POLICY AND
PRACTICE
RECOMMENDATIONS:
Reading and time on task in
Grades 2 and 4 of the
Haitian primary education system

BACKGROUND
This policy brief evolved from a larger USAIDfunded study through the Latin America and
Caribbean READS Capacity Program (LRCP), which
is led by the American Institutes for Research (AIR).
The study examined how the Haitian primary
curriculum conceptualizes reading in the early
grades, how instructional time is used, and what
materials are available to teach key reading skills.
This study was conducted by the Higher Institute
of Training, Research and Innovation in Education
(Innov-Ed) at the University of Quisqueya (UniQ)
as AIR’s research partner in Haiti.

reading classroom, how teachers use instructional
time, and what materials are available to support
reading instruction. The study addresses four
research questions.

The recommendations put forth in this document
emerged from the research which took place in
196 primary schools in two departments of Haiti
(South and West) between 2018 and 2019. In
addition, a collaborative workshop was held in
January 2019 with key stakeholders from the
Ministry of Education and other technical staff to
co-interpretSM the initial study data. The results
from this workshop were also considered when
formulating policy and practice recommendations.

Introduction
For policy-makers to make evidence-informed
decisions, they need access to high-quality data and
interpretations of what that data mean in terms of
adapting or developing policies and implementing
initiatives that will be most effective in helping to
improve early reading outcomes. This study seeks
to address the lack of local evidence on what is
happening in the primary school French and Kreyòl
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Research Questions
1. How does the Haitian primary school
curriculum for the “reading” class
conceptualize reading? How does it define
reading, and how does it prescribe methods
of teaching children to read?
2. What is the average time devoted to each
reading skill (defined in the curriculum as
vocabulary development, oral fluency, and
reading comprehension) in French and
Kreyòl during the “reading” class?
3. To what extent are individual reading,
teacher-led reading, or group reading aloud
used in the “reading” class for second and
fourth grades?
4. What is the availability of didactic
materials (audio or visual aids, charts,
posters, textbooks, and notebooks) in
the “reading” class?

Methodology

fourth-grade reading class, (c) a textbook analysis
framework, and (d) a protocol for analyzing the
primary school curriculum (focused on the reading
class) from Grade 1 to Grade 4.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Many findings emerged after analyzing the rich data
collected through this study and after triangulating
that data with our conceptual framework. For a
detailed review of all findings and recommendations,
please see the full study.This brief will highlight some
key recommendations for policy-makers and
implementers that emerged based on the team’s
understanding of the latest evidence on the conditions
necessary to improve student reading outcomes in a
multilingual LMIC such as Haiti (as referenced in our
conceptual framework), the key findings identified
after analyzing the data obtained during this study,
and recommendations that emerged from the
co-interpretation workshop AIR and UniQ conducted
with key stakeholders in January 2019.

To answer these four research questions, the
research team relied on a variety of methods and
data sources. This exploratory research favors the
qualitative method, using a systematic analysis of the
detailed primary school curricula for reading, and an
analysis of classroom observation data and teacher
questionnaires collected from 196 schools located
in the West and South departments.
Four main tools were designed and applied during
this study: (a) a questionnaire for teachers, (b) a
classroom observation protocol for the second- and
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POLICY
RECOMMENDATIONS
1

FOCUS THE PRE-SERVICE
TEACHER TRAINING
CURRICULA ON READING
INSTRUCTION

Teachers in the Haitian primary classroom generally
have low levels of initial training, and most receive
little to no training in how to teach children to read
in their primary language, Kreyòl, or in how to teach
French as a second or additional language. In addition,
the data indicate that most teachers in Haiti need an
accelerated class to improve their own Kreyòl
writing and French speaking skills.
¡ Revise the pre-service teacher training
curricula to ensure that primary school
teachers receive a strong foundation in
core literacy content knowledge and
pedagogy for Kreyòl.

2

ENSURE THAT EARLY
GRADE TEACHERS RECEIVE
UPDATED TRAINING ON
LITERACY INSTRUCTION

In addition to ensuring that the pre-service teacher
training curriculum addresses the content and
pedagogical knowledge teachers need to know and
be able to do to successfully teach children to read,
there is also a need to provide in-service teachers
with this same opportunity to update their skills.
In Haiti, the most qualified teachers are generally
sent to the upper grades, and those with the lowest
qualifications are routed to the earliest grades
where the content is seen as more basic. Teachers
in the early grades have the critical responsibility of
helping children to acquire the foundational reading
skills necessary to enable them to succeed in all of
their subjects. If they are not equipped to handle this
task, then students will pass into the upper grades
without developing a solid literacy foundation.

¡ Revise the pre-service teacher training
curricula to include a focus on teaching
French as a second language.

¡ Provide in-service training opportunities to
update first-grade teachers’ early literacy
instruction skills.

¡ Provide a focus on Kreyòl writing during preand in-service teacher trainings as Kreyòl is
more commonly used in its oral form and
thus teachers struggle with the teaching of
writing in Kreyòl.

¡ Review the teacher placement policy and
advocate for sending teachers who
excel in the pre-service program to teach
first grade.

¡ Provide opportunities for accelerated French
instruction and practice for all teachers who
will be expected either to teach oral French
or to use French as the language of instruction.

¡ Provide incentives and paths for career
advancement to teachers assigned to
primary school classrooms.
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3

CLARIFY AND REINFORCE
LANGUAGE OF INSTRUCTION
POLICIES AT THE
PRIMARY LEVEL

The evidence clearly shows that children need
enough time to develop solid decoding skills in their
mother tongue and time to develop their oral French
vocabulary before transitioning into French language
instruction. Children will have better outcomes both
in Kreyòl reading and in French if this transition does
not take place before the fourth grade.
¡ The Ministry of Education should provide a
clear policy directive to the schools to inform
them of how to implement the language policy.
¡ Teachers and school directors should be
encouraged to comply with the prescribed
language of instruction policy and not to
transition into French earlier than necessary.

4

REVISE THE NATIONAL
PRIMARY SCHOOL
CURRICULUM

The current curriculum does not clearly and sequentially
provide specific objectives and pedagogical activities for
teachers to implement in the classroom to teach reading
in Kreyòl. These materials should be revised to reflect
the most recent evidence on the skills children need to
acquire to learn to read in a transparent alphabetic
script. There should be a strong focus on developing
decoding skills as well as building children’s academic
oral vocabulary in the early grades. Children must

master these two skills in order to be able to read
with comprehension.
¡ Review and revise the national primary
curriculum for reading to align with the
evidence on how children learn to read
in a transparent alphabetic language.
¡ Adopt other evidence-based reading curricula
that have been locally redesigned, such as that
developed for Grades 1–3 under the USAIDfunded LAC Reads Capacity Program.

5

INCREASE THE TOTAL
NUMBER OF HOURS PER
WEEK DEVOTED TO TEACHING
READING IN KREYÒL

Reading is the foundational skill that determines
whether a child will succeed in all other subjects
throughout his or her schooling career. The primary
curriculum currently devotes 3 hours per week, for
a total of 90 hours per year, for teaching reading in
Kreyòl, when the minimum expectation would be
that reading is the focus for at least an hour per day,
if not more. On top of this, instructional time is lost
due to other factors such as school disruptions and
teacher and student absences. It is critical that
teachers have enough time to teach the key reading
skills as well as to provide opportunities for
daily practice.
¡ Increase the time in the curriculum devoted
to the teaching of reading in Kreyòl, particularly
in the first three years of schooling.

classroom with students is used to teach
reading skills in an explicit and systematic
manner, thus making the best use of
instructional time.

6

PROMOTE THE USE OF
SCRIPTED LESSONS
SUPPORTED BY TRAINING
AND COACHING

In the short term, and given the weaknesses of
existing pre- and in-service teacher training
programs, providing teachers with scripted lessons
can help improve instructional practice and improve
time on task. In addition, teachers require a minimal
level of training in implementing the lessons as well
as coaching support to continue to improve their
instructional practice. Experience has shown that
interventions to provide teachers with structured
lessons to teach reading early in the primary cycle
have doubled the time spent on task (i.e., teaching
reading; Research Triangle Institute, 2016)1.
¡ When selecting or revising primary reading
curriculum, follow a scripted or semiscripted
method providing clear teaching routines for
teachers to follow.
¡ Provide initial training for teachers in applying
scripted lessons so that they are comfortable
with the required routines and techniques.
¡ Provide coaching for teachers throughout the
school year to identify and remedy challenges
in implementing the scripted lessons.

¡ Provide teachers with scripted lessons to
ensure that the time they do spend in the
1

Piper, B., Sitabkhan, Y., Mejía, J., & Betts, K. (2018). Effectiveness of teachers’ guides in the global south: Scripting, learning outcomes, and classroom utilization. Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI Press.
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7

ENSURE THAT ALL PRIMARY
SCHOOL CLASSROOMS HAVE
ACCESS TO SUFFICIENT
TEACHING AND LEARNING
MATERIALS IN KREYÒL

A print-rich environment provides the opportunity
for children to apply the new skills they are learning in
the reading classroom. We know that children need
access to a variety of reading materials at the right
level, in the right language, and that are interesting
and contextually appropriate. Some of these
materials can be created by teachers and students,
but the government should provide at least a basic set
of leveled Kreyòl reading materials for each Haitian
primary classroom that enable children to practice
reading and continue to grow their skills.
¡ Strengthen programs that make it easier for
students to access books at the primary
school level.
¡ Ensure that each school, and preferably each
classroom, has a library containing a variety
of children’s literature.
¡ Provide training to teachers in how to use
the materials in their lessons.

PRACTICE
RECOMMENDATIONS
TEACH CHILDREN THE CORE
READING COMPETENCIES:
PHONEMIC AWARENESS,
PHONICS, VOCABULARY,
FLUENCY, AND COMPREHENSION
IN KREYÒL

2

1

The research is clear that in alphabetic languages
like Kreyòl, teachers should focus on teaching
phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, fluency,
and comprehension skills starting with easier
concepts and moving to increasingly more difficult
skills. Children should practice each of these skills
separately, and they should be given the opportunity
to combine the skills in the act of reading.
¡ Teach each of the key reading competencies
systematically and explicitly, and provide lots
of opportunities to practice each skill.
¡ Teach the skills in progression. Phonemic
awareness and phonics (decoding) are early
skills that once mastered will no longer
need to be taught. As decoding is mastered,
teachers should focus more on developing
students’ vocabulary, fluency, and
comprehension.
¡ Provide daily opportunities for children to
combine these skills in the act of reading
grade-appropriate texts.

ENSURE THAT THE FIRST
AND SECOND YEARS OF
FRENCH ARE FOCUSED ON
THE DEVELOPMENT OF ORAL
LANGUAGE SKILLS

Learning to read and learning a new language are two
separate activities and should be treated accordingly
in the classroom. In the early years of schooling,
teachers should focus on teaching children how to
read in Kreyòl (see Practice Recommendation 1),
and how to speak and understand French. French
instruction should remain focused on developing
students’ oral vocabulary in the early years as well
as teaching some of the linguistic differences
between French and Kreyòl that can support a
later transition.
¡ Focus French language instruction on developing
children’s oral vocabulary in French (particularly
their academic vocabulary).
¡ Begin to teach the essential differences that
students will have to learn beyond French
vocabulary (such as the grammatical
differences between the two languages
and any new sounds).

3

CREATE PRINT MATERIALS
TO FILL YOUR CLASSROOM

Teaching and learning materials do not
seem to be widely available in most
Haitian primary classrooms. Teachers, students,
parents, and communities can remedy this by
creating homemade materials to fill the walls, such as
alphabet charts, student names, and pictures with an
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accompanying word. The materials do not have to be
professional to be effective.
¡ Do not wait to receive teaching and learning
materials. Talk to your school director, gather
the community, and rally support to populate
your classroom walls.
¡ Work with your students to write each letter
of the alphabet and to draw a picture of a
word that starts with that letter.
¡ Get creative.

4

ENSURE THAT STUDENTS ARE
READ TO AND PRACTICE
READING DAILY

Reading and being read to are necessary
activities for children to become fluent readers.
When a teacher reads to students, the students have
the opportunity to witness fluent reading and learn
the conventions of print (the direction the teacher
reads, how they respond to punctuation). When
students practice reading, they get to combine the
individual skills they have learned into one process
of decoding and comprehending a written text.
Practicing reading will improve students’ reading
abilities and motivate them to read more.
¡ Read to students on a daily basis and engage
students in the process.
¡ Provide daily opportunities for students to
read to themselves, with a partner, in a group,
or aloud to the class.
T
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