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Abstract

This research aimed to assess the reading ability of students from grade 1, grade 2 and grade
3 that belong to indigenous communities in Cambodia during COVID-19. The research
employed early grade reading ability (EGRA) tests for students from indigenous communities
in five different provinces. The result revealed that indigenous students of all grades
underperformed in every EGRA subtasks. Particularly, male students were found to
outperform their female counterparts. This research also found that there were no significant
differences in EGRA between students with and without early childhood care and education
(ECCE) experience. The current research concluded that during COVID-19 pandemic, there
was a huge gap in learning loss in early grade reading of students from indigenous
communities. Male students tended to perform better than their female counterparts in most
subtasks of EGRA. The research suggested that the Ministry of Education, Youth, and Sport
(MoEYYS) take urgent action to respond to the learning loss in early grade reading. Remedial
classes as well as home-learning packages should be introduced widely to students from this

from indigenous communities.

Keywords: early grade; early grade reading ability; indigenous communities; learning

loss; COVID-19 pandemic Cambodia
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Chapter 1: Introduction
1.1 Research background

Corona Novel Disease 2019, also known as “COVID-19, has become a global pandemic,
threatening the safety and vulnerability to society, culture and the economy. In the education
sector, UNESCO (2021) estimated that over 1.6 billion students in more than 190 countries
were forced to stay out of schools, and over 100 million teachers and administrators have
been affected by this global pandemic. To maintain the safety and the continuity of all aspect
of society, governments across the world have implemented various approaches such as
lockdowns, practicing social distance, restricting overseas travels and school closure. Most
governments have temporarily closed schools and universities with the belief that this was the
best way to prevent the virus from spreading. Alternatively, all traditional classroom
interactions have been replaced by online platforms such as ClassDojo, Google Meet, Zoom
or other social interaction apps. However, online learning and distance learning is debatable
among researchers and scholars with the growing concern that these interventions have
brought about negative impacts on students that have limited access to stable, speedy internet.
Vulnerable, marginalized and disadvantaged students may also regard this issue as a major

obstacle to maintain good education quality.

In Cambodia, the first case of COVID-19 was detected in one Chinese individual who
travelled from Wuhan to Sihanouk Vile on 27th January 2020, and the second case belonged
to a Cambodian man who was diagnosed positive and had direct contact with a Japanese
business executive in Siem Reap in early March 2020. Since then the government announced
that Cambodia was not safe from the spread of the virus and ordered for school closure in
Siem Reap and in Phnom Penh and later on a nationwide shut down by 16 March 2020
(MoEYS, 2021a).

School closure in Cambodia was not made by chance. The MoEY'S leadership took
the case seriously by observing practices of nearby countries. The Philippines, for example,
started to close all of their schools on 6 March 2020 with only six cases confirmed COVID-
19 positive. Singapore, the only country in the region, decided to close their school by early

April where a 3775" case was confirmed.



To maintain the continuity of education, online learning platforms have been replaced
by face-to-face classroom interaction. Learning and teaching were partially conducted
through online platforms, while a small group of students were allowed to be tutored with
caution in various communities. For adults, learning happened mostly on online platforms,
but for young children in kindergarten and primary education, access to online platforms is
very problematic. Likewise, learning among children were more affected than adults during
the pandemic, especially in rural and indigenous communities. By the end of the 2019-2020
school year, students have been awarded “passed” and can move automatically to the next
level of education. The MoEYS acknowledged that although online learning activities were
in place, many children could not catch up with the planned curriculum, especially those who

are at early grades.

Besides online learning, the MoEYS has developed remedial learning packages that
play crucial roles in supporting student learning. The remedial learning packages for grade 1
and grade 2 have been delivered to schools and then disseminated to students with
instructions that could help parents to assist their children in the learning process. Also, a
series of short stories which could be used for teaching in flexible hours have been

developed.

In 2021, the Ministry of Education Youth and Sport estimated that around 13,482
public and private schools from pre-school through to upper secondary, 3,064 community
pre-schools, non-formal education (NFE) centres, and Teacher Education Institutions (TEI)
were forced to shut down, and 3.2 million students were unable to attend school as a result of
the pandemic. Moreover, 720 teacher trainers, 5,248 teacher trainees within 26 TEIs, 16,525
educational personnel, 222,879 students within 124 higher education institutions nationwide
in the NFE, whilst 9,377 students and 1,694 school personnel of 351 community learning
centers which are under the supervision of MoEY'S and counterparts were impacted by school
closures for mitigation of the outbreak of the virus (MoEYS, 2021a). UNICEF estimated that

around 169 million students were totally absent from schools.
1.2 Rationale

Cambodian education has made significant improvement over the past several years. The
MOoEYS is close to providing universal access for primary education, and the enrolment rate

was 98% for the 2018-2019 school year (MoEY'S, 2020a). Education is a crucial survival



necessity for each individual in any nation. Education helps to boost social-economic growth

of a nation and increases individual income.

The MoEYS conducted grade 1 reading assessment in 2018 in 3 provinces: Kampong
Thom, Siem Reap and Battambang. The assessment reported that the reading ability of
students were disappointing. Around 71 per cent of students could not read a single word.
The students could hardly identify letters and vowels. Around 50 per cent of the students
could read only 13 letters and more than 50 per cent could identify 4 vowels by the end of
grade 1. The assessment concluded that the students were lacking the foundation in reading
(MoEYS, 2021b). Similarly, in 2019, the MoEYS conducted an assessment and found that
only a third of the students could achieve reading fluency, and around 4 per cent of the
students could read between 17 to 45 words per minute, while almost 70 per cent could not
read any word. The result was disappointing to say the least. Expectation set by the MoEYS
was that by the end of grade 3, students should be able to read between 45 to 65 words per
minute. This is far behind the MoEY'S’ expectation.

1.3 Objectives of the research

Globally, the Covid-19 pandemic has negatively affected many aspects of student learning.
The government and MoEYS have rolled out several intervention measures to ensure the

continuity of learning and teaching during the pandemic.

In the present study, learning loss primarily focused on students’ reading ability at the
early grades from rural and indigenous communities. Children at these grades require
attention and guidance from teachers and parents more than higher grade learners. They tend
to belong to the most vulnerable groups during the pandemic due to their limiting ability,
capability, accessibility and overall knowledge to partake in online learning. The reading
ability at early grades is the most significant stage for student learning in the long run. It has a
long-term effect on reading acquisition at higher grades (Graham & Kelly, 2018b). A
longitudinal study has shown that ten years later, first-grade reading ability had a strong
effect on 11th-grade outcomes, cognitive ability, lifetime habit of reading and reading
comprehension throughout the elementary grades and thereafter (Cunningham & Stanovich,

1997). Therefore, the current study is highly needed to explore student reading trends.



1.4 Research questions

This research was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic and the purpose of this
research is to explore how COVID-19 effects on the reading ability of Cambodia’s
indigenous students. The researcher is guided by a central research question. To what extend
does COVID-19 affect the reading ability of Cambodia’s grade 1, grade 2, and grade 3

indigenous students?”

1.5 Significances

The Ministry of Education Youth and Sport has regarded education as a tool for socio-
economic development. This allows the government to provide free of charge, desirable
quality education to all learners regardless of their social status, gender or religion (MoEY'S,
2020b). All aspects of learning have been integrated in the curriculum framework for general
and technical education, and an assessment framework is also in place to evaluate the

learning progress (MoEYS, 2016, 2018).

To date, no studies have been conducted to evaluate the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on student learning achievement of Cambodia’s indigenous students. It should be
noted that the MoEY'S promoted all students of all grades to the next grade automatically for
the academic year 2019-2020. Therefore, the mist on learning loss has not been addressed.
Understanding on the areas of learning affected by the COVID-19 pandemic is deemed
necessary because it provides a clear insight for the recovery stage. By understanding the
learning loss areas, teachers, parents, students, MOoEYS and relevant stakeholders will be able
to find the appropriate strategies and interventions to ensure recovery of student learning loss

during the pandemic.

Reading is one of the core learning competences in the curriculum framework. A
national assessment on the reading ability of grade 3 students conducted in 2014-2015 found
that the average reading score of grade 3 students was 35.2 (MoEYS, 2020a, 2020b). This
score was low, and the MoEY'S is committed to increase 5 points by the 2017-2018 school
year (MoEYS, 2020b). Prior to the national assessment of reading of grade 3 students, two
early grade reading assessments (EGRA) were conducted in 2010 and 2012. The 2010 EGRA
was conducted for grade 1 learners only, and the 2012 EGRA was conducted for all grades of

primary school level. There is no recent study conducted in the area of reading ability of



indigenous students in Cambodia, and the current research will explore how these group of

students perform in their reading test.



Chapter 2: Theoretical Background

2.1 Access to and quality of education: an opposite trend

The effort to increase enrollment at every level of education has become an international
commitment over the last decade. Many countries were committed to delimit access to
education, and this has been seen in many international agendas such as the development of
Education for All (EFA), Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), and goal 4 of the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDG-4). While most of the countries have claimed that they
have achieved the EFA and the MDGs, the access to education is no longer an obstacle.
Although access has been improved, the quality of service continues to be the center of all kind
of education (RTI, 2010). Globally, there have been different kinds of emphases between
developed nations and developing countries. The first group of country tends to put lots of
priorities on tertiary education where they need to promote higher skills and scientific research,
while the latter group of countries focus on sustaining and improving the quality of teaching
and learning at the beginning levels of education such as primary and secondary cycle. The
developing countries are lagging behind the developed countries in all aspects including

education.

In Gambia, for example, more than 50% of grade 2 learners could not read a single
word, while almost less than a third of all grade 3 students read none (Gove & Cvelich, 2011).
This seemed to be a challenging issue that could have detrimental effects on the development
of the country. With the expectation that education will contribute to make a difference to a
nation, countries are committing to international agendas to enhance not only the access to

education, but also the quality with an emphasis on inclusiveness.

2.3 Development of reading acquisition

Studies have shown that literacy skills in alphabetic languages develop along predictable
patterns, and people learn these skills independently. Some students acquire these skills
through intense interventions, while others learn with guidance provided by teachers or
instructors (Vellutino et al., 1996). The literacy acquisition model suggests that learners come
to recognize progressively more complex aspects of written language, specifically through
orthography. According to (Dubeck & Gove, 2015), orthographic knowledge is an
understanding about the words in their written form, and it is the third domain relevant to early

reading acquisition. According to (Dubeck & Gove, 2015), early grades reading requires 5



steps which include pre-alphabetics, partial alphabetic, alphabetics, consolidated alphabetics
and automatic (p. 317).

Pre-alphabet is the stage where students do not understand the alphabetic principle. The
students have yet to learn that speech can be tuned to prints or how letters represent speed
sounds in the language. What they can do is to memorize the text and its associate meaning by
using pictures and environmental prints and identifying words by recognizing unique shapes.
Students at this emergent stage notice the phonological features of spoken words (e.g., word

length) and learn to navigate a book—its direction, purpose of pictures, and the like.

Partial alphabetic is the second stage of the reading process. The students now
understand the alphabetic principle, meaning they can use some of the word’s letters (i.e.,
symbols) to cue corresponding sounds, and this, in conjunction with memory for that word’s
initial unit of sound, allows them to ‘‘read’’ the word (Dubeck & Gove, 2015). The students
develop their ability by identifying some of the names and sounds of letters, recognizing a few
words, and matching spoken to written words. They learn to combine picture cues with initial
sounds or syllables to read new words and are developing a sight-word vocabulary (i.e., words

read automatically).

The ability to learn new words using several strategies is the third phase, and it is called
alphabetic. In this stage, students go deeper into parts of the vocabulary and use their
knowledge of grapheme—phoneme correspondences (i.e., symbol-sound) to decode unfamiliar
words and to develop an extensive sight-word vocabulary. One of the most interesting

indications is that the learners were able to read the passage fluently by themselves.

The fourth phase, consolidated-alphabetic, considers the importance of using larger
spelling patterns within a word to read unfamiliar words. Students in this phase continue to
learn new words through reading and writing and attend mostly to comprehension instead of

decoding.

The final phase, automatic, is marked by proficient word reading. Students recognize
nearly all the words they see in print and when they encounter a new word, they can identify it
independently. Furthermore, they recognize more words in print than they use in typical

conversations. The focus of attention is almost entirely on comprehension.



Table 1. Steps in early grade reading.

Name

Description

Phase(s) of
development

Orientation to print

Measures knowledge of early print concept
such as directionality. It is untimed and does
not a disconnection rule.

Pre-alphabetic

Letter name
identification

Measures knowledge of letter names. 100
letters are presented in a random order in both
upper and lower case. It is timed at 60s and
discontinued if none of the letters in the first
line (10 letters) is read correctly

Partial alphabetic

Letter-sound
identification*

Measures letter-knowledge of letter-sound
correspondences. 100 letters are presented in
random order in both upper and lower case. It is
timed to 60s and is discontinued if none of the
sounds in the first line (i.e., 10 letters) is
produce correctly.

Partial alphabetic

Initial sound

Measures the ability to discriminate beginning

Pre-alphabetic

identification sounds. Three words are presented and the aim  Partial alphabetic
is to identify the word that begins with a
different sound from the other two. It is oral
and has 10 sets of words. It is discontinued if
no points are earned in the first five items.
Segmentation Measures the ability to segment a word into Pre-alphabetic
(phoneme or individual phonemes or syllables. This subtask  Partial alphabetic
syllables) is oral and has 10 items. It is discontinued if no
points are earned in the first five items.
Syllable Measures the ability to read individual Partial alphabetic
identification syllables. 50 syllables are presented. It is timed

to 60 s and is discontinued if none of the first
five syllables is read correctly.

Familiar word
reading

Measures the ability to identify individual
words from grade-level text. 50 words are
presented. It is timed to 60 s and is
discontinued if none of the words in the first
line (i.e., five words) is read correctly

Partial alphabetic
Alphabetic

Non-word reading*

Measures the ability to decode individual non-
words following common orthographic
structure from grade-level text. 50 non-words
are presented. It is timed to 60 s and is
discontinued if none of the words in the first
line (i.e., five words) is read correctly.

Partial alphabetic
Alphabetic




Oral reading fluency

Measures the ability to read a grade-level

Consolidated-

passage of approximately 60 words. It is scored alphabetic
for accuracy and rate. It is timed to 60 s and is

discontinued if none of the words in the first

line (i.e., about 10 words) is read correctly.

Reading Measures the ability to answer questions about ~ Consolidated-

comprehension the grade-level passage. Question types include alphabetic

(with or without explicit and inferential, and lookbacks (i.e., Automatic

lookback) * referencing the passage for the answer) can be
used if appropriate.

Cloze Measures the ability to identify a word among  Consolidated-
several choices that would complete the alphabetic
sentence using the correct part of speech. It is Automatic
untimed and does not have a discontinuation
rule.

Listening Measures receptive language of an orally read  Used

comprehension™® passage with both explicit and inferential Diagnostically
questions. It is untimed and does not have a across various
discontinuation rule. phases

Vocabulary Measures receptive language skills of Used
individual words and phrases related to body Diagnostically
parts, common objects, and spatial across various
relationships. It is untimed and does not have a  phases
discontinuation rule.

Dictation Measures the ability to spell and use grammar  Partial alphabetic
in a grade-level sentence. Words can be scored  Alphabetic
for partial representation. Consolidated

alphabetic

Interview Gathers information about the child that is Any phases of
related to literacy and language development interest

(e.g., first language; access to print). It is self-
reported by the child.

Note: Those sub-tasks that contain star (*) are cores to the assessment.
Source: Dubeck and Gove (2015, p. 318)

2.4 Early grades reading assessment framework

The early grade reading assessment (EGRA) is an evaluation of reading competence of students
at grade 1, grade 2, and grade 3 of primary education level. Rather than a high stake assessment,
it is designed to provide results in real time, and it is not to replace internationally comparable,
large-scale assessments (RTI, 2010). The EGRA includes a battery of subtasks that are aligned

with the five phases (mentioned above). It measures phonological, prints and orthographic



knowledge as well as other skills understood to contribute to reading with understanding, such
as receptive language and several types of comprehension (e.g., explicit, inferential, informed

by syntax).

In many low-income countries, teachers tend to ignore the essentials of the reading
assessment result. They may not be aware that their students are struggling to read, but the
teachers do not see this as an issue because there were no early reading standards that have

been communicated to them (Gove & Cvelich, 2011). These subtasks are described in the table

below.

Table 2. EGRA subtest and skills.

Skills and
Appropriate timing

EGRA Sub tasks

Skills demonstrated by students’
ability to

Emergent literacy
Birth to grade 1

Concepts about print

Indicate text direction, concept of
word, or other basic knowledge of
print

Phonemic awareness:
identification of
onset/thyme sounds,
phoneme segmentation

Identify initial or final sounds of
words or segment words into
phonemes (words are read aloud to
student by assessor)

Oral Vocabulary

Point to parts of the body or objects
in the room to indicate
understanding of basic oral
vocabulary

Listening Comprehension

Respond correctly to questions about
a passage read aloud to the student
by the assessor

Decoding
Beginning grade 1

Letter identification: names
and/or sounds

Provide the name and/or sound of
upper and lowercase letters
presented in random order

Syllable naming

Identify legal syllables presented in
random order

Nonword reading

Identify nonwords composed of
legal syllables presented in random
order

Familiar word reading

Read a list of words drawn from a
corpus of frequent words presented
in random order

10



Confirmation and Paragraph reading (oral Read a narrative or informational

Fluency: reading fluency) with text with accuracy, with little effort,
End of grade 1 to end comprehension and at a sufficient rate and respond
of grade 3 to literal and inferential questions
about the text they have read
Dictation Translate sound to print and spell
correctly
Maze or cloze Silently read a passage and select an

appropriate missing word (multiple
choices are provided in the case of
maze)

Source: (RTI, 2010)

2.5 Early grade reading assessment in the context of Cambodia

The development of the EGRA in Cambodia was initiated in March 2010 following a Prakas
from the Minister of Education which stated that the teaching of reading would become a
national priority. To understand how well early graders acquire curricular contents, an
assessment needs to be conducted. The MoEYS employs early grade reading assessment
(EGRA) as a tool, administered orally to individual students, and it is designed to measure the

most basic foundation skills for literacy acquisition in the early grades (MoEYS, 2018).

In the case of Cambodia, the main purpose of the EGRA is to document student
performance in early reading skills and inform government systems and donors regarding the
needs for improving reading instruction. The EGRA instrument was neither designed to be a

diagnostic tool nor be used as a high-stake accountability measure (MoEYS, 2018).

The result of the assessment would help the MoEYS to take more actions toward
developing interventions to improve the situation. Multi-language programs designed for
indigenous students of the north-eastern part of the country is one of the interventions in
promoting reading. Another effort is to revise textbooks that aim to maximize reading ability
of students. According to the MoEYS (....), textbooks for students in grades 1-3 have been
revised ...times to adapt a methodology of a learning French language for Cambodians
developed by a Cambodian inspector. The textbooks enable students at early grades to
understand essential principles such as letters, sounds, vowels and the combination of letters
before they can read words, sentences and texts. To maximize such effort, capacity

development of teachers in using new textbooks is essential.
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According to MoEYS (2018), early grade reading assessment (EGRA) comprises of a
small number of subtasks that are administered to learners of grades 1-3. The test can be done
electronically using tablets or other devices and takes approximately 10-15 minutes for each

individual student. However, paper-based tests may require up to one hour at a time.

The assessment is an adapted version of the MoEYS Early Grade Reading Assistance
(EGRA) which was created and piloted in 2016. The early grade reading assessment serves as
a system diagnosis for lower primary school level (grade 1-3), using curriculum-independent

measures of student performance. Table 3 below summarize EGRA in the context of Cambodia

education.

Table 3. EGRA employed in the context Cambodia.

Skills

Subtasks

Measures

1. Knowledge of
Alphabet

Letter knowledge

Letter fluency

Total number of letters read correctly up
to one minute (lrcpm)s

Letters read correctly per minute (Ircpm)

2. Understanding letter Syllable Per centage of tasks completed correctly
sounds knowledge

3. Finding the odd sound  Phonemic Per centage of tasks complete correctly
out awareness

4. Reading the simple

Familiar word

Total number of words read correctly in

words fluency one minute (wrcpm)

5. Reading with Oral reading Total number of correct words read in

understanding fluency connected text in one minute (cwrpm).
Reading Per centage of comprehension questions
comprehension answered correctly, timed 15 seconds per

question

6. Listening Listening Per centage of questions answered

comprehension' comprehension correctly. Not timed

7. Dictation Dictation Per centage of correct marks. Timed at 5

minutes and 15 seconds.

Source: (MoEYS, 2012b)

! It is noted that listening comprehension is used with students at grade 4-6 as the test is used for endline

assessment in the study 2012
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2.6 Early grade reading assessment in Cambodia

In 2021, the KAPE under financial support from UNESCO (GPE III) conducted a base line
study on Early Grade Reading Assessment for grade 1 students. The study was conducted in
7 provinces: Steung Treng, Oddor Meanchey, Kratie, Ratanakiri, Moundoulkiry, and Preah
Vihea with more than 1500 students from grade 1. There were two types of schools—
treatment and controlled. The study employed randomized controlled trial method and is

expected to become the baseline for the reading proficiency of thousands of children.

The assessment generally indicated that there was no significant difference in the
reading ability of students between the intervention group and the control ones in all
subtasks. However, the results revealed that female students were likely better than their male
counterparts regarding proficiency in reading. There have been concerns around students’
knowledge on consonant naming, knowledge of vowel learning and advanced letter naming
subtasks since the students found difficulties in expressing them correctly. The research also
detected a significant difference in the familiar word reading subtask between the

intervention group (50%) and the control group (40%) respectively.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

3.1 Research design

The current study employed a purely quantitative approach using a survey research design to
investigate students’ reading ability at grades 1,2 and 3 in primary schools of the indigenous
communities in Cambodia. In essence, survey study design will enable researchers to gather
information from large samples of the population (Mathiyazhagan & Nandan, 2010) and
strengthen the findings to be generalizable to other rural schools and indigenous communities

in Cambodia. Therefore, it is the most appropriate study design for the present study.

3.2 Research sites and samples

The present study was conducted in five disadvantaged provinces where various indigenous
people are inhabited, namely Ratanakiri, Mondulkiri, Kratie, Steung Treng, and Preah Vihea.
According to Asian Development Bank (2014), these provinces have been considered as
disadvantaged areas which have significantly high rates of poverty. For instance, it was
reported that the rate of poverty incidence was 71 per cent for Ratanakiri and Mondulkiri,
59.10 per cent for Kratie, and 71.20 per cent for Steung Treng and Preah Vihea respectively
(Asian Development Bank, 2014). These provinces are located to the northern part of
Cambodia and that they share borders with Thailand and Lao PDR. There are thousands of
people from various indigenous groups today. There are many types of indigenous groups,
but the largest and commonly found indigenous people are known as Kuoy, Pounorng,

Stieng, Brao, Tampuan, Pear, Jarai and Rade (Minority Rights Group International, 2017).

To implement EGRA, the current study randomly recruited students from five
disadvantaged provinces mentioned earlier. In each province, a primary school comprising of
the majority of students from various indigenous groups was purposively selected as a sample
site. The primary purpose was to include a variety of indigenous groups. Hence, there were
five primary schools included in the study. To select students, the random sampling method
was employed to choose 12 students from grades 1, 2 and 3 of each school to complete a
questionnaire and reading tests. Some cases were dropped from the study due to data missing.
Therefore, 52 students from grades 1 and 2 and 49 students from grade 3 were included. The
total was 153 students from grades 1, 2 and 3 involved in data collection. It should be noted
that students included in the study were from three different indigenous minority groups:

Kouy, Pounorng and Kreoung.
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3.3 Instruments

The present study utilized EGRA designed and developed by MoEYS (2012a) to assess early
grade reading ability in Cambodia. There are seven main parts or constructs of each test.
Those constructs are known as Vowel name identification, Consonant name identification,
Advance letter name identification, Familiar word reading, Reading comprehension, Reading

fluency, and Understanding letter sound.

Overall, the Cronbach’s Alpha (a) obtained from the tests developed and used by
MOoEYS (2012a) was 0.91, which was higher than 0.7. It indicates that the tests are reliable
(see Leech, Barrett, & Morgan, 2005) and can be adopted for the current study. In the current
study, the total of average EGRA sub tasks of each grade were used as dependent or outcome
variables, and basic information of each student were used as independent or predictor

variables for the analyses (see Table 2).
3.4 Data collection

To carry out data collection, researchers firstly sought permission from MoEYS before
conducting data collection at the selected schools. After approval was granted, the researchers
traveled to the designated schools to implement EGRA with students of grades 1, 2, and 3. As
mentioned above, the current study aimed to include 12 students from each grade, but there
was an issue. Some of the primary schools that resided among these indigenous communities
did not have more than ten students in each grade. In this case, all students were directly
selected without conducting random sampling. The selected students were given the tests

accordingly.

A clear instruction was given to students in advance before the researchers began
implementing the tests. Students were given test papers, and researchers simultaneously
marked on separate papers while students were doing the tests. Each student was required to
complete the test against the given timing controlled by the researchers to ensure that each
student complete a task within the same period of time. After data collection, data were
cleaned and prepared for the analysis. Some cases were dropped from the analysis due to

missing information.
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3.5 Data analysis

The present study used descriptive statistics to explain the Mean (M), Standard Deviation
(SD) and per centage (%) of the seven EGRA sub tasks that determine students’ reading
ability in grades 1, 2, and 3. Detailed demographic information of the samples were also
presented. Then, Independent-Samples T-Test was computed to examine if there was a
significant difference in EGRA sub tasks by Gender, Early Childhood Education and Care
(ECEC) experience, and Age within each grade. Lastly, Simple Logistic Regression was
computed to determine if Gender, Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) experience,
and Age might have had a significant influence on EGRA sub tasks respectively.
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Chapter 4: Results

4.1 Descriptive statistics

Table 4 presents the values of Mean (M), Standard Deviation (SD), and Per centage (%) of
each variable and constructs included in the analysis. It shows that, for grade 1, the current
study randomly included 59.60 per cent of male students and 40.40 per cent of female
students as samples. It revealed that most students, about 40.40 per cent, did not have the
experience of Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) and came from three different
ethnic minority groups in Cambodia: Kouy, Pounorng, and Kreoung. It has been found that
Pounorng is the predominated ethnic minority group (61.50 per cent) compared to Kouy
(19.20 per cent) and Kreoung (17.30 per cent) which were the minor ethnic minority groups
in the current study. Moreover, Table 1 also showed that most of grade 1 students were 7
years old. For grade 2, it showed that there were 55.80 per cent male students compared to
44.20 per cent female students. Opposite to grade 1, a majority of grade 2 students, around
53.80 per cent, was reported to have experienced ECEC compared to 40.40 per cent of them
who have not experienced ECEC. Similar to grade 1, Pounorng was the predominant ethnic
minority group (61.50 per cent), whereas it was only 19.20 per cent of students from Kouy
and 19.20 per cent from Kreoung. For grade 3, there were around59.20 per cent male students
compared to 40.80 per cent female students. Most of them had some form of experience with
ECEC, while only 26.50 per cent of them did not. Students from Pounorng ethnic minority
group were also the predominant group (61.20 per cent) compared to Kouy (18.40 per cent)

and Kreoung (20.40 per cent). Furthermore, most of them were 10 years old.

Table 4. Mean (M), Standard Deviation (SD), and percentage (%) of variables for grades 1,
2, and 3.

. Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3

N Variables
M SD % M  SD % M SD %

1 Gender

Male 59.6 55.8 59.2

Female 404 44.2 40.8
2 Early

childhood
No 40.4 40.4 67.3
Yes 38.5 53.8 26.5

3 Ethnicity
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Kouy 19.2 19.2 18.4

Pounorng 61.5 61.5 61.2
Kreoung 17.3 19.2 20.4
4  Age 7.23 142 8.40 1.14 10.00 1.53

4.2 Reading ability trend in grades 1, 2, and 3

The Table 5 and Figure 1 below show the reading ability trend with students’ performance in
seven sub tasks of grades 1, 2, and 3, including Vowel name identification, Consonant name
identification, Advance letter name identification, Familiar word reading, Reading
comprehension, Reading fluency, and Understanding letter sound. The findings have
revealed that, during the COVID-19 pandemic, students at early grades majorly performed
below 50 per cent in most sub tasks of EGRA implemented among students from six different

ethnic minority groups in Cambodia.

Table 5. Students’ reading ability in grades 1, 2, and 3.

Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 (%)

M SD % M SD % M SD %

1 Vowel name 542 544 4758 7.56 557 49.10 9.76 428 4983
identification

2 Consonantname 11.02 10.71 46.77 17.63 12.71 48.70 21.73 9.62 50.64
identification

3 Advance letter 1.54 346 4439 3.13 422 46.14 351 343 46.17
name
identification

4  Familiar word 6.69 978 4543 10.88 11.95 4742 16.47 14.76 47.33
reading

5 Reading 335 939 4340 18.46 24.52 46.64 19.18 17.68 47.65
comprehension

6 Reading fluency 4.00 6.65 4533 14.65 17.05 47.74 22.82 21.21 47.66

N Constructs

7  Understanding 6.67 441 50.12 7.65 557 4989 6.76 326 47.02
letter sound

For grade 1, students tended to have the poorest performance in Reading
comprehension sub-task at 43.40 per cent, while they performed the highest for
Understanding letter sound sub-task at 50.12 per cent. In a similar trend, for grade 2, the
findings revealed that students seemed to score the highest in Understanding letter sound sub-

task at 49.89 per cent, whereas they performed the poorest in Advance letter name
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identification sub-task at 46.14 per cent respectively. For grade 3, it has been found that
students tended to get the highest score in Consonant name identification sub-task at 50.64
per cent, while the poorest performed sub-task was in Advance letter name identification at

46.17 per cent. To sum up, students of all grades could not meet at least 50 per cent in most

sub-tasks of EGRA.
48.7
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Fig 1. Trend of reading ability among students in grades 1,2, and 3 in per centage.

4.3 Difference by Gender

Table 6, 7 and 8 showed the results of Independent-Samples T-Test examining if there is a

significant difference for male and female in EGRA sub tasks for grade 1, 2, and 3.
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For grade 1, the results have shown that there was no significant different between male and

female students in all EGRA sub tasks respectively.

Table 6. Comparison of male and female on reading ability in grade 1 (n = 52).

N Constructs Grade 1
M SD t df p

1  Vowel name identification 0.30 50 0.76
Male 5.61 6.195
Female 5.14 4211

2 Consonant name identification 0.30 50 0.77
Male 11.39 11.035
Female 10.48 10.443

3 Advance letter name identification -0.30 50 0.77
Male 1.42 3.334
Female 1.71 3.703

4 Familiar word reading -0.67 50 0.50
Male 5.94 9.671
Female 7.81 10.068

5  Reading comprehension -0.59 50 0.56
Male 2.71 8.462
Female 4.29 10.757

6  Reading fluency -0.68 50 0.50
Male 3.48 6.587
Female 4.76 6.818

7  Understanding letter sound 1.43 50 0.16
Male 7.39 4.624
Female 5.62 3.943

*p < 0.05, **p< 0.01, ***p<0.001

As shown in Table 7, for grade 2, among the seven EGRA sub tasks, it has been found
that male students were significantly different from female students on Familiar word reading
(t=0.25, df =50, p <.05) and Reading comprehension (¢ = 0.60, df = 50, p < .05). Inspection
of the two group’s means indicated that the average Familiar word reading (M = 11.24) and
Reading comprehension (M = 20.28) scores for male students are significantly higher than

Familiar word reading (M = 10.43) and Reading comprehension (M = 16.17) scores for female
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students. According to Cohen (1988)?, the effect size d was approximately .6 for Familiar word
reading, which was considered as medium size effect. The effect size d was approximate .1 for

Reading comprehension, which was considered as a large effect size.

Table 7. Comparison of male and female on reading ability in grade 2 (n = 52).

N Constructs Grade 2
M SD t df P

1  Vowel name identification -0.06 50 0.95
Male 7.52 5.88
Female 7.61 5.28

2 Consonant name identification 0.25 50 0.80
Male 18.03 14.03
Female 17.13 11.12

3 Advance letter name identification -0.26 50 0.80
Male 3.00 4.65
Female 3.30 3.71

4 Familiar word reading 0.25 50 0.05%*
Male 11.24 13.35
Female 10.43 10.19

5  Reading comprehension 0.60 50 0.05%*
Male 20.28 26.27
Female 16.17 22.48

6  Reading fluency 0.44 50 0.66
Male 15.59 18.18
Female 13.48 15.83

7  Understanding letter sound 0.30 50 0.77
Male 7.86 6.22
Female 7.39 4.74

*p < 0.05, **p< 0.01, ***p<0.001

Table 8 showed that there were significant differences between male and female
students on all EGRA sub tasks, including Vowel name identification (¢ = 2.68, df = 47, p <
.01), Consonant name identification (¢t = 3.73, df = 47, p < .001), Advance letter name
identification (¢ = 2.77, df = 40, p < .01), Familiar word reading (¢ = 2.86, df = 47, p < .01),
Reading comprehension (¢ = 2.03, df = 47, p < .05), Reading fluency (¢t = 2.47, df =47, p <

2 According to Cohen’s (1988), effect size is considered as no effect for 0.0, small for 0.2 to 0.5, medium for 0.6
to 0.7, and large for 0.8 onward.
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.05), and Understanding letter sound (¢ =2.03, df=47, p <.05). The comparison of mean scores
across all EGRA sub tasks indicated that male students significantly outperformed female
students. Male students had significantly higher average scores on Vowel name identification
(M = 11.03), Consonant name identification (M = 25.52), Advance letter name identification
(M =4.45), Familiar word reading (M = 21.14), Reading comprehension (M = 23.31), Reading
fluency (M =28.72), and Understanding letter sound (M = 7.52) than the scores on Vowel name
identification (M = 7.90), Consonant name identification (M = 16.25), Advance letter name
identification (M = 2.15), Familiar word reading (M = 9.70), Reading comprehension (M =
13.20), Reading fluency (M = 14.25), and Understanding letter sound (M = 5.65) for female
students. According to Cohen (1988), the effect size d was approximately .8 for Vowel name
identification, 1 for Consonant name fluency, .8 for Advance letter name identification, .8 for
Familiar word reading, .6 for Reading comprehension, .7 for Reading fluency, and .6 for
Understanding letter sound. The effect sizes were ranged from medium to large effect sizes

(see Footnote 1).

Table 8. Comparison of male and female on reading ability in grade 3 (n = 49).

N Constructs Grade 3
M SD t df p

1 Vowel letter naming fluency 2.68 47 0.01**
Male 11.03 4.11
Female 7.90 3.91

2 Consonant letter naming fluency 3.73 47 0.00%#**
Male 25.52 795
Female 16.25  9.35

3 Advance letter naming fluency 277 40 0.01**
Male 4.45 4.01
Female 2.15 1.63

4  Familiar word reading 286 47 0.01%*
Male 21.14  14.66
Female 9.70 12.33

5 Reading comprehension 203 47 0.05*
Male 23.31  17.27
Female 13.20 16.93

6 Reading fluency 247 47 0.02*
Male 28.72  21.27
Female 1425 18.44
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7  Understanding letter sound 203 47 0.05*
Male 7.52 3.07
Female 5.65 3.30

% < 0.05, **p< 0.01, ***p<0.001

4.4 Difference by Early childhood education and care

Table 9 showed the results of Independent-Samples T-Test examining if there is a significant
difference for students with ECEC and students without ECEC in EGRA sub tasks for grade
1,2, and 3.

For grade 1, among the seven sub tasks, the results have revealed that students with ECEC
were significantly different from students without ECEC only on Understanding letter sound
(t=2.08, df =33, p <.05). The effect size d was approximately .7, which was considered as a
medium size effect. So, it indicated that students with ECEC (M = 8.43) had significantly
higher average score on Understanding letter sound than students without ECEC (M = 5.60)

respectively.

Table 9. Comparison of early childhood education experience on reading ability in grade 1 (n

= 52).

N Constructs Grade 1
M SD t df P
1  Vowel name identification 0.35 39 0.73
No 6.24 5.47
Yes 5.60 6.09
2 Consonant name identification -1.15 39 0.26
No 9.95 9.55
Yes 14.05 13.14
3 Advance letter name identification -0.32 39 0.75
No 1.57 3.19
Yes 1.95 4.40
4  Familiar word reading 0.71 39 0.48
No 7.76 10.97
Yes 5.50 9.43
5 Reading comprehension 0.74 39 0.46
No 5.43 11.53
Yes 3.00 9.23
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6 Reading fluency 0.77 39 0.45

No 4.57 7.51
Yes 2.95 5.79
7  Understanding letter sound 2.08 33 0.05*
No 8.43 3.43
Yes 5.60 5.08

*p < 0.05, **p< 0.01, ***p<0.001

For grade 2, it has been observed that students without ECEC were significantly
different from students with ECEC on Consonant name identification (¢ = 2.15, df =47, p <
.05), Advance letter name identification (¢ = 3.42, df = 26, p <.001), Familiar word reading (¢
=4.08, df =47, p <.001), Reading comprehension (¢ = 5.01, df = 30, p <.001), Reading
fluency (¢ = 5.32, df =47, p <.001), and Understanding letter sound (¢t =3.98, df =47, p <
.001), except Vowel name identification (¢ = 1.42, df = 47, p > .05). It can be concluded that
students without ECEC had significantly higher average scores on Consonant name
identification (M = 22.33), Advance letter name identification (M = 5.67), Familiar word
reading (M = 18.29), Reading comprehension (M = 36.00), Reading fluency (M = 27.24), and
Understanding letter sound (M = 11.05) than the scores on Consonant name identification (M
= 14.75), Advance letter name identification (M = 1.54), Familiar word reading (M = 5.93),
Reading comprehension (M = 5.57), Reading fluency (M = 6.04), and Understanding letter
sound (M = 5.43) for students with ECEC. The effect size d was approximately .6 for
Consonant name identification, 1 for Advance letter name identification, 1 for Familiar word
reading, 1 for Reading comprehension, 1 for Reading fluency, and 1 for Understanding letter

sound. The effect sizes were also ranged from medium to large effect sizes (see Footnote 2).

Table 10. Comparison of early childhood education experience on reading ability in grade 2

(n=152).

N Constructs Grade 2
M SD t d p
1  Vowel name identification 1.42 47 0.16
No 9.00 5.13
Yes 6.75 5.76
2 Consonant name identification 2.15 47 0.04*
No 2233  11.92
Yes 14.75 12.45
3 Advance letter name identification 3.42 26 0.00%**
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No
Yes

4  Familiar word reading
No
Yes

5 Reading comprehension
No
Yes

6 Reading fluency
No
Yes

7  Understanding letter sound
No
Yes

5.67
1.54

18.29
5.93

36.00
5.57

27.24
6.04

11.05
543

5.17
2.30

11.65
9.56

24.88
14.42

15.33
12.54

5.79
4.09

4.08

5.01

5.32

3.98

47

30

47

47

0.00%**

0.00%**

0.00%**

0.00%**

*p < 0.05, **p< 0.01, ***p<0.001

For grade 3, the results have shown that students without ECEC were not significantly

different from students with ECEC on all EGRA sub tasks.

Table 11. Comparison of early childhood education experience on reading ability in grade 3

(n =49).
N Constructs Grade 3
M SD t df P

1  Vowel name identification -0.53 44 0.60
No 9.39 4.53
Yes 10.15 3.83

2 Consonant name identification 0.20 44 0.84
No 21.58 1041
Yes 20.92  8.46

3 Advance letter name identification -0.14 44 0.89
No 3.30 3.47
Yes 3.46 3.33

4  Familiar word reading -0.20 44 0.84
No 1594 15.61
Yes 16.92 13.65

5 Reading comprehension -0.27 44 0.79
No 18.67 18.81
Yes 20.31 17.24

25



6 Reading fluency -0.29 44 0.77

No 22.03 21.16
Yes 24.08 22.57
7  Understanding letter sound -0.29 44 0.77
No 6.76 3.16
Yes 7.08 3.90

% < 0.05, **p< 0.01, ***p<0.001

4.5 Factors influencing reading ability

Table 12, 13, and 14 below explained whether Gender, ECE, and Age might have significant
influences on students’ reading ability at early grades. Linear Regression was employed for
the analysis because the outcome or dependent variables (EGRA sub tasks) were continuous
variables, while Gender and ECE were the binary or dichotomous variables, and Age was a

continuous variable.

For grade 1, it has been found that Gender and ECEC significantly explained
Understanding letter sound (¥ (3, 37) = 3.25, p <.05) as shown in Table 12 below. The
adjusted R Square value was 0.144, which determined that 14 per cent of the total variance in
Understanding letter sound was explained by the model. The results suggested that students
being a male (£ =-0.32, p <.05) and having never enrolled in a pre-school (= -0.33, p <

.05) had better performance in Understanding letter sound compared to their peers.

Table 12. Influence of Gender, ECE, and Age on students’ reading ability in grade 1.

. Gender ECEC Age
N Variables
B b4 B P B P

1  Vowel name identification -0.16 033 -0.06 073 -0.14 041
2 Consonant name identification -0.10 0.56 0.17 0.40 0.01 0.97
3 Advance letter name identification 0.04 0.83 0.04 0.80 0.08 0.65
4 Familiar word reading 0.80 0.65 -0.13 043 0.19 0.27
5 Reading comprehension 0.09 0.60 -0.12 047 0.09 0.58
6 Reading fluency 0.11 049 -0.15 036 028 0.09
7  Understanding letter sound -0.32 0.04* -0.33 0.03* -0.16 0.29

Note: f=Beta (*p < 0.05, **p< 0.01, ***p<0.001)

For grade 2, it has been found that ECEC significantly predicted Consonant name
identification (£ = -0.34, p <.05), Advance letter name identification (S = -0.48, p <.001),
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Familiar word reading (£ = -0.55, p <.001), Reading comprehension (£ = -0.66, p <.001),
Reading fluency (£ =-0.65, p <.001), and Understanding letter sound (#=-0.53, p <.001).
The findings suggested that students who used to attend pre-school were more likely to
perform poorer in most EGRA sub tasks compared to students who never attended pre-
school. Furthermore, the findings also showed that Age significantly explained reading
ability related to Vowel name identification (£ = 0.34, p <.05). It means that over-age
students tended to perform poorly on Vowel name identification compared to their peers

respectively.

Table 13. Influence of Gender, ECE, and Age on students’ reading ability in grade 2.

Gender ECE Age
N Variables

B r B p B p
1 Vowel name identification -0.01 092 -0.26 0.07 0.34  0.02*
2 Consonant name identification -0.36 0.66 -0.34 0.02* 0.16 0.28
3 Advance letter name identification -0.03 0.83 -0.48 0.00*** -0.04 0.79
4  Familiar word reading -0.10 0.43 -0.55 0.00*** 0.13 0.31
5 Reading comprehension -0.16 0.18 -0.66 0.00*** 0.12 0.30
6 Reading fluency -0.15 0.22 -0.65 0.00*** 0.11 0.36
7  Understanding letter sound -0.09 0.48 -0.53 0.00*** 0.09 0.50

Note: f=Beta (*p < 0.05, **p< 0.01, ***p<0.001)

For grade 3, the results indicated that Gender significantly explained five EGRA sub
tasks, including Vowel name identification (£ =-0.35, p <.05), Consonant name
identification (£ =-0.50, p <.001), Familiar word reading (= -0.37, p <.05), Reading
fluency (£ =-0.34, p <.05), and Understanding letter sound (£ =-0.40, p <.05). It means that
male students were likely to perform better than female students in most EGRA sub tasks as
mentioned above. Furthermore, it also showed that Age significantly predicted Understanding
letter sound (£ = 0.30, p <.05), which means that over-age students had better performance

in understanding letter sound compared to their peers.

Table 14. Influence of Gender, ECE, and Age on students’ reading ability in grade 3.

N Variables Gender ECE Age
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B p B p g P

1 Vowel name identification -0.35 0.03* 0.08 0.61 0.01 094
2 Consonant name identification -0.50 0.001*** -0.05 0.73 0.16 0.27
3 Advance letter name identification -0.25 0.10 0.08 0.60 -0.27 0.08
4  Familiar word reading -0.37 0.02* 0.02 092 -0.01 0.96
5 Reading comprehension -0.27 0.09 0.06 0.71 -0.06 0.70
6 Reading fluency -0.34  0.04* 0.02 090 0.02 0091
7  Understanding letter sound -0.40 0.02* -0.05 0.74 030 0.05*

Note: f=Beta (*p < 0.05, **p< 0.01, ***p<0.001)
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Implications

5.1 Reading ability among student from indigenous students of Cambodia

This section presents the discussion part of the research study. An overall objective of the
current research is to identify the reading ability trend of indigenous learners within their

communities amid COVID-19. The central of the research question is to determine which
areas affect students reading ability the most amid the COVID-19 pandemic. 153 students

from grade 1 to 3 participated in the survey and of which 58.20 per cent were male.

The research revealed that the reading ability of the indigenous students was
relatively low. Students at grade 1, for example, tended to have a very low score on reading
comprehension. The understanding of the passage being read was below the average which
stood at 43.40 per cent, followed by advance (special) letter name identification which stood
at 44.39 per cent. For grade 2 students, Advance letter name identification was also
problematic for them. Grade 2 students could identify 46.14 per cent, followed by 46.64 per
cent at reading comprehension. For grade 3 learners, their scores were very low on Advance
letter name identification. Overall, students of early grade were likely to have problems with
understanding the text as well as naming advanced letters. Poor performance on a reading
comprehension tool suggests that the student had trouble with decoding, with reading

fluently enough to comprehend, or with vocabulary.

The research also found that students underperformed in all sub-tasks of the EGRA.
Vowel name identification of grade 1, grade 2 and grade 3 students were 47.58%, 49.10 per
cent and 49.83 per cent respectively. These figures show a very low achievement, and these
may affect their reading ability in the long run. To understand the meaning of a text, the

students do not need to understand all the words written in the text.

Base on the Education Strategic Plan (2019-2023), the MoEY'S expects that upon
completion of the studies, children will be knowledgeable based on accepted standards, be
able to meet the labour market demand and be able to join the workforce to boost economic
growth and development in Cambodia (MoEYS, 2014, p. 12). With the above findings, the
expectation to provide high quality education for all in 2030 might be a far-to-reach situation.
Gove and Cvelich (2011) maintain the idea that teachers in many low-income countries tend

to ignore the importance of the reading assessment result. They understand that their students
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struggle to read, but they lack the ability to communicate with students about it. The role of

the teachers in supporting early grade reading activities needs to be immediately addressed.

Furthermore, in response to the SDG-4, the MoEYS is committed to providing
educational services with quality and equity where all kinds of learners regardless of their
age, gender, religion, place of origin will be given equal opportunities. A road map of
Cambodia Education 2030 has been developed to reflect the needs. During the 2020-2021
school year, the Ministry of Education Youth and Sport reported that among the 57,300
primary school teachers the MoEYS employs, only 419 (less than 1 per cent) of whom (206
were women) received training on early grade reading teaching techniques and early grade
mathematics teaching techniques (MoEYS, 2021c). According to the Ministry of Education
Youth and Sport guideline, early grade teaching methodology consists of 7 components,
starting from knowing the letter sound, knowing the letter, reading simple words, reading
sentences and reading passage. This implies that teachers in Cambodia need to be trained on

the use of early grade reading techniques as part of their teaching profession.

5.2 Factors influencing Khmer early grade reading ability

There are a number of factors that would have impact on students learning outcomes such as
gender, experience in early childhood education, the engagement in shadow education,
informal payment to teachers, experience of grade retention, social economic status of the
family, age admitted to school, regularity of testing in class, student-classroom engagement,
school locations, and types of schools (MoEYS, 2020c). No and Hirakawa (2012), Keng
(2004) have identified several factors that have an impact on student learning and decision to
stay in school such as age at first school entry, father education, repetition, ethnicity and
gender (male). However, this research analysis only showed three factors that are significant

to the reading ability of indigenous students in Cambodia.

5.2.1 Gender

Literature suggests that there has been evidence of female students are more assertive than
their male counterparts in learning language (Logan & Johnston, 2010). Female students
seem to have a faster learning pace and tend to respond quicker compared to male students.
However, the current study found that male students tended to outperform their female

counterparts in almost every sub-task. The results of T-Test analysis shows that there are
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significant differences in reading ability among students of both genders. In grade 2, for
example, the results disclosed that male students were significantly different from their
female counterpart in the Reading Comprehension, and Familiar word reading. The Mean
scores of male students in Reading Comprehension was greater than the score of female

students.

There was also a significant difference between male and female students of grade 3
in all sub-tests of the EGRA. In all, it can be seen that the reading ability of the male group is

better than those of the female among indigenous students.

The disparity seen here is caused by factors related to household responsibilities.
During the pandemic, female students would engage in more household chores than male
students. This may affect the learning pace of female students. Besides household
responsibilities, their family’s socioeconomic background may be another factor. The
minority groups were living in a challenging situation. Students from poor households in the
research site may have little access to electronic devices, and this may be one of the causes in
reading deficiency. Allocating too much time to housework may affect the learning pace of
female students. Household chores in Cambodia have many negative impacts on student
learning and may lead to negative consequences. They put more pressure on female students,
especially if the student herself is the eldest sibling. Keng (2004) in their study on household
determinants of school progression among rural children in Cambodia found that Cambodian

girls have fewer educational opportunities than boys.

5.2.2 Experience with ECD

A large body of literature has suggested that students who had experience with early
childhood care and education tend to have better performance than those who had never
experienced such service. Many countries invest a large amount of their national budget on
early childhood care and development and expect that children will develop greatly and
contribute back to society. However, the current research had found mixed results. In grade 1,
there is no significant difference between students with and without ECEC experience, except
on Understanding letter sound. At grade 2, children with early childhood care and education
experience seemed to have lower scores in all sub-tasks compared to those who had no
experience in ECDE. Students in grade 2 without ECEC experience were significantly

different from students with such experience. From the data analysis, students who had never
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been admitted to ECEC had significantly higher average scores on Consonant name
identification (M = 22.33), Advance letter name identification (M = 5.67), Familiar word
reading (M = 18.29), Reading comprehension (M = 36.00), Reading fluency (M = 27.24), and

Understanding letter sound (M = 11.05), except Vowel name identification.

Although there is no robust evidence to support the claim, it is more likely that the
quality of early childhood service that the students received in the previous year is a matter of
discussion. Students were affected repeatedly by COVID-19. In 2019-2020, schools were
forced to close, and students could only study online. By 2020-2021, schools continued to
remain closed, and the only means was to study virtually or by clusters. However, early
childhood care and development activities were not allowed to take place in schools. That is
why the experience of ECDE of grade 1 students were just a record, and the impact could not
be evaluated. In addition to this, the indigenous students did not benefit at all from ECDE

activities during school closure.

In the2019-2020 school year, the MoYES reported that early childhood intervention
as provided using multi-lingual programs for minority and ethnic groups in 5 provinces
which cover 19 districts of Kratie, Moundulkiri, Ratanakiri, Steung Treng and Preah Vihea.
The programs were offered in indigenous tribes such as Toun Poun, Kouy, Kreung,
Pounorng, Krol, Kavet, Prov, Chharay and Kachak (MoEYS, 2021c¢). Although intervention
was given, it was not on the site where the current research was being conducted. Another
reason to support the findings is that during COVID-19, students were introduced to online

learning.

During the school reopening period, all higher grades of learning were allowed to be
in schools, however, pre-schools students were placed at home and received only online
learning activities. There is no study to confirm the impact of ECDE during COVID-19, and

the current study could question the effectiveness of the ECDE amid the pandemic.

5.2.3 Age

The study records that the Mean scores of the age of the students grade 1, grade 2, and grade
3 were 7.23, 8.40 and 10.00 respectively. This may indicate that students of the ethnic
minority group tend to enroll late in primary education. A closer look into the performance of

the students reveals that younger students tend to be outperformed by the other students of
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older age groups. For example, student at grade 1 could achieve 47.58 per cent on Vowel
name identification, while students at grade 2 and grade 3 achieved higher in the same sub-
task at 49.10 per cent and 49.8 respectively. Similarly, in the consonant name identification
sub-task, grade 1 learners can read 46.77 per cent per the allotted time, while students at
grade 2 and grade 3 could read up to 48.7 per cent and 50.64 per cent during the allotted time.
Overall, older students were better than students of grade 1, except understanding phonemic
sounds. Grade 1 students achieved above the average, while grade 2 and grade 3 students

achieved only 49.89 and 47.02 per cent respectively in this sub-task.

Although seniority indicates a greater achievement in terms of reading ability, it is
otherwise not being recommended in the education system. The students may enroll late in
school. According to No and Hirakawa (2012), late school entry may have a negative impact
on school attainment, as the students may have a much higher chance of dropping school
when they proceed into higher levels of education such as lower secondary or upper
secondary. The students may appear to be older than their peers, and this is could make it
difficult for them to form friendships. The chances of dropping out because of personal
detachment can be high. Children that were sent to school after the age of six appeared to be
less likely to stay enrolled to complete grade 4 of primary education than children who were
sent to school at the right age (Keng, 2004). According to the Cambodia Law of Education,
the right age in which students should be admitted to school is 6 years old (RGC, 2007). The
finding indicates that indigenous students were admitted to school one year later than their
recommended age. Starting school at a later age is a negative factor that mitigates children

academic survival (Keng, 2004).

5.3 Implications

Implication 1: Reducing all barriers to learning of girls and female students

The results indicated that the reading ability of indigenous male students were greater than
their female peers. In contrast, previous studies showed that female pupils had much higher
cognitive reading abilities than males. It is too early to conclude that female students were
largely occupied by household responsibilities during COVID-19. Sharing roles and
responsibilities among children in the family is necessary. Therefore, gender mainstreaming
and inclusion among indigenous people will be strengthened for all areas of work-related

projects to ensure that SDG4 will be achieved. Some of the examples that could lead to
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eradicating these barriers may include working closely with communities, parents and
families to raise awareness on gender equity that could benefit female students. Parents may
gain greater awareness on gender equity and may be engaging more in the learning of their

children, especially the girl and female learners.

Implication 2: Improving the quality of early childhood care and education within

indigenous communities in Cambodia

There have been critiques over the quality of ECEC during the COVID-19 pandemic. The main
question was largely related to the quality of the ECEC during COVID-19. The research found
that there was significant difference in grade 1 between ECEC students and non-ECEC students
on Understanding letter sound. However, students without ECEC had significantly higher
average scores on other subtasks, while there is no difference in grade 3 students between those
who had experience with ECEC and those who has no ECEC experience. This indicates that
ECEC amid the pandemic was more likely less effective. Online learning may be not applicable
for early childhood care and activities for indigenous students, while the quality of services to
these groups will be closely monitored and strengthened to meet with the expected outcomes
where education is delivered within a minimum standard based on the ESP (2019-2023). To
meet this end, broadening the ECEC services in the needy areas and responding to the needs
of the locals is warmly welcome and recommended for the shake of the children including the

research locations.

Implication 3: Promoting the access to education, the right age, the better result.

Enrolling children in school at the recommended age is the key to promote learning. The
MOoEYS reported that gross enrolment rate in rural locations in the 2020-2021 school year was
117.80 per cent, while the net enrolment rate was 85.60 per cent (MoEYSS, 2021d). This means
that around 27.30 per cent of the school-age children were unable to enroll in the previous year.
National Campaign is crucial to reflect the necessity of enrollment at the recommended age of

children. It is also a national commitment as stated in the law.

Implication 4: Promoting in-door strategies for learning recovery in early grade reading
The results of the current study indicated that students at early grades in Cambodia could not
meet the average performance scores in all subtasks of EGRA due to the school closure

during the COVID-19 pandemic. This finding is consistent with Asian Development Bank
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(2021) that claims that low- and middle-income countries in Asia have been found to loss
approximately 29 percent of a year’s worth of learning by 2021. At recovery stage when
schools are reopened, learning recovery is deemed crucial. The urgent initiatives are needed
to ensure that students can recover their reading ability as soon as possible. The reading
ability at early grades is the most significant stage for student learning in the long run. It has a
long-term effect on reading acquisition at higher grades (Graham & Kelly, 2018). Therefore,
several learning recovery strategies have been suggested by World Bank (2021) to help

students recover their reading ability as follows:

o Establish Programs for Teaching at the Right Level: Addressing the needs of every
student is vital for effective learning at the recovery stage. Teaching at the right level
is done by grouping students by their proficiency level rather than age or grade. This
can be done by administration of a brief assessment of reading ability. Students are
expected to move from grade-based classroom to proficiency-based classroom during
extra dedicated hours.

e Provide Individualized Self-Learning Programs (ISLP), Including Computer-
Assisted Instruction: Similar to teaching at the right level, ISLP utilizes technology
available in school or home through computer-assisted self-learning program.
Through this program, teachers’ guidance can be reduced and remotely controlled,
which allows students to learn in their own pace during the regular school day or
afterschool. In case of Cambodia, early grade students need close monitoring and
assistance from teachers and especially parents to utilize such technological paradigm.

o Establish Small Group Tutoring Programs: Tutoring can significantly increase
student achievement for low-achieving students, which its efficacy depends mainly on
group size and frequency of tutoring time. Tutoring can be done by the same tutor
throughout the year during the school day, dedicated hours, or afterschool. Tutors can
either be college students or high school students.

o Extending Instruction Time: It has been found that extending instruction time yield
significantly improved learning outcomes and non-academic benefits (Patall, Cooper,
& Allen, 2010). It can be done by extending school day, week, or year. Holding classes
during the short and long-term vacation by arranging students by their proficiency
level as small groups is an ideal and effective approach to foster learning recovery.

e Promoting involvement of parents: It is important that for early grade students,

parents play a crucial role in closely observing, encouraging, and assisting students

35



hold effective self-learning. Parents need to eestablish good cooperation and
communication with school primarily to support student learning and sstrengthen
children's growth and learning process by providing a safe and peaceful learning
environment.

Implication 5: Ongoing support to promoting early grade reading

Support from relevant stakeholders, such as MoEYS, NGOS, and volunteers is
crucial. This to make sure that early grade teachers follow the guideline and steps in early
grade teaching and learning. This assistance ensures that instruction includes key aspects in
early grade teaching and learning, ranging from (1) knowing letter sound, (2) knowing letter
shape, (3) knowing syllable/vocabulary, (4) reading fluency and (5) reading comprehension.
These 5 key steps need to be addressed during instruction with the assurance that students
have chances to practice more. This should be extended nationwide, including the research
site, as this is believed that it is one of the effectives measures to respond to promoting early

grade teaching and learning mechanism.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion

The research concludes that reading ability of students from indigenous communities during
COVID-19 was severely affected in all aspects. In all, reading ability of students in every

domain of early grades as below the average.

This finding was consistent to the result of the grade 3 national assessment conducted
in 2018 which also found that grade 3 students achieved below the average of the Khmer

language tests.

The finding was also consistent with the study by Keng’s causal-comparative research
(2003). The students who had been sent to school at a later age were more likely the ones
who had better performance compared to their younger counterparts. However, late school
entry is not recommended in the education system. Late school entry increases the likelihood
of dropout after grade 4 of primary education. In turn, the research suggested parents to
invest in education for their children as per the recommended age to enhance their social life
in school and academic performance. The finding contradicts a baseline survey on early grade
reading conducted by KAPE in 2021. There were significant differences in gender to reading

ability, experience of early childhood care, and education to reading ability.

The current study, regrettably, did not examine the relationship between family
economic status and child labor among other significant factors. In addition, since the study
focused on indigenous students from the northern part of the country, it should be noted that
the research on reading ability should be conducted in other locations to have a broader
picture of the reading ability among the groups of indigenous communities across Cambodia.
However, the findings were from a study with a very small sample size. To clarify this,

further studies with larger sample sizes may be needed.

All in all, indigenous students of all grades underperformed in all aspects of EGRA,
and the learning lost during COVID-19 was enormous. Although COVID-19 paves ways for
innovation, it has indeed threatened the learning of people from marginalized groups that
could not obtain access to online learning sources. The dream to achieve equitable access
throughout primary education is still a far-to-reach destination. The MoEYS should take
more action to accelerate learning of all learners, including people from indigenous and

ethnic minority communities.
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The study suggests relevant stakeholders to pay more attention to early grade reading
enhancement. The Ministry of Education Youth and Sport needs to set clear and precise
policies and regulations to ensure inclusiveness in education. The Provincial Department of
Education Youth and Sport must ensure that education policies and regulations supporting

learning of children of indigenous communities benefit from the education system.
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Appendix 1a: Reading test for grade 1
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Appendix 1b: Reading test for grade 2
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Appendix 1c: Reading test for grade 3
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