a 
41-month gap compared to their CA, indicating that 
reading fluency deficits were not addressed over 
time. 
 
Stark Griffin™ Dyslexia Academy Dyslexia 
Determination Test (SGDA DDT) Form A – 
Decoding (Grade Level Equivalent) 
In Grade 5, learners had an M decoding level of 
4.90 (SD = 1.97), nearly on par with expected grade 
level, with an Mdn of 5.00 (IQR = 2) grade levels. 
Grade 6 learners averaged 5.21 (SD = 2.18), with 
an Mdn of 5.00 (IQR = 3), indicating that they were 
performing below grade level. Grade 7 learners had 
a mean DL of 5.47 (SD = 2.03), with an Mdn of 
5.00 (IQR = 4). This places them over one and a 
half grade levels behind expectations, with 
increasing variability. Decoding development 
appeared to stagnate rather than progress over time. 
 
Paragraph Reading – Reading Speed 
(Chronological Age in Months) 
Grade 5 learners had a mean reading speed age of 
127.12 months (SD = 23.94), with a median of 
121.00 months (IQR = 45), which is approximately 
5 months below their actual age. In Grade 6, the M 
increased to 130.38 months (SD = 25.85), with an 
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Mdn of 127.00 months (IQR = 47), nearly 14 
months behind their actual age. Grade 7 learners 
reached an M of 139.06 months (SD = 24.54), an 
Mdn of 142.00 months (IQR = 45), still 18 months 
below age expectations. The large spread suggests 
that many learners remained significantly behind in 
reading fluency. 
 
Paragraph Reading – Reading Accuracy 
(Chronological Age in Months) 
The mean reading accuracy age in Grade 5 was 
116.78 months (SD = 13.09), with a median of 
114.00 months (IQR = 20), approximately 15 
months behind CA. Grade 6 learners showed 
similar results, with an M of 117.33 months 
(SD = 15.13), an Mdn of 115.00 months 
(IQR = 25), which is 27 months below their actual 
age. Grade 7 learners showed the most significant 
gap: an M accuracy age of 123.30 months 
(SD = 15.74), and an Mdn of 123.00 months 
(IQR = 28), more than 33 months below CA. These 
deficits suggest cumulative effects of unresolved 
reading difficulties over time. 
 
Paragraph Reading – Reading Comprehension 
(Chronological Age in Months) 
Grade 5 learners had a mean comprehension age of 
122.53 months (SD = 16.20), and a median of 
131.00 months (IQR = 23), which was 
approximately 10 months behind their CA. Grade 6 
learners scored a mean of 131.36 months 
(SD = 15.92) and a median of 134.00 months 
(IQR = 22), which is approximately 13 months 
behind their actual age. Grade 7 learners had a 
mean comprehension age of 138.02 months 
(SD = 11.86), and a median of 140.00 months (IQR 
= 14), which is roughly 19 months behind expected 
norms. While comprehension showed relatively 
stronger results than decoding or fluency, the gap 
remained and appeared to widen slightly in higher 
grades. 
 

Summary of Emerging Patterns of Foundational 
Delay Across Grades 
The NM was used as a benchmark for comparison 
throughout the analysis. Based on the data 
presented in Table 4, the observed “gap” scores 
may be interpreted in terms of CA equivalents, with 
standardised assessments typically designed so that 
a 12-point difference corresponds to approximately 
1 year of developmental progress (particularly for 
age-standardised measures such as spelling, 
fluency, and accuracy). In contrast, decoding scores 
are reported as grade-level equivalents and may, 
therefore, be interpreted directly. Grade 7 learners 
demonstrated the largest mean deficits relative to 
CA norms, most notably in 1-minute reading 
(M = 116.09 vs. NM = 156.87 months; Δ = 40.78 
months) and spelling (M = 121.89 vs. NM = 156.87 
months; Δ = 34.98 months). 

Across all grades and skill areas, learners 
consistently performed below normative 
benchmarks, with decoding skills in Grade 7 
lagging by more than one full grade level (GL); 
(M = 5.47 GL vs. the expected 7.00 GL). While all 
three grades showed underperformance, the 
severity of delays increased with GL. Grade 5 
learners were approximately 0.4 to 1.3 years behind 
normative expectations, with decoding 
performance remaining relatively close to GL. By 
Grade 6, learners fell between 1.1 and 2.5 years 
behind, particularly in spelling and accuracy. In 
Grade 7, the delays widened further, ranging from 
1.5 to 3.4 years, with the most pronounced deficits 
in reading fluency, spelling, and accuracy. Although 
decoding delays were less marked in the earlier 
grades, they compounded over time, suggesting a 
cumulative impact of disrupted foundational 
instruction. These findings lend strong support to 
the conceptualisation of the FDP, highlighting how 
early learning disruptions – such as those caused by 
COVID-19 school closures – may result in 
increasingly severe delays across multiple 
dimensions of reading proficiency over time. 
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Table 4 Comparison of actual mean scores to normative grade-level means and corresponding gaps across 
reading-related skills (Grades 5–7) 

Skill M NM Gap
Gap 
(yrs/mo) t p 

Grade 5
Spelling 118.53 132.18 -13.65 1.1 yrs -5.910 < 0.001* 
One-Minute Reading Test 118.65 132.18 -13.53 1.1 yrs -4.809 < 0.001* 
Decoding (Grade level) 4.90 5.00 -0.10 1 mo -0.355 0.724 
Reading speed 127.12 132.18 -5.06 0.4 yrs -1.510 0.069 
Reading accuracy 116.78 132.18 -15.40 1.3 yrs -8.402 < 0.001* 
Reading comprehension 122.53 132.18 -9.65 0.8 yrs -4.255 < 0.001* 

Grade 6
Spelling 114.23 144.11 -29.88 2.5 yrs -13.989 < 0.001* 
One-Minute Reading Test 114.90 144.11 -29.21 2.4 yrs -11.123 < 0.001* 
Decoding (Grade level) 5.21 6.00 -0.79 9 mo -2.824 0.006* 
Reading speed 130.38 144.11 -13.73 1.1 yrs -4.149 < 0.001* 
Reading accuracy 117.33 144.11 -26.78 2.2 yrs -13.824 < 0.001* 
Reading comprehension 131.36 144.11 -12.75 1.1 yrs -6.253 < 0.001* 

Grade 7
Spelling 121.89 156.87 -34.98 2.9 yrs -14.760 < 0.001* 
One-Minute Reading Test 116.09 156.87 -40.78 3.4 yrs -17.145 < 0.001* 
Decoding (Grade level) 5.47 7.00 -1.53 1.5 yrs -5.495 < 0.001* 
Reading speed 139.06 156.87 -17.81 1.5 yrs -5.284 < 0.001* 
Reading accuracy 123.30 156.87 -33.57 2.8 yrs -15.527 < 0.001* 
Reading comprehension 138.02 156.87 -18.85 1.6 yrs -11.569 < 0.001* 
Note. M = mean, NM = Normative mean, mo = months, yrs = years, t = t-test statistic, * indicates p < 0.05 statistically 
significant. 
 

Figure 1 shows a comparison between the 
mean CA equivalents across six reading and 
spelling skills by GL. The dashed lines represent 
the average CAs of learners in Grade 5 (132 

months), Grade 6 (144 months), and Grade 7 (157 
months), providing reference points for interpreting 
performance relative to age expectations. 

 

 
 

Figure 1 Performance of Grades 5 to 7 learners for key literacy measures 
 
Discussion 
Literacy development in the early years is a 
structured continuum, with each grade contributing 
uniquely to a learner’s reading proficiency and 

academic success. Grade 1 is the fundamental 
phase in which learners transition from pre-literacy 
to structured reading instruction, acquiring essential 
phonemic awareness and decoding skills (National 
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Reading Panel (U.S.) & National Institute of Child 
Health and Human Development (U.S.), 2000; 
Snow & Matthews, 2016). Empirical research 
underscores the significance of explicit phonics 
instruction in fostering early reading acquisition 
(Doty, 2024; Gates, 2021), while studies highlight 
the importance of decoding skills and fluency 
development (Ecalle, Dujardin, Gomes, Cros & 
Magnan, 2021). The foundational experiences 
during this phase play a pivotal role in establishing 
fluency, as learners develop word recognition 
abilities essential for later reading success 
(Silinskas, Gedutiene, Torppa & Raiziene, 2024). 

In Grade 2, learners consolidate their 
foundational reading skills, with increased 
emphasis on comprehension rather than decoding 
(Chall, 1996; Vellutino, Fletcher, Snowling & 
Scanlon, 2004). The relationship between 
morphological awareness and reading fluency is 
particularly significant, as vocabulary expansion 
supports text comprehension and literacy 
progression (Kargiotidis, Tafa, Mouzaki & 
Manolitsis, 2025). Additionally, research highlights 
the impact of socio-economic disparities on reading 
acquisition, emphasising the role of personalised 
instruction in mitigating barriers for students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds (Chari, 2024). 

Grade 3 represents a critical transition 
marking the shift where learners move from 
developing basic reading skills to using reading as 
a tool for acquiring knowledge (Biancarosa & 
Snow, 2006). Learners refine their comprehension 
strategies at this stage and engage with increasingly 
complex texts (Denton & West, 2002). The 
cumulative literacy skills developed in prior grades 
facilitate this transition, as phonological processing 
and fluency become integral to higher-order 
reading abilities (Ergül, Akoğlu, Yalçın, Akçamuş, 
Tülü & Kudret, 2024). Furthermore, vocabulary 
growth during this phase ensures that learners can 
navigate the advanced literacy demands across 
academic subjects (Aşıkcan & Saban, 2021). In 
summary, Grades 1, 2, and 3 collectively function 
as a foundational literacy trajectory, each playing 
an indispensable role in shaping reading 
proficiency and future academic success. 

The results of this study highlight the 
enduring consequences of interrupted early literacy 
instruction. Even by Grades 6 and 7, these 
Afrikaans-speaking learners have not remedied the 
gap that first emerged in the foundational phase. In 
the cohort of 165 learners, 105 (64%) exhibited 
markers of reading difficulty, and 13 of these 
(12.4%) – all with a family history of dyslexia – 
were formally diagnosed in the second phase of the 
study. While a subset of underperformance reflects 
specific learning disorders, such as dyslexia, most 
learners, regardless of their diagnosis, remained 
well below age- and grade-level benchmarks, 

indicating a more pervasive delay in foundational 
literacy acquisition. 

As is shown in Figure 1 across all reading and 
spelling measures, all learners in Grades 5 and 6, 
and especially Grade 7 were performing well below 
their CA expectations. While raw scores sometimes 
increase across grades, these gains do not keep 
pace with age progression. The performance gap 
widened as learners moved through the grades. 
Grade 7 learners showed the largest deficits, with 
spelling, decoding, and reading fluency all trailing 
their CA by over 30 to 40 months in some cases. 
This suggests that early literacy gaps – likely 
exacerbated by the COVID-19 disruptions during 
the Foundation Phase – have persisted and 
compounded over time. 

Interestingly, while most reading-related skill 
deficits over Grades 5 to 7 were statistically 
significant, Grade 5 learners’ decoding 
performance (measured as reading GL) and reading 
speed did not significantly differ from the 
normative benchmarks. The decoding gap was 
minimal (approximately 1 month), with a p-value 
of 0.724, indicating no statistically meaningful 
difference from expected performance. Similarly, 
although reading speed showed a slightly larger 
delay of about 5 months, this result was only 
marginally non-significant (p = 0.069). These 
findings may reflect a transitional stage in reading 
development; learners may be on the cusp of 
establishing automaticity in decoding, which could 
help maintain adequate speed despite weaknesses 
in deeper processing. However, the absence of 
statistical significance in these two areas should be 
interpreted with caution. When considered 
alongside significant deficits in reading accuracy, 
comprehension, and spelling, it becomes clear that 
foundational reading skills remain fragile. The 
relative stability in decoding and speed may mask 
broader reading difficulties that persist beyond the 
surface level of fluency. 

National data from PIRLS 2021 reiterates this 
pattern: the mean reading score of 
Afrikaans-speaking Grade 4 learners fell from 
approximately 446 in 2016 to 387 in 2021, dipping 
below the international low benchmark of 400 for 
the first time (DBE, 2023b). By contrast, Grade 6 
Afrikaans learners – whose foundational skills had 
already been more firmly established when the 
pandemic struck – scored a robust 456, above the 
international average and low benchmark. Together, 
these findings demonstrate that learners who had 
consolidated core decoding, fluency, and 
comprehension abilities in the Foundation Phase 
(Grades R to 3) were better able to withstand 
COVID-related disruptions. However, even this 
relatively resilient group showed measurable 
setbacks compared to pre-pandemic trajectories, 
confirming that loss of structured instruction during 
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the Foundation Phase may have lasting, 
compounding effects. 

Our findings, combined with the PIRLS data, 
emphasise the necessity of continuous, high-quality 
foundation-phase instruction, not only for 
immediate skills acquisition but also for mitigating 
future learning disruptions. Since most of the 
learners in our study consistently underperformed 
across seven essential literacy measures, we infer 
that they encountered delays in foundational 
learning rather than experiencing isolated, 
late-emerging disorders. This underscores the 
urgent need for universal prevention, such as 
high-quality, evidence‐based reading curricula in 
the Foundation Phase, and targeted remediation for 
those already showing significant lags, to forestall 
the widening achievement gaps as learners progress 
through the grades. 

 
Conclusion 
The specific contextual findings in our study align 
with international evidence of pandemic-related 
backsliding in phonological awareness and reading 
comprehension (Breckenridge, 2024; Starling-
Alves, Hirata & Oliveira, 2023) and support the 
PIRLS 2021 data, which show significant learning 
losses among South African learners in the 
Foundation Phase (Böhmer & Wills, 2025). It also 
underscores the pivotal role of the SVR in 
diagnosing and addressing long-term literacy 
deficits among intermediate-phase learners whose 
foundational instruction was disrupted by 
COVID-19. By systematically mapping decoding 
and language comprehension deficits across 
Grades 5 to 7, we have identified critical areas that 
require targeted support, particularly in spelling, 
fluency, and comprehension, where learners 
continue to lag 2 to 3 years behind age norms. 

Implementing the SVR as a routine 
component of reading assessment enables 
educators to tailor evidence-based interventions 
that simultaneously build decoding skills and oral 
language proficiency, fostering remediation for 
those diagnosed with dyslexia and prevention for 
the broader cohort experiencing foundational 
delays. Looking ahead, sustained investment in 
high-quality reading curricula, continuous 
SVR-guided monitoring across all languages, and 
holistic support structures for learners and teachers 
will be essential to rebuild literacy resilience. As 
schools recover from the disruptions of the 
pandemic, these coordinated, equity-focused 
strategies will be crucial to avert enduring 
achievement gaps and to ensure that every learner 
attains the literacy skills necessary for academic 
success in an increasingly complex world. 

At the same time, several limitations of the 
study must be acknowledged. The study findings, 
while valuable, are drawn from a specific 
socio-economic and educational context and may 

not be generalisable to all South African settings. 
Although the assessments used were normed for 
Afrikaans speakers, they may not fully capture the 
impact of individual differences such as 
socio-emotional well-being and home literacy 
environments. Differentiating between foundational 
delay and dyslexia also remains inherently 
complex, and further longitudinal research is 
needed to clarify which difficulties are persistent 
versus transient. Additionally, despite efforts to 
minimise bias through a blind assessment process, 
the small number of examiners may have 
introduced subjectivity in the qualitative 
observations. 

These limitations inform several 
recommendations. Future studies should broaden 
sampling across provinces and socio-economic 
contexts and employ longitudinal designs to track 
developmental trajectories over time. A pressing 
need also exists to develop culturally and 
linguistically relevant screening instruments that 
account for cognitive, emotional, and 
environmental factors influencing literacy 
acquisition. Educational stakeholders should 
prioritise targeted intervention programmes that 
distinguish between foundational delays and 
dyslexia, ensuring early identification and 
differentiated support tailored to 
Afrikaans-speaking learners. Capacity-building 
initiatives for teachers and school-based 
practitioners are equally critical to strengthen 
diagnostic accuracy and intervention practices. 
Policymakers, in turn, should integrate these 
distinctions into post-pandemic recovery strategies 
to guide equitable resource allocation. Finally, 
further exploration of transitional reading profiles – 
particularly among Grade 5 learners who may 
appear superficially age-appropriate in decoding 
yet struggle with accuracy, comprehension, and 
spelling – is warranted to determine whether such 
learners stabilise or face enduring literacy 
challenges. 
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