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ABSTRACT 

 

The literacy levels in South African schools are alarmingly low. Educators are 

challenged in diverse classrooms with multicultural and multilingual learners as they 

are faced with the problems that these learners are experiencing in literacy. 

Educators therefore need to be able to adapt their teaching strategies to suit the 

needs of their learners to address learners’ different learning needs and styles.  

This study investigated the use of adapted teaching strategies used by grade 3 

educators in literacy in selected schools in northern KwaZulu-Natal. A mixed 

methods research design was used which included the use of a questionnaire and 

semi-structured interviews to gather data.  

The findings which were linked to the literature review revealed that educators 

lacked adequate knowledge and skills to adapt their teaching strategies as they have 

not been adequately trained to teach literacy within multilingual contexts. Although 

some educators were using adapted teaching strategies they were not using them 

effectively in their multilingual classrooms while some educators did not have a well-

structured intervention programme at school to deal with learners who were 

experiencing problems with literacy. Inexperienced educators also had problems 

identifying learning styles and adapting their teaching strategies. This study found 

that teachers require continual professional development to enable them to 

effectively adapt their teaching strategies to suit individual learning needs and styles. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

There is no uneducable child- no unteachable child. There are only children that we 

fail to teach in a way that befits their individual condition (Mwamwenda, 1995:300). 

In 1994 the political changes in South Africa resulted in a new constitution grounded 

in the principles of democracy, equity and non-discrimination and a respect for the 

rights and dignity for all. The South African schools Act (RSA1996) embodies the 

principles of the constitution by asserting the rights of all learners regarding equal 

access to basic and quality education (Engelbrecht, 2001:10). 

Public schools in South Africa underwent major changes after the 1994 general 

election. Schools were open to all children and there was an influx of learners from 

different race groups, cultures and religions into schools, but teachers were neither 

trained nor prepared for this. Research on schools in South Africa has shown that 

the challenge to manage integration has grown more serious because no race 

relations programme has been developed to provide guidelines on de-racialisation or 

racial harmony in schools (Khosa, 2001).  

Singh (2007:294) explains that the many years of apartheid education has left a 

bitter trail of injustice which cannot just be wished away and that with the changing 

student population in all sectors of education, classrooms are becoming more 

multilingual and multicultural in their make-up. She adds that the educator is faced 

with learners that come with different levels of language and linguistic ability and 

cognition, varying cultural, home, school and educational backgrounds. Bolowana 

(2005) agrees that as classrooms become more integrated racially and culturally in 

South Africa, teachers are struggling to cope with the challenges posed by this 

diversity. To add to the above challenges, at most schools in South Africa teachers 

have received no training to handle classrooms with learners from different 

backgrounds. Dr Eunice Dlamini, Vice Dean of the University of Zululand said that 

teachers had largely been left to find their own solutions to the dilemma which often 

perpetuated stereotypes and hindered learning (Bolowana, 2005). 
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1.1 MULTILINGUAL AND MULTICULTURAL EDUCATION  

The objective of multicultural education is to help our children to live in an ethnically 

and culturally rich diverse society (Batiste, 2005). To this end the United Nations 

Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) has repeatedly urged 

that children be taught to read in their home language where possible as children 

learn to read most successfully when this happens (Elley 1992:59). Evaluation of 

Educational Achievement (IEA) (Elley, 1992) and Progress in International Reading 

Study PIRLS (2006) also found that learners whose home language is different from 

that of the language of instruction at school achieve lower literacy levels than 

children learning to read in their home language. Learners in primary school should 

therefore have the opportunity to use their first language to learn content and 

develop literacy. As Abazi (2006:55) says, proficiency in a first language predicts 

success in studying a second.  

Despite a growing awareness that mother tongue (MT) education is more effective 

than bilingual or second language medium of instruction (Heugh, 2002: 171; 

Rademeyer, 2005:7), English as a second language has become the dominant 

medium of instruction in Southern Africa (De Klerk, 2002:3; De Wet, 2002:119; 

Kgosana, 2006:17; Rademeyer, 2006:15). A study done in Africa on mother tongue 

education found that it is almost impossible for learners to learn enough of the 

second language in three years to switch to a second language medium of 

instruction by grade 4 (Heugh, 2005:7).  

It is generally accepted that teachers of English play a leading role in providing 

learners with the knowledge, skills and understanding they need to read, write, 

speak and listen effectively (Arkoudis, 2003:162). Crandall (1998:18) adds that 

learners may fail to understand academic concepts through the language they are 

learning because their subject content teachers are incapable of assisting them to do 

so. However, Goodwyn and Findlay (2003:27) point out that all teachers have a 

stake in promoting effective literacy.  

In addition to the context of the language of learning, it is important for educators to 

recognize that not all children are the same, that each has their own individual 

condition (Mwamwenda, 1995) and therefore their own learning problems and 

needs.   
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1.2 LEARNING PROBLEMS AND NEEDS 

The adoption of Outcomes Based Education in 1997 as a curriculum approach 

involved transformation of the dual system of education i.e. special education and 

ordinary mainstream education into a single inclusive system in accordance with 

White Paper 6 (Naicker, 1999). White Paper 6 stipulates that schools should provide 

quality education to all learners through flexibility in order to meet the full range of 

learners needs in an equitable manner (White Paper 6, 2001:12). Engelbrecht and 

Green (2007) agree that in the South African classroom it is important to 

accommodate the substantial number of learners with learning problems. Naicker 

(1999) explains further that learning problems are classroom situations that do not 

match the learning needs of the learner. 

The Systemic Evaluation Survey conducted by the Department of Education through 

the Jet Educational Services in 2006 found that the literacy levels of grade 3 learners 

in South African schools were extremely low. This evaluation of learners in grade 3 

across the country showed that most of the learners cannot read or count (Serrao, 

2008). The Revised National Curriculum Statement was thus implemented in 2000 

(Marrow and King, 1998:96) where all educators were exposed to a week of training 

to enable them to achieve greater success in managing learners and their learning 

problems. In spite of this training, educators were not clear about what to teach or 

how to use different strategies in their classrooms (DoE, 2008) to address the issue 

of low literacy. The expectations of the dramatic changes have not been fulfilled. The 

issue of translating curriculum into good classroom practice became a problem. 

1.3 TEACHING AND LEARNING STYLES 

Since the implementation of South Africa’s Constitution, foundation phase educators 

are faced with demands at all grade levels (Cunningham 2001:213). Educators are 

expected to have knowledge of a repertoire of teaching strategies and differentiate 

their method accordingly (Viljoen and Molefe, 2001). Landsman (2001:45) points out 

that teachers need to acknowledge and understand learners’ background and to 

show responsibility in terms of their teaching styles, the curriculum and the 

experience that should be provided by them in the classroom.  

Rief and Heimburge (2006) add that some learners are unsuccessful in school 

because there is a misfit between how they learn and the way they are taught. The 
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one-size-fits all approach is not workable. With all these complexities, it is clear that 

educators do not understand that people learn in different ways (Gates, 2002). He 

therefore recommends that educators must differentiate their teaching methods. 

Levis and Doorlay, (1999) explain that when learners have difficulties acquiring skills 

and information the educator must adapt his instructions or teaching strategy to meet 

the learner’s needs. They add that educators can modify instructional materials and 

activities, change teaching procedures or alter the requirements of the learning tasks 

to support learners that are experiencing problems in literacy. 

Banks (in Hart, 2002:6-7) mentions that teachers need to match teaching styles with 

students’ learning styles keeping in mind the various cultural and ethnic groups. In 

doing so teachers must focus on modifying their teaching to allow students from 

different racial groups to achieve academically. Zhenhui (2001) states that the 

impact on the learning styles of the learners and mismatches between this and the 

dominant teaching styles of teachers foreign to the culture can cause learning 

problems. On the other hand, Larkin-Hein (2000:12) contends that the adoption of a 

learning style approach by the educator in the classroom improves learner interest 

and motivation to learn primarily as it allows for alternative teaching strategies 

designed to accommodate a diverse population of learners. 

There are different modalities and preferences through which it may be easier for 

each of us to learn and process information. Some learners may be visual learners, 

while others may be auditory learners or tactile kinaesthetic learners (Rief, 2006:12). 

Visual learners learn by observing people and objects, auditory learners learn by 

listening and tactile learners learn by touching objects. The awareness of and 

sensitivity to learning styles helps the educators to teach all kinds of learners, 

especially learners who struggle academically and behaviourally in the classroom 

(Rief and Heimburge, 2006:12). 

1.4 DEMARCATION OF THE PROBLEM 

As a foundation phase educator for the past 20 years, the researcher found the 

literacy levels of learners rather disturbing. She found that in certain classes over 

50% of the learners could not read, write or comprehend at their appropriate age 

level. This was not solely the situation at the school she taught at, but by associating 

with other educators from different schools it was established that it was a common 
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problem at other schools as well.  This is due to the fact that learners find it difficult 

to cope in a class of mixed abilities because educators are unable to balance their 

teaching strategies to suit all (Ramdeo, 2006:4). Learners with language problems 

should be identified as early as possible in order to prevent their problems from 

getting worse and their schoolwork from lagging behind (Engelbrecht and Green, 

2001:46).   

In order to address the above, educators need to adapt their teaching strategies to 

suit learner needs. According to Lewis and Doorlay (1991:116), adapted teaching 

strategies are strategies that are used when learners experience difficulty in 

acquiring skills and information. In other words, the educator then adapts his/ her 

instruction or teaching strategy to meet the learner’s needs. They add that to do this, 

educators can modify instructional materials and activities, change teaching 

procedures or alter the requirements of the learning task to assist learners that are 

experiencing any difficulties. Prinsloo and Stein (2004:68) concur that teachers in 

each site should invent their activities around literacy differently while following the 

same broad curriculum. They state further that there are important consequences for 

the manner in which different teachers engage with literacy pedagogy as this 

influences the kinds of readers and writers children will become.  

Literacy achievement depends crucially on the nature and quality of instruction that 

learners receive in the classroom (Donald, Condy and Forrester, 2004:610). She 

questions why some teachers are able to achieve high literacy rates with their 

learners while others working in the same school and the same environment, are 

not. To the best of the researcher’s knowledge no research has been done on 

adapted teaching strategies in literacy by grade 3 educators in South Africa. This 

study therefore addresses this gap.  

1.5 DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS 

1.5.1 Foundation phase learners  

The term “learner” refers to all learners and replaces the terms pupils and students 

at schools (South African Department of Education 1997: vii). The term “foundation 

phase learners” refers to learners from grade R to grade 3 (South African 

Department of Education 2004:4). 
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1.5.2 English second language (ESL) 

Mahabeer (2003:14) maintains that a second language refers to “another language 

used by people who are proficient in their mother tongue” (primary/home language). 

In this study English second language (ESL) refers to English that is spoken as a 

second language by learners whose primary language is isiZulu. 

1.5.3 Learning style 

A learning style is the more or less consistent way in which a person perceives, 

conceptualizes, organises and recalls information (Verster, 2005:1). Dybvig (2004:2) 

defines a learning style as the way a person processes, internalises and studies new 

and challenging material. 

The following words are used interchangeably in this study: 

 Teacher/educator 

 Learner/pupil 

1.6 OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 

The first chapter outlined the context, rationale and significance of this study and 

presented a brief overview of the forthcoming chapters. 

Chapter two presents a review of the literature pertinent to the study and discusses 

the theoretical framework underpinning this study. 

Chapter three discusses the research methodology employed in this study.  

Chapter four presents the findings of this study. 

Chapter five discusses the research conclusions and make recommendations for 

further study. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

In the previous chapter an overview of and the rationale for undertaking the study 

was given. In this chapter a detailed discussion of the concept of literacy, new 

modes of literacy and academic literacy are presented. The discussion bears in mind 

that in recent decades there has been a paradigm shift in literacy pedagogy and 

theoretical concepts regarding literacy. These concepts provide the basis of the 

current study and a better understanding of them will be helpful in explaining the 

factors which led to a reorientation of pedagogy and ideologies being implemented 

by educators. Discussions in this chapter are further subdivided into six headings 

such as: literacy; learning and learning modalities; factors affecting learning; adapted 

teaching strategies; reflections and theoretical framework.  

2.1 LITERACY 

From the 1950’s onwards several pedagogical approaches, theoretical models and 

research based activities in context of reading and writing have come into vogue. 

Most of the research that was being done in this field drew inputs and paradigms 

from the field of psychology. Psychological approaches perceive the process of 

reading, spelling, writing, and comprehension as behavioural and cognitive process. 

Majority of research studies focused on the domain of ‘reading’ and ‘writing’, and 

little attention was paid to ‘literacy’ studies.  

However, a few studies did focus on literacy per se. For instance, research being 

done in areas such as education, and educational planning and development studied 

the social implication as well as significance of literacy (Lankshear, 1999). The World 

Literacy Program of UNESCO (1945) also voiced a few of these concerns. In 

countries like USA, Australia, Britain, Canada and New Zealand there was a surge 

amongst researchers regarding literacy levels of adults. Such adult literacy 

programmes primarily focused on literacy as a functionality tool and the main target 

was migrant populations as well as individuals who were at an educational 

disadvantage. It was in the latter half of 1970s that the concept of literacy gained 

importance in the context of class based learning and teacher imparted education 

(Lankshear, 1999).  
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Over the last few decades the term literacy has acquired wide connotations and new 

definitions have added layers of meaning to the word ‘literate’. As Crandall (1992) 

sees it earliest definitions of literacy were simplistic, they either used direct measures 

to assess literacy, for instance, a person’s capability to read as well as write at least 

a simple sentence or other means such as pursuing formal education for at least four 

to six years. From around mid-1960s academics started defining literacy using 

academic terms and laid emphasis on the manner in which literacy helped to attain 

goals in varying contexts. UNESCO (2006) draws difference between basic level of 

literacy and functional level of literacy and the definition given by it about literacy is 

the most widely circulated definition.  

As UNESCO (2006) perceives it an individual who is able to read and write a concise 

and simple statement qualifies to be called literate. They add that to be functionally 

literate the individual should be able to actively and productively engage in such 

activities where being literate is mandatory for adequate running of the group or 

community and which also allows the individual to read, write and calculate for 

his/her own development as well as that of the community’s.  

In the last couple of decades, the idea of literacy as being different from merely the 

ability to read and write has gained ground. The concept of ‘literacy studies’ has 

gained currency. This concept is a broad based idea which includes a whole range 

of activities which pertain to understanding and improving the reception, production 

and transmission of texts. With the notion of being literate changing corresponding 

changes have taken place in curriculum theory and practice.  

Conventionally speaking, acquiring literacy during English lessons implied teaching 

language as a set of skills. However, inputs were taken from linguistics to the effect 

that language literacy now consists of study activities such as composition, textual 

studies, rhetoric and grammar. An even broader horizon of literacy studies (Green, 

1988, 1993; Lemke, 1990; Martin, 1989, 1992) involves subject (specific) literacies, 

for instance including accounts of different genres related to subject-specific modes 

of inquiry and production as well as dealing with aspects and issues of subject 

disciplines as interrelated rather than isolated practices.  

Moreover, from 1980s, literacy studies began to view literacy as a socio-cultural 

practice which is socially contested. Freire (1985) is one of the first theorists who 
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suggested that literacy should be situated within an ideological framework. It was 

Friere who challenged the idea that merely becoming literate endows empowerment.  

Rather, he suggests that it is the socialising functions that education enables that 

decides the role that literacy plays. As Bloome and Green (1992) see it literacy and 

education are social and cultural practices which, given the same setting, perform 

differently in variant communities, cultures, and technologies. Thus it wouldn’t be an 

excess to state that there exist a plethora of literacies rather than a single literacy. As 

Richardson (1998) says, there is nothing like literacy or illiteracy, rather multitude of 

literacies which perform in particular social contexts. Two significant approaches to 

literacy can be drawn on the basis of their theoretical leanings.   

As Street (1984) sees it there are two models, an ‘autonomous’ model is based on 

the ‘traditional’ concept of literacy and an ‘ideological’ model based on the ‘socio-

cultural’ view. Both the models will be discussed in detail as the changing concept of 

literacy has important and far reaching implications on our understanding of reading 

and writing. 

2.1.1 The autonomous model  

The autonomous model proposed by Goody and Watt (1963), Havelock (1963), and 

Ong (1982) presumes that oral language is inferior to written language. This is so 

because written language allows greater autonomy while oral language always tends 

to be context situated. The autonomous model regards literacy as a neutral and 

value-free function which stands independent of social and cultural practices in any 

society (Von Gruenewaldt, 1999). This view argues that in societies where literacy 

level is high, the social, cognitive and economic advancement are also high.  

For instance Goody (1977) shows that the factors which make ‘advanced’ cultures 

stand apart from ‘primitive’ cultures most often pertain to changes in the ability to 

communicate, particularly via writing. According to Gee (1996), Goody posits the 

view that development of writing skill allows for the growth of individualism, 

strengthens ability for abstract thought, syllogistic reasoning and abstract systems of 

government. Street (1993) says that an assessment of literacy skills is largely done 

in lieu of the autonomous model.  

However, in the last few years more and more researchers have started challenging 

these assumptions. They are advocating the adoption of social theory for a better 
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understanding of literacy and literacy studies.  Olsen (1977) as well as Hill and Parry 

(1990) in their research posit that the autonomous model treats texts as having 

meaning which is independent of the cultural context in which it is situated and 

interpreted. 

In the context of an autonomous model, researchers argue that the reader too is not 

considered in context of the literacy practices embedded in his/her society. Similarly, 

the cognitive skills employed by the reader while he decodes the text and also while 

writing are regarded as  being autonomous, that is exclusive of the context in which it 

is produced and interpreted. In doing so, the cultural and social contexts are 

disregarded and literacy is reduced to a mere acquisition of a set of skills that 

enables an individual to read and write. It is inferred that having acquired these skills 

a child would become capable of applying these skills in all contexts and situations 

(Richardson, 1998).  

Autonomous model does not enjoy wide acceptability amongst researchers and has 

been rejected by many (Street, 1984; Levine, 1986; Luke, 1988; Gee, 1989; Cazden, 

1998; Barton and Hamilton, 2000) who assert that literacy cannot be considered as 

being autonomous and neutral, rather it is ideological and embedded in social and 

cultural contexts (Street, 1993).  

2.1.2 The ideological model  

As per the ideological model literacy is seen in context of variables such as societies 

or group’s social practices and structure, economic factors, and local ideologies 

(Gee, 1990). This being so literacy is regarded as a set of social practices, each 

practice being strongly entrenched in a specific contextual scenario. Seen in this 

manner, literacy cannot be seen as a separate entity, independent from the people 

who make use of it. The ideological model then posits that meaning construction is 

dependent on the knowledge that the creator and interpreter brings with him while 

studying the text (Gee, 1990). He adds that knowledge herein implies the person’s 

grasp on grammatical structures, vocabulary, personal and contextual knowledge.  

Two concepts which are of significance in the ideological model are 'literacy events' 

and 'literacy practices'. Barton and Hamilton (2000:7) state that literacy practices are 

cultural means of using written language. Such practices are intrinsic processes 

exclusive to the individual’s domain and cannot be assessed as they involve 
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attitudes, values, feelings, and social relationships. It also takes into account the 

individuals’ awareness of literacy, constructions of literacy and discourses of literacy, 

as well as how a person understands literacy and uses it to communicate. Literacy 

practices are social processes which allow individuals to interact. These practices 

include shared perceptions which arise from common beliefs and social identities. 

Literacy events are seen as activities where acquiring literacy plays a major role.  

Texts constitute a major segment of literacy events. Literacy events emerge out of 

and also are shaped by practices. According to Lea (1998:158), literacy can be best 

understood in lieu of the contextual and ideological framework within which a given 

set of literacy practices are being enacted. It is also essential to pay attention to 

social contexts in which a literacy event happens. It is equally important to be 

attentive to the meanings that are generated for people who are committed to any 

process of reading and writing. To explain further, one text can be inferred in 

different ways; this depends upon different individual’s experience of practices in 

which the texts are situated.  

Taking a socio-cultural view there should be one definition of literacy which makes 

sense of reading, writing, and meaning making in lieu of social, cultural, economic, 

political and historical practices of which they are a part. Gee (1996) has given us 

such a definition. He defines literacy in context of discourses (Gee, 1990). 

According to Gee (1990, 1992, 1996), discourses are socially acceptable methods of 

interacting, behaving, valuing, believing, thinking, speaking, and, often reading 

and/or writing (Wenger, 1998). These methods allow us to be a part of a social group 

and its acquisition involves gradual enculturation into practices observed by that 

social group by means of interaction with individuals who have already acquired 

command over that discourse. Taking cue from this view it can be safely stated that 

activities such as reading, writing, and language are firmly entrenched in other 

discourses and cannot be treated as isolated skills independent of a specific content 

and context.  

Gee (1990) further draws distinction between discourses. According to him there are 

primary discourses which relate to the manner in which we learn to behave and be 

within our family and secondary discourses which pertain to the ways we learn to 

behave outside our family that is in schools, workplace, etc. Primary discourses can 
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either be closely related to or disassociated from secondary discourses. However, 

disassociation between primary discourses and secondary discourses makes it 

difficult for the individual to perform within secondary discourse. Gee (1990) defines 

literacy as fluent command over a secondary discourse. In this sense, Gee sees 

literacy as a plural entity that is there are several literacies as there are several 

secondary discourses.  

In the context of South Africa, to cite an example, one could safely contend that 

indigenous Africans are historically speaking disadvantaged. This implies that for 

several students, their primary discourses are disassociated from the discourses 

they come in contact with in schools which makes their academic performance a bit 

strained. To this end, Heath (1982a, 1983b) in his studies shows that children of 

working class parents perform comparably better to children of parents hailing from 

middle class in lower grades on literacy tasks.  

However, these children tended to suffer progressively as they approached higher 

grades. Heath argues that the manner of talking, acting, believing and living out 

extend beyond simplistic encoding and decoding of texts and entails different social 

practices amongst different social groups. Delpit (1988) in concurrence with Heath 

(1982a, 1982b, 1983) says that children hailing from middle class happen to perform 

better in school when compared to children from non-middle class homes because 

generally speaking the school culture is in orientation with the cultural norms of 

upper and middle classes.  

Those students who are excluded from the culture of power can adjust better if they 

are explicitly told the rules (Luke, 1996). Critical theorist, Apple (1979) refers to the 

cultural capital with which children hailing from middle class are ingrained and which 

they bring with them to school. Since these children have already been participating 

in the culture of power and in the process have internalized its codes, the chances of 

their succeeding academically are higher. Bernstein (1971) differentiates between 

elaborate and restricted codes. He posits that children from the middle-class strata 

have command overelaborate as well as restricted codes, whereas children coming 

from lower working-class homes have a restricted code. In order to excel in school it 

is necessary to have an elaborated code.  
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The ideological model has given impetus to a new approach for study of literacy 

called the new literacy. This approach is also referred to by other names such as 

sociolinguistic, socio-cognitive, and socio-constructive approach (Botel, Ripley, and 

Barnes, 1993). This new approach to literacy studies is learner-centred and places 

high value on the interdependence and independence of the learner. It stands in 

contrast to the formal and more traditional teacher-centred approaches where 

primarily the emphasis is laid on text books, tests and work books (Botel et al., 

1993:113).   

2.1.3 The new literacy approach  

The new literacy (NL) approach came into prominence in 1980s as a response to the 

rising levels of dissatisfaction in context of classroom teaching. This discontent was 

particularly dominant in the west where several students felt themselves to be 

alienated from the teaching or learning process being practiced in the classroom. In 

spite of committed educators, students were unable to connect to the curriculum, 

especially the domain of reading and writing to their experience of daily life 

(Willinsky, 1990: 9). Gee and researchers hailing
 
from the USA, England, and 

Australia, known as the New Literacy Studies (NLS) Group, in 1995, started adapting 

social theories of learning for development of literacies.  The NLS has come up with 

a new way of approaching literacy while seeing it as a social practice and 

recognizing the existence of multiple literacies (Street, 2003:1). 

The NLS questions the convention-bound classroom practices and also the accepted 

definitions of literacy, it doubts that the foremost concern of literacy is purpose and 

intent (Willinsky 1990:8). In the NLS the focus is on the student rather than being the 

concern of the educator or the curriculum. The NLS seeks to develop authentic 

reasons for reading a text and also puts forth a need for effective methods to read 

(Falk-Ross, 2002:279). It is the students who are seen as authors and meaning 

generators in this approach. By allowing students more control over the text its 

meaning is automatically increased. The NLS promotes the relationship between the 

instructor and learner. In this approach the instructor renounces authority and shifts 

greater responsibility upon the student through motivating higher student  

participation, innovative thinking which then enables the student to achieve his/her 

interpretation of the text. Basic to the NLS is that it sees students as storehouses of 

experience and meaning. Using this view classroom activities are redesigned around 
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the different forms of reading and writing (Willinsky, 1990:7). Moreover, new literacy 

does not see literacy as an isolated set of skills; rather literacy is regarded as a 

social process which implies interaction with various variables such as culture, 

society, schooling and history. As Willinsky (1990:8) states a definitive feature of new 

literacy is as follows: New Literacy involves such methods in the process of acquiring 

literacy that try to transfer control of imparting literacy from the instructor to the 

learner. 

The NLS approach receives the support of models of other researchers who contend 

that reading is a skill that has to be meaningful and useful for students. For 

Rosenblatt (1994:1063) the reading process is a relation between the text and the 

reader. In perceiving it in this manner Rosenblatt lays more emphasis upon the 

learner’s previous knowledge and goals. She says that the text cannot be seen in 

isolation; also, overemphasis should not be laid on the author or the reader. The 

reader and the text should be seen as interlinked units of a dynamic process. Freire 

and Macedo (1987:29) assert that reading is connected to knowledge of the world. 

That is, a student’s ability to read is dependent on his ability to interpret the world 

around him. According to Bloome (1993:100-101), reading is a social process; one 

should take into account not only author-reader interaction, but also the social 

relationships among people. Before discussing the applicability of NLS it is 

imperative to understand the concept of academic literacy.  

2.1.4 Academic literacy  

This dissertation pays attention to the cultural practices of the societies from which 

the students hail. Besides textual and structural principles, cultural practices 

determine what qualifies as knowledge, how it is constructed and the manner in 

which it can be talked or written about (Boughey, 1994). In order to successfully 

accommodate/merge students coming from diverse socio-cultural strata it is 

essential that they are given explicit and overt instructions so as to make them 

capable to develop strategic competence essential to succeed academically 

(Cazden, 1995).  

Academic literacy has been defined from various perspectives. According to Ballard 

and Clanchy (1988:8) academic literacy is any student’s capability to use the skill of 

writing to perform those functions in accordance with the culture in a manner that is 
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considered acceptable to the reader. The researchers elaborate further, and state 

that academic literacy implies the ability to ‘read’ the university culture and ethos so 

as to be at terms with its distinctive rituals, values, styles of language and behaviour. 

That is, the student should understand the rules and conventions that regulate the 

learning process. Also it is necessary to bear in mind that the rules and conventions 

are a social construct. Academic literacy requires ‘cracking the cultural code’ both in 

context of the discipline and the university (Ballard and Clanchy, 1988:11).  

Johns (1997), and Cope and Kalantzis (1993) contend that academic literacy is 

always contextualized within a genre. Johns (1997:47) posits that academic literacy 

refers to the strategies of acquiring a particular content and the means for 

discussing, understanding, organizing, and producing texts. Johns (1997) supports 

his thesis with an example. He says that to help students one way could be to 

develop in them research aptitude which would allow them to write texts which cater 

to the requirements of their discipline.  

This would also make students realize the knowledge base and skills essential to 

gain membership into their particular academic community. Johns (1997) says that 

though it is impossible to predict the literacy requirements and experiences for every 

student yet one can be of help to students to ask questions of the relevant texts, as 

well as the contexts in which these texts occur, thereby helping them to negotiate 

academic literacies (Zamel and Spack 1998), learn the conversations of their 

disciplines (Bazerman, 1980; Flowerdew, 2000), and find out what counts in their 

area of study (Paltridge, 2002:23).  

Paxton (1995:189) argues that a drawback in most definitions of academic literacy is 

that scholars tend to ignore the fact that academic literacy is a very specialized skill 

thereby implying that students need to grasp not only the relevant knowledge in the 

discipline, but also learn to use that knowledge and the language of the discipline in 

a correct manner. Gee (1990) perceives academic literacy as acquisition of ways of 

using language, but also the beliefs, attitudes and values of the group. Morrow 

(1993:3) defines academic literacy as ‘epistemological access to higher education, 

thereby relating academic literacy to specific cultural contexts and the inherent 

power and ideological relationships’.  
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Currently a lot of research is being done to address the complex nature of academic 

literacy practices in higher education (Ivanic, 1997; Lea and Street, 1998; Cohen, 

1993; Martin and Rose, 2000). From a socio-cultural view, reading and writing can 

no longer be seen as a set of skills which can be readily taught or transferred from 

one context to another. Street (2001:20) suggests the ‘study skills approach’ where 

focus is laid on efforts to ‘fix’ problems pertaining to student learning. In study skills 

approach, emphasis is laid on the ‘surface’ features of language aspects that is 

spelling, grammar and punctuation. Also language is no longer seen as a 

transparent medium of representation and it is no longer believed that particular 

disciplinary forms are merely reflected via language. Instead, it is accepted that they 

are rather constructed by, written texts (Lea, 1998:157).  

According to Street (2001:20), this view falls within the gamut of ‘academic 

socialization approach’ wherein focus is laid on student’s orientation towards 

learning and interpretation of learning tasks. While this approach is sensitive to the 

student’s aptitude it has received a lot of criticism on the grounds that it presumes 

that by acquiring the norms and practices of the institution the student would gain 

access to the whole institution (Street 2004:14). According to the ‘academic literacies 

approach’ acquiring the skills of reading and writing in the academy requires 

acquisition of a repertoire of linguistic practices based on a complex set of 

discourses, values and identities rather than aptitude and socialisation (Street 

2001:20). Academic literacies approach takes into account several literacy practices 

which students need to engage in and also acknowledge the variant roles and 

identities that participants need to adopt as academic readers and writers.  

This dissertation draws inputs from and is influenced by the academic socialisation 

approach as well as the academic literacies approach. This study is an attempt to 

assist students in developing academic literacy in their disciplines through learning 

strategies. Particularly, the aim is to implement teaching strategies along with 

reading/writing activities which enhance students’ learning comprehension skills so 

as to assist students in their understanding of discipline content, and also motivate 

them to ‘engage’ with the texts they are required to read. The next section focuses 

on the skill of learning. It opens with a brief discussion on problems pertaining to 

learning and teaching strategies used in view of current literature database. 
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2.2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

According to Vygotsky (1978) biological aspects are the necessary criteria for 

elemental processes to develop whereas social and cultural factors influence the 

development of elementary natural processes. He argues that it is the unique nature 

of the socio milieu as well as the social and cultural factors which are the main 

factors that determine the growth of higher levels of mental activities like voluntary 

attention, planning, intentional memory, problem solving and logical thought. 

Vygotsky’s premise of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) is seen as his most 

significant help to the area of learning and education process.  

2.2.1 Socio-cultural theory 

As Lantolf (2000) states, the core concept of socio-cultural theory is that the brain of 

human beings is mediated. He further suggests that Vygotsky (1978) focuses on the 

role of tools in how human beings understand their world and themselves. According 

to Lantolf (2000), Vygotsky says that human beings do not have a direct interaction 

with their physical world rather it is via the use of tools. According to Vygotsky 

(1978), tools (symbolic or signs), are artefacts that human beings create under 

historical and culture specific conditions. This being the case the tools carry in them 

the aspects of the concerned cultural domain. The tools aid in problem solving and 

also have an influence on individuals who are using them as they generate activities 

that were previously unknown and different means of conceptualizing the world. 

These tools are being constantly modified as they get transferred from generation to 

generation, with every generation re-orienting them so as to cater to the different 

needs.  

As Vygotsky (Lantolf 2000) sees it the socio-cultural environment puts before the 

child a varying degree of tasks which the child tackles through the available tools. 

Vygotsky says that the child in his early stages is totally dependent on others, 

generally the parents. It is the parents who encourage their children’s actions by 

telling them what has to be done, how it is to be done  and also what is not to be 

done. Parents serve as the means via which cultural mores are transmitted to the 

child, who in turn uses language to actualise them (Lantolf, 2000). Children 

appropriate cultural and social heritage (Vygotsky in Wertsch, 1985). He adds that by 

interacting with people (inter-psychological plane), they gradually assimilate and 

internalize the knowledge adding to it their personal value (intra-psychological 
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plane). This leads to a change from social to personal property which as Vygotsky 

sees it; it isn’t simply copying but, rather, is a metamorphosis of something which 

has been acquired via interaction into personal values. Vygotsky says that the same 

thing happens in schools. Students aren’t simply copying their teachers; instead they 

are transforming what the teachers are teaching.  

According to Vygotsky (1978) consciousness allows one to draw a distinction 

between the behaviour of human beings and other living beings. Vygotsky asserts 

that consciousness cannot be decoupled from behaviour and that socially 

meaningful activities form the core explanatory principle for understanding 

consciousness (Vygotsky, 1978). Lantolf and Apple (1994) posit that understanding 

of the role of consciousness in context to teaching is related to the idea of 

metacognition. Metacognition involves activities like voluntary attention, planning, 

problem solving, logical memory, and evaluation. Williams and Burden (1997) state 

that socio-cultural theory posits that education should not be confined to just theories 

of instruction, but with learning to learn, developing skills and strategies to continue 

to learn, with making learning experiences meaningful and relevant to the individual, 

with developing and growing as a whole person. They add that according to the 

theory, education cannot ever be ridden of value. It should be underlined by a corpus 

of beliefs regarding society which is evolving and the means by which the implicit 

and explicit messages can best express those beliefs.  

Socio-cultural theory adopts a comprehensive view of the process of learning. 

Williams and Burden (1997) state that the theory is opposed to the concept of 

discrete imparting of skills and argue that meaning is the core of any study process. 

The theory lays emphasis on the significance of what the learner has brought to a 

learning situation working as a potent problem-solver and meaning-maker. The 

theory accepts the dynamic role of interplay between learners, teachers, and tasks 

and sees learning as commencing via interaction.  

As Ellis (2000) puts it, a socio-cultural theoretical aspect presumes that learning 

happens in interaction. Learners begin by performing a new task by soliciting help of 

other persons and thence internalise the task.  In this way, social interaction 

facilitates learning. One main contribution of this theory is the difference that 
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Vygotsky drew between a child’s actual level and potential level of growth or what he 

refers to as Zone of Proximal Development.  

2.2.2 The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) 

Vygotsky (Shayer and Adey, 2002) came up with the notion of ZPD because of his 

disagreement with two aspects of educational psychology. Firstly, the methods 

adopted for assessing a child’s intellect and secondly the assessment of instructional 

practices. Vygotsky felt that the conventionally adopted means of testing a child’s 

intellect only judges the actual level of development, and fails to assess the potential 

capability of the child. According to him psychology should be able to assess a 

child’s potential growth in future, ‘what he/she not yet is’ (as cited in Lantolf, 2002; 

Wertsch, 1985; and Shayer and Adey, 2002). Accordingly, Vygotsky formulated the 

concept of ZPD which he defines as ‘the distance between a child’s actual 

developmental level as determined by independent problem solving, and the higher 

level of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult 

guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers’ (as cited in Wertsch, 1985:60).  

According to Vygotsky (1978), ZPD will help in assessing a child’s mental ability 

which is still to mature and is in the process of development; that is, skills that are in 

a nascent stage, and will take time to evolve.  

Shayer and Adey (2002) state that an important aspect of learning is also that it 

generates a ZPD which implies learning arouses several internal developmental 

processes which can develop only if the child interacts with his peers and other 

people. As these processes become internalized, they form a part of child’s 

independent development. Vygotsky states that ZPD cannot be determined by the 

level of instruction, but rather biological aspects also play a role. ZPD is determined 

both by the level of child’s development and the level of instruction involved. 

Instruction and development are two processes that co-exist in an interrelationship 

which is complex. Vygotsky says that a child can only perform in limits set by the 

level of the biological and intellectual development of the child. 

Vygotsky (as cited in Shayer, 2002) says that adequate instruction is essential to 

awaken and bring to life a whole gamut of skills that are still to evolve and are in the 

domain of ZPD. In this way, instruction plays a significant role in growth. This, 

according to Shayer, implies that the natural or spontaneous thinking is superceded 
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by the intellectual challenge of schooling, yet this natural thinking equips children 

with novel tools to face the learning demands in school. Vygotsky says that 

instruction should aim at functions which are yet to develop.  

Shayer (2002) says that though the concept of ZPD appears to be simple, its 

practical application becomes problematic. He adds that in fact, Vygotsky himself 

has not offered much advice on how to effectively implement ZPD in classrooms. An 

issue which most commonly is faced in schools is the strategy which is of help to 

learners to cover levels and what should be the teacher’s role. In this context, two 

ideas are discussed, one is mediation, drawn from socio-cultural theory, and the 

second is scaffolding suggested by cognitive psychologists. 

2.2.3 Mediation 

Mediation is the core concept in Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory (as cited in Williams 

and Burden, 1997). For Vygotsky, mediation pertains to the role played by people in 

the life of the learner, that is people who add to their learning by moulding and 

selecting the learning experiences available. Vygotsky (1978 cited in Wertsch, 1985) 

says that for learning to be effective it is dependent on the kind of social interaction 

happening amongst people possessing variant levels of knowledge and skills. This 

allows the learner to move through differing levels of understanding. Vygotsky sees 

tools as a mediator and language as the most important tool.  

Kozulin and Presseisen (1995) state that for Vygotsky the process of learning is not 

an isolated exploration of the environment by the learner independently, but rather it 

is a process of the learners’ enculturation of the means that pre-exist in a culture. 

This appropriation process uses tools in a significant manner. Kozulin (2002) divides 

mediators in two categories: human and symbolic. As he sees it, human mediation 

attempts to answer queries about what adult involvement in helping to improve the 

child’s performance; whereas symbolic mediation is concerned with the improvement 

in the child’s performance that can happen through introducing the child to the use of 

symbolic tools. 

2.2.4 Scaffolding 

Scaffolding is a concept derived from the domain of cognitive psychology (Donato, 

1994). It suggests that by means of social interaction, a knowledgeable participant 

can enhance via speech and suitable conditions his current level of skill to a higher 
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level of competence. In the context of imparting education scaffolding is an 

instructional mode wherein the teacher structures a desired learning task which she 

gradually leaves it to the students to perform. McKenzie (1999) says that scaffolding 

has many advantages, such as: It gives concise and clear instructions to students; It 

clears the purpose of the task; It involves the learners; It is a good means of 

assessment; It directs learners to good sources; It brings down the elements of 

surprise, uncertainty and disappointment; ensures efficiency; and generates 

momentum.  

Rogoff (Donato, 1994), says that scaffolding should be consistently revised in the 

context of the developing abilities of the student. Learner’s faults and limitations are 

a sign to evaluate the scaffolding. As the learner starts to bear the task responsibly, 

the instructor can dismantle the scaffold as it implies that the learner has gained 

skills by internalizing the problem-solving process learnt by the scaffold task. 

Wertsch (Donato 1994) states that scaffold assisted activity is a dialogically 

constructed inter-psychological method which enhances learner’s internalization of 

knowledge generated in shared activity. Donato (1994) states that in a classroom 

setting work done in collaboration by language learners is similar to the scaffolded 

form of help. 

2.3 LEARNING AND LEARNING MODALITIES  

Learning is most acceptably defined as a process which involves emotional, 

environmental and cognitive experiences and influences essential for acquisition of, 

changing or upgrading the knowledge base, values, and skills (Illeris, 2007). The 

human body is constantly processing a huge amount of information even while we 

are asleep. Ninety per cent of our brains motor activity is engaged in gathering 

sensory input from our body and our environment. In fact, information from our 

environment hits our senses at a rate of millions of different stimuli per second. Even 

though the mind consciously edits and filters around 92–97% of all stimuli, the 

subconscious brain receives and stores all stimuli (Page and Nester, 2010). 
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The three basic steps in which all learn are called VAK for short (Page and Nester, 

2010): 

 Visual 
 Auditory 
 Kinaesthetic 

2.3.1 Visual learning 

Human beings visual system is indeed remarkable. It systematically operates a wide 

gamut of visual tasks with great ease and reliability. This spectacular ability rests on 

two primary levels. Firstly, the human brain directs/invests enormous computational 

resources to vision: almost half of our brain is directly or indirectly dedicated towards 

processing visual information (Kandel, Schwartz and Jessell, 1995). Secondly they 

express that visual skills which are essential are learned in a long drawn process 

which extends throughout the early years of person’s life. However at the lowest 

level the formation of receptive fields of neurons along the early visual pathway is 

likely influenced by retinal stimulation. In fact, a few visual functions cannot develop 

in absence of sufficient percept based stimuli within a sensitive period during 

maturation, for example, stereo vision (Held, 1985). Higher level visual related 

functions for instance, capabilities pertaining to pattern discrimination also follow 

development based schedule (Gibson and Spelke, 1983). 

2.3.2 Auditory learning 

Auditory learning refers to inculcating information by listening. The auditory learner is 

dependent on hearing and speaking for learning (Kostelnik, Soderman, and Whiren, 

2004). An auditory learner should be able to listen so as to understand and can find 

it difficult to comprehend written instructions. Such learners also use the skill of 

repeatedly listening to understand and resolve the information received (Vincent and 

Ross, 2001).  

Auditory learners might find it difficult to comprehend a chapter while reading it but 

they may gain a better understanding while listening to the lesson. Auditory learners 

have an aptitude for judging the true meaning by grasping the audible signals like 

tonal changes (Banks et al., 2002). An auditory learner while memorizing a phone 

number tends to say it out loud and then recalls it. An auditory learner is proficient at 

responding in writing to a lesson that he has heard. They also perform better at 
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exams where oral performance is judged through effective listening to data 

transferred through oral means via speeches, oral sessions and lectures (Kostelnik 

et al., 2004).  

Academics assert that for an auditory/verbal learner it is nearly impossible to 

comprehend anything by reading in the absence of sound in the background. In such 

a scenario listening to music or sounds of TV, people talking, etc. in the background 

helps the learner perform better. Auditory learners are adept at storytelling (Kostelnik 

et al., 2004). They resolve problems by talking them through. Such learners move 

their lips or talk to themselves to help accomplish tasks (Kostelnik et al., 2004).  

2.3.3 Kinaesthetic learning 

Kinaesthetic learning is a form of learning wherein the student learns by engaging in 

a physical activity, instead of watching a demonstration or listening to a lecture. This 

form of learning is also called tactile learning (Kostelnik et al., 2004). They add that 

individuals who have a knack for the kinaesthetic style of learning are known as 

doers. They state further that students with a predominant kinaesthetic learning style 

are seen as natural discovery learners: they tend to learn and realize through 

activities, as against tending to think before taking action.  Such learners may find it 

tough to learn through reading or listening. While revising a lesson such learners find 

it helpful if they keep moving around as it facilitates their grasping power and 

concomitantly their performance in exams improve (Kostelnik et al., 2004).  

Kinaesthetic learners generally perform better in tasks such as chemistry 

experiments, sporting activities, art and acting. They also benefit by listening to 

music while they are studying. Kinaesthetic learners commonly tend to concentrate 

on two distinct tasks simultaneously (Kostelnik et al., 2004). They recall things by 

going back in their minds to what their body was doing. Such learners have a very 

high quotient of hand-eye coordination and are very fast receptors (Vincent and 

Ross, 2001).  

In an elementary classroom environment, such learners often stand out as their need 

is to constantly move, their high quota of energy often causes them to appear 

restless, agitated, and/or impatient (Kostelnik et al., 2004). They add that short term 

as well as long-term memory of kinaesthetic learners are strengthened through the 

use of their body and that kinaesthetic learning is seen as a process that leads to 
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acquisition of new knowledge through the involvement of the learner's own body 

movement. According to Bernstein (1971), kinaesthetic learning is best achieved 

when the learner is able to use language (their own words) while explaining, 

resolving the ways in which his/ her body movement reflects the concept learnt and 

then support his thesis by citing that the motions in space also demonstrate the 

mathematical process and lead to the right answer (Vincent and Ross, 2001).  

2.3.4 Tactile learning 

Tactile learners are those who exhibit characteristics which are a mixture of several 

forms of learning. That is, their behaviour is at times positive towards learning 

techniques while at times they demonstrate behaviour which is a potential hindrance 

to learning (Vincent and Ross, 2001). The positive aspect is that tactile learners are 

capable of learning by doing, than by listening or seeing. Moreover, tactile learners 

tend to learn by imitating actions. Through group activity and games, it has been 

seen that they are better at expression of their emotions (Vincent and Ross, 2001). 

They state further that this aspect is helpful in certain learning scenarios for instance 

an English class, as understanding literature often demands an emotional quotient.  

Tactile learners learn most quickly when involved in hands-on activities like colouring 

or finger-painting, model building, or designing projects (Vincent and Ross, 2001). 

What is conversely true is that tactile learners do not retain things via listening and 

for them things have to be repeated often or they end up as struggling readers 

(Vincent and Ross, 2001). They also demonstrate an impulsive tendency which is a 

challenge for effective classroom management and good academic performance 

(Kostelnik et al., 2004). 

2.4 FACTORS AFFECTING LEARNING 

Researchers have established that there is a plethora of complex factors which are 

responsible for differences in achievement level in context to acquisition of reading 

skills. For instance, there are factors which lie outside the domain of school 

influence, these being the education and income level of the parents which have an 

influence on academic performance of students. Also there are several factors in the 

school environment which affect learning of reading skills in students (Goodwyn and 

Findlay, 2003). Research also reveals that a student’s achievement is influenced by 
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the value that parents attach to educational achievements, the greater the 

importance attached, the better the performance of students (Balster-Liontos, 1992).  

Reading problems are diverse and can be closed down upon through symptoms 

such as omitting letters, reversing letters or words, not reading fluently, losing one’s 

place, reading inaccurately or inability to remember what one has read (Goodwyn 

and Findlay, 2003).  Many problems can be solved simply by focusing on the 

problem. A relevant point would be to examine the cause of reading problems. 

Good socio-economic conditions are essential for better achievement in reading. 

One good method is that parents read aloud to their children at home, almost as 

much as thrice in a week, and they have a positive attitude towards learning (Denton 

and West, 2002). The more knowledge that a child has when he starts to go to 

school, the better are his learning achievements in primary school years. 

2.4.1 Learner’s problems with spoken language 

Recently, multilingualism has been seen as a natural skill which has positive 

correlation to cognitive flexibility and correspondingly better achievement at school 

(Agnihotri, 1995). However, its potential role within classroom is still to be fully 

exploited. Ironically while research in the field of language has led to the realization 

of significance of multilingual competence, classroom teaching in the context of 

language classes are becoming more monolingual (Alexander, 1995; Young, 1995).  

Agnihotri (1995) states that generally the language spoken by children at home is 

shunned in classrooms. This often works as a hurdle and interferes with acquisition 

of the target language (English). When different subjects are taught they are 

predominantly associated with a specific language. In the classrooms use of any 

language apart from target language is forbidden which implies that schools are in a 

way reinforcing negative stereotypes in children with respect to their mother tongues 

and are perpetuating the situation in which the target language leads to exploitation. 

Thus it becomes very difficult for young English second language learners to bridge 

the gap between the two cultures. 

At a very tender age learners are expected to negotiate the difficult transition from 

home and school. Ordinarily speaking it is a challenge for a child to accept the 

school’s new environment. The experience becomes more frightening when the 
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child’s language spoken at home is different from the language spoken in the 

classroom. For a few learners, this results in a psychological trauma which can have 

debilitating consequences (Sheets, 2002). Moreover, one also needs to pay heed 

that English second language (ESL) learners generally have a poor self-confidence 

when they approach an English medium school classroom (Mahabeer, 2003). 

Moreover, if the learning of English entails a transition from the primary language 

during childhood, it generates cognitive and cultural disadvantage which in turn 

produces feelings of guilt and anger during adolescence and/or adulthood (Sheets, 

2002).  

For any child beginning to go to school is not easy as it involves the fear of the 

unknown. The problem gets even worse for children who are going into a very 

different environment. For example, when a isiZulu-speaking child starts attending 

school in an English medium school, he/she has to bear not only the initial change 

but other factors also make the situation complex. These factors being:  drastically 

different culture of the school (Sumaryono and Ortiz, 2004), psychological aspects 

like loneliness, nervousness, isolation, hopelessness, anxiousness and frustration 

(Washburn 2008; Yoon, 2008; Watts-Traffe and Truscott, 2000).  

English is considered in South Africa as a very significant international language. 

Consequently, parents and learners in South Africa lay undue emphasis on 

acquisition of the ability to speak, listen to, read and write English (Madileng, 2007). 

Egan and Farley (2004) also lay emphasis on the significance of English. The article 

reveals, how in the non-English speaking sections of the world, gaining proficiency in 

English language equates with great opportunity, better jobs and higher salaries. 

Edwards and Newcombe (2006) in their study assert that in South Africa and other 

African countries being fluent in an international language implies ‘being educated’ 

and is a necessary requirement to secure upward social mobility. What makes the 

situation difficult is that studies on the isiZulu-speaking learners’ experience of 

acquiring English as a target language via English medium schools are lacking.   

2.4.2 Learner’s problems with vocabulary 

Attaining success in school depends on academic performance. For a student 

studying at middle and secondary level, a textbook is the most essential tool for 

learning. If students are unable to read and understand texts drawn from varying 
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disciplines they will meet failure. A range of studies has shown that the level of 

vocabulary a student has strongly affects his comprehension of the text (Anderson 

and Nagy, 1991; Baker et al., 1998; Beck et al., 1998; Cunningham and Stanovich, 

1998; Davis, 1944; Nagy, 1988). They further mention that the reciprocal relation 

between a students’ vocabulary and his understanding of the text implies that a 

systematic instruction for vocabulary enhancement is crucial for enhancing student’s 

ability to understand and learn from content area texts.  

However, logically speaking it does not always seem to be the case (Snow, Griffin 

and Burns, 2005).  The question arises as to why vocabulary is essential to ease 

comprehension. This is so because though at a primary level a child’s vocabulary is 

growing rapidly and a child having a limited vocabulary may not have problems 

(Snow et al., 2005) however by Grade 3, poor vocabulary limits start taking its toll on 

reading comprehension. As students’ progress to the higher grades, there is a shift 

in the emphasis from literacy to mathematics, science and social studies. Students 

are expected to comprehend textbooks which consist of difficult words. This 

transition from reading stories with simple vocabulary to reading texts in the 

intermediate grades which are content based is challenging for many students. As a 

consequence, their performance suffers which is labelled as the fourth-grade slump. 

Problems pertaining to reading and learning from content area texts are partly due to 

the spiralling number of unfamiliar concepts and words they are expected to master 

regularly.  

Graves (2007) in his research lays emphasis on the crucial role that vocabulary 

plays during schooling. Graves says that for English Language Learners (ELL) 

learning English vocabulary is very crucial as a poor command of words implies 

school failure. Performance of ELL students is often determined by their English 

vocabulary, irrespective of the fact that the student may have command over a large 

vocabulary in his native language (Garcia, 1991). Obviously those students who 

have a limited vocabulary will, in most likelihood, experience poor achievement 

levels. 

Nagy and Scott (2000) in their study explain the complexity involved in acquisition of 

vocabulary. They show that mostly words are learned in different stages. While some 

words are quickly learned, it takes time to learn others. Some have multiple 
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implications and are confusing, and some are low-frequency words which are not 

often used or heard. As students progress they need to learn a huge range of words 

of different complexity. At middle and secondary level words acquire a greater level 

of difficulty.  

2.5 ADAPTED TEACHING STRATEGIES 

Lewis and Doorlay (1999:116) state that ‘adapted teaching strategies’ are those 

methods which are implemented when a learner experiences difficulties in 

acquisition of skills and information. It is then the task of the educator to adapt the 

instructional strategy to suit the learner’s requirements. Teachers can re-orient 

instructional kits, teaching methods, activities, etc. to help such learners who are 

finding the task difficult. 

2.5.1 Teaching spelling problems  

According to Gillet and Temple (2000), progression in spelling has parallels to 

development in reading. For instance, at the pre-phonemic spelling stage, letters and 

forms are randomly used by children in their attempts to write. This echoes children’s 

early attempts at reading when they begin to isolate phonemes aurally and also 

understand that phonemes have correspondences to letters. Students at the 

derivational stage of spellings begin to use the knowledge of morphemes to generate 

meaning of any text. It takes nearly three to six years to command this progression 

of spelling development in this sequence. Teachers can use means such as spelling 

inventory, examining writing samples, seeing the pattern of misspellings of the same 

words to assess the performance of the learner and accordingly plan instruction to 

improve spelling competence (Gillet and Temple, 2000). 

2.5.2 Teaching academic vocabulary and comprehension 

Blachowicz, Fisher, Ogle and Watts-Taffe (2006), believe that research has helped 

to ascertain the role that vocabulary has in increasing learner’s grasp of a text and 

the requirement for all students to learn academic vocabulary. Although students’ 

word power cannot be enhanced by pursuing just one quick fix method, yet research 

does help to develop a framework that teachers can use for constructing an effective 

vocabulary program. 

Basic principles of a good vocabulary program based on the current research include 

the following points: 



29 
 

Providing systematic instruction in all grades and covering the entire curriculum with 

the intent of enhancing vocabulary (Blachowicz, Fisher, Ogle and Watts-Taffe, 2006; 

Manzo, Manzo and Thomas, 2009). Make sure that vocabulary instructions are 

inclusive of the following: Varied, repetitive and extensive language experience 

which offers opportunity for wide reading; individually oriented word instruction; 

strategies for word-learning; and the development of word consciousness (Graves, 

2007). 

Instructions for developing vocabulary should be such that they foster an in-depth 

understanding of words by means of reading selections, instructional activities, and 

goals that are structured according to the learners’ needs (Watts and Graves, 1997).  

2.6 SUMMARY 

In this chapter strategies pertaining to teaching and the theoretical base which 

formed the key component of this study were discussed. As contrasted to the 

product and process approach, this chapter posited that the socio-cultural approach 

considers reading and writing as learned social practices.  

As the participants in this study  were educators of grade 3 it became important to 

discuss factors such as written language, spoken language, sight words, reading 

comprehension, letter formation, word recognition, sentence construction and 

spelling literacy problems. It appeared relevant to discuss problems faced by grade 

three educators in literacy such as phonics, reading, comprehension, word 

recognition and composition writing. As learning and reading are processes which 

are complementary in nature, their connection was briefly discussed in context of 

product, process, and socio-cultural approaches to writing. According to the product 

approach focus is laid on the final product of writing while attention is placed on form 

and correctness. According to the process approach focus shifts to the actual 

process of writing which embraces pre-writing, drafting, revising, editing, and final 

drafting.  
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

 

Chapter 2 presented a review of pertinent literature, an outline of the theoretical 

framework and general strategies adapted in response to literacy problems. Chapter 

3 presents this study’s research methodology. The chapter begins with the research 

aims, objectives and an overview of the research design employed in this study. The 

research methodology, sampling method and the research instruments used for the 

data collection follow. Reliability and validity measures are discussed. The chapter 

concludes with discussion on ethics and statistical tests employed.  

3.1 RESEARCH AIMS, OBJECTIVES AND DESIGN  

The aim of this study was to examine how educators adapt their teaching strategies 

to suit the needs of learners experiencing barriers to learning. To fulfil this purpose, it 

was necessary to review literature on adapted teaching strategies in literacy by 

grade three educators. In order to achieve the above aim, the following objectives 

were addressed: 

• to find out whether educators are able to determine the learning needs 

of their learners 

• to investigate how educators determine the learning needs of their 

learners 

• to determine how the adapted teaching strategies used by educators 

enable learning 

• to determine the difficulties that educators experience in adapting their 

teaching strategies to suit learners’ needs. 

A research design is a plan or structured framework of how one intends conducting 

the research process in order to solve the research problem and to expand 

knowledge and understanding (Babbie and Mouton, 2001:55; 2002:647; De Vos, 

2002: 137; Leedy, 1997:93). McMillian and Schumacher (2001:599) add that a 

research design is the plan that describes the conditions and procedures for 

collecting and analysing data through a clear and well-developed research plan so 

that the researcher maximizes validity and minimizes errors (Mouton, 2002: 107). 
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According to White (2000) the approach a researcher uses to conduct the research 

is called research methodology. 

3.2 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Research methodology in a research study is determined by both the nature of the 

data collected and the problem under investigation, this data can be either verbal, 

non-verbal or numerical (McMillan and Schumacher, 2001). They further explain that 

when verbal or non-verbal data is collated, the methodology tends to be qualitative, 

and when it is numerical data, then it is quantitative methodology.  In a wider context, 

methodology refers to a design which the researcher devises for data collection and 

the analysis procedures to investigate the research problem (McMillan and 

Schumacher, 2008). 

Bless and Higson-Smith (2000:38) state that there are advantages and 

disadvantages of both qualitative and quantitative research methods. They say that a   

comprehensive study should use both methods, and this study is no exception. 

Given the weaknesses of qualitative and quantitative approaches when used in 

isolation, a decision was made to employ both. Glesne and Peshkin (1992) assert 

that using both qualitative and quantitative methods could contribute to a better 

understanding of the concepts in this study.  

This study utilized both qualitative as well as quantitative methodology as it collected 

both verbal data and numerical data. Once a study combines both qualitative and 

quantitative techniques to any degree, the study is no longer considered a mono 

method design (Leech and Onwuegbuzie, 2005), it is considered a mixed methods 

design. Cresswell (2002), and Tashakkori and Teddlie (2000) explain mix method 

design as  a procedure for collecting, analysing and ‘mixing’ both quantitative and 

qualitative data at some stage of the research process within a single study to 

understand a research problem more completely. Creswell (2002) states further that 

the rationale for mixing is that neither quantitative nor qualitative methods are 

sufficient by themselves to capture the trends and details of the situation, such as 

the use of adapted teaching strategies by grade 3 educators in literacy. 
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3.2.1 Mixed methods approach 

A mixed methods approach uses qualitative and quantitative approaches in 

combination in order to provide a better understanding of the research problems and 

complex phenomenon than either approach alone (Creswell and Plano Clark, 

2007:5; 2010) as usage of more than one method increases the validity of the results 

according to (Merriam, 1998; Johnson, Onwuegbuzie and Turner, 2007).  

Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2007) describe quantitative research as being able to 

produce data that would be quantifiable and unbiased as they generate public 

knowledge which de-personalises the data. Matveev (2002) explains qualitative 

research as research that achieves a more realistic feel of the world that cannot be 

experienced in numerical data and statistical analysis used in quantitative research 

and offers a holistic view of the phenomena under investigation. A quantitative 

approach to research has the following general characteristics: numerical data with 

tables and graphs are used to explain the trends in a discussion of the findings; the 

questionnaire is generally the main instrument used for data collection; structured 

interviews and observation may be employed; and data are analysed statistically 

(McKay and Marshall, 2001). The quantitative method is predominantly used as a 

synonym for any data collection technique (questionnaire) or data analysis 

procedure (such as graphs or statistics) that generates or uses non-numerical data 

(Creswell, 2003). 

Qualitative research commonly uses interviews, focus groups, case studies, or a 

holistic research method to ascertain the outcomes (Patton, 2002). In addition, says 

Patton (2002), the data is collected through interviews and observations and are 

analysed according to themes and patterns. Bryman (1998) states that qualitative 

research tends to combine participant observation and unstructured, in-depth 

interviewing (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2003). In general, qualitative research 

enables the generation of theories, while quantitative research enables the testing of 

theories (Hoy and Hoy, 2009:1). 

In this study the researcher used the qualitative findings in the form of responses to 

open-ended questions and comments on the questionnaire and from the semi-

structured interviews to help clarify the quantitative results. Quantitative research 

was carried out through the administration of questionnaires to the educators. 
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The data collection instruments are discussed in detail later in this chapter. A very 

important aspect in research methodology is sampling. 

3.3 SAMPLING APPROACH  

Nieuwenhuis (2007) notes that sampling refers to the process used to select a 

portion of the population for study. Maree (2007) adds that the reason for using a 

portion of the population for a study is for the explicit purpose of obtaining the richest 

source of information to answer the research questions. He also states that samples 

may also result in more accurate information than might have been obtained if one 

had studied the entire population. With a sample, time, money and effort can be 

concentrated on the smaller group to produce better results (Schnetler, 1993). 

According to Neelankavil (2007:234), the sampling process comprises several steps 

when developing a sample: define the target population; obtain a list of the 

population; select a sample frame; determine the sample methods; develop a 

procedure for selecting the sample units; determine the sample size; and draw the 

sample. 

3.3.1 Target population 

The target population is the entire group a researcher is interested in or the group 

about which the researcher wishes to draw conclusions (McMillan and Schumacher, 

2008). Neelankavil (2007:234) explains the target population as the total number of 

elements of a specific population relevant to the research project; hence the target 

population in this study was all grade 3 educators in the Northern KwaZulu-Natal 

region. The researcher chose to carry out her study in the northern KwaZulu-Natal 

region as she is a junior primary educator working in this region and she is aware of 

the literacy problems the grade 3 learners experience at schools.   

After defining the target population, Neelankavil (2007:240) states that the 

researcher has to compile a list of all the elements from which the sample may be 

drawn which is called the sampling frame. In this study the sampling frame 

comprised 100 primary schools in the northern KwaZulu-Natal region. After defining 

the sampling frame, the researcher proceeded to select a sampling method to draw 

the sample.  
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3.3.2 The sampling method 

The sample from the population was selected using a random sampling method as 

this increases the probability of maximizing inclusion of all units of the population 

(Babbie and Mouton, 2001:175). In simple random sampling every participant has an 

equal chance to participate in the study (LoBiondo-Wood, 2005). To determine the 

sample size therefore, simple random sampling was used in this research (Babbie, 

2010). 

Fowler (2002: 14) clarifies that one of the forms of random sampling is picking 

names out of a hat, hence, when drawing a sample out of a hat, members of a 

population are selected one at a time, independent of one another and without 

replacement; once a unit is selected, it has no further chance to be selected. For the 

purposes of this study, the researcher wrote the names of the 100 primary schools in 

the northern KwaZulu-Natal region on a sheet of paper which was then cut into 

strips, each name was then tightly folded, put into a box and mixed thoroughly. The 

blindfolded researcher pulled out the names of the first fifteen schools which then 

formed the sample (Castillo, 2009). 

3.3.3 Sample size 

Quantitative studies usually use sufficient participants as the aim is mainly to achieve 

statistical significance and to identify differences between the groups (Polit and 

Beck, 2008). To determine the sample size, Babbie’s (Babbie and Mouton, 2001: 

211) sampling table was used where everyone in the population was numbered; 

thereafter a table of random numbers was used to select a sample from the 

population. Members whose numbers were chosen made up the sample. According 

to Babbie, a sampling ratio of 1:15 may be used. The sampling ratio is defined as the 

proportion of elements in a population that are selected to form a sample and the 

corresponding formula to calculate sampling ratio is: Sampling ratio = sample size 

divided by population size (Babbie and Mouton, 2001: 213). In this research the 

target population was the 100 primary schools in the KwaZulu-Natal region, using 

the sampling ratio of 1:15 resulted in a sample size of fifteen schools and 30 

educators since each school had an average of two to three grade 3 junior primary 

educators. When the researcher went to the selected schools she asked the 

management to select two educators from the grade three to complete the 

questionnaire. 
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3.4 DATA COLLECTION  

Data collection is the precise, systematic gathering of information relevant to the 

research purpose (Burns and Grove, 2009:43). The research can be conducted 

appropriately only if the data collection method: has been established correctly. 

According to Jackson (1994), two types of data collection methods and they are 

primary and secondary data collection methods. 

3.4.1 Primary and secondary data 

Primary data are obtained by the researcher who has conducted the study (Saracho, 

2006) and usually takes the form of surveys and interviews. In this study primary 

data was collected by questionnaires which were administered to educators.  

Secondary data is primarily collected through desk-based research.  As Creswell 

(2003) states, secondary data, which is an unobtrusive data collection method, 

depends on the location of related and provable, previously published academic 

studies and theories. The researcher should critically evaluate the data in order to 

make sure that it is valid and reliable. This means that the researcher should only 

use secondary data which exists in academic research and articles which are 

verifiable and well-referenced.  

In this study, primary data was collected from the questionnaires that were 

administered to educators in the selected schools. Secondary sources identified and 

collected information from primary sources (Ferrance, 2000) and were frequently 

found in journals, literature reviews, internet sites and books.  

The data collection methods employed in this study, namely, the questionnaire and 

the semi-structured interviews are now be discussed in greater detail. 

3.5 THE QUESTIONNAIRE 

Questionnaires are written instruments that require respondents to write out their 

answers to a set of questions (Dornyei, 2003). Further, the questionnaire minimizes 

unfairness on the side of the researcher and the respondents (Kombo and Tromp, 

2006). In order to determine whether a questionnaire is well designed the researcher 

must take certain principles into consideration. Hence it is necessary to draw a 

distinction between questionnaire, question format, question order, types of 
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questions, formulation of questions and the validity and reliability of the questions 

(McMillan and Schumacher, 2008). 

Bless and Higson-Smith (2000:154), and Van Rensburg, Landman and Bodenstein 

(2002:505) define a questionnaire as an instrument of data collection that consists of 

a standardized series of questions relating to the research topic that must be 

answered in writing by participants. De Vos, Strydom, Fouche and Delport 

(2002:176-7) add that the advantages of using questionnaires are: they are 

inexpensive and easy to administer; lots of data can be obtained easily; respondents 

can complete them without divulging their identity; comparison and analysis are 

simple; they can be administered to many people; there are many sample 

questionnaires that exist for reference.  

3.5.1 Layout of the Questionnaire  

According to Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2007:338), the appearance of the 

questionnaire is vitally important. It must look easy, attractive and interesting rather 

than complicated, unclear and boring. In this study the researcher used the following 

layout as proposed by Balnaves and Caputi (2001: 84): 

• a general introduction in the form of a covering letter explained the 

purpose of the study and assured respondents of confidentiality and 

anonymity; 

• clear instructions informed respondents about how questions were to 

be answered; and the questions were ordered to begin with the simpler 

questions and progress to the complex questions.         

 The questionnaire was sub-divided into the following sections: 

Section A consisted of five questions and dealt with the biographical information of 

the participants, namely age, number of years of teaching in the foundation phase, 

and gender of the teacher. The demographic information contained four questions 

while one question was on the number of workshops attended by respondents. 

Section B consisted of questions relating to the use of adapted teaching strategies 

by grade 3 educators. This section was made up of 15 questions and contained both 

open and closed ended questions and was used to collect data about the educators’ 

experiences in adapting their teaching strategies. 
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3.5.2 Closed Questions  

The main feature of closed or restricted questions is that respondents are expected 

to choose from a limited number of response alternatives (Ruane, 2004: 131). The 

researcher provides a list of possible responses and the respondent selects the most 

appropriate response (Friesen, 2010). Closed questions enabled the researcher to 

present alternatives for the respondents to choose from according to what was 

closest to their own positions or views (Breakwell, Harmond and Fife-Schaw, 

1995:178). The researcher believes that such questions help to clarify the intent of 

the question for the respondent and are easily coded to produce meaningful results 

for analysis. In this study closed questions were used mainly in Section A, which 

focussed on educators’ biographical details and demographics of their schools.  

3.5.3 Open-ended questions  

Open-ended questions introduce a topic and then allow respondents to answer these 

questions in their own words, thereby encouraging flexibility and imposing fewer 

restrictions on the participants (Gravetter and Forzano, 2008: 362). Ruane (2004: 

131) recommends the use of open-ended questions when investigating a complex 

topic and when eliciting respondents’ views on this topic. Open-ended questions 

allow respondents to convey their opinions to their satisfaction, without having to 

choose one of the several responses usually found in close-ended questions 

(Shaughnessy, Zechmeister and Zechmeister, 2006:156). The researcher used 

open-ended questions mostly in Sections B to get educators to describe the different 

adapted teaching strategies that they are using to overcome challenges in the 

classroom. 

The questionnaire was pilot tested by the researcher before being administered at 

the selected schools. 

3.5.4 Pilot testing of the questionnaire 

A pilot study is a mini-version of a full scale study or a trial run done in preparation of 

the complete study. It is pre-testing of research instruments including questionnaires 

or interview schedules (Polit and Baker, 2002:33-34; Van Teijlingen and Hundley, 

2001:1). According to De Vos ( 2002:410); Blaxter, Hughes and Tight (2001:121) the 

main aim of a pilot study is to provide information which can contribute to the 

success of the research as a whole. 
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The purpose of pilot testing in this research was to refine the questions on the 

questionnaire in order to ensure that there was no ambiguity or bias so that the 

measuring instrument could be fine-tuned for data collection. The researcher had the 

instruments appraised and amended by experts in the area of study. The pilot testing 

of the questionnaire was done at the school were the researcher is currently 

teaching. The researcher used five educators to conduct the pilot study. Through the 

pilot study, ambiguities in the questions were asked and eliminated before the actual 

study. After the questionnaires were pilot tested, the researcher went to the selected 

schools to administer the questionnaires with the respective educators. 

3.5.5 Administration of the questionnaire 

According to Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2007: 344) there are two types of self-

administered questionnaires: those that are completed in the presence of the 

researcher, and those that are completed without the presence of the researcher. In 

this study the respondents were allowed to fill in the questionnaires at their leisure in 

the absence of the researcher because according to Fraenkel and Wallen (2000) the 

questionnaire allows respondents time to read through the questions and give 

thought to their answers.  

The researcher first sought permission from the principals to hand out the 

questionnaires to the selected schools. The researcher visited the 15 schools 

selected and gave out the questionnaires to the two educators per school during the 

breaks, in the mornings and some after school. The researcher asked the educators 

to answer the questionnaire honestly and advised that it would be picked up a week 

later. A covering letter (Appendix B) and Informed Consent Form (Appendix C) were 

attached to the questionnaire informing educators of the purpose of the research 

study and assuring them of their anonymity and confidentiality. Educators were 

asked to complete and sign the Informed Consent Form.  

3.6 SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS 

According to Maree (2007), semi-structured interviews are commonly used in 

research projects to corroborate data emerging from other data sources. They 

usually require the participants to answer a set of predetermined questions and allow 

for the probing and clarification of answers. Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2007) add 

that probes enable the interviewer to ask respondents to extend, elaborate, add to, 
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provide detail for, clarify or qualify their response, thereby addressing richness, 

depth of response, comprehensiveness and honesty that are some of the hallmarks 

of successful interviewing. Semi-structured interviews were used in this study only in 

cases where responses on the questionnaires were incomplete, unclear or required 

substantiation.  

Appointments were set up with the participants to ask only those questions (from the 

questionnaire) that required more information or where questions were not 

adequately completed. No other questions were asked. Only where necessary, 

follow-up or probing questions were asked (based on the original question) so that 

the necessary information could be obtained.  

An important aspect of any research is the validity and reliability of the research 

instrument. 

3.7 VALIDITY 

According to Fraenkel and Wallen (2001) an instrument is valid if it measures what it 

is intended to measure and accurately achieves the purpose for which it was 

designed. In this study the researcher used a questionnaire as a research 

instrument. According to Gravetter and Forzano (2008:157), questions regarding the 

validity of research are traditionally grouped into two categories: external and internal 

validity. External validity concerns the extent to which the results from a sample can 

be generalized to a population and internal validity refers to the measures of 

accuracy of the results. The researcher shadowed the following steps according to 

McMillan and Schumacher (2001:258), Vockell and Usher (1995:242), Wiersma 

(2000:4-5) in that questionnaires were used anonymously. This measuring tool was 

constructed in such a way that it measured what it was supposed to measure and 

also how well and effectively it measured (Leedy, 1997:32,221). As advocated by 

McMillan and Schumacher (2001:17,100), and Wiersma (2000:6-7) the questionnaire 

was used under the correct protocol. 

3.8 RELIABILITY 

Statistical procedures that are acceptable and appropriate were used by the 

researcher to ensure the consistency with which the measuring instruments were 

implemented. The research followed ethical measures and testing was conducted by 

the researcher only (Wiersma, 2000:8-9). Pilot testing assisted in ensuring that a 
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reliable questionnaire was constructed as the focus was on the clarity of the 

questions and the general format of the questionnaire during the pilot process in 

order to ensure reliability (Flink, 2006). 

Cronbach’s Alpha coefficients were used to assess the reliability of the 

questionnaires that were developed for this study. An Alpha coefficient of 0.70 and 

larger is deemed as acceptable (Bhandari and Joensson, 2009). 

Table 1 (below) is a summary of Cronbach’s Alpha reliability scores for this study. 

Reliability is computed by taking several measurements on the same subjects. 

Table 1: Reliability Statistics 

Reliability Statistics 

Cronbach's 

Alpha 
N of Items 

.840 9 

 

The Cronbach’s alpha value exceeded the accepted value. This indicates that the 

questionnaire achieved what it was set out to measure. It also indicates that there 

was a high level of consistent scoring by the respondents. 

3.9 ETHICS 

As stated by Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2007), ethics is defined as the 

appropriateness of one’s behaviour in relation to the right of those who become the 

subject of one’s work, or affected by it. The main ethical issues as espoused by 

Babbie and Mouton (2001:522); Polit and Beck (2004:143) were considered by the 

researcher when conducting this study. When conducting the research, they say, the 

researcher has an obligation to the participants to protect their rights to informed 

consent, anonymity and confidentiality by making the questionnaire anonymous.  

The researcher ensured that the participants’ rights to participate in the study or not 

was respected. In this study the researcher clearly explained the purpose of the 

study and the research procedure to the educators before asking them to sign the 

Informed Consent Form. They were also made aware that they could withdraw from 

the study if they so wished.  
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Before commencing with this research study, the researcher obtained permission 

from the KwaZulu-Natal Department of Education and Culture District office in 

Pietermaritzburg (Appendix A) as well as the principals and educators of the 

selected schools. Ethical clearance was obtained from the Durban University of 

Technology for the educator questionnaire.  

3.10 STATISTICAL ANALYSIS 

According to Muijs (2004: 85), the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 

(SPSS) is a commonly used statistical data analysis software package in educational 

research. Cormack (2000:413) explains that SPSS is a computer program that can 

carry out both descriptive and inferential statistical analyses, present information in 

tabular or graphical form, and access information from existing data sources such as 

databases or spread sheets and create output that is ready for inclusion in final 

reports. 

3.10.1 Descriptive statistics 

Descriptive Statistics are used to present quantitative descriptions in a manageable 

form. In this study there are measures involved with reference to teaching strategies 

adapted by grade 3 educators. Descriptive statistics were useful to simplify large 

amounts of data in a sensible way. Descriptive statistics involves the use of 

percentage/frequency tables, mean, median and percentage presented in bar graphs 

to represent various factors involved in the present study (Hanke, 2006).   

3.10.2 Chi-square 

According to Sharp (1999) in order to determine whether there is a significant 

difference between the expected and the observed frequencies in one or more 

categories, chi-square tests were used, thereafter to run this test. The following 

assumptions are made: firstly, the data should be in quantitative, one or more 

categories, independent observations, adequate sample size (at least 10), simple 

random sample, data in frequency form and finally all observations must be used. In 

order to report the significance test, chi-square value, degree of freedom and p 

values are used. Since the number of the participants was small (30 educators), the 

chi-square test was applied to identify any existing relationships among the 

questionnaire variables (Salkind, 2008). 
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3.10.3 Pearsons Correlation  

This is a statistical test used to assess the relationship between two continuous 

variables. Positive values indicate a directly proportional relationship between the 

variables and a negative value indicates an inverse relationship, a value greater than 

0.8 indicates a positive correlation (Field, 2009). 

3.10.4 Content analysis 

Content analysis is a detailed and systematic examination of the contents of a 

particular body of material in order to identify patterns, themes or biases (Leedy and 

Ormrod, 2005:142; Gomm 2004:247; Babbie, 2005:328; Breakwell Hammond and 

Feife-Schaw, 1995:288; Zechmeister and Zechneister, 2006:211; and Neuman, 

2006:322). Payne and Payne (2004:51) assert that content analysis was originally a 

quantitative way of evaluating written texts. They explain that this was gradually 

extended to apply to literature, autobiographies and other documents, with the 

emphasis shifting to qualitative priorities like interpretation and subjective meaning. 

As it stands, Neuman (2006:323) observes that there are now quantitative and 

qualitative versions of content analysis.  

3.11 SUMMARY 

 In this chapter the researcher explained the research methodology, research 

design, data collection approach and research instruments that were used in this 

study. The sample choice as well as ethical considerations, limitations and validity 

issues were also discussed. The next chapter presents the findings of this study. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

 

In the previous chapter the research approach, the aims and objectives, the data 

collection approach, and the instruments used in the research were discussed. This 

chapter presents the analysis and interpretation of data collected by means of 

questionnaires and semi-structured interviews which were designed to investigate 

the use of adapted teaching strategies by grade 3 educators in the KwaZulu-Natal 

region. As stated previously the questionnaire was administered to two educators 

per school at 15 schools making up a sample of 30 educators. The researcher 

received 100% returns of completed questionnaires. This was achieved by following 

up with each participant to complete the questionnaire. The data collected from the 

responses were categorised into themes and analysed using the Statistical Package 

for Social Science (SPSS) version 17.0.The results are discussed and presented 

thematically in the form of graphs, cross tabulations and other figures. 

Analyses of the results are presented in two major sections namely: biographical 

data of educators and discussion of themes that arose from the findings. The 

following themes were identified from the data collected: professional development; 

literacy levels in schools; problems in literacy experienced by grade 3 learners and 

adapted teaching strategies used by grade 3 educators. 

4.1 BIOGRAPHICAL DATA 

This section provides the biographical details of the grade 3 educators used in this 

study, the sample comprised of 30 foundation phase educators in the northern 

KwaZulu-Natal region. 

Figure 1 (overleaf) illustrates that an equal percentage (40.0%) of respondents had 

either a diploma or a degree in teaching, however 7% had a certificate and 13.3% 

had a higher degree in education. It is therefore important to note that most of the 

respondents were suitably qualified to improve the quality of education and increase 

literacy levels at their schools. 
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Figure 1: Qualification of Educators  

 

Rice (2003) agrees that teachers who have an advanced degree in their teaching 

subjects will have a positive impact on their learner’s achievement. Regarding the 

7% of the respondents that have a certificate in teaching, according to the DoE 

(2011) a high quality professional development is essential to increase educators’ 

knowledge, skills, attitudes and beliefs so that they may enable all students to learn 

at high levels. 

Figure 2: Age of respondents 

 

Figure 2 (above) shows that 16.7% of the respondents were between the ages of 

20–30 years, while 40% of the respondents were between 41 and 45 years, and 

43.3% were between the ages of 31 and 40. The data indicates that the majority of 

the educators in the sample were older, more experienced educators that would 

probably ensure effective implementation of teaching strategies. According to Mayer 
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and Rodriguez (2011), older teachers have more experience than younger teachers 

and know how to manage a classroom better. She added that too many younger 

teachers are too friendly with their students and worry too much about being liked. 

The ages in Figure 2 (above) implies that there were more experienced and mature 

educators. All the respondents in this study were female as there are very few male 

educators in the foundation phase. The male educators approached by the 

researcher to participate in this study, declined to do so. The researcher did not ask 

for any reasons but simply proceeded to select female respondents in their place. 

The researcher believes that female educators have more patience in teaching 

learners in the foundation phase. According to Sarah Cassidy who is an education 

correspondent (2008), teaching is becoming an increasingly female dominated 

profession. Former South African education secretary Alan Johnson (Cassidy, 2008) 

announced that there is a need for more male educators in primary schools so that 

they could be seen as male role models. 

Table 2: Age and qualification 

 

Highest Qualification 

Total 
Certificate Diploma Degree

Higher 

Degree 

Age 

20 - 30 

years 

Count 1 1 2 1 5 

% of Total 3.3% 3.3% 6.7% 3.3% 16.7% 

31 - 40 

years 

Count 1 7 5 0 13 

% of Total 3.3% 23.3% 16.7% .0% 43.3% 

41 - 50 

years 

Count 0 4 5 3 12 

% of Total .0% 13.3% 16.7% 10.0% 40.0% 

Total Count 2 12 12 4 30 

% of Total 6.7% 40.0% 40.0% 13.3% 100.0%

 

Table 2 (above) indicates that the youngest grouping (20 – 30 years) formed 16.7% 

of the sample. Of the 13.3% that had a higher degree, 3.3% came from this age 

group. The remaining 10.0% were from the 41 – 50 years age group. According to 

Table 2 (above) there were no unqualified educators, hence 100% of the educators 
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were qualified to teach. The respondents in the 20-30 year group were recently 

qualified educators compared to the 31-40 year group, and the 41-50 year group 

who were more highly qualified. This means that some educators received their 

training pre-1994, while others were trained post-1994. This enabled perspectives 

from educators educated during and after the apartheid era. According Keevy 

(2005), prior to 1994, South Africa’s education and training system was starkly 

divided according to racial lines. While most white learners were privileged, African, 

Indian and Coloured learners were disadvantaged by the Nationalist Government. 

He further states that schools, colleges and universities also reflected the national 

directive for segregation, hence most black teachers started teaching without even 

completing their own secondary schooling much less the tertiary education that they 

needed.  A significant component of the teaching work force therefore was either un-

or under-qualified. In many cases, teachers had no professional qualifications and 

limited subject-specific training, as noted by Mays (2004).  

 

After 1994 the South African education and training system underwent significant 

changes. In order to address this problem, medium-term national programmes such 

as the National Professional Diploma in Education (NPDE) were developed to allow 

such teachers accelerated access to further and higher education and training 

(Welch, 2001). Today South Africa is a vibrant country with a growing economy that 

continues to place great demands on its education and training system. 

 
Figure 3: Teaching experience of educators at the Foundation Phase Level 
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Figure 3 (above) shows that two-thirds (66.7%) of the respondents were teaching at 

the foundation phase level for more than 5 years, and  a little more than a quarter of 

the respondents (26.7%) had been teaching at this level for under 5 years. As Emory 

(2011) said, teachers with more teaching experience and practical proven teaching 

methods are what we need to keep our education running smoothly and under 

control. They are, therefore, appropriate and are keeping our students captivated 

and interested in learning. Without them, our education would be in chaos, and it 

seems like they are what we rely on. On the other hand (Mayer and Rodriquez, 

2011) posits that younger teachers are newer and have modern ideas and teaching 

methods, and that they therefore keep learners interested and entertained during 

lessons. This study benefitted from both perspectives.  

Of major concern for the researcher is that 26.7% of the respondents had taught for 

less than five years which means that the quality of the teaching as well the 

experience is low. This implies that understanding of how to adapt teaching 

strategies accordingly may be difficult for them. According to Zau and Rice (2003), 

teachers’ experience significantly correlates with students’ achievement. A report by 

the Centre for Public Education (cited in Kriek, 2005) showed that there was a 

positive correlation between teaching experience and higher students’ achievement. 

They found that teachers with more than five years teaching experience were more 

effective than those without experience. Rivkin, Hanushek and Kain (2005) also 

found that students of experienced teachers achieved better results than those 

taught by novice teachers. Darling-Hammond (2000) established that students 

taught by teachers with less than five years of experience had lower levels of 

achievement. 

Figure 4: Literacy development workshop in the last 5 years 
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Figure 4 (above) reflects that nearly three-quarters (73.3%) of the respondents 

indicated that they had been to a literacy development workshop within the last 5 

years, whereas (26.7%) had not attended any such workshops. Professional learning 

has a great impact on improving practice and increasing student learning (DoE, 

2011). This implies that some educators (26.7%) did not improve or upgrade their 

knowledge of academic content and teaching skills in the last five years in order for 

effective teaching and learning to take place. The researcher is therefore in 

agreement with Loucks-Horsley, Hewson, Love and Stiles (1998) who believe that 

workshops are opportunities offered to practising teachers to develop new 

knowledge, skills and approaches and dispositions to improve their effectiveness in 

their classroom. It must be noted though that this 26.7% were unfortunate in that 

training needed by all foundation phase educators of a school were being reserved 

for a chosen few to represent all foundation phase educators.  

4.2 THEMATIC PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS 

Braun and Clarke (2000:79) define the term thematic analysis as a method for 

identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data. It includes 

searching for themes across a data set to find repeated patterns of meaning and a 

constant moving back and forward between the entire data set. They argue further 

that thematic analysis is a flexible approach and can be used in a way similar to 

grounded theory where it is data-driven using an inductive approach, but it can also 

be driven by the researcher’s interests. This study followed the guide developed by 

Braun and Clarke (2006) who described the following steps of using thematic 

analysis: familiarizing the researcher with the data, generating initial codes, 

searching for themes, reviewing themes and defining and naming themes.  

The themes generated were: 

 Professional development: knowledge and skills essential to be able to 

determine the learner’s needs and how they determine the learning needs 

of learners. 

 Literacy levels in schools: the low literacy levels at schools and how to 

improve literacy levels. 

 Literacy problems:  literacy problems experienced by the grade 3 

learners. 
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 Adapted teaching strategies used by educators: adapted literacy 

strategies used by the grade 3 educators. 

4.2.1 Theme One: Professional Development 

According to the Department of Education (2011) research has shown educator 

quality to be the most important influence upon student achievement. High quality 

professional development is essential to increase educators’ knowledge, skills, 

attitudes and beliefs so that they may enable all students to learn at high levels. 

Professional development that is most effective in improving educator practice is 

results-oriented, data driven, constructivist in nature and job embedded. Adhami, 

Johnson, Shayer and Adey (1998) state that Vygotsky’s work offers teachers a 

powerful vehicle for outlining pedagogical approaches that can be taken up at the 

individual pupil, the class, the department and the whole school level. Just as 

importantly, the adoption of Vygotskian approaches to teaching and learning of 

necessity involves the teachers in a process of developing their own thinking, of 

improving their own lesson planning skills and in encouraging discussion about 

classroom activities. Figures 5 to 8 (pages 49 to 52) and Table 3 (on page 52) 

indicate the vital role that professional development plays in the life of an educator.  

Figure 5: Literacy knowledge of educators      

 

In terms of supporting learners that are experiencing problems with literacy, 40% of 

the respondents indicated that they have adequate knowledge to support learners, 

whereas 60% of respondents indicated that they do not have adequate knowledge to 
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do so. This 60% stated that they need training in certain areas in literacy as indicated 

in Figure 6 (below). 

Figure 6: Literacy training needs identified by teachers 

 

The two most highly ranked training requirements needed by respondents were for 

reading (60.0%) and phonics (50.0%). The least required training need was for word 

recognition (23.3%). All these training requirement needs are directly linked to the 

teaching of reading. Teachers are the key to the successful teaching of reading. The 

two main elements involved in reading are phonics and word recognition; it is an 

important building block in the teaching of reading (DoE, 2007). The Department of 

Education (DoE, 2008).Therefore wants teachers to raise their standards of 

teaching, with this in mind the National Reading Strategy was implemented as an 

attempt to promote reading in South Africa. The Department of Education (DoE, 

2008) developed the National Reading Strategy with the vision that every South 

African learner will be a fluent reader, who reads to learn, and reads for enjoyment 

and achievement.  

 

According to the Department of Education this strategy aimed to promote a nation of 

life-long readers and life-long learners. In order to do this reading skills need to be 

developed at an early stage to help learners throughout their academic studies. As 
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mentioned earlier, teachers play an important role in developing a learner’s good 

reading skills. Teacher training development and support is therefore a key pillar of 

the National Reading Strategy. It takes as its focus that reading failure begins in 

early grades (DoE, 2008). In view of the above, the researcher believes that the 60% 

of the respondents that need training in the areas indicated above in Figure 6 are not 

implementing the National Reading Strategy efficiently and effectively or have not 

been adequately trained to do so.  

            

Figure 7: The learning styles of grade three teachers as identified by teachers 

 

All of the respondents indicated that their learners were visual learners. In addition 

73.3% indicated that their learners were also auditory. No more than 40% indicated 

that learners were kinaesthetic and a maximum of 30% indicated that their learners 

were also tactile. This means that the respondents are aware of their learners’ 

learning styles and should therefore be able to adapt their teaching strategies to suit 

the needs of their learners. According to Kelly (2011), learners are most effective 

when they are taught in their personal learning style, while most learners can learn 

using any one of these styles they have one style for which they show a stronger 

affinity. The learning styles of learners may be the single most important key to 

improving their grades. Flemming (2011) agrees that learners can perform better in 

tests if the way of learning is changed to fit their own personal learning styles. He 

adds that kinaesthetic and tactile learners can benefit more from role play, using 

memory games, taking field trips and using flash cards to memorize. 
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4.2.2 Theme 2: What teachers say about literacy levels in schools 

Gains (2010) states that South African school children are lacking in literacy at the 

early stages of their education, potentially limiting their ability for future academic 

success and subsequent performance in the workplace. Teachers need to be able to 

assess their learners’ literacy performance in order to target the specific needs of the 

learner. Table 3 (below) indicates that all but one respondent (96.7%) assessed their 

learners formally or informally to determine literacy needs. They indicated that they 

assessed continuously. 

Table 3: Frequency and percentage of educators that assess their learners 

 
Frequency Percent

Valid Yes 29 96.7 

No 1 3.3 

Total 30 100.0 

 

Figure 8: Teachers’ intervention programme for learners experiencing difficulties in 

literacy   

 

Figure 8 (above) indicates that more than three quarters of the respondents (76.7%) 

specified that there was a literacy intervention programme at their school, whereas 

20% of the respondents have no such programme. The former stated that they assist 

their learners individually or get a peer to assist and that they keep learners in during 
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lunch breaks and after school when necessary. In view of the above the researcher 

believes that the respondents that are keeping their learners during breaks and after 

school are actually punishing their learners because these learners that need 

intervention are firstly not satisfying their primary needs by eating their meals. 

According to Huitt (2007), Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory states that each 

learner’s basic need must be met before moving to the next higher level and 

secondly they are exhausted after school and will mentally switch off.  

Assisting learners individually or getting peers to assist is in keeping with Vygotsky’s 

(1978,1981) zone of proximal development as he regarded the role of ‘peer 

interaction’ (Tudge, 1993:159) and the ‘adult’ (Tudge, 1993:155) as important in that 

they can ‘aid children’s development’ (Vygotsky, 1978:86). The respondents that 

indicated they do not have an intervention programme at school said that their 

learners get additional assistance at home from their parents. Gains (2010) is 

adamant that intervention at the earliest points of a child’s education can provide a 

lasting boost to his or her academic and life  performance, ‘what we know is that 

these programmes work’. He states further that we have to ask if we can afford to 

allow another generation to pass through the schools when we have the answers to 

improve education in hand. 

4.2.3   Theme 3:   Literacy problems in grade 3 at schools  

The responses of the grade 3 educators indicated that the grade 3 literacy levels 

were low. Only 6.7% of the respondents rated the grade 3 literacy level as high, 

while 23.3% indicated that the literacy rates were low. This is in keeping with the 

findings of the DoE which conducted literacy and numeracy assessments across all 

schools in South Africa earlier this year. According to Ms. Angie Motshekga, Minister 

of Basic Education in South Africa, significant numbers of Grade 3 and Grade 6 

learners did not attain the required literacy and numeracy levels in the examinations 

conducted countrywide in February 2011 (Rooyen, 2011). Of the Grade 3 learners, 

only 35% were on a proficient literacy level, and only 28% were on a proficient 

numeracy level.  

Table 3 (above) attests to the fact that there are either some or major problems in all 

areas in literacy. This is explained further in Figure 9 (overleaf). 
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Figure 9: Problem areas in literacy according to teachers 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9 (above) illustrates that respondents indicated that learners had no problems 

or a maximum of 10% in some areas, for example, for spoken language and letter 

formation and in some areas 0% values were indicated. The implication is that there 

are problems in each area, ranging from 90% to 100%. The results imply that the 

grade 3 learners are experiencing some or major problems in literacy in the following 

aspects: spoken language, spelling, word recognition, letter formation, sight words, 

comprehension, and reading and written language.  

This means that majority of the grade 3 learners are having difficulties in all aspects of 

literacy at schools. According to Vygotsky, not anything can be taught to any child, 

only instruction and activity that falls within the zone of proximal development can 

promote development (Pearson, 2010). It is evident therefore that the learners have 

no ‘real development’ and that these functions have ‘not yet matured’ and are perhaps 

in ‘an embryonic state’ (Vygotsky, 1978: 85-86). The literacy problems mentioned 

above stem from the fact that majority of these learners are English second language 

learners and their skills in English are not yet developed. Hence, as Agnihotri (1995:3) 

affirms, the languages at these children speak at home and in the community are not 

the same as at school so these young age learners are required to negotiate difficult 

transitions between home and school. While it is challenging for any young child to 
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enter a new environment, this experience can be terrifying for young children whose 

home language differs from that of the classroom (Sheets 2002:46). 

 

isiZulu-speaking learners beginning schooling in an English medium school will not 

only have to contend with the initial transition, but problems may be compounded by 

other factors which include the culture of the school (Sumaryono and Ortiz 2004:16-

1998:38-40); the medium of instruction (Washburn 2008:250), this could result in 

poor academic achievement. 

4.2.4 Theme 4:  Adapted Teaching Strategies used by grade 3 educators 

Figure 10: Teachers identification of spoken language problems 

 

Most respondents (86.7%) use visual aids such as pictures to assist with discussions 

during lessons. More than two-thirds (63.3%) also use code switching during 

lessons, and 70% of the respondents change level of their instructions to suit 

learners needs.  Only 33.3% of the respondents used the whole language approach. 

The whole language approach as defined by Richard and Schmidt (2002:587) is an 

approach to first language reading and instruction that has its roots in the elementary 

school level and refers to the teaching of English as a second language (ESL). This 

approach sees language as a whole entity. They add that the whole language 
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stresses learning to read and write naturally, focusing on real communication, and 

not to follow a piecemeal approach where grammar, vocabularies and word 

recognition are separated. Furthermore, they mentioned that in this approach 

language is taught in a holistic manner rather than in an atomistic way. They explain 

that this method uses all four modes of language and lessons that include four 

language skills for example, listening, speaking, reading and writing, not only a 

single skill. 

 

In the whole language approach, language is learned through social interaction. 

Learners work in pairs or groups, not singly or individually. The collaboration or 

interaction that occurs between the educator and student, and between student and 

peers in this approach, can aid the student's development (Vygotsky 1978: 86) when 

the student learns from this interaction. For Vygotsky, (Shayer and Adey, 2002) 

development and learning are not the same; they are dynamic processes that result 

in these gaps of development level that must be addressed through social 

cooperation and interaction with more capable peers or adults. Provided with 

appropriate support at the right moments, thus will students in our classrooms be 

able to achieve tasks that would otherwise be too difficult for them.   

 

Code-switching can be seen as a useful tool for communication and understanding 

with one’s students. Some researchers see code-switching as a means to student 

comprehension. Martin-Jones (1995) states that it is impossible to compile a 

comprehensive inventory of the functions of code-switching. Cook (1991) also 

implies that code-switching can be used within the classroom in order to help 

emerging bilingual students understand the course material. He continues by saying 

that there are important differences among children learning a second language at 

school. Second-language learners have already mastered one language that they 

bring along to the language classroom (Moon, 2004:1). 

 

The working definition of differentiated instruction to suit the needs of the learners 

reflects Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory, the main tenet of which lies in the social, 

interactional relationship between teacher and student. Tomlinson (2004) points out 

that the teacher is the professional in the classroom, an individual who has been 
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suitably trained to mentor and lead his or her students, using appropriate techniques, 

assisting each learner to reach his or her potential within the learning context. 

 

Figure 11: Vocabulary problems experienced by learners reported by teachers 

 

To teach vocabulary, respondents frequently used the three common methods 

illustrated in figure 11 (above). 86.7% ask learners to practise words written on flash 

cards, 73.3% display daily word lists on the classroom walls where learners can 

learn them and 73.3% use pictures during discussion to increase vocabulary. The 

other 6.7% of the respondents use magazines, newspapers and posters. Learners 

need to have knowledge and understanding of a wide range of words. Moore, 

Moore, Cunningham and Cunningham (2003) argue that words are used to 

communicate ideas. Engaging learners in a good deal of reading materials increases 

their vocabulary. Similarly, the Department of Education (DoE, 2007) mentions that 

teachers can teach vocabulary through allowing their learners to read regularly or 

listening to texts that interest them. Teachers need to explain or demonstrate the 

meaning of the words using charts. They ought to display new words. Hoien and 

Lundberg (2000:188-189) discovered that the vocabulary of many poor readers is 

poorly developed. If all these methods are used daily during lessons then teaching 

and learning will improve. 
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Figure 12: What teachers say about the benefits of story time or reading stories 

 

Figure 12 (above) indicates that all of the skills mentioned had high percentage 

responses ranging from 60% to 76.7% which means that all the respondents were in 

agreement that story time develops all the skills mentioned. If these skills are not 

adequately developed then learners will have poor reading skills, poor writing 

competence and poor comprehension (understanding) which will affect their 

performance in all learning areas at all grades. According to Sengupta (2011), the 

importance and benefits of reading to children develops the above mentioned skills. 

Figure 13: Teachers’ identification of learners’ reading problems 
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The most commonly used techniques for reading by respondents to assist learners 

were group reading (90.0%) whereby learners reading with the same ability are 

grouped together. This was followed by individual help (80%) and lastly peers/ buddy 

reading (63.3%). According to Vygotsky, working with a buddy/ peer is a scaffolding 

process through which a teacher or more competent peer helps the student in his or 

her ZPD as necessary, and tapers off this aid as it becomes unnecessary, much as a 

scaffold is removed from a building during construction (Balaban, 1995;  Shayer and 

Adey, 2002). 

Figure 14: Word recognition teaching approaches used by teachers 

 

The most commonly used method to teach word recognition used  by respondents is 

the use of flash cards with words from the story (90.0%).The other three techniques 

achieved similar percentages, that is match words with picture cards(53.3%), write 

words on specific objects in the classroom (50%), and group words that have similar 

sounds (50%). According to the Department of Education (2007) all these techniques 

are relevant and within the four stages of reading development namely: the pre-

reader stage, the emergent reader stage, the early reader stage, and the developing 

reader stage. The values above indicate that the educators were trying to use all the 

techniques to make teaching and learning effective during the lessons. 
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Figure 15: Learner comprehension problems identified by teachers 

 

At least 70.0% to 76.7% of the respondents used the first three techniques in Figure 

15 (above) to improve learner comprehension skills that is talking about the story 

using pictures (76.7%), question learners about the story (73.3%), and read short 

interesting stories (70%).  

46.7% used pictures drawn according to the sequence of the story to enable 

comprehension. According to Strickland (2006), teaching sequencing to early 

learners is important because logical order of thinking is fundamental to reading and 

everyday life. He adds that some learners cannot comprehend what has been read 

to them because they may be visual learners which mean that they learn by seeing 

or drawing. Teachers must adapt their teaching strategies to suit the learners’ needs.  
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Figure 16: How teachers say they assist learners with spelling problems 

 

Figure 16 (above) indicates that 80% of the educators help their learners to decode 

words during lessons, 76.7% make spelling lessons fun and exciting for learners, 

and only 40% of the respondents use the VAKT method. The VAKT spelling 

intervention method is an excellent way to help students who struggle to spell, this 

method does not only improve learners spelling but also their word accuracy, reading 

as well as their behaviour in the classroom (Riggs, 2008:14).  

Figure 17: What teachers identify as composition writing problems          
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To facilitate composition writing, 96.7% of respondents indicated Figure 17 (above) 

that they discuss topics orally, 73.3% choose topics that relate to the learners life 

world, and 53.3% uses pictures and charts during writing lessons. 

 

Charts and pictures are excellent in practice for oral composition and question and 

answer drill. Pictures have great importance in the sense that what cannot be 

described by words can be described pictorially. Charts are very useful for 

presenting and practicing structures, vocabulary items and composition. The use of 

visual aids during writing lessons follows the principles of Vygotsky (1978) who 

states that students greatly benefit from the type of scaffolding that makes extensive 

use of visual aids, hence the term visual scaffolding. When students can see an 

image of what the teacher is describing or can see the key words that the teacher is 

explaining, it not only serves to make the input considerably more comprehensible, 

but serves to remove the affective filter which results from the fear or boredom that 

comes of understanding very little in class (Bruner, 1975). 

 

Vygotsky (1978) believes that when a student is at the ZPD for a particular task, 

providing the appropriate assistance (scaffolding) will give the student enough of a 

"boost" to achieve the task. Once the student, with the benefit of scaffolding, masters 

the task, the scaffolding can then be removed and the student will then be able to 

complete the task again on his own (Shayer and Adey, 2002). 

 

4.3 SUMMARY 

In this chapter data generated from the four themes were analysed. It became clear 

that all the participants agreed that by adapting their teaching strategies to suit the 

needs of their learners, effective learning takes place. It also became clear, however, 

that there were some challenges that educators faced in the classroom situations. 

Conclusions are not presented here as the next chapter presents the research 

conclusions and recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.1  OVERVIEW OF STUDY 

This study investigated the use of adapted teaching strategies by grade three 

educators in literacy to suit the needs of the learners. Chapter 2 reviewed theories 

and literature relevant to defining and understanding of the use of adapted teaching 

strategies in literacy. Chapter 3 described the methodology employed in this study. 

Chapter 4 focused on the analysis and interpretation of the data obtained from the 

questionnaires and the semi-structured interviews. The findings were presented in 

themes. This chapter discusses the achievement of the objectives, limitations of the 

study, and the conclusions and recommendations arising from the findings of this 

study.  

5.2 ACHIEVEMENT OF THE OBJECTIVES 

The research findings are discussed according to the four research objectives. 

5.2.1 First Objective: To determine whether educators are able to determine 

their learners’ learning needs 

The findings indicated that the majority of the educators were able to determine the 

learning needs of their learners. They were also aware of the different styles of 

learning as they acknowledged the diversity of the learners in their classrooms. The 

educators indicated that the learners’ home background and proficiency in English 

also contributed to their learning styles. The majority of the educators mentioned that 

their learners were largely visual learners which mean that they learn by viewing 

charts, pictures and books. For a visual learner, visual tools improve the ability to 

recall information more completely. However, if the visual learner uses a visual aid 

when studying, like a colourful outline of test materials, he or she may retain more 

information. 

Others indicated that their learners were auditory learners, they learn by listening, 

and the rest of the learners were kinaesthetic learners, these learners learn by 

touching, feeling and moving. 
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5.2.2 Second Objective: To find out how educators determine the learning 

needs of their learner’s  

The findings revealed that the majority of the educators were able to determine their 

learners’ learning needs by assessing them formally and informally. The learners 

were assessed formally by writing tests which was done twice a month, and 

informally they were tested orally which was done every week. ‘The oral method’ of 

assessing was most successful because it was done weekly. As the OECD (2003) 

found, teachers using formative assessment approaches and techniques are better 

prepared to meet diverse students’ needs through differentiation and adaptation of 

teaching strategies to raise levels of student achievement and to achieve a greater 

equity of student outcomes. 

5.2.3 Third Objective: To determine how the educators used adapted teaching 

strategies to enable learning 

Respondents used most of the teaching strategies stipulated on the questionnaire in 

order to enable learning, namely: strategies to improve spoken language problems, 

strategies to improve reading, strategies to improve word recognition, strategies to 

improve phonics. The findings revealed that learners experienced some or major 

problems in all areas in literacy. This was due to the fact that the majority of them 

were English second language speakers. These strategies will now be explained in 

detail.  

In terms of adapting their teaching strategies to improve spoken language, educators 

reported that they were using: pictures to explain concepts during lessons; and 

changing the level of their instruction to suit learners. However, they were 

unsuccessful.  

The majority of the educators stated that their learners were experiencing spoken 

language problems because of their proficiency in English. Educators stated that 

they were unable to code switch during lessons in order to enable learning because 

they were unable to speak their learner’s home language. Language was therefore 

cited as a major barrier in literacy. Educators were keen to learn how they could 

adapt their teaching to overcome this barrier. Dyers (2003:61) contends that 

educators are struggling to respond adequately to the increased linguistic diversity 

found amongst learners in their classrooms. He explains that if you have many 
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teachers who are in the system for a long time, it means that they were qualified pre-

1994 which in turn means that they received teacher training under the old apartheid 

dispensation and therefore may not be equipped to deal with the diversity in their 

classrooms.   

With regard to reading methods, educators stated that they were using the following 

methods: reading in groups; assisting learners individually; and peer assistance, but 

more than 50% of the educators said that their learners were still experiencing 

reading problems, indicating that their methods were unsuccessful. 

Word recognition methods that were used included: using flash cards; matching 

words with pictures; grouping words with similar sounds; and writing words or 

labelling specific objects in the classroom, but more than 80% of the educators 

stressed that their learners were still having problems with word recognition. 

In terms of phonics methods, educators helped learners decode and also make 

phonics more exciting. Only a few educators reported using the VAKT method 

(visual, auditory and kinaesthetic). These educators incorporated the VAKT method 

when planning their phonic lessons which means that they are taught phonics using 

charts (visually), sounding the words to their learners (auditory) and build words with 

blocks e.g. Dominos (kinaesthetic). Those that were using this method reported 

great success as it helped learners with their phonics. This actually means that the 

majority of the educators who did not use this method were also unable to identify 

the learning styles of their learners.  

This study found that most educators were unaware of the whole language approach 

and therefore did not use it. Richard and Schmidt (2002:587) explain that this 

approach is also called a word method or sight method. It is a method for teaching 

children to read, commonly used in teaching reading in mother tongue, in which 

children are taught to recognize whole words rather than letter names  (as in 

phonics). It usually leads to the sentence method, where whole sentences are used. 

Those teachers who did use this approach attested to the fact that this is a very 

effective approach especially for second language learners.  

The findings of this study also suggest that second language learners’ academic 

performance may improve if they were taught in their mother tongue. According to 
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Sampa (2003), when teachers teach reading, writing and literacy in the learners’ 

mother tongue, they can develop adequate literacy skills that they can use in 

learning the official language. He states further that the Breakthrough Literacy 

Project implemented in South Africa illustrates what can be done, how to improve the 

quality of learning, and how to achieve better results. Its main goal is to facilitate the 

development of reading ability and literacy skills in both mother tongue and English 

among school children. Evaluations by the Breakthrough Literacy Project indicate 

that there is a correlation between student literacy skills and their academic 

achievements.  

The Minister of Basic Education, Angie Motshegka  (DoE, 2010)  announced 

changes for implementation in 2012, allowing teaching to take place in the mother 

tongue or home language in the early years of schooling so that the learners will 

become confident in the latter grades. The researcher believes that this change will 

benefit second language learners tremendously. 

5.2.4 Fourth Objective: The difficulties that educators experience in adapting 

their teaching strategies to suit their learners’ needs 

Resources 

The educators complained of a lack of resources e.g. reading and activity books at 

their schools which hampered effective teaching. Without resources, it is very difficult 

to teach word or sentence recognition. 

Time 

The educators also complained about having to spend more time with learners 

experiencing literacy problems. They said that their breaks were occupied with 

teaching the learners that experience reading or other problems in literacy which 

meant that they could not devote sufficient time to their first language speakers of 

English. This also impacted on the amount of work that they were able to complete in 

class. As a result, they struggled to complete their syllabus. They asked that more 

time be allocated for literacy so that they could accomplish the above. 
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Inadequate knowledge                                     

The majority of the educators stated that they had inadequate knowledge to support 

learners that were experiencing problems in literacy. They indicated that they 

required training in reading, phonics, comprehension, word recognition and 

composition writing. Onwu and Mogari (2004) agrees that educators need relevant 

education and training to adequately prepare them to aptly handle and manage the 

teaching-learning tasks they are expected to carry out in class.  

The educators are the ones who interact daily with learners in the class. They have 

to prepare and plan lessons, know their subject matter, organise the necessary 

teaching-learning resources, and select and identify appropriate teaching strategies 

for their lessons. In addition teachers have to be confident in their ability and skills to 

guide and facilitate meaningful learning (Onwu and Mogari, 2004: 162). Although all 

the educators in this study were qualified educators, some of them did not attend any 

workshops in the past five years, and were therefore not updated with new 

knowledge in terms of content and classroom practice. 

Inexperienced educators 

More than a quarter of the respondents had less than five years of teaching 

experience. These respondents that lacked experience were largely unable to 

determine their learners’ learning styles and therefore unable to adapt their teaching 

strategies.  

Low literacy levels at schools 

Literacy is considered to be a learner’s key to the mastery of the education 

curriculum overall (Hannon in Bloch, 1999:41) and a factor pivotal to the 

development of learners’ literacy proficiency appears to be the strategies that 

teachers initiate to assist in the growth of learners (Bloch, 1999:41). Respondents in 

this study rated the literacy levels at their schools as average to low, indicating a 

major crisis at schools in our country. More than 90% of the learners were 

experiencing some or major problems in literacy. The factors that contributed to this 

low level of literacy were: the language of instruction at schools was different from 

the home language of the second language learners; inexperienced educators who 

had inadequate knowledge of the learning content to successfully adapt their 
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teaching strategies; and educators who were unable to identify the learning styles of 

the learners. 

The findings of this study suggest that teacher development programmes are 

essentially required to make teachers learning mediators; interpreters and designers 

of learning programmes and materials; leaders, administrators and managers; 

scholars, researchers and life-long learners; role models and moral beings; 

assessors; and subject specialists (Department of Education, 2000:13-14). It is 

hoped that if teachers can display all the seven competencies above, they will be in 

a position to teach effectively and thus facilitate meaningful learning. The success of 

learners is at the core of the goals of any education system. For this reason teachers 

are expected to continually upgrade and update both their content and classroom 

practice knowledge. 

5.3 RECOMMENDATIONS 

Borne out of the findings and review of literature, this study recommends that 

educators must receive continuous professional development to ensure that effective 

teaching takes place in the classroom. Given the role of the educator in the learner’s 

zone of proximal development, it is essential that educators are adequately qualified 

or trained, and that they are continually exposed to the latest trends and 

developments in education so that they can offer optimal service to their learners.  

Educators must be trained to: teach in a multilingual classroom; adapt their teaching 

strategies to suit learner needs and learning styles; assess and understand their 

learners’ learning styles; and to improve literacy levels. Educators must receive 

regular training so that they can keep abreast of developments in education thereby 

advantaging their learners. The Department of Education should ensure that 

continuous professional development is part of a teacher’s job description. If 

workshops, training and seminars are organised and funded on a regular basis and 

made compulsory for educators, it could go a long way in addressing the needs of 

educators and learners, and improving literacy levels.   

More and varied teaching approaches should be applied to teach English reading 

skills such as: whole word approach; sentence approach (look and say approach); 

phonics approach; language experience approach; and eclectic (combined) 

approach as findings in this study revealed that most of  the educators were 
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concentrating more on word decoding and questioning. By so doing, educators will 

be able to determine which of the approaches work best in teaching literacy in their 

contexts. 

These are also other issues that need to be addressed: 

• The DoE should restructure syllabus content to suit the life-world of the 

learner. Given the diversity in our classrooms, syllabus content needs 

to be relevant in order to capture learners’ interest. Interest in a subject 

will motivate learners to work hard.  

• Schools must have a structured intervention programme where a 

specialist educator is appointed to assist learners who experience 

learning difficulties. This must be a permanent post so that there is 

continuity for the learner, and motivation for the educator to monitor 

progress of the learners.  

• Schools should form partnerships with parents so that they are also 

skilled in dealing with their children’s learning problems. Regular 

meetings with parents would allow educators to share knowledge with 

parents so that they are empowered to assist their children with their 

homework or, if they cannot, they can seek guidance and advice from 

the school.  

• Tests, assessments and examinations must be set in simple English. 

Continuous assessment must be favoured over one examination at the 

end of the year, so that remedial tasks may be given to learners to 

improve their marks and to assist them to learn. New teaching methods 

and strategies in the handling of learners need to be introduced. 

Teachers need to be tolerant with learners experiencing learning 

difficulties. 

5.4   SOME LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

This study could be expanded to include an in-depth study of learners’ home 

language, demographic background, family history, education level of parents and 

their siblings, socio-economic background to determine their impact on the learner’s 

ability to achieve at school. Unfortunately inclusion of the above was not possible 

within the ambit of this study. 
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The research sample was limited in terms of the population and the geographical 

location for the purpose of accessibility and because the researcher was also 

interested in seeking solutions to problems that she experiences with her learners.  

Some of the factors that impacted on this study were as follows:                                   

The nationwide strike by the South African Democratic Teachers Union in 2010 

resulted in mass stayaways by teachers across the country. Most of the educators at 

the schools which formed the sample for this study were therefore also involved in 

the mass action which led to delays in collecting data for this study. The researcher 

handed out the questionnaires one month before the public servants’ strike began. 

While some educators returned the questionnaires within the timeframe, others 

needed more time to complete it.  Those educators were allocated more time to do 

so and the researcher made arrangements to collect them at a later date. 

Delay in return of questionnaires. In some schools educators behaved in a very 

irresponsible manner because they indicated that they had left the questionnaire at 

home and some of them even mislaid the questionnaire. The researcher had to hand 

out new questionnaires to them and collect at a later date. 

The questionnaire has its limitations, for the reason that the researcher can never be 

sure that individuals are conveying their true interest, values or personality (Airasian, 

Gay and Mills, 2006:132). The semi-structured interviews conducted face-to-face 

thus enabled the researcher to gather more candid data from the respondents. 

Another limitation this study was in terms of the geographical location and population 

(grade 3 educators) within the Northern KwaZulu-Natal region. Any significant results 

emerging from this study therefore, may not reflect the situation at all schools but 

would undoubtedly prove useful in beginning to understand and address the 

educator’s needs in adapting teaching strategies in literacy to enable learning. 

5.5 IMPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

Several aspects emerged during the course of this study but were not discussed in 

detail as they were beyond the scope of this study but are certainly important for 

further study. 
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While this study found that learners’ ability in English does affect their performance 

in literacy, it also acknowledged that language proficiency is not the only requirement 

for success in literacy. Many more questions remain to be answered in order to fully 

address teachers’ use of adapted teaching strategies in literacy. Research into junior 

primary teachers: training in education; proficiency in English; attitude towards the 

subject; skills in teaching aspects in literacy; knowledge of the learning content and 

ability to adapt their teaching strategies, would certainly contribute to a better 

understanding of adapted teaching strategies. 

To enhance the findings of this research, it would be useful to investigate the 

effectiveness of educators’ adapted teaching strategies on learners’ performance. 

This could assist in identifying teaching strategies that are suitable for the different 

learning styles. It would also be useful to investigate the effect of grouping children in 

terms of their learning styles so that teaching can be geared to suit each group.  

Research into the impact of educator development workshops on the effectives of 

literacy educators in the classroom would inform training programmes for educators. 

Studies into the influence of learners’ home background on their level of literacy 

would assist educators to adapt their teaching strategies.  

5.6 A FINAL WORD 

The accepted assumption in South Africa is that after the foundation phase of 

schooling, a phase in which to master basic literacy, numeracy and life skills, 

learners will be prepared to make the change from ‘learning to read’ to ‘reading to 

learn’ during the intermediate phase of schooling using the language of instruction 

which is English (Lessing and de Witt, 2005). Sadly, this has not been the case for 

many learners. The reasons for the low literacy levels are varied but our diverse 

classrooms make it abundantly clear that educators must adapt their teaching 

strategies to suit learners’ learning styles and in the words of Mwamwenda (1995), 

the individual condition of each child. 
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                                                 RESPONDENT NUMBER 

 
 
Please answer the questions by placing a cross (x) in the appropriate block.                                          
 
 
SECTION A:  BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION 
                                                         
 
1. Age group:  
 
20- 30 

31-40 

41-50     

 
2. Gender: 
 
Male 
 
Female 
 
 
3. Highest qualification: 
 
Certificate 

Diploma 

Degree 

Higher Degree 

 
4. Number of years of experience in teaching at Foundation Phase Level 
 
 
5. Have you attended a literacy or literacy development workshop in the last 5 years? 
       
Yes 

No 
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If you answered yes, please complete the table below: 
 

Title of workshop Year attended 
  
  
  
  
 
 
SECTION B: THE USE OF ADAPTED TEACHING STRATEGIES IN             
LITERACY BY GRADE 3 EDUCATORS.  
 
6. How would you rate the level of literacy in grade 3 at your school? 
                                                                                  
Low 

Average 

High 

Please explain your answer 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
7. Rate the following areas with regard to literacy problems (of grade three learners) at your 
school.  
 
1= No problems   2= Some problems   3= Major problems.  

 
Please place a cross (X) in the appropriate box: 
 

                       1          2          3 
                  
Spoken language 

Written language 

Reading 

Comprehension 

Sight words 

Letter formation 



103 
 

Word recognition 

Spelling or phonics 

Sentence construction 

 
Other, please specify 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
8. Do you feel that you have adequate knowledge to support those learners that are       
experiencing problems in literacy?     
 
Yes  

No       

If no, please indicate which areas you would like to be trained in? 

Teaching of: 

Reading            

Phonics 

Comprehension 

Composition writing        

Word recognition 

Other, please elaborate below:       

________________________________________________________________________   
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9. Do you have an intervention programme for learners experiencing difficulties in literacy?   
  
Yes 

No                                          

 If you answered yes, please describe the intervention programme. 

________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________    
 
If you answered no, please explain how these learners are coping.___________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________         
 
 
10. Please indicate the learning styles of the grade three learners in your school. (You may 
choose more than one answer). 
                                                                    
Visual learners (learners rely on their visual sense when learning) 

Auditory learners (Learn by listening) 

Kinaesthetic learners (Learn by touching) 

Tactile learners (Learn by feeling with the fingers or tracing) 

Other, please explain  
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 

    
         
11. Do you assess the learners in order to determine their literacy needs? 
 
Yes 

No             

If yes, please explain how you assess the learners. 
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12. How do you create a learning environment/ classroom that is: 
                                           
Comfortable _____________________________________________________________ 

 

Safe and secure___________________________________________________________ 

 
Attractive________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________  
 
Other, please explain_______________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 

 
13. How do you assist learners experiencing problems with spoken language? (You may 
choose more than one answer). 

 
Code switch during lessons (from English to isiZulu) 

Change your level of instructions to suit individual learner’s needs 

Use pictures for discussion during lessons 

Use the whole language approach where all aspects of language such as 

spoken, written and reading are taught simultaneously. 

Other, please explain  
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
14. How do you assist learners experiencing problems with vocabulary? (You may select 
more than one answer).     

 
Use pictures during discussion to increase vocabulary 

Display daily word list on the classroom walls where learners can learn them 

Practise words written on flash cards 
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Other, please explain  
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
          
15. What skills does story time or reading stories to learners in a grade three class          
develop? (You may select more than one answer). 

 
Communication skills 

Comprehension skills                                                                  

Memory skills 

Pronunciation skills                             

Composition writing skills 

Other, please explain 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
16. How do you assist learners experiencing problems with reading? (You may choose more 
than one answer).           
 
Assist learners individually 

Get another learner to assist 

Let them read in a group 

Other, please explain 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________  
   
17. How do you teach word recognition during your reading lessons? (You may choose more 
than one answer).  
              
Use flash cards with words from the story 

Match words with picture cards                          
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Group words that have similar sounds 

Write words on specific objects in the classroom 

Other, please explain  
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
18. How do you assist learners experiencing problems with reading comprehension? (You 
may choose more than one answer). 
 
Talk about the story using pictures 

Draw pictures according to the sequence of the story 

Read short interesting stories 

Question learners about the story  

Other, please explain 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
                             
 
19.  How do you teach learners experiencing problems with spelling? (You may            
choose more than one answer). 
                           
 
Help them decode words during lessons        

Use the VAKT (visual, auditory, kinaesthetic and tactile senses) method      

Make spelling lessons fun and exciting for learners 

Other, please explain. 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
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20.  How do you help learners experiencing problems with composition writing?           
               
Discuss the topics orally 

Use pictures and charts during writing lessons 

Choose topics that relate to the learners life-world 

Other, please explain 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
      
       

 

Please feel free to make any other comment/s relating to literacy development in 

grade three at your school. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

THANK YOU FOR YOUR ASSISTANCE 
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