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Abstract: - The current study was carried out in Bundibugyo 

district of Uganda to establish the level of pupils’ competency in 

Reading in English in primary schools with thematic curriculum, 

as well as to find out the level of pupils’ competency in Writing 

and Comprehension in English Language in primary schools 

with thematic curriculum. The study employed a cross-sectional 

survey design, using quantitative and qualitative approaches. A 

sample of 306 pupils of p.4-p.6 where thematic curriculum was 

being offered, was taken, selected from six private and six public 

primary schools, using the Kreijcie & Morgan (1970) method of 

determining the sample. In addition, ten head teachers were 

subjected to oral interviews. A researcher-designed oral test and 

a written test were administered to the pupils to assess their 

competency in English language. The findings were that the level 

of pupils’ competence in Reading in English Language in 

Bundibugyo district was, on average high, given the mean of 

3.13; the primary school pupils in Bundibugyo district are, on 

average incompetent in writing and comprehending words, 

sentences and stories of simple English like that of P.3 level 

(given the grand mean of 2.16). The recommendations were that 

parents in Bundibugyo should put in more effort to work hand in 

hand with the teachers to ensure that their children do better in 

English; there is need for parents to regularly visit schools where 

their children are studying from to discuss with teachers their 

children’s progress and to forge the way forward for better 

results. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

ndividual parents, guardians and the Government of the 

Republic of Uganda have invested heavily in Education and 

indeed a large portion of the national budget is allocated to the 

Ministry of Education and sports (Kamugisha, 2017). Similar 

to other African countries, Uganda has engaged in various 

curriculum reforms in the post-independence period after 

1962. The Government of the republic of Uganda has over the 

years put in effort to develop education at all levels. The 

thematic curriculum was for example first introduced by the 

Ministry of Education and Sports in 2007. It was initiated due 

to the realization that proficiency in reading and writing at 

Primary Three level was poor because of badly implemented 

literacy programs. With the introduction of thematic 

curriculum, the learners in lower primary (P1, P2 and P.3) are 

supposed to be taught in the language commonly spoken by 

the residents of the area. In addition, the subject matter to be 

taught to the learners is developed by the teacher together 

with the learners based on the social, economic and political 

activities and issues in the area. The use of local language as a 

medium of instruction in the areas which are not cosmopolitan 

has, in a way created gaps in learners’ competency in many 

subjects among the pupils in rural areas compared to their 

counterparts in urban areas (UWEZO, 2011;Kamwine, 2012).  

In this study, two counties were chosen, Bwamba and 

Bunghendera. Bwamba county of Bundibugyo is dominated 

pupils from two ethnic groups; Babwisi and Bamba; and the 

Bakonjo are the dominant ethinic group in Bunghendera 

County. Thus, in Bwamba County, the language used in lower 

primary for instruction is Lubwisi and in Bunghendera County 

the language used in lower primary for instruction is Lukonjo. 

The people in the area are a bit reluctant to motivate their 

children to learn (Bwambale, 2013). Thus, their competency 

in English language was studied in the current study. Thus, a 

study was carried out to provide answers to two questions 

namely, 

1. What is the level of pupils’ competency in 

Reading in English Language in Bwamba and 

Bunghendera counties of Budibugyo district 

primary schools with thematic curriculum? 

2. What is the level of primary school pupils’ 

competency in Writing and Comprehending in 

English Language in Bwamba and Bunghendera 

counties of Budibugyo district primary schools 

with thematic curriculum? 

Statement of the Problem 

With the introduction of thematic curriculum in Uganda, the 

hope was that it would benefit the learners so much in terms 

of easy grasping of the subject matter since they would be 

involved in developing the content to be taught, as well as 

teaching them in the language which the pupils of a particular 

area understand best (Kamwine, 2012). Whereas enrolment 

has since then increased in primary schools, and some people 

appreciate the efforts of the Government over this, some of 

the studies such as those that were carried out throughout 

Uganda to assess among other things, the learners’ acquired 

competencies in the different subjects taught, revealed that on 
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average Ugandan pupils were poor as far as the competences 

in the different subjects were concerned (UWEZO, 2011). 

Thus, thematic curriculum seems to be having challenges 

related to pupils’ competency. The study was thus carried out 

to explore the competency of the pupils in English language in 

Primary schools in Bwamba and Bunghendera counties of 

Bundibugyo district, Uganda. 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 Learners’ Competency 

Competency means the ability to do things rightly as they are 

supposed to be done. The pupils’ competence in English 

language was conceptualized in terms of the pupils’ ability to 

read, write, and comprehend correctly. Studies on competency 

of the learners in English have been carried out in different 

districts of Uganda such as Kalangala, Kampala, Kayunga, 

Kiboga, Luwero, Lyantonde, Masaka, Mityana, Mpigi, 

Mubende, Mukono, Nakaseke, Nakasongola, Rakai, 

Sembabule, Wakiso, Amuria, Budaka, Bududa, Bukedea, 

Bukwo, Kamuli, Kapchorwa, Katakwi, Kumi, Manafwa, 

Mayuge, Mbale, Pallisa, Tororo, among other districts 

(UWEZO, 2011). From these studies, shocking findings have 

been got for example in almost all the districts learners’ 

competency in English language was extremely low For 

instance, it was reported that none out of 100 pupils of p.3 in 

Katakwi district could read and comprehend a p.2 level 

English story text. In other districts such as Amolatar, Nebbi, 

Koboko and Kaabong, only one out of 100 pupils of P.3 could 

read and comprehend a p.2 level English story text.  As for the 

total competency in recognizing the letters of the alphabet, 

reading and comprehend, related shocking findings were got, 

for example out of the 78 districts where the study was carried 

out, only five districts had above 50% of the pupils able to do 

that. These were Kiruhura (53.8% of the P.3 pupils), Wakiso 

district (56% of the pupils), Mbarara (62% of the pupils), 

Kampala district (61.6% of the pupils) and Bushenyi district 

(53% of the pupils).  As for the learners’ total competency in 

both English and Mathematics, pupils from only two districts, 

Bushenyi and Kampala had more than 50% of the pupils 

having that (total competency in Maths and English). These 

results are shocking since one would expect a relatively large 

number of the learners of a higher level to be able to read and 

comprehend an English text of a lower level such as P.2.  

The gap in these studies the current study filled was time lag 

gap, as these were carried out before 2011. The current study 

was carried out in 2016. With that time lag gap, a difference 

in the study findings can be realized.  

In addition, Toldson (2008), cited by Olajide- Owolabi & 

Kyolaba (2007)  examined the social, emotional, and 

cognitive factors contributing to the academic competency of 

African American males (n=6000). In his findings, the 

following were the contributing factors to the learners’ 

competency in different subjects of study: 1) personal and 

emotional factors, such as emotional well-being and self-

esteem; 2) family factors, including household composition, 

parents’ education and relationship with their children; 3) 

social and emotional factors, including economic standing and 

community involvement; and 4) school factors, relating to 

their perceptions of school and relationships with teachers. 

The findings of the study were that a number of factors 

actually contribute to a person’s competency in a given field. 

They can contribute either positively or negatively, or both. 

The implication is that competency is not achieved on a silver 

platter. Despite the relevance of this study, it was not carried 

out in Uganda; it was carried outside Uganda to the people 

whose social, political, cognitive and political backgrounds 

are far different from the learners in Bundibugyo region, 

hence the current study. 

 Similarly, in a series of studies conducted by the U.S 

Department of Education, Waxman and Huang (1997), cited 

by Habib (2012) assessed inner-city students in the south-

central United States. They found that students who ranked in 

the 90th percentile on the standardized tests in mathematics 

were highly resilient, reporting significantly higher levels of 

task orientation and satisfaction, social self-concept, 

achievement motivation, and academic self-concept than their 

counterparts who ranked below the 10
th

 percentile. Relatedly, 

Reyes and Jason (1993) also cited by Habib (2012) designed a 

study to understand successful high school students in an 

inner-city school. Two groups of Latino students were 

identified as being either at low or high risk for dropping out 

of school; all students shared a similar socioeconomic status, 

parent-student involvement, and parental supervision. They 

found that the low risk students reported strong resiliency, an 

attribute that the high risk students were significantly lacking. 

Whereas these studies are somewhat related to the current 

study, none of them talks of learners in the Ugandan context, 

specifically Bundibugyo district, hence the current study. 

 Thematic Curriculum / Learning 

Thematic learning is an instructional method of teaching in 

which the instructor develops the content with the learners, 

teaches things in their environment, and teaches them in the 

language they understand best (Burton, 2001; Starn, 2008).  

Loughran (2005) cited by  Opolot- Okurut (2008)  claims that 

this method increases pupils’ motivation for learning and their 

level of engagement because they can see the value of what 

they are being taught and become more actively engaged in 

the lesson as opposed to the isolated skill learning that other 

methods offer. According to Lough (2005) cited by Opolot- 

Okurut (2008), the benefits of thematic education included 

among others: One being able to teach in a flexible way, A 

creative thematic curriculum makes learning fun for all 

involved, There are a number of topics available within the 

creative thematic curriculum so you can really choose those 

that you think your pupils will enjoy most, It can give all 

pupils a diverse knowledge base to provide a firm foundation 

for learning later on in life, as well as prepare them to choose 

their favourite subjects from an early age. 
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The thematic method of teaching can be beneficial to teachers 

and students, they allow children to learn in a way that is most 

natural to them. Some children develop early, some later. 

Some children develop gradually, others in leaps and bounds. 

It is not possible that at the age of five all children can do x, at 

the age of seven they can all do y, or that at the age of ten they 

can all do z.. This is to say that children are all different 

human beings learning things at different rates. These 

methods allow all pupils to pick up the intended learning 

objectives and goals through this investigatory process, it’s 

through this process that the pupils become more responsible 

and engaged in their own learning. 

In Uganda and indeed in many heterogeneous nations of the 

Globe finding a common language for instruction is a great 

impediment to the implementation of the thematic curriculum. 

In the education system of Uganda one the cardinal principles 

of thematic curriculum is the use of the local language for 

instruction. However the country has over 60 different 

languages and this makes the implementation rather difficult 

(National Curriculum Development Centre, 1999). 

 George (1996) (as cited by Burton, 2001) however 

argues that there is no given proof that thematic curriculum is 

as productive as people claim. There is little evidence 

Integrated Curriculums present more opportunities for real 

problems or puzzling situations to motivate or provoke 

persistence in learners. Excellent teachers infuse traditional 

curriculum with real-world problems. Thematic Curriculum 

consumes an excessive amount of valuable time for the 

teachers. This has resulted in a negative aspect of thematic 

integrated curriculum. Teachers may only discuss the theme 

on hand for a week or two with students, but may have spent 

three to four months with other teachers developing the 

materials necessary to teach that theme. The gap in these 

claims and assertions is partly geographical. They are not 

talking of thematic curriculum as it obtains in Bundibugyo 

district, hence the current study.  

 III. METHODOLOGY 

 Research Design 

The study employed a cross-sectional survey design, using 

quantitative and qualitative approache. 

Research Population and Sample 

The study was carried out in twelve primary schools in 

Bundibugyo district among the pupils of P.4- P.6 with a hope 

that since they had studied what was in the research 

instrument which was based on the syllabus of P.1, P.2 and 

P.3, they could give right answers to all the items. Private 

schools were six and the public ones were also six. A sample 

of 306 pupils was used in the study, got using the Kreijcie & 

Morgan (1970) method of determining the sample size.  

Research Instruments 

To test the learners’ competency in English language, the 

researcher administered a similar Test meant for the pupils of 

p.2 Term 3 as per the primary school syllabus for Uganda. 

The tests were two. The first one was oral, for the individual 

pupils to read the given texts. Oral tests or examinations are 

good in testing the learners’ competency in pronouncing 

words, identifying letters and general understanding of the 

language that is why even the Uganda National Examinations 

Board partly uses this method in French Language at Ordinary 

Level (O-level), as Kamwine (2012) claims. The Test was 

administered to the pupils of three classes, p.4-p.6in all the 

sampled schools. That similar test was meant to test the 

pupils’: 

1. Ability to recognize the letters of the Alphabet 

2. Ability to read words of primary three level, based 

on the Uganda primary education syllabus 

3. Ability to read a paragraph of primary three level 

4. Ability to correctly read a story text of primary three 

level 

5. Ability to correctly read and understand a story text 

of primary three level 

The second Test required the pupils to write, and in writing 

the following were tested: 

1. Ability to correctly write the letters of the alphabet 

2. Ability to correctly write the words of primary three 

level 

3. Ability to correctly give a simplified meaning of a 

paragraph of primary three level 

4. Ability to correctly give a simplified meaning of a 

story text of primary three level; and 

5. Ability to correctly answer questions from a story 

text of primary three level. 

 Data Gathering Procedures 

1. The test for reading was the first one administered. 

The learners were individually asked to read the 

prescribed texts and his five research assistants were 

noting down. This method was used because a 

language user needs to be able not only to write it but 

also to read it (reading the words, sentences, 

paragraphs and stories). All the five research 

assistants were Grade three teachers of English 

Language, teaching in Bundibugyo district. 

2. The second test was a written test which was used to 

measure the learners’ ability to correctly write the 

words of the alphabet, the words of primary three 

level, give the meaning of a paragraph and a story of 

primary three level (as per the Uganda primary 

education syllabus), as well as to answer the 

questions from an English given text. 

The scripts were collected, marked by the researcher 

and his five research assistants and analysed. 

After marking the scripts, the percentage 

distributions and arithmetic means were calculated so as to get 

answers to the research questions which guided the study. 
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Data Analysis 

The arithmetic mean was used to establish the level of pupils’ 

competency in Reading in English Language, as well as the 

level of primary school pupils’ competency in Writing and 

Comprehending in English Language in Bwamba and 

Bunghendera counties of Budibugyo district primary schools 

with thematic curriculum.  

Limitations of the Study 

The following limitations could have affected the findings of 

the study: 

1. The Tests that were given to the pupils were 

invigilated and marked by six different people; the 

researcher himself and the five research assistants. 

Given the individual differences of the examiners, 

this could have affected the results of the survey. 

2. The pupils were not given enough time to prepare for 

the Tests. They were informed by their respective 

head teachers a few days to the time when the tests 

were done. This could have affected their 

performance 

3. Bias. Though all the research assistants were teachers 

of English in the primary schools in the district, some 

of them had been transferred from other districts, 

there is a possibility that some of them could have 

had bias. 

Despite these limitations, the researcher believes that 

the findings of this study are valid and reliable. 

IV. FINDINGS 

The Level of pupils’ competence in Reading English 

Language in Bwamba and Bunghendera counties of 

Bundibugyo district  

Table 1: The Level of pupils’ competence in Reading in English Language in 

in Bwamba and Bwendera counties of Bundibugyo district 

Items on Pupils’ competence in:  Mean  Interpretation  Rank  

The ability to recognize the letters of 

the alphabet  
3.97  Very high  1  

ability to read words of primary 3 

level  
3.58  Very high  2  

ability to read a paragraph of primary 

3 level  
2.97  high  3  

ability to correctly read a ‘story’ text 

of Primary 3 level  
2.91  high  4  

ability to correctly read and 

understand a story text of Primary 3 

level  

2.21  low  5  

Average mean 3.13  high  
 

 

Table 1 reveals that the Level of pupils’ competence in 

Reading in English Language in Bwamba and Bunghendera 

counties of Bundibugyo district was, on average high, given 

the mean of 3.13.The learners scored very highly in their 

ability to recognize the letters of the alphabet whereby a great 

majority of them actually very well recognized the letters of 

the alphabet. The second highly scored item was the learners’ 

ability to read words of primary 3level. Since all the 

respondents had finished P.3 and were in classes above p.3, 

the majority of them read the words of P.3 level very well. 

Other items where the learners scored highly was their ability 

to read a paragraph of primary 3 level, as well as the ability to 

correctly read a story text of Primary 3 level. However, 

whereas many of them could correctly read a story’ text of 

Prima 3 level, they could not understand it well. This was 

reflected in the oral question they were asked about the 

meaning of what they had read and very few respondents 

managed to tell it.  

The reasons adduced by the respondents for the pupils’ 

competence in Reading in English Language in Bwamba and 

Bunghendera counties of Bundibugyo district to be, on 

average high, was that though thematic curriculum was 

introduced in 2007, even English is taught as a subject, thus 

the basics in English such as the letters of the alphabet are ‘’ 

too simplistic for the upper primary school pupils to fail ‘’, as 

one head teacher claimed. 

 Two head teachers during the oral interviews claimed that 

Cocoa, a highly grown plant in the area is a brain stimulant, 

thus the learners can easily grasp what they are taught, hence 

high level of competence. 

The Level of pupils’ competence in Writing and 

Comprehension in English Language in Bwamba and 

Bunghendera counties of Bundibugyo district 

Table 2: The Level of pupils’ competence in Writing and Comprehension in 

English Language in Bwamba and Bunghendera Bwendera counties of 

Bundibugyo district 

 

Table 2 reveals that the primary school pupils in Bwamba and 

Bunghendera counties of Bundibugyo district are, on average 

incompetent in writing and comprehending words, sentences 

and stories of English like that of P.3 level (given the grand 

mean of 2.16. The pupils however scored very highly in their 

ability to correctly write the letters of the alphabet probably 

because that is done in nursery schools and in p.1.However 

the respondents (the pupils) scored poorly in demonstrating 

their ability to correctly write the words of primary 3 level, as 

well as the ability to give a simplified meaning of a paragraph 

Items on Pupils’ competence in:  Mean  Interpretation  Rank  

ability to correctly write the letters 
of the alphabet  

3.51  Very high  I  

ability to correctly write the words 

of primary 3 level  
2.47  low  2  

ability to give a simplified meaning 

of a paragraph of primary 3 level  
2.18  low  3  

ability to give a simplified meaning 
of a story text of Primary 3 level  

1.26  Very low  4  

Ability to correctly answer 

questions from a story text of 
primary  3 level 

1.21 Very low 5 

Grand mean 2.16 low 
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of primaryP.3 level. This shows that they concentrate more on 

cramming the way the words are pronounced, than on 

understanding the meaning of the words. 

 In response to the causes of the challenges in the pupils’ 

competency in writing and comprehension in English 

language, the cited reasons were: inadequate teachers, high 

teacher-pupil ratio, teacher Absenteeism especially during the 

planting and harvesting seasons, the influence of the political 

insurgency in the area, low parental level of education, and 

the lack of foreign English speaking pupils in the schools.    

V. DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The level of pupils’ competency in Reading in English 

Language in Bwamba and Bunghendera counties of 

Budibugyo district primary schools with thematic 

curriculum. 

The finding on this research objective was that the level of 

pupils’ competence in Reading in English Language in 

Bwamba and Bunghendera counties of Bundibugyo district 

was, on average high, given the mean of 3.13. The implication 

here is that many pupils know the basics of lower level 

primary English, such as the letters of the alphabet and writing 

some words of English. 

By implication, thematic curriculum could have helped the 

learners to prepare them for identifying letters, reading 

English words and sentences. Thus, Mayanja (1996)’s and 

Wesonga (2004)’s claims can have significance in this context 

as they claimed that children from rich families dominate 

higher educational institutions; and that those who dominate 

higher educational institutions mainly study in very good 

secondary and primary schools where the learners’ 

competency in all subjects is usually very high. Though 

Mayanja (1996)’s and Wesonga (2004)’s claims seem to 

imply among other things that pupils in rural schools are 

generally poor in the subjects taught and that the learners’ 

competency is a function of the type of school attended and 

family background, the current study seems not to agree with 

them. The difference between Mayanja (1996)’s and Wesonga 

(2004)’s claims and the findings of the current study could be 

that of time lag. For example, the current study was carried 

out in 2016 compared to Mayanja’s and Wesonga’s studies 

made in 1996 and 2004 respectively. 

The finding on this research objective is contradictory to 

Habib (2012)’s study which was carried out in Government 

secondary schools in Urban West Zanzibar, Tanzania about 

teachers’ competency in terms of classroom instruction and 

classroom management, and the findings indicated that their 

(teachers’ ) competency was low. The finding also contradicts 

UWEZO (2011)’s findings which indicated that very few of 

the learners in Bundibugyo primary schools were generally 

competent in English.  

 The level of primary school pupils’ competency in 

Writing and Comprehension in English Language in 

Bwamba and Bunghendera counties of Budibugyo district 

primary schools with thematic curriculum.  

The overall finding was that the level of primary school 

pupils’ competency in Writing and Comprehension in English 

Language in Bwamba and Bunghendera counties of 

Budibugyo district primary schools with thematic curriculum 

was low.  

This finding is actually in line with the claims of the Ministry 

of Education and Sports (2013) that reiterated that primary 

schools are facing many challenges which cause among other 

things, pupils’ poor performance. These findings are also in 

agreement with UWEZO (2011)’s findings which indicated 

that the majority of the pupils in Uganda’s primary schools 

were generally incompetent in English language, for instance 

in Jinja district, only 35.5% of the pupils were competent in 

English, in Nebbi district, only 30.6% of the learners were 

competent in English, in Kibaale district only 30.2% of the 

pupils were competent in English language, in Moroto district, 

only 39.1% of the pupils were competent in English language, 

in Sironko district, only 36.9% of the pupils were competent 

in English language and in Gulu district, only 32.1% of the 

pupils were competent in English language.         

The causes of the challenges in primary school pupils’ 

competency in Writing and Comprehension in English 

Language in Bwamba and Bunghendera counties of 

Budibugyo district primary schools with thematic curriculum 

were attributed to lack of seriousness on part of pupils, as well 

as the influence of the political insurgency in the area.  

The findings of this study are to an extent in line with Opolot-

Okurut (2008) who claimed that the general pattern of the 

teachers’ practices in schools is traditional, involving whole 

class teaching, teacher-dominated lessons that involve telling, 

questioning and explaining. The students listen to the teacher, 

do the deskwork assigned to them and copy notes or solutions 

into their exercise books.  

VI. CONCLUSION 

Whereas the pupils in primary schools with thematic 

curriculum in Bwamba and Bunghendera counties of 

Budibugyo district are, on average, good in reading English 

words of lower primary level. They are on average, poor in 

writing and comprehending English words, sentences and 

stories of lower primary level. 
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