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ABSTRACT 

The Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) provides compelling evidence 

that many learners fail to achieve at the required grade level in South African primary schools.  

Although there are various factors that might contribute to this, the teaching and classroom 

practices of the teacher must be regarded as a highly significant factor in learners‟ achievement. 

This dissertation examines the literacy and language pedagogy of a South African Grade one 

teacher, in a Quintile one school with a history of relatively good performance on the Grade 

three provincial systemic assessments.  The study asks the question:  How does a Grade one 

teacher of learners who are not proficient in the language of learning and teaching (LoLT), 

English, teach literacy in the first term in a high performing Quintile 1 school?  

I conducted a qualitative case study observing one Grade one teacher‟s teaching practices over a 

period of five weeks.  I draw on a sociocultural approach to literacy as contextualised social 

practice, the emergent literacy paradigm, as well as whole language and phonics approaches to 

literacy pedagogy to make sense of the teacher‟s observed practices and discourse.   

The findings show that the teacher conceptualises reading and writing as separate skills which 

are taught through separate and distinct practices.  While reading is approached as a word by 

word process with a focus on word recognition and the neglect of comprehension, writing is 

focused on the accurate copying of words and punctuation with very little emphasis on the 

construction of meaning.  In contrast to the whole language approach where learners read and 

write for meaning, a Phonics approach is most dominant in this classroom.  The teacher‟s 

practices further contrast with an emergent literacy perspective that prioritises book handling, 

play reading, as well as scribbling, drawing and invented spelling to convey meaning.  My 

research also confirms that even though South African language research and language policy 

reflects the importance of home languages, the teacher‟s practices value English 

monolingualism.  

I conclude this study by arguing that the observed approach to literacy pedagogy is unlikely to 

lead to deep literacy proficiency in learners and show how this conclusion is supported by the 

gap between the Grade three and Grade six literacy results at the school, knowledge of which 

emerged during my fieldwork period. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

1.1 The South African Language of Learning and Teaching (LoLT) and 

Language in Education Policy (LiEP) context 

Reading problems tend to be masked by language proficiency issues in South African schools 

(Pretorius, 2002:  174) and, as Pretorius points out, because “ language is the medium through 

which one reads, language proficiency and reading are clearly related” (Pretorius, 2002:  175).  

According  to Fleisch (2008), as well as the South African Department of Education‟s National 

Strategy for Reading (2008a), there are very low levels of reading nationally, as well as a large 

number of children who cannot read. Less than one South African child in ten speaks English as 

their first language, yet by the end of Grade three most children are taught and assessed in 

English.  Learners are much more likely to succeed in learning to read in English if their 

proficiency in the language is good.  This would also enhance their comprehension levels since 

learners would be able to „make meaning‟ from what they read.  In other words, reading 

proficiency and language proficiency cannot be separated and as Pretorius (2002:  174) points 

out, one of the reasons for poor academic performance in South Africa is that learners do not 

study in their home language (HL).   

Drawing on President Mbeki‟s portrayal of the developmental challenge of South Africa, Fleisch 

(2008:  1) makes the distinction between First and Second economy schools.  The former 

president described the First economy as modern and that which produces the bulk of South 

Africa‟s wealth, while the Second Economy is described as being underdeveloped where a large 

percentage of the population is poor and is structurally not connected to the rest of the world 

(Fleisch, 2008:  1).   The first  economy which the president refers to has all the facilities and 

infrastructure which would make provision for a good education while the second economy 

results in underdeveloped infrastructure and inferior education (p.  1). Despite the end of the 

apartheid era, South Africa thus has two education „systems‟ (Fleisch, 2008:  1).  The first 

„system‟ consists of well resourced schools that serve white middle-class and new black middle-

class learners, many of whom will enter university, whilst the other system consists of under 

resourced schools that serve the poor and generally do not perform as well as their relatively 

privileged counterparts (p.  2).   Fleisch asks the question: “does the simple fact that the vast 
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majority of children in the „second-economy‟ schools learn in a second or additional language 

explain the crisis in primary education?” (Fleisch, 2008:  98).  Despite the challenges of the 

education crisis, there is a general paucity of research in early childhood literacy in South Africa 

and especially classroom based research. The Department of Education takes cognisance of the 

fact that this is disastrous and therefore continues to investigate why the levels of reading are so 

poor, realising the need to deal with these problems (DoE, 2008a:  4).  Emphasis is placed on 

schools that are faced with many challenges, but the ones who are faced with the greatest 

challenges are the teachers. They are the ones who have to ensure that effective and efficient 

teaching and learning takes place and they are ultimately responsible for their learners‟ results.   

Academics and researchers debate whether the HL of learners “should be the core of bilingual 

programmes” (Alexander, 1995; Heugh, 1995; Luckett, 1995; Pluddemann, 1996 cited in Banda, 

2000:  51).  Banda argues that in view of the fact that:  

The teaching and use of African languages, particularly as media of instruction, is less 

than adequate, their use in additive bilingual programmes, the official South African 

language in education on policy, is most likely to be unsuccessful (Banda, 2000:  51).   

The fact that parents regard English as the preferred medium of instruction, the poor teaching of 

English and lack of simultaneous support for the mother tongue as advocated in additive 

bilingualism leads to poor mastery of both English and the mother tongues (p.  51).  Banda 

(2000:  51, drawing on Pluddeman, 1996; Heugh, 1995; Lucket, 1995) points out, the use of 

English as second language as the LoLT is regarded by many as the reason for the lack of 

achievement and under performance of black learners at high school and tertiary level.  The 

LoLT does have an enormous impact on both the learners and the teacher.  The LoLT at my 

focus school is English, despite the fact that English speaking learners are in the minority.  In the 

following section I will briefly discuss how the hegemony of English as the LoLT continues to 

have an influence on the language in education policy (LiEP) that my focus school is currently 

implementing.   

The LiEP introduced in 1997 was necessary in order to move away from the old apartheid 

education system and to move towards the new democratic education system where education 

would be equalised for all learners. (DoE, 1997).  It is meant to facilitate communication across 

the barriers of colour, language and region, and recognises cultural diversity as a “valuable 
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national asset” (DoE, 1997).  It thus aims to promote multilingualism, the development of the 

official languages and respect for all languages in the country.  The policy also states that “being 

multilingual should be a defining characteristic of being South African” and that the “learning of 

two or more languages should be general practice” (DoE, 1997).  The provincial education 

department has decentralised implementation of the language policy by declaring that school 

governing bodies should determine the language policy of the school in consultation with parents 

and in line with national recommendations such as language maintenance and immersion 

programmes (DoE, 1997).  However, as mentioned above, many schools opt for English LoLT 

with little HL maintenance, that is, a subtractive bilingual model. 

Learners in poor urban schools are at a greater disadvantage than their privileged counterparts in 

well resourced schools because they are not exposed to as much English.  This coupled with the 

lack of libraries or books in schools and the high levels of poverty and unemployment “mean that 

there is little home support for literacy development” (Probyn, 2009:  127).   Probyn (2005, cited 

in Creese, Martin and Hornberger, 2008:  215) argues that “the pedagogically sound LiEP has 

not received popular support and that the LiEP has not been implemented as required at school 

level”. According to Probyn, the reason for this is that there was a lack of government action in 

implementing the plan, and that the LiEP was introduced at the same time as the new curriculum 

(p.  215).   Furthermore, Ball (cited in Probyn, 2009:  128) points out that “national policy is 

reinterpreted at school level according to popular opinion and practical constraints; and 

reinterpreted again when it is enacted at classroom level; and at each level there is a gap between 

policy intentions and policy enactment”. 

1.2 Problems with literacy levels as assessed by systemic assessments 

With the onset of a new democratic South Africa in 1994 came the introduction of a new 

education system.  South Africa now has a language in education policy which promotes 

multilingualism as a nation-building instrument.  As indicated in the Revised National 

Curriculum Statement Grades R – 9 (2003), additive multilingualism is promoted (DoE, 

2003:20).  Additive multilingualism means that learners must learn additional languages at the 

same time as maintaining and developing their home languages (DoE, 2003:  20).  The policy 

states that “Additive multilingualism makes it possible for learners to acquire complex skills 
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such as reading and writing in their strongest language” which in turn enables them to “transfer 

these skills to their additional language” (DoE, 2003:  20).   

The Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) conducted the “Teaching Literacy Education 

Project (TLEP)” to support our understanding of the results from the Progress in International 

Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) in 2006.  PIRLS was conducted for the first time in South 

Africa in 2006 (Zimmerman, Botha, Howie & Long, 2007:  2).  The main focus of PIRLS was on 

reading literacy which involved “comprehension, purposes of reading and attitudes and 

behaviours towards reading” (Zimmerman, Botha, Howie & Long, 2007:  2).  Over 30 000 

Grade four and five learners in South Africa were tested and it was discovered that on average 

the Grade fours scored 13.2% and the Grade fives  scored 18.2% (Fleisch, 2008:  22).  These 

results showed that the majority of South African learners are not performing at grade level 

(Gilmour and Soudien, 2009:  287). 

According to Gilmour and Soudien  (2009:  282-283), these disastrous results provided one of 

the reasons for the Western Cape Education Department (WCED) to initiate Grade three and six 

numeracy and literacy testing from 2002 in the Western Province, when it was found that only 

35% of Grade three learners were reading at a Grade three level.  This was echoed by the WCED 

Literacy and Numeracy Strategy 2006 – 2016 document which drew attention to how far behind 

the learners were in terms of what the requirements were for them to learn and develop 

effectively (WCED, 2006:  1).  The two grades three and six are tested in alternate years and the 

findings to date are that “the results that have followed in subsequent years have not shown 

substantial improvements” (WCED 2003, cited in Gilmour and Soudien, 2009:  282).  In contrast 

with the 2001 national Grade three systemic assessments that showed an average score of 54% 

for literacy, (DoE, 2003b, 24 cited in Gilmour and Soudien, 2009:  282), my research site, 

Boswell Primary School, has achieved above 70% in the consecutive years of 2006, 2007 and 

2008.   

1.3 Problems with teacher training and literacy pedagogy 

The National Reading Strategy of the Department of Education has officially acknowledged the 

difficulties that South African teachers experience in teaching reading (DoE, 2008a:  7).  This 

Reading Strategy also points out that many South African teachers do not know how to teach 
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reading and writing (DoE, 2008a:  8).  Furthermore, the DoE articulates that teachers in the 

higher grades are not trained and are not knowledgeable with regard to teaching basic reading, 

which makes it almost impossible to help struggling readers in the higher grades (p.  8).   Many 

teachers who are employed in the Foundation Phase do not have the necessary qualifications 

needed to teach in the Foundation Phase.  This practice is especially common in rural schools 

(DoE, 2008:  7 – 8).  It is for this reason that the WCED  has come to the realisation that teachers 

need to be adequately trained in order for them to “address the alarmingly poor literacy and 

numeracy levels” as pointed out in their Literacy and Numeracy Strategy 2006 - 2016  (WCED, 

2006:  4).  This foregrounds the understanding that pedagogy forms an important aspect in 

literacy development and as stated in the WCED Literacy and Numeracy Strategy 2006 – 2016, 

“Education departments in the post apartheid era did not “train” teachers but “orientated” them to 

the National Curriculum Statement (NCS) policy goals and aims” (WCED, 2006:  4).    

The enormity of problems in literacy learning specifically in South Africa has prompted me to 

explore the topic in more depth and to become more knowledgeable with regard to classroom 

based literacy pedagogy in a Grade one class in a low-income school.  Moats (1999:  10) 

acknowledges that there are various factors, such as parents and the community that contribute to 

the success of reading.  However, the teaching and classroom practices of the teacher must be 

regarded as the most important factor in ensuring that reading problems are prevented (Moats, 

1999:  10).  Furthermore, teachers‟ acquisition of their teaching skills is critical to bringing about 

the development of literate language competency in learners.  Bloch argues that “in South Africa, 

many assumptions have been largely unquestioned about how to teach reading and writing, 

which languages to use and what counts as high quality practice in classrooms” (Bloch, 1999a:  

55 – 56).  Considering the research highlighting the problems related to literacy and the lack of 

research on the development of early literacy, I feel that more classroom based research needs to 

take place in the foundation phase.  I thus decided to research the teaching of literacy in one 

Grade one classroom in a relatively high performing low-income school.  This study focuses 

predominantly on the literacy pedagogy of a Grade one teacher, in an English medium 

classroom, where many of the learners are not English home language speakers.    
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1.4 Background to research site 

My initial rationale for choosing the research site was because it was a well functioning Quintile 

one school, meaning that the poverty levels of the school are high.  As a quintile one school, it 

receives the highest financial allocation per learner in relation to the four other categories of 

schools.  Although the majority of the learners are English Additional Language (EAL) learners, 

the Grade three provincial systemic assessments showed that the school was performing 

relatively well in both literacy and numeracy which is very unusual in Quintile one schools 

where the majority of the learners are not taught in their HL.  During an informal conversation 

with the principal he mentioned that the aim of the school was to attain exceptional results in 

both literacy and numeracy. 

 Boswell Primary School is situated in an urban area in which violence is prevalent. Since the 

majority of the parents at the school are unemployed, the school has afforded parents the 

opportunity to be trained by the Safety School‟s Project which is linked to the WCED and they 

in turn take turns to work in shifts to ensure that the school is a safe haven for their children. The 

medium of instruction at Boswell Primary is English as determined by the school‟s governing 

body.  However, the majority of the learners‟ HL is Afrikaans, with a minority of Xhosa and 

English HL speakers. The Grade one teacher in the study emphasizes that the principal and 

teachers at Boswell Primary are well motivated and the school displays excellent team effort. 

1.5 Research Questions 

The focal research question upon which this study is based is:   

How does a Grade one teacher of learners who are not proficient in the LoLT, English, teach 

literacy in the first term in a high performing Quintile 1 school?    

Stemming from this main question are two sub questions that support the investigation:  

 What constitutes literacy teaching in the class? 

 How does the teacher give access to English, Language of Learning and Teaching     

(LoLT), for non English home language learners in the class? 
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In order to answer the above-mentioned questions, my study focussed on: 

 Problems with language of learning and teaching (LoLT) and  language in education 

policy (LiEP) issues 

 Problems with literacy achievement  as seen from PIRLS and WCED results of the 

systemic assessments of reading 

 Problems with literacy pedagogy 

1.6 Outline of the research report 

Chapter one:  Introduction 

This chapter outlines the context of this research and what triggered my interest in conducting 

the study.  It attempts to explain the rationale for the study and it outlines the goals of the study. 

Chapter two:  Conceptual Framework and Literature Review 

This chapter outlines the theoretical framework as well as reviews the literature that supports this 

dissertation.  It will give an overview of the relevant literature which explains the key concepts 

and principles of early childhood literacy.  The main themes to be dealt with are as follows:  

defining literacy, drawing on a socio-cultural approach to put forward an understanding of 

literacy as contextualised social practice; the development of early literacy; approaches to 

teaching early literacy and the South African curriculum for early literacy. 

Chapter three:  Methodology 

This chapter describes the research design and methodology used in this study.  The methods of 

data collection and analysis are discussed and finally, the strengths and weaknesses of the 

research design are mentioned along with various ethical considerations. 

Chapter four:  Literacy Pedagogy 

This chapter presents and analyses the data of the case study focussing on the teaching of 

literacy.   It documents the Grade one teacher‟s understanding of literacy and literacy pedagogy 

in the context of her classroom as observed over a period of five weeks.  More specifically, the 
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intention is to focus on the kinds of literacy activities that constitute the teaching and learning of 

literacy in the classroom, the methods used by the teacher to teach reading and writing, and the 

meanings of literacy conveyed in the teacher‟s discourse.   

Chapter five:  Language issues in Literacy Teaching 

In this chapter I draw on an analysis of the semi-structured interview with the Grade one teacher 

at Boswell Primary School, as well as classroom observations and document analysis to examine 

language issues in the teaching of literacy.   I will consider how the LiEP influences the teacher‟s 

teaching of English as the LoLT to a majority of learners whose HL is not English.  I investigate 

what problems the teacher encountered as well as what approaches or teaching strategies the 

teacher used.   I conclude the analysis in this chapter with the presentation of a mini case study, 

which was conducted to highlight the difficulties of one Xhosa-speaking learner who is not 

proficient in English, the LoLT. 

Chapter six:  Discussion and conclusions 

This chapter considers the findings in terms of the research goals and theoretical framework.  It 

also draws conclusions from the analysis and outlines areas for further study. 
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Chapter 2 

2. Conceptual Framework and Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

The primary intention of this chapter is to outline the theoretical framework, as well as to review 

the literature, that supports this dissertation.  Thus, this chapter will give an overview of relevant 

literature which explains the key concepts and principles of early childhood literacy.  The main 

themes to be dealt with are as follows: defining literacy, drawing on a sociocultural approach to 

put forward an understanding of literacy as contextualised social practice; the development of 

early literacy; approaches to teaching early literacy as well as emergent literacy and emergent 

literacy for biliterates.  I then give a brief outline of the South African curriculum for early 

literacy and I conclude the chapter by considering code-switching as a teaching strategy in 

additional language acquisition.  The literature can enable us to interpret the poor performance of 

learners in literacy in South Africa and the approaches educators employ in their early literacy 

classrooms to facilitate effective and efficient teaching and learning.   

2.2   A socio-cultural approach:  New Literacy Studies 

The New Literacy Studies (NLS), also known as a socio-cultural approach to literacy, refers to 

the work of researchers within the field of cultural anthropology, psychology and applied 

linguistics who examine how people use literacy in everyday and educational contexts (Barton & 

Hamilton, 1998; Gee, 1996; Scribner & Cole, 1981; Street, 1984; Prinsloo & Breier, 1996).  The 

NLS thus provides an understanding of literacy and how it is variably acquired, used and valued 

across socio-cultural contexts.  Gee (1990:  27) sees literacy as socially situated and inherently 

political.  This suggests that reading and writing practices are culturally variable and are deeply 

implicated in ideological values and in dominant discourses (Gee, 1990:  137 – 138).    Gee 

(1990:  143)  further points out that „ways with printed words‟ within socio-cultural practices are 

always integrally and inextricably incorporated with ways of talking, thinking, believing, 

knowing, acting, interacting, valuing and feeling; therefore engaging with literacy is always a 

social act. 
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As a central contribution to NLS, Street (1984) makes a distinction between „autonomous‟ and 

„ideological‟ models of literacy (Street, 1984, cited in Barton, 1994:  25).  Street (1984) 

describes his approach as an ideological approach to literacy, meaning that:  “one accepts that 

what is meant by literacy varies from situation to situation and is dependent on ideology” (cited 

in Barton, 1994:  25).  The emphasis within this model is primarily on what people can do with 

literacy in particular social and cultural contexts rather than on what literacy does to them 

(Barton & Hamilton, 1994:  7).  In contrast to this, Street (1984) argued that the autonomous 

model sees literacy as the acquisition of decontextualised technical skills which, once acquired, 

affect social and cognitive processes.  Drawing on the autonomous model as defined by Street, 

Prinsloo and Stein (2004:  68) argue that when this model is applied to schooling, it draws 

heavily on behaviourist notions of the teaching of literacy that are based on the assumption that 

students should be taught to read and write by learning a sequence of component technical skills 

involving the coding and decoding of print.  Furthermore, Gee (1990:  150) argues that the issue 

for early literacy is not „learning how to read‟ but rather how the child does or does not acquire 

specific social practices, social languages and genres that involve „ways with printed words‟ at 

home, in the community and at school.  

 

In the 1970s, Shirley Brice Heath was considering how children growing up in different 

communities in the United States of America used language and interacted around literacy.  

Heath‟s study, Ways with Words, describes the different language and literacy practices of three 

communities in the rural Carolinas, in the United States of America (Heath, 1983).  Heath 

contrasted a black working class community, Trackton, with a white working-class community, 

Roadville and a mixed middle-class community, Maintown (Heath, 1983:  28 – 29). Heath‟s aim 

was to observe and trace the home and school literacy practices and events of these three 

communities (Pahl & Rowsell, 2006:  15). In doing this, she looked at how the parents interacted 

with their children and noticed that for both Trackton and Roadville children, “there was a 

disjuncture between their home literacy practices and expected school literacy practices” (Pahl & 

Rowsell, 2006:  15). In contrast to Trackton and Roadville, Heath found that the community in 

Maintown ensured that their children were well prepared for school and believed that if their 

children succeeded in school then they would become successful adults (Heath, 1983:  236).  In 

order to understand how different ways of interacting contributed to different outcomes in 
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literacy, Heath focused her study around the concept of literacy events.   Heath (1982:  93) 

describes a literacy event as “any occasion in which a piece of writing is integral to the nature of 

participants‟ interactions and their interpretative processes”.  Literacy events are observable and 

often repeated routine events (Barton and Hamilton, 1998:  7).  According to Barton and 

Hamilton (1994:  7), literacy practices are “what people do with literacy”.  From specific literacy 

events, literacy practices can be inferred (Barton and Hamilton, 1998:  8).  Street (1993:  12) uses 

literacy practices to refer to “both behaviour and conceptualisations related to the use of reading 

and / or writing”.  Furthermore, Street maintains that it is “the patterned regularity with which 

events happens that turn them into literacy practices” (Street, 1993:  12).   Literacy events then 

can be understood as specific observable instances of a broader literacy practice.  These criteria 

were used as a way of identifying literacy practices and events that were representative of 

classroom activities in my study.  

 

Domain is a further key concept in the NLS.  Barton and Hamilton (1998:  10) define domains as 

“structured, patterned contexts within which literacy is used and learned”.   The notion of 

domain is important as a way of thinking about how “school literacies are configured in the 

school domain” (Barton and Hamilton, 1984:  10).   This includes the kinds of literacy practices 

teachers inculcate in their classes and those that are required by the Department of Education.  

Barton and Hamilton (1984:  10) claim that schools are regarded as powerful institutions and 

therefore have a strong support system for literacy practices.   

 

As previously discussed, a sociocultural approach shows how the child‟s literacy practices are 

shaped by their environment.  If the social context is rich in print, then the child will have a good 

foundation for reading.  Children make sense of the language they continually see around them 

and are therefore involved in an active process of learning (Jackson, 1993).  From this one can 

deduce that children who are in print rich environments begin to engage actively with print at an 

early age, although at this stage their understanding relies heavily on context.  It is therefore 

important for teachers not to underestimate the importance of the prior knowledge of their 

learners.   
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Discussing optimal conditions for children‟s early literacy learning, Flanagan (1995:  16) 

contends that: 

Children must be introduced to books and stories straight away, letting children play 

with books and discover what books and written language are all about.  Readers learn 

about written language while playing and working with real books. 

Thus, children do not have to wait until they reach a certain age before they are introduced to 

books.  They should be encouraged to handle books and should be allowed to experiment and 

explore with books at an early age. 

Wray and Medwell (1997:  68) list six technical concepts children need to acquire in relation to 

the working of print if they are to succeed in school-based literacy practices:   

Book orientation (knowing which is the front of the book); directional rules (reading 

from left to right, top down); print carries a message; letter concepts (distinguishing 

upper and lower case letters); word concepts (distinguishing words from each other); 

punctuation.   

Furthermore, as stated in the National Curriculum Statement Grade R – 9 (2003), a well-

balanced reading programme will provide learners with opportunities to “read for the pleasure of 

self-discovery, for self-enrichment and for enjoyment” (DoE, 2003:  21).   This is echoed in the 

National Reading Strategy where the aim is to “promote a nation of life-long readers and life-

long learners” and their vision is that “every South African learner will be a fluent reader who 

reads to learn, and reads for enjoyment and enrichment” (DoE, 2008:  4).  Bearing this in mind it 

is therefore of utmost importance that teachers understand principles that would enhance 

teaching reading to the learners in their classrooms.   

Wren (2001:  3) points out how the phonics and whole language approaches reflect different 

philosophies of reading instruction.   In the section to follow, I will discuss how these approaches 

view the teaching of early literacy.  

2.3 Literacy Pedagogy:  Phonics and Whole Language 

Phonics-based approaches are clearly defined by Armbruster et al. (2001:  11) who explain that: 

The goal of phonics instruction is to help children learn to use the alphabetic principle, 

which is the understanding that there are systematic predictable relationships between 
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written letters and sounds.  Knowing these relationships will help children recognize 

familiar words accurately and automatically and decode new words.  

We can see from this description that phonics-based approaches focus on individual letters and 

sounds.  Thus, according to a phonics approach, children will only be able to read words if they 

know the alphabet.  Furthermore, Cooper (2000:  179) argues that a focus on phonics is essential 

for literacy success in that it helps children to “develop the awareness of sounds in words” as 

well as the ability to “combine sounds to form words”.  However, an overemphasis on phonics 

instruction and teaching children to chorus out sounds is problematic in that “it drags the learner 

into the intricacies of language outside any meaningful context” (Edelsky, 1994).  As Edelsky 

(1994:  115) further notes, “the activity of performing divisible sub-skills may have little or no 

relation to the indivisible activity we call reading”.  Teaching conventional letters, discrete skills 

and phonics to South African children, especially those who come from relatively print-free 

environments, often does not work (Du Plessis & Naude 2003).  In line with this, several 

researchers have argued that teaching conventional letters to South African children, especially 

those who are not exposed to print in their environments, does not work (Bloch, 1990; Du Plessis 

& Naude, 2003 and Prinsloo & Stein, 2004).  

The philosophy underpinning whole language contrasts with the Phonics approach.  Wren (2001:  

3), states that in whole language, reading is viewed as: 

a natural process, much like learning to speak, and that children exposed to a great deal 

of authentic, connected text will naturally become literate without much in the way of 

explicit instruction in the rules and conventions of printed text.   

Wren (2001:  3) states that teachers who use the whole language approach in their classrooms 

create an atmosphere where children are engaged in meaningful reading of simple texts which 

makes it easy for them to understand and comprehend what is being read.   Thus, the primary 

goal of the Whole Language teacher “is to foster a love for the act of reading” (Wren, 2001:  3).  

The importance of interactions between teachers and learners is emphasised by the Whole 

Language approach to language development (Schory, 1990:  206), which refers to a philosophy 

which involves learners learning language in a meaningful way. In other words, the emphasis is 

on understanding and comprehending text. In contrast to the whole language approach, the 

phonics approach emphasises that when learners are taught to read, the teacher should ensure 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n

 
 

 17 

that learners are able to decode words.   In doing this, learners would be encouraged to decode 

individual words before they can understand what they have read (Armbruster et al., 2001:  34).  

Crawford (1995:  83) argues that the real debate underlying phonics vs. whole-language 

approaches to reading pedagogy is about “people‟s beliefs about the nature of literacy, the 

processes of learning and perceptions about how children should be treated”.  The Great Debate 

also known as the reading wars “has been one of the most destructive forces in reading 

education” thus constituting a negative impact on the teachers and even more so on the children 

(Wren, 2001:  5).  From a phonics point of view, whole language is not rigorous enough in 

teaching skills for beginning reading while from the whole language point of view, phonics 

overemphasises skills over meaning (Dahl, Scharer, Lawson and Grogan, 1999:  312).  In Wren‟s 

view, educators should steer away from the focus on which approach should or should not be 

used and rather place their emphasis on what they as educators could do to assist beginner 

readers to learn to read (Wren, 2001:  4).   

2.4 Emergent Literacy 

There are many studies on the emergent literacy of monolingual middle-class children in highly 

literate environments (Vernon and Ferreiro, 1999 cited in Reyes, 2006:  270).  Emergent literacy 

is defined as “the reading and writing behaviours of young children that precede and develop 

into conventional literacy” (Sulzby, 1989 cited in Reyes, 2006:  270).  These behaviours as 

described by Goodman would include “learning how to hold a book and turn pages, telling a 

story from a picture book while pretending to read it, and using drawings and scribbled letters to 

write messages” (Goodman, 1984 cited in Reyes, 2006:  270). 

The focus on emergent literacy contrasts with that of „reading readiness‟ (Prinsloo and Stein, 

2004). Influenced by behaviourism, reading readiness conceives of reading as the acquisition of 

a series of discrete perceptual skills, particularly that of phonics recognition, preceeded by a 

range of perceptual and response skills which could be taught or acquired and mastered by 

children in sequence (Prinsloo and Stein, 2004:  68).  Prinsloo and Stein (2004) point out 

„reading readiness‟ and skills-based models continue to be influential in teacher education in 

South Africa and in the working theories of many South African school teachers (see also 

Prinsloo & Bloch, 1999). 
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In contrast to the belief that literacy learning and learning to read only begins with formal 

schooling, Ramsberg (1998:  1-2) reports the following as principles of emergent literacy: 

 Literacy development begins before children start formal instruction in primary 

school (Teale & Sulzby, 1986 as cited in Ramsberg, 1998).  For example by age 2 

or 3 many children can identify signs, labels and logos in their homes and in their 

communities. 

 Reading and writing develop at the same time and in an interrelated way in young 

children rather than sequentially.   

 The functions of literacy (such as knowing that letters make up words and 

knowing that words have meaning) have been found to be as important a part of 

learning about reading and writing during early childhood as the forms of literacy 

(such as naming specific letters in words). 

 Children have been found to learn about written language as they actively engage 

with adults in reading and writing situations; as they explore print on their own; 

and as they observe others around them engaged in literacy activities (Teale & 

Sulzby, 1986 as cited in Ramsberg, 1998). 

 Children have been found to pass through general stages in literacy development 

in a variety of ways and at different ages (Teale & Sulzby, 1986 as cited in 

Ramsberg, 1998). 

In South Africa, Carole Bloch, a pre-eminent researcher in the field of emergent literacy in this 

country, claims that many teachers are still locked in the reading readiness approach (Bloch, 

1999:  39).  Murray (2006:  1) argues that young children only learn to write when: 

 They realize they can use writing to achieve something they want to achieve. 

 They are given opportunities to write for real reasons in the language or languages 

they feel at home with. 

 Their attempts are recognised as worthwhile by the important people in their 

lives. 
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Much research shows that children from low-income families have fewer experiences with 

reading and writing at home than children from middle-class families (Dickinson & Snow, 1987; 

Washington, 2001; Whitehurst et al., 1994).  Therefore, it is argued that when children from low-

income families enter school, their knowledge in emergent literacy is limited, which can lead to 

future problems with conventional reading and writing.  However, Crawford points out that 

children come to school from different cultural backgrounds and therefore bring different 

primary, home-based discourses to school with them (1995:  82).  She goes on by saying that 

children‟s primary discourses embody not only the language, but also the behaviours, values, and 

beliefs of their cultures and serve to identify them with particular social groups (Crawford, 1995; 

Gee, 1987).  Children, who are exposed to print in the home, perform much better than children 

who are not.  Earlier research highlighted the fact that the average middle-class child is exposed 

to hundreds of books before entering formal schooling while the poor or working class child is 

not (Heath, 1993).  However, while working class children may have less exposure to text, they 

come with different cultural resources which need to be acknowledged and drawn upon in class.  

In Heath‟s study, Trackton‟s children were very good at story telling.  However, these children 

did not receive any acknowledgement from the teacher for their excellent story telling abilities 

(Heath, 1983).  In contrast to Maintown‟s children who have been exposed to books at an early 

age, Trackton‟s children did not receive books and their parents did not read to them or create 

opportunities for them to read or write (Heath, 1983:  190).  This resulted in Trackton‟s children 

often struggling in school as well as a high failure rate among these children (Heath, 1983:  353).   

2.5 Implications of emergent literacy in South African education 

The South Africa DoE (2002:  9) has recognised the importance of emergent literacy in the early 

years of the Foundation Phase (Grades R to 3).  It argues the following, “the classroom should be 

a place that celebrates, respects, and builds on what children already know” (DoE, 2002:  9).  It 

also acknowledges that literacy knowledge does not begin when children enter school for the 

first time.  They have been exposed to reading and writing before entering school and have 

therefore been prepared in reading and writing in their cultural contexts as well as in their HL 

(DoE, 2002:  9).  The Revised National Curriculum Statement (RNCS) views this form of early 

learning as an important determiner for early literacy success and for later academic success 

“because it begins with children‟s emergent literacy [and] it involves them in reading real books 
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and writing for genuine purposes, and gives attentions to phonics” (DoE, 2002:9).  Yet evidence 

from South African classrooms suggests there is limited knowledge of emergent literacy on the 

part of teachers (Bloch, 1999a; Prinsloo & Stein, 2004; Prinsloo & Bloch, 1989).  

2.6 Emergent literacy of biliterates 

Biliteracy involves “any and all instances in which communication occurs in two (or more) 

languages in or around writing” (Hornberger, 1990:  213).  Reyes (2006:  268) uses the term 

„emergent bilinguals‟ to describe learners between the ages of three to five years old whose 

mother tongue is not English but who are in the process of simultaneously developing their home 

language as well as English.  According to Reyes (2006:  268), the teacher should use and view 

the home language of learners‟  as a resource and the home language should thus be used to 

enhance learners‟  second language competency.  In comparison to research on emergent 

literacy, the research on literacy development among young emergent bilinguals is very limited 

(Kenner et al., 2004; Reese et al., 2000; Romero, 1983; Schwarzer, 2001; Tabors et al., 2002 

cited in Reyes, 2006:  270).  The research that has been conducted has emphasised that it is 

extremely difficult for children who are biliterate to function in school, and it is therefore 

important for teachers to acknowledge and interconnect the learners‟ home language with that of 

the school (Reyes, 2006:  270).  Reyes argues that for emergent bilinguals to be fluent in two 

languages in reading and writing, it is of utmost importance that they receive continuous support 

in both languages from teachers and parents (Reyes, 2006:  270).  

2.7 South African Curriculum for Early Literacy 

Educational change in South Africa is a fundamental process which involves the national 

education system, curricula, teaching and learning in the classroom.  After April 1994, South 

Africa found itself at the crossroads of change that was inevitable due to the political past of the 

country.  This change was fuelled by the political strategy to drive the change.  Curriculum 2005 

(C2005) with all its principles was seen fit to change the traditional apartheid curriculum that 

was content-based instead of skills-based.  In short, C2005 is understood to be a planned process 

and strategy of curriculum change underpinned by elements of redress (of the past imbalances), 

equity, and development (DoE 2000:  8).  The NCS has learning outcomes for each learning 
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area.  In the language learning area, the DoE has specified six learning outcomes, namely 

listening, speaking, reading and viewing, writing, thinking and reasoning, as well as language 

structure and use (DoE, 2002:  20).  Although these six learning outcomes are presented as 

separate outcomes, they should be integrated in teaching and assessment (DoE, 2002:  21). The 

South African Department of Education‟s National Strategy for Reading points out that language 

plays an integral part in the academic performance of the learners (DoE, 2008a:  7).  If learners‟ 

experience language barriers it would have a negative effect and hamper their performance and 

progress in reading as well as their comprehension  and writing skills. 

2.8 Code-Switching as a teaching strategy in additional language (L2) 

acquisition 

One of the major challenges that teachers face in South Africa is to use language creatively in the 

multilingual classroom, and code-switching may be one method of experimenting with language 

as well as teaching and developing language skills.  Code switching refers to the switching from 

one language to another within phrases or sentences (Lawrence, 1999:  266; Heugh et al., 1995:  

vii).  Ferguson, 2003 as cited in Makoni & Meinhof, 2003) notes that: 

Code-switching is highly functional, though mostly subconscious. It is a communicative 

resource which enables teachers and pupils to accomplish a considerable number and 

range of social and educational objectives.  

Code-switching is widely used in classrooms in multilingual settings (Ferguson, 2003:  38).  

Studies on classroom code-switching have revealed that one of its main functions is for 

curriculum access (Ferguson, 2003:  39).  The other two functions of classroom code-switching 

are code-switching for classroom management discourse and code-switching for interpersonal 

relations (p.  39). Code-switching for curriculum access helps the learners to understand what is 

being taught, thus benefiting both the teacher and the learners (Ferguson, 2003).  Code-switching 

in the classroom may lead to better understanding and communication with English as the LoLT 

and prevent communication breakdowns between teachers and learners.  Heugh (2002:  185, 

cited in Lin and Martin, 2005:  162) says that in most cases in South Africa, teachers are able to 

communicate in the learners‟ HL.  However, small scale studies have revealed that teachers in 

South Africa differed in their use of classroom code-switching and the findings were that some 
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teachers would teach the whole lesson in the HL of the learners, only diverting to English when 

reading sections from the textbook,  whereas other teachers would teach the whole lesson in 

English and would only switch to the HL of learners as a resource to ensure that learners have a 

thorough understanding of what is being taught  (Probyn, 2001; 2002 cited in Lin and Martin, 

2005:  163).  Probyn (cited in Lin and Martin, 2005:  167) suggests that classroom code-

switching practices need to be recognized as an important strategy.  Code-switching can be used 

as an advantage when learners are struggling to understand certain concepts as the teacher can 

explain the concept in a language that the child understands.  

2.9 Conclusion 

In this chapter a review has been presented of the literature related to my research study.  I began 

by defining literacy, drawing on a sociocultural approach to put forward an understanding of 

literacy as contextualised social practice and outlined the development of early literacy.  I then 

reviewed different approaches to teaching early literacy focusing on the phonics and the whole 

language debate. My aim was to develop a clear understanding of certain theoretical concepts 

that underpin the concept of early childhood literacy:  Emergent literacy and the implication of 

emergent literacy in South African education as well as Emergent literacy of biliterates were 

discussed.   I then gave a brief outline of the South African curriculum for early literacy; the 

acquisition of English as the language of learning and teaching was discussed and I concluded 

the chapter by considering code-switching as a teaching strategy in additional language 

acquisition. In the next chapter, I provide a detailed outline of the methodology used for my 

research.   
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Chapter 3 

3. Research Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter gives an overview of the research methodology, methods of data collection and 

tools of analysis used in this research project.  I then describe the approach and methods which I 

used in my study as well as the process of data analysis and the ethical considerations of the 

study. 

3. 2 Research Site 

As previously mentioned, Boswell Primary School is situated in an urban area in which violence 

is prevalent and where gangs are in control of the community.  There are learners in the school 

who have fathers, older brothers, cousins or friends who are members of a gang.  The school 

however recognises this as an important stepping stone to inform learners that belonging to a 

gang is dangerous and wrong.  In previous years, Boswell Primary School focussed only on 

educating the learners.  However, after 1994, with the onset of the new government, things began 

to change in the education system.  The principal of Boswell Primary mentioned that their school 

was no longer just a place for teachers and learners.  Partnerships were formed within the 

community, i.e. parents, churches, mosques, shop owners and leaders in the community.  This 

formed a basis for everyone to work together and in doing so the school no longer became the 

sole responsibility of the principal and teachers.   According to the principal, the school aims to 

prepare learners who will achieve exceptional results in literacy and numeracy. 

I carried out observations within one Grade one classroom.   The physical space of this 

classroom is very limited.  There are forty learners in this class, with twenty tables and forty 

chairs.  Two learners share a table and learners have to store their school bags underneath their 

tables.  The teacher struggles with lack of space and has to use her only desk for the computer.  

Because the classroom is small there is hardly any space for the teacher to move around between 

the learners‟ tables.  The amount of space taken up by the learners‟ tables and chairs also 

prevents the teacher from having them seated as a class in a contained space such as the mat 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n

 
 

 24 

during story time.  The mat
1
 is not used for whole class teaching because of the lack of space in 

the class which prevents close interaction.  In the foundation phase the mat is an ideal place for 

the teacher to use for whole class story reading and storytelling activities.  The mat is also often 

used to teach a group of learners.  This is quite common in the foundation phase if the teacher 

organises her learners into groups.  Because all learners are unique and work at their own pace, 

teachers can group the learners into ability groups and therefore plan their lessons and use 

various methodologies in their teaching practices to adapt to the needs of the learners.  Whilst 

teaching a group on the mat, the other learners are busy with activities at their tables.  However, 

the space on the mat in this Grade one classroom is very limited, since the learners‟ tables take 

up more than half of the mat.  Because of the lack of space on the mat, the teacher‟s groups are 

very small when doing group work, approximately five in a group.   

The teachers‟ classroom is very attractive.  Objects in the classroom are labelled, for example, 

„door‟, „window‟, „chair‟, and „table‟, is written on flashcards and attached to the objects.  The 

walls are decorated with various pictures of shapes, counting charts, numbers and number names, 

letters of the alphabet, rhyming charts and samples of learners‟ work are displayed on the walls.   

Sections on the walls are clearly demarcated for Mathematics, Literacy and Life Skills. 

3.3 Research Approach 

The methodology adopted in this research is based on a qualitative approach to data collection.   

According to McMillan & Schumacher (2001:  21) qualitative research “is inquiry in which 

researchers collect data in face-to-face situations by interacting with selected persons in their 

settings”.  Myers supports the use of qualitative research methods whenever social and cultural 

phenomena are being examined (2002:  2).  One of the main strengths of the qualitative research 

approach is that it gives the researcher insight into how social, environmental and cultural 

contexts influence human behaviour.  For this study, a qualitative case study was used because it 

was a suitable approach to conducting in-depth classroom-based research.   

                                                           
1
The mat in the foundation phase classrooms refers to a „carpet‟ which is placed on the floor for learners to sit on. 

This is used to protect the learners from sitting on a cold floor.   Some teachers have their mat either in the front or 

at the back of the classroom.   The mat is often used by teachers when doing whole class story reading, storytelling 

activities and group teaching.  Group teaching is when the teacher teaches a group on the mat, while the other 

learners are busy with activities at their tables.  Not all Foundation Phase classrooms have mats. 
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3.4 Case Study 

A case study is an investigation in considerable depth of single or multiple phenomena within 

their real life context (Gomm, Hammersley and Foster, 2000:  3).  The in-depth investigation 

describes the interaction of significant factors that relate to the phenomena in order to holistically 

describe them (Yin, 1994:  13).  My preference for using a case study is because it is best suited 

to situations where the phenomena investigated cannot be separated from the context.  The 

phenomena examined in this study incorporate one Grade one teacher‟s approach to teaching 

literacy and language within her classroom context.  A sociocultural approach would argue that 

literacy pedagogy cannot be separated from its context.   

A case study, furthermore, offers researchers opportunities to gain a full perspective on what is 

happening in a real life context (Yin, 1994:  13).  Case study involves situations in which real life 

events are not controlled, and where the uniqueness of the case is captured.  In this study the case 

study approach is useful in helping to understand the real life context which involves detailed 

descriptions of the teacher‟s early literacy classroom practices especially with regard to the 

teaching approaches employed by the teacher.  Her pedagogical knowledge about early literacy 

learning and instruction are explored.  This helped me to develop an in-depth understanding of 

the available development activities and their impact from the teacher‟s point of view.   

In this study I observed what was taking place in the Grade one teacher‟s everyday practice and 

aimed not to intervene in that practice at all.  I do however acknowledge that my physical 

presence in the classroom may have impacted a little on the teacher as well as the learners.   As a 

researcher, I was also faced with many challenges in this Grade one classroom.  The teacher 

sometimes forgot that I was there as a researcher and would ask me to supervise the class in her 

absence.  At such times I had to subtly remind her that as a researcher I could not interact with 

the learners in this way.  Furthermore, it was difficult not to intervene when the teacher left her 

classroom for a few minutes at a time and learners became noisy.  Although I was seated at the 

back of the classroom, learners would often come to me and ask me if they could leave the 

classroom and once again, I gently informed them that they could not ask me and that they had to 

ask their teacher.   
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3.5 Methods and Techniques of Data Collection 

The main data collection technique involved non-participant observations in one Grade one class 

for a period of five weeks during which time I spent the full school day starting at eight o‟clock 

in the morning and ending at twenty past one in the afternoon in the classroom. The main sources 

of data in this research were guided by the aims of the research and the research approach, a 

qualitative case study.  Data collection techniques comprised of the following:  classroom 

observations captured in field notes; video recordings of selected lessons; a semi-structured 

interview with the Grade one teacher; observation at a parent meeting for foundation phase only; 

collecting examples of worksheets completed and learners work.  The table below gives an 

overview of all the data collected. 

OBSERVATION                                                                                                    

Classroom observation: this took place over a period of 5 weeks (22days) and was captured in 

fieldnotes 

Video recording:  the following three lessons were filmed: 

Sentence Construction        19 February 2010              20 minutes 

Phonics                                25 February 2010              21 minutes 

News                                   12 March 2010                   20 minutes 

Foundation Phase parent meeting:  one parent meeting in the school hall from 18h00 to 20h00 

where parents were informed as to how to assist their children with homework and  a short 

workshop on how the parents could help their children with phonics was presented.  This 

workshop was presented by the foundation phase teachers. 

 ARTEFACTS 

Collection of worksheets: Selected worksheets related to the activities that learners were 

engaged in were collected. 
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Collection of learners’ work: four examples of phonics and sentence construction activities 

were collected. 

Collection of teacher’s lesson plan:  one example of the Grade one‟s two-week lesson plan in 

the first term.   There are two Grade one teachers and they do their planning together. 

 INTERVIEW 

Teacher interview:  one twenty minute semi-structured interview with the Grade one teacher 

was conducted and transcribed.                    

3.5.1 Classroom observations 

Merriam (2001:  101) argues that observations offer a firsthand account of the situation under 

study and when combined with interviews and document analysis, allow for a holistic 

interpretation of the phenomenon being investigated.   McMillan and Schumacher (2001:  268) 

contend that observation is very different from interviews and questionnaires.  They argue that 

the observation method relies on a researcher seeing, hearing and recording things which are 

happening in the classroom situation.  In my study, I observed the Grade one teacher over a 

period of five weeks.  Observation was included as a research tool, because I wanted to gather 

data about the teacher in her classroom.  In doing this I was able to get firsthand experience or 

knowledge of the teacher‟s literacy pedagogy as well as the language issues in this Grade one 

classroom.  Furthermore, by hearing and seeing the teacher in action, this has enabled me, as the 

researcher to develop a deeper understanding of what was happening with regard to the literacy 

practices and events in her classroom.   

During these observations, comprehensive field notes were taken and these have formed the 

basis of my data analysis.  I began my field notes by writing the date, the activity and detailed 

notes of the lesson.  All my field notes were typed out each day and saved in a file.  

Transcriptions were made of all literacy lessons which were recorded on video.   
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3.5.2 Interviews 

Bell (1994:  83) observed that interviews allow the collection of data in “the subjects‟ own words 

thereby affording the researcher an opportunity to discover perceptions, interpretations and the 

meaning which they give to their actions”.   

Furthermore, Hitchcock and Hughes (1997:  156) contend that: 

The semi-structured interview is a much more flexible version of the structured 

interview.  It is the one which tends to be most favoured by educational researchers 

since it allows depth to be achieved by providing the opportunity on the part of the 

interviewer to probe and expand the respondent‟s responses. 

For this study, I interviewed the Grade one teacher using a semi-structured interview with open 

ended questions prepared in advance to create opportunities for further probing (see Appendix 4 

for questions guiding the interview). The interview was audio-recorded and subsequently 

transcribed. (see Appendix 5   for a transcription of the interview).  The primary intention of the 

interview was to focus on the kinds of literacy activities that constitute the teaching and learning 

of literacy in this Grade one classroom as well as to determine how the Grade one teacher 

conceptualises literacy. Furthermore, I wanted to investigate what problems the teacher 

encountered as well as what approaches or teaching strategies the teacher used to assist her in her 

teaching practices and the effectiveness thereof. 

3.5.3 Artefact Collection 

LeCompte and Preissle (1993:  216) define documents “as artefacts, symbolic materials such as 

writing and signs”.  They further say documents can tell the researchers about the inner meaning 

of everyday events and they may yield descriptions of rare and extraordinary events in human 

life.  Merriam (2001:  11) argues that documents refer to more than just paper and those 

documents are pre-produced text that has not been generated by the researcher.  The researcher‟s 

role becomes that of reviewing and interrogating relevant documents. 

As previously mentioned some of the documents I collected included an example of the teacher‟s 

two weekly lesson plan, worksheets and samples of learners‟ work.  In addition, I took careful 

note of all the texts and pictures adorning the classroom and the way the classroom was 
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furnished.   These artefacts helped to develop a broader understanding of the classroom culture 

than that obtained by observation only.  The specific artefacts that were collected were often 

collected on the basis of the activities that the learners engaged in during my observation 

sessions.  The reason for the collection of these documents was to examine the teachers‟ 

practices and to see what might be informing her practices.  Although documents are a good 

source of data for numerous reasons, they have advantages as well as disadvantages.  One of the 

advantages stipulated by Merriam (2001:  128) is that documents are free and easily accessible.  

In my study I found that obtaining documents from the teacher was easy and the teacher did not 

hesitate to provide me with any information I needed.  A good example of this is that when the 

teacher gave a worksheet to her class then she would give me one as well. 

3.6 Data analysis 

This section describes the process of data analysis, which involves organising, analysing and 

interpreting data.  Merriam (2001:  145) contends that data analysis involves consolidating, 

reducing and interpreting what people have said and what the researcher has seen and read in 

order to make sense of the data.  She further argues that data analysis is a complex process that 

involves moving back and forth between concrete bits of data and abstract concepts, between 

inductive and deductive reasoning, between description and interpretation.  Following the advice 

of Merriam (2001), I made decisions regarding what to focus on in the data and how to analyse it 

on the basis of my theoretical framework.  I will discuss the methods I have used to analyse my 

data in relation to the two data analysis chapters which follow, focusing on the key methods 

used.   

To begin with, the data from the observations needed to be systemised into one data set.  To do 

this I combined my typed up field notes as well as the transcripts of the video and audio recorded 

data into a single electronic data set which could be systematically read and searched.  The 

process of writing field notes itself begins the process of subjective interpretation.  I watched the 

videos and made my own notes where I described events and gave the gist of verbal interactions 

of the videos recordings.   Classroom topics, themes, and exercises could be easily identified and 

I could return to the video recordings for a more in-depth analysis.  Each observation session was 
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coded in terms of the grade, whether it was filmed or notes were taken and dated (e.g. 

GR1/23/02/10).  

I observed all the teacher‟s lessons and categorised literacy activities that the teacher carried out 

in her official timetabled literacy time as well as literacy activities across the curriculum, i.e. 

outside of the teacher‟s designated official literacy time.  I coded the activities observed using 

categories derived from the teacher‟s discourse and detailed the time spent on each activity.  For 

example, Activity: Phonics; Event: 1; Notes: teaching of single sounds; Date: 08-02-2010: 

Duration: 35 minutes.  I followed the same procedure with all the literacy activities and did this 

on a daily basis.  I then listed what was taught each day, to gain a sense of the literacy practices 

of the teacher, the frequency of different kinds of activities and the duration thereof. The 

categories used are as follows:  Literacy practices in designated literacy time are News, Phonics, 

Reading, Sentence Construction, Sequencing, Rhymes and Poems and Story time.  Literacy 

practices outside of the official literacy time are Numeracy and Life Skills.  I then had an idea of 

the frequency of literacy events generally as well as the type of literacy being taught.  A detailed 

illustration will be presented in Chapter four whereby these literacy activities are presented in 

tabular form and are categorised according to the frequency and the duration of time that the 

teacher spent on these activities.  By looking at the frequency and time spent on the activities it 

can easily be noted which activities are typical and valued and which activities are not typical 

and thus I would argue not as valued in this Grade one classroom.   Chapter five will present the 

language issues identified, based on the semi-structured interview with the Grade one teacher as 

well as classroom observation.  Here I identified moments where she gives access to English, the 

language of learning and teaching, for non English home language learners in the class.  In 

chapter five I develop a mini case study, which was conducted to highlight the difficulties of one 

Xhosa-speaking learner who is not proficient in English. 

3.7 Ethical considerations 

It is essential to conduct research in an ethical manner.  Stake (1995 cited in Merriam, 2001:  

101) maintains that “qualitative researchers are guests in the private spaces of the world”.  It is 

important for the researcher to be aware of the ethical considerations and dilemmas that they 

may encounter, because they are entering people‟s private lives when doing research.  Typically, 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n

 
 

 31 

this should involve following a process of informed consent as well as guaranteeing privacy and 

confidentiality for participants.   In order to address the ethical issues, I completed the standard 

WCED ethics form needed to obtain permission to conduct my research and I wrote a letter to 

the Western Cape Education Department (WCED) asking permission to work in the school. 

Following on this, written informed consent was sought from the Principal of the school and the 

teacher participant (who in this case was the Grade one teacher) for their participation in the 

research.  (See Appendix 1 and 2 for letters).  Similarly I sought consent from the teacher to be 

interviewed and to audio record the interview. (See Appendix 3b and 3c for consent forms).  

Written informed consent was also sought from the teacher to video record some of her literacy 

teaching in her classroom (see Appendix 3d for consent forms).  Finally, once permission was 

obtained from the principal and the teacher concerned, I contacted the school and made an 

appointment to see both the principal and the teacher where I was afforded the opportunity to 

introduce myself in person and to thank them in advance.    I alerted the participants to the fact 

that all the information gathered would be treated with respect and confidentiality.  In addition to 

participation being voluntary, the participant was assured that her name and the name of the 

school would remain confidential.  In this regard pseudonyms have been used to refer to the 

respondent‟s name and the name of the school. 

3.8 Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an overview of the research site and the research approach.  

Furthermore, data collection methods and data analysis was discussed.  Ethical considerations 

relevant to the study and the researcher‟s role were also explained. Having outlined the design 

and methodology, I now turn to the actual data that was produced through these methods.  The 

following two chapters provide a presentation of the data and a thorough analysis based on the 

conceptual and analytical framework upon which this study is built.    
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Chapter 4 

4. Literacy Pedagogy 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents and analyses the findings of the case study conducted to trace and 

document the Grade one teacher‟s understanding of literacy and literacy pedagogy in the context 

of her classroom over a period of five weeks.  More specifically, the intention is to focus on the 

kinds of literacy practices that constitute the teaching and learning of literacy in the classroom, 

the methods used by the teacher to teach reading and writing, and the meanings of literacy 

conveyed in the teacher‟s discourse.  The key question which this chapter seeks to answer is:   

What constitutes literacy teaching in the class? 

In this chapter I will give an overview of the typical literacy practices in the Grade one 

classroom and give brief explanations and examples of these practices.  I will then categorise the 

kind of literacy practices the teacher carried out in her official timetabled literacy time as well as 

literacy practices across the curriculum, i.e. outside of the teacher‟s designated official literacy 

time.  These literacy practices are presented in tabular form and are categorised according to the 

frequency and the duration of time that the teacher spent on these practices.  I argue that 

emphasis is placed on particular kinds of practices over others and this is reflected in the amount 

of time the teacher spends on different kinds of practices, as well as the frequency of their 

occurrence.  I analyse the teacher‟s conception of literacy through her discourse on reading and 

writing, both as observed in the Grade one class and in interview data.  

4.2 A brief overview of the Grade one timetable of a typical school day 

The learners‟ day in the classroom begins at 08h00 where learners say a prayer and greetings 

take place.  The teacher then does the register to see if all the learners are present, and if there are 

any absentees she sends their names to the office.  Teaching begins immediately thereafter. The 

teacher usually teaches Mathematics until first break, though on three occasions news time 

preceded Mathematics.  After first break, Phonics and Reading takes place until second break.  
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The teacher gives learners a chance to complete their written activities and continues with Life 

Skills and Story time.  As with news, story time is not typical and only occurred five times; four 

times during story time and once where a story was integrated during the timetabled life skills 

period.  At 13h20 learners say a short prayer, greetings take place and they line up at the door 

before they are dismissed. 

 

08h00 - 08h10 - Learners pray the “Our Father” and greet the teacher 

08h10 - 08h30 - News (Only three times) 

08h30 - 09h30 - Mathematics (whole class teaching which includes days of the week, the weather and           

                          counting) 

09h30 - 10h10 - Mathematics (Group work: teacher teaches three to four groups on the mat; other                                                                           

                            learners complete activities related to lesson being taught at their desks) 

 

10h10 - 10h35 - First Break 

 

10h35 - 11h30 - Phonics 

11h30 – 12h05 - Reading – (whole class and group reading) 

 

12h05 – 12h20 – Second Break 

 

12h20 – 12h45 – Learners‟ complete all written activities 

12h45 – 13h10 – Life Skills 

13h10 – 13h20 – Story time (Only five times; four times during story time and once during life skills) 

 

 

4.3 Categorization and frequency of the various kinds of Literacy practices 

Although literacy practices take place throughout the school day, what the teacher views as the 

explicit teaching of literacy taking place in her timetabled literacy time includes Phonics, i.e. 

teaching of single sounds and  word-building, and reading of words or simple phrases.  This 

takes place after first break at 10h35 continuing until second break that ends at 12h20.   
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The following descriptive categories of literacy practices are taken from the teacher‟s own 

discourse:  Phonics, Reading, Story time, Rhymes and Poems, Sequencing, News and Sentence 

Construction.   I have used the teacher‟s explanations of the various literacy practices and have 

related these to the literature on literacy pedagogy.  By looking at the frequency and time spent 

on the practices (illustrated in Table 4.6 and 4.7 below) it can easily be noted which practices are 

typical and valued and which practices are not typical and thus I would argue not as valued in 

this Grade one classroom. 

4.3.1 Explanation and examples of Literacy Practices focused on reading 

4.3.1.1 Phonics 

Murray (2006:  3) points out that phonics is an explicit method of teaching children that there is a 

systematic relationship between sounds and letters.  Phonics refers to decoding a word by 

breaking it down into units (syllables and letters).    The purpose of phonics instruction is to give 

the learner tools so that he or she can easily decode words (DoE, 2008:  13). During my five 

weeks of observation the teacher spent a total of 8 hours and 1 minute on Phonics instruction.  

The teacher teaches a new letter of the alphabet every day,   for example, „a for apple‟, „b for 

ball‟, (10/02/2010).   She then revises sounds/letters which have already been taught.  The 

Foundation Phase at Boswell Primary School uses a programme called “Jolly Phonics” in their 

classrooms.  The teacher defines Jolly Phonics as “learning Phonics through fun”.  Each letter of 

the alphabet is taught as a sound and has an action which the teacher and learners do while 

repeating the sound.  We can see an example of this in the lesson extract from field notes below: 

Phonics lesson (extract from field notes 08/02/2010, Grade one classroom) 

Single sounds   

T:  I am pointing to „a‟ what action must I do? 

Learners:  Your fingers must crawl up your arm like an ant 

T:  That‟s right, let‟s all do the action and repeat the „a‟ sound while doing it. 

Learners repeat the –„a‟ sound 

T: (Points to the –„b‟ sound) Now show me the action and tell me what sound this is? 

(Learners stretch their folded arms and pretend to hit a ball whilst all saying, „b for bat‟, „b for 

bat‟  

Teacher and learners do action activities with each sound up to the „j‟ sound)    
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Word-building lesson (extract from field notes 08/02/2010, Grade one classroom) 

T:  Now we are going to build words.  In other words we are going to use our sounds to make 

words and then we are going to read the words. (The teacher shows the learners the „a‟ and the„t‟ 

letter). 

T:  We must know our single sounds before we can build words.   

T:  Now when we put these two sounds together it says:  „at‟.  First we get the „a‟ and then the„t‟ 

but when we write them together, we say „at‟.  

T:  What sound is first? 

L:  „a‟ 

T:  What sound is last? 

L: „t‟ 

T:  Now „at‟ remains the same, but if we put another sound in front of the „at‟ then we are 

making another word.  So every time we put a new sound in front of „at‟ then we are making a 

new word, for example, „c – at‟ = „cat‟ 

T:  What sound do you hear first? 

L: „c‟ 

T:  What sound do you hear in the middle? 

L:  „a‟ 

T: What sound do you hear last? 

L: „t‟ 

T:  Now tell me what word do you hear?  „c – a – t‟ 

L:  „cat‟ 

T:  (writes the following words on the board) „cat; mat; rat; fat; sat; bat‟ 

T:  I want you to sound each word and then you must read the word 

As can be seen in the extract above, learners are exposed to spelling words phonetically, relating 

letters to the sounds they hear in words.  They are encouraged to transform sounds into letters to 

write words.  I would argue that instead of being able to read words that would be meaningful to 

the learners, the teacher‟s priority  and main focus in this Grade one class is getting the learners‟ 

to first know what she calls “sounds” in order to identify printed words.  The extract above 
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shows us that learners‟ are required to first „know‟ individual sounds before they can build 

words.  The teacher says:  “We must know our single sounds before we can build words”.   

Therefore letters are referred to as sounds and words are seen as made up of sounds.   This 

practice however only works with phonetically regular words like „cat‟  or „bat‟ but not with a 

word like „o-n-e‟- „one‟,  thus the approach or strategy that the teacher uses will only work with 

a limited vocabulary since letters do not necessarily correlate with sounds in English.   

When the teacher teaches phonics she uses flashcards or writes the sounds or words on the board.  

The phonic approach is based on two assumptions: 

 Most languages have consistent phoneme (sound) to grapheme (letter) correlation 

 Once learners have learned the relationships of the letters to sounds, they can pronounce 

printed words by blending sounds together. (Aukerman 1984)    

This model works from a view of bottom-up 
2
processing, i.e.  it takes different elements of 

reading as its starting point and works towards the whole. Proponents of bottom-up processing 

such as Gough (1995) and McCormick (1988) claim that learners‟ first have to identify letter 

features and then link these features to recognize letters.  Furthermore, learners then have to 

combine letters to recognize spelling patterns and link the spelling patterns to recognize words, 

and only then proceed to sentence, and text level processing.  A more detailed description of how 

learners are exposed to printed words will be discussed in the section below. 

4.3.1.2 Reading using ‘Talking Stories’ 

The teacher uses the „Talking Stories‟ programme for what she defines as reading. This is a 

programme where learners read aloud various texts from the smart board.
3
 Learners are first 

exposed to pictures, followed by single words and then sentences made up of twenty three 

words.  Although each text has a reader, or small „book‟ matching the text, the teacher does not 

make use of these.  The reader is the prescribed book that learners are supposed to use for 

                                                           
The Bottom-up approach to reading is a strictly serial process:  letter-by-letter visual analysis, leading to 

positive recognition of every word through phonemic encoding (McCormick, T.  1988). 
3
The SMART Board is an interactive, electronic whiteboard 

(http://its.leesummit.k12.mo.us/smartboard.htm)  

http://its.leesummit.k12.mo.us/smartboard.htm
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reading purposes.  In the „Talking Stories‟ programme there are six readers prescribed for Grade 

one, beginning with level one and ending with level six.  As learners progress from one level to 

the next, they are exposed to more vocabulary and a longer form of text that follows a narrative 

structure.  „Talking stories‟ therefore begins with pictures, words, short simple sentences and 

progresses to longer sentences in paragraph form.   The time spent on the two texts in the 

„Talking stories‟ programme that learners were exposed to during my five week observation 

period was a total of 5 hours and 42 minutes and had the following procedure.  The text that 

appears on the screen has a picture or drawing that matches the text, for example if the text is “I 

can read” then the picture depicts a person reading a book.  Learners are instructed to first listen 

to the voice of the person reading the text.  The teacher says:  “I want you to listen to the reader; 

the voice that you hear is the reader reading the story”.  Learners listen to the voice of the 

person reading the text and while they are listening the teacher says:  “Look at the words while 

listening to the lady reading the story”.  Learners listen to the sound of a voice reading the text.   

As the voice is heard reading the text, each word appears on the screen and each word lights up.  

On completion of the text, learners listen to the voice that instructs them to read the text.  The 

teacher says:  “Now you are not going to hear the voice, but each word will light up and when 

the word lights up then you must read that word”.  The words light up and learners read the 

words that appear on the screen.  After each sentence the teacher presses the arrow that allows 

her to go on to the next sentence.  The same procedure is then followed until the end of the text 

as it appears on the screen.   

In this „reading‟ procedure, the learners are denied the opportunity to predict what is going to 

happen in the text.  They are merely reading or sounding out words which are reinforced by the 

voice of the reader.  I would argue that the teacher‟s main concern is to get learners to listen and 

to look at the text and to do what the voice of the reader requires them to do.  There is little that 

is meaningful in this process.The only two reading texts that learners were engaged in during my 

five weeks observation are as follows:   
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Talking stories:  Text 1   (Each block represents one screen) 

Screen 1 (has an image of a boy jumping) 

I can jump. 

Can you jump? 

Yes I can. 

Look at me. 

Screen 2 (has an image of a girl hopping) 

I can hop. 

Can you hop? 

Yes I can. 

Look at me. 

Screen 3 (has an image of a girl skipping) 

I can skip. 

Can you skip? 

Yes I can.  

Look at me. 

Screen 4 (has an image of a boy reading a book) 

I can read. 

Can you read? 

Yes I can. 

Look at me. 

Talking stories:  Text 2 

One red ball.   (picture of one red ball) 

Two blue cars.  (picture of two blue cars 

Three yellow hats.  (picture of three yellow hats) 

Four green frogs.  (picture of four green frogs) 
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I will now present, describe and analyse the data from two reading lessons which have been 

taken from extracts from my field notes during my observation. 

In the reading extract below, the teacher finds the text on the computer:  „I can jump‟ and the text 

appears on the smart board.  The children first have to listen to the voice recording of the person 

reading the text and while listening they are instructed to look at the pictures and the words 

which are highlighted.   When the text ends, the learners are told to read the text. 

Reading lesson (Talking Stories 1 extract from field notes 10/02/2010, Grade one 

classroom) 

T:  Now we are going to do „Talking stories‟.  (Text on smart board)   

T:  I want you all to listen to the voice of the lady, who is reading the „story‟ so you must look at 

the pictures, listen, and look at the words that are highlighted.  

Text:  

I can jump. 

Can you jump? 

Yes I can. 

Look at me. 

When the text ends the teacher says:  I want all of you to look at the words and everyone must 

read the story.  You are not going to listen to the lady reading the story now, you are going to 

read.   

All the sentences are on the board, and learners read the text by looking at the words that are 

highlighted.   

Learners repeat the text three times.  The teacher then drills the words and learners have to repeat 

the words several times, for example, „jump, jump, jump, jump‟.   

In the first text the words „I‟ and „can‟ are repeated and only the last word in the sentence 

changes.  The teacher ensures that the words are repeated several times, for example:  „I I I I I I   

can can can can can  jump jump jump jump‟.  The teacher thus sees individual word recognition 

as an important stepping stone before reading the sentence.  The teacher gains satisfaction only if 

and when learners recognise or „can say‟ their words irrespective of whether learners read and 

understand what is being read.  As mentioned previously, every sentence has a matching picture, 
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for example if the sentence reads:  „I can skip‟, then a picture of a girl skipping is below the 

sentence.  I have mentioned before that the „Talking stories‟ programme has a variety of texts 

and the programme has hard copy books or readers that match the texts.  However, learners are 

not exposed to the actual handling of books that accompany the text that they read from the 

smart board.  The books remain on the shelf at the back of the class. According to the teacher, 

“the learners will only start reading from their readers in the second term”.   Thus the learners 

do not have access to the readers in the first term. 

Durrell and Gardiner (cited in Brozo and Hargis, 2003) note that the less time young people 

spend with books and print, the less growth they show on measures of vocabulary and reading 

achievement.  In this Grade one classroom, learners are exposed to a total of eleven vocabulary 

items in the first text and in the second text learners are exposed to twelve vocabulary items.  

Although the teacher and the programme itself refers to these texts as „stories‟, in no word are 

they recognizable as „stories‟, because they do not follow a narrative structure.   I observed eight 

reading lessons during which time the two texts mentioned above were repeated in every lesson.  

The vocabulary that is taught to the learners is thus limited, because the same words are repeated 

on a daily basis.    Learners read from the smart board and the same text that has been read from 

the smart board is photocopied and pasted into their books. The teacher refers to these books as 

their „readers‟ or little „blue books‟.   These books are sent home with the learners and the 

teacher reminds them to learn their words and read their sentences at home.  

In contrast to the first Talking Story text above, where learners had to listen to the whole text 

before reading it, in the text below learners have to listen to the voice recording of each phrase 

for example “One red ball” and after listening to the phrase, they are instructed to read it.   

Reading lesson (Talking Stories 2 extract from field notes 08/02/2010, Grade one 

classroom) 

 (Teacher displays text by Jenny Garner on the smart board) 

T:  We first listen, and then we repeat 

(“Text”  „a picture is displayed with each phrase‟) 

The learners first listen to the voice recording and immediately after each text they have to repeat 
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the text. 

Voice recording:  One red ball  (a picture of a red ball) 

Learners:               One red ball 

Voice recording:  Two blue cars  (a picture of two blue cars) 

Learners:               Two blue cars 

Voice recording:  Three yellow hats  (a picture of three yellow hats) 

Learners:                Three yellow hats 

 

Voice recording:   Four green frogs  (a picture of four green frogs) 

Learners:                Four green frogs 

This activity is repeated three times. 

 

Once again the „Talking Stories‟ Programme and the teacher refer to the above mentioned text as 

a „story‟.  However the text that the children are listening to and reading or repeating is rather a 

list of labels.  Learners hear the text and emphasis is placed on the accuracy of the learners‟ 

verbal repetition which is equated with their “reading of the words”.  Although learners are 

exposed to images of the pictures displayed with each text formation or phrase, there is no 

evidence that any of these phrases are meaningful to the learners.  As mentioned previously, the 

teacher uses the smart board exclusively for this kind of reading practice.  While Information 

Communication Technology (ICT) has much potential, the teacher does not seem to exploit this 

potential with regard to reading.  The smart board replaces physical books and the teacher uses 

the smart board to reinforce reading as a word by word process thus emphasising word 

recognition which is described in more detail below.  The fact that each word lights up as it is to 

be read further emphasises reading as a process in which each word must be read with no role for 

prediction. 

4.3.1.3 Reading as word recognition 

As we can see in the description of the use of „Talking Stories‟, the teacher places an enormous 

emphasis on reading as word recognition and as repetition of what learners have heard.   In the 

eight lessons using „Talking Stories‟ I observed, I have found that this is the most common 
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manner in which the teacher teaches reading.  The practice of reading as word recognition and as 

repetition of what learners have heard is therefore typical in this class.  The teacher drills the 

words by repeating each word at least four times after which learners have to do the same.  An 

example of how the teacher reinforces „drilling‟ is illustrated in the reading extract below. 

Reading lesson (extract from transcript of the second text 09/02/2010, Grade one 

classroom)  

T:  Look at the word and read, one one one one 

L:  one one one one 

T:  Read it again 

L:  one one one one 

T:  red red red red 

L:  red red red red 

T:  ball ball ball ball 

L:  ball ball ball ball 

T: Good now I know that you know the words 

The extract above illustrates how the teacher presents „reading‟ as word recognition and as 

repetition of what learners have heard and seen.  She repeats this procedure on a daily basis; 

therefore learners are able to recognize the words in the two Talking Stories correctly and 

virtually effortlessly.  One of the teacher‟s favourite statements repeated during my observation 

is as follows:  “I must know my sounds to read my words and I must know my words to read my 

sentences” (08/02/2010).  Earlier in the chapter (see 4.3.1.1 lesson extract) I have shown the 

teacher using a similar statement in her lesson:   “We must know our single sounds before we can 

build words”.   This statement is a good example of how the teacher views reading from the 

perspective of bottom-up processing.  According to proponents of the bottom-up approach, such 

as Wray & Medwell (1997), learners have to recognize and decode letters, and then progress to 
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larger units of print through the sentence up to the complete text.  In other words the teacher 

ensures that learners‟ must first master the individual components of reading in order to be able 

to independently make meaning of print.  However, proponents of the interactive
4
 reading model, 

such as Ruddel & Speaker (1985) and Rumelhart (1985) suggest that “the reader constructs 

meaning by the selective use of information from all sources of meaning (graphemic, phonemic, 

morphemic, syntax, semantics) without adherence to any one set order” (p.  136). Thus learners 

simultaneously use all levels of processing even though one source of meaning can be primary at 

a given time.  McCormick (1988) states that the interactive reading model “attempts to combine 

the valid insights of bottom-up and top-down 
5
models” (p.  72). The teacher should therefore 

focus on comprehension as the basis for decoding skills, and should emphasize that meaning is 

constructed as the reader interacts with the print.  Most people argue for an interactionist 

approach because it involves both bottom-up and top-down processing.  By looking at the 

Phonics and Reading practices of the teacher above, it is clearly evident that she uses a bottom-

up approach.   

However the ability to read or sound out individual words is not sufficient.  Learners must have 

the ability to make meaning of the words in a text, since reading comprehension is the ultimate 

goal for reading.  Learners must also be able to read sentences and longer text which is crucial 

for comprehension.  The teacher should provide the learners with explicit instruction in reading 

comprehension strategies. This however is impossible with the „Talking Stories‟ texts because 

the texts that learners are exposed to do not follow a narrative structure, making prediction 

impossible.   Learners are furthermore not exposed to the handling of books even though the 

books, based on the same stories that learners read from the smart board, are readily accessible.   

 A well-balanced reading programme should provide learners with opportunities to read for the 

pleasure of self-discovery, for self-enrichment and for enjoyment as well as indicated in the 

Revised National Curriculum Statement Grades R – 9 2003, Learning Outcome 3:   Reading and 

Viewing states that “The learner will be able to read and view for information and enjoyment, 

and respond critically to the aesthetic, cultural and emotional values in texts”.  The limited range 

                                                           
 
4
 Interactive reading model suggests that reading involves a process of interaction between the information on the 

page (text) and the information or background knowledge that the reader brings to the text (McCormick, T. 1988). 

 
5
 Top-down reading model is a reading model that emphasizes what the reader brings to the text; says reading is 

driven by meaning, and proceeds from whole to part.  (Goodman, K.  1985; Smith, F.  1994) 
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of texts that learners were exposed to in their reading lessons over five weeks gives them little 

opportunity to associate reading with pleasure or with meaning making.   I argue that in order to 

teach learners to read, there is a need for the teacher to focus on understanding.  This means that 

when learners are being taught to read, the focus must not only be on the techniques of decoding, 

but also on helping them to understand what they are reading.   

 In the next section I discuss the limited range of other texts that learners are exposed to.  

4.3.1.4 Reading for enjoyment using dramatization and performance  

4.3.1.5 Story time 

In contrast to the dominant practices of phonics and „Talking Stories‟ which took a total of  13 

hours and 43 minutes, on five  occasions the teacher read to learners from storybooks which 

amounted to a total  of 2 hours.  Four of these stories took place during story time and one story 

was integrated in the timetabled Life Skills time. In these activities we can see a different 

modelling of reading and a different social practice of literacy.  The learners were exposed to a 

different form of text. In contrast to the „Talking Stories‟ texts that the teacher referred to as 

„stories‟ for the learners, these texts followed a narrative structure and thus the genre of stories.  

This was clearly evident when the teacher read the story of the „Three little pigs‟ and „Goldilocks 

and the three bears‟.  During the reading of these stories, learners were given the freedom to 

engage in a purely pleasurable way.   There were no expectations from the learners to know 

certain words and they had the opportunity to express themselves when the teacher allowed them 

to participate in the „huffing and puffing‟ part of blowing the houses down in the story of „The 

three little pigs‟.  In the story of „Goldilocks and the three bears‟, the learners were exposed to 

dramatization.  Learners were chosen to act out the parts of the characters whilst the teacher read 

the story.   Listening to the story was made meaningful to learners since they had to act out the 

parts of the different characters in the story.  The teacher exposed the learners to the text by 

showing them the pictures of the story.  After every page that she read, she would turn the book 

towards them so that they could have a good look at the pictures of the various characters in the 

story.   
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The importance of reading books to children was established in Chapter two (see Flanagan 

(1995).  In the example given below, the teacher allows the learners to interact with the text and 

encourages learners to be active and to be involved with the text. 

Story lesson (extract from field notes 01/03/2010, Grade one classroom) 

T:  We are going to do some acting now.  I am going to read the story of Goldilocks and the 

Three Bears.  I am going to choose some learners to come to the mat and they have to listen very 

carefully, because I am going to read the story slowly and they are going to do the actions that go 

with the story.   

T:  Right, now I need a Pappa bear, a Momma bear and a baby bear.  I also need a girl to be 

Goldilocks.  (Teacher chooses four learners.  She places a small table and three chairs in the 

front of the class).   

T:  Pappa bear, you sit over there, (she shows the others where to sit) and Goldilocks you stand 

over there by the door.  Now while I am reading and I come to the part where I say “Goldilocks 

tasted pappa bear‟s porridge and said „this porridge is too hot‟”.  Then Goldilocks must pull her 

face so that we can see that the porridge is too hot.  I want the bears to show that they are upset 

or cross when I come to the part of “Somebody has been eating my porridge” or “Somebody has 

been sitting on my chair and look they broke it”.  Then you must show a sad face, baby bear 

because your chair is broken.  We are not really going to break the chair; we are just going to 

imagine that the chair is broken.   So what you are going to do is listen and do the actions only 

when it comes to your part.   

(T. reads the story, the learners struggle a bit and are not quite sure what to do, but she guides 

them as she goes along) 

 

Reading stories aloud or listening and interacting with a storyteller are essentially a social 

experience (Britsch, 1992).  Reading in this form, i.e. as the teacher reading a storybook for 

enjoyment and inviting the learners to interact by encouraging them to dramatize was thoroughly 

enjoyed by all the learners.  During this time all the learners in the class participated in the story 

even though there were only a few who were chosen to act out the part of the different 

characters.  I sat at the back of the class and noticed that when Goldilocks broke the chair, the 
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teacher told her:  “I want you to fall softly onto the floor”.  The learners who were seated at their 

tables all followed the instruction and fell off their chairs.  They were having fun rolling off their 

own chairs laughing and chatting. The teacher had to settle them several times and at one stage 

she threatened that she would not continue the story.  The teacher used voice intonation and 

changed her voice for the different characters in the story, for example Pappa bear had a deep 

voice, mamma bear had a calm soft voice and baby bear had a small squeaky voice.  Learners 

eventually joined in when the teacher said:  “Pappa bear said who has been sitting on my 

chair?”  Most of the learners would make their voices deep and would join the teacher.  They 

did this with all the characters in the story.  When the story came to an end, the learners begged 

the teacher to read the story again.  Because it was time for them to go home she could not but 

promised them that they would do it one day in the week.    There were no expectations from the 

learners to know certain words and they had the freedom to express themselves when the teacher 

allowed them to participate.  This kind of literacy practice shows the learners active engagement 

and pleasure in meaningful reading activities.  This was evident when they echoed parts of the 

sentences in the story of Goldilocks and the Three Bears, for example:  “Somebody has been 

sleeping in my bed”.  Below, I give another example of a story which is integrated during the 

Life Skills timetabled time.  Dramatization and active participation during story time forms part 

of the Arts and Culture Learning Outcomes in the curriculum. 

Story lesson (extract from field notes 11/02/2010, Grade one classroom)   

T:  Jessie because it is your birthday we are going to allow you to choose a story book from the 

reading corner.  Any book it‟s your choice.  (Jessie chooses „The three little pigs).   

The teacher reads the story and shows learners the pictures.  When she comes to the part of the 

wolf blowing the house down, she encourages the children to help her „huff and puff‟.  

T:  And I will huff and I will puff and I will blow your house down.  And he huffed and he 

puffed and he blew the house down.   

 Learners are actively involved in huffing and puffing.  When the house is blown over, learners 

fall to the ground demonstrating that the house has been blown down. 
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In this example, the teacher gives a learner an opportunity to choose a book from the reading 

corner.   Although the learner has freedom of choice in selecting a book, he takes a book that has 

been read before.   While reading the story, the teacher encouraged and invited learners to join in 

choruses at the appropriate time, for example:  When the wolf tries to blow down the houses of 

the three little pigs; they all join in by saying “and I will huff and I will puff and I will blow your 

house down”.  The teacher allows the learners to interact with the text.  Once again this literacy 

event involves an active process where learners find pleasure in interacting with the text.    

In the interview discussion, the teacher emphasised the importance of book reading:  “Learners 

have a chance to enjoy stories because most of their parents do not read to them, but I do 

encourage them to go to the library and to read their library books at home.  I always tell them 

that if the book is too difficult for them to read then they can ask somebody at home to read it to 

them” (17/03/2010).  Despite the teacher‟s observed skill in story reading and her view 

expressed on the importance of reading books, this literacy practice is not dominant in her class.  

Only five such events totalling 2 hours in five weeks signals the teacher‟s view that this practice 

is far less important than the practices of teaching phonics and word recognition.  

4.3.1.6 Rhymes and Poems 

The teacher uses rhymes throughout the day and this usually takes place in-between lessons.   

There is thus no set time for rhymes and poems.  When the learners become noisy, the teacher 

would recite a rhyme and learners would join in.  Learners enjoyed reciting poems and rhymes, 

especially since most of them are action based.  Learners are exposed to a variety of rhymes and 

poems.  The teacher uses rhymes and poems to get the learners to settle down quickly, especially 

after break. 

Example of a rhyme (extract from field notes 02/03/2010, Grade one classroom) 

Teacher and learners do actions with the rhyme 

Ten little fingers (both hands in the air, showing their ten fingers) 

ten little toes; (point to their toes) 

 One little nose (use index finger and place it on nose) 
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 two little ears; (touch their ears, using both hands) 

Two little eyes (touch their eyes, using both hands)  

shining so bright; (open their eyes wide) 

Two little lips to kiss mommy good night (touch their lips softly using their index finger) 

As can be seen in the regular use of rhymes immediately after break times, rhymes are used as a 

disciplinary tactic to keep the noise levels down in the class or to get learners to settle down in-

between lessons.  The learners do however enjoy reciting poems and rhymes, especially action 

rhymes such as the one described above. The learning potential of these rhymes is rich because 

learners learn vocabulary words both explicitly and implicitly and learners‟ phonemic awareness 

is raised through rhyming words.  However, the teacher does not give learners the opportunity to 

really enjoy these rhymes or poems, because she uses them as an incentive for learners to keep 

quiet.  A further example of how the teacher uses rhymes as a disciplinary tactic is provided 

below. 

Rhyme (extract from transcript 10/02/2010, Grade one classroom) 

T: We are going to do Phonics now.  You are not listening.  Litha sit down, Jody go to your 

place.  Ronelle how many times must I tell you not to pull your chair like that?   

T:  Grade one‟s you are not listening, sit down and keep quiet.  You are still not listening. 

T:  Open them shut them; open them shut them.  Come now I want everyone to join me. 

T: and L:  Open them shut them; open them shut them (they open and close their hands) 

                 Give a little clap (they clap their hands once) 

                 Open them shut them, open them shut them (they open and close their hands) 

                 Lay them in your lap (they put their hands in their laps) 

T:  We wasted enough time now you are quiet so we can start with our Phonics 
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As can be seen in the extract from the transcript above, the teacher initially struggles to get the 

learners to keep quiet and to settle down.  She asks learners to keep quiet but gets no response 

from them.  The teacher then begins the rhyme “Open them shut them” and asks the learners to 

say the rhyme with her.  She encourages everyone to join in.  Once all the learners participate in 

the action rhyme they settle down which gives the teacher the opportunity to continue her lesson.   

To summarise the presentation and analysis of the teaching of reading, reading in this Grade one 

classroom can be viewed as a process where learners are focused on word recognition and letter-

sound relationships.  Reading is not taught as a conceptual skill where learners read for meaning 

and the teacher does not encourage learners to read for pleasure.   

In the following section I will now turn to analyzing writing activities in this Grade one class.   

4.4 Description of exposure to writing texts in Grade one 

According to Ramsberg (1998:  1-2), research suggests that reading and writing are 

interdependent and should be integrated.  In this classroom the teacher approaches reading and 

writing as separate skills which are taught in separate and distinct activities 

4.4.1 Explanation and examples of writing as Literacy Practices 

 4.4.1.1 News 

During news time, individual learners are invited to talk about anything and would share this 

with the rest of the class.  News took place on three occasions which took a total of 1 hour and 

10 minutes during my five week observation period.  Learners‟ news is usually based on 

personal experiences, for example things that happened at home or in their community.  The 

teacher would choose one learner‟s news, write a sentence on the board about this and ask the 

learners to copy down the sentence.  However, on a special occasion such as when the school 

celebrated their Jubilee, the teacher would ask and prompt learners to discuss that specific topic.  

The teacher would construct a sentence related to the topic and write it on the board.  The 

learners are then told to copy the sentence and asked to draw their own picture related to the 

topic.   
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News:  Teacher’s topic  

The school celebrated their Jubilee in the fourth week of my fieldwork.  They had a thanksgiving 

service in the hall and all the learners received a gift.  The teacher then chose to discuss the 

jubilee during news time on the following day.  Her emphasis was on the thanksgiving service.  

She allowed learners to talk about what happened and then constructed her own sentence and 

wrote it on the board.  The extract below illustrates the literacy practice of news time following a 

special event in this classroom. 

‘Jubilee’ News lesson (extract from transcript 12/03/2010, Grade one classroom)   

T:  What happened yesterday?  Who can tell me? 

Emma:  It was our jubilee 

T:  What else happened? 

Ryan:  We got presents 

T:  Yes, and what about the service? 

Lisa:  A thanksgiving service 

T:  Yes, that is what we are going to write about. 

T:  We want to write news about our thanksgiving service.   But the most important thing I want 

you to write about is to write about is the fact that you had what yesterday?   

T:  So this is what I want you to do.  I‟m gonna write the sentence on the board, then you must 

copy the sentence and write it in your books.  If you can‟t write this whole sentence you just 

gonna write the word „thanksgiving‟ and make your drawing.  

T:  (points to where the drawing must be) I want the drawing here, if you can‟t write the whole 

sentence, I want you to write these words, here that I‟m gonna underline, just write the word 

„thanksgiving‟.  

(T. underlines the words thanksgiving service again) Here, I want you to write these words that 

I‟m underlining if you can‟t follow to write the whole sentence.  Just write the word 

„thanksgiving‟. 

T:  (points to where the drawing must be) I want the drawing here, if you can‟t write the whole 

sentence, I want you to write these words, here that I‟m gonna underline, just write the word 

„thanksgiving‟. 
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(T. underlines the words thanksgiving service again) Here, I want you to write these words here 

that I‟m underlining if you can‟t write the whole sentence.   Just write the word „thanksgiving‟.  

 

In the first extract from the News lesson above, the teacher chooses a topic and encourages 

learners to participate in the discussion of the topic.  She probes by asking the learners the 

following questions:    

T: What happened yesterday?  

Emma:  It was our jubilee  

T:  What else happened? 

Ryan:  We got presents. 

T:  Yes, and what about the service? 

Lisa:  A thanksgiving service. 

While the teacher could have chosen one of the learners‟ sentences to write on the board, she 

chose her own sentence instead. She wrote the sentence on the board and told the learners that 

she wanted them to copy the sentence.  The teacher initially instructed the learners to write the 

whole sentence „once‟ and then changed the instruction by repeating the following sentence five 

times.  

News lesson (extract from transcript 12/03/2010, Grade one classroom) 

T:  “If you can‟t write the whole sentence then just write the word thanksgiving”. 

” If you can‟t write the whole sentence then write the word thanksgiving”.   

“If you can‟t write the whole sentence then write the word thanksgiving”.  

 “If you can‟t write the whole sentence then write the word thanksgiving”.   

“If you can‟t write the whole sentence then write the word thanksgiving”.    

The teacher thus placed much more emphasis on learners‟ writing the word „thanksgiving‟ than 

on writing the whole sentence:  “On Thursday the 11
th

 of March we had our thanksgiving 

service”.  She emphasised the instruction to write the single word by drawing a line underneath 

the word “thanksgiving”.   By repeating her instruction to write only the word if unable to write 
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the full sentence, the teacher gave the learners‟ the impression that she did not expect them to 

know how to, or manage to write the whole sentence and emphasised that they were capable of 

writing one word only.  The repetition of the teacher‟s phrase, “If you can‟t write the whole 

sentence then just write the word thanksgiving” five times further demonstrates the importance 

placed on accurate copying.   

According to Koralek and Collins (1997: 5-6) children learn and demonstrate that they know 

print carries meaning by “writing (scribbling or using invented spelling) to communicate a 

message”.   The extract illustrated above demonstrates that learners are not encouraged to 

produce extended writing using emergent literacy practices such as invented spelling.  When 

learners write, the emphasis is not placed on meaning or composing.  The teacher‟s view with 

regard to the learners‟ writing is linked to writing as a product of reproducing exactly what is on 

the board; i.e. accurate copying rather than composing and constructing meaning.   

News lesson (extract from transcript 01/03/2010, Grade one classroom) 

On two other occasions during the fieldwork, the teacher invited learners to talk about anything, 

and encouraged them to talk about events happening in their communities. 

News time:  Learner’s topic  

T:  Now on that blank page I want you to copy the date from the board.  I am coming around and 

I am putting a sticker to show you where you must start to write.  Some of us still don‟t know 

that when we write, we write from left to right.   

(T. puts a sticker on each child‟s page on top left hand side).   

T:  Once you have a sticker, write your date.  It must be exactly the way I have it on the board. 

T:  Today we will choose Jessie‟s news.  We are going to write it on the board and then we will 

write it into our books.  (Teacher writes the following sentence on the board:  :  “Jessie went to 

the toy market” 

T:  I want you all to write the sentence now. 

Comment [MSOffice1]:  
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In this second example from news time, the teacher chooses a learner‟s news.  She writes the 

sentence on the board and tells the learners to copy the sentence.  The sentence reads:  “Jessie 

went to the toy market”.  The teacher dictates what should be done and how it should be done.  

In this example, the teacher‟s understanding of writing is that learners can write only if they are 

able to copy what she has written.  The teacher‟s emphasis is again on the technical aspects of 

writing for example where writing is positioned on the page and the accuracy thereof.    She 

stresses:  “it must be exactly the way I have it on the board”.   

The schooled literacy practice of news time often gives opportunities to teach learners about 

writing to convey meaning and to express one‟s ideas, that is writing as functional and 

meaningful.  Morrow (1990:  134) maintains that “children are more likely to become involved 

in literacy activities if they view reading and writing as functional, purposeful and useful”.  

Studies of early reading and writing behaviours further illustrate that young children acquire 

their first information about reading and writing through their functional uses (Goodman, 1990; 

Heath, 1980; Mason & McCormick, 1981, cited in Morrow, 1990:  134).   In contrast to this, in 

both “news” activities, the practice is focused on writing as accurate copying and on how writing 

should look rather than on writing as meaning making.   

 4.4.1.2 Sentence Construction 

Teacher interview (extract from transcript 17/03/2010) 

E:  Can you define „Sentence Construction‟ and what activities do you do during this time? 

 T:  Well you see, Sentence Construction actually teaches the children to put sentences together 

in a logical order.  The children must know that when they write they write from left to right.  

This also helps them to understand that a sentence begins with a capital letter and it ends in a full 

stop.  It also helps the children to copy the words properly from the board.  It also helps them to 

be creative and to explore their writing skills. 

As seen in the extract above, the teacher emphasises the technical aspects of writing such as 

directionality, punctuation use and logical ordering.  Although she adds that Sentence 

Construction can be an opportunity for learners to be creative and to explore their writing skills, 

this was however absent during my observation period.  Although the learners used books 
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labelled “Creative Writing” when doing Sentence Construction, they were not allowed to 

construct their own sentences and were always asked to copy sentences or words from the board.  

Thus there is no evidence of creating an awareness that writing occurs in a variety of contexts for 

many purposes.  Examples of „Sentence Construction‟ transcripts below demonstrate how the 

literacy practices of the teacher restrict learners from experimenting with meaningful writing.  

Sentence Construction (extract from transcript 19/02/2010, Grade one classroom) 

T:  (Gives learners their books labelled creative writing) I have a sentence pasted in your books.    

T:  Now, we are going to write the sentence.  There is a green dot on your page to help you to 

write from left to right.  Remember, we write from left to right.   

T:  (Takes one of the learners‟ books and shows it to the rest of the class) Here is the green dot, 

the green dot is on the left, now write the date.  The date is on the board.  Copy the date.  Here is 

the date.  Now write the date.  Write the date from left to right.  The green dot will show you 

where to begin.  Write the date neatly.  I want everyone to copy the date from the board. 

T:  (draws a pattern underneath the date) I want you to draw the pattern underneath the date.  

Draw the pattern from left to right.  The green dot will help you to see where the left side is.  

(Learners draw the pattern).   

T:  Now underneath the pattern I want you to write the sentence.  First we are going to write the 

word “three” (Teacher writes the word on the board underneath her pattern) (Learners write the 

word).   

T:  Now next to the word “three” I want you to use two finger spaces next to the word before we 

write the next word “yellow” (teacher shows learners how to do it).   

T:  Next to the word “yellow” I want you to use two finger spaces and write the word hats next 

to the word “yellow”.  When we write a sentence we need space next to each word otherwise we 

will not be able to read the sentence. 

In this extract, the teacher is reinforcing directionality by encouraging the learners to write from 

left to right.  The word “writing” is again used here to mean copying rather than composing.  In 
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this extract the teacher uses the word „write‟ five times.  In each case the teacher instructs the 

learners to copy from the board.  The teacher first tells the learners what they are going to do, she 

then does it, modelling the practice for learners, and finally the learners have to do it.  The 

teacher‟s main focus is on the technical aspect of how the learners‟ are going to write each word, 

for example reminding them about „finger spaces‟ next to each word.  She does not seem to have 

confidence that the learners‟ will be able to write a whole sentence and therefore instructs them 

to write one word at a time.  In other words she writes a word and learners copy the word, she 

then waits until all the learners have written the word and then goes onto the next word.   

4.5 Explanation and example of a literacy practice outside of the teacher’s 

official literacy time 

The activity below describes the kind of literacy activity that the teacher uses across the 

curriculum, i.e. outside of her official literacy time. 

4.5.1 Numeracy 

When the teacher teaches number names she encourages learners to say the sound of each letter 

in the number name before writing it on the board.  Learners are encouraged to do the action 

with each sound, just as they do when they do Phonics.  An example of this is provided below. 

Numeracy lesson (extract from field notes 09/02/2010, Grade one classroom) 

T:  (writes the no. 1 and the number name one on the board) Tell me how to write the number 

name. Can you remember? 

Learners: (sound) first a –„o‟ then a – „n‟ then a –„e‟ 

T:  which number follows no. 1? 

Learners:  no. 2 

T: Right now tell me how to write the number name 

Learners:   (sound) first a –„t‟ then a – „w‟ then a – „o‟    

The Phonics approach is again reinforced to sound out the number names and the writing of 

isolated words is encouraged.  In this example the teacher implies that learners should be able to 

work out how to spell the number names „one‟ and „two‟ by sounding out the component letters.  
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This is not helpful as these words are not spelt phonetically.  Once again as in reading, the 

teacher demonstrates that writing is merely copying words and not composing. 

4.6 Overview of literacy practices  

Table 4.6 gives a summary of the lessons that took place within the literacy time during the five 

weeks in which I conducted my research.  I categorise the activities observed using the 

categories derived from the teacher‟s discourse and detail the time spent on each activity as 

outlined in the discussion thus far. 

Table 4.6.1 Literacy practices in designated Literacy time 

Activity Event Notes Date Duration 

News 

 

Total duration: 70 

minutes (1 hour, 

10 minutes) 

1 Learners talk about anything 22-02-2010 20 minutes 

2 Learners talk about anything. One child‟s 

news is chosen and the teacher writes it on 

the board in the form of a single sentence.  

Learners copy the sentence and have to 

draw their own pictures. 

 

01-03-2010 30 minutes 

3 Teacher chooses a specific topic to be 

discussed  

12-03-2010 20 minutes 

Phonics 

 

Total duration:  

481 minutes (8 

hours, 1 minute) 

1 Teaching single sounds and word building 08-02-2010 35 minutes 

2 09-02-2010 40 minutes 

3 10-02-2010 40 minutes 

4 11-02-2010 30 minutes 

5 19-02-2010 45 minutes 

6 22-02-2010 30 minutes 

7 23-02-2010 45 minutes 

8 25-02-2010 45 minutes 

9 26-02-2010 40 minutes 

10 Assessment 02-03-2010 90 minutes 

11  03-03-2010 20 minutes 

12 15-03-2010 21 minutes 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n

 
 

 57 

Reading with 

„Talking Stories‟ 

 

Total duration: 

342 minutes (5 

hours, 42 minutes) 

1  

Reading words exclusively from the smart 

board  

08-02-2010 45 minutes 

2 09-02-2010 55 minutes 

3 10-02-2010 50 minutes 

4 11-02-2010 45 minutes 

5 19-02-2010 20 minutes 

6 22-02-2010 50 minutes 

7 25-02-2010 37 minutes 

8 01-03-2010 40 minutes 

Sentence 

Construction 

 

Total duration: 110 

minutes (1 hour, 

50 minutes) 

 Learners copy teacher‟s sentences 18-02-2010 70 minutes 

 Learners copy a sentence from the board 19-02-2010 20 minutes 

  12-03-2010 20 minutes 

Sequencing  Learners are told a four sentence story and 

asked to arrange pictures to match the order 

they have heard. 

01-03-2010 35 minutes 

     

Rhymes, Poem 

 

Total duration: 250 

minutes (4 hours, 

10 minutes) 

 Repeat x 5 in between lessons Daily 2 minutes 

  23-02-2010 10 minutes 

Story time 

 

Total duration: 80 

minutes (1 hour, 

20 minutes) 

 Reading for relaxation and enjoyment 09-02-2010 10 minutes 

 Reading for relaxation and enjoyment 11-02-2010 25 minutes 

 Learners dramatize the story of „Goldilocks 

and the three bears‟ 

22-02-2010 10 minutes 

 Learners are actively involved in the story 

of „The three little pigs‟ 

01-03-2010 35 minutes 

 

Table 4.6.2 Literacy practices outside of the official literacy time 

Activity Event Notes Date Duration 

Numeracy  Learners sound number names 08-02-2010 20 minutes 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n

 
 

 58 

 

Total duration: 60 

minutes 

 Position – learners sound „first, second‟ 09-02-2010 15 minutes 

 Learners sound number names 22-02-2010 10 minutes 

 Learners sound the names of the days of the 

week 

01-03-2010 15 minutes 

Life Skills, Arts 

and Culture:  Story 

 

Total duration: 100 

minutes (1 hour, 

40 minutes) 

 Dramatisation in story telling 11-02-2010 25 minutes 

 Participation in reading for enjoyment 01-03-2010 35 minutes 

  09-03-2010 40 minutes 

 

As illustrated in the tables above, the literacy practices of phonics and reading of words using 

„Talking Stories‟ are the most dominant in the classroom.  The teacher uses a bottom-up or 

decoding approach to teaching both reading and writing where decontextualised technical skills 

such as letter and sound recognition, accurate handwriting and letter formation are central. It is 

evident that letter and word recognition is her main focus in her literacy pedagogy.  

4.7 Resources in a print rich environment 

The teacher‟s role in establishing a print rich environment is vital because it provides learners 

with opportunities to engage with and interact with print. It also communicates a message that 

literacy is part of our daily lives and written texts are all around us for different purposes.  Gunn, 

Simmons, & Kameenui suggest that   “children learn how to attend to language and apply this 

knowledge to literacy situations by interacting with others who model language functions” 

(1995: 11).  Furthermore, findings from a study conducted by  Snow, Burns, & Griffin, (1998:  

36) demonstrate that a print rich classroom plays an important role since it will “facilitate 

language and literacy opportunities” as well as  “improving speaking, reading, and writing in the 

learning of all students”.  Although the Grade one classroom in which I conducted my research 

could be described as a print rich environment, Information Communication Technology (ICT) 

resources which include a computer and an interactive white board are used most extensively in 

the classroom.    The classroom is very attractive and neat. A small corner in the classroom is set 

aside as a library with a wide variety of story books. The teacher refers to this as the reading 
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corner.  Learners however are not allowed to use these books however.  While the teacher makes 

use of these books on the occasional time when she reads a story to the learners, learners are 

never encouraged to use these books on their own.  Because the classroom is small, the teacher 

sits on a chair in the front of the class and learners remain seated at their tables during story time.  

The walls are displayed with words of rhymes, a chart with the alphabet, a weather chart, a 

birthday chart, a counting chart, flashcards with number names, classroom rules, samples of 

learners‟ work, a beautiful display of a variety of story books as well as objects in the classroom 

that are labelled.  However, I never observed the teacher referring to and using these resources 

and thus the potential of the print-rich environment was not fulfilled.  

4.8 Conclusion 

The literacy practices of the teacher in this Grade one classroom signal to learners that reading 

and writing skills do not develop together and are not interconnected.  Reading and writing are 

taught in isolation of each other and are furthermore not developed through meaningful 

experiences for the learners.  The extensive repertoire of books in the classroom was not made 

accessible to learners thus preventing them from the handling and reading of these books.  While 

the teacher spoke about the importance of reading or telling real stories in her interview, this 

view was not reinforced in her actual practice. 

The above account has shown the full range of literacy activities or practices that the teacher 

used to teach literacy in the classroom.  We can see that learners are exposed to a fairly limited 

range of texts in the classroom. The teaching of word recognition was a common practice 

observed in this Grade one classroom.   

During my five weeks of observation, the learners were exposed to only six reading texts in total.  

Five of these texts were introduced during story reading and the other two were introduced using 

„Talking Stories‟ during the reading period in literacy timetabled time.   As mentioned 

previously, the amount of time the teacher spent on Phonics was 8 hours and 1 minute, Reading 

„Talking Stories‟ - 5 hours and 42 minutes, Stories - 2 hours, Rhymes and Poems - 4 hours and 

10 minutes and Sequencing - 35 minutes.  It is therefore clearly evident that Phonics and 

Reading using the „Talking Stories‟ programme is dominant since so much time is spent on these 

literacy practices and events.  In relation to writing the amount of time spent on News is 1 hour 
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and 10 minutes and Sentence Construction amounts to 1 hour and 50 minutes.  The limited 

amount of time spent on writing in this classroom shows that it is not as valued a practice as 

reading.  The teacher is not exploiting the potential to develop the learners‟ ability to write as 

composing and meaningful writing practices.  The teacher uses writing as copying exclusively in 

the Grade one class.   

In the next Chapter I focus on language issues in literacy teaching and how the teacher gives 

access to English, LoLT, for non English home language learners in the class.   
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Chapter 5 

Language issues in Literacy Teaching 

5.1 Introduction 

The key question addressed in this chapter is: 

How does the teacher give access to English, the Language of Learning and Teaching 

(LOLT), for non English home language learners in the class? 

In answering this question I draw on an analysis of the semi-structured interview with the Grade 

one teacher, as well as classroom observations and document analysis.  I will give an overview 

of how the Language in Education Policy (LiEP) influences the teacher‟s teaching of English as 

the Language of Learning and Teaching (LoLT) to a majority of learners whose home language 

(HL) is not English.  In doing this, the intention was to investigate what problems the teacher 

encountered as well as what approaches or teaching strategies the teacher used to assist her in her 

teaching practices and the effectiveness thereof.   

I conclude the analysis in this chapter with the presentation of a mini case study, which was 

conducted to highlight the difficulties of one Xhosa-speaking learner who is not proficient in 

English, the LoLT. 

5.2 The influence of the Language in Education Policy (LiEP)  

In an effort to cut ties with the legacy of apartheid, the democratically elected government 

designed a multilingual LiEP to meet the language and educational needs of South African 

children, (DoE 1997:  5). The LiEP is aligned with the South African Constitution (1996) which 

grants official recognition to eleven languages, nine African languages as well as English and 

Afrikaans.  The curriculum requires that learners take a home language and at least one other 

official language (one of which must be the LoLT) as subjects from Grade one through to Grade 

twelve (DoE 2000).  Furthermore, the curriculum suggests “that the learner‟s home language 

should be used for learning and teaching wherever possible” (DoE 2002:  5).  This would mean 

that learners would become competent in an additional language, while their home language was 
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being maintained and developed.  The majority of the learners at the school are Afrikaans 

speaking with the minority being English and Xhosa.  The medium of instruction at Boswell 

Primary school is English and the language policy of the school has been determined by the 

school‟s governing body.    The additional language offered at this school is Afrikaans which is 

compulsory for all learners from Grade three up to Grade seven.   

In this Grade one classroom the home languages of learners are as follows:  

 Table 1:  Home language and sex of learners 

Number of Learners:    

              

English (L1)    

 

 Afrikaans (L1)  

 

 Xhosa(L1)                                                     

Boys:  16       

 

5 

 

9 

 

2             

Girls:  24    

 

7 

 

16 

 

1                    

Total:  40 

 

12 

 

25 

 

3 

 

As can be seen from Table 1 above, the teacher has a culturally diverse class, the majority of 

whom are Afrikaans L1 speakers.  Although there are three Xhosa-speaking learners in the 

Grade one classroom, Salizwa, a Xhosa-speaking girl is proficient in English.   It is clearly 

evident that one of the biggest challenges for the teacher in this Grade one classroom is the fact 

that the majority of the learners in her class are not taught in their mother tongue.  Although the 

National policy states the importance of the learners‟ HL that should be used for learning and 

teaching, the evidence of these practices in the Grade one classroom is very limited.  The teacher 

does however use some Afrikaans in her classroom discourse.  The teacher says: 

I cannot teach in Xhosa because I cannot speak Xhosa, I only know a few words, but it 

is however possible to teach in Afrikaans because I can speak and understand the 

language.  I did English and Afrikaans on the higher grade when I was in matric and at 

college so I am fairly good in these two languages (17/03/2010). 

Home language instruction is not the school‟s policy and the teacher in this Grade one class is 

not proficient in all the home languages of the learners in her class, which in this case are 
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English, Afrikaans and Xhosa. Furthermore, Pluddemann, (1996: 186) points out that 

“increasingly black and coloured parents (the disadvantaged group during apartheid), are 

demanding English medium of instruction for their children”.  This point is supported by the 

teacher‟s comment about the parents at Boswell Primary who want their children to be taught in 

English as a medium of instruction. 

It‟s the parents‟ choice because they want their children to speak English so more and 

more parents want their children to be taught in English which in most cases is not 

their mother tongue (17/03/2010).  

The teacher makes it quite clear that learners are not forced to attend a school where the medium 

of instruction is English. The parents have a choice and it is therefore their choice that their 

children are taught in English which is the preferred language rather than the HL of the child.  

She goes on by saying,  

Out of the forty children that I have in my class there are only twelve children who are 

really taught in their mother tongue, because only twelve children‟s  home language is 

English and that is why so many children struggle, especially the Xhosa-speaking 

children (17/03/2010). 

The teacher acknowledges that the minority of the learners in her Grade one classroom are taught 

in a home language and believes that the reason why so many learners are not coping, is because 

of the language barrier. 

The teacher says, 

 What we get from the Department is the fact that you can‟t let the child repeat if it‟s a 

language barrier, then the child has to move on but  because the child does not 

understand, when they get to Grade two and the child struggles, then only do they give 

us permission to let the child repeat, so the child‟s actually wasting that first  year 

already because he does not have the language foundation which begins in Grade one 

(17/03/2010). 

At the time of the Threshold research (Macdonald, 1991) which examined the demands for 

African learners who were switching from their mother tongue to English in Grade four, the 

primary finding was that learners entering Standard three were not ready to learn through the 

medium of English.  Macdonald (1991) attributed the ineffectiveness of their schooling 

experience primarily to the fact that the majority of learners had not been prepared in Grades one 
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to three to learn through a language other than their own.  The report also found that learners‟ 

listening, speaking, reading and writing skills were poorly developed in both first and second 

languages.  These findings (Macdonald, 1991) were strongly supported by the findings of Taylor 

(cited in Macdonald, 1991:  131), who stated that at the time:  “almost one in four African 

children who enter Grade one does not reach Grade two the following year, half of all African 

children do not graduate from primary school within the minimum 7-year period”.   This 

suggests that the language policy guiding South African education, at the time, was not meeting 

the education needs of a vast majority of the South African population.  With the onset of the 

new democratic South Africa in 1994, the South African language context still however presents 

challenges as most learners study at secondary and tertiary level through the medium of a 

language that is not their primary language (Pretorius, 2005).    According to the teacher the 

Department of Education (DoE) does not allow a learner to repeat a Grade, especially in Grade 

one, and even more so  if the reason for wanting the learner to repeat the grade is because of a 

language barrier.  The teacher however feels that the learner who has a language barrier should 

be kept back in Grade one, because the language foundation begins in Grade one.   The teacher 

referred to „language foundation‟ because during an informal conversation with the teacher, she 

mentioned that many learners‟ whose mother tongue is not English is exposed to English for the 

first time in Grade one. 

5.3 Problems encountered in the classroom 

During my five weeks of observation, the Grade one teacher encountered various problems in 

her classroom with regard to language issues in literacy teaching.  In this section I will identify 

the problems which she encountered as well as the strategies she used to support her in her 

teaching practices. 

When asked in the interview about encountering any problems regarding communication in the 

classroom, the teacher explained: 

I get frustrated because it is easier to communicate with the English and Afrikaans-

speaking learners than with the Xhosa-speaking learners.  At least the Afrikaans-

speaking children can understand me or I can translate and tell them in Afrikaans but 

because I cannot speak Xhosa I cannot communicate effectively with the Xhosa-
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speaking learners and this creates problems especially with regard to discipline. So the 

biggest problem that I encounter is a breakdown in communication (17/03/2010). 

The teacher makes it quite clear that she experiences great difficulty in expressing herself or 

communicating with learners whose home language is Xhosa.    The teacher also has to take 

cognisance of the fact that in contrast to the rest of the class, the Xhosa speaking learners are not 

exposed to as great a variety of print in their environments. 

Probyn (2005:  161) states that “teachers are very often not proficient in the home languages of 

all learners and so do not have recourse to those languages when there is a communication 

breakdown”.  This statement is aligned with a report made by the teacher that one of the biggest 

problems encountered in this Grade one class is communication with EAL speakers.  The 

cultural background and related assumptions present a further problem because the teacher is 

aware that she sometimes takes certain background knowledge for granted and assumes that all 

learners have had experience of certain concepts, while often some of the learners have not:   

Also it‟s concepts we take for granted that they understand… like if you speak ask them 

about news and news can be about anything, for example, what they did when they got 

home after school. You expect everyone to be able to say something, but it‟s not like 

that so you have to beg them to talk and this takes up a lot of your time and this mostly 

happens with the children whose home language is not English  (17/03/2010).  

The above responses reveal that the teacher recognizes and acknowledges the various challenges 

she faces in ensuring that learners whose HL is not English are given every opportunity to 

succeed.  Furthermore, the teacher has to ensure that effective and efficient teaching and learning 

takes place and has to therefore be creative in her teaching practices.  She therefore has to create 

an environment that would be conducive for learning for all of the learners in her class.  The 

teacher engages a number of strategies in working with non English HL learners.  In this section 

I will use extracts taken from field notes during my observation to illustrate the various strategies 

as well as the frequency of these strategies that the teacher uses in her teaching practices to 

support learning with EAL  learners. 
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5.4 Reformulating the learners’ language and modelling the correct language 

The teacher often reformulates and models the correct language for learners when they do not 

speak standard South African English.  She reinforces the language by repeating a word or 

sentence and asks the learner to repeat the correct sentence after her.  This is not a typical 

practice and only occurred four times during my five week observation.  An example of how the 

teacher does this is illustrated in the extract below. 

(Extract from transcript 10/02/2010, Grade one classroom) 

T:  Grade 1‟s if I look out of the window, it‟s not cold, but what is happening?  Brad you tell me. 

Brad:  It are raining 

T:  Yes it is raining. What is happening Brad? Can you repeat that for us? 

Brad:  It is raining 

Zoe:  An der was tunder dis morning 

T: That‟s right Zoe there was thunder this morning.  

    There was thunder this morning 

T:  Now tell me what was there this morning? 

Zoe:  There was thunder this morning 

T: Who was scared of the thunder? 

L:  (shout) me me me me 

T:  Aiden what day was it yesterday 

Aiden:  Yesterday areTuesday 

T:  You mean yesterday was Tuesday „was Tuesday‟ „was Tuesday‟ „was Tuesday‟ 

T:  Repeat that for me 

Aiden:  Yesterday was Tuesday 

T:  And today is Wednesday „today is Wednesday‟ 

T:  Shakirah what day will it be tomorrow 

Shakirah: Tursday 

T:  Let‟s all say the name together „Thursday‟ „Thursday‟  „Thursday‟ 

T:   Now say it in a sentence Shakirah 

Shakirah:  Tomorrow will be Thursday 

The extract above illustrates how the teacher reformulates and models the correct use of standard 

South African English in her teaching practices.  This mostly occurs with Afrikaans-speaking 

learners where learners do not pronounce the words correctly or their verb /tenses as well as their 

subject/ verb agreement (verb concord) are incorrect.  The teacher has an excellent manner in 

which she attempts to do this without drawing attention to the learners‟ incorrect use of standard 

English such as “An der was tunder dis morning” or “Yesterday are Thursday”.   The teacher 
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reformulates and models the correct use of standard South African English by repeating the 

sentence for the learner.  She does not tell the learners‟ that what they said was wrong and uses 

positive reinforcement instead so that learners‟ do not feel afraid to answer her questions.  This 

enhances learners‟ motivation to be actively involved in lessons.   

As can be seen in the extract above, the teacher demonstrates the correct use of the language by 

modelling and encourages the learners‟ to repeat the sentence.  The teacher also uses code-

switching as a practice to reinforce her teaching of language.   

5.4.1 Code- switching 

Code switching refers to the switching from one language to another within phrases or sentences 

(Lawrence, 1999:  266; Heugh et al., 1995:  vii).  Ferguson (2003:  51, as cited in Makoni & 

Meinhof, 2003) notes that  

Code-switching is …highly functional, though mostly subconscious.  It is a 

communicative resource which enables teachers and pupils to accomplish a 

considerable number and range of social and educational objectives.  

In contrast to Adendorff‟s observation of code-switching as subconscious, the Grade one 

teacher‟s use of code-switching shows that she is usually conscious and fully aware of this 

strategy in her classroom practices.  When the teacher was asked what her view was on code-

switching during the interview, her response was, 

If it‟s the beginning of the year, like now we just started out January till maybe June, 

you can use the code-switching because that child will actually understand you much 

better in his or her home language.  It is just my own thing, the whole school does 

not do it. It is much more difficult to do code-switching with the Xhosa-speaking 

child than the Afrikaans-speaking child, because I can speak and understand 

Afrikaans but I do not speak Xhosa.  Although with the Xhosa-speaking children I 

always get the bigger children to come and help when I need assistance.  Code-

switching also makes my job a bit easier because the learners get a better 

understanding of what you are telling or teaching them so they can take part in the 

lesson (17/03/2010). 

The teacher thus sees code-switching as a useful strategy and acknowledges that it helps in a 

sense that learners are able to understand the content of lessons and it enhances learners‟ ability 
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to participate and be actively involved in lessons.  The teacher does however acknowledge that 

this strategy is not a practice that involves the whole school and that she only uses this strategy in 

the first half of the year, which means that she uses it as a transition or emergency strategy for 

teaching and learning in general.  The teacher‟s acknowledgement of code-switching as a 

resource contrasts with much research on teachers‟ views on code-switching as negative and to 

be avoided (Probyn, 2009).   

The teacher makes it clear that she uses code-switching with the Afrikaans speaking learners but 

is unable to do so with the Xhosa-speaking learners because she is not proficient in Xhosa.  

While the teacher reported for Xhosa that:  “I usually get in the bigger children to come and help 

when I need assistance”, I only observed this practice once during my five weeks in her 

classroom.  On one occasion the teacher requested a Grade three learner to read a Xhosa text and 

this took place during the timetabled computer class which took place in the computer 

laboratory.  A more detailed discussion of this incident that took place in the computer laboratory 

is discussed in 5.4.2 below. 

As mentioned above, the teacher uses code-switching for the first half of the year and thereafter 

reports using only English as the LoLT.  The teacher‟s reason for this is that when the learners 

enter Grade one, code-switching assists the learners, that is, the Afrikaans speaking learners to 

become more proficient in English.  She also acknowledges that although it is time consuming, 

there is progress because after the first half of the year she does not really have to use code-

switching because by then the learners are more proficient in English. 

  I only use code-switching up to June because after June you can‟t still use that.  It 

takes up a lot of your time so the learners must know I‟m in an English class now and 

this is my language for the rest of my schooling years.  But I usually find that if you use 

code-switching in the first half of the year then it helps and you don‟t really need to use 

it after that because the learners are much more proficient in English and that is the 

Afrikaans learners (17/03/2010). 

The teacher recognizes that another function of code-switching is that it helps her to maintain 

discipline in her classroom.  

Code-switching really does work for me because it improves the way the learners talk 

and in helping them to understand instructions and it also helps with the discipline 
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problems. When the learners are noisy then I first tell them to keep quiet and then I say 

it in Afrikaans „Bly stil asseblief‟ and this seems to help.  It‟s just a pity that the Xhosa 

speaking learners cannot benefit from it (17/03/2010). 

When the learners are noisy the teacher uses English and Afrikaans to get them to keep quiet, 

“keep quiet, bly stil asseblief”.  She acknowledges that this is useful and it works in more areas 

such as “improving the way learners talk” as well as “helping them to understand instructions”.  

This is an example of the functions (Ferguson,2003, cited in Makoni & Meinhoff, 2003:). 

outlines, classroom management. 

The extract below is an example of how the teacher uses code-switching as a strategy in giving 

instructions to the learners and how she uses exact translations when repeating instructions in 

English. 

T:  Maak julle tafels skoon en haal uit jou toebroodjie.  [Tidy your tables and take out your 

lunch].  Gaan asseblief toilet toe gedurende pouse.  Remember to [go to the toilet please during 

break] and don‟t forget to wash your hands.  Please go to the toilet (01/03/2010). 

In the extract above, the teacher uses direct translations when code-switching to learners.  She 

first gives the instructions in Afrikaans and translates the same instructions in English. A further 

example of how the teacher uses code-switching between English and Afrikaans is illustrated in 

the extract below.  As discussed in chapter four individual learners are invited to talk about 

anything during news time and would share this with the rest of the class.  

News lesson (extract from transcript 22/02/2010, Grade one classroom)  

T:  Now it is news time.  I want you to tell us what you did over the weekend and remember you 

can talk about anything.  Jordan would you like to tell us first what you did over the weekend.   

[Dit is nuus tyd en ek wil hoor wat julle oor die naweek gedoen het].  Nou moet julle stil sit en 

luister, [Jordan wat het jy gedoen?]  

T:  What did you do Jordan? 

Jordan:  I „kapped‟ [played] with my „toll‟ [top] 
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T:  That is the Afrikaans word; now let‟s try to say that by saying the proper words in English.  

Who can help Jordan? 

T:  In English we would say „I played with my top‟ 

T:  Tell us again what did you do Jordan? 

Jordan:  I played with my top 

T:  Ok Stacey you must wait I can see that you had your hand up 

Stacey: „Ek het by my antie se swembad geswem‟ [I swam in my aunt‟s swimming pool] 

T:  Oh! You went to swim in your aunt‟s swimming pool. Can you repeat that and tell us again 

what you did in your aunt‟s swimming pool? 

Stacey:  I did swim by my aunt‟s swimming pool 

T:  Say after me, I swam in my aunt‟s swimming pool. 

Stacey:  I swam in my aunt‟s swimming pool. 

In the extract from the News lesson above, the teacher‟s teaching approach and strategy involved 

code-switching as a method to encourage or motivate learners to participate in the news lesson.  

She first instructed the learners as to what they were going to do in English, and when there was 

no response she repeated the instruction in Afrikaans.  This is an example of the use of code-

switching for curriculum access as learners are able to use Afrikaans to understand the teacher‟s 

instructions.   As in the case with Jordan‟s news:  „I kapped [played]with my toll [top]‟, the 

teacher used code-switching where only two individual words such as „kapped‟ and „toll‟ were 

translated into standard South African English words, [played] and [top].  Furthermore, in 

Stacey‟s news code-switching was used where the whole sentence had to be translated.  „Ek het 

in my untie se swembad geswem‟ to [I swam in my aunt‟s swimming pool].  This teaching 

practice of the teacher may be attributed to the fact that the majority of the learners in the 

classroom‟s home language are Afrikaans.  In this lesson a combination of strategies are used by 

the teacher.  As can be seen in the extract above, the teacher used translations as well as 

modeling to reinforce the use of standard South African English. 
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“Now it is news time.  I want you to tell us what you did over the weekend and 

remember you can talk about anything.  Jordan would you like to tell us first what you 

did over the weekend.  [Dit is nuus tyd en ek wil hoor wat julle oor die naweek gedoen 

het].  Nou moet julle stil sit en luister, [Jordan wat het jy gedoen?]” (22/02/2010). 

In this instance, the teacher used code-switching to support learning, that is for curriculum 

access, (Ferguson, 2003 as cited in Makoni & Meinhof, 2003) by first giving the instruction to 

the learners in English and then translating it into Afrikaans.  The teacher also used it as a 

strategy to discipline the learners by informing them that they had to sit quietly and listen, that is 

for classroom management (Ferguson, 2003 as cited in Makoni & Meinhof, 2003).   The teacher 

did not overtly reprimand Jordan for not speaking standard South African English when he said 

“I kapped with my toll”.  She first asked if there was anybody in the class who could assist by 

giving the “proper” words in English.  When none of the learners responded, the teacher 

translated and modelled the correct standard English forms by repeating the words and stressed 

that “In English we would say I played with my top”.  Furthermore, she made a clear distinction 

between the Afrikaans and English words “kapped [played] and toll [top]”.  The teacher then 

encouraged repetition by asking learners to repeat the sentence.  Although the Xhosa-speaking 

learners were exposed to another language with Afrikaans here, it did not benefit them in the 

same way as it did for the Afrikaans and English speaking learners.  The English and Afrikaans 

learners were at an advantage because they were exposed to their HL, unlike the Xhosa-speaking 

learners who were at a greater disadvantage because they were exposed to two languages 

different from their HL. 

 I argue that it is the teacher‟s responsibility to ensure that effective and efficient learning takes 

place and in the lesson extracts above the use of code-switching as a language practice in her 

classroom helped to deal with the challenges that the teacher was faced with regarding the 

learners‟ use of language.   Furthermore code-switching in this Grade one classroom may be seen 

as an example of how the teacher experiments with language in this classroom.  Code-switching 

to Afrikaans benefits the majority of twenty five Afrikaans-speaking learners as well as twelve 

English-speaking learners but not the three Xhosa-speaking learners who may be further 

excluded.  English-speaking learners are at an advantage because they can understand Afrikaans 

but not the Xhosa-speaking learners. 
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5.4.2 Reading text in English and Xhosa 

On one occasion during my observation, an English reading text was provided to learners in 

Xhosa translation as well.  This took place during the Grade one‟s timetabled computer class.  

Each class is allocated one period a week for computer classes that takes place in the computer 

laboratory.  Each teacher is responsible for his or her own class.  Since the whole school is 

trained in using the „Talking Stories‟ programme, the stories are on their computer system, so the 

teacher immediately logs on and guides the learners as to which text they will be reading.  The 

Grade one class in which I did my observation had a 35 minute period every Thursday from 

08h45 to 09h20.  During the five weeks in which I carried out my observation, the teacher used 

all five of these periods for literacy where learners were involved in using the „Talking Stories‟ 

programme.  There are twenty computers in the computer laboratory and learners are asked to 

work in pairs.  It was interesting to see that Litha and Nizole, two Xhosa-speaking learners, 

chose each other as partners even though they are not seated next to each other in the classroom.  

This could be because they share similar linguistic backgrounds and were given the freedom to 

explore their own options in choosing a partner, unlike in the classroom where they are told 

where to sit.    According to the teacher,  

The main purpose of the computer class is to enhance the children‟s‟ computer skills 

and it also provides learners the opportunity to do paired reading because two learners 

share a computer.  The reading that they do during the computer period reinforces 

what I do in the classroom and even more because the Xhosa-speaking children are 

exposed to the same story in Xhosa (11/02/2010). 

 I   will now present, describe and analyze the data of the bilingual English and Xhosa reading 

text taken from my field notes.  During the timetabled computer class, learners were exposed to 

the following text of the „Talking Stories‟ (again not a narrative).   

‘Talking stories’: Text 2 – English and Xhosa 11/02/2010 

 

One red ball (accompanied by a picture of one red ball) 

Enye ebomvu Ibhola (Xhosa translation) 

 

Two blue cars (accompanied by a picture of two blue cars) 
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Zimbini ezimzuba iimoto  (Xhosa translation) 

 

Three yellow hats (accompanied by a picture of three yellow hats) 

Mithathu emthubi iminqwazi  (Xhosa translation) 

 

Four green frogs (accompanied by a picture of four green frogs) 

Mane aluhlaza amasele  (Xhosa translation) 

 

The teacher asked the learners to work in pairs and to share a computer.  Without wasting any 

time, learners were seated immediately and listened for the next instruction.  The teacher asked 

the learners to click on „Talking Stories‟, Activity two and walked around and assisted until the 

„Talking Stories‟ programme appeared on all the computer screens.  The teacher then gave the 

following instructions:  

A description of a Reading lesson in the Computer laboratory (extract from field notes 

11/02/2010)  

T:  I want you to find the same „story‟ that we read in the class yesterday.  We only read the 

English „story‟ yesterday but today we are going to read the same story in English and in Xhosa.  

I want you all to click on the activity „story‟: “One red ball”  

(The teacher discovers that the sound system is not working) 

T:  There is something wrong with the sound so we are not going to listen to the voice of the 

person reading the „story‟ we are going to have to read the „story‟ by ourselves.  Come now did 

you all find the „story‟? 

L:  Yes teacher 

(The learners are seated in pairs and are able to access the text by themselves.  The teacher walks 

around and checks to see if the learners are following her instructions and assists learners where 

needed) 

T:  Can you see that the story is in English and in Xhosa.  
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L:  Yes teacher 

T:  Click on the first sentence.  Learners listen and click on “One red ball”.  Now read the 

sentence. 

L:  (read) One red ball 

T:  Now we are going to read the same sentence in Xhosa 

(The teacher realizes that she and the learners are unable to read the Xhosa text and asks two 

Xhosa-speaking boys Litha and Nizole who are sharing a computer to read the text) 

 T:  Litha and Nizole can you read the sentence? 

(Litha and Nizole are unable to read the text so the teacher sends for a Grade three learner) 

T:  Reagan, go to Miss M‟s class and ask her if Thabisa can come here quickly. 

(Thabisa, a Xhosa-speaking girl who is in Grade three comes to the computer lab.) 

T:  Thabisa can you help us quickly.  I want you to help us to read these sentences. 

Thabisa:  Enye ebomvu lbhola 

T:  Read it again Thabisa and read it slowly please. 

Thabisa:  Enye ebomvu lbhola 

T:  Now Litha and Nizole can you read it with Thabisa 

Litha, Nizole and Thabisa:  Enye ebomvu lbhola 

T:  Now I want the whole class to read the sentence 

Class:  (struggles and reads the text slowly) Enye ebomvu lbhola 

T:  Remember we did this story in English yesterday, now it is the same story.  Show me the 

ball.  (Learner points to the ball) Now I want the whole class to read it in English and then in 

Xhosa. 
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(Learners read the text first in English and then in Xhosa) 

One red ball 

Enye ebomvu lbhola  

T:  Litha and Nizole you are able to catch on quickly so I want you to listen to Thabisa.  She is 

going to read all the Xhosa sentences of the whole 'story' and then when she is gone you must 

teach it to us. 

 T:  Thabisa can you read the other sentences, but read it slowly so that I can also learn how to 

pronounce the words. I want the whole class to listen and pay attention while Thabisa is reading 

the sentences. 

Thabisa:  Two blue cars  

               Zimbini ezimzuba iimoto 

T:  Quickly Litha and Nizole, you read the sentences  

Litha and Nizole:  Zimbini ezimzuba iimoto 

Thabisa reads the whole text and Litha and Nizole repeat the text after her. 

T:  Litha and Nizole will you be able to teach us to read the sentences now because Thabisa has 

to go back to her class 

Litha and Nizole:  Yes 

T:  Thank you Thabisa you can go back to your class now. Litha and Nizole will read the first 

sentence we are going to listen and then we are going to read it together. 

Litha and Nizole:  One red ball 

                              Enye ebomvu lbhola 

T:  Well done boys, now let‟s all read that together 

Learners:  One red ball 
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                  Enye ebomvu lbhola 

T:  Good now Litha and Nizole read the second sentence and I want the rest of the class to listen 

Litha and Nizole:  Two blue cars 

                              Zimbini ezimzuba iimoto 

T:  Read it again 

(Litha and Nizole read the text again) 

T:  Now let‟s all read it together 

 

               

In this extract, an example of how the teacher and the learners read two “sentences” is illustrated.  

The teacher and learners completed the rest of the „Talking Stories‟ text 2 which is illustrated 

above, following the same procedure.  When Thabisa went back to her class, Litha and Nizole 

were able to read or recite the text and the rest of the class would follow. 

In the „Talking Stories‟ text above, all learners are exposed to the text in English and Xhosa.  

The teacher asked a Grade three learner to help read the Xhosa text since there was something 

wrong with the sound system where learners would normally hear a voice recording of 

somebody reading the story as described in Chapter four.  After hearing Thabisa, the Grade three 

learner, read the text, the two Xhosa-speaking boys, Litha and Nizole who were unable to read 

the text on their own were then able to read or at least repeat the text without any difficulty.  

Litha and Nizole were advantaged by the older learner, Thabisa‟s, reading in Xhosa.  However it 

is questionable whether removing an older learner from her class is justified.    For the first time, 

during my observation period, Litha and Nizole had an opportunity where they actually played a 

leading role in the class.  They had to demonstrate by reading the text and the rest of the class 

had to listen to them and had to read or rather repeat the text after them.    Although the text that 

the learners were reading was merely a list of labels, the two Xhosa-speaking learners who 

seldom participated in repeating these texts when they did it in English in the classroom, gained 
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some sense of satisfaction because they were able to identify the words representing the pictures 

in their own language as well as in English.  As mentioned in the previous chapter, these learners 

were therefore exposed to „Reading‟ as word recognition and as repetition of what they had seen 

and heard.   However, this was meaningful to the two Xhosa-speaking learners because they 

were exposed to reading in their mother tongue and as Webb (1999:  3) contends “it is the 

learners‟ first language that provides a rich cognitive preparation for second language learning”.  

He further argues that it is the skills acquired in the first language that provide for an easy 

transition to the second language medium. These learners were exposed to print in Xhosa which 

may not have been as meaningful to the other learners as it was for them.   

In the Phonics lesson extract below, the teacher‟s intention was to assess the learners on their 

knowledge of a particular sound, the „c‟ sound.  Learners had to colour in all the pictures 

beginning with the „c‟ sound on the activity sheet which the teacher gave to them.  Litha was 

struggling and looked very confused so the teacher assisted him by showing him the objects 

beginning with the „c‟ sound.  The objects were not foreign to the learner and with the help of the 

teacher; he was therefore able to identify the word matching the object.   

Phonics lesson (extract from field notes 26/02/2010, Grade one classroom) 

T:  Now we are going to do another activity.  This time we are going to do the “c” sound.  We 

have been doing these sounds all week and I want to see whether you understand it that is why I 

want you to work on your own.  Don‟t look at your friend‟s work, do your own work. All the 

pictures beginning with the “c” sound you must colour in.  (Teacher points to the picture of a cup 

on the page). 

T:  Litha, what is this? 

(Litha is unable to answer) 

T:  Mommy drinks tea out of it and (shows Litha her cup) I drink my tea out of this 

Litha: cup 

T:  Good, class clap for Litha 

T:  (shows Litha a candle) What is this Litha? 

T:  c for candle; c for candle; c for candle 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n

 
 

 78 

Litha:  (points to the candle) c for candle 

(Class claps for Litha, Litha smiles feeling very proud of himself) 

T:  Right now I want you to begin, do your work now. 

(Learners work quietly) 

In the lesson extract above, the teacher does not only use the sound and matching pictures, but 

uses the actual physical object and even though Litha still struggles to give her the English word, 

at least he is able to identify what it is and the teacher continues to assist him by giving him the 

sound and the word of the particular object, „c for cup‟.  The teaching practice in this extract is 

reinforcing what the teacher wants the learner to know by repeating the sound and the word for 

example, „c for candle, c for candle, c for candle‟.   It could be argued that Litha is merely 

repeating what he has heard the teacher say and does not necessarily see the relationship between 

sounds and letters.  Furthermore, there is no evidence that Litha can read or recognize the words 

„cup‟ and „candle‟ independently.  He is therefore unlikely to succeed in completing the activity 

independently. 

5.5 The positioning of Litha 

The following mini case study of Litha, a Xhosa-speaking boy in this Grade one class at Boswell 

Primary School provides valuable insights into the consequences of him being taught in English 

as the LoLT, as well as the obstacles that he encounters in this class.  As mentioned previously, 

there are three Xhosa-speaking learners in this class.  During the interview the teacher reported 

the following: 

You see Litha never went to preschool.  So I am not sure whether he even knows his 

own language which is Xhosa so imagine how difficult it will be for him to learn and 

to be taught in a foreign language (17/03/2010). 

In the extract above, Litha could be described as an „emergent biliterate‟.  In my literature 

review, I presented Reyes (2006:  268) definition of „emergent bilinguals‟ to describe learners 

between the ages of three to five years old, whose mother tongue is not English but who are in 

the process of simultaneously developing their home language as well as English.  According to 
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Reyes (2006:  268) the teacher should use and view the home language of learners‟ as a resource 

and the language should thus be used to enhance learners‟ second language competency.  

In the extract below, the teacher gave out the learners‟ „Creative Writing‟ books in which they 

were going to copy the following phrase from the board “Three yellow hats”.  This was only the 

second time that learners were actually writing in their books since most of the activities that 

they did were on worksheets.   

“We are going to write in our books and I want you to write neat.  If you write untidy 

then I am going to tear out your page.  Copy the sentence from the board and take 

your time and do it neatly.  Look after your books it belongs to you so treat it with 

respect.  Please Litha do not do your favourite and make holes in your page again”.   

T:  Class what does Litha like to do? 

L:  He likes to be lazy and not do his work so he won‟t get a job one day (Fieldnotes 

10/02/2010) 

The learners response above is disturbing.  It is likely that the teacher made this comment several 

times before for the learners to be able to recite this like a recitation “He likes to be lazy and not 

do his work so he won‟t get a job one day”.  It was clear that the learners had heard and repeated 

this comment before.  When the learners said, “He likes to be lazy and not do his work so he 

won‟t get a job one day”, the teacher ignored the comment.  Being labelled as lazy, clearly 

positions Litha negatively in this classroom.  The teacher should take cognizance of the fact that 

because of the language barrier, Litha does not necessarily understand what the teacher expects 

him to do and therefore does things which are not accepted according to the standards of the 

teacher.  It is evident that Litha is being discriminated against.  This may have a negative effect 

on Litha and because he is being labeled as lazy, he would seek attention that would result in 

inappropriate behaviour.  If Litha hears this comment often, he might believe that he is lazy and 

therefore not do his work and this would have a negative impact on his learning and behaviour in 

the class.  Litha sees that when he is disruptive he gets the attention of the teacher.  At one point, 

when all the learners were seated at their tables I observed Litha crawling around on the floor 

and the teacher said: 
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Litha why are you crawling on the floor when you are supposed to be working.  Bring 

your book and come and sit here right in front of me and do your work (Fieldnotes 

10/02/2010) 

When the teacher said this, Litha immediately stopped crawling around on the floor and sat close 

to the teacher.  It was however clear that Litha had no idea what the teacher expected him to do.   

The teacher wrote the sentence in his book and told him to draw three yellow hats.  Litha seems 

to be attentive only when he receives individual attention from the teacher.  It seems that the 

effects of him having to learn in a language which is not his home language frequently result in 

his not knowing what to do and cause him to act in such a manner where he knows that he would 

get the attention of the teacher. 

The teacher wrote the sentence „Three yellow hats‟ in Litha‟s book and showed him where she 

wrote it.  She did not encourage Litha to write the sentence which gives the impression that she 

just took it for granted that he was unable to write the sentence.  She wanted him to use a yellow 

crayon and had no confidence that he was able to choose a yellow crayon by himself and 

therefore handed the yellow crayon to him.  She then instructed him to “draw the hat”.  Litha 

did not give the teacher any reason to believe that he was going to be disruptive but once again 

the teacher assumed that he would disturb the learner who was seated next to him.  She then took 

Litha to an empty table and let him sit by himself. 

Here Litha, I wrote the sentence „Three yellow hats‟ now I want you to draw the hats.  

Here take this yellow crayon and draw the hat and I don‟t want you to sit next to Jessie 

because you are going to disturb him.  Come and sit alone so you can do your own 

thing (Fieldnotes 10/02/2010) 

In the extract above, the teacher‟s tone was soft when she spoke to Litha and she made eye 

contact with him.  This definitely had a positive influence on Litha since he immediately took the 

crayon and attempted drawing the hats.  The teacher should have praised him when he sat down 

quietly and worked.  Instead, she continued to position him negatively when she removed him 

from his seat and said that he would disturb the boy sitting next to him.   Although Litha sat 

quietly, the teacher just assumed that he would become disruptive and disturb Jessie.  Her 

negative assumption of Litha could result in reinforcing his disruptive behaviour.  In other 

words, Litha fulfils the teacher‟s expectation that he would behave inappropriately.   
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Furthermore, by removing Litha from his table where he normally sits she was separating him 

from the rest of the class.  Because of the language barrier and his negative positioning Litha 

frequently experiences exclusion in his class. 

5.6 Conclusion 

During the time of my fieldwork in this Grade one classroom, I observed very useful language 

learning strategies such as how the teacher reformulates the learners‟ language and models 

standard South African English as well as uses code-switching as a means of supporting 

language learning in her classroom practices.  As can be seen in 5.4, 5.4.1 and 5.4.2, these 

strategies are however not used extensively.  One might have expected many more examples of 

explicit language teaching in a classroom where the mother tongues of the minority of the 

learners are English.   

The teacher‟s goal in her teaching practices does not appear to be prioritized in terms of 

developing the language proficiency of learners or helping the Xhosa speaking learners acquire 

English as comprehensively and as quickly as possible.  The teacher does acknowledge in the 

interview discussion that it is more difficult for the Xhosa speaking learners to cope with English 

as the LoLT, because of her own lack of knowledge of Xhosa.  The EAL learners are taught 

throughout the day in English.  They are encouraged to speak in English and are discouraged 

from using their home languages.   In her interview the teacher reported the following: 

I do not encourage them, especially the Xhosa-speaking children like Litha to speak in 

their home language.  They must speak English all the time because this will help them 

and the more they speak in English the better they will get (Interview 17/03/2010) 

Although there are three Xhosa-speaking learners in the class, the teacher always singles out 

Litha.  Unlike Salizwa, the only Xhosa-speaking girl who is proficient in English, the two 

Xhosa-speaking boys Nizole and Litha are the ones who struggle the most.  On the whole, my 

research in this Grade one classroom confirms that even though language research and the 

language policies reflect the importance of mother tongue languages and multilingualism, the 

teacher‟s practices privilege monolingualism in English. 
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Chapter six:  Conclusion 

This research study was designed to answer the question: 

How does a Grade one teacher of learners who are not proficient in the language of learning and 

teaching (LOLT), English, teach literacy in the first term in a high performing Quintile 1 school?  

 Stemming from this main question were two sub questions: 

 What constitutes literacy teaching in the class? 

 How does the teacher give access to English, Language of Learning and Teaching 

(LoLT), for non English home language learners in the class? 

In order to answer the above-mentioned questions, I based my study of one Grade one teacher‟s 

understanding of literacy and literacy pedagogy in the context of her classroom over a period of 

five weeks.  In Chapter four I focused on the kinds of literacy practices that constituted the 

teaching and learning of literacy in the classroom, the methods used by the teacher to teach 

reading and writing, and the meanings of literacy conveyed in the teacher‟s discourse.  In 

Chapter five I further examined language issues in the teaching of literacy through a LoLT that 

was not the HL of the majority of learners. 

The study found that the dominant practice in what the teacher views as the explicit teaching of 

literacy during her timetabled literacy time focused on Phonics, i.e. the teaching of single sounds, 

sound-symbol relationships, word-building, and reading of words or simple phrases.  The 

following descriptive categories of literacy practices were taken from the teacher‟s own 

discourse:  Phonics, Reading, Story time, Rhymes and Poems, Sequencing, News and Sentence 

Construction.   By looking at the frequency and time spent on the practices (illustrated in Table 

4.6 and 4.7) it was noted which practices are typical and valued and which practices are not 

typical and thus I would argue not as valued in this Grade one classroom.  Although rhymes and 

poems took place throughout the day, i.e. the teacher would let learners recite rhymes in-between 

lessons, I found that the teacher used these as a disciplinary tactic to keep the noise levels down, 

rather than for enjoyment.  „News‟ only occurred three times and „Stories‟ only occurred on five 

occasions during my five week observation, thus these were not typical literacy practices.     
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In contrast to this, Phonics was taught daily and the teacher spent a total of 8 hours and 1 minute 

on Phonics instruction.  Learners were exposed to spelling words phonetically and relating letters 

to the sounds they hear in words.  They were encouraged to transform sounds into letters to write 

words.  I would argue that instead of being able to read words that would be meaningful to the 

learners, the teacher‟s priority  and main focus in this Grade one class was getting the learners‟ to 

first identify sounds in order to identify printed words.    On several occasions the teacher said, 

“We must know our single sounds before we can build words”.  Therefore letters are referred to 

as sounds and words are seen as made up of sounds.   This practice however only works with 

phonetically regular words like „cat‟  or „bat‟ but not with a word like „o-n-e‟- „one‟.  Thus the 

approach or strategy that the teacher used will only work with a limited vocabulary since 

graphemes and phonemes do not necessarily correlate in English.   

For the actual teaching of „Reading‟, I found that the teacher was heavily dependent on using an 

Information Communication Technology (ICT) programme for reading purposes. As described 

in Chapter four, the teacher uses the „Talking Stories‟ programme for what she defines as 

reading.   Although each text has a reader, or small „book‟ matching the text, the teacher uses the 

smart board exclusively for reading purposes.  The reader is the prescribed book that learners are 

supposed to use for reading purposes.  There are six readers prescribed for Grade one, beginning 

with level one and ending with level six.  As learners progress from one level to the next, they 

are exposed to more vocabulary and a longer form of text that follows a narrative structure.  

„Talking stories‟ therefore begins with pictures, words, short simple sentences and progresses to 

longer sentences in paragraph form. The time spent on the two texts in the „Talking stories‟ 

programme that learners were exposed to during my five week observation period was a total of 

5 hours and 42 minutes.  During the interview, the teacher explained that the learners would only 

read from their „readers‟ in the second term.  She firmly believes that in order for learners to 

become proficient readers, they have to know all their words first.  As explained in Chapter four, 

learners are denied the opportunity to predict what is going to happen in the text and are merely 

reading single „words‟ which are reinforced by the voice of the reader as it appears on the smart 

board.   Thus, the teacher sees word recognition as an important stepping stone and gains 

satisfaction only if and when learners can say the words irrespective of whether they can read 

and understand what is being read.   
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 Furthermore, because learners read from the smart board only, they are not exposed to the actual 

handling of books and thus miss out on learning about covers and title pages as well as other 

features of how books function.  The extensive amount of time spent on two short texts meant 

that learners were exposed to very limited vocabulary through their reading texts.  Learners were 

exposed to a total of eleven vocabulary items in the first text and in the second text learners were 

exposed to twelve vocabulary items.  Although the teacher and the programme itself refers to 

these texts as „stories‟, in no word are they recognizable as „stories‟, because they do not follow 

a narrative structure. I observed eight reading lessons during which time the two texts mentioned 

above were repeated in every lesson.  The vocabulary that is taught to the learners is limited, 

because the same words are repeated on a daily basis.  While Information Communication 

Technology (ICT) has much potential, the teacher does not seem to exploit this potential with 

regard to reading.  The smart board replaces physical books and the teacher uses the smart board 

to emphasise reading as a word by word process thus reinforcing word recognition and 

neglecting comprehension.  Exposure to books and stories was very limited. 

Although the literature suggests that reading and writing are interdependent and should be 

integrated (Ramsberg, 1998:  1-2), I found that the teacher approaches reading and writing as 

separate skills which are taught through distinct practices and activities.  When the learners 

write, the emphasis is not placed on meaning making or composing.  The teacher would always 

first tell the learners what they should write and then would model the practice for learners by 

doing it herself before learners had to do it.  The teacher‟s view with regard to the learners‟ 

writing was linked to writing as a product of reproducing exactly what was on the board. Thus, 

„writing‟ in this Grade one classroom refers to accurate copying of words and punctuation with 

very little emphasis on the construction of meaning. 

The literacy practices which the teacher is engaged in and which learners are engaged in contrast 

with a sociocultural perspective of literacy as a context embedded, meaningful set of activities.  

Reading and writing are reduced to decontextualised technical skills of letter and word 

recognition for reading and accurate copying of letters and single words for writing.  Such 

practices also contrast with an emergent literacy perspective that prioritises book handling, play 

reading, as well as scribbling, drawing and invented spelling to convey meaning.  
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During my five weeks of observation, the Grade one teacher encountered various problems with 

regard to language in literacy teaching.  As previously mentioned, the teacher has a culturally 

diverse class, the majority of whom are EAL speakers.   The majority of the learners in this 

Grade one class are Afrikaans speaking with the minority being English and Xhosa speaking.  

The medium of instruction is English and the biggest challenge for the Grade one teacher is the 

fact that the majority of the learners in her class are not taught in their mother tongue.  In order to 

create an environment that would be conducive for learning for all of the learners in the class, the 

teacher engaged in a number of strategies in working with non English HL learners.  The teacher 

would reformulate and model the correct use of standard South African English by repeating the 

sentence for the learner.  In doing this, she used positive reinforcement so that learners‟ did not 

feel afraid to answer questions and this enhanced the learners‟ motivation to actively engage in 

lessons.  

The teacher also used code-switching as a practice in her communication with learners.  I found 

that even though code-switching was time consuming, both the learners and the teacher would 

benefit from it.  The teacher used code-switching to support learning by first giving an 

instruction to the learners in English and then translating it into Afrikaans, thus for curriculum 

access (Ferguson, 2003 as cited in Makoni & Meinhof, 2003).   The teacher also used it as a 

strategy to discipline the learners by informing them that they had to sit quietly and listen, thus 

for classroom management (Ferguson, 2003 as cited in Makoni & Meinhof, 2003).  Once again 

the Xhosa-speaking learners were exposed to another language, Afrikaans, here.  It thus did not 

benefit them in the same way as it did for the Afrikaans and English speaking learners.  The 

English and Afrikaans learners were at an advantage because they were exposed to their HL, 

unlike the Xhosa-speaking learners who were at a greater disadvantage because they were 

exposed to two languages other than their HL.  Therefore, code-switching to Afrikaans in this 

Grade one class benefited the majority of twenty five Afrikaans-speaking learners as well as 

twelve English-speaking learners but not the three Xhosa-speaking learners who may be further 

excluded.   

 I found that the Xhosa-speaking learners were the ones who struggled the most and the reason 

for this was that the teacher was unable to draw on her own bilingualism in English and 
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Afrikaans to assist Xhosa speakers not being proficient in Xhosa. Thus, language in this Grade 

one classroom is seen and experienced as a barrier to both the teacher and the learners. 

One Xhosa-speaking boy displayed symptoms of anxiety, disobedience, lack of concentration 

and inattentiveness.  In addition, the quality of his work regressed considerably over my period 

of observation.  In my view, the teacher should design strategies and interventions to help the 

Xhosa-speaking learners more.  If this is not done the gap between literacy achievements for the 

Xhosa-speaking learners and others will wider and widen as time goes by.  The teacher‟s goal in 

her teaching practices did not appear to be prioritized in terms of developing the English 

language proficiency of Xhosa speaking learners as comprehensively and as quickly as possible.  

The teacher acknowledged in the interview discussion that it was more difficult for the Xhosa 

speaking learners to cope with English as the language of learning and teaching, because of her 

own lack of knowledge of Xhosa.  Overall my research in this Grade one classroom confirms 

that even though South African language research and the language policy reflect the importance 

of home languages, the teacher‟s practices value English monolingualism. 

My initial rationale for choosing the research site was because it was a well functioning Quintile 

one school with the provincial Grade three systemic results showing that the school was 

performing well in both literacy and numeracy.  At the time I only knew about the Grade three 

results and did not know about the Grade six results but I assumed that the Grade six results 

would be just as good.  However, this turned out not to be the case since the Grade six learners 

were not performing well in the systemic assessment.  This was revealed during my fieldwork at 

a staff meeting which I attended where the principal expressed his disappointment about the 

Grade six results of the systemic testing.  It appeared that the principal and the staff did not know 

why the Grade three learners were performing well in contrast to the Grade six learners who 

were underperforming.   

Based on the Grade three results, I chose a school where I expected to find good literacy teaching 

practices.  However the findings drawn from my observation period did not confirm this.  I 

would like to consider possible explanations for the good results of the Grade three learners 

despite the relatively superficial, skills based approach to literacy teaching.  On the one hand, 

one must acknowledge that this is a well functioning school.  During staff meetings, it came 
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across that the principal and teachers are very committed to the school and particularly, the 

learners.  The Grade one teacher is always physically present in her class and was seldom absent. 

Teaching occurs throughout the school day even though the tasks are very limited.  On the other 

hand, it could be argued that the teacher drills learners in technical skills of literacy.  This might 

be sufficient in the Foundation Phase in order to pass the Grade three systemic assessments 

where literacy tasks are very limited.  However this is not sufficient to enable learners to become 

proficient readers and thus to give them access to the curriculum in higher grades.  This could 

explain how the literacy results decline as learners move up through the grades and the 

overemphasis on decoding and accurate copying might be seen as a negative backwash effect of 

the systemic assessments of literacy.  

Such a conclusion is only tentative though as this research is limited by the fact that it is a small 

scale study. One can thus not make large claims based on its findings, nor can one generalise 

from the study.  Further limitations which need to be highlighted follow.  Firstly, I would have 

preferred to observe the teaching practices of both Grade one teachers at the school.  This 

however was not possible, because of time constraints.  Secondly, I would have liked to conduct 

this research throughout the school year.  Since I was only able to focus on  the teacher‟s 

teaching practices in the first few weeks of the first term, I am not able to consider how such 

practices might have changed as the year went on.  In the first term, the teacher did not allow 

learners to read books until they were ready and said that they were only going to read from their 

books in the second term.  She also claimed that she would code-switch much less in the second 

half of the year.  Such claims would need to be checked against practice.  

I believe that there is a great need for follow up research in the field of literacy teaching in the 

Foundation Phase in South African schools.  Recommendations from such research could be 

used to enhance academic achievements particularly in the field of teaching reading and writing. 

Further research could be undertaken in the following areas. 

 Exploration of teachers‟ beliefs and perceptions regarding the teaching of reading. 

 A critical investigation of how children are taught to read in two or more languages in the 

South African context. 
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 An investigation into how teacher training institutions could enhance the teaching of 

reading and writing in schools. 

 A study on the methodologies of teaching reading and writing in South African schools. 

After reflecting on my findings, I offer the following tentative recommendations: 

The teacher should select relevant reading materials according to the level of the learners.  The 

learners should be exposed to a far wider range of written texts which should include „real‟ 

books, stories, non-fiction texts and graded readers. 

There needs to be a careful consideration of materials utilized in the classroom.  In this study  an 

over-reliance on the computer programme „Talking Stories‟ and worksheets produced limited 

opportunities for the development of proficient readers and writers.  

Strategies such as code-switching for curriculum access, reformulation of learners‟ non-standard 

language and bilingual reading texts can be used more extensively to support literacy and 

language learning in the multilingual classroom.  

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n

 
 

 89 

REFERENCES 
 

Anderson, A., Teale, W., & Estrada, E.  (1980). “Low-income preschool literacy experiences:  

Some naturalistic observations”.  The Quarterly Newsletter of the Laboratory of Comparative 

Human Cognition, 2 (3):  59-65. 

 

Armbruster, B.B., Lehr, F., & Osborn, J.  (2001). Put reading first:  The research building blocks 

for teaching children to read.  Retrieved on June 12, 2009, from www.ciera.org 

 

Aukerman, R.  (1984). Approaches to beginning reading (2
nd

 ed.) New York:  John Wiley and 

Sons. 

 

Banda, F.  (2000). The Dilemma of the Mother Tongue:  Prospects for Bilingual Education in  

South Africa.  Language, Culture and Curriculum, 13(1): 51 – 66.  

 

Barton, D.  (1994). Literacy:  An introduction to the ecology of written language. Oxford:  

Blackwell.  

 

Barton, D. & Hamilton, M. (1998).  Local literacies:  reading and writing in one community.  

London:  Routledge. 

 

Bell, J.  (1994). Doing your research project:  A guide for first-time researchers in education.   

Bristol:  Open University Press. 

 

Bloch, C.  (1999). Literacy in the Early Years:  Teaching and learning in multilingual early 

childhood classrooms, International Journal of Early Years Education, 7 (1), 39 – 59. 

 

Bloch, C.  (1999). The potential of early childhood for developing and sustaining literacy in 

Africa, Social Dynamics, 25 (1) 101 – 129. 

 

Bosman, N.  (2000). South Africa‟s Culture of Non-Learning – a Byproduct of Non-Mother 

Tongue Education?  SAALT Journal for Language Teaching, 34 (3):  221-228. 

 

Brozo, W.G., & Hargis, C.H. (2003).  Taking seriously the idea of reform:  One high school‟s 

efforts to make reading more responsive to all students.  Journal of Adolescent and Adult 

Literature, 47(1): 14-23. 

 

Cambell, R.  (1995). Reading in the early year‟s handbook.  Buckingham:  Open University 

Press. 

 

Cooper, J. D. (2000).  Literacy:  Helping children construct meaning (4
th

 ed.) Boston:  Houghton 

Mifflin Company. 

 

Crawford, P.  (1995).  Early Literacy:  Emerging Perspectives, Journal of Research in Childhood 

Education, 10(1), 71-86.  

 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n

 
 

 90 

Creese, A., Martin, P. and Hornberger, N.H. (eds.) (2008).  Encyclopedia of Language and 

Education, 9(2), 207-223. 

 

Dahl, K., Scharer, P., Lawson, L., & Grogan, P.  (1999). Phonics Instruction and Student 

Achievement in Whole Language First-Grade Classrooms.  Reading Research Quarterly.  34(3) 

312-341. 

 

De Klerk, V.  (2002). Language issues in our schools:  whose voice counts? Perspectives in 

Education.  20(1):  1-28. 

 

Department of Education (1997).  Language in Education Policy.  Government Gazette, 17997 

(383), Pretoria:  Department of Education. 

 

Department of Education (2002).  Revised National Curriculum Statement Grades R-9 Policy:  

Languages.  Pretoria:  Department of Education. 

 

Department of Education (2003).  Revised National Curriculum Statement. Grades R-9 

(Schools), Teacher‟s Guide for the Development of Learning Programmes.  Foundation Phase.  

Pretoria:  Department of Education. 

 

Department of Education (2008a). National Reading Strategy. Pretoria:  Department of 

Education. 

 

Department of Education (2008b). Teaching reading in the early grades.  A teacher‟s handbook.  

Pretoria:  Department of Education. 

 

Dickinson, D. K., & Snow, C. E. (1987).  Interrelationships among prereading and oral language 

skills in kindergartners from two social classes.  Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 2 1 – 25. 

 

Ferguson, G.  (2003).  Classroom code switching in post-colonial contexts. Functions,attitudes 

and policies‟inMakoni, S.andMeinhof, U. (eds) 2003 Africa and Applied Linguistics:  AILA 

review 16.  Amsterdam:  John Benjamins.pp 38 – 51. 

  

Flanagan, W.  (1995). Reading and writing in junior classes.  Cape Town:  Maskew Miller. 

 

Fleisch, B. (2008). Primary Education in Crisis: Why South African schoolchildren 

underachieve in reading and mathematics. Cape Town: Juta & Co. 

 

Gee, J.  (1990). Social linguistics and literacies:  Ideology in discourses.  London:  Falmer Press. 

 

Gee, J.  (1996). The new work order:  behind the language of new the capitalism.  Boulder, Colo:  

Westview Press. 

 

Gilmour, D. & Soudien, C.  (2009). Learning and equitable access in the Western Cape, South 

Africa, Comparative Education, 45(2):  281-295. 

 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n

 
 

 91 

Gough, P.  (1995). The New Literacy:  caveat emptor.  Journal of Research in Reading, 18, 79-

86. 

 

Gunn, B.K., Simmons, D.C., &Kameenui, E.J. (1998).  Emergent Literacy:  Research bases.  In 

What Reading Research Tell us About Children with Diverse Learning Needs:  Bases and Basics 

Mahwah N.J.:  Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, p. 19 – 50.  

 

Heath, S.  (1983). Ways with Words:  Language, Life and Work in Communities and Classrooms.  

Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press. 

 

Heath, S.  (1982). Protean Shapes in Literacy Events:  Ever Shifting Oral and Literate Traditions, 

in D. Tannen (ed) Spoken and Written Language:  Exploring Literacy and Orality.  Norwood, N. 

J.:  Ablex, 91-118. 

 

Heugh, K.  (1995). From unequal education to the real thing.  In K. Heugh, et al., Multilingual 

education for South Africa (pp.  42-52).  Johannesburg:  Heinemann. 

 

Hitchcock, G., & Hughes, D.  (1997). Research and the teacher:  A qualitative introduction to 

school based research.  London:  Routledge. 

 

Jackson, M. (1993).  Literacy:  Primary curriculum series.  London:  David Fulton Publishers. 

 

Kenner, C., Kress, G., Hayat, A., Kam, R. and Tsai, K.  (2004).  „Finding the Keys to Biliteracy:  

How Young Children Interpret Different Writing Systems‟, Language and Education 18 (20):  

124 – 144. 

  

Koralek, D., & Collins, R. (1997).  How most children learn to read.  Retrieved August 14, 

2009, from http://www.readingrockets.org/articles/386 

 

Lawrence, D.  (1999).  “Kodewisseling:  Engels in Afrikaans – „n Instrument tot 

EffektieweKommunikasie”.  SAALT Journal for Language Teaching, 33 (3):  265 – 274. 

 

LeCompte, M., & Preissle, J.  (1993). Ethnography and qualitative design in education research 

(2
nd

 ed.).  New York:  Academic Press. 

 

Lemmer, E.M.  (1995). Selected linguistic realities in South Africa Schools:  problems and 

prospects.  Educare, 24(2):  82-96. 

 

Lin, A.  & Martin, P. (eds.) (2005).  Decolonisation, globalization:  Language-in-education 

policy and practice.  Clevedon England:  Multilingual Matters. 

 

Luckett, K. (1995).  National additive multilingualism:  Towards a language plan for South 

African education, in K.  Heugh, A. Siegruhn, and P. Pluddemann (eds.), Multilingual Education 

for South Africa, Heinemann, Johannesburg, 73-78. 

 

http://www.readingrockets.org/articles/386


Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n

 
 

 92 

Luckett, K.  (1993). National Additive Bilingualism:  Towards the Formulation of a Language 

Plan for South African Schools.  Southern African Journal of Applied Language Studies, 2 (1):  

38-60. 

 

McCormick, T.W.  (1988).  Theories of Reading in Dialogue:  An Interdisciplinary Study.  New 

York:  University Press of America. 

  

Macdonald, C.  (1991). Eager to Talk and Learn and Think.  Bilingual Primary Education in 

South Africa.  Cape Town:  Maskew Miller Longman (Pty) Ltd. 

 

McMillan, J. H. & Schumacher, S.  (2001). Research in Education.   A conceptual introduction, 

(5
th

 ed.).  New York:  Longman.  

 

Merriam, S.B.  (2001). Qualitative research and case study applications in education (2
nd

 ed.).   

San Fransisco:  Jossey-Bass Publishers. 

 

Moats, L.C.  (1999).  Teaching reading is rocket science.  What expert teachers of reading 

should know and be able to do.  Report for the American Federation of Teachers.  Item no.  39-

0372.  Retrieved from the Internet:  07/09/2009 at:   

http://www.aft.org/pubs-reports/downloads/teachers/rocketsci.pdf 

 

Morrow, L.M.  (1990).   Literacy Development in the Early Years. (3
rd

 ed.).  Needham Heights 

MA:  Allyn & Bacon. 

 

Murray, S.  (2006). Extract from evaluation report:  Izinga Iliphezula-Ibanga 1 (READ). 

Unpublished document written for Joint Education Trust.   

 

Pahl, K.  & Rowsell, J.  (2006). Travel Notes from the New Literacy Studies:  Instances of 

Practice.  Clevedon, UK:  Multilingual Matters.                                                             

 

Pretorius, E. J. (2002).  Reading ability and academic performance in South Africa:  Are we 

fiddling while Rome is burning?  Language Matters:  Studies in the languages of Southern 

Africa:  Literacy in the African Learning Environment:  Special Issue, Vol 33 (1):  169 – 196. 

 

Pretorius, E. J.  (2005). English as a second language learner differences in anaphoric resolution:  

Reading to learn in the academic context.  Journal of Applied Psycholinguistics, 26, 521-539. 

 

Prinsloo, M.  & Bloch, C.  (1999). Children‟s Early Literacy Learning:  The Mismatch Between 

Policy Intention and Teacher Know-how. In Chisholm, L. (ed) Critical Perspectives in South 

African Education:  Reconstituting the Educational Realm, Cape Town:  Juta. 

 

Prinsloo, M.  & Breier, M.  (1996). The Social Uses of Literacy:  Theory and Practice in 

Contemporary South Africa.  Amsterdam: John Benjamin‟s Publishing. 

 

Prinsloo, M.  & Stein, P.  (2004). “What‟s inside the box?  Children‟s early encounters with 

literacy in South African classrooms” Perspectives in Education 22 (2) 67 – 84. 

http://www.aft.org/pubs-reports/downloads/teachers/rocketsci.pdf


Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n

 
 

 93 

Probyn, M.  (2005). Language and the struggle to learn:  The intersection of classroom realities, 

language policy, and neo-colonial and globalization discourses in South African schools (155-

174).  In Lin, A. & Martin, P.  (eds.).  Decolonisation, globalization:  Language-in-education 

policy and practice.  Clevedon England:  Multilingual Matters. 

 

Probyn, M.  (2009). Smuggling the vernacular into the classroom:  conflicts and tensions in 

classroom codeswitching in township/rural schools in South Africa.  International Journal of 

Bilingual Education and Bilingualism 12 (2):  123-136. 

 

Ramsberg, D.  (1998). Understanding literacy development in young children.  Retrieved July 

18, 2009 from http://www.ncrel.org 

 

Republic of South Africa (1996).  Constitution of the Republic of South Africa.  Chapter 2, 

Section 29 (a).  Bill of Rights.  Pretoria. 

 

Reyes, I.  (2006).  Exploring connections between emergent biliteracy and bilingualism.  Journal 

of Early Childhood Literacy 6(3):  267-292. 

 

Roseberry-McKibbin, C. & Brice, A.  (2000). Acquiring English as a Second Language.  The 

ASHA Leader, 5 (12):  4-7. 

 

Ruddell, R.B. & Speaker, R.  (1985).  The interactive reading process:  A model.  In H.Singer 

and R.B.Ruddell, Theoretical Models and the Processes of Reading (3
rd

 edition).  Newark, DE:  

International Reading Association. 

 

Rummelhart, D.  (1985).  Toward an interactive model of reading.  In H. Singer & R.B.Ruddell, 

Theoretical models and the Processes of Reading (3
rd

 edition).  Newark, DE:  International 

Reading Association. 

  

Sarinjeive, D. (1999).  Mother-Tongue, English and Student Aspirations and Realities.  SAALT, 

Journal of Language Teaching, 33 (2):  128-140. 

 

Schory, M. E.  (1990). Whole Language and the Speech-Language Pathologist. Language, 

Speech and Hearing Services in Schools, 21, pp.  206-211. 

 

Scribner, S.  & Cole, M.  (1981). The psychology of literacy.  Cambridge, Mass:  Harvard 

University Press. 

 

Snow, C., Burns, M., & Griffin, P.  (1998). Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children.  

National Research Council.  Washington, DC:  National Academy Press. 

 

Street, B.  (1984). Literacy in Theory and Practice, Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press. 

 

Street, B. V.  (ed.).  (1993). Cross cultural approaches to literacy.  Cambridge:  Cambridge 

University Press. 

 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n

 
 

 94 

Washington, J. A. (2001).  Early literacy skills in African-American children:  Research 

considerations.  Learning Disabilities Research & Practice, 16, 213 – 221. 

 

Webb, V.  (1999). Language study and language in South African schools:  A view from the 

politics of language.  Paper presented at the NAETE 15
th

 Conference, SACTE, Pretoria. 

 

Western Cape Education Department (2006).  WCED Literacy and Numeracy Strategy 2006 – 

2016, A strengthened, co-ordinated and sustainable approach.  Cape Town:  WCED. 

 

Whitehurst, G. J., Epstein, J. N., Angell, A. L., Payne, A. C., Crone, D. A. & Fischel, J. E. 

(1994).  Outcomes of an emergent literacy intervention in Head Start.  Journal of Educational 

Psychology, 86, 542 – 555.  

 

Wray, D., & Medwell, J.  (1997). Literacy and language in the primary years.  London:  

Routledge.  

 

Wren, S.  (2001). What does a „Balanced Literacy Approach‟ mean?   Topics in Early Reading 

Coherence, Southwest Educational Development Laboratory website, 

http://www.sedl.org/reading/topics.html.  Accessed on 29 September 2009. 

 

Yin, R. K. (1994).  Case study research:  Design and Methods (2
nd

 ed.).  London:  SAGE 

Publishers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.sedl.org/reading/topics.html


Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n

 
 

 95 

APPENDIX 1:  Principal Information Sheet  

 

The Principal 

Boswell Primary School 

 

23 November 2009 

 

Dear Mr. Simpson 

 

Request for permission to conduct research on Literacy teaching in Grade 1 in Boswell 

Primary School 

My name is Eleanor De Cerff, and I am conducting research for the purposes of obtaining a 

Masters Degree at the University of Cape Town.  My research aims to study how a Grade 1 

teacher of learners who are not proficient in English (the Language of learning and teaching), 

teaches literacy in the first term. The enormity of problems in literacy learning specifically in 

South Africa has prompted me to explore the topic in more depth and to become more 

knowledgeable with regard to classroom based literacy in a Grade 1 class in a low-income 

school.  There are various problems that are related to literacy teaching as well as debates around 

the best methods of teaching literacy.  Very little classroom based research on literacy teaching 

in South Africa has been done.  It is however commonly recognised that the approaches used in 

teaching contribute enormously to the quality of education in schools.  The study will therefore 

seek to explore what view the Grade one teacher has on literacy and how it is acquired, as well as 

discover how her beliefs and values are manifested in her actual teaching of literacy.  

 My study aims to explore the following: 

 How does the teacher implement the literacy curriculum to address the diverse range of 

learners in her classroom? 

 What are her views on literacy teaching? 

 How is the teacher supported to teach literacy? 

 

With your permission, this research will take place in February 2010 and will be conducted over 

a period of four weeks. I have also written a letter to Dr Smith at the Western Cape Education 

Department (WCED) to grant me permission to conduct this study at your school.  

The data gathered to conduct this investigation will be in the form of classroom observations 

over the period of one month and observations in phase and grade meetings. In the classroom 

observation I will sit in the Grade 1 classroom for the full day, each day of the week.  

Observation will be captured in fieldnotes as well as selected video-recordings.  At least four 

hours of recording will be captured in the second – fourth weeks.  A semi-structured interview 
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will be conducted at the beginning of the fieldwork, which will be audio-recorded. In addition to 

this, document collection will include the teacher‟s year plan, work schedule and lesson plans as 

well as examples of learner‟s attempts at written text and of reading texts used. 

Participation is voluntary, and the school will not be advantaged or disadvantaged in any way for 

choosing to participate or not participate in the study.  At no stage in the research will the 

identity or location of the school, the identity of the grade 1 teacher, the identities of any of its 

staff or the identities of the learners be revealed.  The school and all research subjects will be 

referred to using pseudonyms.  The school may withdraw permission for conducting the research 

at any time.   

If you have any questions or would like to discuss this research, I can be contacted telephonically 

at 079 494 4904 or by e-mail at eleanordecerff@gmail.com 

If you are willing to grant permission for the research to be conducted in your school, please sign 

in the space below. 

Yours sincerely, 

Eleanor De Cerff 

The signature below grants permission for the abovementioned research to be carried out at this 

school. 

 

     -------------------------      ---------------------------- 

     Principal                             Date 

 

    STAMP 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:eleanordecerff@gmail.com
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Appendix 2:  Teacher Information Sheet 
 

 

The Teacher 

Boswell Primary School 

 

23 November 2009 

Dear Mrs Braam 

Request for permission to conduct research on Literacy teaching in your class at Boswell 

Primary School 

My name is Eleanor De Cerff, and I am conducting research for the purposes of obtaining a 

Masters Degree at the University of Cape Town.  My research aims to study how a Grade 1 

teacher of learners who are not proficient in English (the Language of learning and teaching), 

teaches literacy in the first term. 

The enormity of problems in literacy learning specifically in South Africa has prompted me to 

explore the topic in more depth and to become more knowledgeable with regard to classroom 

based literacy in a Grade 1 class in a low-income school.  There are various problems that are 

related to literacy teaching as well as debates around the best methods of teaching literacy.  Very 

little classroom based research on literacy teaching in South Africa has been done.  It is however 

commonly recognised that the approaches used in teaching contribute enormously to the quality 

of education in schools.   My study aims to explore the following: 

 How do you as the teacher implement the literacy curriculum to address the diverse range 

of learners in your classroom? 

 What are your views on literacy teaching? 

 What type of support do you as the teacher receive to teach literacy? 

 

It would be highly appreciated if you could grant me permission to conduct my research in your 

classroom in February 2010, over a period of four weeks in which I will sit in on all your classes 

for the full day, each day of the week.  Participation in this research would entail classroom 

observations and observations in phase and grade meetings if permitted.  With your permission a 

semi-structured interview which will be audio-recorded will be conducted at the beginning of the 

fieldwork.  Observation will be captured in fieldnotes as well as selected video-recordings.  Once 

again, only with your permission, at least four hours of recording will be captured in the second 

to fourth weeks.  In addition to this, document collection will include your year plan, work 

schedule and lesson plans as well as examples of learner‟s attempts at written text and of reading 

texts. 
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Participation is voluntary, and you will not be advantaged or disadvantaged in any way for 

choosing to participate or not participate in the study.  At no stage in the research will the 

identity or location of the school, the identity of you as the participating teacher, the identities of 

any of its staff and the identities of the learners be revealed.   All the data (video recordings, 

interview material and fieldnotes) will not be seen or heard by any person except myself and 

possibly my supervisor and will only be processed by me.  The school and any research subjects 

referred to will be given pseudonyms.  You may withdraw permission for conducting the 

research at any time.   

If you have any questions or would like to discuss this research, I can be contacted telephonically 

at 079 494 4904 or by e-mail eleanordecerff@gmail.com 

If you are willing to grant permission for the research to be conducted in your classroom, please 

sign in the space below. 

Yours sincerely,  

Eleanor De Cerff 
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Appendix 3:  Informed Consent Forms 

3.  a:  Consent Form – Classroom Observation 

I ________________________________ consent to being observed by Eleanor De Cerff for her 

study on how learners who are not proficient in English (the Language of learning and teaching) 

are being taught literacy in the first term.   I understand that she will be conducting her research 

in my classroom over a period of four weeks in which she will be sitting in on all my classes for 

the full day, each day of the week.  In addition to this, document collection will include my year 

plan, work schedule and lesson plans as well as examples of learner‟s attempts at written text and 

of reading texts. 

I understand that: 

- Participation in this study is voluntary and that I will not be advantaged or disadvantaged 

in any way for choosing to participate or not participate in the study 

- At no stage in the research will the identity or location of the school, the identity of 

myself as the participating teacher and the identities of the learners be revealed 

- All information gathered from the study will remain confidential 

- Only the researcher and possibly her supervisor will have access to the research 

materials. 

 

Signed______________________________________________ 

Date________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

3.  b:  Consent Form – Interview 

I __________________________________ consent to being interviewed by Eleanor De Cerff 

for her study on how learners who are not proficient in English (the language of learning and 

teaching) are being taught literacy in the first term. 

I understand that: 

- Participation in this interview is voluntary 

- I may refuse to answer any questions I would prefer not to 

- I may withdraw from the study at any time 

- No information that may identify me will be included in the research report, and my 

responses will remain confidential. 

Signed______________________________________________ 
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Date__________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

3.  c:  Consent Form – Audio-Recording of Interview 

I ________________________________________ consent to my interview being recorded with 

Eleanor De Cerff for her study on how learners who are not proficient in English (the language 

of learning and teaching) are being taught literacy in the first term. 

I understand that: 

- The recording will not be heard by any person other than the researcher and possibly her 

supervisor 

- I will be given a false name (pseudonym) to be used in the transcription of the interaction 

and my name will not be revealed in discussion of the research. 

Signed_____________________________________________ 

Date________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

3.  d:  Consent Form – Video recording of lessons 

I ______________________________________ consent to some of my lessons being video 

recorded by Eleanor De Cerff for her study on how learners who are not proficient in English 

(the language of learning and teaching) are being taught in literacy in the first term. 

I understand that: 

- The video recordings will not be seen by any person other than the researcher and 

possibly her supervisor 

- I will be given a false name (pseudonym) to be used in the transcription of the interaction 

and my name will not be revealed in discussion of the research. 

Signed______________________________________________ 

Date________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

3.  e:  Consent Form – sitting in on grade and phase meetings 

I _________________________________________ consent to Eleanor De Cerff to sit in on 

grade and phase meetings in the Foundation Phase for her study on how learners who are not 
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proficient in English (the language of learning and teaching) are being taught in literacy in the 

first term. 

I understand that: 

- Participation in this study is voluntary 

- No data will be collected during these meetings 

Signed_________________________________________ 

 

Date__________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix 4:  Questions for interview with Grade one teacher 

Background questions: 

1.  When did you start teaching at this school?  (and where did you teach before that?) 

2. Have you always taught Grade 1 and Foundation Phase? 

3. Where and when did you receive your teacher training? 

4. How would you describe your approach to literacy teaching with Grade 1 learners? 

5.  In your experience as a Grade 1 teacher, what challenges or difficulties are you faced with? 

6.  What is your view on the use of codeswitching (switching from one language to another in 

teaching) 

7.  I have seen you do group work.  How do you group your learners? 

8.  Do you think there are specific challenges for teaching literacy to learners who are not taught in 

their mother tongue? 

9.  In order for you to teach literacy to a diverse range of learners, what kind of support do you 

receive? 

10. I have seen Mrs Hildebrandt taking certain learners from your class.  Is she the special needs 

teacher and what does she do with the learners? 

11. What other forms of intervention takes place? 

12.I know that you have a lot of resources in your class and you use the „smart board‟ often.  

Specifically, what do you think are the advantages and/or disadvantages of using “Talking 

Stories” in helping children to read and recognize words? 

13. I have seen the readers, more or less when will the learners begin reading from their readers? 

14. What do you think makes this school successful in the grade 3 literacy tests? 

15.Are there any questions you‟d like to ask me? 
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APPENDIX 5: TRANSCRIPTION OF AUDIO-RECORDING OF TEACHER                    

                         INTERVIEW 

E:  Good morning Baker, thank you for having the interview with me.  Can you tell me when did 

you start teaching at this school and where did you teach before that? 

T:  Good morning teacher Eleanor, I‟m Tammy Baker and I‟ve been teaching at Boswell Primary 

for the last five years now and before that I was at Logo Primary also in Brownville and I‟ve 

moved around a little bit.  I went to London and I‟ve been teaching in Kimberly but I‟ve been in 

the teaching profession plus minus twenty plus years now. 

E:  That is a long time and how long have you taught in London? 

T:  I was in London only for six months, I had a two year contract but because of personal 

reasons I had to come back and uhm, I also had a nursery class in London so I didn‟t have a 

Grade one class. 

 E:  I have noticed that you have three Xhosa speaking learners in your class and you said the 

majority are Afrikaans speaking, what is your view on the use of codeswitching (switching from 

one language to another in teaching?) 

T:  If it‟s the beginning of the year, like now we just started out January till maybe June, you can 

use the codeswitching because that child will actually understand you much better in his home 

language, which is Afrikaans and if it‟s a Xhosa speaking child, I usually get in some children to 

come and help or I get in the Xhosa speaking teachers  at the school to come and assist us with 

the child, but uhm, it‟s much more difficult  with the Xhosa speaking than  the Afrikaans 

speaking child, but the codeswitching helps to a certain extent.  I only use code-switching up to 

June because after June you can‟t still use that, it takes up a lot of your time so they must know 

I‟m in an English class now and this is my language for the rest of my schooling years.  But I 

usually find that if you use code-switching in the first half of the year then it helps and you don‟t 

really need it after that.  Code-switching really does work for me because it improves the way the 

learners talk and it helps them to understand instructions and it also helps when with discipline 

problems.  It‟s just a pity that the Xhosa-speaking learners cannot benefit from it. 

E:  Ok, on that topic do you think there are specific challenges for teaching literacy to learners 

who are not taught in their mother tongue? 

T:  There‟s lots of challenges, because firstly, it‟s very frustrating to the child and secondly the 

child, I don‟t think I would like to come to a place if people don‟t understand  me.  So the child 

is frustrated everyday and you as a teacher have to get alternative things to do or methods to 

assist that child in what you doing every day. Another thing is I cannot teach in Xhosa because I 

cannot speak Xhosa, but it is however possible to teach in Afrikaans because I can speak and 

understand the language. 
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 E:  I‟ve seen you use the little blue books that you use for reading and activities. I‟ve also seen 

that you have a lot of readers in your class, more or less when will the learners begin reading 

from their readers? 

T:  What we‟ve done up till now, I‟ve been concentrating on my Phonics sounds and if they have 

their phonic sounds and if they know their phonic sounds then I will give them their readers as 

such,   but they still, that reader that they have,  that they will be receiving is the same as the 

talking stories on the board.  So they have their reader of their talking stories and what they have 

in their little reading book, I copy the stories and I put it in their books, so they have it as such in 

that book already.  They don‟t have the original reader that we use in our groups on the carpet, 

we use it there, but when we start when I will sit down with them and say listen, group number 

one you taking home your books  today, whatever that will happen next term. So they have been 

introduced to the stories already, on the white board, in their little reading book, on the carpet, 

but next term I will officially start handing out this books and tick off, no you‟ve done this, no 

you‟ve done that, but now reading is just getting to know the book, this is the cover, how to 

page, go to the library, just getting to know words, things like that. 

E:  What do you think makes this school successful in the Grade 3 literacy tests? 

T:  I think the school is successful because we always like we brainstorm.  We as the foundation 

phase and also the intermediate phase we come together and we say listen, what are we gonna do 

this year, at the beginning of the year.  What are we gonna do to support our children and what 

game do you have to share, whatever we have we share and we  share our ideas so we sit and  we 

brainstorm and we say listen we didn‟t do so well, what can we do, or we did well, but what can 

we do to improve.  So working as a unit also helps and and and and putting the child first helps.  

And deciding at the beginning of the year, listen this is what we gonna do for this term and not 

you just working on your own.  This is what we as a group gonna do this term and making a 

difference is also having the talking stories here, it plays a major role, doing it and having uhm, 

our management also helps us a lot because I mean we all have our ups and downs but you can 

go, they approachable, you can go to them and say listen I have a problem here how do you think 

how can you assist me and they‟ll get outside help and get people to assist you.  The parents 

helping at the school, plays a big role because it gives you that extra hours to a day because 

sometimes you don‟t have that extra hours to a day and you have to go to a meeting this 

afternoon then you  can slot in that parent and  know that child had support.  We also have a 

system at the school, that if a child struggles in the intermediate phase he can come down when 

we have our phonics and we have our literacy time.  They can come down, they can come down 

to us in our reading time or they can slot in with a class whether his 15, 16 they can come and sit 

there and do the basics with us to understand and that‟s also for the Xhosa speaking children, 

maybe they come from another re another   like uh, KwaZulu Natal or whatever and they don‟t 

understand what we doing here, so we get the basics back to them, give the basics back to them 

by letting them join in our literacy in the foundation phase, it depends what age the child is.  So 

the Grade 1‟s, 2‟s and 3‟s, they help. 
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APPENDIX 6:  Lesson Plan 

Boswell Primary School 

Foundation Phase 

Lesson Plan 

 

Learning Area: Literacy  

Lesson: Myself 

Time: 1 hr 50 minutes  

Duration: 1 week 

hours per week 

Grade: 1F + 1M    Date;   15.02.10 

                                19.02.10 

Week: 6                     

                                 

Learning Outcomes  Assessment Standards 

 

 

 

Integration with other learning Areas 

 

      FAL 

Children get to integrate with all the learning areas e.g. Life Skills and Numeracy /Social 

Sciences and Arts and Culture, Discovering communication. Rhymes and new songs – music 

activity, drama. Life Skills   

 

Linking with previous lesson(s)  

Doing phonic sounds-individual and 

group /the alphabet 

Linking with next lesson(s) 

Coping words from labels and logos 

as above, Source labels such as Mac 

Donald‟s,  Coke Cola ,Revising 

Auditory perception, auditory 

memory 

 

 

Source newspaper articles for events 

in the community, country, world 

e.g. 2010 World Cup  

Core knowledge, skills and values 

Knowledge Skills 

 How to do individual, and 

Values 

 It is very important to 
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 The alphabet 

 new sounds, e.g. Dripping 

water 

 Getting to use language 

correctly 

 Riddles 

 Interprets and identify objects 

and pictures 

 Make own story 

 Predict from the cover of the 

book what the story is all about 

 Recognise similar and different 

sounds 

 Adverts from magazines and 

newspapers 

 Rhymes‟/and songs on  CD 

 Phonics awareness 

 Copy one line from the storey 

in creative writing book  

  

group  

 The correct pronunciation 

of new words, they learn 

to comprehend and to 

express them within their 

groups work. 

 Listen without 

interruption 

 Write from left to right 

 Holds pencil and crayon 

correctly 

 Holds the book the right 

way up and turns the 

pages correctly 

listen, to follow 

instructions and to 

complete any given 
task. READING must 

be done daily and they 

must practise their 

handwriting. 
 

 

 

 

Learning Activities  

 We will introduce the 

different ways of 

communication to the to 

the children, e.g. 

newspaper, books, CDS 

computer, radio, pictures  

 Worksheets  

 Smart board activities 

 Rhymes  

 

 

 

 

Planned Assessments 

 Teachers assessment 

 Peer assessment 

Learning Activities 

Group Work 

Group 1; activity using flashcards /introducing new 

words/adding a new word everyday. Shared reading, 

Reading book for them to illustrate. Write their first 

sentence, practise it.   

 

Alphabet- Jolly Phonics 

Words with an a sound  
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Reading ONE two three, I can jump 

Words of One two three. 

Group 3and 4 will follow the same programme.IT 

WILL DEPEND ON WHAT SPEED THEY WILL BE 

COMPLETING IT. 

Handwriting 

(This includes everybody) 

 

Letter formation with words incorporating  

 ALPHABET 

Patterns:  

      

  

 

 

Number:  

0  0  0  0  0  0  0 

1  1  1  1  1  1  1 

2  2  2  2  2  2  2 

3  3  3  3  3  3  3 

4  4  4  4  4  4  4 

5  5  5  5  5  5  5 

0  1  2  3  4  5  6   

 

            

 

Resources Forms of assessment  
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Smart board  

Readers 

Worksheets  

Flashcards  

Pencil  

Colours 

Words  

Vowel sounds 

Constants 

Songs  

Rhymes 

Action Songs 

 

Portfolio activity 

 

Worksheets on the above activities –  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Group  Assessment 

 

Whole class activity 
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Teacher reflection 

 

 Did the learner’s listening skills improve  

 Did I reach all my goals 

 Was the given  lessons interesting   

 Did learners reading / hand writing 

improve.  

 Did I reach the results that I expected 

with my assessment 

 Did the learners finish on time  

 

Expand opportunities 

 

 Start identifying the struggling readers /get a 

parent to support them in reading – twice a 

week   

 

Help to read - supporting the individual 

struggling learner. 

 

Rhymes and songs 
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