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Abstract

In-service training in phonics-based literacy instruction comparing the USAID and 

non-USAID Jifunze Uelewe schools has not been focused on by the research team in 

Tanzania. Thus, there has been limited evidence to inform planning and implementing 

lessons improving reading skills among early grades pupils using phonics-based 

literacy instruction. Three data collection methods were used: in-depth interviews, 

classroom observation and a questionnaire reaching 305 participants (208 early-grade 

teachers, and 97 Ward Education Officers) in 50 public schools (40 in the Tanzania 

mainland and 10 from Zanzibar). Content analysis was used to analyse responses 

given by teachers’ and education quality assurance officers on the focused research 

questions. The results indicate that teachers reported receiving better support for 

teaching practices than for the preparation of materials or for growing their content 

knowledge.  Also, the programmes rarely help teachers gain skills for teaching children 

with special needs. Overcrowded classrooms and lack of technological materials were 

reported to compromise teachers’ ability to promote responsive classrooms in their 

teaching. A good number of teachers (78%) in the USAID Jifunze Uelewe regions and 

48% from non-USAID regions had an opportunity to attend in-service professional 

development on working with special needs children. Some teachers felt less satisfied 

with the in-service training they received as it was conducted over a short period, 

thereby not impacting their teaching skills. The study concludes that in-service 

training, especially mentoring and coaching, should be sustained to improve teachers’ 

knowledge and skills to prepare and deliver phonics-based lessons appropriately. 

Keywords: In-service teacher education, phonics approach, literacy, special needs, 

early grade
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Introduction

Enabling early-grade children to read at a young age is the cornerstone of improving 

educational outcomes (Hanemann, 2022). Central to the success of the teaching and 

learning process is the level of progress children attain in reading. Without developing 

reading ability, a child would inadequately participate and attain learning goals 

successfully (Sullivan & Brown, 2015). Gedik and Akyol (2022) point out that children 

below the expected reading levels struggle to develop more advanced skills because 

they are likely to disengage from different learning instructions. Gove and Wetterberg 

(2011) differentiate effective readers from ineffective readers, arguing that the former 

develops vocabularies through absorbing increasing amounts of written information 

and improving comprehension. However, the ineffective readers lose motivation and 

remain unable to comprehend information.

Different international and national reports show that most children complete their 

primary level of education without sufficient knowledge of reading (UNESCO, 2017; 

UWEZO, 2019; World Bank, 2019). UNESCO (2017) reveals that globally, more 

than 617 million children and adolescents are not achieving minimum proficiency 

levels in reading. The available statistics show that the challenge exists more in Sub-

Saharan Africa (138 million primary school children) and in Central and Southern 

Asia (152 million primary school children). The World Bank (2019) highlighted that 

53% of children in low and middle-income families could not read an age-appropriate 

text with comprehension by age 10. The challenges children face in reading at various 

levels threaten the progress towards the achievement of the Sustainable Development 

Goals, particularly goal number 4, which focuses on all children completing primary 

and secondary education with relevant and effective learning outcomes in reading and 

mathematics (UNESCO, 2017).

In Tanzania, poor reading skills among primary school pupils has been documented 

for many years (Uwezo, 2013; Brombacher et al., 2014). Uwezo (2019) indicates that 

24% of grade seven pupils could not read grade two Kiswahili texts. Brombacher et al. 

(2014) state that most grade two pupils could not read with comprehension. There is 

a close and direct relationship between a teacher’s literacy knowledge and skills and a 

pupil’s reading outcomes with teachers’ professional experiences [pre- and in-service 

training] they are exposed to (Piasta et al., 2009). 
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The teaching and learning of reading skills

Though the development of reading skills is attained through the involvement of the 

pupil in multiple tasks (Fielding‐Barnsley & Purdie, 2005), there are debates on the 

approaches resulting in the so-called “reading wars” (Torgerson et al., 2019; Solity, 

2020). The main variants of the debate focus on phonics-based literacy instruction, 

whole-language instruction, and the use of the balanced literacy approach (BLA). 

While the phonics-based literacy approach stresses teaching pupils to read sequentially 

and explicitly by forming the relationship of letter-sound correspondence in words, 

the whole language approach uses the entire word to engage pupils in developing 

reading skills without breaking it down into letters or combinations of letters (Maddox 

& Feng, 2013).

Grabe and Stoller (2002) challenge the use of the whole language arguing that 

it encourages guessing in reading among pupils, thus limiting the basic ability to 

decode text. Several authors recommend phonics-based literacy instruction as it 

enables children to become skilled readers by developing phonemic awareness and 

alphabet knowledge among pupils (Grabe & Stoller, 2002). The BLA on the other 

hand, is underpinned by the use of explicit instruction in which learners are engaged 

in authentic learning experiences while incorporating both reading and writing 

activities (Acosta, 2012). The author adds that the approach is characterized by read-

aloud, shared reading, independent reading, modelled writing, shared writing, and 

independent writing. Therefore, the BLA (integrated phonics and whole language), 

in teaching reading skills is gaining more attention in increasing learners’ engagement 

in knowledge construction though some countries still favour phonics-based literacy 

instruction, including the United States of America (US), England, Australia, and 

Tanzania (URT, 2016). 

Flynn et al. (2021) argue that effective teachers’ implementation of phonics-based 

literacy instruction needs special training. Designing this research was triggered by 

limited studies that have explored the effectiveness of professional development for 

phonics instruction, especially in Tanzania. Available evidence shows that teachers 

are unaware of their limited subject knowledge and skills or overestimate the level 

of knowledge and ability to teach early literacy skills (Stark et al., 2016). Oliveira 

et al. (2019) argue that any effective programme must be able to provide content 

and pedagogical knowledge and provide teachers with the tools to connect that 
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knowledge to classroom practices. 

Further, Lenski et al. (2013) inform that most programmes prioritize and equip 

teachers with knowledge related to literacy theory, instructional practices, and 

assessment procedures. The International Reading Association (2010) depict that 

teacher professional development has several impacts on teachers’ teaching of reading 

skills ranging from foundational knowledge on curriculum and instruction, assessment 

and evaluation, to diversity in teaching reading. To make teacher professional 

development bring positive changes, Sailors and Price (2010) suggest classroom-

based coaching as it gives teachers and experts to collaborate and enables practitioners 

(teachers) to put new knowledge into practice. On the other hand, Prince et al. (2010) 

purport that peer coaching at school contributes more to success than training via 

standalone events for large groups of teachers. 

In Tanzania, teacher professional development requires refocusing as the available 

training and programmes are concentrated mainly on the general learning of pupils, 

with little attention given to specific skills such as foundational learning skills (Swai 

et al., 2022) as it inadequately helps to improve pupils’ learning (UNICEF Innocenti-

Global Office of Research and Foresight et al., 2024). The limited focus of the teacher 

professional programmes illustrates the importance of quality assurance in the design 

for supporting the achievement of quality learning outcomes. Teachers’ professional 

development and quality assurance are inextricably linked and crucial interventions in 

a teacher’s career and professional practices. When teachers’ professional development 

and quality assurance are inadequately conducted, they compromise quality in 

teaching and learning outcomes (Day, 1991). To make a positive difference, professional 

development should equip teachers with a solid knowledge base, effective instructional 

tools that are aligned with the knowledge base, and school systems should support 

and nurture implementation. Kennedy (2016) and Taylor et al. (2019) add that for 

in-service training to be effective, they should be developed and conducted through 

ongoing practice. Taylor et al. (2019) expound further that a bundled intervention, the 

one that provides teachers with lesson plans and learning materials, combined with 

training and reading coaches who visit teachers regularly to observe teaching and 

provide feedback, is more likely to lead to significant improvements in early-grade 

reading. 

Understanding the effectiveness of the professional development practices in 

Tanzania requires the voices of those who frequently interact at the institutional 
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level—the teachers, headteachers, and ward education officers. Available studies 

are general and do not compare the experience of teacher education programmes 

between regions under USAID Jifunze Uelewe and non-USAID Jifunze Uelewe; 

thus this study was conducted.

Phonics-based literacy instruction in Tanzania 

Many programmes are initiated to address the challenge of phonics-based literacy 

instruction (URT, 2017, 2019). USAID, through the Tusome Pamoja Programme, 

worked to improve reading (with comprehension), writing, and mathematics for pupils 

in grades two and four in the target regions (Mtwara, Ruvuma, Iringa, Morogoro, 

and Zanzibar). Other initiatives included reducing the number of subjects among 

grade two pupils to the 3Rs to make sure that pupils and teachers concentrate on 

developing reading, writing, and arithmetic skills (Rodriguez-Segura et al., 2022). All 

these initiatives aim at achieving the 2025 Development Vision, which requires that 

children aged four to six develop reading skills (URT, 2014).

Phonics-based literacy instruction for basic education and teacher education in 

teaching reading for grades one and two and a whole-language approach for grades 

three and four (URT, 2016) was adopted. The phonics approach was proposed for 

lower grades as it is a tool for learning that words are composed of different sounds 

which is important for reading whole words or connected texts promoted through 

the whole language approach (Double et al., 2019). For its implementation, in-service 

training for teachers teaching in early grade classes was conducted by different agencies, 

including the USAID Tusome Pamoja programme, EQUIP-Tanzania in collaboration 

with the Ministry of Education Science and Technology (Rodriguez-Segura at al., 

2022). The provision of training to teachers gives them the knowledge needed to 

implement a range of successful classroom strategies, such as pacing instruction based 

on pupils’ needs (Leinhardt et al., 1981) and creating the right instructional groups 

(Johnson & Larsen, 2012). Training enables teachers to plan instruction (Elleman & 

Oslund, 2019), measure children’s comprehension and misunderstanding (Ball et al., 

2008), and create projects that deepen children’s reading skills (An et al., 2004).

However, the learning attainment of early-grade learners is poor, as those 

performing at national benchmark levels for reading decreased from eleven per cent in 

2019 to nine per cent in 2021 (National Examination Council of Tanzania-NECTA, 
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2022). Results raise concern over the effectiveness of teacher education, especially the 

quality of in-service training in equipping teachers with sufficient knowledge and 

skills for implementing inclusive phonics lessons. The current study planned to answer 

two questions: 

i. How does in-service training equip teachers with robust knowledge and skills 

to implement phonics lessons? 

ii. How well does the in-service training enable teachers to effectively facilitate 

learning for all pupils?

Methods and Procedures 

The study deployed a qualitative descriptive research design to collect and analyze 

data on teachers’ views on the extent to which teacher preparation and professional 

experiences help them implement phonics-based literacy instruction. The qualitative 

descriptive study was selected to guide data collection and analysis as it allows the 

research team to obtain factual responses from respondents about how teacher 

preparation and professional experiences help them implement phonics-based literacy 

instruction (Sandelowski, 2000). 

Sampling and Participants 

The study was conducted in 50 primary schools in thirteen regions across Tanzania’s 

mainland (eight) and Zanzibar (five). A total of 305 participants (208 early-grade 

teachers, and 97 quality assurers) with varied educational backgrounds, ages, and 

genders participated in the study. The study was conducted in two categories of 

regions: those with educational programmes implemented under the USAID funding 

we refer to as USAID Jifunze Uelewe regions, and those without specific funding 

from USAID. Regions which had no specific funding from USAID we refer to in 

this study as non-USAID Jifunze Uelewe. The USAID Jifunze Uelewe regions earlier 

implemented the Tusome Pamoja Programme, which was phased out in 2021. The 

USAID Jifunze Uelewe programme started its implementation as an extension project 

to the TUSOME PAMOJA project in the same regions to advance the benefits gained. 

Sampling of schools considered high- and low-performing in the randomly sampled 

districts. The sampling considered the rural-urban divide factor in the inclusion of a 
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location would have impacted the resource availability and engagement of teachers in 

professional development.

Most of the teachers had completed the minimum required formal training (i.e., 

certificate in teacher education referred to in Tanzania as Grade three); 144 teachers 

(69% of the total) had a certificate in teacher education, Grade three A, 53 teachers 

had a college diploma (associates’ degree) in education (26% of the total), nine had a 

bachelor’s degree (4.3%), and two (1.0%) held a postgraduate diploma in education. 

On the other hand, all quality assurers had either the minimum required qualification 

or above, that is, a diploma in education.

Early grade teachers and the quality assurers (constituted of Head teachers-

HTs and Ward Education Officers-WEOs) were purposely selected as they are at 

the implementation level of phonics-based literacy and are the ones involved in the 

in-service programmes aimed at enhancing reading skills through improved use of 

the phonics-based literacy approach. Therefore, their experiences were an important 

factor in their involvement in this study. Further, the quality assurers were involved 

because they are the immediate supervisors and are responsible for monitoring early-

grade teachers in implementing the curriculum at the school level.

Data collection methods

Semi-structured interviews and classroom observations were used to gather data 

responding to the research questions. Classroom observations were conducted first for 

teachers to reveal their practices in using the phonic approach to develop reading skills 

among targeted pupils in early grades. A classroom observation guide consisting of the 

closed-ended scale observation rubric was used to observe how teachers implemented 

phonics-based literacy instruction during the reading lessons in the early-grade 

classroom. Classroom observation was employed as it enabled the research team to 

enter and understand the situation as it happened in a natural context (Cohen et al., 

2007). Classroom observation took 40 minutes for the observers (research team) for 

the grade three lessons, 30 minutes were used to collect data in grades one and two, 

and 20 minutes were used for pre-primary. 

Individual in-depth interviews were held with teachers and quality assurers 

following the classroom observation. A semi-structured interview guide was developed 

and used to lead the conversation between the research team and early-grade 
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teachers, HTs, and WEOs. Data collection through the semi-structured interviews 

involved systematic recording and documenting of responses using tape recorders and 

notebooks. Each interview took about 40 to 60 minutes per informant. The use of 

the two methods aimed at triangulation of the findings (Creswell, 2009; Tzagkarakis 

& Kritas, 2022) to enable the research team to validate the results from different data 

sources (Clark et al., 2008; Drolet et al., 2022; Flick, 2009). 

Ethical issues

This research observed all ethical matters regarding fieldwork. Research permits and 

ethical clearances were obtained from the respective authorities—the University 

of Dodoma, on behalf of the Tanzania Commission for Science and Technology 

(COSTECH); and the President’s Office of Regional Administration and Local 

Government (PoRALG) respectively. The two allowed the research team access to the 

participants. During the data collection, the research team and the research assistants 

observed respect for human and moral values and sought informed consent from the 

HTs and participants. Research participants were informed about the purpose of the 

research and assured of how their responses would be treated and managed to ensure 

anonymity and confidentiality (Drolet et al., 2022).

Data analysis

Content analysis was used to develop an understanding of the teachers’ and quality 

assurers’ responses using open coding (Bengtsson, 2016). Information was transcribed from 

Kiswahili, the language used in conversing between research team and study respondents, 

which was conducted immediately after data collection. The transcription of information 

was done by the research team and trained enumerators by listening and re-listening 

to audio recordings for the development of texts that were processed. Translating the 

information collected in Kiswahili into English. Coding was done by reading and re-

reading transcripts for initial code development as per the research and interview responses 

(Chandra & Shang, 2017). Similar codes were grouped to form categories related to 

research questions. Since the primary purpose of the study was to identify the extent 

to which professional training enabled teachers’ instruction of phonics-based literacy, the 

frequencies of responses related to emergent codes were recorded to determine the extent 
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of the frequencies (Baker-Henningham & Walker, 2009). Furthermore, tables and charts 

were used to present data, which later facilitated report writing.

Findings

Results are presented in line with the research questions. Furthermore, the themes 

identified within each research question are discussed, and their content is explained 

with participant quotes. To amplify the importance of each theme in the data, response 

frequencies are also presented.

The extent to which in-service training equips teachers with 
sufficient knowledge and skills to implement phonics lessons

The study began by exploring whether teachers had attended any training regarding 

the teaching of phonics lessons. The analysis of the data shows that professional 

experiences engaged teachers differently in that those in USAID Jifunze Uelewe also 

participated in the Tusome Pamoja regions and appeared to have been better prepared 

than their counterparts, the non-USAID Jifunze Uelewe regions. Figure 1 illustrates 

percentages of teachers reported to have participated in professional development 

programmes focusing the phonics instruction. 

Figure 1: Teachers Participated in Professional Development Programmes
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Figure 1 shows a difference in teachers receiving professional development between 

USAID and the non-RTI regions regarding equipping them with adequate 

knowledge and skills to implement phonics-based instruction. In the USAID Jifunze 

Uelewe regions, 78% of the teachers reported receiving training, compared to only 

48% in the non-RTI regions. Such a difference implies that teachers in the USAID 

Jifunze Uelewe regions are more likely to be able to implement a phonic approach in 

promoting reading skills compared to the non-USAID Jifunze Uelewe regions. 

The participants demonstrated a sense of dissatisfaction with in-service teacher 

education programmes prepared for teachers regarding their ability to use phonics-

based literacy instruction. Some teachers were of the view that such in-service 

training opportunities were conducted rarely and therefore inadequately enhanced 

their knowledge and skills on the phonics-based approach and application to teaching 

and learning reading. One of the teachers said: 

Teacher 1: 

I have attended one training that was conducted over two days. The training had many things 

that were planned to be covered. As such, deep learning was limited in a way that many of the 

attendees claimed to not have been satisfied with what they had learned, particularly how to 

promote children’s literacy (Teacher, Morogoro). 

Teacher 2: 

I happened to attend training that focused on how to manage the class. However, the 

conducted training hardly exposed us to the actual challenges as we handle a larger number 

of children in a single classroom, which impacts efforts to use the phonics-based approach to 

enhance reading skills (Teacher, Songwe). 

This implies that teacher education programming and implementation need 

to focus on problems teachers’ face that are classroom-based so they can help solve 

problems for better teacher-pupil interaction. Positive teacher-pupil interaction is 

crucial in implementing phonics-based reading lessons.      

Further, the study explored the extent to which the training equipped them 

with robust knowledge for implementing phonics literacy instructions. The research 

team asked teachers to weigh the benefits of professional experiences in improving 

their knowledge of phonics-based literacy instruction. The analysis shows that 

teachers acknowledged that in-service training mainly equips teachers in two aspects: 

content and pedagogical knowledge (see Table 1). It indicates that in-service training 

inadequately developed teachers with pedagogical knowledge to support pupils in 
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becoming proficient readers because they focused on alphabetical knowledge. 

Table 1: Teaching Skills Developed by Teachers Through Professional Experience

* (Participants could give more than one response)

Note. This table presents perceived benefits of teacher education program in 

developing teachers with required skills in the teaching of phonics-based lessons in 

early-grades in Tanzania.

Subject matter knowledge 

A great number of teachers (121 of 208 teachers equivalent to 37 per cent of 

responses) indicate that, to a lesser extent, professional learning experiences developed 

teachers with subject matter knowledge more than their pedagogical knowledge. On 

the other hand, WEOs indicated that professional experiences had little to contribute 

mailto:tpambas%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:%20placidius.ndibalema%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:godlovelaurent%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:joymbep%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:pgabrielmo%40gmail.com?subject=


54 TETFLE - Official publication of the Unit for Distance Education, Vol 6, 2024

ISSN 2788-6298

55

to teachers’ subject matter knowledge. HTs held a different perspective from that of 

teachers and WEOs.

The knowledge was explained as being important in implementing phonics lessons 

through the phonic approach. Sounding letters and preparing and using phonics-based 

learning materials were mostly promoted. Teachers reported that before attending 

the training (USAID-Tusome Pamoja and the famous in-service programme called 

Kusoma, Kuandika, na Kuhesabu, that is, reading, writing, and arithmetic (3Rs) 

organized by MoEST under Global Partnership for Education-GPE), their knowledge 

on the reading components was poor. As such, the teacher reported:

The training I received was helpful. I did not know some of the letter sounds, such as glottal 

sounds involving /g/ and /k/, but now I can sound them appropriately (Teacher, Unguja). 

In addition, teachers also reported that some knowledge and skills related to 

preparing and using phonics instructional materials were enhanced. Instructional 

materials development was their challenge, but in-service training supported them 

with the ability to use locally made and purchased materials for teaching the initial 

and final sounds. In their preparation of materials, they could prepare reading cards 

facilitating the way of teaching syllables such as /ba/ + /ba/ = /baba/ meaning that 

the word “baba” (meaning father in English) has two syllables. 

On the other hand, classroom observation revealed that teachers still exhibit 

inadequate knowledge to implement phonic lessons. For instance, most of the 

teachers were observed concentrating on teaching pupils to read a connected text 

accurately and fluently, attending to punctuation, expression, and intonation as well as 

word-recognition errors. On the other hand, teachers revealed limited knowledge of 

phoneme teaching and comprehension teaching (see Table 2).

Pedagogical knowledge

Though HTs and WEOs did not see the contribution of professional experience to 

improve teachers’ pedagogical knowledge, classroom teachers indicated the opposite. 

Table 2 depicts that teachers’ professional experience was somewhat enhanced with 

multiple skills, especially preparation of teaching aids, lesson preparation, strategies to 

engage children in learning, and classroom management. One teacher exemplified: 

The in-service training helped me, especially in the learning involving the use of story-

reading books that have levels and not using them without adhering to specified guidelines. 



56 TETFLE - Official publication of the Unit for Distance Education, Vol 6, 2024

ISSN 2788-6298
CONTACT: Pambas Tandika Basil - tpambas@gmail.com, Placidius Ndibalema - placidius.ndibalema@gmail.com, Godlove 

Lawrent - godlovelaurent@gmail.com, Joyce Mbepera - joymbep@gmail.com, Prosper Gabrieli -  pgabrielmo@gmail.com

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.

Previously, I used to read the whole storybook to the children without being focused. I came 

to learn it was beyond their learning capacity (Teacher, Iringa).

Teachers’ growth in pedagogical knowledge was also boosted by the school-based 

peer coaching done to sustain within and outside school experience sharing. One of 

the teachers explained: 

I consult my fellow teachers in our community of practice to assist me in preparing teaching 

and learning aids and share experiences on methods used to teach phonics-based learning. 

For example, they help me with appropriate methods to teach the sounds, letter names, 

vocabulary, and blending (Teacher, Ruvuma).

Analysis of the data obtained through classroom observation showed that teachers 

had limited knowledge of the use of effective strategies. For instance, teachers were 

observed modelling appropriate reading (94%), sharing reading activities with all pupils 

(98%) and providing pupils with reading practices (78%). However, other strategies, 

such as partner reading (44%) and small group reading (31%) were inadequately 

used. In general, the analysis shows that the methods focusing on teaching reading 

comprehension, such as discussing with pupils, making predictions about a text or 

story they read, and answering questions about the text or story they read were 

not observed. This implies that the teaching of reading comprehension is likely to 

be compromised as teachers focus more on strategies that improve phonological 

awareness and fluency.

Table 2: Practices Commonly Used to Ensure Inclusion in Reading Instruction
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Note: This table presents instructional strategies used by teachers in implementing 

phonics-related lessons for promoting reading skills among early-grade pupils in the 

sampled schools in Tanzania mainland and Zanzibar. Analysis revealed that there were 

no significant differences between the two categories of the regions, USAID and non-

USAID, in the classroom practices. However, some teachers in the USAID regions have 

shown better phonics-related instruction practices, for example, purposefully focusing 
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on increasing fluency toward the grade-level goal; paying attention to punctuation, 

expression, and intonation; and using finger-pointing to indicate text direction. This 

implies that the professional experiences that teachers were engaged in in the regions 

categorized as USAID regions were helpful as compared to those experienced by their 

counterparts. 

Moreover, in both categories of regions, teachers demonstrated poor teaching 

and learning skills in facilitating students to identify and sort pictures of words into 

categories, sets, or groups; developing pupils with reading comprehension (Using word 

structure and use in a sentence to infer word meaning); and inadequately engaged 

pupils to develop knowledge of print and printed material (e.g., identify book cover; 

title of the book, author; and contents). This would further lead to the conclusion that 

higher-order reading skills were inadequately paid attention to by teachers from all 

sides involved in this study.  

The in-service training with effective learning of the pupils with 
special needs

In this section, the research team explored the extent to which in-service training 

helped teachers gain the knowledge they needed to support pupils with special needs 

to develop reading skills. Table 3 illustrates the three categories of respondents who 

shared their views regarding the benefits of the training in helping pupils with special 

needs develop reading skills. 
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Note: This table classroom practices commonly used by early-grade teachers in 

ensuring teaching and learning is inclusive. The presentation constitutes of the 

responses from the implementers and education administrators (HTs and WEOs) 

of the schools involved in this study. As Table 3 depicts, in-service training mostly 

developed teachers’ classroom management skills for helping children with special 

learning needs. To a lesser extent, teaching and learning strategies were also enhanced.

Classroom management skills

The analysis of the data shows that teachers and quality assurance staff had a similar 

view that in-service training equipped teachers with classroom management skills for 

helping pupils with special learning needs develop reading skills. Among the aspects 

revealed by teachers and quality assurers were ensuring equality in learning (21% 

Table 3: Practices Commonly Used to Ensure Inclusion in Reading Instruction
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- WEOs, 36% - Teachers, and 16% - HTs of their responses), adhering to gender 

responsiveness (21% - WEOs, 16% - Teachers, 16% - HTs) and classroom arrangement 

(9% - WEOs, 9% - Teachers, 8% - HTs).

Explaining the concept of equality in learning, participants believed that the 

training they received enabled them to increase their understanding that each learner 

has the right to access quality services and that respecting all pupils, regardless of their 

ability in the classroom, was necessary. To achieve it, teachers reported that through 

the in-service training, they were sensitized that identification of pupils with special 

learning needs such as limited vision or blindness is necessary for positive adjustment 

of the instruction and learning materials so that no pupil lags behind others. Due 

to different learning needs, exposure to the design of tactile materials was among 

the training benefits that teachers had for helping children with visual impairments 

develop their reading skills, as they could not access braille books. One teacher said: 

During the training, we were trained on how to use the beads to make letters or numbers by 

glueing them on the cards so those unable to see could touch and feel the shapes. The letters 

made on beads enable visually impaired pupils to develop the concept of the letter made 

through touching, says the teacher (Teacher, Singida).

Teachers reported also that the training helped them with the skills to deliver 

learning experiences that are gender-responsive, so every learner, regardless of gender, 

equally develops targeted learning competencies in reading. Teachers said that they 

group and assign roles to pupils by mixing them regardless of their gender and learning 

needs. One teacher argued: 

Yes, when it comes to instruction and learning, I ensure both boys and girls are mixed 

where necessary and do group tasks within and outside the class by mixing so they work 

cooperatively (Teacher, Morogoro). 

The use of instruction and learning experiences that promote inclusion and not 

discrimination because of one’s gender is crucial to closing the learning gap between 

boys and girls.  

Discussion

The study findings reveal that the training provided to teachers was inadequate in the sense 

that it is provided to a limited number of the target population and the time used was not 

sufficient to meet the needs of the trainees. Cordingley (2015) notes the direct relationship 
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between teacher subject professional knowledge and pedagogical knowledge obtained 

from pre- and in-service training and better pupil outcomes across the curriculum. 

The provision of in-service training for teachers in different countries is not promising 

compared to pre-service training (Mufti, 2024). This is because most of the training takes a 

short time or has limited content impacting the translation of skills, thus a failure to meet 

the participants expectations. The lack of enough time and other facilitation to teachers 

during their engagement in professional development, as cited by this study’s participants, 

impact their effectiveness in delivering phonics-based lessons. It therefore, necessitate 

the call for the use of a bundled intervention that involves the provision of lesson plans 

and learning materials, combining training with coaches who visit teachers regularly to 

observe teaching and provide feedback (Taylor et al., 2019). The bundled intervention has 

proved successful in many countries for teachers teaching grades one and two 

Training provided should strengthen teachers’ pedagogical and subject content 

knowledge through instructional methods and learning materials (International Reading 

Association, 2010; Lenski et al., 2013). Unlike other studies, none of the teachers in this 

study reported whether the training helped them develop phonics teaching and learning 

materials. In addition to other cited inputs in teacher professional development, phonics-

based training is crucial in developing teachers with assessment knowledge (Sailors & 

Price, 2010; Lenski et al., 2013). This is contrary to this study’s findings, where the 

effectiveness of in-service training assessment skills was not identified. This means that 

teachers may have inadequate skills in assessing phonics content for pupils, and therefore 

teachers may not know the status of pupils’ reading ability (Flynn et al., 2021). This 

request ensures the provision of comprehensive in-service training to teachers to meet 

teachers’ expectations in teaching phonics. Different from the experiences explained by 

teachers from the non-USAID Jifunze Uelewe schools, Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) 

identify that an effective teacher professional development programme is content-

focused, incorporates active learning, supports collaboration, uses models of effective 

practice, is of sustained duration accompanied by coaching and expert support, and 

offers feedback and reflection.

In-service training and special needs pupils

On the effectiveness of the in-service training to equip teachers with rich and 

applicable knowledge and skills, this study learned from informants that teachers had 
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very limited knowledge of how to help pupils with special needs develop reading 

skills. The situation elsewhere is different as there is the use of peer-assisted learning 

(Hargreaves et al., 2022) and the use of group learning (Fernández-Villardón et al., 

2021), which all assist pupils with special needs develop reading skills. Therefore, 

their limited use by teachers in the studied areas limits the rights of the pupils with 

special needs to gain reading ability. Limited use of peer-assisted learning indicates 

that differentiated learning characterizes the ineffectiveness of teachers. Therefore, if 

teachers are provided with in-service training focusing on special needs students, they 

may be in a good position to enable pupils with special learning needs to develop 

sufficient reading skills.

Conclusion and recommendations

The delivery of phonics-based lessons by teachers would continue being low unless the 

teacher professional development, especially in-service training, adequately develops 

them with pedagogical and content knowledge for supporting pupils to develop 

higher-order reading skills. Importantly, the effectiveness of the teacher professional 

development would be at scale when the number of those attending it is large, 

accommodating all eligible teachers. Engagement of teachers in inclusion and pupils’ 

assessment practices are crucial components of the teacher’s professional development; 

excluding them impacts the quality of the in-service training and effectiveness of the 

delivery of phonics-based lessons and learning outcomes of the early-grade pupils. 

The study recommends providing comprehensive in-service training to teachers to 

meet teachers’ expectations in teaching phonics.

 In-service training enhanced teachers’ ability to create and use learning materials in 

inclusive classes in the USAID Jifunze Uelewe regions compared to their counterparts 

in non-USAID Jifunze Uelewe. Therefore, this study recommends that designing and 

provision of in-service training for teachers in other regions should take care of better 

programming and implementation as done in other regions.  
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