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Figure 2. Nationally representative one-on-one assessments by country, year and assessment. 

 

The zero-words indicator would not replace learning poverty but would serve as an earlier, more 

visible, and more accessible signal of whether education systems are equipping children with the most 

basic literacy foundations. 

3.  Feasibility of the Measure 
To establish the feasibility of using existing data for this indicator, two key requirements must be met: 

1. The ability to reliably identify children who cannot read a single word. 

2. The ability to construct comparable samples across countries and assessments. 

The following sections assess these requirements in the context of major large-scale assessments. 

3.1. PASEC Grade 2 

The PASEC Grade 2 instrument includes a one-on-one assessment of oral reading fluency. Figure 3 

shows the percentage of children who are unable to read a single word, by country. The share of 

children reading five or fewer correct words per minute varies widely across countries, ranging, for 

example, from 3% in Burundi to 44% in Guinea. 

These statistics are derived from Figure 2.3 of the 2019 PASEC report (PASEC 2020 p. 52), as the 

publicly released microdata report oral reading fluency in five broad categories rather than as a 

continuous measure of correct words per minute. Children who are unable to read any words are 

included in the lowest category, which groups all children reading 0–5 correct words per minute. As a 

result, it is not possible to calculate a standard error for the zero-score indicator. Looking ahead, it 
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would be valuable for PASEC either to release the underlying continuous oral reading fluency measure 

or, at a minimum, to introduce a separate category for children with zero correct words in future data 

releases. 

Figure 3. PASEC Grade 2 - Percentage of children unable to read a word 

 

3.2. MICS Foundational Learning Skills (FLS) Module 

The MICS Foundational Learning Skills (FLS) module includes a reading passage and records the 

number of words correctly read, enabling the identification of children who cannot read a single word. 

Conducted at the household level, MICS offers flexibility in constructing samples of children by grade 

or age and, importantly, includes out-of-school children. However, for the purposes of a zero-score 

indicator, it is necessary to construct a sub-sample that is broadly comparable to at least the PASEC 

Grade 2 sample and, ideally, also to nationally representative EGRA samples, which are school-based 

and generally focus on Grades 2 or 3. 

Focusing on an early grade sample presents several challenges for constructing a zero-score indicator 

from MICS data.  
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Figure 4. Sources of missing data for zero-score indicator in MICS by grade 

 

Note: The blue line indicates the proportion of children in each grade who are excluded from the MICS FLS module 

due to age-ineligibility. The red line also includes children who do not attempt the reading passage due to a 

language mismatch (i.e. the red line indicates both age-ineligible and language mismatch). The green line 

additionally includes children who refuse to read the story. The yellow line includes all the previous categories 

together with the children who failed the practice screener. The yellow line therefore indicates the proportion of 

children in the grade who are missing data for the zero words indicator. 

The FLS module is administered only to children aged 7–14. This restriction creates problems when 

analyzing early-grade learners. The blue line in Figure 4 shows the proportion of children in each grade 

who are not age-eligible to complete the FLS module across the MICS countries. On average, 15% of 

Grade 2 learners across MICS countries are excluded on the basis of age, though this varies 

substantially—from 3% in Eswatini to 42% in Benin. By Grade 3, the average exclusion rate falls to 5%. 

Expanding the eligibility criteria to include six-year-olds would reduce the proportion of Grade 2 

learners excluded to just 3%. While this change is modest, it would have a significant impact on the 

indicator’s coverage. Interestingly, these age cut-offs also pose challenges for estimating outcomes at 

the end of lower primary (Grades 6 and 7). 

A second barrier is the high proportion of children who do not attempt the reading passage due to a 

language mismatch. In most MICS countries, if neither the child’s home language nor their school’s 

language of instruction matches one of the assessment languages, the reading task is terminated. The 

red line in Figure 4 indicates the proportion of children who are missing reading data because they are 

age-ineligible to complete the FLS module, or because of a language mismatch i.e. the gap between 
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the red and blue lines is due to the language mismatch 1. The proportion of excluded children varies 

greatly depending on linguistic diversity, language-of-instruction policies, and the availability of 

assessments in local languages. For example, in The Gambia, 7% of Grade 2 learners are excluded for 

being under- or over-aged, while a further 19% are excluded due to language mismatch. This issue 

disproportionately affects the early grades, as many African countries transition completely to an 

international language (often the colonial language) in later grades. 

Refusals present an additional challenge for MICS. Although caregiver or child refusals to complete the 

overall FLS module are rare, refusals are higher for the reading passage. Enumerators explicitly ask 

whether the child wants to read a story, and a substantial proportion decline - even though the same 

children go on to complete the numeracy assessment. This problem is concentrated in the early 

grades. In The Gambia, for instance, an additional 10% of Grade 2 learners do not attempt the reading 

passage for this reason. The gap between the green line and the red line in Figure 4 indicates the 

proportion of children who declined to read the story. The prevalence of refusals varies considerably 

across countries. 

The final barrier results from the screening of children into the reading task. Children aged 7–9 and 

those who have never attended school must first read three short practice sentences (14 words in the 

English version). Only those who read all the words correctly proceed to the full passage. For children 

who fail this screening, we do not know whether they were able to read at least one word. This creates 

substantial missing data for early-grade learners. In The Gambia, for example, an additional 37% of 

Grade 2 learners fall into this category. The yellow line in Figure 4 includes children who zero-word 

status is unknown as they failed the screening. A simple solution would be to adjust the response 

coding for practice sentences from the current binary (“all correct” vs “not all correct”) to three 

categories: “zero words correct,” “some words correct,” and “all words correct.” 

Focusing on Grade 2 and 3 learners, Figure 5 illustrates the detailed reading status by country. Overall, 

missing data are extensive, with significant cross-country variation ranging from 42% in Madagascar to 

76% in Benin2. The reasons also differ: in some countries, missingness is driven mainly by language 

mismatches, while in others it is due to refusals or screening procedures.  

  

 
1 The red line also includes children who refused to complete the FLS module and children whose caregivers 
refused on their behalf. However, refusal rates are very low. In the case of the Gambia, 1% of caregivers refused 
and 1% of children refused. 
2 Note that for the purposes of determining minimum reading proficiency, children who fail the practice screener 
would be considered not proficient and rates of missing data therefore range from 14% in Eswatini and Zimbabwe 
to 64% in Guinea Bissau. 


