SEA-PLM 2019 latest evidence in basic education

Low-performing readers in
6 Southeast Asian countries

Summary
Results from SEA-PLM 2019 Main Regional Report highlighted a large proportion of children
across 6 countries in Southeast Asia whose performance did not meet minimum expectations for
their age in reading, writing and mathematics. This paper focuses on reading performance, and
profiles children who are considered to be low reading performers in their respective countries,
and discusses what these children can do and how they are distributed throughout the region.
It then explores how systems and schools support low-performing children.
This paper looks at potential solutions by investigating the characteristics of children who
demonstrate academic resilience – that is, being able to perform well despite coming from a
disadvantaged background. The findings from the study contribute to policy recommendations
for how low-performing children can be better supported to reduce the risk of students being
left behind academically across basic education.
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What is SEA-PLM?
SEA-PLM (Southeast Asia Primary Learning Metrics) is a new comparative learning assessment
programme, designed by and for countries in Southeast Asia. The programme aims to generate
reliable data and evidence for monitoring learning outcomes across and within countries, and
for understanding what factors drive and hinder children’s learning along their school journey.
It also aims to promote cross-border exchange on learning and education policies, and to build
the capacity of participating countries to design and conduct solid learning assessments. SEAPLM aims to help countries to identify, prioritize and address educational challenges in key policy
areas, such as curriculum development, resource allocation, pedagogical practice, and planning
at national and sub-national levels.
Through the first round of SEA-PLM, stakeholders obtained robust evidence to answer a
critical question: How do children in Southeast Asia perform against regional metrics in reading,
writing and mathematics at the end of primary school? The SEA-PLM 2019 main survey was
implemented during the 2018–2019 school year. Six countries from the region participated:
Cambodia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines and Viet Nam. SEA-PLM 2019 collected
children’s and schools’ responses through paper-pencil tests and questionnaires, conducted
with a sample of children that was representative of the school population enrolled at Grade 5
in each country.
SEA-PLM 2019 used tests to collect valid and reliable data on children’s level of proficiency
in 3 learning domains (reading, writing and mathematics), and used a series of background
questionnaires to collect extensive information about children, classrooms, teachers, schools,
principals, parents and communities. Linking this information to the learning domains provides
important insights into variations and inequalities in children’s learning performance, and the
different drivers of learning and achievement. A global citizenship module was also developed
as an experimental exercise in comparative large-scale assessment at primary education level,
using contextual questionnaires.
SEA-PLM proficiency scales offer a common reference for comparing performance between
and within countries. SEA-PLM 2019 methodology enabled the overall national performance of
participating countries to be reported for 2 Sustainable Development Goal indicators in reading
and mathematics: SDG 4.1.1a (end of lower primary) and SDG 4.1.1b (end of primary).
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Proficiency of low-performing
readers

Reading is a fundamental skill to fully engage in many areas of life, from education to employment
and civic engagement. There is strong evidence to show that the early acquisition of reading
skills is one of the best predictors of later educational success (Evans & Hares, 2021). SEAPLM proficiency scales provide insight into children’s current levels of learning and how teaching
and learning should progress to ensure all Grade 5 students are mastering Grade 5–level
reading proficiency.
Teaching the Grade 5 curriculum to low-performing children who have yet to master foundational
reading skills is unlikely to lead to learning. However, targeting instruction to the level of the
student has consistently been shown to positively impact children’s acquisition of foundational
skills (Banerjee et al., 2017; Lakshminarayana et al., 2013; Muralidharan et al., 2019). At both
the national and school levels, SEA-PLM data can be used to inform targeted interventions
and remedial support for children, especially those considered to be low-performing. Box 1
provides a definition for low-performing readers in Grade 5, who are the primary focus of this
paper’s analysis.
Box 1: Definition of low-performing readers
Low-performing readers are defined in this paper as those whose reading scores fall in
the bottom 25% of SEA-PLM proficiency scale scores in their country (national bottom
quartile of the national reading score distribution). The reading proficiency of those lowperforming children is described using the SEA-PLM reading proficiency scale, bands
and descriptions. This reading proficiency scale includes 5 bands, ranging from Band
2 and below, to Band 6 and above. Figure B1 in Appendix B presents the full SEAPLM proficiency scale and descriptions for reading literacy. Writing and mathematics
learning domains are not included in this paper.
Owing to the wide variation in reading assessment results, defining only children who
did not meet the minimum international proficiency (SDG 4.1.1a or b) as low-performing
would have excluded many children – in several countries, the entire population of
children – and therefore limited the potential and comparability of any analysis.

Figure 1 presents the reading proficiency of low-performing Grade 5 children in each country.
The reading proficiency of low-performing children in each country is explained below, based
on the SEA-PLM proficiency scale.
This scale is aligned with SDG 4.1.1a (end of lower primary) and SDG 4.1.1b (end of primary).
Children performing at Band 3 and above have proficiency that meets or exceeds the SDG 4.1.1a
indicator, and children performing at Band 6 and above appear to have proficiency that meets
or exceeds SDG 4.1.1b.
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Figure 1: Low-performing readers in each country, by SEA-PLM proficiency band

Note: Figure shows the bottom 25% of students on SEA-PLM proficiency scale scores in each
country, out of the SEA-PLM population of Grade 5.

The reading achievement of low-performing children across the 6 countries varied considerably. In
some countries, the lowest-performing 25% of children from the national reading score distribution
included a large proportion in middle or higher bands of the SEA-PLM reading proficiency scale,
while other countries had a large proportion of children in the lowest bands.
After 5 years of primary schooling, low-performing children in Lao PDR and the Philippines were
only able to “identify relationships between words and their meanings” in the official language
of instruction at Grade 5. Even if those basic reading competencies are targeted in the Grade 1
curriculum, the status of language(s), number of language(s), and their evolution over the primary
curriculum are singular to each system and greatly influence the achievement of basic reading
competencies in one or several languages.
Reading trends were similar in Cambodia and Myanmar, where a very large proportion of lowperforming children were in Band 2 and below, and still unable to master the most basic reading
skills. A small proportion of children performed in Band 3, and were able to read a range of everyday
texts fluently and begin to engage with their meaning, a skill aligned with curriculum competencies
expected at the end of lower primary. Children in Band 3 are unable to achieve mastery of more
complex reading skills, such as implicit comprehension and making inferences that would allow
them to achieve proficiency appropriate to their grade level.
In Malaysia and Viet Nam, low-performing children had larger variation in their reading proficiency.
In Malaysia, 5% of all Grade 5 children – one-fifth of the low-performing students on the national
score distribution – were in Band 2, not meeting proficiency levels expected by the end of lower
primary, but the low-performing group also contained some children who were on track to achieve
proficiency targets by the end of primary school. In Viet Nam, the lowest-performing 25% contained
children (7% of total Grade 5 population) who attained high levels of proficiency that met or
exceeded the minimum standard that children should be able to achieve by the end of primary
school.
Since there is such a wide variation in what constitutes a ‘low performer’ in each country, it
is suggested that interpretations of the analyses in this paper take into consideration the large
differences within this sub-population.
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Characteristics of
low-performing readers

This section examines the profile of low-performing children in participating countries, outlining
what characteristics significantly predicted if children – in specific countries or the majority of
countries – were at risk of being a low-performing reader. Our analysis looks at key factors
shown to influence student achievement: gender, location, language background, socioeconomic
status (SES), household responsibilities, preschool attendance and grade repetition. The authors
selected variables in the datasets and drove the analysis according to policy interest, data
availability and validity, and the key drivers of performance among low-performing readers
identified in international literature.
Figure 2 presents the odds ratio for each of these factors in the 6 countries that participated in
SEA-PLM 2019, showing which children were more likely to be low-performing. The lower a
dot appears, the lower the risk that a child with this characteristic will be low-performing. See
Appendix B for more details on methodology and statistical modelling.
Figure 2: Odds ratio of being a low-performing reader by child’s background characteristics

Note: Preschool only statistically significant in Viet Nam; some dots may overlap.

Figure 2 highlights that children with the following characteristics were most at risk of being
low performers across most of the 6 countries:
• M
 ale: Gender was a significant predictor for which children were at greater risk of
being low-performing readers in all countries except Lao PDR. Boys were more likely
than girls to be low-performing readers in 5 out of the 6 countries.
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• A
 ttended a rural school: The relationship between school location and reading
achievement was statistically significant in Cambodia, Myanmar and the Philippines,
with children attending school in a rural area on average at greater risk of being
low-performing readers. In Malaysia, Lao PDR and Viet Nam, the relationship was
not significant.
• D
 id not speak the language of test at home: In all countries except the Philippines,
the language spoken at home was a significant predictor of reading achievement.
Children who did not primarily use the test language at home were more likely to
be low-performing. The Philippines is a notable exception as English was the test
language used and the main expected language of instruction for reading in Grade 5,
but almost all children indicated that they did not often speak English at home.
• F
 rom a low SES background: Children from a low SES background were at greater
risk of being low-performing in all 6 countries.
• H
 ad household responsibilities1: Children’s household responsibilities were a
significant predictor of low reading performance in Cambodia, Malaysia and the
Philippines. Children who reported daily or weekly responsibilities in farm work,
commercial activity or physical work were at greater risk of being low-performing
readers in those 3 countries.
•  Did not attend preschool: The positive effects of preschool education were
significant in Viet Nam, where children who reported they had attended 1 to 2 years
of preschool education were at lower risk of being low-performing. In the other
countries, the relationship was not significant.
• H
 ad repeated a grade: Grade repetition was a significant predictor in all countries
except Malaysia. Children who had repeated a grade were at greater risk of being
low-performing readers.

Multiple risk factors
Children often fall into multiple risk categories – for instance, being a boy attending a rural
school and not primarily speaking the test language at home. Further analysis was carried out
to understand how the multiple risk categories influence the likelihood of a child being a lowperforming reader.
Table 1 describes 6 student profiles, where one risk factor is added per profile. The profiles relate
to a student with a ‘reference profile’ who has a set of attributes likely to lead to the smallest
risk of low performance.
Figure 3 then displays the cumulative probability of children being low-performing readers,
showing the increasing risks for the 6 profiles outlined in Table 1, as more risk factors are added.
The results are grouped by whether children belonged to a low, average or high SES background.
Table 1 and Figure 3 show results for all 6 participating countries combined.

1
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A new variable under the title “household responsibilities” was computed for the purpose of this analysis to capture out of school
activities frequency generally considered as potential barriers for academic home learning. It covers selected questions related
to outside school activities as farm work or commercial activities or physical work self-reported as being practiced “weekly (at
least one a week)” or “daily or almost weekly”. It excludes house chores, take care of children, and take care of elderly questions
available in the SEA-PLM 2019 questionnaires. See Appendix B, Table B2.

Table 1: Profiles of children belonging to more than one risk category, all 6 countries combined

Figure 3: Cumulative risk of being a low-performing reader, by SES background,
all 6 countries combined
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Children with multiple risk factors were considerably more likely to be low-performing readers than
children who did not experience these risks.
The risk was even higher for children from a low SES background compared with children from
an average or high SES background, with the widest disparity existing between low and high SES
children, who had a 0.4 point difference in probability of being a low performer when considering
multiple risks. These results highlight equity issues related to children’s individual characteristics
and the effect on learning of barriers they face outside of the classroom.
School- and system-level policies have the potential to consider the multiple, compounding risk
factors for children and target interventions to mitigate risks that can lead these children to become
low-performing readers. However, countries’ efforts in the last decade to reduce the impact of
social inequity and to set high-quality educational standards for all children, including those most
at risk, have not been sufficient in supporting effective learning trajectories for all. SEA-PLM 2019
data show that a large proportion of children are still not mastering basic literacy skills by the end of
their primary education, signalling a need for education systems to prioritize foundational learning.
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School support for
children’s learning

This section examines the effect that schools have on the reading performance of their students.
The analysis presents data and findings from the school questionnaire (responded to by school
principals) to understand 3 factors that can contribute to a positive literacy environment: extra
reading support, textbook availability and library facilities. We also revisit the children’s individual
characteristics and risk factors, discussed in the previous section, to analyse how student- and
school-level factors interact to predict overall reading performance.
Please refer to chapter 3 of SEA-PLM 2019 Main Regional Report for more references and
analysis on the equity effects of school environments, ways to identify causes of inequity and
risks, and potential actions to improve equity for children.

Extra reading support
School principals were asked if their schools provided additional reading support outside of
the prescribed curriculum (see Appendix B, Table B3). This included extra reading classes and
tutoring for children in Grade 5 and below whose mother tongue was not the same as the
official language of instruction. Figure 4 shows the percentage of Grade 5 children in schools
that provided extra reading support free of charge, that provided extra reading support paid for
by parents, or that did not provide any extra reading support. In all countries there were some
principals reporting this additional support for children.
Figure 4: Percentage of children by extra reading support provided in their school
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The Philippines had the greatest percentage (79%) of children in schools that provide free
reading support in the language of instruction, followed by Malaysia (56%). Children in these
countries were at least 5 times more likely to be in a school where the principal reported
providing free reading support than children in Cambodia, where only 11% were in a school
where the principal reported providing this support.
While this analysis focuses on reading support provided at no cost to students, in some schools,
principals reported providing this support for an additional fee. In Cambodia, 4% of children
attended schools where reading support is offered for a fee, while that proportion was 9% in
Lao PDR, 15% in Malaysia, 1% in Myanmar, 7% in the Philippines and 2% in Viet Nam.
The provision of reading support at a cost to children and families may have significant equity
implications, as children from low SES backgrounds are at greater risk of being low-performing
and could benefit most from additional support, yet are less likely to be able to afford such
support.

Textbook availability
School principals were asked to indicate the number of language-of-instruction textbooks
available for each child (see Appendix B, Table B4). Across the 6 participating countries, the
majority of children (87%) attended schools where they had one textbook per student for
language lessons. Less than 2% of children attended schools where there were no textbooks
available.
In Malaysia and Myanmar, all children had their own textbook and did not have to share. Lao
PDR had the lowest percentage of children who had their own textbook (55%), with just over
40% of children having to share with one or more other students. Lao PDR and the Philippines
were the only 2 countries where some children had to share a textbook with more than one
other student.
Table 2 shows achievement in reading for students who attended a school where the principal
reported one language textbook per student, compared with those who attended a school
where there was no textbook or shared textbooks. Students in Cambodia, Lao PDR and the
Philippines were more likely to have achieved significantly higher scores in reading if they had
their own textbook instead of sharing with classmates.
Table 2: Average reading proficiency by availability of language-of-instruction textbook

()
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Library facilities
School principals were asked whether their school had a library (see Appendix B, Table B5).
Figure 5 shows a large variation among countries with one country reporting that 100% of
children had access to a library while another reported that only 35% of children had access to
a library at school.
Figure 5: Percentage of children by availability of school library

In Malaysia, 100% of children attended a school with library facilities. This is in contrast to 35%
of children in Lao PDR whose school had library facilities. Investing in a school library can support
children’s interest in reading and engagement in reading for pleasure, and expand opportunities
for them to access a variety of texts.

Effects of school-level factors
As discussed in Area 2 of this paper, children often experience multiple, interrelated risk factors
that can influence learning. Here we examine mainly how school-level variables interact with
children’s reading achievement, even when student and other school contextual effects are held
constant. See Appendix B for more details on methodology, statistical modelling and outputs.
Three findings were of particular interest:
• R
 eading achievement varied both within and between schools. The main variation
in reading achievement is seen within schools, with differences in achievement
between students in the same class. This raises the need to support teachers who
face very varied achievement levels, so that they can differentiate instruction and teach
to the level of the child. However, there are also large differences between schools.
For example, in the Philippines nearly half of the variation in reading achievement is
at the school level. This highlights inequalities between schools and the important
role that local and system-level administrations, communities and schools can play
in reducing disparities between schools.
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• A higher number of language-of-instruction lessons was positively associated
with reading performance in most countries. In Myanmar and Viet Nam, by
contrast, increased language tuition showed a significant negative correlation with
reading scores; this may be due to additional support being offered by schools when
many students are falling behind in reading.
•

In Myanmar and Viet Nam, extra reading support did not translate to higher
performance. These 2 countries had low rates of extra reading support in the
language of instruction, and children in schools that did provide extra reading support
tended to be lower-performing readers than those in schools that did not provide extra
support. This may signal that those practices have not been sufficient to address all
score differences between children, even when other sources of learning differences
are equal.
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Academically resilient children

Academic resilience has been defined as the “capacity to overcome acute and/or chronic
adversity that is seen as a major threat to a student’s educational development” (Martin, 2013,
p. 488).
In this paper, acute and/or chronic adversity is defined as socioeconomic disadvantage (see
Box 2 for further explanation). In order to understand the characteristics of academically
resilient children, the data were analysed to look at students from low SES backgrounds who
performed well in comparison with the cohort of children in their country. These children are
proficient in most skills expected at the end of primary education as assessed in SEA-PLM 2019.
Box 2: Definition of academic resilience
Academically resilient children are defined in this paper as children who fell within the
bottom national quartile in their socioeconomic index and scored in the top quartile
of SEA-PLM reading scores. In other words, in each country, they are the children
who are among the 25% most socioeconomically disadvantaged, who also achieved
a reading score within the top 25% of scores in their country.

Academically resilient readers across countries
The proportion of children in each country who are academically resilient readers is presented
in Figure 6.
Figure 6: Percentage of children who are academically resilient readers
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Figure 6 indicates variation across countries in the percentage of children considered academically
resilient. Myanmar has the largest percentage (17%) of academically resilient children, which is
3 times higher than the percentage of academically resilient children in the Philippines (5%). In
Cambodia and Myanmar, more than half of children from the most disadvantaged SES background
achieve in the top 25% of reading scores and are therefore considered academically resilient.
Differences between countries point to the capacity of national systems to positively support
learning for all children, regardless of their socioeconomic conditions.

Characteristics of academically resilient readers
Using similar analysis as in Area 2, Figures 7 and 8 illustrate, respectively, the relationship
between key student-level and school-level factors and children being academically resilient in
each of the 6 countries (also see Appendix B, Tables B9 and B10). The higher a dot appears, the
more likely a child with this characteristic was academically resilient in reading.
Figure 7: Odds ratio of being academically resilient by child’s background characteristics

Note: Some dots may overlap; SNR (statistics not reliable) data points not displayed.

The following student-level attributes are associated with children being more likely to be
academically resilient:
•

Female: in Cambodia, Malaysia and the Philippines.

•

Attends an urban school: in the Philippines.

• Speaks the language of instruction at home: in all countries except the Philippines,
where the language of instruction and test language was English at Grade 5.

14

•

Has no household responsibilities: in Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and the Philippines.

•

Did not repeat a grade: in all countries.

Attendance at preschool education was not a significant factor for academic resilience in
any country.
Figure 8: Odds ratio of being academically resilient by school-level factors

Note: PD: professional development.

The following school-level factors were noted:
•

 lthough there was not a consistent pattern across countries, children attending
A
schools with a higher number of language lessons per week were more likely than
those with no lessons to be academically resilient, in 4 out of 6 countries.

•

I n Myanmar and the Philippines, children attending schools with a school library were
more likely to be academically resilient.

•

In Viet Nam, children in schools with provision for extra reading support tended to
be less likely to be academically resilient in reading.

•

In Lao PDR, children in schools with more than 60% of teachers who had received
professional development in the past year were more likely to be academically resilient
in reading.
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Key findings and policy implications
This section synthesizes the key findings from the preceding analysis of low reading performance
and those who overcame their disadvantaged background to outperform their peers. These
findings have implications for policies and practices to address equity gaps in learning, which
are likely to be magnified by the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite differences in context, there is
potential for every country to improve the long-term performance of its education system by
boosting the learning achievement of the most at-risk children.
Students who accumulate multiple risk factors are very likely to become low performers
from the early grades compared with students who belong to a single risk category or
do not belong to any risk categories at all.
In some or all SEA-PLM 2019 participating countries, students with the following attributes –
and combinations of these attributes – were at the highest risk of being low-performing readers:
male; attended a rural school; did not speak the language of instruction at home; from a low
SES background; had household responsibilities; did not attend preschool; had repeated a grade.
Socioeconomic disadvantage further increased the detrimental impact of these risk factors.
In all countries, few children from disadvantaged backgrounds outperform their more
advantaged peers, but those who do tend to have greater access to key support –
reading materials and extra instruction – and speak the language of instruction at home.
While SES is highly correlated with reading achievement, socioeconomic disadvantage does
not automatically lead to low performance. In all 6 countries, some children from disadvantaged
backgrounds defied the odds and achieved high academic performance at the end of primary
education. These academically resilient children were more likely to have access to key supports
and to speak the language of instruction at home. The proportion of academically resilient children
varied significantly by country, suggesting that context matters and that education systems can
and should support resilience.
The way schools prioritize actions to compensate for disadvantages has a considerable
effect on individuals’ learning trajectories.
Although student-level factors were most influential in predicting reading performance,
a significant proportion of disparities in reading achievement in all 6 countries were due to
differences between schools. Schools, in other words, have a large role to play in influencing
children’s academic trajectories and subsequently reducing system-level inequities. The resources
available to schools, and how schools use these resources to support learning are crucial factors
in children’s learning outcomes. Further triangulation of the SEA-PLM 2019 data with other
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national datasets could identify patterns that support high academic performance, including in
children facing socioeconomic disadvantage. This work may also involve linking with or collecting
additional data to better understand how disadvantaged schools transform existing resources
in their community, benefit from extra support, and use other means to support their students
to overcome challenges.
Despite the different situations across the 6 countries, there is room for improvement in
each country to increase long-term national performance through boosting the reading
skills of children considered to be low-performing.
A substantial number of children still had difficulties performing well on basic reading tasks
expected in Grade 1 even after 5 years of primary education. This paper provides data to
help understand the magnitude of this situation in the 6 participating countries and to assess
the remaining challenges for improving national learning performance by investing in lowperforming children.
Evidence from SEA-PLM 2019 highlights key system- and school-level policies and
practices that can support the reading outcomes of children at risk of low performance.
Education systems and schools can implement the following recommendations to
improve the learning of low-performing children:
•

 xamine and eliminate gendered learning barriers for boys and girls, to inform
E
pedagogical practices that support boys’ reading, including gender-disaggregated
monitoring of attendance and learning outcomes.

•

 ncourage attendance at preschool and expand the provision of at least 1–2 years
E
of free pre-primary education, especially to children who are at risk of being lowperforming due to other factors, and review the quality of preschools across the
country to ensure that they align with curriculum and policy expectations.

•

Review national language policies to support quality multilingual education, particularly
for pre-primary and primary, with the option for continued first-language maintenance
support, even as other languages (national, international) are introduced.

•

 ncourage a greater proportion of class and school time to be spent on reading and
E
language activities, particularly in contexts where there is less opportunity to speak
the language of instruction outside the school. Foundational reading skills should be
highlighted and supported up through the end of primary school.

•

Provide sufficient support to schools in disadvantaged communities and children
identified as low-performing, especially by providing free-of-charge reading materials.

•

Implement explicit and progressive learning standards in the curriculum of basic
education, and prepare teachers and school leaders to use standards in their teaching and
monitoring practices (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2019).

•

 evelop school programmes that foster stronger community and parental engagement
D
in children’s learning progress.
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Appendices available online at seaplm.org
Appendix A: Further reading
Appendix B: Reading proficiency scale, statistical tables and model characteristics
Appendix C: SPSS and MPlus syntax
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