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Executive summary 
 

This report shares the results of a baseline literacy assessment conducted with 673 second 
grade students in 35 schools in Belu, Nusa Tenggara Timor, Indonesia in July and August, 2012. 
Students were assessed on their familiarity with basic concepts about print, letter awareness, 
vocabulary knowledge, reading fluency and accuracy, and comprehension. Students were also 
asked background questions designed to collect information about their health, as well as their 
home socio-economic and literacy environments. In addition, school principals and other school 
leaders were interviewed about the school context and key data on school facilities and 
condition were collected. 
 
Of the 35 schools included in the assessments, 20 will soon pilot Literacy Boost, an innovative 
program that supports children’s development of the five key reading skills (letter knowledge, 
phonemic awareness, vocabulary, reading fluency, and comprehension). While there are some 
differences between Literacy Boost and comparison students on measures such as home roof 
type and responsibility for chores, in general, the background information collected shows that 
children from these 20 Literacy Boost schools and the 15 comparison schools come from 
similar socio-economic and home literacy environments. Moreover, average scores on the 
assessment components also show that the literacy skill levels of students in pilot and 
comparison schools are comparable. Based on these results, we conclude that the sample is 
appropriate for comparison and establishing Literacy Boost impact. On average, second grade 
students in both pilot and comparison schools: 
Have mastered 8.2 out of 11 (74.%) concepts about print 
 Are able to correctly identify19 out of 26 letters of the Indonesian alphabet 
 Can read 10.6 out of 20 most commonly used words 

 
Nearly half (48.9%) of the students in the sample were unable to read any of the reading 
passage.  However, those students who were able to read the passage did so at a rate of 28 
words per minute and with 77 percent accuracy. 
 
While many children reported having a rich home literacy environment, some 20 to 25 percent 
of children do not routinely see family members reading or have family members who read 
them stories.  This study’s finding that children who see greater percentages of their family 
reading have a higher predicted CAP score reinforces the importance of the home literacy 
environment for children’s literacy skills. 
 
In general, girls and boys reported having similar home environments and performed equally 
well on the literacy assessments. 
 
Children included in this study reported speaking a variety of languages at home, including 
Kemak and Tetun, which are local languages spoken in a limited geographic area in Eastern 
Indonesia. One of the major findings of this study is that, in each skill, Indonesian speakers 
significantly outperform Kemak speakers and in some they also significantly outperform Tetun 
speakers in Indonesian language reading tests. Teachers and community members should ensure 
that they are supporting students from all language groups to succeed in reading with 
comprehension and expressing that understanding.  
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Introduction 
Although Indonesia has nearly met the Millennium Development Goal of universal access to 
primary school1, research suggests that many Indonesian children, particularly those in poorer 
rural areas and those whose parents have not completed secondary school, are not learning. 2 
Rote learning methods still dominate and structures to support improved quality of education 
are weak. Nearly half of students from low-income quintiles do not enroll in junior secondary 
school. Of those who do, a 2002 standardized international test found that approximately one-
third of Indonesian 15-year old students were functionally illiterate.3 In an attempt to address 
low educational attainment among disadvantaged primary schools students in rural Belu, Nusa 
Tenggara Timor, Save the Children launched Literacy Boost in September 2012.  
 
Assessments help Save the Children, school, and government partners identify strengths and 
gaps in students’ skills and track progress as they build their reading skills. The baseline 
assessment conducted in Belu from July 6-August 9, 2012 will be complemented by a follow-up 
assessment in approximately one year that will investigate the impact of Literacy Boost on 
student literacy skills. This report outlines the baseline study design, details the results of the 
baseline assessments conducted in the 20 Literacy Boost pilot schools and 15 comparison 
schools, and offers recommendations for programming. The key research questions to be 
explored in this report include the following: 
 

1. How comparable are students in Literacy Boost schools versus comparison schools, in 
terms of background characteristics and home literacy environment? 

2. What can the baseline tell us about students’ emergent reading skills? What does this 
mean for Literacy Boost programming? 

3. How do students’ reading skills vary by student background and home literacy 
environment? 

 
To investigate these questions, this report will first describe the research methods used; 
including sampling, measurement, and analysis. Next, the comparability of Literacy Boost and 
comparison students will be tested through clustered t-tests. The report will then examine 
students’ scores for each of the emergent literacy skills, investigating where students exhibit 
strengths and weaknesses in each skill. Finally, the report will explore current relationships 
between learning and student background or home literacy practices & environment using 
multilevel regression analysis and pose hypotheses for testing at endline. 
 
Methodology  
In total, 35 primary schools were included in this baseline study, a sample that represents 
approximately 10% of the 336 schools in the district of Belu. The 20 target schools were 
chosen by the Belu Save the Children staff based on a recommendation from the local 
government education office. All of the target schools had previously worked with Save the 
Children on early childhood and basic education issues.  Specifically, target schools participated 
                                                            
1 According to Bappenas report “Republic of Indonesia – Report on the Achievement of the Millennium Development Goals 
Indonesia 2010,” net enrolment among Indonesian primary school students has reached 95.2%. 
2 Suraydarma, Daniel, A. Suryahadi, S. Sumarto, F.H. Rogers. “Improving Student Performance in Public Primary Schools in 
Developing Countries: Evidence from Indonesia.” Education Economics vol. 14, no. 4. 2006. 
3 National Research Council- Panel on Transitions to Adulthood. ‘Growing up Global: the Transitions to Adulthood in 
Developing Countries.’ 2005. USA. 
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in three trainings, including trainings on curriculum development, adapting teaching materials to 
the local context, and school management. After training, additional mentoring occurred in each 
school. 
 
The comparison schools were chosen from a sample of 45 schools that had also been involved 
in a previous water and sanitation project that has very little teacher training on in-class 
teaching improvements. Comparison schools were chosen based on their similarity to the 
target schools across a number of key dimensions, including religion, urbanicity, school type4, 
and average family income, as well as the likelihood of experiencing spillover effects. Specifically, 
comparison schools that drew students from different catchment areas than the target schools 
and whose teachers were unlikely to talk with teachers in the target schools were selected. 
Among the Literacy Boost pilot schools are nine Catholic schools, ten public schools, and one 
Islamic school. The comparison schools include nine Catholic schools, five public schools, and 
one Islamic school. 
 
At each of the 35 schools, the goal was to choose 10 girls and 10 boys from one 2nd grade 
class. If there were more than 20 students in the classroom, students were chosen randomly 
for assessment. In schools with fewer than 20 2nd grade students, all students in the class were 
assessed. The resulting sample of 673 students includes 352 boys and 321 girls. Of the 673 
students, 395 are in Literacy Boost pilot schools (199 boys and 196 girls) and 278 are in 
comparison schools (152 boys and 126 girls).  
 

Measurement 
The students in the sample were asked about their background characteristics (age, household 
possessions, household building materials, etc.). Students were also asked about health-related 
habits and whether or not they had eaten breakfast the morning of the assessment, and their 
height and weight were measured. Finally, students were asked about their family members and 
their reading habits in the week prior to the assessment (who they had seen reading, who had 
read to them, etc). 
 
After collecting this background data, all students were also given an early grades reading test 
composed of six components administered through five sub-tests: concepts about print; letter 
awareness; vocabulary (reading of most used words); reading fluency & accuracy (words per 
minute read correctly and total percentage of passage read correctly, both within the same sub-
test); and either reading comprehension questions for those who could read independently or 
oral comprehension questions for those who could not. The tests were conducted in Bahasa5 
Indonesia with instructions given in the child’s home language whenever possible. This limitation 
to the data collection is evident in the disproportionate number of minority language-speaking 

                                                            
4 Schools fall into the following four categories: SDI- Sekolah Dasar Inpres (Public, non-religious schools established under a 
specific policy developed by Suharto); SDK- Sekolah Dasar Katolik (Catholic schools); SDN- Sekolah Dasar Negeri (Public, non-
religious schools); and MI- Madrasa Ibtidaiyah (Islamic Schools). The level of support and affiliation each type of school receives 
from the government and from religious foundations varies considerably. Public, non-religious schools may still mandate that 
students enroll in religion classes and may still have religious symbols displayed throughout the schools. At the same time, some 
Catholic schools report receiving more financial support from the government than from the religious foundation that manages 
the school.  
5 ‘Bahasa’ means language in Indonesian.  So ‘Bahasa Indonesian’ is Indonesian language. 
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children without data for age. This could be addressed at endline by adjusting data collection 
teams based on the school language profiles in Appendix B. 
 

Analysis 
To test the comparability of Literacy Boost and comparison samples, this report will use 
comparison of means through t-tests with clustered standard errors to account for the 
grouping of students within schools. Summary statistics, accompanied by clustered t-tests, will 
be used to analyze students’ performance in each of the five literacy sub-tests. Finally, this 
report will look to multilevel regression models to explore relationships between literacy skills 
and student background characteristics and home literacy environment. 
 

Benchmarks 
While Save the Children has used this approach to reading assessment and intervention in 
Malawi, Nepal, Mozambique, Pakistan, Mali, Ethiopia, Bangladesh, Uganda, the Philippines, and 
Zimbabwe, comparison across countries and languages is less helpful than more detailed 
contextual information for setting expectations of impact. For each measure used in these 
assessments, the upper end of the range of scores can be used to consider what is currently 
possible among these children. At the end of the results section in Table 3, we present the 
score at the 75th percentile of each measure at baseline and suggest it as a benchmark for our 
next assessment against which to check our progress in supporting more children to gain these 
essential skills. 
 
Comparability of children in pilot and control schools on contextual factors 
Students in Literacy Boost and control schools are both approximately 7 ½ years old and live 
with an average of 5 family members. They report having 2.4 out of 4 common household 
amenities (electricity, toilet, refrigerator, and moto) on average and significantly more 
comparison students (13%) live in homes with thatch roofs than Literacy Boost students (6%). 
In addition to Indonesian, which is also the language of instruction, students speak a range of 
languages at home, including Tetun, Kemak, Dawan, Marae, and Bunak. While the difference 
between percent of children who speak Indonesian at home is not significantly different 
between the groups, given the important relationship between home language and school 
literacy, the difference that does exist bears exploration in further analysis. Table 1 presents 
average values for student background factors by Literacy Boost and comparison schools, as 
well as ranges as appropriate. 
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Table 1: Background & Health Indicators by Sample Group 

Background characteristics 
Comparison School 

average (range) 
Literacy Boost School 

average (range) 
% female 45% 50% 
Age 7.51 (6-12) 7.44 (5-11) 
% have attended ECD program 63% 64% 
% have repeated 1st grade 26% 27% 
% have repeated 2nd grade 14%* 8% 
% who speak Indonesian at home 67% 78% 
% who speak two languages at home 15% 14% 
% with a thatch roof 13%* 6% 
% with electricity 81% 77% 
% with refrigerator 87% 88% 
% with toilet 20% 26% 
% with motorcycle 52% 51% 
Number of amenities (of 4) 2.39 (0-4) 2.41 (0-4) 
Number of family members in household 4.94 (0-11) 5.12 (0-12) 
% who do chores 78% 76% 
% who work outside the home 7% 5% 
time spent studying (in minutes) 53.79 (0-360) 54.29 (0-180) 
number of chores 3.05* (0-8) 2.3 (0-7) 

Health status & practices   
Height in meters 1.17 (1.03-1.39) 1.17 (1.01-1.39) 
Weight in kilograms 19.00 (13-37) 18.96 (13-37) 
Body Mass Index 13.68 (10.68-24.86) 13.66 (10.58-25.27) 
% had eaten any breakfast 90% 85% 
% had eaten a full meal at breakfast 68%** 51% 
% had eat lunch 90% 85% 
% who report feeling healthy 95% 93% 
% who report having diarrhea 20% 25% 
% who report having diarrhea for > 3 days 7% 11% 
% who report having red pee 3% 5% 
% who report defecating out of doors 14% 10% 
% stunted (height-for-age zscore<-2) 30% 31% 
% underweight (weight-for-age zscore<-2) 43% 44% 
% thin (bmi-for-age zscore<-2) 34% 30% 
% who report treating water 80% 83% 
% who always sleep with a mosquito net 86% 85% 
% who have had malaria 38% 43% 
% who have taken malaria medication 36% 44% 

* indicates statistically significant difference from comparison group at the 5% level, ** at 1% level 
 
Nearly two thirds of students in each group have attended early childhood development (ECD) 
programs and over a quarter of each have repeated first grade. Significantly more comparison 
school students have repeated second grade and they report doing more types of chores on 
average than Literacy Boost students do. On the other hand, significantly fewer Literacy boost 
students ate a full breakfast on the day of the assessment. As these represent the only 
significant differences found, in general it appears that the comparison and Literacy 
Boost samples are comparable.  
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Looking at health status, the children stand 1.2 meters tall, and weigh 19 kilograms on average 
with an average body mass index (BMI) of 13.7. Many children have height-for-age, weight-for-
age and BMI-for-age z scores that fall two standard deviations below the WHO average for 
each age 6 meaning that they are stunted (30%), wasting (44%) or malnourished (34% of 
comparison students and 30% of Literacy Boost students). These challenges are equally present 
in both groups. An increasing body of research links stunting to poor cognition,7 so 
Literacy Boost should aim to accommodate any special needs of the stunted child 
population in this area and support community health and nutrition knowledge 
from birth.  
 

Home literacy environment  
Literacy Boost is unique because it focuses not only on student access to reading material in 
school, but also in the community and home. The baseline assessment gathered information on 
students’ home literacy environment, including the types of reading materials at home and 
family reading habits. The majority of students report having materials in their home. As seen in 
Figure 1, these materials are overwhelmingly religious books and textbooks.  

 
Overall, students report having 2.8 types of reading materials at home on average and neither 
the percent of children with each type of materials nor this average number of types differs 
significantly between the Literacy Boost and comparison groups. By increasing the 
prevalence of the types of materials most engaging to children and by encouraging 
home exposure to text, the Materials Creation component of Literacy Boost can 
help households increase types of reading materials in both Indonesian and home 
languages, when possible. 
 

                                                            
6 See http://www.who.int/growthref/en/ 
7 See, for example, Berkman et. al. (2002), Walker et. al. (2007), and Crookston et. al. (2010). 
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Figure 1. Percent of children with each type of 
reading material at home 
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Table 2 shows Literacy Boost and comparison school students’ reports of the following home 
literacy habits in the previous week: seeing family members read, being read to, being told a 
story and being encouraged to study.  
 
Table 2: Indicators of household literacy environment 
 Comparison  Literacy Boost 
% of children who see someone reading at home 81% 83% 
% of children who were read to 72% 76% 
% of children who were told a story 74% 69% 
% of children who were helped to study 95% 95% 
% of family members seen reading 37% 38% 
% of family members who read to child 23% 25% 
% of family members who told the child a story 24% 23% 
% of family members who helped/encouraged study 37% 39% 
 
About three quarters of students have been read to or told a story in the last week and more 
have seen a family member read in that timeframe. Most children were encouraged to study as 
well. If we recall that children live in a family of five on average, the percentage of family 
members involved in these ways indicates that one, maybe two family members in each 
household are taking up these types of support. These numbers indicate that while many 
children have a rich literacy environment, some 20 to 25 percent of these children 
do not routinely have these supports in their homes. Further, children who already 
have this support can potentially benefit from greater family and community 
involvement in learning. Literacy Boost can enhance their opportunities to practice 
skills through encouraging more reading among community members, and offering 
more opportunities for reading. After presenting the skill levels for each group, we’ll 
consider current relationships between these indicators and reading skills in the multilevel 
analyses and what they mean for optimal reading development support through Literacy Boost.  
 

Gender  
At baseline we find no differences between girls and boys on any of these background variables, 
but for home literacy environment, girls report having 2.98 types of reading materials at home 
on average, significantly more than boys, who report having 2.63. This difference is the sole 
gender difference in the data and may signal that girls from richer home literacy environments 
are most likely to be in school. To disaggregate by both sample group and gender, we use 
Tukey-Krammer post-hoc pairwise comparison tests, and find in Figure 2 more detail on the 
findings above: that significantly fewer Literacy Boost school girls have repeated grade 2 than 
comparison boys; and that significantly more comparison girls live in homes with just a thatch 
roof than Literacy Boost students.  
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These relationships and subgroup comparisons will inform multilevel models to determine their 
possible relationship with current skill levels and implications for program targeting. 
 

School comparability 
Among the 35 schools in the sample, most (88%) have electricity and just over half (53%) have 
water.  Children in the second grade spend an average of three hours a day at school, but this 
ranges from 1.75 to 5 hours. These indicators are not different across Literacy Boost and 
comparison schools. Literacy Boost schools have significantly higher percentages of Indonesian-
speakers (78% versus 66%). They are also significantly closer to the city center as measured in 
kilometers. However, this indicator does not capture the fact that some schools relatively close 
to the city center, mileage-wise, can be quite remote due to mountains, poor road conditions, 
or impassable rivers. Finally, total school enrollment ranges from 90 to 825 students, and 
Literacy Boost schools have an average of 396 students, significantly larger than comparison 
schools, which have an average of 264 students. School-level indicators will be used in multilevel 
models to consider their relationship to learning. 
 
Reading skills 
This section details student performance on each of the five components designed to measure 
student literacy skills, including the following: Concepts about print; Letter knowledge; Reading 
common vocabulary words; Fluency; Accuracy; and Reading and oral comprehension. All 
components of the assessment were adapted from Literacy Boost materials to fit the local Belu 
cultural and educational context. 
 

Concepts about print 
This component of the assessment measured students’ familiarity with books, including where 
to begin reading, in which direction to read, how to identify a word, etc. At baseline, as can be 
seen in Figure 3, students in both Literacy Boost and comparison schools demonstrated 
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mastery of approximately 8.2 out of 11 (74.%) concepts about print on average and 25% of the 
students demonstrated complete mastery of all 11 concepts.  

 
There were also no differences between boys’ and girls’ concepts about print mastery. 
However, note that concepts about print scores ranged from 0 to 11, which 
suggests that students need additional opportunities to read, explore, and practice 
with books. 

 
Letter Knowledge  

The letter knowledge component asked students to identify the 26 lower and upper case 
letters of the Indonesian alphabet. On average, students correctly identified 19 upper case 
letters (73%) and 19 lower case letters (73%), with no significant differences between the 
groups. There were no differences between boys’ and girls’ letter knowledge, but note that 
student scores ranged from 0-26. In fact, 21% of students could only identify 26 of all 52 upper 
and lower case letters. In order to ensure that all second grade students have 
mastered letter knowledge by the endline assessment and move smoothly towards 
reading words and connected text, teachers should review and reinforce letter 
knowledge, offering additional assistance to those students who are struggling the 
most. 
 

Common vocabulary words 
Students were asked to read the 20 “most used words” in the curriculum, as determined by 
frequency of use in a standard grade 2 Indonesian language arts textbook. On average, students 
read 10.6 words, or just over half correctly, with Literacy Boost performing slightly better than 
comparison students, but not significantly so. Boys and girls performed equally well. However, 
170 out of the 672 students included in this test, or 25% of the sample, could not read any 
words at all; and an additional 17 percent of children could read fewer than 5 out of the 20 
words correctly.  Through the use of word trees and other learning tools featured in 
the Literacy Boost trainings, teachers should support students’ ability to transition 
from letter recognition to the ability to read entire words. Working outside of 
school with older Reading Buddies, children still developing this skill can practice 
more often than just a few hours a day in school.  
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Reading Fluency and Accuracy 

Oral reading fluency was measured by asking a child to read a text aloud and tracking how 
many words are read correctly in a minute, while accuracy was determined by allowing the 
child to continue reading and taking the percentage of all words read correctly. There were no 
differences between boys’ and girls’ reading fluency and accuracy. A total 327 of the 668 
students included in this test, or 48.9% of the sample, could not read any of the reading passage 
aloud in a minute. This was true of even those who could read some of the words in isolation 
and the assessors reported that some students appeared anxious when presented with an 
entire passage, perhaps due to lack of exposure to texts. In Figure 4, students from Literacy 
Boost and comparison schools were equally likely to be unable to read the passage.  

 
Among readers, while Literacy Boost students outperformed comparison students in both 
fluency and accuracy, group differences in reading fluency and accuracy were not statistically 
significant. On average, children in the sample who could read did so at a rate of 28 words per 
minute and with 77 percent accuracy. 
 
Some students who were able to identify words in isolation on the most-used words test were 
unable to read any of the reading passage. Teachers should increase student exposure to 
texts and focus on helping students make the transition from reading words in 
isolation to reading entire sentences and passages. Since many teachers report 
having limited access to books, Literacy Boost might focus particular attention on 
making sure that all teachers have access to books and other teaching materials 
that support student reading. Further, greater community access to books and 
opportunities to practice will also support progress in reading fluency. 

 
Reading comprehension and oral comprehension 

Students who could read the passage independently (269, about 40%) were asked five questions 
about it and have a reading comprehension score. Students who were unable to read the 
passage independently (398, about 60%), were read the passage aloud by the assessor, then 
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asked the five questions for an oral comprehension score. As seen in Figure 5, Literacy Boost 
students answered more reading and oral comprehension questions correctly than comparison 
students on average, significantly so in oral comprehension.   
 

 
There were no differences between boys and girls in either reading or oral comprehension. 
Oral language development and comprehension-focused elements of Literacy 
Boost can help students develop the vocabulary and listening skills necessary to 
demonstrate comprehension skills at the endline assessment. But recall that above we 
reported more Literacy Boost students speak Indonesian at home. This finding merits a further 
look at language and reading skills at baseline.  
 
Although Bahasa Indonesia, Indonesia’s national language, is the language of instruction in 
schools, students in the Belu area speak a variety of languages at home, including Kemak, Tetun, 
Dawan, Bunak, and Marae. The majority of students (398 of 673, or 59.1%) reported speaking 
primarily Indonesian at home with their families, 118 (17.5%) reported speaking Tetun as their 
primary language at home, 91 (13.5%) reported speaking a mix of Indonesian and another 
language, and 34 (5%) reported speaking only Kemak at home. Figure 6 shows student scores 
on the most used words and comprehension assessments according to language group. 
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In each skill, Indonesian speakers significantly outperform Kemak speakers and in some they 
also significantly outperform Tetun speakers. This pattern repeats in concepts of print, letter 
knowledge, fluency and accuracy as well. Those who reported speaking Indonesian and another 
language at home had scores that were not significantly different from those who reported 
speaking only Indonesian at home, with the exception of comprehension. Given the 
significant differences in performance by those who do not speak Indonesian at 
home, teachers and community members should ensure that they are supporting 
students from all language groups to succeed in reading with comprehension and 
expressing that understanding. All but three schools in the sample feature students 
from two or more language groups, so addressing issues related to home language 
needs to be a central focus for Literacy Boost in Indonesia. 
 
Among the students in the sample, reading accuracy was not always associated with reading 
comprehension. A total of 36 of the 302 students, or 12%, who could read at least 50% of the 
words in the passage correctly were unable to answer any of the reading comprehension 
questions correctly. Comprehension-focused elements of Literacy Boost can help 
students develop the skills necessary to not only read aloud, but to understand 
what they are reading. 
 
Analysis: Relationships between student background, household 
literacy and reading skills 
This final section explores the results of a series of multilevel regressions accounting for 
clustering of students within schools. Student background variables collected include: age, 
language, sex, socioeconomic status (SES), health status, repetition history, and 
chores/workload. Household literacy measures included both materials and current reading-
related habits: reading aloud, seeing people read, being encouraged to study and telling stories.  
 
To arrive at the most relevant regression model, the significance of student background and 
home literacy environment variables was tested as in both univariate and combined multivariate 
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models, using reading skill sub-tests as the dependent variables. The variables that did not 
demonstrate individual significance in these models were tested for joint significance through F-
tests. This was done separately for each skill. Appendix A presents the results of the final model 
for each skill excluding the variables that did not show either individual or joint significance.  
 
The following sections use these models to explore factors that influence reading skills and 
their implications for Literacy Boost programming. It should be noted that these relationships 
convey correlation, not causation: they are statistically related but we do not have evidence 
that these factors cause higher/lower scores. To establish such causation requires further 
research and/or endline analysis. 
 
Looking across the models, every one features a predictor related to language, socioeconomic 
status and one or mote indicators of home literacy habits. Further, all but one show how health 
and student gender relate to reading skills.  
 
 Predicting Concepts about Print 
Concepts about Print scores in Figure 7 are predicted by two indicators of home literacy 
environment: children’s reports of seeing family members read and being encouraged to study. 
Both of these indicators are framed as within the last week, so we get a picture of how literacy 
is used and supported in the child’s home. Each trio of columns left to right gets higher, 
showing that if a child sees greater percentages of his/her family reading, he/she has a higher 
predicted CAP score.  

 
The height of the columns shows that boys who have one in five family members encouraging 
them to study (yellow) are on par with girls who have three in five family members doing so 
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(blue) and that girls with the same support as these boys (red) are predicted to know 5.7 
percent fewer concepts of print. Given the importance of both types of home support 
in CAP mastery, Literacy Boost should look to ensure that activities that 
strengthen the literacy environment outside the school are equally targeting both 
boys and girls.  
 
Note that children from homes in which water was treated (81%) had a CAP score predicted 
to be 10 percentage points higher than those whose families did not treat water. This model 
also controls for language, reading materials and other health status factors to explain 21.1 
percent of the variation in CAP scores. Whether or not a family treated its water also 
significantly predicted letter knowledge in interaction with sex, suggesting that among early 
learners, those without such healthy home environments are at greater risk than peers for 
lower than expected school success. Reading materials that focus on health and safety 
habits may be introduced to both encourage literacy skills and boost student health 
knowledge.  We turn now to additional predictors of letter knowledge in Figure 8. 
 
 Predicting Letter Knowledge 
Letter knowledge is predicted by sex, ECD attendance, home literacy environment, and 
language in Figure 8. This model controls for repletion and health status to explain 13.3 percent 
of the variation in letter scores. Girls are predicted to identify 8 percentage points fewer letters 
than boys and all children identify 5 percentage points more for each twenty percent of their 
family that told them a story last week.  
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Children who did not attend ECD are predicted to identify 5 percentage points fewer letters 
than those who did attend ECD but do not report storytelling, and ten percentage points fewer 
than those who attend ECD and report that one in five family members told them a story last 
week. This suggests that Save the Children should continue to promote the 
development of ECD opportunities for young children in Indonesia and closely 
study the relationships between attendance, skills development and school 
readiness. 
 
Note that across all 36 schools, 73 percent of children speak Indonesian at home.  The average 
school sample has 75 percent of children in class who speak Indonesian at home. This is not the 
case in each school, however, as one school has only 30 percent of children who speak 
Indonesian at home and three have 100 percent Indonesian speakers. As can be seen in the final 
set of columns in Figure 8, letter scores are 25 percentage points lower in the school with very 
few Indonesian speakers sampled, highlighting the importance not only of home language but of 
school language context for learning. Literacy Boost can assess the causality of the 
home literacy relationships by promoting more storytelling and oral language 
development at home. Further, attention during class to teaching vocabulary of the 
language of instruction and ensuring understanding among those who do not speak 
Indonesian at home will support reading skills development across all children and 
schools. Appendix B shows percent of children speaking Indonesian by school to 
facilitate this support. 
 
 Predicting Reading of Common Vocabulary 
As seen in Figure 9, a student’s ability to read common vocabulary is predicted by health status, 
home literacy environment, language and ECD attendance, controlling for socioeconomic 
status. This model explains 24.2 percent of the variation in most used word reading scores. The 
first, yellow, column represents the average girl: she attended ECD, is not severely wasted, saw 
people read and was read to last week, and 75 percent of her class speaks Indonesian at home. 
She is predicted to read 62 percent of the most used words on the list correctly at baseline.  
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Each successive column alters only one of the characteristics listed above. If she is severely 
wasted or has not seen family reading, she is predicted to read only 55 percent correctly, and 
the prediction drops to 43 percent correct if no one reads to her. So, while both elements of 
home literacy environment feature in the model, the magnitude of the effect of reading is 
greater than that of seeing people read. If she did not attend ECD, then she is predicted to read 
fewer than half of the words correctly and those in low Indonesian-speaking settings are 
predicted to read only a quarter correctly. Literacy Boost can directly support an 
enriched home language environment through community action strategies and 
book banks, and can support those who did not attend ECD or who do not speak 
Indonesian at home by intensifying opportunities to read both in their first 
language, where feasible, and in Indonesian.   
 
 Predicting Reading Fluency among Readers 
Figure 10 shows us that among those who read (n=275), workload and socioeconomic status 
interact to predict fluency, controlling for health, school size, urbanicity, home literacy 
environment and sex. This model explains 30.9 percent of the variation in reading fluency 
scores. Among those with one chore, the higher the socioeconomic status, the higher the 
predicted score. But among those with high socioeconomic status, the more chores, the lower 
the reading fluency predicted.  

 
This suggests a trade-off among these children between the time a child can spend practicing 
skills and time for other activities. Literacy Boost can address this dynamic via parent 
workshops and awareness campaigns that emphasize the importance of out-of-
school reading practice for reading skills development, such as Reading Camp 
attendance and/or Reading Buddy participation.  
 
Note that in this subsample, girls are predicted to read 5 words per minute faster than boys, 
while throughout the more basic skills, girls’ averages lagged behind those of boys. This suggests 
the possibility of two groups of girls: one faring well, or even better than boys, and another 
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struggling to master the basics and join the ranks of readers in their classrooms. Literacy 
Boost should aim to serve all children equally and track participation in activities to 
ensure that both boys and girls are attending and benefitting.  

 
Reading fluency and comprehension are the only models which feature school-level factors 
beyond language. The larger the school enrollment and the further it is away from the center, 
the lower the predicted fluency of its second grade students. Literacy Boost 
implementation should ensure all schools – no matter how big or remote – have 
access to all teacher training and community activities. For example, larger schools 
will need more and larger book banks to serve all classes and communities that 
surround them.  

 
 Predicting Reading Comprehension among Readers 
As seen in Figure 11, comprehension is predicted by reading materials and reading at home, 
controlling for socioeconomic status, health and urbanicity. The scores of children with fewer 
types of reading materials at home (red) are strongly influenced by the percent of family 
members seen reading; while the scores of those with four of five types of reading materials at 
home (yellow) are not. 

 
The interplay of these factors highlights for Literacy Boost the importance for 
comprehension of both providing materials as well as opportunities for children to 
use and value the materials and their emerging reading skills.  
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Language across Reading Skills 
Figure 12 brings together findings across four skills of the importance of the prevalence of 
Indonesian-speakers in the classroom. Both ends of the spectrum are presented to reveal that 
in each skill, those in Indonesian-dominated classrooms outperform those in classrooms where 

native Indonesian-speakers are less common. Literacy Boost can address this inequity in 
learning through at least three routes. First, where feasible, it can provide books 
and community activities to promote reading in the children’s first language. 
Second, it can enhance programmatic attention to support for second language 
learners via the teacher training module 3 as well as other strategies highlighted 
throughout the Toolkit. Third, it can focus parent workshops specifically for 
parents who do not speak Indonesian, supporting them in their own language to 
learn about the roles that they have in supporting their children’s reading skills 
development. The Indonesian team has a version of the Community Strategies for 
Promoting Literacy Flipbook in Indonesian8, but should perhaps consider a version in 
Tetun and or Kemak for this as well as expanded Literacy Boost in the Belu area.  
 
  

                                                            
8See: http://resourcecentre.savethechildren.se/content/library/documents/community-strategies-
promoting-literacy-strategi-masyarakat-untuk-mempromo 
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Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
Based on the data collected during this baseline study and the analysis described in this report, 
the following are recommendations for the implementation of Literacy Boost programming in 
Belu: 
 
 Because nearly half of the sample was unable to read the passage and because some 

students who were able to identify words in isolation on the most-used words test 
were unable to read when presented with the reading passage, teachers and 
communities should increase student exposure to texts and focus on helping students 
make the transition from reading words in isolation to reading entire sentences and 
passages.  
 

 Since many teachers report having limited access to books, Literacy Boost might focus 
particular attention on making sure that all teachers and communities have access to 
books and other teaching materials that help teachers support student reading.  

 
 Given the significant differences in performance by those who do not speak Indonesian 

at home, teachers and community members should ensure that they are supporting 
students from all language groups to succeed in reading with comprehension and 
expressing that understanding. All but three schools in the sample feature students from 
two or more language groups, so addressing issues related to home language needs to 
be a central focus for Literacy Boost in Indonesia.  
 

 This study’s finding that children who see greater percentages of their family reading/are 
read to and told stories have higher predicted reading skill scores reinforces the 
importance of the home literacy environment for children’s literacy skills.  Literacy 
Boost can directly support an enriched home language environment through community 
action strategies and book banks, and can support those who did not attend ECD or 
who do not speak Indonesian at home by intensifying opportunities to read both in their 
first language, where feasible, as well as in Indonesian.  

As Indonesia continues to focus on improving the quality of education and as the emphasis on 
independent reading continues to increase as students progress through primary school, it is 
vital to support all students, including those who are now struggling with basic literacy skills, in 
their ability to read and comprehend what they read.  Literacy Boost represents an important 
opportunity to provide support to students from all language, religious, and socio-economic 
groups. 
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Appendix A: Basic Skills Multilevel Regression Models 

VARIABLES Concepts of print Letters  Most used words  
Total possessions of 4   -0.363 -0.915* 
   (0.778) (0.432) 
Gender 0=Male; 1=Female -0.949* -4.006 -1.183 
 (0.353) (3.503) (0.953) 
% of class sample that speaks Indonesian at home 2.672** 18.87** 16.91*** 
 (0.909) (6.047) (3.206) 
% of Hhold members seen reading 1.396**   4.056** 
 (0.426)   (1.394) 
% of Hhold members telling story to student   5.031*   
   (2.393)   
Attended Creche/Preschool? 1=yes, 0=no   3.544* 2.905** 
   (1.346) (0.859) 
Weight-for-age z score     1.425** 
     (0.429) 
Books at home? -1.529***     
 (0.243)     
N of Hhold members telling story to student 0.263***     
 (0.0691)     
% of Hhold members helping study -0.532     
 (0.668)     
someone read to child last week     -1.964* 
     (0.852) 
Speaks Indonesian at home -0.640~     
 (0.367)     
Repeated Grade 1? 1=yes, 0=no   3.328   
   (2.257)   
BMI-for-age z score 0.181*     
 (0.0746)     
Do anything to make water safer? 1.069*** -0.652   
 (0.287) (1.723)   
Has taken malaria medication 0.526*     
 (0.196)     
Uses a mosquito net always -1.140**     
 (0.319)     
Speaks Indonesian at home * books at home 1.029*     
 (0.402)     
Possess * grade 1 repeater    -2.986**   
   (1.085)   
Sex * treat water   7.020*   
   (3.438)   
Sex * % of Hhold who helped study last week 1.870*     
 (0.781)     
Sex * read to last week     2.761** 
     (0.903) 
home has a thatch roof 0.952**     
 (0.314)     
Constant 7.107*** 22.03*** 1.275 
 (0.856) (5.743) (2.931) 
Observations 548 664 552 
R-squared 0.211 0.133 0.242 
Robust standard errors in parentheses    
*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, ~ p<0.1    
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Appendix A: Fluency and Comprehension Skills Multilevel Regression Models 
VARIABLES Fluency  Comprehension 
Total possessions of 4 7.036*** -0.351 
 (1.636) (0.233) 
Gender 0=Male; 1=Female 2.532   
 (2.574)   
% of class sample that speaks Indonesian at home 42.81***   
 (10.37)   
% of Hhold members seen reading 22.60*** 2.796*** 
 (5.992) (0.597) 
% of Hhold members telling story to student -5.867   
 (5.318)   
weight-for-age z score   0.820* 
   (0.322) 
total reading materials (of 5)   0.324** 
   (0.0965) 
Number of types of chores 4.724***   
 (1.102)   
Height (cm) 0.641***   
 (0.149)   
Total school enrollment -0.0448***   
 (0.00866)   
km from the center -0.418** -0.0359*** 
 (0.136) (0.00751) 
Possess * weigh-for-age z score   -0.219* 
   (0.105) 
Possess * number of chores -2.212***   
  (0.514)   
Possess * % of Hhold members seen reading -9.358**   
  (2.758)   
Possess * sex * % of Hhold members telling story 
to student 

5.246*   

 (2.401)   
Reading materials * % of Hhold members seen 
reading 

  -0.641*** 

   (0.164) 
Constant -78.30*** 3.675*** 
 (20.46) (0.855) 
Observations 275 217 
R-squared 0.309 0.239 
Robust standard errors in parentheses   
*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, ~ p<0.1   
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Appendix B 
 

The detail in Table B can be used for targeting support for second language learners, as their 
prevalence in the random sample of students should reflect the broader language context. 
Where the sample size is below 20 children, it is a census of the class, reflecting all second 
graders in class that day.  

 
Table B. School number, sample size, percent of sample that speaks Indonesian and group  

school number Sample size percent of sample that speak Indonesian Literacy Boost? 
1 20 95% yes 
2 16 100%   
3 20 75% yes 
4 20 85% yes 
5 20 74% yes 
6 20 95% yes 
7 20 55% yes 
8 19 84% yes 
9 20 100% yes 
10 19 84% yes 
11 20 95% yes 
12 19 100% yes 
13 19 44% yes 
14 20 60% yes 
15 20 50% yes 
16 20 30% yes 
17 19 79% yes 
18 20 65%   
19 20 95% yes 
20 16 47%   
21 17 47%   
22 13 58%   
23 20 55%   
24 19 79%   
25 20 95% yes 
26 20 84% yes 
27 19 63%   
28 20 75%   
29 20 80% yes 
30 19 95%   
31 20 74%   
32 20 60%   
33 19 53%   
34 20 60%   
36 20 65%   

 


