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Abstract This article assesses the extent to which children’s language preference and
their home environment matter for literacy retention. Using data from the Complementary
Basic Education (CBE) program in Ghana, the authors found that large numbers of disad-
vantaged students reverted to not even being able to read a single word following school
closures over a four-month holiday period. Widening literacy gaps were found for girls
who reported they did not receive instruction in a language that they understood or did not
have the resources, support, or activities at home to enable them to continue to learn while
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schools were closed. For boys, widening literacy gaps were only influenced by resources,
support, or activities at home, but not by language preferences. The article findings suggest
that schools and teachers must pay closer attention to language preference, particularly for
girls, in order to ensure that language of instruction is not a barrier to literacy retention.
The article also provides further evidence to support the growing claims that home sup-
ports are essential for reducing inequities in learning outcomes during school closures.

Keywords Covid-19 school closure - Literacy - Mother-tongue education - Learning -
Equity - Ghana

Questions about how to ensure continuity of learning during school closures have come to
the fore in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic. This is particularly the case in low and
lower-middle-income countries (LMICs), where many children already lack basic founda-
tional skills. While it is still too early to fully assess the impact of school closures during
the pandemic, evidence from prior school closures can be informative for the current con-
text. In this article we focus on the effects of closures during the holiday break between
school years in Ghana, with a particular focus on children’s language preference and home
environment.

For early years education, the use of resources written in the child’s own language ena-
bles them to understand the basic properties of literacy acquisition and ultimately smooth
the transition to other languages of instruction (Carter et al., 2020a, b; Cummins, 1979).
Many early learning programs in multilingual environments use local languages as a means
to improve foundational reading skills (Brock-Utne, 2010; Piper et al., 2016; Trudell,
2009), not just through pedagogical approaches but also through the content of the curricu-
lum (Brock-Utne and Alidou, 2011). Children are found to become more actively engaged
in education when they are taught in a language they understand (Brock-Utne and Alidou,
2011). Yet, many children in multilingual environments find it difficult to understand their
lessons and to grasp the instructional content provided by teachers. While education is usu-
ally given in another language due to policy reasons or the preferences of parents (Trudell,
2009), consideration must be given to the language preferences of children as well. This is
likely to be particularly important when assessing the effects of school closures, which can
influence literacy retention over time.

The CBE program in Ghana presents an interesting case for exploring the implications
of language preference and home environment for literacy acquisition and retention. CBE
is designed to cater to children ages 8—14 who have either not had the opportunity to attend
formal primary school or have dropped out early due to personal disadvantages they face.
CBE provides them with basic literacy and numeracy instruction in one of eleven mother-
tongue languages. The 9-month accelerated learning program is aimed at delivering the
knowledge and skills required for children to successfully transition to nearby government
primary schools upon completion.

The language policy in Ghanaian primary schools stipulates that teaching in the first
three years of primary education should be in the child’s own language. In the fourth year
of primary school, the language of instruction shifts to English, and the local language is
taught as a subject. Even where instruction is in local languages, in multilingual environ-
ments, children may not be learning in their own language. The CBE program is designed
to offer children instruction in a local language, but this may not always be the most famil-
iar language (or language of preference) for the child. This has potential implications for
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their learning, which may be exacerbated when schools are closed and available learning
resources are in a language different from their own.

Our analysis of the transition between the CBE program and formal primary schools
provides insights into the potential linguistic challenges children face during school clo-
sures. After spending 9 months learning in a local language in the CBE program, chil-
dren make the transition to local government schools. During this transition, they spend
about 4 months out of school, and foundational literacy loss may be expected. We expect
children who have been learning in their preferred local language to retain more founda-
tional literacy during this transition time than children who were taught in other local lan-
guages. Literacy retention during this time out of school might also be affected by access
to learning materials and support at home. In addition, the extent to which girls and boys
are engaged in household chores as well as experiencing gendered cultural practices may
also differentially impact their foundational literacy retention. We next explore these three
issues empirically.

Foundational literacy loss during grade transition periods in early primary school has
been well established in many high-income contexts. In the United States, for instance,
primary-school-aged children, particularly those from low-income backgrounds. have been
found to suffer formal or academic learning loss as a result of time out of school during the
transition (Fairchild, 2002; Kuhfeld, 2019). The Education Endowment Foundation (2020),
which gathered evidence from 11 studies from the Global North to estimate the academic
learning loss as a result of time out of school during long school holidays, found that chil-
dren from disadvantaged backgrounds are likely to be around 36% worse off than their
more advantaged peers as a result of this time out of school.

Evidence of foundational literacy and numeracy loss resulting from the transition period
between grades is also emerging in studies from the Global South. A study by Slade et al.
(2017) for Malawi showed that long breaks between academic years had the same negative
effects on foundational literacy loss. Children’s literacy and numeracy losses were similar
in magnitude when they transitioned from primary school grade 1 to grade 2 and from
grade 2 to grade 3. However, there were no gender differences in such losses. Sabates et al.
(2021) found that about 66% of previous numeracy gains during the CBE program were
lost during the four-month transition period to government public schools. Carter et al.
(2020a) study further revealed that low-achieving boys and girls were affected by foun-
dational learning loss in numeracy, amounting to 60% and 64% of previous gains, respec-
tively, during the transition from CBE to government school. During school closures due
to Covid-19, Kaffenberger (2020) estimates that about one third of learning is expected to
be lost for children in grade 3. In addition, the expected foundational learning loss is likely
to accumulate over time if there are no mitigating interventions. None of these studies have
explored the role of language preference of children for learning in mitigating learning loss
while they are out of school.

Objective and research questions

Our article contributes to the literature reviewed above on learning loss during grade tran-
sitions by examining more specifically whether foundational literacy loss following school
closures depends on children’s preferences for mother-tongue language of instruction, as
well as the availability of learning resources and support at home, given that these may be
particularly relevant for maintaining literacy acquisition.
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For this analysis, we used the four-month transition period between end of the CBE
program and the start of formal education in government schools to estimate the extent
to which foundational literacy retention is greater for children who have preference for
instruction in their own language. We also estimate the extent to which foundational lit-
eracy retention depends on resources and support for learning at home. Empirically, we
used longitudinal data from the CBE program to identify learning gains in letter-sound
identification and reading comprehension over the nine-month period of the CBE program
(with endline scores in June 2017), and measured these foundational literacy skills again
at the start of entry into government school (October 2017). The research questions of this
article are:

1. What was the loss in foundational literacy experienced by children who participated in
the CBE program over the four months’ transition period prior to entry into government
schools?

2. What is the relationship between the child’s language preference in learning and conti-
nuity of foundational literacy during the transition?

3. What role did home learning support and resources play in mitigating loss in founda-
tional literacy during this transition period?

The above questions are explored by gender to investigate potential differences in learning
loss experienced by boys and girls.

Methodology: Description of the sample

This study is based on data collected during a longitudinal study of the CBE program
in Ghana conducted from 2016 to 2018, funded by the United Kingdom Foreign Com-
monwealth and Development Office. We collected data from a stratified random sample
from 40,000 students enrolled in the CBE program in September 2016. Stratification was
done by language of instruction, which was determined by region and the provision of the
CBE program by implementing partners. The original sample consisted of 2,360 children
located in the Northern region (66%), Upper West (12%), Upper East (11%), Brong Ahafo
(9%), and Ashanti (2%). Throughout the study, four rounds of data collection were com-
pleted: at the beginning of the CBE program in October 2016, the end of the CBE program
in June 2017, the beginning of government school in October 2017, and the end of the first
year in government school in June 2018. Over this time, sample attrition was high due to
some children not continuing to formal schools following the CBE program, dropout from
formal school, and migration and absence at the time of data collection (irregular attend-
ance is high due to seasonality and household chores). Carter et al. (2020b) demonstrated
that students with data available across all four time periods were more likely to be higher
achievers, miss fewer school days, and be more engaged with their learning activities than
students who dropped out of the program.

For the purpose of estimating loss in foundational literacy, we restricted our sample to
students who were tested in the same language in which they studied at the end of the CBE
and at the start of the first year in government schools. Nearly 47% of the CBE students
changed their language of instruction when they transitioned into government schools.
Since these students were tested in one local language at the end of the CBE program and
another at the start of formal mainstream school, any literacy losses during the transition
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period are likely to be confounded by changes in linguistic familiarity between the two
languages (Carter et al., 2020b). Therefore, we restricted the sample to those students for
whom the official language of instruction as reported by the CBE program was the same
language as that used for teaching in the early grades of primary school. This corresponds
to 665 children, as indicated in Table 2.

The fact that the official language of instruction in government schools is the same as
the one used by instructors of the CBE program is not a guarantee that children speak
that language at home. As indicated in Table 1, only 40.6% of children reported that the
language the instructor during the CBE program was the same as their own language;
43% indicated that they were able to understand the language used by the CBE instructor,
whereas 74.5% reported a preference for mother-tongue education. This highlights the fact
that, although the CBE program supports the use of local language, in practice this may not
always be possible due to multiple languages being used within a community.

Table 1 shows some differences between children about whose learning trajectories we
have full information (used by Carter et al., 2020a, b) and those in the subsample used for
this study. In particular, compared with the full sample, children in our restricted sample
were less likely to work outside of the home, missed fewer days of school, and were placed
in higher grades relative to children whose language of instruction changed between CBE
and government schools. While our restricted sample consists of children who were more
likely to have a television at home and to be living in households with access to electric-
ity, these children were less likely to have access at home to reading, writing, and counting
activities or books. Therefore, there is heterogeneity in the sample, which must be consid-
ered when interpreting the results.

Zero scores in literacy

The main outcome of interest for our study is student performance in foundational literacy.
We obtained results using an Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) that was adapted
for 11 local Ghanaian languages for this activity (To date, EGRAs have been administered
in more than 120 languages across at least 75 countries. See Carter et al. (2020b) for more
information about the test used). We focus on two measures that were selected from the
range of EGRA literacy subtasks administered during the CBE program (rounds 1 and 2 of
data collection) and in formal school (rounds 3 and 4 of data collection). These measures
are letter-sound identification and reading comprehension. Given the slight adjustments in
these EGRA tests over the testing periods, we have more confidence that these measures
are able to capture changes over time, particularly when using “zero scores” as an indicator
of non-performance in these subtasks.

By focusing on changes in the proportion of children who are unable to correctly iden-
tify a single letter sound or answer a single comprehension question, we are able to pro-
vide important insights into the impact of literacy loss for children struggling with tasks
at either end of the difficulty spectrum (i.e., letter sounds is an introductory reading task
while reading comprehension is the ultimate goal of early grade literacy). Children who are
unable to correctly identify any items from these tasks are arguably at the greatest risk for
falling behind their peers, and it is therefore important to highlight the factors that contrib-
ute to this.
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Key factors related to foundational literacy loss

We estimated the potential role of three factors as enablers of continuity in learning
between home and school during the transition period. These factors are preference for
mother-tongue education, availability of home learning support, and home learning
resources.

Three indicators relating to children’s preferences for language learning were recorded
on four-point scales (never, sometimes, most of the time, always), but for empirical anal-
yses, we reclassified them into two categories: never/sometimes and most of the time /
always). All questions refer to learning during the CBE program. The first indicator relates
to children’s ease of learning through their own language, which is captured in the follow-
ing statement: ““I found learning easier when I was taught MOSTLY in my mother tongue’.
The second indicator relates to the language used by the teacher and whether this made it
easier for the children to understand the lesson. This is captured in the following statement:
“The language the teacher used was easy for me to understand”’. The last indicator relates
directly to children’s responses when the language used in class was their own language:
“The language the teacher used was my own language”. All questions were read to the
children by trained enumerators using local languages.

Availability of home learning support was also obtained from children’s self-reported
answers to the following statements read by enumerators: “When I did not understand
things at school I asked my mother or a female adult’, and “When I did not understand
things at school I asked my father or a male adult”. As with the questions associated with
language preference, we created a dichotomized variable for our analyses (i.e., those who
never or sometimes ask an adult for help versus those who ask most of the time or always).
The other indicator relates to whether the child was given enough time to study at home.
This came from the statement “I was not given enough time to study and review at home”,
which we reclassify into a binary yes/no to indicate whether enough time was given to
study at home.

Availability of home learning resources was obtained from indicators that included
whether children had access to activities involving reading, writing, or counting as well as
the availability of books or other reading materials. We also determined whether there was
a television, radio, or mobile phone at home.

In order to identify if there were any gender differences in the effects on literacy reten-
tion of language preferences and home learning resources, we also performed our analyses
separately for boys (54% of the sample) and girls (46% of the sample).

Control variables

In addition to the main factors that are the focus of this article, the longitudinal study of the
CBE children contains several important indicators related to foundational literacy losses
and are therefore used here as control variables. These are the children’s ages (from 8 to
15 years) and the grade in which children were placed in government schools after the
transition period (between primary 2 and primary 6). We also included self-rated opin-
ions of student effort obtained from the statement “I tried hard to learn my lessons” and
the difficulty of the lessons obtained from the statement “I found most lessons easy when
I was at school”. These statements were read to the children by enumerators using local
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language. These factors help to account for perceptions about learning that are associated
with both learning in a different language and potential foundational literacy loss during
the transition.

We included an indicator for school attendance measured by the number of days the
child said that they attended school in the week prior to the survey—a common approach
for measuring attendance in demographic and health household surveys. In order to
account for the potential role of sociodemographic factors and resources available in the
household that may mitigate or intensify foundational literacy loss, we included household
size, whether the household had access to electricity, whether the child reported doing
any work outside the home (paid or unpaid), and whether the child ranked their household
among the poorest in the community (relative to average) or among the richest). All house-
hold level information was reported by children. Items were designed and piloted to ensure
that questions could be answered by children when read by enumerators. The questionnaire
was administered to the children individually and orally in their local language.

Analytical approach

In order to estimate the relative loss in foundational literacy during the transition
period we used ordinary least-squares regression. Specifically, we estimated the con-
ditional change in foundational literacy captured by the parameter p; in the following
equation:

Ly, = By + piTime + poF; + v X, + ¢, (1)

where L is the proportion of zero scores in letter-sound identification or in reading compre-
hension child i in time #; Time is a measure before and after the transition—in other words,
at the end of one academic year and the start of the next. F' and X stand for the factors and
control variables that we are using to estimate the conditional model.

In order to estimate preference for learning in their own language, as well as factors
related to home learning support and resources, we added to equation (1) an interac-
tion term between Time and Factors, which then captures the relative difference in
foundational literacy loss between different groups. This is demonstrated by the fol-
lowing extension to equation (1):

L, = Py + p,Time + p,F; + b F;|Time + yX,, + ¢, )

where the parameter f; is equivalent to the difference-in-difference (DID) estimator. In
equation (2), B; continues to measure the conditional average foundational literacy loss
during the transition but this time for children with a specific combination of factors. B,
measures the average difference in zero scores at the end of the CBE program between dif-
ferent groups of children according to the factors of interest. In other words, 3, measures
how different these children were in their foundational literacy before the transition period
(and hence time at home) started. As noted, these models were estimated for the restricted
sample of children for whom the language of instruction as reported by the CBE program
was the same as the official language of instruction in the government school. All models
were also estimated by gender.
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Results

What is the loss in foundational literacy experienced by children who participated in
the CBE program during their transition to government schools?

We start by providing an overview of the overall trajectory in zero scores in liter-
acy subtasks to contextualize the learning loss during the transition. For simplicity, we
refer to students who are unable to identify any items from a given task (i.e., those with
zero scores), as nonperformers. Therefore, throughout these results, it is important to
keep in mind that lower percentages are preferable (as the goal is to decrease the pro-
portion of nonperformers in letter sounds and reading comprehension). At the start of
the CBE program, 11% of children in the estimation sample were unable to identify
any letters, and 61% were unable to answer a single reading comprehension question.
By the end of the CBE program, the proportion of nonperformers was reduced to 4.5%
for letters and to 29% for comprehension. This constitutes an improvement of more
than 50% for both subtasks. However, during the four-month period when children
were not in school, that is, between completing the CBE program and starting govern-
ment school, many of the gains had been eroded. The proportion of nonperformers
in letters increased to 9%, and those who were unable to comprehend what they read
increased to 44%.

While reductions in letter-sound nonperformers followed the same trajectory for boys
and girls during the CBE program (Figure 1, Panel A), the loss during transition was
slightly worse for boys. An estimate of the unconditional literacy loss in zero scores for
letter-sound identification for boys is 7.2% (standard error 2.2%; p-value <0.01) and for
girls is 5.1% (standard error 1.8%; p-value <0.01). In terms of reading comprehension, the
unconditional literacy loss for boys is 20.7% (standard error 2.5%; p-value < 0.01) whereas
for girls it is only 12.9% (standard error 3.6%; p-value <0.01).

In order to assess the magnitude of these literacy losses for boys and girls, we compare
them to what they learned in each of these subtasks during the CBE program (i.e., during
the 9 months in which they were enrolled in the CBE program). For instance, both boys
and girls in the CBE program made improvements in letter-sound identification by reduc-
ing their zero scores by an average of about 8%. However, during the transition period,
boys lost about 89% of this improvement while girls lost about 56%, which means boys’
foundational literacy loss was worse than girls’. Similarly, during the CBE program, boys
improved their reading comprehension by lowering their zero scores by 39%. Girls also
saw an improvement of 32%. During the transition period, however, boys lost about 52% of
the gains they had made, whereas girls lost only about 42% of their gains. In other words,
boys seem to lose more of their gains in letter sounds and reading comprehension during
transition than girls. A different study by Carter et al. (2020a) found that low-achieving
girls in the CBE programme are at a significant disadvantage relative to low-achieving
boys. Differences between our analysis here and that of Carter et al. (2020a) may be due
to the sample restriction and the fact that we do not focus exclusively on low-achieving
children.

There are two important findings to highlight. First, literacy loss during school closure
is higher for more basic literacy skills, in this case, letter-sound identification. Second,
compared to boys, girls retain more literacy during time out of school in both letter-sound
identification and reading comprehension.
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Figure 1 Proportion of zero scores in literacy subtasks over time.
Source: CBE Monitoring and Evaluation 2016-2018.

What is the relationship between a child’s language preference
and continuity of foundational literacy during transition?

In this section, we build on the overall estimates of foundational literacy loss dur-
ing school closure in order to determine the extent to which language-related factors
are associated with relative losses in zero scores. More specifically, we have included
three factors as predictors of loss in our DID model: student’s preference for learn-
ing in a mother tongue, whether or not the teacher’s language was easy to understand,
and whether or not the teacher used the same language as the child. The results for
two models (using zero scores in letter identification and reading comprehension as
dependent variables), estimated for all children as well as by gender, are displayed in
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Table 2. The first result to highlight is the conditional average literacy loss for children
who did not prefer to learn in their own language, who did not find the language used
by the teacher easy to understand, and who reported that the language used by the
teacher was not the same as theirs. These children have an estimated 6.4% increase in
zero scores for letter-sound identification and 35.6% for reading comprehension. Here
we notice significant differences by gender, with boys appearing more disadvantaged
in terms of the simpler task of non-performance in letter sounds while girls are more
disadvantaged in the higher-skilled task of reading comprehension. Specifically, for
boys, there is an estimated 10.1% increase in the proportion of nonperformers in let-
ter sounds, whereas for girls it was 3.7% (and not statistically significant). For reading
comprehension, the average literacy loss for boys was 30.2%, whereas for girls it was
39.1%. It is important to recall that these are boys and girls who reported challenges
with their mother tongue and not those at the average level reported in the previous
section. It is also important to highlight that these are conditional averages, whereas in
the previous section we presented unconditional trajectories.

Regarding our DID estimates (bolded variables in the table), we find that several
language factors are significantly associated with changes in relative literacy loss.
Overall, the associations tended to be larger for the more difficult task of reading com-
prehension than they were for letter identification. First, children who prefer to learn
in their own language had a smaller literacy loss in reading comprehension (16% lower
zero scores) relative to those who do not. Second, children who reported that the lan-
guage used by the teacher was easy to understand fared better than those who reported
difficulties understanding the language of their teacher; their zero scores in reading
comprehension were about 15% lower. With regard to letter identification, children
who reported that the language used by the teacher was the same as their own language
had a lower literacy loss (the proportion of zero scores was about 7% lower) during
their time at home relative to those who reported their teacher used a language differ-
ent from their own. However, we notice differences in the significance of these results
for boys and girls. In reading comprehension, girls who prefer to learn their own lan-
guage were able to lower their zero scores by about 19%, and those who found the lan-
guage of the teacher easier (i.e., similar to their own language) were able to lower their
zero scores by about 25%. Interestingly, for boys, we did not find significant differ-
ences in reading comprehension or letter identification zero scores as a result of their
reports on language factors. This may be an indication of the lesser attention girls, par-
ticularly low-performing girls, receive in class, as qualitative evidence from classroom
observations suggests (Akyeampong et al., 2018).

What role do home learning support and resources play in mitigating loss
in foundational literacy during this transition period?

In order to respond to the question of the role of home learning support and resources in
mitigating literacy loss, we estimated a model including support for learning at home as
well as availability of learning resources at home for five separate indicators, as shown
in Table 3. Children who reported not having learning support or activities at home were
more likely to be nonperformers. The conditional average literacy loss for children who
reported no learning support or activities at home was a 12.6% increase in zero scores
for letter identification. There are again significant gender differences. Lack of learning
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support or activities at home is more likely to affect boys who are nonperformers compared
with girls. Boys have a conditional average literacy loss in letter-sound identification of
19.7% (relative to other boys) and girls only 6.3% (relative to other girls). The effects on
the more difficult task of reading comprehension are higher overall (a 26.5% increase in
zero scores). In this case, the gender pattern is reversed. The conditional average literacy
loss for boys without any home support or learning activities at home is 20.8% (relative to
other boys) and for girls 29.4% (relative to other girls).

For those who did report having learning activities or home support, we did not find
any relative differences in literacy losses for children in the overall sample for letter iden-
tification (Table 3, Column 1). However, analysis by gender shows that boys who reported
having access to learning activities at home had a smaller literacy loss in letter-sound iden-
tification during the transition period at home relative to boys who did not report having
access to learning activities at home.

For reading comprehension, several significant factors emerged. First, boys and girls
who asked adults for help with schoolwork at home had a smaller increase in zero scores
for reading comprehension relative to those who did not ask for help. The relative differ-
ence is estimated at 26% for all children, 23% for boys, and 27% for girls. Second, children
who reported having access to reading, writing, and counting activities at home also had a
lower literacy loss in reading comprehension during the transition, with a 17.7% relative
reduction in zero scores. We found that this result holds only for boys, whereby boys who
had access to learning activities at home had a lower literacy loss in reading comprehen-
sion (22.5%) relative to other boys who did not have access to these activities at home.

Combining factors: Literacy loss related to language, home learning
support, and resources

Our final model brings together factors related to language preferences, home learning sup-
port, and resources. Since we must maintain a minimum cell count for estimation of these
models with interactions, we only include here the interactions of the factors which were
significant in prior estimates, as reported above. The first row of Table 4 shows the average
literacy loss for children who did not prefer to learn in their mother tongue, did not find
the language used by the teacher easy to understand, reported that the language used by
the teacher was not the same to theirs, did not have support from adults with learning and
did not have access to learning materials at home. For these children (without preferred
language use in schools or home resource supports), the conditional average loss during the
transition is estimated to be a 12.8% increase in zero scores for letter-sound identification
(25.4% for boys and only 3.3% for girls) and 46.8% for reading comprehension (40.3% for
boys and 50.5% for girls), as compared with those students with either preferred language
use in schools or home resource supports. These are the largest estimates of any model thus
far.

Overall, estimates from the combined model are similar to those obtained from sepa-
rate models, with one interesting difference by gender. While there are slight changes in
the magnitude of some literacy loss estimates, the implications remain virtually unchanged
when the language factors are estimated with learning support and activities at home for
boys. There were no relative differences in literacy loss during the transition according to
language preference for boys. We found that boys who reported having support or learning
activities at home achieved reductions in literacy loss for reading comprehension by 22.9%
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and 20.1%, respectively. In terms of letter identification, boys with learning activities at
home showed a large reduction of 16.4%. For all these parameters, the size of the estimated
relative literacy loss is substantial if one considers the scale of zero scores presented in
Figure 1.

For girls, both language factors that were significant predictors of relative literacy
loss for reading comprehension in the prior models remained significant in the combined
model (with only slightly smaller magnitudes). Girls who preferred mother-tongue lan-
guage instruction had a 17.1% reduction in zero scores relative to girls who did not prefer
their mother tongue. Similarly, girls who found the language used by the teacher relatively
easy to understand had a 19.6% reduction in zero scores relative to girls who did not find
the language used by the teachers easier to understand. For home support, we continued
to find that girls who were able to get support at home had significant reductions in zero
scores relative to girls who did not have support at home (20.6%). While learning resources
were not a significant predictor for girls in the previous model, we found that girls who
had access to learning activities at home had a relatively smaller literacy loss in reading
comprehension (18.4%) compared with girls who did not have access to these activities
at home in our final model. Multiple comparison corrections (e.g. adjusted p-values) were
not applied to these models. Since the focus of this study was to identify potential factors
that may impact learning losses in order to inform future work, the decreased power and
increased type II error rate (i.e., false negatives) that result from such corrections were not
justifiable. Additionally, the magnitude of all significant coefficients in this study was large
(pointing to their importance for discussion/consideration), and marginal statistical signifi-
cance was not reported in any analysis.

Discussion and conclusions

We are living in unprecedented times. Governments and school systems across the globe
are faced with the task of providing educational opportunities to more than a billion chil-
dren impacted by Covid-related school closures. Even as schools reopen, most continue
to encounter new obstacles resulting from the need to incorporate social distancing and
additional safety measures in systems that are designed for face-to-face teaching in typi-
cally crowded classrooms, hallways, and school grounds. As a result, many education sys-
tems are incorporating remote/distance learning to a larger degree, consequently requiring
increased levels of support from parents and caregivers. However, there is little empirical
evidence regarding the factors that may lead to differential effects on learning among stu-
dents who will have to rely more heavily on parental support and teacher-free instruction
than ever before. In this paper, we addressed this gap by examining the effects on learning
of preferences for language of instruction and the availability of home learning support and
home learning activities among Ghanaian students who participated in the CBE program
and who spent 4 months out of school during the transition between the CBE program and
the start of government school.

Overall, we found that large proportions of disadvantaged students who had attained
foundational reading skills during the CBE program reverted to being nonperformers dur-
ing their time away from school. Proportionally, we found that these losses were greater
for basic skills, in our case, letter-sound identification, than they were for more advanced
reading skills (i.e., reading comprehension). This result is consistent with previous studies
on literacy loss during school holidays, which points to the larger skill loss for children
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who have not yet mastered foundational literacy skills (Education Endowment Foundation,
2020).

Reverting to being nonperformers during their time away from school was more pro-
nounced for boys than for girls. Yet, when we introduced the role of preferences for lan-
guage of instruction as reported by the students in our study, as well as the support they
received at home with learning, the relative magnitude of literacy losses was higher for
boys in letter identification but larger for gitls in reading comprehension. For girls, signifi-
cant reductions in foundational literacy loss were driven by those who preferred to learn in
their own language, those who found the language used by the teacher easier to understand,
those who consistently asked for help with work at home, and finally, those with access to
learning activities at home. For boys, we did not find any of their views on language pref-
erence and usage by the teacher associated with reductions in literacy loss. However, we
found significant reductions in loss driven by home support and access to learning activi-
ties at home. All of these factors reduced learning losses for reading comprehension, while
fewer had an impact on reduced losses in letter identification.

We may infer some of the reasons for relative differences in literacy loss between boys
and girls, particularly with respect to language preference. First, it is interesting to point
out that we estimate a larger literacy loss for boys during the transition period but note that
they bounce back better than girls after this transition period. This result is consistent with
Carter et al. (2020a), who demonstrated that low-achieving girls are at particular risk of
remaining low achievers, whereas low-achieving boys are more likely to catch up. There
are differences between boys and girls in their engagement with work activities outside of
the home (with boys being more likely to work outside of the house)—which may explain
their higher literacy loss during time away from school (Akyeampong et al., 2018).

Recent studies have suggested effective ways to stem the academic learning loss
using a variety of resources, including digital technologies and radio (Alasuutari, 2020;
Azevedo et al., 2020). However, there is also recognition that many of these are likely to
increase inequality in learning continuity because of inequitable access to these resources
(UNICEF, 2020). This is further supported by our own findings on differential access to
home supports and the inequities in reading outcomes that they impact. Resources in the
form of print material to both children and households may offer a more equitable oppor-
tunity to ensure learning continuity even for the poorest households with limited literacy
(Mundy and Hares, 2020).

Our results show foundational literacy learning is being eroded during the four-month
school holiday period in Ghana, which confirms what other recent studies suggest in terms
of foundational learning losses during school closures. Foundational learning loss due to
the time out of school is likely to be particularly significant for children from poor and dis-
advantaged backgrounds (Wagner et al., 2018). For these children, low academic achieve-
ment after the transition could increase their risk of dropping out of school (Selbervik,
2020). In addition, there can be cumulative future effects from school closures, including
lower chances of continuing in education to upper secondary and tertiary levels, reduced
earnings and labor market potential, as well as future impacts of health and wellbeing
(Mundy and Hares, 2020). In effect, long school closures pose a serious risk to reducing
inter-generational poverty.

Our results also suggest that in tackling foundational learning loss, a one-size-fits-all
approach may not actually meet the needs of everyone. There is always a diversity of learn-
ing experiences prior to school closure and in the transition period. Some students will suf-
fer more from a lack of home support for learning, which is then compounded if they strug-
gled to understand their lessons due to the language of instruction used in their school.
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In qualitative analyses of learning experiences of the CBE children after transition,
Akyeampong et al. (2018) found that those who had been taught using their own language
showed stronger continuity in learning after transition. They were also more confident and
optimistic in their ability to make progress in learning. Notably, low-performing boys and
girls showed greater “anxiety and frustration at their inability to understand or participate
and expressed fear of humiliation if this was publicly revealed” (Akyeampong et al., 2018,
p- 2). Those children who developed the least foundational literacy skills and have been
taught in an unfamiliar language are at a greater risk of slower recovery after transition.

As our results have demonstrated, widening foundational literacy gaps could be
expected for students who do not receive teaching and support in a language that they
understand or who do not have the resources, support, or activities at home to continue
to learn. While boys have larger losses in literacy, other research has shown that they are
more likely to bounce back more rapidly (Carter et al., 2020a). Therefore, there is an even
greater concern for girls who are likely to fall behind and potentially make the slowest
recovery. Both results suggest that schools and teachers must pay closer attention to recov-
ering children’s learning losses, ensure that language of instruction is not a barrier to this
recovery, and consider the interplay of gender, language, and household dynamics in the
learning recovery of all children. With recurring school closures and a new reliance on
alternative learning opportunities for children, these factors are increasingly essential to
reduce inequities and support continued learning for all children.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License,
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Com-
mons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article
are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly
from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

References

Akyeampong, K., Carter, E., Higgins, S., Rose, P., & Sabates, R. (2018) Understanding Complementary
Basic Education in Ghana: Investigation of the experiences and achievements of children after transi-
tioning into public schools. Report for DFID Ghana Office (November 2018). REAL Centre, Univer-
sity of Cambridge. https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.2582955

Alasuutari, H. (2020). Tackling inequity in education during and after COVID-19. https://blogs.worldbank.
org/education/tackling-inequity-education-during-and-after-covid-19

Azevedo, J. P, Hasan, A., Goldenberg, D., Igbal, S. A., & Geven, K. (2020). Simulating the potential
impacts of COVID-19 school closures on schooling and learning outcomes: A set of global estimates.
World Bank.

Brock-Utne, B. (2010). Research and policy on the language of instruction issue in Africa. International
Journal of Educational Development, 30, 636—645. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2010.03.004.

Brock-Utne, B., & Alidou, H. (2011). Active students—Learning through a language they master. In A.
Ouane & C. Glanz (Eds.), Optimising learning, education and publishing in Africa: The language fac-
tor: A review and analysis of theory and practice in mother-tongue and bilingual education, Chapter 4.
UNESCO UIL.

Carter, E., Rose, P., Sabates, R., & Akyeampong, K. (2020a). Trapped in low performance. Tracking the
learning trajectory of disadvantaged girls and boys in the complementary basic education programme
in Ghana. International Journal of Educational Research. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2020.101541.

Carter, E., Sabates, R., Rose, P., & Akyeampong, K. (2020b). Sustaining literacy from mother tongue
instruction in complementary education into official language of instruction in government schools

@ Springer


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.2582955
https://blogs.worldbank.org/education/tackling-inequity-education-during-and-after-covid-19
https://blogs.worldbank.org/education/tackling-inequity-education-during-and-after-covid-19
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2010.03.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2020.101541

The effects of language preference and home resources on... 135

in Ghana. International Journal of Educational Development. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2020.
102195.

Cummins, J. (1979). Linguistic interdependence and the educational development of bilingual children.
Review of Educational Research, 49, 222-251.

Education Endowment Foundation (2020). Impact of school closures on the attainment gap: Rapid evidence
assessment. https://d2tic4wvoliusb.cloudfront.net/documents/guidance/EEF_2020_-_Impact_of_School _
Closures_on_the_Attainment_Gap.pdf

Fairchild, R. (2002). What if summer learning loss were an education policy priority? Presentation for the
24th Annual APPAM Research Conference: “Asking what if ...” Assessing the Public Policy and Man-
agement Implications of Social Science Research. http://www.whatkidscando.org/archives/whatslearn
ed/WhatlfSummerLearning.pdf

Kaftenberger, M. (2020). Modeling the long-run learning impact of the Covid-19 learning shock: Actions
to (more than) mitigate loss. RISE Insight Series. https://doi.org/10.35489/BSG-RISE-RI_2020/017.

Kuhfeld, M. (2019). Surprising new evidence on summer learning loss: New research findings challenge
common assumptions about summer learning loss. Phi Delta Kappan, 10(1), 25-29.

Mundy, K., & Hares, S. (2020). Equity-focused approaches to learning loss during Covid-19. https://www.
cgdev.org/blog/equity-focused-approaches-learning-loss-during-covid-19

Piper, B., Zuilkowski, S., & Ongele, S. (2016). Implementing mother tongue instruction in the real world:
Results from a medium-scale randomized controlled trial in Kenya. Comparative Education Review,
60(4), 776-807. https://doi.org/10.1086/688493.

Sabates, R., Carter, E., & Stern, J. (2021). Using educational transitions to estimate learning loss due to
Covid-19 school closures: The case of Complementary Basic Education in Ghana. International Jour-
nal of Educational Development. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2021.102377.

Selbervik, H. B. (2020). Impact of school closures on children in developing countries. CMI Brief 5. https://
www.cmi.no/publications/7214-impacts-of-school-closures-on-children-in-developing-countries-can-
we-learn-something-from-the-past

Slade, T. S., Piper, B., Kaunda, Z., King, S., & Ibrahim, H. (2017). Is ‘summer’ reading loss universal?
Using ongoing literacy assessment in Malawi to estimate the loss from grade-transition breaks.
Research in Comparative & International Education, 12(4), 461-485. https://doi.org/10.1177/17454
99917740657.

Trudell, B. (2009). Local-language literacy and sustainable development in Africa. International Journal of
Educational Development, 29, 73-79. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijjedudev.2008.07.002.

UNESCO (2016). If you don’t understand, how can you learn? Education Global Monitoring Report Policy
Paper 24. https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000243713

UNICEF (2020). Covid-19: Are children able to continue learning during school closures? A global analy-
sis of the potential reach of remote learning policies using data from 100 countries. https://data.unicef.
org/resources/remote-learning-reachability-factsheet/

Wagner, D., Wolf, S., & Boruch, R. F. (2018). Learning at the bottom of the pyramid: Science, measure-
ment, & policy in low-income countries. UNESCO IIEP. https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf000
0265581

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps
and institutional affiliations.

Kwame Akyeampong is Professor of International Education and Development and Director of the Cen-
tre for the Study of Global Development (CSGD) at the Open University UK. His research focuses on edu-
cational access, equity and transitions in sub-Saharan Africa contexts. His research interests also include
teacher education and second chance education for out of school children in low-income countries. He has
extensive experience working with governments and international NGOs to implement education interven-
tions and programmes in the African context.

Emma Carter is a Research Associate at the Research for Equitable Access and Learning (REAL) Centre
at the University of Cambridge, with interests in the impacts of disadvantage on cognitive and social-emo-
tional development. Following completion of her PhD in Psychology and Education in 2017 at the Univer-
sity of Cambridge, her roles at REAL have involved developing research instruments for the Speed Schools
project in Ethiopia and undertaking a comprehensive evaluation of Complementary Basic Education in
Ghana. Currently, Emma is working for the Mastercard Foundation’s Leaders in Teaching Initiative, which

@ Springer


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2020.102195
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2020.102195
ttps://d2tic4wvo1iusb.cloudfront.net/documents/guidance/EEF_2020_-_Impact_of_School_Closures_on_the_Attainment_Gap.pdf
ttps://d2tic4wvo1iusb.cloudfront.net/documents/guidance/EEF_2020_-_Impact_of_School_Closures_on_the_Attainment_Gap.pdf
http://www.whatkidscando.org/archives/whatslearned/WhatIfSummerLearning.pdf
http://www.whatkidscando.org/archives/whatslearned/WhatIfSummerLearning.pdf
https://doi.org/10.35489/BSG-RISE-RI_2020/017
https://www.cgdev.org/blog/equity-focused-approaches-learning-loss-during-covid-19
https://www.cgdev.org/blog/equity-focused-approaches-learning-loss-during-covid-19
https://doi.org/10.1086/688493
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2021.102377
https://www.cmi.no/publications/7214-impacts-of-school-closures-on-children-in-developing-countries-can-we-learn-something-from-the-past
https://www.cmi.no/publications/7214-impacts-of-school-closures-on-children-in-developing-countries-can-we-learn-something-from-the-past
https://www.cmi.no/publications/7214-impacts-of-school-closures-on-children-in-developing-countries-can-we-learn-something-from-the-past
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745499917740657
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745499917740657
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2008.07.002
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000243713
https://data.unicef.org/resources/remote-learning-reachability-factsheet/
https://data.unicef.org/resources/remote-learning-reachability-factsheet/
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000265581
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000265581

136 K. Akyeampong et al.

works closely with local and national stakeholders in Rwanda to support secondary teachers and school
leaders in delivering quality instruction.

Pauline Rose is Professor of International Education and Director of the Research for Equitable Access
and Learning (REAL) Centre at the Faculty of Education, University of Cambridge. Her research focuses on
understanding and tackling barriers to inequalities in education, including attention to education financing.
She has extensive experience of working with research teams, policy actors and practitioners in sub-Saharan
Africa and South Asia.

Jennifer Ryan is an education analyst in RTI’s International Education group. She has over § years of
professional experience in survey research for international education and has overseen data cleaning, data
processing, quality control and assured data accuracy for early grade student assessments across multiple
countries and multiple languages. Ms. Ryan also has significant experience in capacity building and men-
toring with regard to data and data analysis. She has led multiple capacity building workshops to train and
mentor in-country counterparts, specifically in the areas of data handling, quality control, data analysis, and
data reporting. She has specific experience with monitoring and evaluating programs in early grade reading
and mathematics, early childhood pre-literacy, socio-emotional learning, educational technology, and inclu-
sive education.

Ricardo Sabates is Professor of Education and International Development and member of the Research
for Equitable Access and Learning (REAL) Centre at the Faculty of Education, University of Cambridge.
He achieved his doctoral degree in development studies at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. His
research interests include social outcomes of learning, understanding the role of education over the life-
course for marginalised populations, impact evaluation and cost-effectiveness analyses.

Jonathan M. B. Stern is a Senior Education Research and Evaluation Specialist at RTI International. He
has over 15 years of experience in educational measurement and assessment, quantitative methods, research
design, and program monitoring and evaluation. He has provided technical expertise and assistance to edu-
cation programs and ministries of education in more than twenty countries throughout his career. Since
joining RTI in 2014, he has worked extensively in the education assessment space, leading efforts in the
development and validation of Group Administered Literacy and Mathematics Assessments, creating and
piloting alternative comprehension measures for the Early Grade Reading Assessment, as well as contribut-
ing to research and innovations in standard setting and benchmarking for early grade reading.

@ Springer



	The effects of language preference and home resources on foundational literacy retention during school holiday closures in Ghana: Lessons from the Complementary Basic Education Programme
	Abstract 
	Objective and research questions
	Methodology: Description of the sample
	Zero scores in literacy
	Key factors related to foundational literacy loss
	Control variables
	Analytical approach
	Results
	What is the relationship between a child’s language preference and continuity of foundational literacy during transition?
	What role do home learning support and resources play in mitigating loss in foundational literacy during this transition period?
	Combining factors: Literacy loss related to language, home learning support, and resources
	Discussion and conclusions
	References




