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Abstract

In response to the recurring poor literacy achievement among learners in  ARTICLE HISTORY
various mother tongue languages in Ethiopian schools, this study investigated Received: 11 November, 2023
teaching practices of four Amharic teachers at three government schools in  Accepted: 21 May, 2024
Hawassa city, focusing on how the instructional content is implemented and

what explicit instructional moves the teachers used in teaching early reading.

Through a qualitative case study approach, utilizing video-recordings and KEYWORDS
checklist-based observations as data collection tools, the study revealed Explicit instructional moves,
variations in implementation among all four teachers. Modelling, discussion, early-grade reading, reading
feedback and guided practice have been found to be the explicit instructional instruction, teaching practices,
moves most prominently used by the teachers. Elements of explicit Amharic classrooms
instruction seemed to be implemented simultaneously, albeit randomly, and

the lesson content was delivered systematically from simple to more

complex. The instructional content was found to be primarily grapho-

phonological, where the fidal was the minimal content unit of the instruction.

Finally, the findings indicate that teaching practices are influenced by

external factors such as lack of literacy materials and inadequate Ambharic

language competence among some teachers. The results might suggest the

need for future policy changes and practical interventions aimed at enhancing

teachers’ competence and improving the provision of adequate literacy

instructional materials.

Introduction

Early literacy development lays the foundation for children’s future academic success.
Methods of teaching reading and its components in early grades have been a subject of
considerable debate in the science of literacy (Castles et al., 2018; Connor et al., 2004;
Seidenberg et al., 2020), and scholars are still in search of effective methods of teaching
early-grade reading to improve children's learning and achievement (Connor et al., 2004;
Kemp, 2018).

The debate over the teaching methods is caused by children’s poor learning
achievements in different grade levels across the globe. The literature reveals that the reading
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achievement of children is low in many parts of the world, including developed countries,
which is persistent in developing countries such as Ethiopia (Connor et al., 2004; Piper,
2010a; Piper, Jepkemei & Kibukho, 2015). Earlier studies attribute these poor achievements
of early grade reading to such factors as quality of the reading instructional materials, literacy
environment, socio-economic conditions and teachers’ qualifications and practices (Dubeck,
Jukes & Okello, 2012; Mohammed & Amponsah, 2018; Odhiambo, 2008; Piper et al., 2015;
Robledo & Gove, 2018; Sanden, 2012). These factors are globally prevalent, but scholars
suggest they may vary across different contexts and countries, including Ethiopia (Dubeck et
al., 2012). Despite extensive research into reading outcomes and the factors contributing to
low reading achievement, little research has been done on the actual teaching practices
employed in early-grade reading classrooms, particularly in the Ethiopian context. This study
aims to address this gap.

To improve early-grade reading instruction, numerous scholars recommend
systematic explicit instruction for the five basic components of early-grade reading:
phonological awareness, phonics, reading fluency, vocabulary and comprehension (Archer &
Hughes, 2011; Dean, 2007; Hughes et al., 2017; National Reading Panel (NRP), 2000;
Reutzel et al., 2014; Reutzel, 2015; Rupley, Blair, & Nichols, 2009; Shanahan, 2005). These
scholars have noted that systematic, structured and direct instruction effectively helps
students to focus on the specific skills and strategies needed to decode and understand written
language. Systematic and explicit reading instruction has additionally been claimed to be
particularly beneficial for certain groups of students, e.g. second language learners
(Goldenberg, 2020), struggling readers (Rupley et al., 2009) and those from
socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds (Mwoma, 2017). Thus, the use of explicit
instruction in teaching reading literacy continues to be a focal point of curricular content,
research and educational policy discussions both in Ethiopia and worldwide. Pretorius (2019)
argues that explicit teaching of reading literacy might be a more effective and appropriate
pedagogical approach in many African countries. Ethiopia is not an exception here, and poor
reading literacy achievement has raised concern and highlighted the need for more research
on early reading instructional practices (Anteneh et al., 2016; Piper, 2010b, 2010c; Abera,
2014; Read M&E, 2020).

Teaching practices and the instructional moves employed by teachers have been
identified as some of the key issues affecting reading achievement in Ethiopian schools
(Anteneh et al., 2016; Abera, 2014). Classroom teaching comprises the content of the lesson
and the methods used for presenting it. The content refers to the five essential early grade
reading components: phonological awareness, phonics, vocabulary, fluency and
comprehension (NRP, 2000). The method refers to the specific teaching strategies such as the
explicit instructional moves used by teachers to deliver the content. The objective of this
study is to investigate how Ambharic teachers in grade one implement reading instruction,
focusing on the explicit instructional moves in their early reading teaching practice. As a
result, the following research question is addressed in this study: What explicit instructional
moves do teachers use when teaching early reading in grade one?

Given the strong support for the use of explicit instruction for teaching early-grade
reading components among numerous scholars (Archer & Hughes, 2011; Connor et al., 2004;
Hughes et al., 2017; NRP, 2000; Reutzel et al.,, 2014; Sedita, 2005), this study might
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contribute to a better understanding of the ways early reading instruction is provided in
Ambharic classrooms and how specific content components are actually taught.

Theoretical Framework: The Importance of Scaffolding

This study is grounded in the sociocultural theory of learning, which emphasises the
importance of social interaction and active learning environment in the development of
cognitive and language skills. Vygotsky (1978) recognizes the role of a more knowledgeable
other and how they through scaffolding can mediate and support children’s learning.
Scaffolding can be provided by the teacher but also by the materials in the learning
environment or by peers. Vygotsky (1978) talks about scaffolding as a process that can occur
in the zone for proximal development (ZPD), which refers to “the distance between the actual
developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential
development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration
with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). Teachers play an important role in
scaffolding children’s learning. This involves guiding them and mediating social interactions
in the classroom through language and practice. These scaffolding principles, rooted in the
ZPD, are of great importance for students to learn how to guide their own progress and
development. This instructional strategy conveys the gradual release of responsibility (simple
to complex release of content) in the process of lesson delivery, which makes it an explicit
form of instruction. Explicit instruction is suggested as suitable and also commonly used in
teaching early grade reading components (Doabler et al., 2015). In this study, explicit
instructional moves are conceptualised as elements of scaffolding for providing support
within the sociocultural theory.

Reutzel et al. (2014, p. 409) identified seven explicit instructional moves related to
early reading skills: (a) direct explanation, (b) modelling, (c) guided practice, (d) independent
practice, (e) feedback, (f) discussion, and (g) monitoring. The first explicit instructional move
in Reutzel et al. (2014), direct explanation, is associated with giving ‘overt’ and ‘concrete’
explanation of content to be learned. It is concerned with giving clear description of concepts
with precise, clear and comprehensible language. Direct explanation is highly associated with
explicit reading instruction delivery (Allington, 2013; Archer & Hughes, 2011).

The next component of explicit instruction is modelling; this is when the teacher
reveals ways of using specific concepts, processes, skills, strategies of doing things, etc. This
element is considered as an essential part of effective interventions basically for special needs
learners such as struggling readers and disabled learners (Allington, 2013; Archer & Hughes,
2011). It is also a feature used in early grade reading instruction across the components and
sub-skills such as phonological and phonic components and sub-components.

Guided practice is a strategy consisting of the teacher’s guidance, scaffolding, and
support to the students’ learning, in which the teacher and students keep active interaction
through recurrent classroom practices with the teacher’s active guidance and instruction
(Reutzel et al., 2014; Rupley et al., 2009). As a result of the guided practice students receive
from their teacher, they are expected to be able to run independent practice as an instructional
outcome.

Independent practice is the next stage where learners become able to apply the new
concepts by themselves, without support from the teacher or other relevant support providers
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(Reutzel et al., 2014). This is an explicit instructional move which is used to ensure that
learners have acquired new knowledge and experience and that they can apply it on their own
(Archer & Hughes, 2011). Independent practice as an explicit instructional move is used to
ensure learner progress; however, it is ‘less recommended’ for first graders, who may be too
young to perform every task entirely on their own (Reutzel et al., 2014).

Feedback is an explicit instructional move whereby learners receive close follow-up
and monitoring with practical teachers’ written/verbal reaction (Reutzel et al., 2014). It could
be used either to correct mistakes or to confirm accuracy of their learning applications.
Feedback gives learners an opportunity to internalise the conceptual content in a more
practical and memorable way through correction and/or approval of their work. As it helps to
fill learning gaps (Archer & Hughes, 2011; Reutzel et al., 2014), feedback is a relevant
element in reading instruction as well.

Discussion refers to the practical verbal communication/information exchange
between the teacher and learners in the classroom. It may involve asking and answering
questions, eliciting student responses, asking for elaboration of concepts, interaction between
the teacher and learners or their peers (Wilkinson & Son, 2011). Usually, it appears during
guided practice or direct explanations, and the teacher is often the initiator and facilitator for
discussions (Archer & Hughes, 2011; Reutzel et al., 2014). Discussion is expected to be
limited in grade one, and it will increase as learners become more exposed and attached to
texts in the later parts of the instruction (Reutzel et al., 2014).

Monitoring is associated with teachers’ critical follow-up of their learners’ responses
and progress. It enables teachers to scrutinize the lively performance of their learners, be
informed about learners’ progress, measures to be taken afterwards, etc. (Archer & Hughes,
2011). Monitoring can be realised through a formal assessment of learners’ level of concept
understanding, effective instructional practices, learners’ outcomes, classroom management,
etc. (Reutzel et al., 2014). Monitoring has been found to be a crucial teacher responsibility
across various grade levels, including grade one (Reutzel et al., 2014).

We have adopted Reutzel et al.’s (2014) explicit instructional moves presented above
when investigating the teaching practices of Amharic teachers related to teaching reading in
the first grade.

Methods
Study Design and Sampling Techniques

This qualitative case study explored Ambharic early reading instruction in grade one.
Purposive sampling was used to select the research site, which is Hawassa city, the schools
and the grade level. The research site and the schools were selected based on convenience.
The selection of grade one is due to its importance in early literacy development. Three
schools were chosen for the sake of data management, with a total of four participating
teachers, two from the same school. As there were no more than two teachers in each school,
available teachers in each selected school participated in the study after obtaining their
consent.
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Data Collection Tool

The main data collection instrument in this study was video-supported observation.
To analyse the implementation of the instruction, a checklist was prepared based on the
theoretical suggestions of explicit instruction, according to Reutzel et al. (2014). The
observation was made with a co-observer in order to ensure reliability. The observation was
intended to find out how the teachers’ conducted the classroom implementation practices of
the reading instruction. The video recordings were made for three full periods in each class;
however, lessons in some cases were shorter than the planned duration. A single period was
25-35 minutes long. As the instructional data reached saturation level in the duration of the
whole period, a single whole classroom observation of each teacher was used for the analysis
in this study.

The observation checklist included the following explicit instructional moves: direct
explanation, modelling, guided practice, independent practice, feedback, discussion, and
monitoring. These elements were used to code the observational data from the video
recordings through counting their frequency. Within each of the elements, the number of
implemented activities for each teacher was counted, and it was specified which content
components the instruction delivery included.

Data Processing and Analysis Techniques

In this study, the data was first collected through video recording and note taking
according to the checklist. One lesson from each teacher was used for the analysis. Each
video was transcribed in Ambharic and categorized under each element. Then, they were
translated to English for references. After manual categorization, the transcribed data were
coded by using NVivo 10 data analysing software. The nodes and sub-nodes were created in
the software by using the explicit instructional moves as topics. The analysis was done by
deductively coding the material with the explicit instructional moves, as mentioned above. In
some cases, certain instructional moves were found to be overlapping, suggesting the
possibility of them belonging to different nodes. In this case, data were coded under the node
that seemed most fitting. The analysis was descriptive, and the results can say something
about the four teachers’ explicit instructional moves when teaching reading in first grade. The
data presented as references in the analysis are presented in an order of Amharic raw data,
IPA transcription and the English translation. Finally, during the data organisation and
coding, schools and individual teachers were anonymised in numbers to ensure
confidentiality.

Results

The observations from this study show that instruction is delivered in integrated
manner and the focus is mostly on the grapho-phonological content. The most common
teaching pattern observed was the following: the teachers wrote the targeted fidéls and their
variants on the board, encouraging the students to identify and repeatedly articulate them,
first with the teacher, then with peers. Instruction at the phoneme or sound level was not
provided in isolation, as the minimum learning unit is the fidél, which represents a syllabic

combination of a consonant and a vowel. The exception was the sixth fidil variant, which is
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the only natural isolated phoneme existing in the writing system, and is usually presented in
lessons and taught as an independent fidédl like other orders and not a phoneme.
Consequently, induced by the alpha-syllabic writing system in Ambharic, the minimal
instructional content in teaching practices for early reading in grade one in the observed
Ambharic classrooms was the fiddl, which is a phonologically patterned grapheme and not an
isolated sound.

To teach the targeted fidils, different techniques were used by the teachers observed
in this study. Fiddl variant reciting was the most common teaching-learning activity. Other
activities included word formation with targeted fidéls, blending and segmenting the fidils,
etc. Such activities might be helpful for the students, reinforcing their skills in fidél
recognition. Regarding content delivery, the classroom observation documented learning
activities in line with suggested activities in the Amharic grade one textbook and teache
guide, which were analysed earlier in another paper from this project (Nigist, in review).

Table 2 below summarises the teachers’ use of different explicit instructional moves
in the observations. As can be seen in the table, the teachers used all the seven explicit
instructional moves, however, to varying degrees. While for Teacher 4 the total number of
occurrences of explicit instructional moves was 117, for Teacher 3, 425 explicit instructional
moves were identified. Guided practice, modelling, discussion, and feedback were the
explicit instructional moves most frequently used by the teachers. In our analysis below, we
present qualitative data with some examples of the explicit instructional moves observed.

Table 1
Summary of observation findings for teachers’ implementation of systematic explicit
instruction
Elements of Explicit Instruction Number of Activities Performed in ~ Total
Each Element by Each Teacher

T1 T2 T3 T4
Direct Explanation 14 5 2 4 25
Modelling 26 35 81 53 195
Guided Practice 40 55 94 24 213
Independent Practice 2 13 46 1 62
Explicit Feedback 7 35 21 5 68
Implicit Feedback 0 4 39 5 48
Discussion 26 30 118 10 184
Monitoring 29 30 24 15 98
Total 144 207 425 117 893

Direct Explanation

The data suggest that teachers consistently employ direct explanation in their lessons,
however, not very often. Direct explanations were used in teaching different aspects of
reading skills, for eample, to tell which fidil a symbol represents, how a fiddl should be
pronounced, what a concept refers to, how a word is read and what it means, what an object
is used for, what a concept/object consists of, how larger linguistic units such as the sentence
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are formulated, where a fidil appears in the alphabet arrangement, how many words can be
formed by using a single fidél, etc. For example, Teacher 1 explicitly and directly taught the
meanings of blending and segmenting and provided examples for each concept. In her
examples, she directly taught what the words formed by the target fiddls meant and what the
fiddls were used for when mentioning the words €N /qeb/ meaning ‘pullet’ and % C ewst
/qiry”at/ which means ‘basket’. She also explained the meanings of words by relating them to
associated terms, for example, in her explanation of the word /abdba/ - ‘flower’, the teacher
described it in relation to its different parts, naming the root, stem, and leaves. Teachers 2 and
4 also directly explained to their students that the fidéls 9° /mo/ and & /qo/ were the last units
of each respective fidil variant. An example of direct explanation in the lesson from Teacher
3 is as follows:

2Y ‘N ARRBAG:N'"Y @I N P RLMATLHY 7@ AICE AFA U7
AANTF@:

/jth ‘bd’ Pajiddllamm: ‘ba’ nidw;... b4’ jaimmis’s’afdw ?indédzih ndw; ?igrofifu Pikkul
mihon ?alldbbafiaw/

““This is not ‘/bd/, it is /ba/...; /bd/ is written as such; its legs should be equal’’.

Compared to other explicit instructional moves such as modelling, discussion,
feedback and guided practice, it seems that direct explanation was not used much by the
teachers. There was also variation in the frequency of its use among individual teachers.
Teachers 1, 2, 3 and 4 used 14, 5, 3, 4 direct explanations in the observed data, respectively.
This might indicate that Teacher 1 employs direct explanation significantly more than the
other teachers, which might suggest a more explicit approach for concept delivery to her
students. Such a method may be particularly beneficial for young learners, as it is a
recommended teaching strategy for their grade level.

Modelling

Modelling was one of the most frequently employed explicit instructional moves in
the data (195 occurrences registered in total for all four teachers). The participating teachers
used modelling to guide students towards proper learning strategies and to correct
inaccuracies. They wrote fiddls and words on the board every time so that those with no
textbooks could have access to the instructional content, instructed those having books
already, showed how to write fidéls correctly (direction, space in between, physical
appearance of the fidéls, font size, etc.), how to sit properly so that they could have full
access to the blackboard, etc. These were all manifestations of the teachers’ modelling
activities to help their students learn.

Modelling activities were often performed by the teachers to guide the learners on
effective learning strategies, including appropriate classroom behaviour and study
techniques, e.g. that the students should follow their teacher, look at what is written on the
board, concentrate, practice, or repeat after the teacher. The teachers also guided the students
on how they could create connections between fiddls/symbols to aid memorization and
retention through counting and visualization. Furthermore, the teachers linked new lessons to
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the students’ prior knowledge and instructed students in practical aspects like using
stationery and navigating their textbooks.

Modelling activities typically occurred at the I DO stage of the gradual responsibility
release model, where the teacher demonstrated the tasks. In the observed classes, teachers
gave clear and practical instructions, outlining what students should and should not do during
the lesson. Among the four teachers, Teacher 3 used modelling the most (81 times), followed
by Teacher 4 (53 times), then Teacher 2 (35 times) and Teacher 1 (26 times). The modelling
moves usually included the use of visual aids, numerical examples and connections to
familiar concepts. For example, Teacher 1 was bringing her hands together to visualise
blending and separating them apart to visualise segmenting for the learners. She was also
using numeric representations of the fidéls in each fidél variant list by asking which stage of
the fidédl variant arrangement the selected fididl belongs to at the selected root fiddl’s
horizontal list on the alphabet board. Moreover, she was asking for the name of the object
picture whose name starts with the targeted fidal.

Teacher 2 employed modelling mostly in a form of dos and don’ts. She also tried to
establish connections by using terms that illustrated familial relationships between letter
variants such as /la/’s variants, /mé/’s variants (¢ ‘A’ H CF /ja‘la’ zdrofYf/, ¢ ‘@™ HCF
/ja‘ma’ zéaroffy/), etc. She also facilitated word associations by linking the fidéls to the words
they formed and asking her students questions like ‘‘what did we write/form in ‘13’ or
‘mé’?”’, etc. Such an approach could help the learners remember the practiced activity and
build upon this in their further learning. The modelling moves used by Teacher 4 were
similar to those of Teacher 2 in that she also used the list of fidil variants of /qd /¢ /. By
engaging students in a 'matching' exercise, she helped them recognize common features
among visually similar fidéls, assisting them in identifying and internalizing the different
fidl variants.

In addition to using modelling most frequently among the four observed teachers,
Teacher 3’s modelling was quite innovative and creative. For instance, in her visualisation of
the physical characteristics of the fidél /¢ /qé/, she said ““97 § % £% ®7 0% ¢ P HF o
AT8UY @107 £H &9A T : /mann nat jiffi wiagdbuan jejazefw: Pindih wigdbuan jiza
qomallaftf/, what is this holding its waist; it stands this way holding its waist...”’. In her
attempt to visualise fiddl /n -bé, she described the fidél as a ‘gate’, saying ‘™% % 2U %
NC *aN AAT: /mann nat jiifi:barr timdstlallafy/ what is this which looks like a gate?’’.
She also practiced counting of the diacritic markers of the fidéls, which she addressed as
‘legs’. For example, she asked “2U % wh*+ A9C £ A%+ T ¢ %7 /jihfifi sost ?igir jallat
mann nat?/ what is this having three legs?’’ to refer to the fidil /m/t’4/, and ““2U &N A &%
AaC AT % %7 /jihfifis Parat ?igir jallat mann nat?/- what is this fiddl having four
legs?’’ referring to /@®/mi/, etc. Such modelling moves might be important to support the
students’ memory and facilitate their learning.

Generally, modelling was one of the most frequently used explicit instructional
moves in the observed classrooms. Teachers employed this instructional move to varying
degrees, and the teacher who demonstrated most of the occurrences, was also quite
innovative and creative in employing modelling. Sometimes modelling overlapped with other
explicit instructional moves such as feedback, guided practice and monitoring.
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Guided Practice

Guided practice was the most frequently used explicit instructional move in the
observed classrooms (213 occurrences). This practice was typically structured in three main
forms: interactive question and answer sessions, repetitive exercises and clear instructions on
what to do and what to avoid. In addition, the teachers seemed to have established routines
for opening and closing the lessons. The teachers first demonstrated practices and tasks
themselves and afterwards performed the same activities together with the students,
providing hands-on guidance. They frequently wrote the targeted fidéls on the blackboard
and then posed leading questions about them. After the students answered the questions
guided by the information delivered by the teacher, they were instructed to frequently
practice the concepts through recitation or word formation. The teachers used various
techniques in forming the questions to help learners remember what they learnt, such as what
word they formed earlier by using the targeted fiddl, by using the horizontal fidil variant
counting system, by bringing visual conceptualisations to approach the fidéls, by limiting the
number of fiddls in the word the learners had to form, by identifying similarities and
differences across the individual fidél variants, etc. For example, Teacher 2 delivered the
following guided practice:

am A: N A 9 494 7?/bdli min s’ifanall?/
T. /li:/ what did we write with /1i/?

+. AALLL /DY

S. Lili...

am A A DA F 9 @A F 7 @? /lilli maldt mn maldt naw?/
T. What does Lili mean?

+. A9y @ /sim ndw/

S. It is a name.

a, ? 9°% N 9°? /jAmn sim?/

T. What name is it for?

+. PA@NIE fjasdw sim/

S. A person’s name.

In this conversation, the teacher asked leading questions to teach three concepts: that
they wrote the word /lili-A,A./ by using fidél /li-A./, that /lilli/ is a ‘name’ and that it is a
‘person’s name’. These kinds of engaging activities were used throughout the lesson of each
teacher to scaffold learning. Teacher 4 also practiced guided practice in the following way:

. RUE Y §F? (‘977 AP Mm@ aot) /jihflfi mann nat?/ (‘qa’ n ?4jjat’dqqomatt)
What is this? (pointing to fiddl /qa/)
¢
/qi/
¢ h7(..7/qi kimann gar...?/
/qi/ with whom...?
h¢pocC.. /kiqigar../
With /qi/..

“Fr 335w+ 33
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@ AHU JC 1 @? (e ¢ AP m&act) /Pizih gar ndw?/ (wadd ‘qd’
?1jjat’dqqomaitt)
Is it here? (pointing to /qi/)
A 22 A /Pajiddllamm/
No!
AHU 2C 7 @7 (% 7 AP mé&adt) /Pizih gar ndw?/ (‘qu’n ?ijjat’dqqomatt)
Is it here? (pointing to /qu/)
h £ 8 A 9! /?ajidillamm/
No!
AHU 2C 1 @? (7 AP Mm@ aF) /?izih gar ndw?/ (‘qa’n ?4jjat’dqqomatl)
Is it here? (pointing to /qa/)
h P [Pawd/
Yes!

N“FT AT A2 F S

In the above classroom practice, the teacher led the learners to identify both
similarities and differences between fidél variants. She deliberately connected the individual
fidals to the wrong matches first to test the students’ understanding and to guide them to the
correct matches.

Furthermore, guided practice was found in the start of the lessons when the teachers
recapped the previous lesson and introduced the content for the day to the students. From the
lessons observed for this study, two of the teachers (T1 & T3) organized their lessons both
recapping the previous lesson and introducing the lesson of the day, whereas two other
teachers (T2 & T4) avoided recapping and moved directly to introducing the content of the
day’s lesson. Such guiding practices might be important for the students’ learning as they
connect the previous lesson to the current lesson. Introducing the content of the new lesson
also might help the students to prepare for what is coming next in the lesson.

The teachers also guided the students at the end of the lessons. Recapping was also
used to review what they learnt during that lesson and the students needed to practice more
on. Some of the teachers gave the students homework so that they could continue practicing
at home and prepare for the next day. For example, Teacher 1 started her revision by saying
AT ASFTT APAP DALY ATLTIT ATNHAANATI .0 MA DA T 927 TA T 1 O
NA ¢ 4 ? /Pahun sdataffffin Pijjalldqé sildhond Pinddgdna Pinkédllisallan; manét’t’al malit min
maldt ndw billdnall?/ Now, as our time is getting over, we recap again...what did we say
segmenting means?’’ After saying this, the teacher started reviewing all the content of the
lesson, which was an interactive/engaging activity. This is an example that is representative
of all the teachers except Teacher 4.

Independent Practice

Independent practice is a stage where students do not receive their teachers’ support
so that they can exercise by themselves after receiving instructional orientations and
procedures. This explicit instructional move was implemented in a limited manner across the
teachers. This seems to be in line with previous research, which claims that learners at this
grade level would benefit more from guided practice and modelling rather than working
independently on their own (Reutzel et al., 2014). Consistent with this, the data in this study
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showed that students in all four classes were more involved in guided practice, modelling and
interactive learning activities rather than in independent practices.

The observed independent practice activities were related to reading (recitations of
fiddls, words and sentences) and writing activities. For example, students engaged in
independent writing by copying fiddls, words, and sentences from the blackboard. Among the
four teachers, Teacher 3 was the one who frequently used independent practice (46 times),
compared to other teachers (2, 13 and 1 times for Teacher 1, 2 and 4, respectively). After
presenting the lesson in a discussion form, Teacher 3 practiced the lesson content together
with the learners guiding them first and then allowing them to practice independently, asking
them to come out to the blackboard one by one. During the independent practice time, she
monitored the students’ work and provided feedback. For example, she invited them to start
the independent practice as follows: “A U7 AR&A P MA 9% 1 @? ¢ AHU oMt
P @pf N & nC ...?7 /2ahun lakiflu jdmmil mann ndw; ?izih wit’ito jimmijasqot’t’ir...?/ Now,
who can say it for the whole class? Who would like to come here and recite...?”’
Subsequently, the teacher selected students who then took turns coming to the front of the
class to perform the activities.

Moreover, the teachers instructed learners to practice independently in cooperation
with their peers, without assistance from them. For instance, Teacher 1 said: “‘A -7 N »7% &
N1 e PSTUF 39/11747 21 NAFUE /Pahun bédt’ind bat’'nd honafffthu ?Pa/nidgirun
tanébballaffthu/ Now, you read the sentence in pairs’’. Teacher 2 also assigned various
independent practice activities to her students. For instance, she asked them to create words
of two fidéls by using each targeted fidil from the day’s lesson, saying: ““A U7 N ‘A’ H CF
NAVAT NAULAT UYL $A%F A C+RATE /Pahun bd ‘147 ziroffYf baldhulétt baldhulétt hohe
qalat mésritulin/ Now, form words of two fiddls by using each variant of fiddl /ld/>’. This task
was intended for students to complete on their own. In the observational data from Teacher 4,
there was only one registered instance of independent practice, suggesting that this teacher
seldom included such activities for her students.

In general, independent practices throughout the observed classes centred on
recitation of fidédls and reading of words and sentences formed as extensions and
demonstrations of the fidéls and their functions.

Feedback

Feedback as an explicit instructional move was observed in teaching practices of all
four teachers, but also to varying degrees. Feedback was often provided in conjunction with
other instructional moves like modelling, guided practice, independent practice, and
monitoring. Feedback was delivered both orally after the learners’ active reactions to the
activities and in a written form by marking their exercise books for homework and classwork.
Here are some examples of written feedback from Teacher 3: ““N+h h & 9 & @ /bitikkil
s’afaw/ write it correctly; 20 N+hha h A+ & & 9™ -/jih batikkil Paltds’afamm/ this is not
properly written...; N &+ A 4T 9 4 o~ /bafit lafit s’afaw/ write it on the front’’.

Feedback was coded in the data either as explicit or implicit, for the teachers had their
preferences to provide it in these modes (e.g., Teacher 2 and 3 provided more explicit
feedback than Teachers 1 and 4). In the case of explicit feedback, the teachers for example
were overtly stating their appreciation and approval of the learners’ progress to encourage
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and motivate them, or they could directly point out inaccuracies in their work, that their way
is not accurate. Some of the feedback was accompanied by applause from the whole class
initiated by the teachers. For example, when her students correctly formed words by using the
variants of fidéls /A -14/ and /a®-mé/, Teacher 2 delivered word formation activities by using
each variant of fidéls /A /-14/ and /a»-/mé/. Then, when the students correctly formed words by
using each of the variants, she was saying: ““4 NH 3 AZF! 4 NHF!-/gobdz jane lijoffy!
gobdzoffl/: clever, my children! Clever!”” etc. When the children formed a word by using
fidél /ae-/mi/, the teacher said, ““YNH 1 AELT! A&ATU A anenft! //gobiz jane lijofY!
/larasaffthu ?ac’dbc’ibu/ Clever, my children! Clap for yourself!”’. These kinds of overt
expressions of praise and encouragement were used among most of the teachers, which are
again forms of explicit feedback. In addition, the feedback was constructive that it could
inform and guide further student work. For example, Teacher 1 once said, “‘2U *+hha
AREAPILY ‘P71 @) AEEAPIATHY ‘¢ AT ‘€79 F@= 17 AN+hAU ACHU
g = /jih tikkil ?ajiddllamm! jih ‘qQ’ ndw? ?ajiddllimm! ?inndzih ‘qa’ ?inna ‘qi’ naffdw; nigi
Pastdkakldh sirtdh na/ This is not right! Is this /q/? It is not! These are /qa/ and /qi/. Come
tomorrow with a correct one’’. Thus, this is considered as a form of a corrective explicit
feedback focusing on pointing out the student’s inaccuracy and encouraging the student
stating that he/she should rework it for accuracy.

On the other hand, implicit feedback was delivered by the teachers in different ways.
Some of the teachers, for example, left the students standing and gave the chance to other
students to provide response to their wrong answers. In addition, they suggested other
methods of doing things without saying this is ‘right’ or ‘wrong’. For example, when a
student made an independent practice of word reading by counting the individual fidils,
Teacher 3 said, “A 7 & AL .17 h 7 & AR...1? [Pand lay...!?, Pand lay...!?/ Together...?
Together...?°’, which means that it is not right to separately read individual fidéls appearing
in the word.

In general, feedback was one of the frequently employed explicit instructional moves,
but there was also variation among teachers. Feedback was delivered both in isolation and in
integration with other components. It was an extensive part of the instruction aimed to correct
inaccuracies and improve learner performance. In some cases, however, the learners did not
even understand that they were wrong, and they were standing for some time until the other
students finished speaking, etc. In this case, explicit feedback seems to be more informative
for the children at that grade level.

Discussion

Discussion was the third frequently implemented explicit instructional move in the
observational data. All the teachers had quite interactive and conversational style in the
observed classes, primarily using a question-and-answer format. The teachers asked questions
first, waited for the students’ responses and then provided further elaborations, explanations
and conclusions, or they presented content in conversation with the learners. Discussions
found place mostly during and after direct explanation, guided practice and independent
practices. The teachers were often the initiators of the discussion as highlighted in previous
research (Archer & Hughes, 2011).
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Teacher 3 was the one who had most registered cases of discussion (118 occurrences).
Her teaching style seemed quite interactive, as she made students recurrently practice the
whole lesson content interactively, first by modelling, then providing guided practice for the
students, followed by their independent practices. To the contrary, Teacher 4 was
comparatively more reserved and less interactive, resulting in less frequent occurrences of
discussions in her class (only 10 times). Teacher 1 and Teacher 2 had 26 and 30 discussions,
respectively, during their observed lessons. The following is a discussion excerpt from
Teacher 1.

a 2y 9oy &7 1 ®? /jih mindinn ndw/

T. What is this? (Teacher pointing to the picture of the former Ethiopian 1 birr note)

+. NC ../birr/

S. Birr

m YTy NC FoeFAFU? AUT LALA? 17N AR AA? /jthnn birr
tawuqutallathu? ?ahun jisérrall? gébéja lay ?alla?/

T. Do you know this birr? Does it work now? Is it available on the market?

+. ¢ A9 /jallamm/

S. Itis not available.

am PAJIALAGI: + /jallamm! Pajisdiramm/

T. It is not available; it does not work.

In this example, the teacher tried to explain that the currency unit (Ethiopian Birr) was
not available on the market, and that it is not in circulation anymore.

Summing up, although discussion seems to be one of the most frequently used explicit
instructional moves in the data, there is variation in the frequency of its application by
different teachers, suggesting that their teaching practices may differ.

Monitoring

There seems to be less variation in how often the teachers used monitoring as an
explicit instructional move in the observed lessons. Monitoring in the data is usually
associated with the teachers moving around the classroom closely observing the students’
work, mainly when learners were given classwork in written or oral forms. Feedback and
modelling were often integral parts of the teachers’ monitoring efforts.

In monitoring the students’ activities, for example, Teacher 3 instructed them to only
raise their hands when she asked learners to answer questions. “‘A & NF 7 @ f 974 A 7 @
AE NF...I -Pid3ds bifffa ndw jaimmifilligdw; ?idsds biftfa... [ need only a hand; only a
hand’’. Implicitly, the teacher here meant that the students should keep quiet and raise their
hands only if they wanted to respond, which was a mode of monitoring. Teacher 2 gave once
a quite bold instruction in her monitoring move: “A U7 %4¢ AAALI ©L AASO
tamAh+ti FAFUEP® ENtLFUT NEFRI - Pahun s’afu ?lalhumm; widd sdledaw
tamalkétu; hullagfthumm dibtirafihun kidénu; now, I did not say write; look at the board;
all of you close your exercise books.”” By saying this, she prohibited the students from
undertaking tasks that she had not requested from them. When moving around the classroom
while students were working on activities, Teacher 1 once said, ‘4 24 P A @®mFU: NHU

38



Bahir Dar Journal of Education Vol. 24 No. 2 May 2024 Nigist G. Hunegnaw et al.

aoy e gy gn L PA PATE ‘NPT AST ‘e’PF AHU MRCRC AANToE -fiddl
jalaméat’t’affthu, bidzih mismir minmm fidil jallimm; ‘ba’woffyf ?inna ‘qd’ woff ?izih
middirdar ?allabbafaw. Those of you who did not bring fiddl, there is no fiddl in this row,
the /bd’s/ and the /qd’s/ should be arranged here’’. With this comment, she communicated
that it was not appropriate to come to class without the fidéls. She also stated that the students
should arrange the fidils in front of them, so that they could use them as instructional inputs.

Our analysis shows that the teachers used monitoring in their classrooms, by posing
questions, supervising the students’ work, issuing warnings or punishments for disruptions,
and by directly reacting to the students’ behaviour to tell them what to do and not to do.
Despite the teachers’ monitoring, students' attention levels varied throughout the lessons,
which might suggest that it might be necessary with even more frequent monitoring moves to
keep the attention of the learners in the first grade.

Discussion

In this study, we investigated how four Ambharic teachers implemented explicit
instructional moves in their Amharic reading lessons in grade one. Focus on the
implementation of reading instruction is important as persistent underachievement in reading
literacy among various mother tongue languages in Ethiopia has been a matter of concern,
with related factors such as provision of instructional materials, teacher competencies, and
learner characteristics contributing to this issue (Melese & Gulie, 2019; Mohammed &
Amponsah, 2018; Mupa & Chinooneka, 2015; Muthanje et al., 2020; Piper, 2010c).
Investigating teaching practises in early reading and explicit instructional moves
implemented in reading instruction can give some insight into what is focused on and not
when it comes to teachers’ scaffolding of students’ early reading. We will discuss the
findings from this study, regarding the variation between the teachers when it comes to the
degree of support they provide to the students through explicit instructional moves.
Furthermore, it is relevant to discuss what types of explicit instructional moves are more
frequently used in the observed classrooms, and how this might affect the students’ early
reading development.

All four teachers in this study used the explicit instructional moves of modelling,
guided practice, and discussion most frequently. All these three explicit instructional moves
can be said to support the youngest students in suitable ways as they then get scaffolding in
the teacher’s mediation through both language and modelling (Vygotsky, 1978). Through the
guided practice, the teachers also help the students to get a structure in their learning by, for
instance, recapping the previous lesson and connecting it to the current topic. The teachers’
scaffolding by guided practice might be an important support for the students’ understanding
of reading as it connects the different components in the language. Direct explanation and
independent practice were less common explicit instructional moves in the observed
classrooms. One possible explanation for this could be that the students are young and that
they need a closer guidance of the teacher within their Zone of Proximal Development (ZDP)
(Vygotsky, 1978). The students at this grade level might not yet be ready to understand more
direct explanations or work independently (Reutzel et al., 2014). Nigist (in review) states that
the content components tend to appear more in association with the nature of the writing
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system, rather than just bound only with the theoretical suggestions of early reading theory
for content presentation. Therefore, variations in the content delivery at the implementations
level might suggest that while teachers implement systematic explicit instructional moves as
recommended for early grades (Archer & Hughes, 2011; Connor et al., 2004; Dean, 2007;
Doabler et al., 2012; NRP, 2000; Reutzel et al., 2014; Rupley et al., 2009; Sedita, 2005) and
the contents are not bound only to the theoretical suggestions of previous research (NRP,
2000), the poor achievement among Amharic learners may not solely be attributed to factors
such as instructional implementations. This study may suggest that future research needs to
examine in more detail the links and relations between teaching practices, instructional
content presentation and students’ reading achievement.

Another important finding from this study, which also points out the complexities of
early reading instruction, is that there is great variability between the four teachers regarding
which moves they are using and to what extent they implement them in their teaching. While
some teachers prefer certain instructional moves, others use these moves less frequently. This
variation could potentially have an impact on how effectively students engage with reading
content and how they develop their skills in different classrooms.

In the context of teaching reading in alpha-syllabic languages like Ambharic, the
central instructional content has been identified as predominantly grapho-phonological,
focusing on fiddls, a grapheme representing a syllabic combination. Thus, it might be
presumed that isolated phonological awareness instruction may not be as relevant as in
alphabetic languages due to the writing system's characteristics (Nigist, in review). Teaching
phonological elements separately is not practical in such a system, as they do not stand as
meaningful units alone. Our data confirm this content focus, as the learning activities in the
observed classrooms were mostly connected to the fidéls. This approach to reading
instruction in alpha-syllabic languages diverges from the studies conducted on reading
instruction in alphabetic languages. Consequently, it might be important to take into
consideration that while some findings in the research on reading instruction might be
plausible universally, others might be specific to different writing systems. Internationally,
different scholars suggest systematic explicit instruction for early grade reading classes as the
most effective tool for improving the children’s reading outcomes (Archer & Hughes, 2011;
Connor et al., 2004; Dean, 2007; Doabler et al., 2012; NRP, 2000; Reutzel et al., 2014;
Rupley et al.,, 2009; Sedita, 2005). However, it should be discussed whether this
recommendation applies universally and can be valid in all contexts. This consideration of
research findings for reading instruction not being universal across all writing systems, may
initiate more research into teaching practices as applied to early reading instruction in apha-
syllabic languages like Amharic.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Conclusions

Based on the findings, we can conclude that all the teachers have used explicit
instructional moves. However, there are differences in how they use them and to what extent.
This can have implications for how the students are scaffolded in the first grade reading
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instruction. As we know, scaffolding is of great importance for young learners. The following
conclusions are drawn based on the study’s finding.

In most cases, the elements are implemented interdependently that a single activity
can manifest different elements, so they are not purely sequential but appear simultaneously
too. In addition, the content seems to have been delivered systematically as seen from the
nature of the activities and the teachers’ creativities.

Writing systems might influence content presentation; the prevalent lesson content
throughout the instruction is found to be the grapho-phonological component here too.
Moreover, as the fidils are naturally syllabic components made up of consonant and vowel
phonemes making a single symbol, phonological features were integrated with phonics and
made the content grapho-phonological, which has happened because of the nature of the
alpha-syllabary writing system the Amharic language uses. Therefore, we conclude that the
feature of writing systems needs to be considered while preparing instructional materials.

Recommendations

As has been seen in this study, there were more elements related with lesson opening
and closing, which might demonstrate that systematic explicit instruction is not limited only
to the elements that appeared in the frame of analysis. It might embrace more elements, so it
might be prone to change depending on the nature of the activities.

The nature of writing systems needs to be considered in the preparation and
implementation of curricular and instructional content. Having these foundations in mind,
this study also suggests further research on the factors that could affect child learning
achievement such as correlation between writing systems and the learning achievement.

Limitation of the Study

This study is not a correlational study or an experiment confirming that the causes of the
achievement failure are (are not) the materials’ content or the teachers’ implementations. In
addition, it might not be generalizable as it is a case study.
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