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PIRLS (2018)

• 78% of Grade 4 learners unable to comprehend what they 
read

Not much has changed since the NEEDU report (2013)

• At Grade 3 level children struggle with reading fluency, 
reading comprehension and written expression  

• At Grade 2 and 3 level, teachers are still teaching basic word 
level skills. 

• Teachers lack skills to teach reading comprehension and do 
not provide children with enough opportunities to do 
extended writing

A LITERACY CRISIS IN SOUTH AFRICA



The historical (current) 
way of thinking

To address the crisis in literacy we have invested 
in improving the teaching of reading in the 
Foundation Phase.

This is important but not enough.  

This way of thinking assumes that children begin 
learning to read and write in Grade One.

THE HISTORICAL (CURRENT) WAY OF THINKING



• ‘What happens in preschool has a strong influence on whether children will 
learn to read with ease or difficulty and the ultimate level of their reading 
skill (Roberts, 2009, p. 4)

• ‘Learning to read and write builds on a child’s oral language skills.….It follows 
that children who enter school with poor oral language are at high risk of 
educational failure’ (Nag et al, 2014).

• Studies have found correlations between vocabulary scores at age 15, 24, 36, 
and 54 months, 60 months and reading comprehension levels in Grades 3, 4 
an 5 (Sénéchal, Ouellette & Rodney, 2006; Tabors, Snow and Dickinson, 2001; 
Justice et al., 2013).

• While schools are specifically designed to facilitate the formal teaching of 
reading and writing, studies have shown that the quality of the home and the 
quality of early years teaching environments are some of the most important 
factors in literacy development (Melhuish et al, 2008). 

WHAT ARE WE MISSING? 



WHAT IS THE SITUATION IN SA? 

• A 4-year-old from a poor household has a 50% chance of being enrolled in a group 
learning programme. A 4-year old from a wealthy household has a 90% chance.  

‘This inequality in service access between income groups only disappears at the point where 
education becomes widely available, free, and compulsory – in Grade 1. At which point, many 
poorer children enter school with a distinct disadvantage, having missed the benefits of quality 
early learning programmes’.

• South Africa does not have an administrative data system for ECD similar to health 
and education. There is no reliable data on the number of registered ECD centres 
and how many children are accessing these services or data that enables national 
monitoring of the quality of early learning programmes.

• There are very few initiatives that give parents/caregivers knowledge and practical 
ideas about how to support their children’s learning at home.

• Two in every 3 parents/caregivers say they never read to their children.

• Only 5% of parents/caregivers agree that reading to children before they can talk or 
read helps them to learn.  

(South African Early Childhood Review, 2017; South African Book Development Council's; 'National 
survey into the reading and book reading behaviour of adult South Africans 2016’).



WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR OUR CHILDREN?

• ELOM: children from under-resourced contexts begin school at a disadvantage

• Most significant delays were found in the emergent literacy and language domain, as 
well as in the cognitive and executive functioning domains. 



WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR OUR CHILDREN?

‘They are turning seven, but most of South African Grade 1s from 
disadvantaged backgrounds are lagging two or more years behind their 
classmates’  (Klop, 2004).

(Mail and Guardian, September 2013)



THE PROMISE OF THE GRADE R YEAR

• ‘Although providing access to Grade R instruction is critical, that access will 
have no value unless it provides high quality curriculum and instruction’ 
(Willenberg, 2004, p.192).

• A study across schools in five provinces in SA to determine the state of early 
literacy development of Grade R learners found that: ‘On average only 35,9% of 
Grade R children met the minimum criteria for early literacy development. 
Although the children attended Grade R, they did not display basic early 
literacy competency (De Witt, Lessing and Lenayi, 2008). 

• ‘The Grade R programme as implemented up until 2011 has had a limited 
impact on later educational development. Improving the quality of the 
programme, especially in schools serving poor communities, is thus essential in 
future planning’ (Stephen Taylor, Evaluation Policy Brief, Issue 1, October 2014; 
Van der Berg, S. et al., 2013).



KEY COMPONENTS OF QUALITY LANGUAGE AND 

LITERACY TEACHING

• A key characteristic of high quality language instruction is ‘responsiveness 
to children within dynamic exchanges’.  However, there is also a need for 
structured activities that focus directly on improving children’s language 
and literacy skills.

• A story-based programme is aligned with the principles of a strong, child 
centred approach to teaching young children and has the potential to 
bridge the gap between oral and written language.

• Quality early language and literacy teaching needs to including the 
teaching of letter-sound knowledge and phonological awareness.  These 
are two of the best indicators that children will learn to read successfully 
(Blachman, Ball, Black and Tangel, 1994; Juel, 1988; Adams, 1990; Stuart, 
Masterson and Dixon, 2000).



Once children know some letters AND understand the alphabetic 
principle they can begin to use letters as cues when reading and 

experiment with writing the sounds they hear in words

This is the start of a self teaching system that develops further as 
children are given opportunities to read and write  

Their spelling, fluency and vocabulary improves and

they read and write more…

KNOWING ABOUT LETTERS AND SOUNDS IN WORDS





When I grow up I want to be a ….

oNachir consavashinist to save the rinoze

oQeen becos you can be famis

oMermade and a balla danser and a aceeolejist



EARLY LANGUAGE AND LITERACY IN PRACTICE 







Grade R should not be a ‘watered down’ Grade 1.

Grade R learners should have 2 hours of Home Language 
instruction every day (10 hours per week). 

At least one hour should be a focused language lesson. 

Balanced, flexible, language rich daily programme, with literacy 
learning opportunities offered throughout the day.

Balance of teacher-guided and independent learning 
opportunities: combination of whole class, small group and 
individual work.

WHAT DOES CAPS SAY ABOUT GRADE R?



CAPS 
Home-
Language 
focus 
skills

• Listening and speaking

• Emergent reading 

• Emergent writing

• Emergent handwriting

• Phonological awareness and letter-sound 
knowledge

CAPS HOME-LANGUAGE FOCUS SKILLS





• Stories form a bridge from oral 
to written language.

• Activities build on the language 
of the story.

• 2 week cycle of activities:
o Whole class story-based activities

o Whole class letters and sounds 
activities

o Rotation groups

A STORY-BASED PROGRAMME TO STRENGTHEN 

LANGUAGE AND LITERACY TEACHING



Whole class 

story-based 

activities

• Storytelling and building 
vocabulary

• Role play

• Sequence pictures

• Shared reading (big books)

• Shared writing and reading 

• Listening activity



Whole class 
letters and 
sounds 
activities

• Introducing a new letter 
and sound from a story

• Forming letters 
(multisensory activities)

• Using letter boxes

• Listening for beginning 
and end sounds

• Blending and segmenting 
syllables



Rotation

group 

activities

• Drawing and emergent 
writing

• Forming letters 

• Letter puzzles and 
games

• Independent reading

• Construction or 
imaginary play



Classroom resources and Teacher Guides



Importance of 

engaging 

parents and 

caregivers

Guide for working 

with parents

Outlines for six meetings and 
accompanying handouts for parents

• Meeting 1: Intro to Grade R 

• Meeting 2: Story telling

• Meeting 3: Story reading

• Meeting 4: Emergent reading 

• Meeting 5: Letters and sounds 

• Meeting 6: Drawing and emergent writing 



Training resources: Teacher Workbooks 

and Facilitator Guides 

Training model: 
4 day block training + 8 monthly workshops x 2.5 hours



2015-2016: ELIT 
Partnership with Western Cape Education Department (8 Districts)

Wordworks provided:
- training and resources for Foundation Phase Subject Advisors and Lead teachers
- technical support as Advisors and lead teachers trained 2800 Grade R teachers (in 
partnership with Schools Development Unit and Primary Science Programme)
- Teacher Guides and story packs for Grade R teachers in Afrikaans, English and isiXhosa

External evaluation: Khulisa Management Services

2016-2018
Partnership with NGO’s in Eastern Cape and Western Cape (Khululeka; ITEC; Early 
Inspiration; Centre for Social Development; Lebone Centre; Knysna Education Trust; Schools 
Development Unit; Primary Science Programme).  Over 300 teachers trained.

Training to date: 2016-2018


