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ABSTRACT 
 
 
The study sets out to investigate the relationship between parental literacy levels 

and the literacy abilities of their children who were Grade 3 learners at a primary 

school in an impoverished area. The study initially hypothesised that there is a 

correlation between the literacy level of parents and the literacy abilities of their 

children. More specifically, it assumed that the higher the literacy levels of the 

parents, the stronger the literacy abilities of their Grade 3 child would be.    

 

Methodologically, this study primarily uses a qualitative approach to generate data. 

Ten Grade 3 learners and their parents constituted the learner and parent sample, 

respectively, for the study. Learner selection was based on the results of a class 

teacher administered literacy test. This sample group constituted three learners with 

the highest test results; the three with the lowest test scores; and the four learners 

who had the mean score. Parent selection was based on the fact that their children 

were included in the learner sample.   

 

It was found that the literacy level of the parent was not a significant factor in 

determining the literacy abilities of their children. A factor that was significant in 

influencing the literacy abilities of Grade 3 learners was the extent to which the 

learners had developed their conceptual understanding of the world beyond their 

immediate locality.  

 

Those learners whose literacy abilities were satisfactory had greater access to the 

world beyond their immediate surroundings. Conversely, those learners who were 

unfamiliar with issues pertaining to the world beyond their immediate surroundings 

had a relatively low literacy score, suggesting low literacy abilities.  

 

In essence, therefore, the case study failed to substantiate the initial hypothesis as 

the sole factor leading to literacy problems, but yet determined valid, measurable 

causes for the poor performance of Grade 3 learners at the school concerned. 
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SECTION ONE 
INTRODUCTION 

 
1.1 INTRODUCTION  

This introductory section presents the principle issue of the research. It provides 

a rationale for the study; provides relevant historic background information 

regarding the origins and geographical location of Kalksteenfontein and 

sketches the socio-economic conditions prevailing within the area surrounding 

Primary School X. This section concludes with a statement on the purpose of 

the study. 

   

1.2 RATIONALE AND THE LOCATION OF THE STUDY 
Literacy testing at grade 3 level was a new initiative which the National 

Education Department introduced at all schools in the Republic of South Africa 

with the aim of ascertaining the literacy abilities of Grade 3 learners after the 

Department became aware of the poor literacy abilities of learners on 

completing primary schooling.   

 

In 2004, all Grade 3 pupils in all government-funded and privately managed 

primary schools in the Western Cape had to comply with the Department of 

Education directive that Grade 3 learner’s literacy abilities be tested to 

determine whether these learners had acquired the basic literacy skills that 

enable them to read and write with comprehension.  The test was also 

administered to determine the overall reading abilities of these learners. The 

DoE’s directive required that each learner be tested in his/her mother tongue by 

someone unknown to the learner.  

 

In order to ensure that the above criteria were met, the literacy test was 

developed and administered by the Schools Development Unit at the University 

of Cape Town to ensure the independence and integrity of the testing 

processes and outcomes. 
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The outcome of the results at Primary School X was not encouraging. When the 

results were compared with two schools outside the immediate geographical 

area within which Primary School X is located, the results appeared even 

worse. 

 

In communicating the results of the Test that focused on the literacy abilities of 

the Grade 3 learners at Primary School X, the Director of Educational Research 

within the Western Cape Education Department (WCED) indicated that only 

10% of pupils had attained the minimum competence level in literacy (Present 

2005a)1.  

 

The implication that only 10% had attained the minimum level of literacy 

competence implied that 90% of the pupils lack the key literacy skills that are 

critical for their future learning. The poor literacy abilities of learners at Primary 

School X was also disturbing since as Richardson correctly argues: 

 

Literacy [is] a necessity of modernity. The capacity to read and write is 

causally associated with earning a living, achieving expanded horizons of 
personal enlightenment and enjoyment, maintaining a stable and 

democratic society, and historically, with the rise of civilization itself 

(1998: 115).  
 

The centrality of reading skills to support learning and teaching is further 

articulated by Bettelheim and Zelan:   

 

…of all school learning, nothing compares in importance with reading; it 

is of unparalleled significance. This is why the way it is taught is so 

important: The way in which learning to read is experienced by the child 

will determine how he will view learning in general, how he will conceive 

of himself as a learner and even as a person (1981: 5).     

 

                                                 
1 Letter to school principals from Head: Education, dated 7June, 2005, communicating the assessment of School 
X. School X. 
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Since very little prior knowledge was available on literacy, the researcher 

envisaged to investigate the link between the literacy levels of parents and the 

literacy abilities of learners in Grade 3 who attended a specific school.  

       

As headmaster of a primary school located in the suburb of Kalksteenfontein, a 

severely economically depressed area, the researcher was made startlingly 

aware of the glaring disparity between the results achieved in a national literacy 

survey by learners from a school in an impoverished area and those from more 

affluent areas. Having been the head of this institution for more than ten years, 

the researcher wanted to investigate why some learners were unable to excel 

even though they all have the tools to be successful in the end.  

 

After the initial shock at the poor results achieved by these learners, the 

researcher began to reflect upon the factors that could have led to this disparity. 

Conversations with learners and their parents eventually directed the 

researcher to the tentative hypothesis that the poor results the learners 

achieved could be a direct consequence of the poor levels of literacy and 

academic support in the homes of the Grade 3 learners. The assumption 

underpinning the idea that parental literacy levels might influence literacy 

learning of children was informed by Peter Rule’s (2006: 115) assertion that 

‘children have an advantage when they grow up in homes where parents 

are literate and reading materials are available’.   

  

This assumption, in turn, resulted in the formulation of the title of this research 

study which attempts to investigate whether there exists a correlation between 

parental literacy levels and the Grade 3 learner’s literacy abilities at Primary 

School X. 

 

The realisation that learners at Primary School X might be marginalised due to 

poor literacy abilities prompted the researcher to check with surrounding 

schools whether they had also experienced a similar outcome. Whilst the 

primary schools in the immediate geographical area reflected similar results, 

those schools in more affluent areas showed otherwise.    
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On further systematic investigation the researcher discovered that 52% of 

pupils at Primary School Y, located in a middle class suburb, attained the 

minimum literacy competence, whilst 90% of pupils at Primary School Z, 

located in a previously white suburb, attained the minimum literacy level 

(Present 2005b).               

 

The afore-mentioned results became a major concern to the authorities at the 

WCED because one could clearly see the disparities present at the different 

schools after the testing, even though the work presented in class was 

assumed uniform. 

 

The low level of literacy was shocking since literacy skills are fundamental to 

all school based learning and if one ignores the problem then the future 

scholastic success of pupils at Schools X is doomed. In addition to acting as a 

barrier to scholastic learning, limited literacy levels also have other significant 

economic and social consequences. For example, Rule (2006: 115) argues 

that there exists a strong link between literacy and poverty: 

 

Those who are illiterate are likely to be poor, either unemployed […].  

This is not to suggest that illiteracy causes poverty, but that the two 

phenomena are closely related: “the map of illiteracy, poverty and 

unemployment are beginning to mirror each other”.   
 

 This brings one to the focus of this study which is to investigate the 

poor literacy abilities of Grade 3 learners at Primary School X bearing in mind 

the investigation of the parental level of literacy.   

  

The next section provides background information regarding the origin and 

socio- economic condition of the community within which Primary School X is 

located. 
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1.3 Historical Background of the Kalksteenfontein Community 
 

During the late 1960’s, African and ‘Coloured’ people were forcefully removed 

from District Six as part of the apartheid legislation that reserved different 

residential areas for separate ‘racial’ or ‘ethnic groups’ (Group Areas Act of 

1950). Many victims of the District Six removals find themselves in 

Kalksteenfontein today.  

 

A significant number of social analysts and public observers concur that the 

forced removals brought about a breakdown in the social fibre of the affected 

communities. This also seems to be true in the case of those who were 

relocated to Kalksteenfontein. Many people became apprehensive of their 

neighbours who were initially seen as strangers. The social cohesion and 

communal support that characterised life in District Six was absent from 

Kalksteenfontein. In fact, a sense of suspicion became prevalent within the 

newly established community and no stranger was trusted with anything. Not 

only were the people foreign to one another, they also had to put strategies in 

place, such as ensuring that their homes were not left unattended when the 

family went visiting. Families had to do this in order to protect their meager 

possessions. 

 

1.3.1 Socio-Economic Conditions  
A casual observer could safely conclude that the Kalksteenfontein 

community is an extremely poor community. The nature of the social 

housing, the presence of unemployed and under-employed men and 

women who roam the streets during the day and night, and the limited 

formal commercial activity within the community are the signs that 

confirm this community as deprived of economic opportunities.   

 

A survey conducted and initiated by School X, to determine the nature 

and extent of poverty amongst members of the school community in 

1999 found that 60% of the parents of learners who attended the school 

were unemployed. This survey was carried out on the instructions from 

the W.C.E.D to determine the poverty level of this area. Once the data 
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had been collected, each school was then graded according to its 

poverty level. This took place at a time when the average unemployment 

rate in the province stood at approximately 25-30%. Since employment, 

in an urban context, is one of the few strategies through which people 

put food on the table, many people in this school community would not 

know where the next day’s food would come from while they are 

unemployed.  

 

A factor that adds to the economic debilitation within this community is 

that as soon some of the residence became relatively more stable 

economically, they often leave Kalksteenfontein for an improved and 

more established area.  

 

The above overview is offered in evidence that poverty is perceived to be 

rife in Kalksteenfontein.    

 

The concern about low literacy levels  in Kalksteenfontein seems to 

reflect a national trend. The general consensus is that education for a 

certain section of the population during the previous government’s reign 

was below standard. The term ‘gutter education’ often surfaces in the 

discussion of this point. The relatively high level of adult illiteracy in 

South Africa is one of the legacies of apartheid policies. John Aitchison, 

drawing on the 1995 October Household Survey and the 1996 General 

Population Census, concludes that the national total illiteracy rate in 

South Africa is between 11% and 16 %. If one assumes that any 

individual with less than seven years of schooling is functionally illiterate 

then the illiteracy rate is between 28% and 32%.  (Aitchison et al 2000: 

xiii) 

 

The percentage for adult illiteracy amongst the poorer sections in South 

Africa is even higher.  According to The National Education Policy 

Investigation (NEPI) Report on Adult Education (1993) there is a link 

between a lack of education and poverty. The report argues that ‘many, 
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perhaps more than half, are school dropouts, unemployed or 

underemployed in informal sector activities’ (NEPI: 1993 10).    

 

The socio-economic and educational characteristics of Kalksteenfontein 

seem to mirror those characteristics highlighted by the NEPI Report. This 

in turn suggests the prevalence of high parental illiteracy in 

Kalksteenfontein.  

 

A depressing concern, in terms of this study, is whether, by implication, 

children of Kalksteenfontein parents with low levels of literacy, living in 

deprived economic circumstances are doomed to repeat the cycle of 

poverty and illiteracy.  

  

This picture seems too hopeless and bleak. Accordingly, this study will 

explore whether there are alterative explanations for the low literacy 

abilities of children at School X. 

 

1.3.2 Physical location  
 

Kalksteenfontein is a suburb that is physically isolated which in turn 

contributes to its social isolation.  It is a few kilometers away from central 

Athlone but its unique location acts as a barrier against social integration.  

 

Kalksteenfontein, the physical space, is relatively small. The suburb is 

squeezed between two railway lines, one to the North and the other to 

the West of the suburb. These railway lines are not only borders to the 

suburb, but also act as physical barriers that inhibit the community’s 

sense of physical mobility and social interaction with its neighbours. 

Within a space of a few hundred metres, many factories can be seen. 

The road that forms the Eastern border of Kalksteenfontein services 

these factories. Being an arterial road providing access to the factories, it 

is extremely busy and dangerous for free mobility across the road to the 
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adjacent township, especially for young children. Young learners have 

already in the past, succumbed to road accidents very close to the 

school.  

 

High unemployment together with physical and social isolation created 

the ideal conditions for the rise of the criminal economy. Social 

problems such as drug trafficking, alcoholism, and prostitution are 

common in this area. Many residents do not care about what happens 

around them and it somehow impacts negatively on everyone in the 

end. It seems as if Castells could have referred to Kalksteenfontein in 

his assertion that wherever the ‘most vulnerable segments’ of society 

are socially excluded, there is ‘an explosion of the criminal economy’ 

and an decrease in ‘its employment capacity’ (Castells 1998). 

 

1.4 THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
 

The main purpose of this study is to investigate whether the relationship 

between parental literacy and the literacy abilities of Grade 3 learners in a 

primary school are significant or whether other relevant issues might be more 

significant during the process of literacy acquisition.   

 

Furthermore, a secondary purpose of the study was to investigate how the 

social and physical environments of Grade 3 learners might influence the 

literacy abilities of these learners. The assumption that environmental factors 

might influence literacy learning is informed by Freier and Macedo’s (1987) 

argument that literacy learning is enhanced when learners already have 

acquired the basic conceptual ideas underpinning the text to be read.   

 

1.5  LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

  
The key limitation to this study is that the researcher is the principal at the 

Primary School X, the research site of the study. The perceived positional and 

institutional power of the researcher could have resulted in the respondents 
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providing information that they assumed the researcher wanted them to repeat. 

For example, since the researcher was known to the parents, children and the 

wider community, respondents could have presented their responses 

cautiously, hoping that these responses are consistent with the assumed 

expected results held by the researcher. 

 

Another limitation was the hesitancy of some parents to express their views 

spontaneously. These parents assumed that only a certain level of discourse 

had to be utilised when interacting with a person in authority. 

 

In order to ameliorate the influence of that institutional and positional power of 

authority could have had on the study, the researcher made sure that when 

interviewing the parents, he was dressed casually and that the language he 

used was in the register of the community, in this case the working class.  

 

In terms of respondents struggling to express themselves coherently, the 

researcher encouraged them to use their mother tongue as well as the 

colloquial language of the community. One parent was able to do what she 

normally does in her home, which is smoking a cannabis cigarette while having 

all her grandchildren around her. This is evidence of the intimacy and trust 

situation the interviewer sought to achieve.        

 

1.6  CONCLUSION 

This section introduced the study; presented the purpose and limitations of the 

investigation and provided the background to the study. 

  

The investigation starts with a review of relevant literature to locate the study 

theoretically.   
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SECTION TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
2.1 INTRODUCTION 

 

This section presents a review of the content of selected literature which the 

researcher has found relevant to this study of the influence of parent literacy on 

the reading abilities of their children as well as investigating whether social and 

physical environmental factors are significant in the process of literacy 

acquisition.    

 

It starts off by outlining different conceptions of literacy. 

 

2.2 CONCEPTIONS OF LITERACY 
 

In the literature, literacy is presented as a highly contested concept. The 

traditional perspective on literacy assumes that meaning is primarily created 

when the reader interacts with the written text (Hiebert 1991:1). In this 

conception, a non-literate person is the one who cannot read and write in 

his/her own language. Literacy, in this sense is perceived as a set of technical 

skills. Richardson critiques this conception of literacy and states that: 

 

Traditionally literacy has been associated with an individual’s ability to 

read and write. In everyday contexts literacy is invoked in these terms – a 

view which regards literacy as a set of asocial individual cognitive skills 

dislodged from their socio-cultural moorings in human relationships and 

communities of practice. By neglecting the role and the constitutive 

influence of situation, activities and participants, literacy becomes a set of 

skills necessary for individuals to undertake reading and writing (1998: 

116). 
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Unesco, in 1958, included a cognitive dimension to the traditional 

understanding of literacy through defining the non-literate person as a person 

‘who cannot, with understanding, both read and write a short, simple statement 

on his everyday life’ (Matcahzi 1987, in Cliffort  2000: 70, italics added),  

 

Converse to the idea that literacy is about the technical ability to read and 

write Giroux (1987: 7) argues that for Freire and Macedo literacy is not a 

technical skill but is: 

 

….  part of the process of becoming self-critical about the historically 
constructed nature of one’s experience. To be able to name one’s 
experience is part of what is meant to “read” the world and begin to 
understand the political nature of the limits and possibilities that make up 
the larger society.  
 
This suggests that literacy is a political act through which people predict, 

analyse and make sense of the world they live in. In this sense literacy could be 

viewed as the act or the way of thinking that is culturally and context dependent.  

 

The assertion that literacy is context and culturally dependent and particular to 

a specific society brings into question the validity of any standardised 

assessment of literacy abilities that ignores those factors. Even though a 

standardised test and its results need to be problematised, this study has not 

pursued this issue since the researcher failed to gain access to the actual 

literacy test and the completed scripts.       

 

The idea that literacy is not a decontextulised activity is emphasised by Freire 

and Macedo in their argument that: 

 

Reading does not consist merely of decoding the written word or 

language; rather, it is preceded by and intertwined with knowledge of the 

world. Language and reality are dynamically connected. (1987: 29).  

 

In reflecting on them being introduced to the practice of reading, Freire and 

Macedo show the importance of first knowing their ‘world’ before they could 
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read the ‘word’. They recount the importance of learning from their siblings, 

elders, physical and social environments, through play, stories and myth. These 

interactions provided them with the language and concepts that became the 

building blocks for them reading the ‘word’, in written text (Freire and Macedo 

1987: 29-32).  

 

They conclude:  

 

My parents introduced me to reading the word at a certain moment in this rich 

experience of understanding my immediate world. Deciphering the word 

flowed naturally from reading my particular world; it was not something 

superimposed on it. I learned to read and write on the ground of the backyard 

of my house, […] with words from my world rather than from the wider 

world of my parents (Freire and Macedo 1987: 32, emphasis in bold added). 

 

The perspective of a dialectic relationship between knowing the world and 

reading the word is supported by Cline and Necochea (2003) in them recalling 

how they became literate.  

 

Cline reports that whilst she is an ‘avid reader and writer’ she comes from a 

family where books were not central to their everyday living experiences. Even 

though her parents could read, she seldom saw them reading. She believes 

that the foundation for her reading is to be found in the rich oral tradition of her 

family, particularly conveyed through story telling: 

 

Such stories laid the foundation for a strong family history, traditions, pride and 

love for a country and the people left behind. [Stories] were told with passion, 

rich vocabulary, and complex sentences. These were not simple emergent 

reader stories but stories that delved into the complexity of the human mind and 

spirit. (Cline and Necochea 2003: 123)      
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The assertions that reading is context dependent and facilitates conceptual 

understanding, is critical to this study in that one needs to examine the 

relationship between the context of school literacy and the context of  the lived 

world of the learners. Learners often speak a different language at home. When 

they are at school, educators often try and present the ‘word’ as it ought to be 

spoken by everyone. This is a major problem which many learners experience. 

School literacy is frequently foreign for those learners not sharing the cultural 

capital, including the ethos of the school and its teaching staff. 

 

Freire and Macedo (1987) as well as Cline and Necochea (2003) highlight the 

critical importance of expanding the conceptual world of learners for 

successfully reading the word. Cline and Necohea further show that a strong 

oral culture is beneficial in promoting literacy skills:  

 

I did not realize then that the tradition of story telling that is so strong in 

so many Latin and African cultures could be just as important as reading 

books to promote literacy and a love for reading and writing within the 

family (2003: 123). 
  

The assertion of Cline and Necochia (2003) signals the importance of story 

telling in conceptual development. However, one also needs to investigate the 

relationship between the stories experienced amongst school learners, and its 

relevance and usage in the literacy practices at school. 

 

The above arguments point to the fact that literacy is not primarily about the 

development of technical reading and writing skills, rather, literacy is about the 

development of culturally appropriate ways of thinking. Such a perspective is 

consistent with Vygotsky’s  (1962, in Brunner 1986) notion of the centrality of 

language and culture as critical tools for learning and understanding.  

 

Cline and Necochea reinforce the idea that conceptual clarity becomes critical 

for future learning. They recall how the tradition of singing for their mothers’ 
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friends exposed them through song, to their culture, country of their birth and a 

connection with the rest of their communities. These interactions became the 

building blocks for their ‘passion for life … excitement with the written and 

spoken word’ (Cline & Necochea, 2003).  The value of Cline and Necochea’s 

research for literacy development lies in the fact that they emphasise the 

importance of story telling and the development of relevant cultural education 

for children.    

 

Notwithstanding the contested nature of literacy, Freire and Macedo, (1987) 

maintain that literacy is not value free. They state:  

 

Literacy in this case often aims at providing working-class and minority 

kids with reading and writing skills that will make them functional and 

critical within the school environment. 
 

Both Freire and Machedo (1987) as well as Cline and Necochea’s (2003) 

perspective on literacy challenge the perception that parental literacy might 

significantly influence the literacy abilities of their children. These theorists 

rather suggest that the way children develop conceptual language become a 

greater factor in literacy acquisition than the literacy level of the parents. This is 

one of the questions the study has examined.  

 

2.3  A NEW CONCEPTION OF LITERACY 
 

The new conceptions of literacy recognise that literacy is ’interactive, 

constructive, strategic, and meaning-based’ (Steelman, Pierce, and 

Koppenhaven, 1994:201). Steelman et al maintain the notion that 

comprehension and use of written text is central to literacy. Their definition of 

literacy suggests that: ‘To be literate is to be able to gather and to 

construct meaning using written language’ (1994:201). 

 

Others emphasise the importance of oral development as a strategy towards 

conceptual development and to act as the foundation to understand and interact 

with the written language. Foley, for example, argues that: 
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…the term ‘literacy’ can be used broadly to refer to the mastery of 

language in either its spoken (or augmented) and written forms, which 

enables an individual to use language fluently for a variety of purposes. 

(1994:184)           
 

Furthermore, literacy is placed in such a position that it is aligned with an 

individual and not with a group in society of which this individual is a member. 

The onus hence seems to be on the individual to undertake reading and writing. 

It begins with the ‘desire to get information, send messages, record knowledge 

and develop ideas’. Reading and writing are social activities just like listening 

and speaking (Dixon and Tuladhar undated: 11).  

 

It is at this juncture where it dawns on individuals to undertake reading and 

writing. Therefore, once individuals have acquired these skills that enable them 

to read and write very early in life, it would serve as an opportunity to tackle 

many situations that they might encounter in the future and not experience 

problems that might come their way (Vygotsky 1962). 

  

 According to Street (1995), social literacies suggest that engaging with literacy 

makes the connection that is being established with others, a social act even 

from the outset. The way teachers and their learners interact is already a social 

practice that affects the nature of the literacy being learned and the ideas about 

literacy held by the participants, especially the new learners and their position in 

relation of power. 

 

Many people have a very narrow definition of literacy. They see literacy as a 

personal skill that is used by schooled individuals. However, it is important to 

know that literacy is a social as well as a personal skill. People participate in 

reading and writing activities together. Two people will always be involved in a 

literacy activity; one being the reader and the other the writer. The ability to read 

and write extends our ability to think and talk as well as to listen. Literacy allows 

one to use another way to communicate with others. 
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In this study, following Freire and Macedo (1987), literacy is defined as a set of 

social and personal skills that is preceded by and intertwined with knowledge 

and experiences of the world, which allows one to decode written words and 

language within social contexts.   

 
2.3.1 THE INFLUENCE OF MOTHERS ON LITERACY DEVELOPMENT  

 

After recognising that success at schools have multiple variables, Baker 

and Stevenson maintain that mother’s educational level significantly 

influence their children’s success at school (1998). They maintain that 

the role of the mother in supporting their children’s schooling careers 

cannot be over emphasised.   

 

This perspective is supported by both Sticht (1999) and Justice (2005). 

Sticht (1999) goes further and argues that educating the children’s 

parents would lead to better educated, more employable parents, and 

more educable children. He concludes by saying, ‘Better educated 

parents produce better educated children’ (1999).  
 

Justice (2005), on the other hand, argues that children with parents 

(especially mothers) who can read and write stay in school longer and 

perform better than those children whose parents lack literacy skills.  

 

In the same vein, Benjamin (1993) found that low-literate parents, 

particularly mothers, are more likely to exert a positive influence on their 

children’s academic achievement when they are able to enhance their 

own literacy skills than when they are unable to do so.  This is further 

supported by Sticht & McDonald (1990), who argue that traditional 

research has revealed that more highly educated mothers have greater 

success in providing their children with the cognitive and language skills 

that contribute to early success in school. 

 

From the above one might assume that it is because of the literacy skills 

of the parents that their children perform better at school, but Pop (1992) 
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contradicts this assumption by his explanation that children of educated 

mothers tend to succeed in school because their mothers have more 

knowledge about how schools function and what is needed to succeed in 

it. This suggests that those who share the schooling discourse are more 

successful in practices such as school literacy.  

 

Edwards & Garcia (1991) also support the idea that mothers have a 

significant influence on supporting literacy acquisition of their children.  

According to Edwards and Garcia (1991) mothers ought to model 

effective book-reading practices so that their children could emulate 

these practices.  

 

However, Goodman (1997) expresses a cautionary note by stating that 

he is convinced that literacy skills are acquired through multiple ways. 

Parental support is only one of the ways of developing literacy skills. 

These ways might include parents reading to their children; society 

encouraging the practice of parents reading to their children to ensure 

that development in literacy among children will continue.  

 

Whilst Edwards (1994) in general supports the notion that parental 

reading to children is crucial for successful literacy acquisition, he 

suggests that parents should become ‘good literate models’ to their 

children and teach them the ‘rituals , verbal interaction patterns and other 

skills which the children can apply in their reading practices’. Edwards 

mentions ‘verbal interaction patterns’, as part of the process of modeling. 

This oral practice is not normally associated with reading practices but is 

consistent with theorists who argue that language skills development 

(Freire and Machedo 1987; Street 1994) is critical to literacy practice.   

  

Darling (1988) maintains the importance of parents reading to their 

children regularly. He argues that if children are not read to regularly, 

they would be disadvantaged at school and be regarded as slow 

learners.  
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2.3.2 BASICS TO LITERACY ACQUISITION 
 

In discussing the importance of literacy for future educational 

development Justice (2005: 1) states that literacy has not in the past 

been viewed as critical to the development of children. However, in the 

context of the USA, he reports that over 40% of the fourth graders 

struggle with literacy, even at basic levels. Justice continues and reports 

that studies ‘increasingly’ concluded that ‘early education’ should be 

used as the ‘context in which solution to [the literacy] problems are most 

likely to have effect (2005: 1).  

 

Justice (2005: 2) draws on USA based studies to conclude that 

successful oral language development is essential for successful literacy 

development. These oral skills, according to Justice ought to be 

developed within the kindergarten.  

 

The need for early language development is supported by Mason and 

Allen, (1986) and Mason (1987) who argue that children who learn to 

read early, either indirectly through home and family experiences, or 

directly through formal beginning reading programs implemented in 

preschool and kindergartens, are typically good readers in the primary 

grades. Mason (1987) continues and argues that those who received the 

kindergarten reading instruction had better grades, attendance, and 

attitudes toward reading, as well as less need for remediation. 

 

However, if one reflects on the Kalksteenfontein community then there 

seems to be a correlation between poverty and low literacy abilities of 

the children in Kalksteenfontein. Many parents in this community have a 

low education base and these parents, who are mostly unemployed, can 

ill afford to send their children to kindergarten class because they do not 

have the means to pay for such services. 

 

Bus (1995) acknowledges how important family life is in promoting 

literacy as well as the intergenerational nature of literacy programmes. 
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She mentions that this is an attempt to test the basic assumption of 

many programs that parent-child interaction around books is important in 

promoting a literate orientation.       

 

Bus also highlights the importance of book reading and how the strength 

of the relationship between parent and preschooler reading and outcome 

measures is comparable to the no word effect on reading problems. She 

continues by saying that book reading is as strong a predictor of reading 

achievement as is phonemic awareness. Once children are able to read 

on their own then the mission of having learners read has been 

accomplished. 

 

The Harvard Families and Literacy Study Chall & Snow (1982) 

investigated the home literacy practices of successful and unsuccessful 

low-income elementary school students in order to identify factors that 

contribute to the acquisition of literacy and children’s achievement in 

school. The study found ‘no simple correlation between parents literacy 

level, educational background, amount of time spent on literacy work 

with children, and overall achievement.’  

        

2.3.3 ROLE OF ORAL LANGUAGE IN LITERACY DEVELOPMENT  
 

Justice (2005) clearly shows what an important role oral literacy plays in 

the lives of children. Learners should at a very early age be allowed to 

express how they feel. If it is allowed then these learners will excel in 

future. Clear guidance is expected from those in authority to assist in this 

approach. Parents need to guide their children by talking to them on a 

regular basis about the importance of literacy. This can take place during 

early learning when children are susceptible and able to consume a lot of 

positive information. It is the time when pre-alphabetic competencies can 

be introduced and absorbed for future usage. Once they understand 

these competencies, decoding of instructions will be very easy. 
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Children need to know how important it is for them to be involved in 

literacy activities because from that point, everything will have meaning 

for them in future. Once they understand what is expected of them, the 

children would acquire the skills necessary to continue with language 

development. It would be a base from which learners would be able to 

devise strategies for the future usage of language. The classroom is a 

unique context for learning and exerts a profound effect on students’ 

development of language on literacy skills.   

 

Justice (2005) mentions that children who have an under-developed oral 

language base will exhibit great vulnerability for achieving reading 

competence, which in turn inhibits ongoing language development. It is 

also much more difficult to remediate reading problems than it is to 

prevent it.    

 

2.3.4 LITERACY DEVELOPMENT AND PERSONAL, SOCIAL 
DEVELOPEMT  

 

Sticht (1988) confirms the important role played by mothers who have 

been able to attain high levels of education. This in turn implies that with 

data gathered from the National Assessment of Educational Progress 

(NAEP), these mothers will assist their children by seeing that they also 

become successful. This is not the case at School X because most 

mothers here depend entirely on the educator to educate their children 

because they are unable to do so.     

 

Swed (1981) referred to the importance of reading and writing and how 

children will one day be able to earn a living and contribute to their world 

in a positive way.      

 

Cline and Nocochea (2003) were excited about the current reform 

movements that were taking place yet concerned about story telling that 

was being ignored. Story- telling by adults would surely encourage 

learners to remember what had happened in the past. This would allow 
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legacies to be taken into the future enabling children to share information 

with others.          

 

2.3.5 PARENT INVOLVEMENT AND SUPPORT 
 

There are several studies which have highlighted the powerful effects of 

a mother’s literacy on her children’s’ development and scholastic 

achievements.  

 

It was found that when mothers are able to remain at school a little 

longer than their peers, they were able to cut the infant mortality rate and 

raise the health conditions of their children. (Justice 2005)  

 

A number of studies suggest very strongly that early childhood 

development is severely compromised when parents are unable to 

provide an “ideal” learning environment (Benjamin 1993; Edwards and 

Garcia 1991; Edwards 1994; Darling 1988). These studies have 

demonstrated the impact of a lack of parent education on the physical 

health and development of the child; they have also demonstrated that 

learners without a solid grounding in literacy from pre-school levels 

demonstrate the negative results of this loss right through secondary and 

tertiary studies.  

 

Edwards (1994) established a group of mothers who were willing to 

model effective book reading practices. This in turn made them open to 

criticism and suggestions from other parents. These criticisms were used 

as guides for reading the following year.     

 

None of the studies identified, however, sets out to demonstrate 

quantitatively that a direct correlation exists between parent literacy 

levels and abilities and the literacy achievements of their children. The 

idea that such a correlation exists has been implied, nay even assumed, 

but has not been demonstrated. It is the purpose of this study to test the 

hypothesis that correlation is real. 
    
 

30 
 

 

 

 

 



 

Padak and Rasinski (2003), gives a positive report that one component 

positively impacts on the other. It also tells us how the concept of family 

literacy is firmly rooted in a substantial research base from several 

disciplines including adult literacy, child development, emergent literacy 

and system analysis. The results show that family literacy programmes 

work and that children, parents, families and society benefit. Children are 

able to achieve higher scores at school because of the importance 

parents attach to education.   

 

The desirability of such family involvement and dedication is self evident 

in the context of the concerns of this study. It is also clear, however, that 

the opportunities for the creation of such an ideal environment within the 

Kalksteenfontein environment are remote. 

 

The Education Research Report (1993) explains clearly why children 

succeed or fail at school. Traditional research has therefore shown how 

important a mother’s level of education is and how it impacts on the 

children’s reading level as well as other school achievements. 

 

One study of parental involvement based on a model of children reading 

to parents found that those who read to their parents on a regular basis 

made greater gains than children receiving an equivalent amount of extra 

reading instructions by reading specialists at school (Tizard, Schofield & 

Hewison, 1982). 

 

Auerbach, (1989), highlighted the importance of children bonding with 

parents, the emotional climate as it is at home, the amount of time spent 

interacting with adults as well as the parents’ involvement at the school, 

shows it had a positive influence on such children’s reading.   

 

Baker and Stevens (1986), give reasons why children of educated 

parents succeed in school. It can be ascribed to parents especially 

mothers being au fait and having the knowledge as to how schools 
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function. Educated parents know how to assist their children with 

homework and what they teach their children what they need to know in 

their grades. Parents make a point to attend parent-teacher conferences 

and they attend Parent Teacher Association meetings. The same cannot 

be said about less educated parents. The amount of parental 

involvement in the school activities of their children influences their 

development. Where there are a large number of books in the home, 

parents tend to read to their children on a regular basis. Where a 

shortage of books is visible in a home, it would imply that regular reading 

does not take place there. Valencia, Henderson and Rankin (1985), 

emphasise the importance of family time and what impact both parents 

have on their children. Single mothers hardly have time for their children 

resulting in a lot more stress than those who are in stable relations. And 

giving books to low literate children is no guarantee that they will start 

reading by themselves or encourage literacy development in children. 

Heath(1983) mentions that if family literacy programmes introduce new 

literacy practices to undereducated parents, those practices may not be 

interpreted in the same ways  as in educated, middle class families. 

 

Cline and Necochea empathize the importance of mother tongue 

language development to ensure successful literacy development:  

 

Although it may not be recognized in the popular literature, our parents 

and families did a few things right. They insisted that we maintain our 

primary language; therefore, we were able to develop the deep 

structures of language. Our parents told us stories in their language of 

passion, which was also their language of success and love. In doing so, 

they taught us the multiple ways that language can be used to express 

feelings, emotions, ideas, concerns, and knowledge. We were taught 

how to identify flowery expressions, metaphors, dialogue, and deep 

structures. We listened to these family stories and internalized the 

language of our homes and ancestors. These family literacy experiences 

became the foundations for our future success (Cline & Necochea 2003). 
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2.6 CONCLUSION 
 

This section reviewed some of the literature relevant to this study. The literature 

presents a strong argument for parental support in developing literacy abilities 

amongst young children. However, this does not suggest that the literacy level 

of the parents is necessarily important. Rather, the more familiar parents are 

with the culture of schooling practices, the more successful their children will be 

in tasks associated with schooling.     

 

In terms of literacy development, a convincing perspective is presented that 

oral language and conceptual development are far more decisive in literacy 

development 
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SECTION 3 
METHODOLOGY 

 
3.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

This section discusses the methodology selected for the study. The study uses 

primarily the qualitative approach to generate data.  

 

3.2 RATIONALE FOR ADOPTING A QUALITATIVE APPROACH 
 

This study is a qualitative study that endeavours to ascertain the influence of 

parental literacy as well as the influence of social and physical environmental 

factors on the literacy abilities of Grade 3 learners. Although this sounds like a 

different thesis statement, it is not, as the premise is still grounded on the 

connection between parental input and the children’s literacy levels.   

 

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 methodology is that it gives the researcher insight 

into how social, environmental and cultural contexts influence human behavior. 

When investigating cultural or social phenomenon, the quantitative research 

methodology may have major limitations since the quantification of textual data 

results in the loss of the particular social and institutional contexts within which 

the social phenomenon takes place (Myers, 2001:2).    

 

Brannin and Fiest (1997) argue that the primary advantage of qualitative 

research is that qualitative data can yield valuable insight into the lives and 

experiences of participants, as it provides a comprehensive and in depth 

analysis of the phenomenon under investigation.   

 

Halpin and Troyna (1994:5) criticise the quantitative approach to social 

research in that this approach has a technicist conception of research and 
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focuses purely and simply on how to attend to empirical projects. The 

limitation of this approach, in the social sciences, is that the technicalities of 

research are artificially detached from the political, ethical and social arena 

(Halpin and Troyna (1994:5).   However, Hysemen (1994) cautions that the 

disadvantage of qualitative research is that it is more difficult and time 

consuming to collect, analyse and categorise.   

 

Since the study is limited to School X, a case study methodology has been 

chosen to illuminate the nature of different environmental factors on the literacy 

learning of children at the specific school. In this case, School X, 

 

The case study, as a qualitative method, allows one to explore the way in which 

parents of children at School X contribute to the literacy abilities of their 

children.  Drawing on Yin (1994), Hendricks argues that the case study 

methodology allows one to engage with ‘contemporary phenomena’ within real-

life contexts, especially when the boundaries between the phenomenon and 

context are not clearly evident (2001: 74). 

 

Quantitative information, on the other hand, will not give one insight into the 

relationship between parental literacy and the literacy abilities of their children.  

 

3.3 METHODS USED TO GENERATE THE DATA 
  

This study followed a qualitative approach which was guided and anchored in 

the interpretive paradigm. This school of thought promotes an inductive mode of 

enquiry and encourages the use of a variety of data collection techniques. 

McMillan and Schumacher (2001:395) describe interactive qualitative research 

as follows: An enquiry in which the researcher collects data in face to face 

situations by reacting with selected persons in their settings. Qualitative 

research describes and analyses people’s individual and collective social 

actions, beliefs, thoughts and perceptions. This study interpreted perspectives 

and views from the participants regarding literacy development. The chosen 

data collection included interviews and questionnaires. These interactive data 

collection strategies enabled the researcher to gain rich and detailed 
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descriptions of the participants’ (i.e. parents and learners) response to literacy 

development.         

 

The researcher approached the Grade 3 class teacher and requested that all 

the learners be tested on their literacy abilities. The class teacher responded 

positively to this request.       

 

Once everyone was tested, the researcher selected a group of ten learners to 

constitute a learner sample. This consisted of three of the best readers, four 

who were average and three who were very weak in the reading test. All these 

learners were given fictitious names to protect their identity and so ensure that 

confidentiality was maintained.   

 

The learner selection was based on their performance in the teacher 

administered test since the WCED commissioned literacy and a numeracy test, 

which was administered in 2004, did not provide information on performance of 

individual learners. Rather the WCED commissioned literacy test provided the 

average literacy score for the entire Grade 3 learners at School X. 

 

The criteria for selection included three (3) learners whose tests scores were 

the best within the class, suggesting their reading abilities were the highest; four  

(4) learners from the same class whose performance were average; and three 

(3) learners whose test results were the lowest, implying that these learners 

were deficient in their reading abilities.  

 

After having selected the 10 learners, the researcher requested permission 

from the parents to include the selected learners in the study as well as the 

parent’s willingness to become part of the study. The parents and learners 

acceded to the request and gave their full co-operation. 

  

Throughout the process of data gathering, the researcher remained aware of 

his institutional position of power and authority in relation to the learners and 

their parents (Delpit 1995: 24-26). There were times when it became 

necessary for the researcher to remain focused especially when interviews 
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were undertaken.  The researcher experienced moments of not being able to 

distinguish between the times when he was principal and when he was the 

researcher. Throughout the interview process the researcher remained aware 

of the fact that being the principal of the school which is being investigated, he 

conveys, through his presence, a sense of institutional authority and power. 

This institutional authority and power might affect the anticipated results/ 

outcomes in one way or another. To avoid any effect on the outcome/results, 

the researcher created a comfortable atmosphere by having the interviews in 

a separate room in which comfortable chairs were used and refreshments 

were offered. In order for the researcher and the participants to be at ease, 

the researcher explained in a very simple way what his intentions with the 

interviews were and that no one would be pressurised to participate in the 

study against their will. The researcher further assured the key informants that 

he would ensure that they remained anonymous thoughout the study as well 

as in subsequent reports emanating from the study. 

 

3.4 QUESTIONNAIRES 
 

As mentioned above, questionnaires were used to gather data from both 

parents and learners. Different questionnaires were designed for the two 

groups.   

 

A questionnaire is an appropriate research method to extrapolate data in a 

general way. However, the researcher is unable to clarify responses or gather 

additional information from respondent.   

 

The learner questionnaire intended to determine, in the first instance, whether 

their parents or a more experienced sibling was reading to the learners or 

assisting them in some way to acquire literacy skills. Secondly the 

questionnaire was designed to determine the extent to which learners were 

familiar with their immediate and extended social environments. The 

assumption underlying these questions related to learners’ knowledge about 

their environments was that those learners who have developed their language 

competencies through the development of naming their world, would be more 
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competent in their reading abilities than those who have not (Freire and 

Machado 1987).  

 

All ten (10) selected learners completed the questionnaire that was 

administered by the researcher, thus ensuring that the total number of 

questionnaires was returned after completion. 

 

With the parent’s questionnaire the researcher wanted to determine the extent 

to which parents were involved in their children’s literacy development as well 

as determining the literacy level of the selected parents. Parents were amongst 

others, asked how often they support their children with their homework, 

whether they accompany their children to the library, whether they have the 

resources to support them whilst doing their homework, as well as determining 

what other educational support is available for their children.               

  

Since the parents were extremely enthusiastic about being selected to be part 

of the study, they all completed the questionnaire. 

 

3.5 INTERVIEWS 
 

The researcher interviewed both learners and parents. The intention of the 

interview was to clarify and ask follow-up questions which had some relevance 

to the questionnaire. Accordingly, the interview was unstructured and open-

ended.  

 

Again parents showed a high level of enthusiasm to be interviewed since they 

were under the impression that the researcher was about to introduce new 

ideas with regard to literacy that would benefit their children in the future. 

However, when they realised that the interview was to investigate whether the 

literacy abilities of the children is influenced  by the support of the parental 

involvement, they became a bit more hesitant because of their inability to 

conceptualise their role in the improvement of their children’s literacy abilities. 

The researcher then had to assure the parents that their contribution to the 

study might contribute to improving the literacy abilities of children in general.  
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3.6 DATA ANALYSIS 
 

As previously described, this study used qualitative methods to collect data. 

Sixteen open-ended questions were posed to the parents whilst learners were 

asked eighteen open-ended questions.   

 

The qualitative information extrapolated from these open-ended questions 

was analysed by means of content analysis. This involves the search for, and 

indication of recurring themes. More specifically, the open ended questions 

were content analysed on a thematic basis and these themes were presented 

as categories. 

 
3.7 ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF THE STUDY 
 

3.7.1 ADVANTAGES OF THIS STUDY 
 

There were definitely advantages within this study for everyone that had 

a concern and interest in Literacy and Numeracy because never before 

has something similar to this case been executed in Kalksteenfontein. 

The results that would be found here would serve as a guide for both 

educators and parents as to how they can assist their children in the 

future. Other people in surrounding areas could also gain from these 

experiences because Education and Literacy are universal and of benefit 

for anyone. 

 

3.7.2 DISADVANTAGES OF THIS STUDY 

 

Since this is the first time that a study of this nature is being conducted in 

Kalksteenfontein, parents were understandably very apprehensive to 

want to participate in this venture. Many did not realise that there was a 

problem with literacy abilities of their children until the researcher came 

and discussed it with some of them. Secondly, because many of the 
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parents, who participated in the study, have not attained high levels of 

education, they did not know what their expectations are and how they 

should react to what the researcher, who is known to all of the parents, 

would ask in his questioning session with them. Many of the parents felt 

more at ease when approached by someone who is known to them. 

 
3.8 RESEARCH PARADIGM 
 

Strict limitations have been set with regard to the paradigm of this study. Only 

learners and their parents from the Grade 3 class have become eligible for this 

testing. No one else would be entered into it. 

 

Only parents and learners who stayed in the Kalksteenfontein Area were part of 

this core group. Since the highest exit level of parents were unknown to the 

researcher, he had to rely on what he was going receive once the parents were 

interviewed.   

 

3.9 RESPONDENTS 
 

This study was aimed at both the parents and their children who are in Grade 3.  

What the researcher experienced though, was the fact that he did not get all the 

anticipated answers which he interpreted as being common knowledge for both 

the parents and their children. 

 

It was important for the researcher to always keep in mind what the results were 

for the other two schools, schools Y and Z, which he approached. Knowing 

what their results were, brought about a lot of mixed emotions from within. 

Even though the researcher did not do any testing at schools Y and Z, he knew 

that they had better scores than his learners simply because those learners 

were situated in areas which were better socially, economically and culturally. 
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3.10 CONCLUSION 
 

This section presented a rationale for the selected methodology.  It further 

identified the strengths and limitations of the selected research instruments.  

The next section presents the findings of the study 
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SECTION 4 
RESEARCH FINDINGS ON THE LITERACY 

ABILITIES OF PRIMARY SCHOOL LEARNERS 
 
4.1 INTRODUCTION 

 

This section explores the multiple factors that influence the learning of literacy 

skills of primary school learners. In particular, it reports on and analyses the 

findings of the relationship between parental literacy levels and their children’s 

literacy abilities. Furthermore, this section examines the relationship between 

conceptual development, which results from the learner’s social and physical 

environments, and literacy learning.    

4.2 THE INFLUENCE OF PARENTAL LITERACY LEVELS 

It is commonly assumed that the higher the parental educational levels and 

parental involvement in literacy activities, the more successful their children 

perform at school (Stitch and MacDonald 1990; Padak and Resinski 2003). This 

assumption seems to be true in the North American and Western Europe 

educational contexts where parental involvement include parents’ participation 

in parent-teacher conferences that expose parents to how the school functions 

and operates (Baker and Stevens 1986). Knowledge of the cultural capital of 

how schools function is used to assist their children with homework and other 

school related activities.  

 

Parental involvement in school related activities is sorely lacking at School X 

and accordingly, knowledge of the cultural capital related to schooling is then 

obviously absent amongst the parents. For example, it is also a continuous 

problem to get parents to Parent-Teacher Meetings where important matters 

pertaining to the progress of their children are often discussed (Researcher’s 

personal experience over at least 10 years as principal of a primary school). As 

the principal at School X the researcher concludes that it seems that some 

parents of School X have a limited interest in knowing how the school operates.  
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An aspect that is being explored is whether the parental literacy levels can 

explain the observed literacy level of their children. In this study it was found 

that the learner, Sandra2, with the highest literacy ability, according to literacy 

Test administered by the class teacher, has a guardian with limited formal 

schooling that translates into the guardian having limited reading and writing 

competence.  

 

Conversely, the study found that those parents with the highest literacy levels 

left school in Grade 11, but their children’s literacy abilities were average.  

 

In the case of the learner with the second best test score, meaning the literacy 

ability of the learner was relatively good, the parent of this learner completed 

schooling at Grade10.  

 

In the table below, the literacy test scores of the ten selected learners and the 

educational level of their parents/guardians are represented and examined. It 

should be noted that the test scores are those generated by the class teacher 

since the literacy results of the test sanctioned by the WCED only provided the 

average literacy score for the entire population of Grade 3 learners in 2003 at 

School X.  

   

Table 1: Literacy scores of selected learners and educational level of  
               parents/guardians  
 
NAME OF LEARNERS PERCENTAGE 

ATTAINED
PARENTS EDUCATIONAL 
LEVEL

No.1      Sandra 80% Grade 4 

No. 2     Monique 45% Grade 10 

No.3      Mark 40% Grade 5 

No.4      Thelma 30% Grade 7 

No. 5      Ebrahim                        25% Grade 6 

                                                 
2 Please note that the names used are not the actual name of the learners. These names are only used to assist 
comprehension.   
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No. 6      Rosaline 32% Grade 8 

No. 7      Michael 30%  Grade 11 

No.8       Alana 8% Grade 9 

No. 9      Claude 5% Grade 8 

No.10     Fatima 5% Grade 9 

 

From the above table, it is evident that a direct correlation between parental 

educational attainment and their children’s literacy abilities is not obvious. It 

may seem that in the case of Ebrahim, whose literacy score is 25% with his 

parent’s educational level pegged at grade 6, some correlation exists. Similarly, 

Fatima’s literacy score of 5% and Alana’s 8% may be attributed to their parent’s 

educational level of Grade 9. However, in the case of Michael whose parent 

attained a Grade 11 qualification, his literacy score was only 30%. Conversely, 

Sandra scored 80% in the literacy test and her guardian has only attained a 

Grade 4 qualification.    

 

In the case of Rosaline and Claude, even though both their parents completed 

Grade 8, the former scored 32% and the latter scored 5% in the literacy test. 

However, if Fatima’s 5% is compared with Monique’s 45% and taking into 

account that their parents’ educational levels are Grade 9 and 10 respectively, 

then questioning the significant difference between the literacy scores of these 

two learners is justified when one assumes a correlation between parental 

literacy level and their children’s literacy abilities.                

 

One learner, i.e. Sandra, was the only one who had a high score yet her 

guardian had no influence on her reading ability given the fact that she left 

school at Grade 4. No correlation can be observed between the guardian’s 

educational level and the learner’s score.  

 
When one looks at the educational levels of those parents who were able to 

leave school at secondary school level, then the expectations would be that 

their children ought to be able to read confidently. Yet, it was not the case. 

Monique, Michael and Fatima should have had better literacy scores given the 
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fact that their parents were able to complete some level of secondary schooling. 

In the case of Monique whose mother practically escorts her every fortnight to 

the library, yet her literacy score is not that impressive. Michael on the other 

hand clearly shows a disinterest in reading because he is left by himself every 

afternoon because there is always no one home by the time school dismisses. 

Fatima is a girl who is repeating her Grade and is older than the average 

learner in the class. Having to fend for herself and not being able to read, 

frustrates her to the extent that she plays with friends until late in the evening. 

 

The last three learners had very low literacy scores yet their parents had the 

competency to assist their children. Alana and Fatima were from single parent 

families. Both mothers incidentally worked long hours in a clothing factory, 

therefore making assistance towards the education of their children almost 

impossible. Not having someone to take care of them after school, worsens 

matters even further. 

 

From the above analysis of the data regarding the relationship between 

parental literacy levels and their children’s literacy abilities, this study found that 

no definitive relationship was evident. Rather, a number of contradictions were 

prevalent.  

 

The finding, in this case study, that no conclusive relationship between parental 

literacy levels and the literacy abilities of their children was evident does not 

suggest that the parental literacy level is not significant in the literacy abilities of 

their children. On the contrary, parental literacy levels might be significant if the 

parents are actively involved in the processes of literacy learning of their 

children. However, this study did not focus, in detail, on the parental 

involvement in teaching their children literacy. Notwithstanding this limitation, 

the finding does suggest that alternative explanations need to be explored to 

explain why, for example, Sandra, whose guardian had limited schooling, 

excelled in the literacy test, whilst Michael, whose parent who left school at 

Grade 11, performed average in the literacy test.     
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4.4 THE IMPACT OF SOCIAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS ON 
LITERACY 

 
The study found that learners who are socially active achieved the highest 

scores on the literacy testing. Those learners who have the most active social 

life and interacted with various and diverse groups of people achieved the 

highest scores on the literacy test. Conversely, those learners whose social and 

worldly experiences are limited performed poorly.  

 

For example, the literacy test suggests that Sandra has the highest literacy 

abilities, if one assumes the test scores reflects the literacy abilities of the 

Grade 3 learners. As discussed previously, Sandra’s grandmother, who is her 

guardian, is functionally non-literate, and accordingly impacted to a limited 

degree on her literacy achievements. However, an explanation for her success 

could be found in her interaction with other people as well as physical spaces 

other than those in and around Kalksteenfontein.  

 

Sandra, due to the conditions at her home - being poor and living from hand to 

mouth, was forced to beg for money to support the rest of the family financially. 

In pursuing her ‘craft’ she became a regular beggar in Camps Bay, one of the 

prime tourist attractions in the broader Cape Town area that draws a number of 

national and international tourists.  

 

In pursuing her ‘craft’, Sandra had to learn the basics of approaching tourists 

and encourage these tourists to converse with her. Sandra would and tell them 

(tourists) interesting stories which would capture their interests and 

preparedness to part with their money. Through regular interaction with the 

tourists, Sandra developed a broader understanding of the world beyond Cape 

Town and Kalksteenfontein. For example, through listening to the different 

accents of tourist, she was able to immediately identify the country of origin of 

the tourists and so initiate a conversation about that country. By interacting with 

tourists from a number of countries she developed a comparative sense of the 

differences and similarities between these countries. These interactions 
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contributed to Sandra’s vocabulary as well as her knowledge of the various 

countries.  

 
Tourists also prodded her to talk about herself, her family, and the areas where 

she lives and so on. Her responses to these questions made her realise that 

people were interested in her as a person. These experiences affected her as a 

person in a positive way because she was able to get money from those people 

with whom she communicated.  

 

Following Freire and Machedo (1987), the experiences of traveling form 

Kalksteenfontein to Camps Bay and interacting with the social and physical 

environments broaden Sandra’s conceptual world that became a resource in 

her literacy practices.  

 

Similarly, the life world of Monique is filled with people from different walks of 

life. Her mother owns a tavern that is frequented by men and women on a 

regular basis. The tavern becomes a place for contemporary social and political 

discussions that are frequently overheard by Monique. Furthermore, her mother 

regularly interacts with a diverse group of people at the hairdresser in a 

community adjacent to Kalksteenfontein. The ideas that are communicated at 

the hairdresser are then shared and/or discussed at home where Monique 

becomes an active listener and participant in the conversations. Both the tavern 

experiences and the relayed experiences at the hairdresser contribute in the 

conceptual development of Monique.   

 

The contact Monique has with her mother’s customers enabled her to see the 

world beyond Kalksteenfontein from different perspectives. Monique in turn 

could regularly talk to her mother about whom she had spoken to outside her 

home. The mother could also guide her daughter about life beyond the home 

environment.  

 

It is interesting to note that Monique scored the second highest mark in the 

literacy test.  
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Conversely, Claude, Fatima and Alana were the ones who scored the lowest in 

the literacy testing. On examining how broad the conceptual world of these 

three learners were, it was discovered that they are unfamiliar with a number of 

local, national and international events that they were suppose to have 

knowledge of. For example, when Claude, Fatima and Alana were asked about 

their knowledge regarding world events, locally and abroad they, in all 

instances, claimed ignorance. In Claude’s words, regarding a well known event, 

the killing of Ashley Kriel, who lived in a community adjacent to 

Kalksteenfontein and a member of the then banned African National Congress 

military wing, died in a shoot out with police in the late eighties: “I never heard 

the name or what happened to him” (interviewed 26 September 2006).  

Similarly, Fatima and Alana could not talk about one of any significant national 

or international event or happening.  

 

Below is a depiction of the live world of the other participants in the study. 

  

Mark is average with regard to his literacy abilities yet his father, who assists 

him regularly, exited school at Grade 5. His father has since decided to enroll 

himself in part-time studies to improve his present working conditions and earn 

more money to support his family. Mark gives the impression that he has no 

aspirations to improve his literacy skills knowing that when he comes from 

school daily, that there is no one to assist him with his homework. Both his 

parents work during the day and come home very late.   

 

Thelma battled to stay abreast with her reading because her grandfather 

regularly walked her to the library. Thelma’s grandfather completed Grade 7 

and worked in a factory for a number of years until he was retrenched.  Thelma 

was able to read short paragraphs but needed assistance on a regular basis. 

The grandfather was unable to fulfill this role as a parent, leaving the learner 

void. 

 

Ebrahim was a loner and he never had time to go the library because his single 

mother often had to go out and char for people. Since his mother left school at 

Grade 6 level, very little encouragement was forthcoming. The mother was 
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unable to assist her child at any given time leaving him on his own most of the 

time.  

 

Rosaline was an average reader and she always tried her best. Her mother left 

school at Grade 8 and was unable to encourage her daughter to acquire an 

interest and love for literacy. She (Rosaline) was a keen netball player and she 

managed to gain a lot of friends while playing sport with other learners. It is also 

through her interaction with many of her friends that she learnt the art of being 

able to express herself confidently.   

 

Michael battled to keep up to date with his reading. His mother, who left school 

at Grade 8 level, acquired a lot of books for him yet he very seldom read these 

books. He had other interests that kept him busy. His mother enjoyed reading a 

wide variety of books and magazines regularly yet was unable to instill in him 

the love for reading.     

 

Alana had a very stormy past and clearly showed no interests in literacy yet her 

parent had the qualities to assist her with her literacy. There was no external 

motivation from the parents’ side because the home conditions were not 

conducive for reading. She clearly displayed no interests in reading because 

little encouragement came from the parents. Her mother left school during 

Grade 9 making her fairly competent to assist her child. She was exposed to a 

lot of violence in the past and believed that it was right to be violent by nature. 

However, all of this affected the learner in different ways.  

 

Claude was very quiet and did not want to participate in any discussion 

sessions. He came from a single parent home where very little support is given 

to him. He had very little interest in literacy because he is always on is own. He 

preferred playing with friends until it was very dark at night than to reading. His 

mother completed Grade 8 and enjoyed reading books occasionally but was 

unable to encourage him to read.  

 

Fatima did not like to read books, yet she was very good at playing the trumpet. 

Her home was over crowded. She was able to converse with strangers with 
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ease but experienced problems when she had to read from her reader. She 

knew how to communicate with other people, a technique which she acquired 

whilst being with her friends regularly. Her mother left school in Grade 9 but 

battles to provide for the family. The mother indicated that she wants to assist 

her daughter but finds it difficult due to her having care for her five children, on 

her own.   

 

We may conclude that the learners’, other than Sandra and Monique, 

knowledge of the world were limited and accordingly their vocabulary were also 

limited.    

 

The two contrasting situations, where conceptual knowledge has been 

broadened due to social interaction also developed a broad reservoir of words 

which assist in the ability to read and write. Conversely, the learners with limited 

social interaction and knowledge of worldly events also have a limited 

vocabulary and accordingly struggled with literacy tasks.       

 

The preceding findings are supported by Freire and Macedo’s argument that 

literacy, in particular reading, is ‘preceded by and intertwined with 

knowledge of the world’ (1987: 29). Drawing on their own experiences of 

becoming literate, they argued that their knowledge of the social and physical 

environments, conveyed through stories, play and myth by and with their 

siblings and elders, became the building blocks for them to read the word 

(1987: 29-32).  

 

Those learners, in the study, whose social and physical worlds were the largest, 

developed their conceptual understanding of the world which again reflected in 

their literacy abilities. Those with limited worldly experiences had a deficient 

vocabulary and accordingly low literacy abilities.    

 

Cline and Necochea provide support that conceptual development precedes 

literacy learning. They argue, drawing on their personal experiences, that the 

foundation of their literacy competence is to be found in the oral traditions of 
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their families that was primarily conveyed through story telling (Cline and 

Necochea 2003: 123). 

 

This study confirms the assertion that conceptual development precedes 

literacy learning in the sense that that those learners whose conceptual 

development was limited struggled with the literacy tasks. Conversely, those 

learners whose conceptual worlds were enhanced through social interactions 

performed better in the literacy tasks. This finding is also consistent with Freire 

and Machedo’s (1987) argument that literacy is not just a technical set of skills 

but rather, literacy is an active process of meaning making that draws on 

knowledge and concepts that are already familiar to the reader and/or writer. 

 

Following the initial interviewing process, a number of learners at School X 

joined either of two bands and became extremely successful in the skill of 

playing brass instruments. This resulted in the two bands being invited to 

functions in and around Kalksteenfontein. These opportunities exposed 

members of the band, learners at School X, to people they would not normally 

interact with.  

 

Even the slowest readers, were able to hold their own by playing the musical 

instruments that one would consider being difficult to play.  It was amazing 

because suddenly everyone realised that these learners had potential that no 

one was aware of.  

 

The interesting result of all of this was that the learners in the band started to 

excel in all their grades in school. This came about because the learners were 

given opportunities to move beyond their personal boundaries and were 

allowed to interact with learners in their age categories. They were able to 

exchange ideas and techniques which were common to them.     

 

Again drawing on the experiences of learners who excelled at school due to 

their exposure to a broader world is another instance that supports Freire and 

Macedo’s (1987) suggestion that there is a close relationship between a 

learners’ exposure to the world and their literacy abilities.  
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4.5 CONCLUSION 
 

This section examined the different factors that influence the literacy abilities of 

Grade 3 learners at Primary School X. The researcher limited the investigation 

to factors that are common within the environment where the learners grow up 

and the social factors that also play a pivotal role in the lives of these learners 

which in turn influence their literacy development.  

 

Following a systematic analysis of the data, it was found that no definitive 

correlation between parental literacy competence and the literacy abilities of 

their children could be drawn. However, the study found that the nature and 

quality of interacting with divergent social and physical environments increased 

learners’ conceptual worlds as well as their vocabulary which in turn improved 

the literacy abilities of the learners. 

     

The section that follows concludes the study and identifies possible future 

research that flows from this study.       
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SECTION FIVE 
CONCLUSION 

 
5.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

This section concludes the study of the investigation into the relationship 

between parental literacy level and the literacy abilities of their Grade three 

children at Primary School X.  

 

This section presents a summary of the key findings and identifies some of the 

most important lessons that might influence literacy acquisition of young 

children.  

 

Tentative suggestions are made for possible further research which might 

contribute to the improving literacy learning at School X.  

 

5.2 CONCLUSIONS FROM THE CASE STUDY  
 

The purpose of this study was to investigate whether there exist a direct 

correlation between parental literacy levels and the literacy abilities of their 

children who were Grade 3 learners at School X.  

 

Whilst parental literacy levels might influence learners’ literacy abilities this case 

study found no significant correlation between parental literacy levels and their 

children’s literacy abilities. This finding is consistent with that of Chall and Snow 

(1982) who found that ‘no simple correlation between parents’ literacy level, 

educational background, and the amount of time spent on literacy work with 

children and overall achievement existed. 

 

The learner, in this study, that emphisises the finding that parental literacy 

competence does not significantly determine the literacy abilities of their 

children is Sandra whose guardian was functionally non-literate, and 

accordingly could not support and assist her in her literacy learning. Yet, she 
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gained the highest score in the literacy Test. This came about because of her 

being exposed to different social and physical environments that provided 

opportunities to meet with different people and interacting with them at regular 

intervals and varying levels.  

 

The study found that the extent to which Grade 3 learners were exposed and 

familiar with the broader world, played a much more significant role in them 

acquiring literacy skills.  

 

Following Freire and Machedo (1987), it became clear in this study that the 

more opportunities learners had in developing and extending their vocabulary, 

the greater their literacy abilities.  Both Sandra and Monique had different 

worldly experiences which assisted their conceptual development as well as 

increased their vocabulary. Conversely, Claude and Fatima had limited 

opportunities to interact socially and accordingly had a relatively limited 

vocabulary.  

 

The literacy Test result reflected this relationship in that Sandra and Monique 

had the highest literacy abilities whilst Claude and Fatima had the weakest 

literacy abilities in the class.  

 

Having said the above, whilst the researcher never had access to the 

standardised literacy Test, one needs to be mindful that the validity of such a 

Test could be questioned for a number of reasons. For example, were the 

cultural assumptions that underpinned the Test shared by the learners at 

School X; were the instructions clear and understood. These might not explain 

the different scores learners received at School X, but it can be explaned for the 

stark differences in performances between learners at School X, School Y and 

School Z.  

 

The validity of the Test, whist being a significant factor in the results achieved 

by School X, was not the focus of this study and accordingly was not 

investigated. 
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It should be noted that this was only an introductory investigation into factors 

that influence literacy learning and accordingly should in no way be viewed as a 

conclusive study. Further research is necessary to ascertain how schools, 

parents and communities, in poverty stricken and disadvantaged communities 

could collaborate in giving young learners more exposure to the wider world in 

order to stimulate conceptual development.  

 

Obviously, research is also necessary in examining the validity of the literacy 

Test, especially in the community under discussion.  

 

5.3 FURTHER RESEARCH POSSIBILITIES 
 

This study did not attempt to compare the literacy practices at School X, School 

Y and School Z. However, since the literacy test scores at these three schools 

differed so significantly, it would be valuable to do such a comparative study. In 

particular, the School X represented a depressingly impoverished school 

community whilst School Z represented a relatively affluent school community. 

An issue such research could pursue is to compare strategies and resources 

children and their parents draw on in nurturing the literacy abilities of the 

children.           

  

5.4 CONCLUSION      

        

This section summarised the key findings of the study and made 

recommendations for further research. 
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APPENDIX A  COVERING LETTER TO PARENTS 
July 2006 
 
Dear Participant/Parent 
 
I, JEFFREY PHILLIP ARENDSE, student number 8214339, am a University of the 
Western Cape student currently registered as a Master of Education Student within 
the faculty of Education. 
 
As part of my research work towards gaining this Masters degree in Adult Learning 
and Global change, I am conducting  a study into the relationship between parent 
literacy levels and grade-three learners’ literacy abilities. The title of my mini-thesis 
is: Explaining the relationship between parental literacy and grade 3 learners’ literacy 
abilities at a primary school. 
 
In order for me to complete this study, I seek your assistance and permission to 
interview you and your child since your child has been randomly selected to be a 
respondent within this study. 
 
Even though this study, in the first instance, is part of a formal qualification, I will use 
the findings of the investigation to improve literacy practices of pupils at primary 
school.  
 
I want to assure you that your contribution in this study will be treated in the strictest 
confidentiality and no personal information will be made known to any third party. 
You and your child will remain anonymous throughout and beyond this study and the 
information you provide will only be used for the purposes of this investigation. 
 
However, if you prefer not to participate in this study I will respect your decision. You 
should not feel obligated to participate in this study. 
 
If you agree to partake in this study, I will interview both you and your child. The 
interview with you will take approximately 30 minutes and the interview with your 
child approximately 20 minutes. I will conduct the interview with your child at school 
since the school is relatively accessible to me. The interview with you, I propose is 
conducted at your place of residence; alternately, you may suggest a different venue 
for this interview. 
 
Thanking you.     
 
 
……………….…….                                          …………………………… 
JEFFREY ARENDSE    Mr NATHEEM HENDRICKS 
RESEARCHER     SUPERVISOR       
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APPENDIX B  QUESTIONNAIRE: PARENTS 
1. Who helps your child with his/her homework everyday? 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 
2. You as parent, how much time do you spend with your child while he/she 

does the homework?          
 

……………………………………………………………………………………… 
……………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
3. Do you have a lot of resources which your child can use while doing his/her 

homework? 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
4.  If your child needs to go to the library who accompanies your child? 
 

……………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
5. Do you have a lot of readers /reading books that your child can access? 
 

…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
6.  What types of books are available for your child? 
 

…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
7.  Do you have a fixed time every day where the family comes together to read? 
 

……………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
8.  Who usually reads stories to your child at home? 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

9. When your child does her/his homework, are there sections that you do not 
understand? 

 
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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10.  If you do experience such problems what do you do about it? 
 

…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
11.  At what school grade did you leave school? 
 

……………………………………………………………………. 
 
12.  Do you have plans in wanting to study again? 
 

…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
13.  Do you know anything about ABET? 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
14.  If it becomes available would you like to join it? 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
15.  Are you in full time employment at the moment? 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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APPENDIX C  INTERVIEW WITH LEARNERS 
With this questionnaire I need to determine the nature of the literacy practices of 
pupils: 
 
1. Do you know where your parents lived before they came to Kalksteenfontein? 
 

…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
2.  Within your extended family have you heard ofany events that tookplace 

before you were born? How did you come to hear about these issues? 
 

…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
3.  Did you hear about any events/issues that took place within Kalksteenfontein 

or Bonteheuwel? 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
4.  Did you hear of any major events that took place within the broader Cape 

Town? 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
5.  Can you recall any major events that you heard about within South Africa? 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
6.  Did anyone share stories with you about events that took place around the  

World? 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
7.  Have you heard about any events that took place at your schoolsome time 

ago? 
 

…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
8.  Did you read about these events? Did your parents talk about it? Did your 

friends or teachers talk about it? Did you hear about it from other family 
members? 

 

    
 

63 
 

 

 

 

 



…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
9.  How often do you watch programmes on television? Can you name twoof 

yourmost favouriet programmes youwatch? Why do you prefer these 
programmes? 

 
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
10.  How often do you listen to the radio? What type of stories doyou listen to?  

Are these programmes in English, Afrikaans or Xhosa. 
 

…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
11.  How often do you read newspapers, comics, leaflets and books? 
 

…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
12.  Have you listened to a story someone read to you? Was it your parents,  
 brother/sister, a family member, a friend or teacher? 
 

…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
13.  How often do you listen to stories that are being read by someone? 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
14.  Do you enjoy listening to stories someone reads to you? 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
15.  Have you read or told a story to your siblings(sisters or brothers) or friends 

before? 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
16.  Do you participate in any sports or do you have any  hobbies? 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
17.  If you participate in sports, who introduced you to it? 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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18.  How are your parents involved in your sports/hobbies? 
 

……………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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APPENDIX D:  GRADE 3 ASSESSMENT SCHOOL X 

 

    
 

66 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 

    
 

67 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 

    
 

68 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 

    
 

69 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 

    
 

70 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 

    
 

71 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 

    
 

72 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 

    
 

73 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 

    
 

74 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

    
 

75 
 

 

 

 

 


	TITLE PAGE
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	ABSTRACT
	DEDICATION
	TABLE OF CONTENTS
	LIST OF APPENDICES
	LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS
	SECTION ONE INTRODUCTION
	1.1 INTRODUCTION
	1.2 RATIONALE AND THE LOCATION OF THE STUDY
	1.3 Historical Background of the Kalksteenfontein Community
	1.3.1 Socio-Economic Conditions
	1.3.2 Physical location

	1.4 THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
	1.5 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY
	1.6 CONCLUSION

	SECTION TWO LITERATURE REVIEW
	2.1 INTRODUCTION
	2.2 CONCEPTIONS OF LITERACY
	2.3 A NEW CONCEPTION OF LITERACY
	2.3.1 THE INFLUENCE OF MOTHERS ON LITERACY DEVELOPMENT
	2.3.2 BASICS TO LITERACY ACQUISITION
	2.3.3 ROLE OF ORAL LANGUAGE IN LITERACY DEVELOPMENT
	2.3.4 LITERACY DEVELOPMENT AND PERSONAL, SOCIAL DEVELOPEMT
	2.3.5 PARENT INVOLVEMENT AND SUPPORT
	2.3.6 CONCLUSION


	SECTION THREE METHODOLOGY
	3.1 INTRODUCTION
	3.2 RATIONALE FOR ADOPTING A QUALITATIVE APPROACH
	3.3 METHODS USED TO GENERATE THE DATA
	3.4 QUESTIONNAIRES
	3.5 INTERVIEWS
	3.6 DATA ANALYSIS
	3.7 ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF THE STUDY
	3.7.1 ADVANTAGES OF THIS STUDY
	3.7.2 DISADVANTAGES OF THIS STUDY

	3.8 RESEARCH PARADIGM
	3.9 RESPONDENTS
	3.10 CONCLUSION

	SECTION FOUR RESEARCH FINDINGS ON THE LITERACYABILITIES OF PRIMARY SCHOOL LEARNERS
	4.1 INTRODUCTION
	4.2 THE INFLUENCE OF PARENTAL LITERACY LEVELS
	4.4 THE IMPACT OF SOCIAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS ON LITERACY
	4.5 CONCLUSION

	SECTION FIVE CONCLUSION
	5.1 INTRODUCTION
	5.2 CONCLUSIONS FROM THE CASE STUDY
	5.3 FURTHER RESEARCH POSSIBILITIES
	5.4 CONCLUSION

	SECTION SIX REFERENCES AND BIBLIOGRAPHY
	APPENDIX

