
Research indicates that the early years, from birth to age 5,
form an indelible blueprint for children's long-term learning
success. Early behaviours and skills associated with
successful reading development, once described as readiness
skills, comprise pre-literacy. This umbrella term covers far
more than a child's ability to identify letters, numbers, or
shapes. It includes important skills such as oral language and
phonological and phonemic awareness (the awareness of
sounds), as well as knowledge of the alphabet and an
understanding of common print concepts (print goes from
left to right and from up to down on a page). Early exposure
to a variety of language concepts and literacy themes can
prepare children for success in preschool and ensure they
have adequate time to master skills that will help them thrive
there. The topic of pre-literacy skills and their importance
formed the heart of discussions at BRIDGE's first Early
Grade Reading Community of Practice (EGR CoP) of the year
on the 26th of February 2020. The CoP was a collaboration
between BRIDGE and its partners: the Literacy Association
of South Africa (LITASA) and our most recent partner – the
Molteno Institute for Language and Literacy. BRIDGE's
Ongeziwe Nxokwana and Molteno's Mandla Tshabalala co-
facillitated the CoP.

Following a check-in process, Nonhlahla Mahlobisa – from
Molteno – presented on her organisation's approach to pre-
literacy skills and the importance of developing pre-literacy
skills in children. It's important to note of course that this
represents just one approach to pre-literacy development.
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Phonological awareness is when a child can hear how words "come apart" into separate sounds,
including sounds, syllables, rhymes, alliteration, etc.
Phonemic awareness is when the child can identify single sounds in spoken language, e.g. M-A-T.
The importance of these skills is that they develop the child’s ability to break down and build words
into their individual sounds.
Considered as the building blocks of reading.
Phonic awareness is when the child can identify letter symbols by sight in written text. The child can
match the sound to its grapheme (letter) e.g. can point to M for /m/, to A for /a/, and to T for /t/,
etc.

Nonhlahla went on to offer a definition of phonological and phonemic awareness before giving
examples of different activities that encourage the development of the latter (see slide on page 3).
 

According to the National Institute for Literacy, pre-literacy skills are “reading skills developed between
birth and five years and later used as literacy skills. Learners learn to read and later use reading to learn”
(Morgan, 2017, page 15). Essentially, pre-literacy skills are both technical skills and comprehension skills
children need to acquire before being able to read and write, as they have no knowledge of sound and
letter association as yet.

Nonhlahla described key terms and processes in pre-literacy skills development, including phonological
awareness, print awareness, letter knowledge, vocabulary, print motivation and narrative skills.

02 THE IMPORTANCE OF DEVELOPING PRE-LITERACY
SKILLS IN CHILDREN AND WHAT THESE SKILLS ARE



There is general agreement among English language educators that a rich literate environment is
foundational to literacy development. A print-rich environment helps children discover cues that help
them figure out the words they see. This lays the foundation for reading. Nonhlahla's presentation
included some examples of print-rich environment activities (see slide below).

Nonhlahla also described the processes involved in vocabulary development. She expalined that
vocabulary is developed through daily conversations from birth (parent-child interaction). She added
that new words must be explained with examples, and children can apply the new knowledge in
writing and conversation. Vocabulary development is also enabled through home literacy experiences
e.g. cooking together (explaining ingredients and steps etc.).

The slide on the following page highlights some activities that encourage vocabulary development. 



Can read from left to right, and from top to the bottom of the page (directionality).
Can use visual cues to make meaning of the text.
Has comprehension skillsocan ask and give answers to different comprehension questions: simple
– who are the story characters?, logical – what would have happened if…?, predictive – why do
you think this happened…?, specific – what happened before or after such and such happened…?
Has a broadened vocabulary.
Can infer knowledge relating to their personal/lived experiences.
Has prior knowledge around different topics being taught.
Can read words by sight.
Can narrate a story in a sequential manner.
Can look for details and make corrections in a heard text.

As we strive to help children develop pre-literacy skills, it's important to recognise when a child has
successfull done so. Nonhlahla detailed a set of milestones one might observe when a learner has
acquired pre-literacy skills. Such a learner...
 

Is aware that spoken words can be written as text.
Is aware of text in their environment.
Can start to write their own name.
Can use pictures to tell a story.
Is ready to use analytic phonics (knowing which letters make up a word e.g. dog = d-o-g).
Is ready to use synthetic phonics (breaking a word apart into its different sounds e.g. d-o-g =
dog).



03 QUESTIONS AND COMMENTS

Following on from her presentation, CoP members were invited to ask questions and make
comments. Some key points of discussion are noted below:

Reading to children is crucial. Pre-literacy skills are gained orally. Children learn through listening
to others read to them. Children learn to love the sound of language before they even notice the
existence of printed words on a page. Reading books aloud to children stimulates their
imagination and expands their understanding of the world. It helps them develop language and
listening skills and prepares them to understand the written word. When the rhythm and melody
of language become a part of a child's life, learning to read will be as natural as learning to walk
and talk.

Pre-literacy skills are also gained through play – through visual arts, music, dancing, etc. Play in the
preschool years has the potential to provide young children with a highly engaging and meaningful
context for learning essential early literacy concepts and skills. The potential exists because
theoretically, dramatic play and literacy share higher order, cognitive processes such as imaging,
categorising and problem solving. When children play, they learn abstract representation—that an
object can represent something or someone else. Making meaning out of a jumble of letters and
words takes the ability to reason abstractly. Pretend play provides an excellent cognitive
foundation. In play, children develop communication skills. They verbalise their intentions to
others and negotiate rules. They explain their actions to parents and friends. As children narrate
stories and describe scenes, they learn skills essential to clear and effective writing. Children learn
to regulate themselves during play, and self-discipline is important to learning how to read.
Vygotsky, a noted child development theorist, argues that during play a child's behavior
progresses from impulsive to deliberative and thoughtful. Play prepares children to respect the
basic rules inherent to reading, such as following stories from beginning to end.

Listen, play, repeat

 

 

To access Nonhlahla's presentation, click 



There has long been a conflict between proponents of explicit phonics instruction (part of
the structured literacy approach) and those who favour the whole-language approach. Phonics-
based reading instruction is a methodology for teaching young children to read and spell words.
The teacher introduces a series of spelling rules and teaches the child to apply phonetics (how the
letter combinations sound out loud) to decode words based on their spellings. Phonics attempts to
break written language down into small and simple components. 

Phonics versus whole language
 

 
In the simplest terms, “whole language” is a method of teaching children to read by recognising
words as whole pieces of language. Proponents of the whole language philosophy believe that
language should not be broken down into letters and combinations of letters and “decoded.”
Instead, they believe that language is a complete system of making meaning, with words
functioning in relation to each other in context.
 
The Balanced Language Approach (BLA) attempts to resolve this debate. BLA recognises that one
approach does not meet all learning needs nor can it address all aspects of language acquisition
and literacy. BLA aims to strike a balance between both whole language and phonics when
learning to read. The strongest elements of each are incorporated into a literacy programme that
aims to guide learners toward proficient and lifelong reading. A typical balanced literacy
framework consists of five components including read aloud, guided reading, shared reading,
independent reading, and word study.

Additionally, children learn a lot indirectly through repetition and classroom routine e.g. children
often learn how to write their names as proper nouns as a result of repeatedly writing their names
on their worksheets. During the formative years, a child’s brain is especially active and wired
to receive large amounts of new stimulation. The information travels down neural pathways to the
brain. Every time information is repeated, the pathways thicken. The brain recognises and keeps
the thicker neural pathways containing repeated information. It is automatically conditioned to
prune off the thinner pathways containing information that has not been repeated. The more
often information is repeated, the more likely it is to be retained.

A print-rich environment can become overstimulating so it's important that educators explain the
context of print materials to their learners and organise print materials and lessons thoughtfully.
To reduce classroom clutter, teachers could ask themselves the following questions before putting
that velcro or removable tape onto the classroom wall: What purpose does this poster, sign or
display serve? Do these posters, signs, or items celebrate or support learning? Are the posters,
signs, or displays current with what is being learned in the classroom? Can the display be made
interactive? Is there white space in between wall displays to help the eye distinguish what is in the
display? Can learners contribute to decorating the classroom (ask “What do you think could go
inside that space")? 

 
Print-rich classrooms

 



In thinking of creative ways to improve a child's vocabulary one CoP member suggested using
'sign' (not International Sign Language, but an adaptation of it) as this helps children communicate
before they develop more concrete language skills and facilitates the acquisition of vocabulary.

Sign language
 

 

Children do not arrive in the world understanding language. It is a skill they must develop over
time. However, they do arrive primed to tune in to human voices and the units that make up any of
the world’s languages, including sign languages. Babies will understand language (receptive
language; comprehension) before producing language themselves (productive language; language
output). 

Conversely, another CoP member (who joined in remotely through Zoom) remarked  that this type
of 'signing'  does not teach children to learn South African sign language and reminded participants
that sign language is not universal as it is not one single language (there are various sign languages).
She recommended connecting with Sign Language Education & Development (SLED) for a more
informed perspective on this topic.

A second CoP member who connected remotely noted the absence of critical perspectives on
philosophies of childhood. There is an underlying assumption that children do not learn without the
involvement of adults. Our pedagogical practices view the learning cycle from the perspective of
the adult and we forget the agency and social capital that the child brings into the learning space,
be it formal or informal. It is important to interrogate how we view children and how these views
direct literacy discourse and education.

Perspectives on children and learning
 

It's important  to remember that children develop at
their own pace. As facilitators of learning we should
always keep this in mind when teaching literacy.
Mandla Tshabalala, Molteno Institute for Language and Literacy

A participant who also joined via Zoom affirmed the use of indigenous stories and games in 
 encouraging literacy development. Addressing diversity within the classroom is crucial in
promoting inclusive education. Indigenous games and stories can help learners from different
cultures learn and understand each other’s values and communal belief systems. Additionally,
indigenous stories and games promote critical thinking skills and command of the language.

Multilingualism and Indigenous stories and games
 



In response to the comment above, Mandla Tshabalala directed members to her organisation's
project, 'Vula Bula'. Vula Bula is the first graded reading programme in African languages where
progression from level to level is based on the phonics of each language. The Vula Bula African
language graded reading series offer carefully structured graded texts for early, emergent and
fluent readers in the form of beautifully illustrated stories, contextualised to the young reader’s
inner world and life experiences. The books are short and simple, and contain predictable text to
facilitate and encourage reading for enjoyment. Simple sentence structures and familiar vocabulary
enable rapid reading progress. Clear and detailed illustrations help understanding. The Vula
Bula methodological approach takes cognisance of the agglutinative and, where applicable,
conjunctive nature of each African language so that the texts are based on the specific
orthographical building blocks of each language.

After the session of question and comments, CoP members were divided into 5 groups and
organised according to the various pre-literacy development skills highlighted by Nonhlahla (that
is phonological awareness, print awareness, letter knowledge, vocabulary, print motivation and
narrative skills). Participants were asked to create activities to teach the skills assigned to them.
Members used dancing, signing and print as part of their teaching. 

04 ACTIVITY LINKED TO PRESENTATION

In South Africa, literacy has mainly been developed in what used to be the two official languages,
English and Afrikaans. If the development of African languages is important, literacy in these
languages needs to be actively encouraged. Facilitating multilingual education means providing
opportunities for biliteracy, and for children the process of valuing, respecting and engaging with
written language begins with good language/literacy/multiliteracy models and bilingual teachers in
a print-rich environment. The starting point for building up concepts should be in children's home
languages, in the languages that their thoughts and feelings are expressed in. 



05 CLOSING AND CHECKOUT 

Mandla Tshabalala and Ongeziwe Nxokwana brought they day to a close by thanking participants.


