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Abstract

In 1998, seventy per cent of children in South Africa failed and had to repeat the Grade 1 year.
This is the result of a number of factors, among them academic and cultural readiness Jfor school. Many
primary schools in South Aﬁz’ca teach through English, a language that is not the home language of the
majority of Iearnérs, Despite recent legislation aimed at improving preschool facilities and teacher
capacity, there has been insufficient consideration of which languages are taught and how they should be
taught to children before they arrive at Grade 1.

This study sets out to explore whether there is a relational link between preschool English
language teaching and learning and subsequent educational achievement at Grade 1. It also sketches out
possible recommendations for improving the teaching and learning of English in the sample schools. The
study does not attempt to enter the debate over choice of language of teaching and learning (LoLT). In
this longitudinal case study, four children from two different preschools, (one mainly isiXhosa medium
and one English medium), were observed in their classroom environments over a period of four months.
The following year, the same children were observed in their respéctive Grade I classrooms, all of which
were English medium either entirely or to a degree. The parenis of all four children were interviewed in
their home environment, as were their teachers.

The study found that there is a significant communication gdp between preschool teachers and
Grade 1 teachers. This was combined with a self-confessed need amongst some teachers for increased
training in teaching through English. Low motivation and limited professional experience in some cases
coniributed to a preschool language-learning environment that lacked many of the factors identified as
being essential for a positive learning environment in early childhood. There was in addition a clear bias
in many sites towards universality of ECD principles with little regard for the hegemony of Western
pedagogy, particularly in the area of literacy acquisition. The study concludes by suggesting some ways
in which this situation could be improved in order to enable preschool children to cope better with the

demands of Grade 1.
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Chapter 1

Background and Motivation

1.1 Background for Research

In July 2001, I had recently arrived in Grahamstown from the UK with the intention of staying in
South Africa for six months. I had been teaching English as a Foreign Language in the UK, but I wanted
to diversify my skills and become a primary school teacher. However, the more I spoke to practising state
sector teachers, the more I found that education was not turning out to be quite the career I had imagined it
to be. 1 had been reading about South Africa and its desire to transform its education system, and thought
that it could be useful to someone disillusioned with his own country’s education system to see the system
of another country being transformed.

I did not manage to find paid employment before I came to Grahamstown, but I did visit the
offices of a local non-governmental organization (NGO) specializing in early childhood education to see
what kind of work they were doing. The director took me on my first tour of the local township that both
scared and fascinated me. [ was taken to a variety of pre- and primary schools all over the town, and left
with my head swimming at the contrasts among them.

A few days later, I returned to the NGO, and asked for voluntary work in any of the primary
schools they worked with. The director was only able to offer me work in the Grade R (reception year)
(GR) of one of the preschools. Full of trepidation and nervousness, I went to see what help I could offer
the school.

I had expected a reserved welcome from the staff and children, but instead I was welcomed with
open arms by both. Right from the very first minute I was helping to serve the children lunch and by the
end of the day, I found myself promising to come back for the next month at least.

That month was byr no means easy. 1 did not have a command of the local language, Xhosa, to speak to
my colleagues or the children, and I often found it hard to make myself understood in English or to
understand the English of those around me. In addition, I had never worked with children as young as
five or six before. As I began to take more of an active role in the classroom, the teachers began to leave
me more and more to teach the children on my own. At first, this was good fun, because the children saw
me as an anomaly, and I prepared lessons for them as best I could around a variety of topics. Later, as the
children realized that I didn’t know their language, they saw that I really had no authority over them, and
the relationship between the children and me began to deteriorate. I realized that I still had a lot to learn
about children, teaching, and South Africa in general.

I left the preschool after the allotted month, wondering what I should do with my newly gained

humility in this new country. Coincidentally, the primary school next door to the preschool, here called
1
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Secunda, was advertising for a Grade 7 teacher. I applied, aware of the fact that my teaching qualification
was actually not adequate for the post, but interested to see who was involved in the school and to learn
some more about the place and its'people. To my amazement, I got the job. My apprehension prior to
working at the preschool was nothing compared to what I felt before I started work at the primary school.
I soon realized that I had jumped into the deep end of South African education with both feet first, plus a
lead weight tied to them. The primary school at that stage taught up to Grade 10 and I was to teach grades
7- 9 across the curriculum, not only English as I had thought. In the first few weeks, the children and I
were rather like two boxers in a ring trying to feel each other out. I then began to realise just what I had
let myself in for. For the remainder of those six months, I struggled, failed, achieved, laughed and cried,
all quite regularly, and emerged exhausted and confused. Iknew thatI had learnt a huge amount in a very
short space of time. But what had the children learnt? I decided to conduct an evaluation of my teaching
amongst the children.

The evaluation showed that at least some of the children liked me and my classes but found my
teaching difficult to follow. Overwhelmingly, they said the reason for this was how unconfident they were
in English, not simply that they found my form of English hard to follow. I remember being very
surprised by fhis, since the children had, by and large, all been in the school since Grade 1 (G1) and had
learnt in English for all the time they had been in school.

I subsequently began talking to the other teachers in the school about what my evaluation had
revealed. One teacher’s response was that the previous headmaster had walked into her classroom and
found that she had been speaking isiXhosa to explain a difficult concept to a child. She told me that she
had been subsequently reprimanded for this, and was told that: ‘This is an English medium school’. Other
teachers were constantly complaining about how little the children understood in the classroom and the
constant errors in their written work across all learﬁing areas. It seemed that many learners in the higher
grades in the school seemed to be struggling in many subjects because they couldn’t deal with the
language demands.

This got me thinking about where the problem actually started. I began to do some reading, and
discovered the shocking statistic that a few years previously over seventy per cent of children in G1 were
not equipped to pass the year (Bot 1998). The more I read, the more I found that the reasons for this were
not simple. Most black South African children did not attend preschool before they started school for a
variety of reasons ranging from material and educational poverty in the home to a lack of resources,
teachers, and preschools in general. Each of these factors alone creates a huge problem for very young
learners entering school for the first time. However, despite reading extensively on the subject, I found

very little discussion of the linguistic demands of G1 on children from either preschool or non- preschool

backgrounds. Although perhaps not the sole reason for language difficulties later in school, the languages
2
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children are exposed to before entering G1 would be likely to have an effect on how easy it would be for
them to be assimilated into the primary school culture. If, for argument’s sake, the school taught only in
English from G1 onwards and the child entering that system had never learnt in English, either formally or
informally, what were the chances of the child passing G1, assuming all other factors were to that child’s
advantage?

The next question to be asked was whether in fact it was preferable for children to start being
taught through a second language before they even reached primary school. There is much research to
suggest that the best way to acquire proficiency in English, (and thereby also to maximise chances of
academic success), is not to teach through it from too early an age (“....Thomas and Collier...... show
that children who are plunged almost immediately into a second language learning environment might
only score 20% in their final examinations in English....” Heugh 2001:4).

I soon began to realise that the issue of school readiness was not a simple one, and that I could
certainly not assume that the only reasons why some African children underachieve in the primary school
were language related. Most children in South Africa do not attend preschool and for this reason may not
be adequately prepared for the challenges of Grade 1. School readiness is a highly complex issue: it
involves ensuring the capacity of the children to learn, (itself a massive task), and it also involves
introducing learners into the discourse of education. For some learners, there is a large discourse gap
between home and school. Most educational institutions in South Africa function around an essayist
literacy, which is a European tradition (Scollen and Scollen 1981). African children are required to adopt
this discourse because it is globally the dominant academic discourse. Children from backgrounds where
parents already possess this discourse themselves will be massively advantaged in terms of school
readiness over those whose parents do not (Ibid).

However, much learning occurs through language. Therefore, the language in which learning
occurs and the context in which that language is used are important to successful learning. Furthermore,
Cummins and Swain (1986) suggest that because much learning occurs through language from an early
age, linguistic competence and cognitive development are very closely linked. It seemed that the subject
of the research needed to be how a second language (L2) is developed in the preschool, and to what extent
this development impacts on learners’ abilities to demonstrate their potential in their first year of primary
education. Initially, I had wanted to try to look at the problem across the whole primary school, but soon
realized this was unrealistic. I decided to start with the things I was at least familiar with: the preschool
and the primary school where I had worked.

I now had far more questions than answers about South Africa, its languages, and its early years

education. It took me the best part of three months to work out which questions I could try to answer. I

finally decided on one.




To what extent does the L2 teaching and learning in the last year of the sample preschools affect the

educational achievement in the first year of primary school in the sample schools?

Almost as soon as I had decided on this, I realized that there were many other things I would have
to find out first before I could attempt to answer it. I would need to make explicit the broad contextual
factors that influence the teaching and learning of L2 in the sample preschools, from classroom culture to
national policy documents. I also would need to attempt a description of what second language skills the

sample learners in Grades R and 1 have, and to ascertain to what extent, (if any), these skills fall short of

’ the DET outcomes these learners need to achieve for these grades. In addition, I would have to construct a
picture of the overall educational achievement of the sample learners in Grade 1, and compare this to their

x L2 skills in GR and G1. Thus the secondary research questions were:

1. What are the broad contextual factors that influence the teaching and learning of L2 in the sample preschools?
2. What second language skills do the sample learners in Grades R and 1 have?

3. What picture of the overall educational achievement of the sample learners in Grade 1 is obtained, and how does

this compare to the L2 skills described in 2?7

In addition, I was keen to ensure that the research would be conducted in a critical paradigm (see
section 3.1). My intention was to do research that had some real relevance to the practitioners and

institutions that were its focus. In this regard, I added the following two research questions.

4. What ideologies, (values and understandings), underlie the teaching and learning of L2 in the sample
; preschools?
i 5. What aspects of the GR L2 teaching and learning environment could be changed for the sake of greater

achievement in G1?

Armed with these questions and my teaching experience, I began the next stage of my research journey.




Chapter 2

Theoretical Overview

Part 1: The Socio-political Background of Historical ECD Provision in South Africa.

In this chapter, I will attempt to sketch the background behind the current language in education
practices in the sites in which the research was conducted. I will also be looking at the various policies
and projects that have taken place in the last 150 years in South Africa in the field of ECD (Early
Childhood Development). The history of language in education and the development of young children in
South Africa is a complex one and merits some detailed attention. Ihave as far as possible used a
chronological framework to explain the aspects of the above areas that I feel are relevant to this research.

In the course of this chapter then, preschool policy and language policy have become intertwined.

2.1.1 The origins of black primary education
Formal primary education for blacks in South Africa has existed for just over 150 years

(Hartshorne 1992: 22). Originally, it was provided by the European colonizers through church schools,
staffed by whites. Eventually, some primary schools for blacks were set up in Natal in 1910, but by 1925
the onus was still in the main on the missions to provide education for so called Natives (Hartshorne
1992:25) The quality of education in these schools was low, especially by the second half of the last

century. Hartshorne lists the following contributing factors:

s the issue of which languages should be used as media of instruction.

o outdated teaching methods

o inadequate teacher training

* primitive schooling facilities

o fatigue in students (caused by malnutrition and other effects of poverty.)
(Hartshorne 1992:41)

(An underlying factor that Hartshorne mentions later was the lack of funding.) Funding for schools
*...was to be paid for by blacks themselves through direct taxation applicable only to them...’(Hartshorne
1992:27) Considering how little any black was able to earn relative to whites in South Africa in 1925, the

amount spent on black education was clearly very low in comparison to white.)




The cumulative effect of these factors was that: ‘...almost one in four African children does not
reach grade two after one year of schooling. This figure has remained virtually constant for more than
three decades...” (Taylor 1989:43). By 1972, only 1 in 5 black children attending primary school would
stay in school long enough to be old enough to go to secondary school. Only 1 in 8 would actually get
into secondary school (Hartshorne 1992:41). Although this thesis focuses mainly on the first of the factors
listed above, they are all closely linked to one another.

The issue of which languages black children in primary school should be taught in, (in other words
the Medium of Instruction issue or LoLT), goes right back to the 19™ century. English first appeared on a
school curriculum in South Africa in 1884, where it formed part of the Natal Council’s list of curriculum
subjects, which also included Zulu (Kingwill 1998:1ii). English continued to be supported as part of the
school curriculum, but some thought that English should not be used in ‘native education’. This was

3

because it was thought that using English might give blacks: “...ideas above their station...” (Lyons, 1970
in Hartshorne 1992:188) On the other hand, English missionaries at the time saw using English as the
LoLT as ‘emancipatory’ while the German and Swiss missionaries preferred to teach through the
vernacular (Hartshorne 1992:188).

From 1892 until 1907, English was the de facto LoLT in black primary schools. After the union
between the British and the Afrikaners that followed the Second Anglo Boer War in 1909, the Education
Act No.25, known as the Smuts Act, was passed (Kingwill 1998:3). It stated that blacks were to be taught
in their mother tongue for the first six years of schooling, and afterwards in one of the two official
languages of the time, English or Dutch. This act was to serve as legislation on language until 1953, when

the Bantu Education Act replaced it.

2.1.2 Language and Apartheid
Formal apartheid began in South Africa in 1948 with the rise of the Afrikaner Nationalists

(Walters 1995). Successive Nationalist governments tried to ensure ever-increasing separation between
blacks and whites on many levels, particularly in regard to education and language. One example of
government action aimed at ensuring the separation of white and black into the distant future was the
Bantu Education Act of 1953. It stated that subjects that had previously been taught in English or
Afrikaans under the Smuts Act, (such as science and arithmetic), were now to be taught through African
languages (Kingwill 1998:3). English and Afrikaans were still to be taught, but as subjects, and not used
as LoLTs. The upshot of this was that children were exposed to three languages in the first three years of
schooling. This contributed to a drop-out rate of 52% in the first four years of primary school (Ibid).
Rather like the early colonizers, the apartheid regime felt English would emancipate the blacks,

which would therefore narrow the colour divide. It was believed that African education should be based
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on traditional culture, and that in the words of Verwoerd: °...[Africans] should not develop a desire to
graze in European pastures...” (Rose 1970:85).

Despite the Nationalist desire to limit black access to English in schools, there was much
underlying resentment between 1954 and 1976 to the restrictions in LoLT that the Bantu Act imposed.
Some teachers resigned or were dismissed because they taught through English when they should have
been using the mother tongue (Hartshorne 1992:198). Some parents actually refused to send their children
to schools operating the Bantu Education policy, and set up their own schools that taught through the
medium of English (Lodge 1983:114-29). Later, the same Nationalist government did attempt to make
Afrikaans the only medium of instruction in schools, but following mass protest which led to the Soweto
riots of 1976, the ‘switch to English’ was allowed to continue. Ironically, some authors, (e.g. Heugh
2001:2), have suggested that the apartheid language in education policies are among the most successful
ever used in South Africa, because of the enormous benefits to be gained from learning only in the mother
tongue before starting a new language.

The basic aim of the successive apartheid governments was to ensure that blacks had as little
access to English as possible. English was seen as a language of empowerment, because of its status both
within and outside South Africa. If blacks were to acquire it in large numbers, it could threaten the
hegemony of the apartheid state.

Under apartheid, as mentioned in 1.1, the failure rate amongst black children at primary school
level was appallingly high. (It is worth noting that a recent audit of ECD provisioning in South Africa still
claims that the ‘current lack of [adequate ECD provision] bears witness to the legacy of apartheid’ (DoE
2001a:5). Pressure began to be levelled at the Nationalist governments in the 1970s to take action on

these failure rates.

2.1.3 Addressing the failure rate
The Molteno Project was started at the Institute for the Study of English in Africa (ISEA) in 1974

by the combined efforts of Prof. Lanham of the University of the Witwatersrand, the ISEA and the
Molteno Brothers Trust of Elgin (Walters 1995:214). Its aim was to look at the effects that the transition
to English as LoL T was having on learners in those schools. The researchers found that 1 in 4 African
children was not reaching grade 2, even in the schools where the ‘straight for English’ approach was being
adopted (Taylor 1989 in Walters 1995). By 1975, Molteno had decided on a course of action: the main
reasons for this appalling failure rate amongst black children were the methods and materials used for
teaching reading through the mother tongue in G1. The Molteno Project designed, produced and

published a series of courses called Breakthrough, which set out to teach learners to read in African

languages first. The project was radical precisely for this reason: it was the first major research project in
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Southern Africa that took as its starting point that success in a second language as an LoLT is not possible
without a very thorough grounding in the first language. The aim was to develop a knowledge and skills
base in the first language in order to assist the learning of English later. The implementation of the
Breakthrough course naturally involved a lot of teacher training and capacity building. Molteno was
implemented in 1975 in South Africa with great success. By 1996, Molteno methods were being used
across Southern Africa, with 116 780 teachers trained and teaching in the Molteno method, and over halfa
million children as their learners (Kingwill 1998:116). Although the Breakthrough course is now not so
widely used as it was a few years ago in South Africa, and the government fails to acknowledge it as
perhaps the most successful initiative in primary school curriculum development ever seen in South
Africa, it continues to be used to some areas of Southern Africa to this day.

The Threshold project also had an ambitious remit, namely to devise a new primary school
curriculum for South Africa. It was started in 1985 by Carol Macdonald. It lasted for five years, ending in
1990 with the final report of the first phase of the project entitled: ‘Towards a new primary curriculum for
South Africa’. Threshold was trying to unravel the LoL T knot that primary education had got itself into
since 1979. In that year, the Education and Training Act had been passed which stated that one of the then
two official languages, English or Afrikaans, could be used as an LoLT after the first four years in primary
school. Maybe as a direct result of this, it was estimated that within ten years of the writing of the report,
(2003), nine out of ten children in South Africa would be learning through a language other than their own
(Macdonald 1990:73).

A few years prior to the publication of the Threshold Report, the matric results from black pupils
countrywide had been little short of appalling, with 58.2% of black matriculants failing the exam
compared to only 4% of white, and 37.4 % and 6.4 % for Coloured and Indian respectively (Hartshorne
1992:82). The Threshold Poject concluded that the causes of these poor results might have lain in the
primary sector, and specifically with the issue of languages and LoLT. The researchers found that the
language skills of children making the switch to English in Grade 4 were inadequate in both their first
language and English to continue effective learning (Macdonald 1990:Preface). Contrary to popular
belief, the Threshold Project did not only criticize the LoLT choices permitted and being made in primary
schools: it was also concerned with curriculum and all the myriad of aspects that affect curricula from the

fields of politics, poverty-related factors and cultural issues. Macdonald made the important point that:

“...Schooling...is largely the creation of urban, technological, industrialized culture....The

thinking skills which those tasks require are largely those of urban technological culture...” (Macdonald
and Burroughs 1991:5)




Not only were the learners’ language skills not up to the challenge of what are currently termed the
intermediate and senior phase, but *...the whole learning situation in the junior primary phase is too
limited to prepare children for the range of skills that underlie...geography, science and
history...”(Macdonald 1990:Preface). One of Threshold’s final recommendations was that research be
conducted towards creating a transformed learning system which addressed the mismatch between ‘the
conceptual demands of the curriculum to the conceptual development of the child” (Ibid:141). Ultimately,
an attempt was made in the shape of Curriculum 2005 (C2005) and Outcomes-Based Education (OBE)
(See 2.2.9). However, the LoLT switch proved to be a more difficult nettle to grasp.

In 1980, the apartheid government finally decided that after almost 20 years of protests and
boycotts against Bantu Education it was time to commission a report on the dropout rates in primary
schools. This responsibility fell to the Human Sciences Research Council under De Lange. It was met
with a wide range of responses. Amongst other findings, the report concluded that investment in
education should °...focus its attention on the basic and pre-basic phases of education....” (De Lange
1981:115). For this reason, it was recommended that a twelve-week preschool orientation programme be
set up nationwide, aimed at achieving school readiness. This was the first time that an official body had
identified one of the major problems of educational underachievement amongst blacks as being school
readiness. For the first time, the problems of failure were perceived as not being confined to school itself,
but to learners being ready for school in the first place.

De Lange additionally sketched out what he saw as the three possible options for media of

instruction in black primary schools.

1. The mother tongue of the majority of learners will be used as LoLT in the first few years of
primary school, followed by a gradual switch to English.

2. English or Afrikaans would be used as the sole LoLT in all the years of schooling. This became
known as the ‘straight for English/Afrikaans’ option, where there would be no mother tongue
education at all.

3. The LoLT would be the mother tongue of the majority of learners in the school until the end of
primary school. Other languages of teaching and learning would then be on offer at secondary
level.

(Hartshorne 1992:205)

The HSRC report of 1983 (see section 2.1.5) and the findings of the De Lange Report led to the
drafting of the White Paper on the Provision of Education in South Africa (1983). This paper

recommended that a bridging course of one to two years be set up to prepare disadvantaged preschool
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aged children for primary school (DoE 2001a:9). Had this actually happened, the course of ECD for
South Africa’s most needy children might have run smoother. As it happened, the state decided to cut its
involvement and thereby its subsidies for ECD. So although the need for preschooling on a national scale
had finally been established, the DoE lacked the resources to implement change, and thus the appalling
dropout rates in primary school continued unabated.

Although it took many years before official legislation was passed concerning preschooling in
South Africa, the fact that school readiness was an important factor in success at primary school was
acknowledged even before Molteno and Threshold were born. In the next section of this chapter, I will be
looking at what sort of preschooling was being developed even before the primary education system

began to undergo the changes described in this section.

2.1.4 Addressing school readiness.

The first preschools in South Africa were started during the 1920s by an organization called the
South African Mothercraft Training Centre in Cape Town (Short 1985:44). By 1939, South Africa had 14
nursery schools and 17 day care centres, one of which was categorized as providing for ‘Black
children.’(Ibid:44). (Short categorizes nursery schools as those preschools that were seen as educational
institutions, and day care centres as those that were seen to provide day care to children of working
parents.) All of these were purely the initiatives of private donors and/or local authorities with no state
backing, although some, (only White nursery schools), were later subsidised under the National Education
Policy Act of 1967. In 1934, at the Conference on the Poor White Problem in Kimberley, the provision
of adequate preschooling was considered important enough to pass a resolution on. This was the first time
that a national body had legislated on preschooling in South Africa, and interestingly arose from a meeting
designed to limit poverty, even if only for one section of the community. It mentioned that provision

should be made for preschooling, to include:

“...care of preschool children (2-6 years) under regular medical supervision,.... feeding and
resting, [the starting of] good habits,..... physical, intellectual, and social development,.... offering parents
guidance and help, and soliciting their cooperation in the education of their children...” (Webber 1978 in
Short 1985: 44)

This resolution was rather unsophisticated compared to later policy, and was focused on the care,
as opposed to the education, of preschool-aged children. It is worth noting that forty years after this

resolution was made, (1970), over 95% of the country’s children still had no access to preschool (Short
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1985:45). That said, after 1939 until comparatively recently, it is difficult to chart increase in preschool
provision, because statistics from the time are incomplete and confusing (Ibid).

Because the first preschools, (i.e. ‘nursery’ schools as opposed to day care centres), in South
Africa were established by local communities with no government funding, they were therefore largely
dependent on fees to cover their costs, which clearly had an impact on attendance and the ability to reach
the most needy sections of the community. They employed qualified teachers, and despite the
government resolution referred to above, the emphasis was more on educating the learners as opposed to
just caring for them (Short 1985:47). These preschools were largely white-run institutions with white
teachers in them. Later preschools tended to follow their model (Ibid). At the time, there was little
awareness that materially disadvantaged children might have different needs in the preschool as compared
to materially more advantaged children.

In response to a growing recognition of this difference in needs, the Athlone ELC Project started in
1969 (Short 1985:60). Its philosophy was that preschools should be places of supplementary education,
i.e. supplementary to the family, who were considered to have the central role in early childhood
development. It did not set out to prepare children for school per se. The project consisted of several
schools, in which a few core skills were identified as needed and therefore cultivated. (It could be said
that the curriculum was therefore outcomes based.) They included: first language fluency, conceptual
vocabulary, and the ability to ask questions. The aim was to encourage cognitive development through
language. Athelone stands out as one of the first practical attempts to provide preschooling to those most
in need of it in South Africa, and interestingly saw language development as the central part of its
curriculum. The 1934 Kimberly Resolution was still in effect, which made the Athelone curriculum all
the more radical in terms of its aims. However, language was to become an issue with much broader

implications than preschool curricula in the years that preschooling began to emerge in South Africa.

2.1.5 The beginnings of a pre-primary education policy for South Africa
A research programme funded by the HSRC was reported in 1983 by Reilly and Hofmeyer and

entitled: ‘Pre primary education in the RSA’. Its aim was to *...develop guidelines for the development of
a system of preschool care and education within the parameters of the multicultural and socio-economic
needs of South Africa...” (Reilly and Hofmeyer 1983:2) A lot of its findings were groundbreaking, and
some are still evident in the most recent white papers on ECD (Early Childhood Development) today.
Reilly and Hofmeyer said that preschooling was an ‘essential component’ of a good education
structure. They used the phrase ‘environmental deprivation’ meaning “...when the economic, social, and

cultural qualities of a community are inadequate for developing potential in young children....” (Ibid: 4)

This idea that material disadvantage inevitably leads to retardation in children was unfortunately a theory
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that was to dominate much of the early work in preschooling. However, even if Reilly and Hofmeyer
were in effect accusing the black community of being incapable of raising children successfully, they did
make the important point that: “....School readiness is a fundamental prerequisite for success in the
primary school...”(Ibid:5) They list one of the three features of school readiness as being: “....a level of
language development that is good enough for him [the learner] to understand language and express
himself verbally...”(Ibid:5) The report doesn’t go on to say which languages should be developed for
which purposes, but the fact that language appears as a component of school readiness is important.
School readiness was not considered to be automatic, but needed to be nurtured, both by parents and
formal educational structures.

On pl12 -13, the authors claimed that: “...Black culture does not equip learners to meet Western
education systems standards...” The reason given for this was that in ‘black culture’, children were
expected to be passive and to learn through reproduction. They claimed that black children did not get the
opportunity in their early childhood for exploration, imagination, and interpretation, and that these skills
were vital to educational success. Despite these sweeping generalizations, and despite the fact that
nowhere in the report is there a question that the Western based education system itself might be at fault
precisely because it was Western and not African, the point they made about the importance of
preschooling is none the less unprecedented. I will return to this question of the mismatch between
cultural values and discourses of the school and its pupils at a later stage in this chapter.

The pre-1994 history of preschooling and early primary schooling for blacks in South Africa is one
chequered with failure, and failed attempts to redress failure. With the introduction of democracy in
South Africa, the government realised just how pressing the need for educational reform was in the
country as a whole. The second part of this chapter deals with educational policy related to preschools

and language in post-apartheid South Africa.

Part 2: Policy and Practice of Post Apartheid ECD Provision in South Africa.

2.2.]1 The National Educational Policy Investigation (NEPI)

NEPI was a large-scale research project set up in 1990 by the National Educational Co-ordinating
Committee (NECC) to conduct an audit of all aspects of South Africa’s education system, and to inform
policy for the future. It published its extensive report in 1992. What it found in preschools and what it
suggested for them was advanced thinking for its time. Much of what was written and discovered through
NEPI is still being used to inform policy today, twelve years on (e.g. the Education White Paper no.5 on
ECD (DoE 2002)). Its findings on preschooling were included in a report entitled ‘Early Childhood
Educare’ (NECC 1992).
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One of the first findings was the lack of formal training amongst ECD staff. The report quotes
Short (1992) on p20 as saying that only 4% of staff have any formal training. It also found that in order to
provide effective ECD, the whole community must be involved. Education/educare, health care, housing
and social welfare all have to be coordinated if ECD is to work effectively. In fact, for ECD to function,
the community has to function too.

NEPI continues the theme found in almost every piece of research into preschooling: that families
are the primary caregivers, and that the preschool must support them in their task, not replace them.
However, there does seem to be a contradiction in the ECD section of the report. On p5, we find the
following: ‘...Preschool programs cannot compensate for the effects of poor socio-economic
background...’, yet on p94, the report claims that preschools are critical to changing socio-economic
status. The report sends a mixed message about its conception of ECD: is it to prepare children for
school and raise them out of poverty, or to try to make ‘the best of a bad job’ by giving materially
disadvantaged children a chance? Considering NEPI was intended to inform policy in ECD, it is
unfortunate that its purpose in these statements was not clearer.

Early on, the report makes the vital point, which also happens to be the focus of this research, that
continuity between preschool and G1 is vital. Is there a gap between what is expected at Grade R and at
G1, or not? Are the skills that are developed in Grade R actually used in Gradel, and if so, are they
sufficiently developed to enable the learner to cope?

On language policy, the report claims that it sees language as only a small part of the complex
issue of school readiness. It also acknowledges that there may be difficulties in prescribing curricula in a
‘top down’ fashion to preschools. These two findings are linked. The researchers found that as regards
language, some schools introduced a second language informally, whereas others had a policy of bilingual
teaching in place. (A problem with the second option was that the staff was frequently not sufficiently
trained in the second language to teach it effectively.) On the other hand, the problem with not
prescribing curricula was that some preschools were practicing a ‘freeplay’ model of ECD, and others a
much more structured school readiness program. Preschools/preprimary school/day centers/educare
centers/créches all have different pedagogies of ECD, and one area where this manifests itself is in the
area of language teaching and policy.

To sum up, NEPI was a thorough and far-reaching research project that looked at a number of
different forms of ECD provision, and found them to be highly diverse in many areas. Coordination
between preschools, and between preschools and primary schools was often not to be found, and many
different or even opposing views on school readiness and language teaching were also in evidence. NEPI
was one of the first pieces of research to demonstrate both the problems and the capacity of ECD in South
Africa.
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2.2.2 National Educational Policy since 1994: C2005 and the NCS.

Following the findings of NEPI, the government introduced a new national schools curriculum
founded on the principles of Outcomes Based Education. It was packaged in a document called
Curriculum 2005 (C2005). It provided a nationwide curriculum for all learners in all schools in the
country. It was divided into eight ‘learning areas’ as opposed to subjects. School based education was
further divided into four ‘phases’, Foundation, Intermediate, Senior and FET. The Foundation phase had
three ‘learning programmes’ as opposed to the eight found in the other phases. They were literacy,
numeracy, and life skills. Although Grade R was not included in the Foundation Phase, teachers were
given guidelines about how they should operate. These included focusing on the skills of learning to
cooperate with peers, and independence in learning, amongst others.

The overall aim of OBE and C2005 was to make a radical shift away from previous knowledge-
based curricula which were largely Euro-centric in their content, and make a move towards equipping all
learners with valuable skills and knowledge for their lived lives. The C2005 policy document was
unfortunately filled with heavy jargon, and was found to be difficult to implement, perhaps because the
shift in thinking was too radical for the low capacity in teaching staff at the time. C2005 was replaced by
the National Curriculum Statement (NCS) in 2001, which continued to build on the principles of OBE.

Much of the rhetoric of the first OBE curriculum has disappeared in the NCS, and been replaced
by Learning Outcomes and Assessment Standards. The NCS is however much more prescriptive than
C2005 about what learners should be able to do and by when. The Learning Outcomes apply across all
grades in each learning area, but the assessment standards vary for each grade. The Languages learning
area is divided not only into grades, but also has different assessment standards for each language.
Languages are divided into Home Language and Additional Language. The NCS acknowledges that:
“...many children will eventually study some of their other learning areas through their additional
language...” (DoE 2001b:66). It goes on to say that their additional language classes should prepare them
for this. On page 65, the authors suggest that additional languages should be introduced as a subject as
soon as possible, and that the home language should be used alongside the additional language for as long
as possible. No guide is given as to when the best time might be to begin learning through the additional
language, and it is not clear if the assessment standards for an additional language still hold when learners
are being taught through it. The assumption is that learners learn through their home language at least at
first, whereas in the sites I worked in, this was not necessarily the case. Because the NCS is national, it
will obviously be very difficult to determine, let alone prescribe, what languages are Home and Additional

for a given class of learners. This lack of guidance from a national educational policy document about

when children should best start to learn in an additional language is worrying. There is much evidence to
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suggest, (Molteno, (Kingwill (1998)), Threshold, (Macdonald and Burroughs (1991)) and Heugh 2001),
that if a child starts to learn to read and write in a second language before they have begun to learn these
skills in the first language, the overall literacy rate that the child develops will be lower than it would

otherwise be.

2.2.3 The South African Schools Act 1996

Another major step towards transforming South Africa aimed specifically at redressing the past

injustices of education was taken in 1996. It concerned itself in the main with the powers and
transparency regarding school governing bodies and school fees that could be charged, but it did mention
the language of teaching and learning. Governing bodies were allowed to determine, within the confines
of the constitution, the Act, and provincial law, which languages would be taught in their schools (DoE
1996a:6.2). It was also anticipated that the minister would soon determine the ‘norms and standards for
language policy in public schools’ (DoE 1996a:6.1). This policy followed later in 1997.

The Schools Act was the first time in South African history that any school anywhere in the
country was officially permitted to teach in whichever language it chose. As such, it began the transition
to redressing the past injustices.

The transformational process in post-1994 South Africa included many projects concerned with
language planning and language in education as well as the large-scale restructuring of the education
system. The following sections in this chapter look at these in more detail, and what their effect was on

ECD provisioning in the country.

2.2.4 LANGTAG and the Language in Education policy
With the democracy newly formed and the eleven official languages enshrined within the new

constitution, the time had come to arrive at a language plan for a multilingual South Africa. The ministry
responsible for this task was the Department of Arts, Culture, and Sport. LANGTAG, the Language Task
Action Group was commissioned, under the leadership of Dr. Alexander, to draft a framework for a
national language plan. It was up to the Pan South African Language Board (PANSALB) and the
Department of Education (DoE) to refine and implement the recommendations of LANGTAG.

The task of LANGTAG was ambitious, and for this reason, it was divided into several

subcommittees. The aims of LANGTAG, in line with the constitution, were as follows:

o to promote national unity

o to entrench democracy which includes protection of language rights
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o to promote multilingualism
o to promote respect and tolerance of linguistic and cultural diversity.
o to elaborate and modernize African languages.

(Alexander 1996:11)

LANGTAG took as its starting point the fact that effective language planning was the key to making
the new South Africa a success. For the authors, language planning had to be approached in the context of
overall social planning. Languages are part of cultural identity, and for this reason, language rights run
alongside human rights (Alexander 1996:12). LANGTAG realized that without equitable language
planning, those whose rights to education, work, and democracy had been denied for so long would
continue to be denied those very things.

The LANGTAG made many important recommendations regarding education, but its most
revolutionary aspect was how much importance it placed on the role of language in education. The
importance of multilingual education is made explicit: “...sustainable development [of the South African
economy] will only be possible if education occurs via African languages together with English at all
levels...” (Alexander 1996:23). The languages used in education were described as critical to providing
access to it. Furthermore, the point was made that the more people who had access to education, the more
people could contribute to the economy. Rather than viewing ‘straight for English’ as the method of
emancipation, LANGTAG saw African languages as the font of universal access to education: “...the
good of education for all cannot be achieved with the linguistic barriers made by non-native media of
instruction...” (Alexander 1996:9)

The Language in Education subcommittee was quick to acknowledge that it was difficult to start
making policy because of a lack of baseline data about language attitudes in schools (Ibid:124-28). The
report recommended surveys to establish which languages parents would want their children to learn and
for which purposes, and to gather language profiles of teachers and learners around the country. To my
knowledge, there has been very little follow up on these suggestions. Many parents I have spoken to are
aware of the importance of mother tongue education, but do not see how they can encourage their
children’s schools to teach in the mother tongue when the teachers have been, and still are, only trained to
teach in English. The children in the school where I work, (Secunda One), do not see the value of
isiXhosa beyond talking to their friends, and actually prefer to learn in English, ‘because it is easier.’
Their attitude, and it is one that is found in teaching staff too, is that it is ‘common sense’ to use English in
school. Multilingualism is seen as unnecessary, inconvenient, and ‘uncool’.

Page 130 in the Language in Education chapter of the final report holds what seems to be one of

the few statements that has promoted any radical action on the part of the government: ‘...[there are] very
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few or no guidelines for ECD...urgent attention is required...” It goes on to say tﬁat biliteracy should be
introduced in schools, and should be started as early as possible. Recent government initiatives that are
discussed later in this chapter have taken account of this suggestion to take urgent action in the ECD
sector. However, despite this increased attention, the concept, let alone development of biliteracy, seems
to have been ignored.

LANGTAG was an ambitious project, which fulfilled its brief. However, many of its
recommendations have yet to be followed up. LANGTAG was the first report to have placed such an

emphasis on language and multilingualism not just as a national asset, but a fragile national asset.

2.2.5 The creation of PANSALB and critical language policy

The Pan South African Language Board was set up in 1996 to ‘promote multilingualism in South
Africa’ (PANSALB 1998:1). One aspect of this was to consider how the recent constitutional guarantee
of 11 official languages should now be put into practice. In an important document released in 1998,
(PANSALB 1998), PANSALB attributed the lack of development in many African countries to Western
orientated language policies. It criticized many developmental aid packages as being attached to
monolingual, (Western), language in education policies (Ibid:6.4). It said that the onus was on
communities within South Africa to recognize the potential of their own languages, claiming that despite
the years of English as LoLT in black primary schools, only 20% of the country’s population could ‘use
English effectively’ (Ibid:3.0).

2.2.6 The Language in Education Policy Document (1997)
This groundbreaking document took as its starting point that language is an issue of

democratisation. The policy was ‘...meant to facilitate communication across the barriers of colour,
language and region, while at the same time creating an environment in which respect for languages other
than one’s own would be encouraged...’(DoE 1997b:1). The policy advocated multilingualism,
specifically additive bilingualism as the way this would be achieved. In grades one and two, learners
would be required to offer at least one language per subject. By the time they reached matric, they would
have to offer two, one as a first language, and one as a second. The issue of which language should be
used for teaching and learning was more complex. The policy states that educational districts are required
to offer languages in schools when learners request them, and schools are required to have language
policies in place that stipulate how they will achieve multilingualism in the school.

The Language in Education Policy was an important milestone in South African history, but has

been widely criticized for not going far enough. Despite claiming that it sees language rights as central to

achieving democratisation in South Africa, it ignores the issue of which languages should be taught when,
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and to whom they should be taught. The responsibility for investigating this issue has fallen to another

group.

2.2.7 The Project for the Study of Alternative Education in South Africa (PRAESA)

PRAESA was initially conceived in 1992. Its initial remit as a research faculty at the University of
Cape Town was to assist and monitor the development of education after the apartheid years in order to
assist in the democratisation of the country. By 1995, it had decided to focus its attention almost
exclusively on the issue of the language of teaching and learning in schools (LoLT). PRAESA believes
that the most critical task it currently faces is that of implementing the de jure policy of multilingual
education, and moving away from the de facto ‘straight for English’ approach, which it believes is
crippling South Africa’s attempts at true equality of opportunity. This task is hampered by lack of
capacity in teachers, lack of multilingual teaching materials, and lack of research into existing language
attitudes on the ground.

One of its aims is to build a database of South African research relating to language policy,
planning and practice. In this sense, this research does aim to contribute to PRAESA’s goals. PRAESA
continues to be one of the few projects in the country dedicated to achieving the goal of sustainable
multilingual education through a policy of additive, as opposed to subtractive, bilingualism. In some
ways, it is seeking to implement the Language in Education policy of 1997. In others, it is going far
beyond it. It faces an uphill struggle, because as it acknowledges, there are so many myths surrounding
the use of languages in education, that before anything else, attitudes have to be changed (PRAESA
homepage 27/03/2003). Beyond this, the issues of capacity building in staff, and restructuring of
materials will create many challenges for PRAESA in the next few years. The government has not
ignored PRAESA’s work completely, as we will see in the next section.

This study is of course not solely concerned with the history of national educational policy or
language projects, but with how the educational and linguistic projects and policies in recent years have
combined to impact on the preschool and G1 curricula and failure rates. In the following sections, I will
be turning my attention to specific changes in policy post-1994 that affect the area of ECD provision in
the country.

2.2.8 Towards national post apartheid preschool policy
The Department of Education (DoE) launched its Interim Policy for Early Childhood

Development in March 1996 as a follow up to the 1996 National Programme of Action (NPA) Working
Document. The NPA outlined specific priority areas ‘to address the needs of all South African children’
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(DoE 2001a:8). Among them was the provision of adequate ECD, which aimed to have at least 80% of
the country’s children completing at least primary school (Ibid: 8).

Although it took until 2001 for recommendations in the Interim Policy to become a white paper
with many revisions (see 2.2.9), it is interesting to note what the newly formed government’s priorities
were at this stage. Much of the rhetoric of Reilly and Hofmeyer’s report (1983) features again here:
¢...the early years determine whether a child becomes a successful learner in and out of school....”(DoE
1996b:4). The access to preschool services had also not changed a great deal since 1983. The DoE
estimated that between 9 and 11% of all South African children between birth and six years old had access
to ECD, public or private (DoE 1996b: The Inherited Situation). One in three of these were white, and
one in sixteen were black. The same paper described the rates of repetition and drop out in primary school
as ‘intolerable’(Ibid).

This policy was however marred by vague statements such as in the curriculum framework
section:’...While respecting and affirming each child’s cultural and linguistic heritage, a commitment must
be made to prepare children for membership of a non-racial, non-cultural, and multilingual society...’
(DoE 1996b: App. 2, Section 3.3¢c). The policy ‘recommends’ preschool learners be taught in the mother
tongue, and that ‘the ECD sector should use this document for debate about language policy in ECD’.

The ECD sector should also ‘encourage emergent literacy’ (Ibid).

The follow-up to the Interim Policy was the National Pilot Project of 1997, which aimed to put
elements of the policy to the test, and generally work out how best to deliver Grade R programmes
nationwide. The pilot affirmed that compulsory Grade R provision should be phased in over a five year
period, and should be delivered by a combination of existing public schools and community-based sites
(DoE 2001a:19) Although the thinking behind these statements was progressive, it took until the White
Paper of October 2001 (see section 2.2.9) to turn this philosophy into concrete government policy, based
on the National Audit of ECD provisioning in South Africa (see section 2.2.9).

2.2.9 South Africa’s first national audit of ECD provisioning.

With funding from Europe, the DoE carried out an extensive audit and report of the ECD
provisioning in South Africa in 2000/1. It found that since 1983, many things had changed concerning
provision, but many remained in the same poor state. For example, the report suggested that less than 1/6
of the country’s 6.4 million children aged between 0 and 7 were catered for by some kind of institutional
ECD provisioning (DoE 2001a:1). However, the number of ECD sites recorded by the survey was high:
23 482, compared to 17 254 public schools in the primary sector (Ibid:1).

The staff at the sites were nearly all women (99%), and two thirds of them described themselves as

‘African’ (I assume this to mean black African). The majority were trained by NGOs, making them
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officially unqualified, 20% were totally untrained, and 10% had formal qualification recognised by the
DoE (Ibid: 2). The report analysed the sites according to four key criteria, namely: support services,
infrastructure of the site, teaching programme and syllabus and the quality/extent of the educator’s
training/experience. The report found overwhelmingly that White ECD sites rated highest in these areas
across the board, with African ones rating lowest. This indicates that there is still a strong trend towards
inequality according to colour in ECD provisioning.

The audit was to my knowledge the first document concerning ECD in South Africa that explicitly
states an ‘increase in primary school enrolment, increased school performance, and lower repetition rates’
as some of the advantages of providing ECD across the nation (DoE 2001a:5). In addition, the report

mentions LoLT as one the key issues that emerged from the audit.

‘...Another important issue centres around language practices and the dominance of English as the
language of instruction across sites and provinces, seemingly irrespective of the home languages of the
learners...” (DoE 2001a: 2)

This statement was also radical, because it seemed to imply that the dominance of English to the
exclusion of home languages was not necessarily a good thing. The audit and the report were followed by

new ECD policy, which is discussed below.

2.2.10 Meeting the challenge of ECD in South Africa

Launched in 2002, this white paper of the same title as this section set out massive reform and
promised new money to restructure the ECD provision in the country. It is still in the process of

implementation. Its targets were:

o to level the playing field in terms of the extent of provision of ECD

o to align and formalize training for ECD practitioners.

o to relieve the burden of providing effective ECD in poverty-stricken families.
| (DoE 2002: 10-17)

Prior to this report being published, the DoE commissioned research into comparing the
effectiveness of community-based ECD projects and school-based ECD projects (The Nationwide Audit of
ECD Provisioning in South Africa, section 2.2.9). The criteria were quality, equity, and cost

effectiveness. This research found that although it is cheaper for the government to support existing

community based projects, it would be much cheaper for parents to send their children to school-based
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ECD facilities. The policy document therefore concluded that for the sake of levelling access to ECD, the
government should concentrate on providing ECD at all primary schools nationwide (DoE 2002:4.1.1.6).
This latest policy sets out to address the large-scale issues of ECD provision, particularly the
necessity and the value of implementing compulsory Grade R provision at all primary schools nationwide.
Although it does make cursory references to the issue of language and LoLT, (e.g. DoE 2002:1.4.4), it
does not focus on them in depth. Another document, also recently released in its final form, is much more
explicit about languages in the preschool year. This is the National Curriculum Statement, which has its

basis in the principles of outcomes based education.

2.2.11 The current situation of school readiness, LoLT, and ECD.

Today, the issues of school readiness and media of instruction are still very much in the forefront
of educational debate. South Africa now has eleven official languages since it became a democracy, and
constitutionally, every learner in the country has the right to learn in their mother tongue. However, in
practice, most will end up learning through English at some time in their primary education, often simply
because the resources are not available to learn in any other language, or because of the perception of
English LoLT as the best way to acquire proficiency in the language.

As concerns school readiness, in 1998 it was estimated that over 70% of children in South Africa
do not have the skills they need by the end of G1 to succeed in Grade 2 (Bot 1998). In addition, in 2002,
in the Eastern Cape where this research was conducted, out of 268 348 children who are registered for G1,
only 7 012 attended preschool (Lehohla 2002). The Eastern Cape also has the highest pupil-to-teacher
ratio in ECD sites of any province in the country (24:1) (DoE 2001a: 2.1.8). It is clear that the issue of

readiness for school is still a pressing one.

Part 3: Educational and Linguistic Theories of ECD and SLA.

This research aims to make a critical study of preschool language practice and policy with regard
to the ability of children to deal with the challenges of G1. In Parts 1 and 2 of this chapter, I have been
looking at the projects and policies that have shaped the direction of South African pre- and primary
school education. I am now going to turn my attention to two specific areas of theory: preschool and
primary school teaching, particularly the concept of school readiness and how it is achieved, and secondly

second language acquisition, and how it is achieved or otherwise in different contexts.
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2.3.1 Language, education, and power
Until recently, a dominant theory amongst writers on preschool education was that certain children

were advantaged and therefore likely to be successful in education, and that others were disadvantaged,
and therefore unlikely to be successful in education (e.g.Reilly and Hofmeyer 1983, Bereiter and
Engelman 1966). This theory arose from the findings of research that showed that there is a strong link
between socio-economic status and school achievement (Short 1985:34). Phrases like ‘environmental
deprivation’ and ‘cultural deprivation’ were often used to explain why black children did so much worse
at school on average than white children (Reilly and Hofmeyer 1983).

This ‘deficit theory’ has been very persuasive and has dominated much of the thinking on
preschool curricula for much of the last fifty years. Recently, however, it has been challenged by the
creation of new curricula focused on the learner rather than the teacher. South Africa has adopted an
outcomes-based (OBE) framework for education. The aim here has been to change the current teaching
epistemology from a positivist one to one that is more critical. Positivism holds the teacher, or another
authority, to be the knower. Knowledge is discovered, and is absolute. It is passed from knower to
learner by transmission. The learner does not question the knower’s authority, and does not discover
truths for him/herself. ‘

In contrast, a critical view of teaching such as that espoused by OBE, takes knowledge as
something that is constantly created and reflected upoﬁ. No knowledge is absolute. For this reason, a
curriculum often has to be negotiated between learners and educators. The purpose of a school using this
epistemology would be to develop skills in using knowledge rather than knowledge for its own sake, and
to develop those skills that are practical to the learner’s current and projected future environments.
Knowledge is to be drawn from examples in the learner’s current environment. OBE starts with the
premise that South Africa needs a transformational pedagogy, since this country is in a process of
transformation, and schools must be one of the core set of institutions to effect this transformation in the
long term. It could be said that positivist and deficit-based pedagogical theories problematise the child,
while transformational pedagogies seek to transform the system for the sake of the child.

Norman Fairclough is a writer in the field of critical linguistics. He is concerned with how
language shapes society, and in doing so, either favours or oppresses certain groups within it. In
Language and Power, (1989), he turns his attention to the teaching of English in UK schools, saying that
children need to be taught what he terms a ‘critical language awareness’ (Fairclough 1989:239). In other
words, they need to be shown how language affects and pervades their lives and the society they live in, to
good and bad effect. Education and language are intricately involved with each other, and are closely

linked to power structures in society. Fairclough argues that educational policy in the UK pays lip service

to respect for other languages and dialects in mainstream education, but enforces a transmission style
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teaching of ‘standard English’ in schools in practice (Fairclough 1995:218). In doing so, he later argues,
some learners are oppressed and denied their right to an equal education.

In South Africa, issues surrounding the (linguistic) equality or otherwise of education clearly
receive much attention because of the previous educational and linguistic injustices the country has
suffered. However, rather as in the UK, much lip service is paid to ensuring the right of all children to
learn through the mother tongue, while the practice of teaching through socially dominant languages like
English remains firmly in place. It could be argued that this constant reference to English contributes to
symptoms associated with ‘deficit’ in the learner, when the problem may lie in the education system itself.

As I will explain in more detail in later chapters, issues of power and social transformation and
how these were related to the LoLT and the level of education in general ran through all four schools in
which this research was conducted. Some aspects of the pedagogies were transformational and even
critical, whereas others were more traditional and positivist in their outlook. This clearly had an impact
on the kind of teaching and the classroom environment to which the children were exposed.

The pedagogy of a school or class within a school is of course only one of many factors that affect
a child’s success or failure at G1. In the following sections, I will look at three key concepts in G1: school

readiness, literacy and pre-literacy, and multiple literacies.

2.3.2 The concept of school readiness

Because of the sheer volume of work and skills that need to be acquired in G1, a child’s success or
otherwise in mastering the skills and content of G1 depends largely on what they were doing before they
entered school. However, a child’s status of ‘being ready for school’ or ‘school readiness’ is not easy to
determine. In general, the phrase attempts to describe how prepared the whole child is to start on his or
her academic career. The preschools in this study, just like many others, are geared towards developing
certain aspects of their learners that are assessed before they leave the preschool. These included suitable
height, weight, vision, and hearing for the child’s age, fine and large motor skills, balance, creativity,
imagination, and the ability to interact with peers and adults (see Prima and Secunda Report Cards,
Appendix 9). The preschools also aimed to develop areas like pre-literacy, pre-numeracy, and
communication skills. It is these last areas that form the focus for this research. I have additionally
attempted to provide as detailed a description as possible of the children and the environments they live in,
because very little understanding of a child’s academic or pre-academic performance can be achieved

without looking at the whole child.
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2.3.3 The concept of pre literacy

The issue of pre-literacy is explored at length in Scollen and Scollen’s 1981 study of the
development of literacy in native Athabaskan children alongside their own child. Their own child,
Rachael, quickly acquired reading skills, whereas her Athabaskan peers took much longer to do so.
Scollen and Scollen suggested this may have been because Rachael was actually literate before she even
learnt to read. Learning to read for her was simply matching signs and symbols to words she could
already use orally. The idea that writing has meaning and value that could be ‘translated’ into speech and
vice versa was already part of Rachael’s discourse. The Athabaskan children on the other hand had more
trouble learning to read than Rachael. They were not slow learners, but rather their emergent literacy was
not so closely linked to the Western emergent literacy that Rachael had been acquiring through her
exposure to books. For the Athabaskans, writing and books were something that only adults engaged
with, and even then only with religious songbooks. Athabaskan parents were unlikely to read to their
children in the traditional Western sense. They would be far more likely to recount oral narrative, as this
tradition is a central feature of Athabaskan literacy.

Scollen and Scollen made the point that if we want to describe a child as being literate, we must be
careful whose literacy we are talking about. The case children in this research were all traditionally from
a literacy background very different to the one they are exposed to at school. Theirs is a black African
literacy, originally without written texts, and many millennia old. The schools’ is a Western essayist
literacy, which is, in Scollen and Scollen’s view, about two hundred years old. In making this point, I am
not trying to make excuses for the cases, or even to suggest there is necessarily a conflict between the two
literacies. I am merely stating that a child who is exposed to the discourse and concept of literacy that is
likely to be dominant in her subsequent education before she even arrives at school is advantaged. She
will not have to acquire a new discourse when she arrives at school, unlike a child whose home discourse
and school discourse are dissimilar.

In the next section, I will be extending this topic to look at how the concepts of pre-literacy and
literacy affect the ability of children to cope with the demands of school, and in particular the early years

of their academic careers.

2.3.4 Multiple literacies and possible links to failure in school
Policy makers are becoming aware of the problem of incompatibility between the literacies that

children acquire before school and the ones they are taught at school. One of the intentions of Curriculum
2005 was to try to build a bridge across the literacy gap. It was deliberately not prescriptive about content

or teaching method so that teachers could be allowed to teach in ways that worked for them and their

pupils. However, authors such as Prinsloo and Bloch (1999) criticise C2005 for its reliance on the deficit
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model of teaching literacy. They say that the debate about how to teach literacy remains in the realm of
behaviourism versus learner centeredness, whereas no mention has been made of the fact that literacy is
actually social practice (See Scollen and Scollen 1981). Learners bring lots of literacies to school, some
of which are then marginalized, either because they are incompatible with the school’s discourse, or
because they are not recognised by the teacher. Gee (1996) gives a good example of this in the
introduction to his book: a young black girl arrives at the first year of primary school in the US where the
class teacher is white. The teacher conducts a plenary activity in which the class must relate any news
they have from the weekend. Some other children who have been in the teacher’s class for longer than the
black girl stand up and tell their story. When the black girl tells her story, she includes lots of fictitious
embellishments to make it funnier, and uses her body to pretend to be certain characters in the story. The
other children in the class find this highly entertaining. However, before the black girl has been talking
for more than half a minute, the teacher interrupts her, and tells her to sit down and to be quiet.

Gee argues that from the teacher’s point of view, the black girl has not used the appropriate form
of literacy. She has not entered into the school discourse but is using one that she most likely acquired
through her home environment. This discourse is not acceptable to the teacher in the school, and for this
reason, she silences it, thinking the girl is trying to be naughty.

Gee’s point in telling this story is that literacy is firmly rooted in social practice. It is not a
culturally neutral thing, despite the views of many teachers. They often advise parents to read to their
children at home, as if this were something that would make sense to all parents. Many children around
the world do not have books in the home, not because they cannot afford them, although this may also be
a factor, but because written texts are not something that children interact with. In my research, I found
that one family would only ever read to their child from the Bible, if they read from a book at all (see
section 4.2.2, Nomathemba’s home environment). They would be far more likely to tell the child stories
without using a book. Why should they need to read a book to the child, when they have lots of stories in
their head already?

Vygotsky, quoted in Prinsloo and Bloch (1999:19), found that just as children can learn to speak
through play, they can also learn to read and write through play. However, when presented with this
theory, many teachers believe that children must acquire ‘the basics’ before they can possibly begin to
become literate through a communicative approach. ‘The basics’ are behaviourist transmission models of
learning to read and write. Prinsloo and Bloch argue that there is a big gap between the intentions of
policies like C2005/the NCS, and ‘teacher know-how’. This latter concept refers to many teachers’
experientially based knowledge of how to teach any child to read and write. Prinsloo and Bloch go on to

say that if teachers could somehow be shown how it is possible to acquire literacy skills through a
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communicative approach, maybe many more children would stay in school longer, and not ‘fail’ to
become literate.

Literacy and pre-literacy are not socially neutral concepts. It is important in asking whether
certain children have certain language skills to question how they are acquired. Asking whether a child
has enough English to pass a grade in school is really asking: ‘Has this child acquired the literacy that the
institution demands of her?” Gee’s little black girl was punished for not having the particular literacy she
needed for that school, even though that school was supposed to be ensuring every child’s literacy. She
would either have to acquire a new literacy, in itself a mammoth task, or retain her existing one, and ‘fail’
school.

Having looked at some of the broader challenges schools and children face in achieving a good
basis to further education at G1, I will now focus on the issue of second language acquisition in particular.
All the children in this research were engaged in acquiring a second language in the classroom to a greater

or lesser extent, and thus some detailed attention should be paid to work in this area.

2.3.5 Theories of Language Acquisition
Languages require sets of skills in order for them to be used properly. It is often these same skills

that we use for learning: reading, writing, listening, and speaking. This would seem to imply that our
cognitive development is linked to our linguistic development. In asking whether children have sufficient
language for school, we are also asking whether their language demonstrates that they have an adequate
level of cognitive development to be able to perform a variety of tasks. In the following section, I will

explore what skills these are and how linguists believe they are acquired.

2.3.6 ‘Natural’ second language acquisition

When I returned home to the UK over Christmas in 2001, 1 took with me some of the books
mentioned in the bibliography. I was getting very excited at the time about language policy, and had an
annoying habit of engaging people in conversations about it at any opportunity. One of my victims was
my mother. I explained to her how I had been reading that many researchers feel that it is difficult for any
child to learn a second language when sufficient ground work in literacy has not been done in the first.
My mother said: “Well, you’re living proof that that isn’t always true”. She was referring to the fact that I
was brought up virtually monolingually in Dutch until I went to preschool. There, I suddenly had to
acquire English. You will hopefully agree that my standard of English in this thesis is acceptable. Why is
this? Why was it so easy, or seemingly easy, for me to learn a second language, and then to learn through

it? I had not yet learnt to read in my mother tongue, yet I was able to start literacy in my second language

only three years later. Maybe it is because I was never faught English, 1 just learnt it.
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The cases in this research are first language speakers of a dominated language, isiXhosa, learning a
dominant language, English. They may sear English from a variety of sources, but the main one is likely
to be the teacher in the classroom. However, they would be unlikely to have a conversational need to
speak English other than through formal contexts, such as the classroom. In my example above, Thad a
dire conversational need to speak English. I was isolated from my peers without it at preschool. All the
cases in this research speak exclusively isiXhosa with their peers, and almost exclusively with adults they
know. Had they the necessity to communicate in English in authentic contexts, it is likely that their
proficiency in both languages might be different.

Courtney Cazden makes an interesting contribution to the debate about acquiring a second
language such as English as opposed to being taught it. She quotes Spolsky, writing in 1970:
‘...becoming a bilingual child in natural conversational environments is as dramatically successful as
acquiring a first language. The record of deliberate attempts to teach a second language in school paints
an entirely different picture....” (Cazden 1972:176) This ‘natural conversational environment’ is not made
available to the children in this research, (see Chapter 4), so it would seem that on this point alone, they
will inevitably stfuggle to acquire both English and isiXhosa successfully.

However, not all attempts to teach a second language in school fail, and in fact some are extremely
successful. Research by Lambert, Just and Segalowitz in 1971 cited in Cazden gives one example of this.
A group of mother-tongue English speaking children in Montreal were taught entirely through the medium
of French from kindergarten until the end of primary school and their language proficiencies in both
languages were assessed. The children demonstrated a ‘very high level of skill in both receptive and
productive aspects of French’ as well as an ‘excellent command of all aspects of English’ (Cazden
1972:178). Why were these children so successful when children all over the world who are plunged into
2" language LoLT even before they start school fail to acquire either language to a high standard?
Cazden quotes the thoughts of Haugen, who suggests Lamberts et al’s findings of success can be brought
down to the fact that Lambert’s subjects were learning a non-dominant language, (French), starting from
the basis of a dominant one (English) (Ibid:178). Most other children starting school in a second language
are learning a dominant language starting from the basis of a non-dominant one. It seems that children
learn a second language much more easily if they are speakers of the dominant language in a society and

they are learning a dominated language, unlike the children in this study.

2.3.7 Language as a resource for thinking: Painter and Halliday

The link between cognitive development and language in young children has been made many

times in the past by writers such as Bernstein, Halliday, and Painter. In this section, I will consider the
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point that different linguistic environments may impact on the ability of a child to demonstrate advances
in cognitive skills in G1.

When we first begin to develop language, we learn it through oral transmission. Halliday (1975),
along with McNeil (1970), was the first to suggest that we use a protolanguage to learn about language
and to learn about the world. A protolanguage is a very basic form of the target language, the L1, in
which certain real objects can be identified, but not related to each other. In other words, it is language
without syntax. This protolanguage is limited in terms of what it can express, so as we become exposed to
more language, we end up with our first attempts at the mother tongue proper.

When we first begin to develop our mother tongue, we make our first encounters with ‘common
sense’ language and knowledge. This first form of language is similar to the forms encountered in casual
conversation. Later, we begin to meet an ‘uncommon sense’ form of language. This form is mainly based
in written transmission. It is detached from immediate reality. It is found in fields such as academia and
administration, and it is through this language that we end up doing a lot of our learning, even at preschool
age (Crystal (citing Bernstien) 1991:299). At some stage, we have to make this jump from concrete
language to more abstract language. We make this jump at different times, some very early on, others
later. How we acquire language, and when we make this jump, are both aspects of our conceptual
development, but there are bound to be differences between what language children are exposed to and
therefore begin to acquire (Painter 1996:81 and Gerot and Wignell 1995).

Hasan (1992) argues that even common sense knowledge is not necessarily acquired to the same
extent by all children by the time they reach school: it depends on how much interaction and how ‘rich’
this interaction is that you have with those from whom you acquire your first language. This is not to say
that some children are born less able to acquire common sense language than others, but that the
environments they are exposed to make it less easy for them to acquire it. For example, the level of
interaction you experience as you are developing your first language can be dependent on your socio-
economic status. You develop the language of your environment, which is not necessarily poorer if of
low socio economic status, but is likely to differ between class groups (Hasan 1992). When children
arrive at school, they encounter a discourse that may or may not be distant from the one they are used to
from their home environment. Ifthey are still coming to terms with the ‘language of learning’
(uncommon sense knowledge) in the preschool year because the discourse is different to that at home,
they may be labelled as a slow learner in G1. Labels like this are hard to shake off in schools.

Hasan’s argument is an interesting one, especially in the light of the statistic that 70% of children
in South Africa fail G1 (Bot 1998:130). (It was in fact this statistic that became one of the catalysts for
this research.) It is more than likely that ‘failure’ at G1 is actually not failure of the child, but failure of

the system to acknowledge at what stage the child is with his or her language/conceptual development.
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Children all develop at different rates, and there is no reason why a child who hasn’t acquired the
uncommon sense knowledge by G1 won’t acquire it later. When talking about adequate language for
learning, we need to be aware that just because some aspects of language aren’t evidenced by a learner,

we don’t assume that they are ‘slow’ or in some way deficient.

2.3.8 How we acquire a second language: Ellis and Chomsky

Second language acquisition, (SLA), as opposed to first language acquisition, (FLA), is a separate
academic field in itself. The worldwide industry in EFL, or English as a Foreign Language, often draws
from research in this field. This can be seen in the numerous textbooks, audiotapes, videos, and the other
paraphernalia that go with this industry (e.g. the Headway course, Soars and Soars 1987). Many people
who study English at private language schools using EFL materials seem to be successful. So what
evidence supports the theories that these expensive teaching materials are based on?

Rod Ellis is one of the leading writers on SLA. His book Understanding SLA (1986) has been a
core text on the subject for many years. Ellis defines SLA as being about both the untutored or
naturalistic type of acquisition and the tutored or classroom type. As we saw in 2.3.6, the difference is an
important one. Some, (e.g. Krashen 1981), argue that if acquisition seems to be so successful as opposed
to teaching, surely we should aim to mimic acquisition when we teach. Indeed EFL, and other language
teaching pedagogies, sometimes try to replicate natural acquisition of language in the classroom.

Early theories of SLA in the 1950s and 1960s worked around the idea that the first language, (L1),
is what controls the success or otherwise of second language learning (L2). The greater the difference
between your L1 and L2, the more difficult it will be for you to acquire proficiency in the second
language. (For example, an Englishman will have more trouble learning Chinese than French, because
French has a similar orthography, lexis, and roots to English.) This idea led to a teaching methodology
called Contrastive Analysis, aimed at predicting the areas of L2 the L1 learner would find difficult. It was
thought that errors learners made in L2 could be explained in terms of their L1. However, researchers
Dulay and Burt (1973) observed that not all errors in L2 could be explained this way (Ellis 1986:7).

Research by Klima and Bellugi in the 1960s into FLA showed that it follows highly predictable
stages in which particular structures are acquired (Ibid:8). We know, for example, that most children
learn to use negatives before they use interrogatives in the L1. Some further research showed that similar
predictable structures might also be prevalent in SLA. This led to the theory of Error Analysis: by looking
at the mistakes that 1.2 learners made, it was thought possible to work out which structures are acquired
before others, and therefore plan teaching accordingly (Ibid:9). However, it was found that the same

learners would make different errors in different contexts. Some structures did seem to be acquired later
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than others, but the predictability of the sequence of structures acquired in FLA did not seem to apply to
SLA (Ellis 1986:8-9).

Noam Chomsky, writing in the 1960s, began the move away from these theories. He discovered
that contrary to the behaviourist belief that the more input you give L2 learners, the better the output, there
was no link between input and output language (Ellis 1986:12). He introduced the idea of LAD, the
Language Acquisition Device, and UG, Universal Grammar. According to Chomsky’s theory, the LAD
was a special part of the brain devoted to language. Chomsky believed that language input did not
necessarily shape FLA. It was merely a trigger to language that was already latent inside us. Chomsky,
(cited in Lightbown and Spada 1999:15), claimed that learners, especially first language learners, seem to
have the ability to use language that seems to exceed their cognitive development. For example, the
grammar of the reflexive pronoun, (himself, herself), in English is remarkably complex, should one try to
analyse it and teach it. First language speakers normally acquire it at an age when they would be very
unlikely to follow an explanation of the grammar. Chomsky also found that some L2 learners produce
aspects of language that could not have come merely from input they have received (Ellis 1986:12).
Chomsky never claimed that his UG or LAD theory was applicable to SLA, but Ellis considers that it
might be (1986:14). Others, for example Halliday (1978), say that although language seems to comprise a
series of universals, we acquire them through interaction with the world, not from an innate sense that is
built in to our brains. In other words, L2s are mostly ‘taught’ to us, and we ‘learn’ them, however
formally or informally.

From Chomsky’s writings came the idea that teaching an L2 will not necessarily alter how you
acquire it. The means of SLA remains largely the same if you acquire it ‘from the street’, or in formal
language classes. For Chomsky, language is innate but requires a trigger to make it work. However, it
has been shown that formal classroom settings as opposed to ‘naturalistic’ environments seem to affect the
rate at which the L2 is acquired (Krashen and Seliger 1976). It would seem that theories of SLA have few
certainties.

There are three other theories concerning the extent to which learners will acquire an L2 deserve
attention here, because they are both very relevant to the South African context. The first is the
Acculturation Model of SLA, first proposed by Schumann (1978). Ellis paraphrases Schumann’s lengthy
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definition thus: *...The final level of a learner’s SLA will depend on the degree of social and
psychological distance between themselves and the target culture...” If the distance between a learner and
the culture whose language they are trying to learn is great, the learner is likely to fossilize at a basic level,
because he or she will not have access to the higher domains of language. The second theory, closely

linked to the acculturation model, is Accommodation Theory. Here, Giles and Bryne (1982) propose that

the extent to which the learner learns the L2 is defined by the extent to which the target culture ‘lets them
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in’. Should the learner be kept at arm’s length from the target culture, for instance because of xenophobia
or racism, the learner will only acquire as much L2 as they are exposed to. This may lead to a pidgin
version of the target language forming, which is what could be said to have happened in some colonised
countries across the world, including South Africa.

The third concerns the influence of affectivity in the acquisition of a second language. Brown tells
us that “...understanding how human beings feel and respond and believe and value is an exceedingly
important aspect of a theory of second language acquisition...” (1987:101). These findings are supported
by Hilgard (1963). The issue of how the learner feels towards the target language, the environment in
which he or she is learning, and the teacher who is teaching, are all crucial factors in how successful the

learner will eventually be. I will return to this important area in Chapter 7.

2.3.9 South Africa’s ‘Englishes’.

Under apartheid, most blacks would not have interacted with first language speakers of English
beyond simple orders and instructions. For this reason, they would be unlikely to have acquired much
English beyond responses to simple orders and instructions. In other words, there was a social and
psychological distance between target and learner culture.

David Gough (1995) was one of the first researchers to try to establish what the key features of
English spoken by blacks in South Africa, (Black South African English, or BSA{E), actually are. He
found that BSATE differed from WSATE in many respects, syntactically, grammatically, and lexically. In
this research, one of the schools is more distanced from the target culture, (assuming that it is black
middle class culture or white culture), than the other two. All four schools are distanced to some extent
from the target culture. The theories mentioned in 2.3.8 above would suggest that the learners in them do
not stand a good chance of acquiring the L2 (English) of a first language speaker, (i.e. WSA{E) without
outside influences. They are far more likely to acquire the form they are exposed to, namely BSAfE in the
main, despite the fact many of their teaching materials will be in the target language, WSAFE. This may
mean that the children encounter a mismatch between the oral English they are exposed to from black
adults and the English they encounter in textbooks and from adults of different classes and racial groups.
This is certainly an important consideration in deciding which language skills are needed by G1, and
which are manifested.

This issue of the mismatch between learners’ home languages and school language, even if they
are both given the same name of English, is not limited to oracy and reading. As the next section shows, it

may even impact on the acquisition of literacy in the first place.

2.3.10 Language/dialect gaps and literacy acquisition
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In the United States, much research has been done into the language known as BE (simply Black
English). Originally a regional dialect of the Deep South, it came to be associated with blacks when urban
migration to other cities in the United States began, and the regional dialect was retained. The first
researchers to try to inform educational practice by studying BE were Labov (1968 in Cazden 1972:144),
who interviewed black males in New York, and Henrie, (1969 in Cazden 1972:146), who focused on
preschool children.

It became apparent in later research that there is a marked difference between the receptive
competence of BE speakers and the language they produced. For example, when asked to repeat verbatim
the SE sentence: “ I asked Alvin if he knew me”, the BE speaker might say: “ I ax Alvin do he know”.
The BE speaker believes that he is repeating the sentence, without realizing that he has actually recoded
SE in to BE. Most speakers of BE are then bidilectical. The fact that they can so readily convert SE to
BE also shows, says Cazden (1972), that the receptive/productive competence of a BE speaker is higher
than that of an SE speaker.

The variety of English that the cases in this research get limited aural exposure to is largely
BSAfE. This means they are learning a dialect of English. Considering what Cazden says about the
receptive and productive competences of dialect speakers, we would expect BSA{E speakers not to have
any problems when confronted with WSA{E. However, Cazden says problems may be created when the
child is learning to read. SE in the United States bears more resemblance to written English than BE in
many respects. (Syntax, grammar, phonics) So a BE speaker when confronted with the task of learning to
read has to decode the SE he reads on the page from the starting point of oral BE, not oral SE. In this
respect, the SE speaker has an advantage over the BE speaker. The same may be true for WSAE and
BSAfE. It is important to note that Cazden is not trying to say that BE speakers are cognitively impaired
by their dialect, only that because their dialect is different from the English they are expected to acquire
literacy through, they have more work to do (Cazden suggests that the materiais for acquiring literacy be
changed to BE, and that subsequent reading material be in SE).

The cases in this research are predominantly learning BSAfE orally. However, they are being
taught to read using WSATE texts, and their literacy discourse is African as opposed to Western. The
challenge facing these children even before they reach G1 is not to be underestimated. This is why it is
much more complex than it looks to ask the question: Do these children have the English they need to

pass G1?7

2.3.11 Second Language Literacy
When children reach junior primary, they have already begun to develop literacy. The concepts of

literacy and pre-literacy have been discussed in detail above (2.3.3, 2.3.4). Here, I want to briefly mention
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the problems that arise when literacy is formally taught in schools. Sandra Lee Mackay (1993) discusses
the examples of the UK and the USA, two countries where literacy is taught in English to speakers of
languages other than English. This is despite the strong evidence that without a grounding in the L1, it is
unlikely that literacy in L2 will be acquired as successfully as it could be. Schools in both the UK and the
US claim to have successful bilingual junior primary programs for speakers of other languages. Mackay
argues that these are far from bilingual, because to be so, they would have to use both languages with
equal weight. She argues that they are in fact static maintenance programs, aimed at keeping the L1 at a
very basic level, and promoting the L2. There is no recognition of the fact that it might serve the child
better to promote L1 to full literacy before starting on L2 literacy. The policy is similar in the UK. The
Bullock Report of 1975 advocated L1 literacy classes in schools, but the Swann Report of 1985 saw L1
learning as ‘down to the local community’, because the languages were ‘too diverse’ for mainstream
education (Mackay 1993:85). In other words, the UK and USA have assimilationist policies of literacy.
Heugh, (2001), argues that South Africa also operates by default along the same lines as the UK and USA.
She claims that current policy, such as the Language in Education Policy 1997 which allows schools to
make their own decisions about LoLT, allows the restrictive and repressive long-term effects of Bantu
Education to continue (Heugh 2001:3). As a speaker of a language other than English, you are required to
relinquish your mother tongue in favour of English, despite it being in your best interests to retain it, and
acquire your literacy through it. In attempting assimilation, the UK and USA are really encouraging
marginalisation, because the L2 speakers of English are put at an immediate disadvantage by not
becoming literate in their mother tongue first. Their eventual level of literacy is likely to be lower than L1

speakers because of this.

2.3.12 Language status in South Africa and choices in LoLT

One of the major findings of the Linguistic Minorities Project, which was set up in 1979 in the UK
to ‘measure the extent of bilingualism among the school population and the scope of mother tongue
teaching’ (Tollefson 1991:49) was that there can be no discussion of language in education without a
discussion of language in society. In seeking to conduct research and to report on that research using a
critical paradigm, the four schools in this study were not viewed as somehow extraneous to the
communities they served, but integral to them. Inthe same way, to talk about the teaching and learning of
languages in the schools as practice isolated from the rest of society would also be misleading. In this
final section of this chapter, I will attempt to summarise the main points of the LoLT debate in South
Africa and beyond that have relevance to this research.

South Africa has had 11 official languages since 1996, although English is presently the dominant

language in South Africa in certain spheres, such as business, politics, the media, and sport (Bowerman,
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2000). It is also the language of wider communication between people of different ethnic groups in South
Africa and beyond. A sound grasp of English ensures access to certain institutions, like some schools and
some universities. English is also a prerequisite for many of the most sought-after jobs in South Africa.
For these reasons, English is commonly associated with success. African languages, including BSATE,
have lower status than English, because they do not provide the access to certain areas of society that
English does. Because of this, there has been a long held general assumption that all black parents want a
straight-for-English model in their schools, and that they value English more highly than their own
African languages. It is this sentiment, true or otherwise, that has led to English continuing to be used as
LoLT in most schools in South Africa, despite the constitution’s support for the mother tongue.

Kathleen Heugh (2001) in an important article for PRAESA seeks to dispel many of the myths
surrounding language in education policy. She begins by saying that much research has been done into
the effects of starting to teach through English, or any other second language, too soon. The result is
failure across the school curriculum. Heugh points out that language in a broad sense is the key to
successful learning and teaching. South African children must by no means be denied access to English,
but must be systematically introduced to it over time, and in the first instance as a second language, not as
LoLT. She even goes so far as to support Skutnabb Kangas (2000) that the reason why almost every
educational policy directed at indigenous people in Southern Africa has failed is because it has been
introduced in the wrong LoLT. Heugh claims our present day apparently transformational curriculum and
schools are still marginalizing the very people whose status they are supposed to be improving because
they are using a second language as LoLT too soon.

Added to the problems of the learners being disadvantaged by starting to learn through English too
soon is the issue of whether the educators have enough capacity to teach through the medium of English
themselves. In 2000/2001, the majority of teacher trainees in the primary and ECD séctors in South
Africa were black, and spoke an African language as their first language (Lehohla 2002:5.43). Yet the
majority of teacher training courses are taught predominantly through English, with little provision made
for African languages. Those teacher trainees who speak English as a first language are in the minority,
but are not required, although some can chose to, offer an African language in order to qualify as a
teacher, even if the majority of learners in the country speak an African language as their mother tongue.
Furthermore, although there are some teacher-training courses in this country that assist English second
language speakers with their English as part of the course, they are in the minority. As can be seen in
later chapters of this thesis, this issue of linguistic knowledge and skills amongst our educators is
something that concerns staff, teachers and policy makers alike.

This thesis has tried not to enter the LoLT debate. It is a field where much research has already

been done. I conducted this research assuming the status quo on the sites where I worked (i.e. the G1
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classes use to varying degrees a mixture of English and isiXhosa, (subtractive bilingualism) one preschool
uses English only, (monolingualism), and the other uses isiXhosa with English (additive bilingualism)). 1
did not seek to effect change in the choice of languages of teaching and learning in the schools I worked
in. Iam attempting a critical description of how they are acquired. Nonetheless, I acknowledge that the
choice of LoLT, because of the time when it is introduced, may indeed be holding back some learners
from achieving their potential. My concern is with whether they have sufficient linguistic skills in their

LoLT to acquire the other skills they must learn in G1, such as literacy and numeracy.

2.3.13 Conclusions
Asking whether a child has the capacity to succeed in their first year of primary school is a

complex question, and the complexity is not reduced if that child has attended preschool. Young children

face a number of possible obstacles in their attempt to complete G1. One is the issue of LoLT in the
preschool and G1, and the possible leap that the child has to make between the two. Additionally, as they
acquire literacy, they may have to make links between the oral English they are exposed to, BSAfE, and
the English of textbooks and readers, WSAfE. There may also be a gap between their emergent literacies

and that required in school. On top of all these, they face the challenge of having to acquire a second

language and having to use that language for some or all of their learning. The task facing black children

entering their first year of school is not to be underestimated.
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Chapter 3
Research Methods and Methodology

In this chapter, I will be setting out the rationale behind the research design on which this study is
based. Iwill begin by defining the main paradigm in which I collected and analysed data, that of critical
theory. From here, I will go on to discuss how I arrived at the case study as a suitable research tool and
what problems I encountered with its use. The final sections of this chapter take a detailed look at the
methods I used for deciding on a model for data collection and chart the way I arrived at the means of

evaluating that data vis g vis the research questions.

3.1 Critical Theory and the case study
Critical theory sees conflict as a part of everyday life. It holds that if you can reveal conflict in a

situation, you are close to discovering the truth about it, or disclosing the true interests of a situation
(Gibson 1986:4). One way of trying to establish what conflict is occurring is to ask of the situation:
‘Whose interests are being served here?’ In the context of this research, asking the above question
immediately reveals all the possible conflicts present in the situation. Is it the learners, or the parents of
the learners, who affect the teaching and learning of English in the sample schools? Is it the teachers,
because it is easier for them to teach in English? Or is it the white South Africans/white Western powers,
who, if they manage to make all black Africans speak nothing but English, will have succeeded in
colonizing them all over again?

Critical theory is suspicious of all motives and actions. There are no absolute facts, or value-free
actions. Humans construct all knowledge and certain knowledge is used to manipulate or control others.
One example of this might be the ‘knowledge’ that African languages do not have the lexical capacity to
be high status languages like English, so therefore it is useless to learn African languages if you want to
enter the high status areas of society (Webb 2002).!

Critical theorists, (e.g. Habermas in Thompson and Held 1982), argue against the notion of
common sense, saying that it is nothing but an ideology. An ideology is an idea or collection of ideas that
specifies your relationship with the world around you (Ibid:11). Ideologies are often a mask for the true
interests of those who are being served by them. For instance, someone might say that it is ‘common

sense’ that the earlier you start to learn through a second language, the better you will be at it. This notion

! This assertion is only true so long as people believe it to be so. If those who function in high status areas
were to decide to use Xhosa instead of English, the language would adapt to cope, just as Latin, English,
and Afrikaans all did at various times in their history.
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is part of that person’s ideology, and in fact runs contrary to research in SLA which is still undecided
about which age(s) of learner result in the best language acquisition (Ellis1986:104). Critical theory is
suspicious of this ‘common sense’, and asks whose interests are being served by this ideology. It might be
that this person wishes their child to get into an English medium school, and seeing as all children at that
school have been speaking English since a young age, the person assumes this is the way to get their child
into that school. The interests of the parent are being served over that of the child, and the interests of the
English medium school over that of the parent and the child. In researching this thesis, I have tried to be
suspicious of all my own assumptions and those of the people I have been working with. I have tried to

look behind the ideologies that impact on the case children’s lives and learning and to reveal them.

3.2 Selecting the method of research.
In choosing a framework for data collection, I wanted to be sure that the method was going to

present new insight, not just confirm my own theories about the research questions. I also realized that
the focus of my study, i.e. the children’s learning of an additional language, could not be separated easily
from the contexts in which it occurred and which surrounded it. It would be difficult to observe how a
child learns without taking account of her immediate and general environment. “...Classroom studies are
limited in their explanatory power if they present classrooms as if they were socially decontextualised
domains, and teachers as if their actions were those of idiosyncratic individuals...” (Arthur 1998:314).
Initially, I wanted to observe how the whole class learned. Irealized that it would be impossible to form
an understanding of how learning was happening if I had to watch twenty to thu“ty children at a time.
There would not be enough detail in my observation to talk about how the children learned, only how the
class was taught or managed. It was important then to find a way of observing the child in a variety of
learning situations and see how he or she coped. I was also aware that what a child does in the classroom
is affected by matters outside it. It would be an incomplete study that only looked at the child’s behaviour
in the classroom without reference to the environments he or she is exposed to outside of it. Because I-
was the sole researcher in this study, I also could not afford to be in any one school for more than a couple
of months, and even then for only a few days of the week. This limited how much observation of any one

child I could actually carry out, and how many children I could observe.

3.3 Choosing the case study as a framework for research
The case study is a research framework employed across many disciplines, many of which are not

academic. It has a very broad range of uses. Essentially, a case study aims to understand a limited subject

in as broad a context as possible. The reasons for doing this are as many as the number of case studies

conducted (see Yin 1994:4-5 for examples). Case studies can set out to improve, understand or alter the
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subject in some way (e.g. a business conducts a case study of the final stage of its production line in order
to improve its quality control). A case study could simply describe a case with a view to generating
further research, such as an NGO that conducts a case study to tell its funding agencies about an irrigation
scheme that seems to be effective with a view to generating more funds to establish why this scheme
worked. Additionally, the study could set out to compare two subjects studied in equal detail in order to
come to a deeper understanding of their contexts. A case can be as large as a planet and as small as an
atom; the aim could be to describe, understand, alter, or compare the subject(s); the result could be one
page or a whole book.

Yin (1994) is considered to be one of the leading writers on case study research. He tells us that
the case study is best used when the phenomena to be studied are not easily distinguishable from their
context. The central phenomenon of this study, 1.e. the ability of the learners to learn and use English,
cannot be studied in isolation. The observable data is linked to the learner’s home environment, his or her
teachers, the resources available at home and at school, and education policy. All these things form the
context of learning for the learner, and it is the responsibility of the case study researcher to find out as
much as possible about all of them.

Yin divides case studies into descriptive, explanatory, and exploratory types. Descriptive case
studies seek only to describe the case and its context. Explanatory ones seek not only to describe, but also
to evaluate the observed data and draw further conclusions from this evaluation. Exploratory studies
define themselves as they take shape: the initial aim is also to describe the case(s), and then to choose one
aspect of that case that is particularly relevant to the research questions and focus on that alone. This
research is intended to fit somewhere between the descriptive and the explanatory. I intended to give as
full an account of the cases and their contexts as I could, but I was also keen to show where the
differences in second language ability lay, and what might have caused them. Had there been more time

available, I would have gone on to work on practical outcomes and possible implementation of findings.

3.4 Organizing the research framework to fit the case study model.
Stake (1995) is another major writer on case study research. He tells us that a case study is

essentially concerned with trying to understand a system at work. The researcher is aiming to interpret the
system or systems that surround the case, and how the case is linked to them. He or she therefore needs to
define, within the parameters of the research questions, 2Zow he or she intends to achieve an understanding
of the case. This understanding does not have to be a psychological analysis, unless the aim of the
research is simply to try to form a detailed understanding of the case. My research aims to use the case

children to answer other questions, not simply to answer questions about the case itself.
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In order to create this understanding of the systems the case is involved in, Stake suggests
establishing issue questions for the case(s) (p20). Bearing in mind the research questions, the researcher
needs to devise issue questions that will allow him or her to come to as full an understanding as possible
of the case. Issue questions are not intended to take precedence over the research questions, but rather to

assist in answering them. As the research progresses, Stake advises the researcher to review these

questions in the light of existing data. The issue questions I decided on were as follows:

o How does the teacher affect the learner’s learning of English? (Including, but not limited to, her
teaching style, her personality, background, experience, attitude to job, attitude to case
child/children.)

» How does the classroom environment affect the learner’s learning of English?

o How does the home environment affect the learner’s learning of English?

e What other factors affect the learner’s learning of English, besides those directly observed?

The issue questions above are the ones I came up with before I began collecting data. As I continued
with the research, I felt that the questions were really only looking at the case from the point of view of a
language learner, and did not really set out to describe the whole person. This was not necessarily
problematic, because as mentioned above, 1 was not seeking to answer questions about the case, but to use
the case to answer questions. However, I felt a deeper understanding of the children as people as opposed
to simply Jearners was an important aspect of the validity (i.e.usefulness, legitimacy and impartiality) of
the research. After all, it is ultimately the learner as a subject of his or her learning environment that does
the learning, and learning patterns and strategies are as individual as humans themselves. Because of the
age of the children, I felt interviewing the children directly would not produce valid data. I would have to

arrive at my description indirectly. I therefore added the following issue questions:

o Is the child generally happy in the school environment?
o What factors have contributed to the child being sent to this particular school?

e How do adults responsible for the child perceive the child’s progress at school?

Answering the issue questions, or devising ways to arrive at answers, is much more difficult than
deciding on the questions! I now needed to decide on ways to answer my issue questions, and in doing so,

to arrive at answers to my research questions.
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3.5 Choosing data collection tools.

1 had decided that the case study would be a suitable method of answering my research questions.
I now had to decide on tools for data collection. Yin says that a case study does not stipulate a certain
type of data collection. Because a case can be as small as an individual and as large as a country, the
methods of collecting data must necessarily vary. However, Yin does say that one important feature of
the case study is that it uses multiple sources of evidence because it triangulates the data, thereby
increasing its validity (1994:91). One cannot describe the context of a phenomenon adequately without
using many tools to do so. For example, using one test on a child to work out how good they are at
speaking English will not tell you how that child has learnt the language. In this research, I used two sets
of interviews per school, direct observation of two cases in the classroom, informal observation around
both schools, and relevant documentation at a micro and macro level. The reasons for choosing these

tools follow later.

3.6 Choosing the case.
Having decided on a case study as a framework for my research, I then had to consider what to

view as the case. Being so limited in fieldwork time and resources, I decided against making each school
into a case. Instead, I made each case one child, and chose two children from each of two preschool
classrooms, making four in total. I chose this number because I wanted to keep the validity of the study
intact by replicating similar results in similar environments. Yin says that case studies are often criticized
for a lack of validity, that they are too relative, and do not seek to ‘back up’ their findings. One way of
ensuring validity is to have multiple cases in the same environment. The aim of this should not be to
make the study somehow wider, and therefore more easily generalisable. Case studies do not try to
generalize. They try to be as explicit as possible about the particular. Once this is achieved, it may then
be possible to generalize from the findings, once the whole context of case and environment is laid bare.
The aim of multiple cases is rather to replicate the findings for the sake of construct validity (Stake
1995:113). One can choose cases who are alike, or alternatively ones who are in some important sense
dissimilar. The aim is to show that your data is consistent between the two cases, either because it is
similar, or because it is predictably different. In this research, I chose the latter option, as will be

explained in the following section.

3.7 Selecting the case children.
In each school, I decided to first ask the teacher to suggest one child whom she considered to be

slightly above the class average in terms of concentration span, motivation and confidence, and one who

was slightly below. I then decided I would also conduct a small pilot study on these children to assess
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their suitability for the research. The intention was to strike a balance between the teacher’s opinion and
my own of certain children’s classroom learning skills. The teacher’s opinion was likely to be better
informed than mine as she would have had more contact with the children but I was not sure I could trust
it completely. My pilot would not seek to confirm or deny what the teacher said, merely to use another
source of evidence on which to base the decision.
The pilot involved observing both children for two days. The criteria I used were as follows:
e Does the child frequently interact orally with other children?

(Most of the assessment criteria I chose to assess the children with were based on oral

language. If a child was unconfident about speaking with her peers in her first language, I
believed it would be difficult to assess her competence in her additional language.)

e Does the child ask the teacher questions?

(It was important to me that the child should not find adults threatening, and should be
reasonably confident in interacting with them. Again, many of the assessment criteria would
depend on the child being able to initiate and maintain interaction with an adult they knew
well.)

o Does the child concentrate at least partially on the tasks assigned?

(If the child were unable to finish tasks because of poor concentration, it would make assessing

the child’s competence in certain areas difficult.)

My reason for asking the teacher to suggest slightly above and slight below average learners was
that I did not want the study just to concentrate on the ‘successes’ or the ‘failures’ of the school. I did not
want to dwell on the gulf of ‘ability’ that exists between the most advantaged children in the class and the
J{ least. This meant I wanted to choose children on either side of an assumed average. The final choices are

reflected in the table below. (For more details on the individual schools, see Appendix 1.)

Grade | Classroom | Abbreviation | Learners | Abbreviation | School | Order

1 Teacher visited
‘ R Xolelwa | Xo Andile, | An, Prima |1
Noma N
R Anita A Sandiswa, | S, Secunda | 2
: (Annette) Alya Aiya
1 Priscilla P Andile An Rhini 3
One
1 Sipho SP Sandiswa, | S Secunda | 3
Aiya Aiya One
1 Janette J Noma N Graham | 3
One
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3.8 Deciding on a data collection method.

Having decided on the criteria by which to select the case children, I now had to consider how I
was going to set about collecting data about their language. One of my first ideas about ways to collect
data about the language that children were able to use was to conduct a test or series of tests. I did some
research into existing English language tests for young learners. Those that were available from
institutions like the Cambridge Examining Board and IELTS did not have tests for children as young as 5
or 6. I then began to look into the possibility of devising my own tests. When I began to read on the
subject, I realized almost straight away that testing is a potential minefield in terms of generating useful,

valid, and reliable data.

3.8.1 Problems with administering a test
Courtney Cazden writes about the phenomenon of ‘test readiness’ (1972:268). She says that data

from tests can only be reliable if students know how the idea of testing works. They must also be ready to
do a certain test at a certain time. She also cites other key factors of successful testing, such as the
subject’s familiarity with the testér.

The preschools had their own methods of assessing the learners. Instead of testing, it was carried
out by means of casual observation on the part of the teacher over the course of the year, and reports were
written and given out once a term. The criteria were spread across areas such as motor skills,
concentration span, pre literacy, pre numeracy, and social interaction skills (see Appendix 9). With one
exception, (Xoliswa in Prima, 18/10/02), no teacher in GR ever tested their learners in any formal or
informal sense.

Conducting a test myself of my own devising was therefore unlikely to be either valid or reliable:
the children would not be familiar with me or with the concept of a test, meaning that they would have
virtually no test readiness. It seemed that using a test on these learners was likely to provide data that was

at best unreliable, and at worst misleading.

3.8.2 Alternatives to testing

The Draft National Curriculum Statement (NCS) was written in 2001 and the revised version was

published in 2002. This research used the Draft version of the document, because this was the only one

available at the time the initial data was collected. The Draft NCS was intended to build on Curriculum
2005 (C2005) and the overall policy of Outcomes Based Education (DET 1997a). The NCS is more

prescriptive than the previous C2005 policy document, and its terminology is also clearer. (Instead of
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the wealth of terminology that accompanied C2005, the NCS sticks to Learning Outcomes (LOs) and
Assessment Standards (ASs). The LOs are evidenced by the ASs: in order for a teacher to gauge whether
a learner has successfully completed a course, she looks for evidence by checking the learner’s work
against the assessment standards. If enough of these have been completed satisfactorily, then the learner
is deemed to have fulfilled an outcome. If the learner fulfils all the outcomes, he has passed the grade.
The NCS is concerned, as was C2005, with a transformational agenda in line with the new South African
Constitution. The emphasis is on equipping learners with the skills, knowledge, values and attitudes that
will enable them to redress the inequalities of South Africa’s past, and shape a new social order.
Therefore much of the focus of the ASs and LOs for languages are concerned with developing skills to
encourage further learning rather than simply knowledge for its own sake. The curriculum is learner
centred, and aims to move away from transmission-based pedagogies. There has, however, been somé
debate recently (e.g. Jansen and Rasool in Jansen 1999) about whether the whole concept of OBE,
including therefore the NCS, is not essentially reductionist and only concerned with the product rather
than the process of learning. As Jansen says: “...Much of the educational and political struggle of the
1980s valued the processes of learning and teaching as ends in themselves...” (Jansen 1999:150).) A full
copy of the LOs and ASs for GR and G1 is contained in Appendix 3.

The NCS had not actually been implemented at the time I started my research. Some teachers had
by that stage had some training in C2005, but this did not necessarily include pre-primary teachers.
Nonetheless, I decided to use the NCS criteria as my own in assessing the additional language ability of
the learners in the three schools. I made this decision because:

o 1did not have sufficient experience in developing assessment criteria for second language learners
to develop my own.

¢ ] did not have the time to do the necessary reading in order to develop useful assessment criteria,
or to pilot any criteria I came up with.

o (2005 was at best vague in what it defined as the outcomes for Grade R. I felt I would still have
to resort to making my own specific criteria to take into the classroom, and again, I had little
experience or time to do so.

o The NCS had a clear list of what competencies learners at Grade R should be able to demonstrate
in their first additional language. It was the most up to date and most researched document
currently available for assessing young South Africans.

» Even if teachers were not currently working with the NCS, 1 felt the outcomes the NCS stipulated
were broad enough to be key features of any pre-primary curriculum. For this reason, I didn’t feel

it would be unfair to assess learners on a curriculum they were not yet being taught.
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Accordingly, I decided to assess the work that the learners produced in the course of my time in the

relevant school according to criteria from the National Curriculum Statement.

3.8.3 Problems with using the National Curriculum Statement.

The combination of the draft NCS and intensive classroom observation was by no means the
perfect tool for assessing the children’s language either at GR or at G1. Almost every LO at G1 uses the
word ‘understands’ in some or all of the ASs. (e.g. LO6 AS6 ‘Understands some negative forms’.) It is
of course very difficult to assess if a child understands various aspects of language, because we cannot
climb into their minds and see if the item has been understood. We have only outward evidence that they
i have understood, like a physical or oral reaction in response to teacher/peer language, or production of the

target language itself. Thus in many instances, I had to infer competence from scant evidence, or

conclude that there was no opportunity for the learner to demonstrate understanding of a certain item or

set of items.

Another problem was that most of the outcomes/assessment standards for GR and G1 do not require
f hard copy evidence: that is, they occur in the course of interaction between learners and other learners or
learners and teachers, and are not always found on pieces of paper or in teacher-led activities. For

example, one of the outcomes reads:

LO02

The learner is able to communicate effectively in spoken language in a wide range of situations.

(LO2, AS1 DET 2001b:73)

Considering the amount of background noise in the GR and G1 classrooms, I realised that I would
have to be shadowing the case children around the room all day to hear everything they said. This would
clearly be impractical. I considered the idea of using a lightweight recording machine attached to the
child’s clothing in some way. I decided that rather like the concept of test readiness mentioned above, the
children were unlikely to be ‘recording ready’, or it would take too long to make them so. Thus I would
almost certainly be collecting invalid data either by following the child or trying to record them,- Once I

was in the classrooms, I found that it was possible to sit and to move in such a way that I was able to
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record almost everything the children said to one another from quite a distance without them being aware
of my presence.
A further problem was created by Assessment Standards like the following one (for the Learning

Outcome mentioned above):

Assessment Standard (1 of 3)
We know this when the learner challenges bias by resisting name-calling of any kind (e.g. cruel, racist, or
xenophobic names).

(LO2, AS1 DET 2001b:73)

This assessment standard could only be evidenced by its absence in interactions between learners.
This could be read as requiring the assessor to be constantly vigilant of every learner to ensure that the
learner doesn’t do something in order to decide whether they have achieved Learning Outcome 2. There
are clear practical limitations to this. Other Learning Outcomes needed evidence that would be found in
hard copy. In these cases, it seemed that the achievement of an AS would be fairly easy to assess. For

instance:

Learning Outcome 4

The learner is able to write different kinds of factual and imaginative texts for a wide range of purposes.

Assessment Standard (1 of 5)
, We know this when the learner copies simple words he/she already knows orally.
(LO4, AS1 DET 2001b:74)

With many of the outcomes, I saw that I would need to observe the cases very closely indeed to
determine whether they> had fulfilled certain outcomes. As in the first example, some would only be
manifested by their absence, and then only in communication between learners. I realized at this stage
that I would be likely to have trouble hearing what learners were saying to each other over the noise of the
classroom. It would therefore be difficult to collect specific evidence for each outcome. Also, the
outcomes for GR are intended to be for the whole year, and I would only be in each school for a maximum
of twelve weeks. I could not guarantee that in this time I would observe all I needed to, or that what I
observed would be repeated often enough to be able to say the learner was manifesting a competence in a

certain area.
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The Draft Revised NCS also included many Assessment Standards that required the teacher to
carry out specific tasks in order for the learners to demonstrate competence in them. Often, the teacher
would not actually conduct this particular activity with the class, meaning the children had no opportunity

to demonstrate ability in a certain area. A typical example is the following AS:

Understands short, simple dramatized stories:
e Joins in choruses at appropriate points (eg [sic] he huffs and he puffs and he blows the
house down).
e Draws a picture of the story.
(LO1, AS1 DET 2001b:73)

With ASs like this, I decided either to try to infer competence in them from the activities that the
children did in the classroom, or to remove that particular AS from my eventual interpretation of the
child’s English.

A further problem was created by the fact that the NCS differentiates between home and additional
languages. The home language is described as the child’s first language of learning in school. The
additional language is described as a language that is not currently used as the LoLT, but may be later
(DET 2001b:65). The distinction is not problematic to the research per se, only the definition. I was only
interested in assessing one of the learner’s languages, namely English. Howevei', English did not fit
neatly into either the additional or the home language category. The NCS sees the additional language as
something that is not used in schools as the LoLT, but the additional language was being used in .many
sites in this research wholly or partly as the LoLT. Furthermore, the home language, (isiXhosa or
Afrikaans), was either not used at all or only partially in the schools in question. I therefore found it
difficult to decide if I should evaluate the children’s English using the home or additional language
criteria. English was in some senses an additional language, but according to the NCS, it was also the
home language because it was the first language of learning in school.

Ultimately, I decided that despite the NCS definitions, English was in every case an additional
language for the children concerned. For this reason, I chose to use the additional language criteria for

English not the home language ones, which were much more demanding.

3.9 Deciding on a data collection method.
By this stage, I decided I would need to leave the idea of structured testing behind completely,

despite the problems I anticipated with using the NCS. I also came to the conclusion that the majority of
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the assessment standards in the NCS required evidence that would have to be pieced together over time.
This evidence was also likely to be found in informal and formal oral-based situations within the
classroom. The most logical tool I could use would be observation, especially since the teachers
themselves used this method to assess their own learners. The only difference for me would be that my
observation would be intensive, and focused on only two children out of up to forty. My data would
therefore be much more dense, and less impressionistic than the teacher’s. 1 would also only be collecting

data about the first additional language, as opposed to the other data that the teacher needed to capture.

3.10 Problems with the intensive observation tool.

Once 1 began to research how intensive observation was best used in case studies, I found that it
was not quite the perfect tool I had thought it would be.

Swann (1994) cautions the researcher not to conclude that because a child does not produce
language in a certain context that they cannot do so. Conversely, if a child produces target language or
carries out an action that could be construed as evidence for a learning outcome, this does not mean to say
that the child will always be capable of producing that evidence. In other words, ‘one offs’ are not enough
to be considered as evidence, and neither is no evidence conclusive of inability. Swann tells the
researcher that one way round this is to take a qualitative approach to what one observes, but then to
analyse it quantatively. (i.e. record what you see and hear verbatim, and then record the number of times
similar utterances were produced.)

This produced a problem straight away: I thought it would be unlikely, considering the limited
time I would have available in each school, that I would manage to hear enough English, or observe
enough responses to English used by the teacher to be able to make any sort of quantitative assessment of
the children’s speech. To begin with, the children were not at the age where they were expected to be
able to produce much of their own English, beyond formulaic responses and questions. They would also
be unlikely to use English with one another in the school context, only with the teacher. The preamble to
the NCS supports this view (DET 2001b:65). In practice, I found that this was not always the case.

1 decided that I would need to find a way to make my observation likely to produce data that I
could use as evidence towards the NCS outcomes. I began to wonder if there was a way to hybridise
testing and intensive observation, taking the reliability of testing, and mixing this with the unobtrusiveness
of observation. In this connection, Tina Bennett Kastor (1988) provided useful guidance with her
description of controlled observation. Here, the researcher sets up an experimental situation using the
children in the case study. The environment is controlled, and could take the form of the researcher or

teacher asking the child questions, to which the child must make some sort of response (e.g. the child has

two building blocks in front of her. The teacher asks the child to put the big block on top of the small
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block. If the child successfully does so, the researcher is able to conclude that the child understands ‘on
top of” the adjectives ‘big’ and ‘small’, and the imperative ‘put’). Bennett Kastor warns the researcher
that this method should only be used if the evidence the research needs does not present itself by other
means. The reason for this is that the more controlled the environment in which data is collected
becomes, the more unreliable it becomes as well. If we try to control environments, we are limiting the

1

variables involved, and as Bloom says "...One cannot know with certainty which variables of context
have the most power in determining acquisition, and even what all the variables of the context might be..."
(in Bennett Kastor 1988:33). This goes back to Cazden’s point about test readiness. The more one takes a
research subject away from its normal context, the more the data gathered will be tainted by the research
effect. In other words, by trying to extract something from a child, like an action or piece of target
language, you are creating an artificial scenario for that language or action to be produced. If your target
is to see whether that child can use that language or perform that action appropriately in context, then the
artificial scenario will tell you very little to help you achieve your target. My aim in this research was in
the first case to describe as accurately as possible the second language knowledge and skills of a small
sample of learners, and from there to determine whether these skills were adequate to pass G1. I was most
definitely interested in what language children could use in the classroom context, because the ability to
do so was what would determine their success at G1. For this reason, it seemed that controlled
observation would also be of limited use to me.

Despite making this decision, once I was actually in the field, I found that the data I collected by
intensive observation alone was often difficult to match to the learning outcomes of the NCS. I devised
some short discrete item language tests with all the case children once I had observed them in the
classroom. These were all conducted by the teachers, Xolelwa and Anita, during the course of the school
day according to my instructions and with me as an observer. Following Swann’s note of caution above, 1
did not take any unwillingness or lack of response to answer questions or carry out tasks on the part of the
children as evidence of inability. In devising and conducting these tests, I was aiming only to give the
children an opportunity to demonstrate ability in an area that they had not had an opportunity to
demonstrate in the course of normal classroom interaction. As it transpired, the tests that Xolelwa
conducted at Prima were only partially successful: Xolelwa misunderstood some of my instructions as to
how the tasks should be conducted with the children and this affected the validity of the observed data.

They were therefore discounted in the final analysis of data.

3.11 Non-participant observation
This research has been conducted as a case study. According to Stake, case studies by their nature

should be non-interventive (i.e. the researcher must assume a distant and exterior role to the case).
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However, in this study, it was difficult for me to be completely distant from the people and the case
children who were in the research sites (the schools). As I mentioned in Chapter 1, I had got to know
most of the teachers in the previous year, particularly those in Prima and Secunda One, because I had been
employed in both schools. This meant that the teachers would regularly engage me in conversation, often
about the research I was doing. It would have been difficult not to answer these questions, or somehow to
become distant from the teachers simply because I was now a researcher, not a colleague. I tried as far as
possible not to discuss my observations or even to reveal to the teachers who the case children were,
because I was afraid of my presence influencing the teachers’, and therefore the children’s, behaviour.
Sometimes this was not possible, as the teachers were naturally curious about what I was doing.
Especially in the G1 classrooms, I was only able to collect data because of the teachers’ sympathy with
the study and me. To have evaded the teachers’ questions would have been unfair, and might have altered
the behaviour of the teachers in other ways.

In addition, the children in the schools regularly involved me in their activities, and even used me
as a learning resource. Initially, I was concerned that I was becoming a participant observer, because I
was becoming part of their daily classroom environment. Although I made as few statements as possible
because I was afraid of influencing their language with my own, some of the richest data in the study
came from the times when the children came to talk to me.

1 do not consider the interaction I had with teachers and learners in the schools to have negatively
affected the validity of the case study. On the contrary, much of the success of the interviews was
dependent on the fact that I had already got to know the teachers in the schools, and they were therefore
more likely to provide fuller answers to my questions than a more distant and anonymous researcher
would perhaps have been able to elicit. The fact that the children interacted with me afforded me many
opportunities to observe and listen to them more closely than I was able to when they were sitting at their
tables. Even in this small way, I believe my ‘semi-participant’ status in many of the classrooms was a

boon to the validity of the research rather than a detraction from it.

3.12 The need for interviews

Intensive observation was likely to be the best method of supplying me with data about each case
when I was in the classroom. However, language use and acquisition is not limited to the classroom. It
occurs in the playground and at home as well, and in almost every aspect of a child’s life. I felt thatI
needed to collect data about all these other contexts to have as complete a picture as possible of each
child’s English language competence. In short, I felt that my case study needed something to supply data

that I could not gain by informal and intensive observation alone. In particular, I wanted to get an idea of

the factors behind the teachers’ styles and methods, and to find out as much as possible about the child’s
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home background. My first idea was to conduct interviews with parents, teachers, and other adults who
had regular contact with the child. I later refined this to three interviews per school: one with the teacher

and one with the adult members of the household for each case (there were two case children per school).

3.13 Devising an interviewing strategy

Cohen and Manion’s (1994) chapter on interviews divides the interview into three broad
categories: structured, unstructured, and focused. The structured interview uses a fixed set of questions
from which the interviewer deviates as little as possible. The unstructured interview has a series of
questions, but the course the interviewer takes through them is not fixed. The interviewer may also use
probes, (additional questions devised on the spot), to refine the interviewee’s response. The focused
interview requires the interviewee to have been involved in a particular situation, such as having seen a
certain television programme. The interviewer conducts her own analysis of this situation, and then
listens to the interviewee talking about it. One key feature of the focused interview is that the interviewer
must be able to interpret the interview as it is in progress and allow the interviewee to guide the content of
the interview themselves. Each type of interview has its advantages and disadvantages.

A structured interview is clearly limiting in the type of data it will produce. It is almost like an
oral questionnaire. The interviewer can only ask each question once in a certain way, and must record the
first answer he or she is given. The advantage of this kind of interview is that the data produced is
reliable, but not necessarily valid. One interviewer will conduct the interview in much the same way as
another, and the same interviewee would presumably give the same responses with different interviewers.

The unstructured and focused interviews have the immediate advantage of allowing the
interviewer to collect richer and broader data. If the interviewee starts talking about something that is
relevant to the research but that hasn’t been anticipated in the questions, she can deviate from the script
and question the interviewee further. An unstructured interview is more likely to generate research that
goes beyond the thinking of the interviewer and current thinking. One of the major disadvantages is
reliability, and the fact that it takes a skilled interviewer to make sure unscripted questions produce valid
answers. It is all too easy to ask leading questions when they have not been scripted.

Ultimately, I decided that I needed something half way between the unstructured and the
structured. I couldn’t be sure that my interviewing experience would be sufficient to ask valid questions
whilst thinking on my feet. However, I didn’t want to limit my research before I had even begun, and
after all, this was a critical study, and therefore supposed to question existing ideologies. I felt that the
more I tried to predict answers in order to formulate questions, the further away I was moving from

generating new knowledge. I decided to formulate a list of questions built on my research questions and

issue questions, (see 1.1), and also to devise a set of probes for each question. In this way, I would be
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keeping the interview structured, but not denying myself the opportunity to ask further questions on a
topic should the need arise. My interview scripts are included in Appendix 6a and 6b, along with
transcriptions of all the interviews.

I was initially concerned about research effect on the interviewees. I am white, male, and not
South African. Nearly all my interviewees would be black and female. (It became clear whilst doing the
interviews that most of the fathers were mostly not interested in giving their own answers to questions
about their children’s education and left it up to their wives to respond.) I was also concerned about my
lack of fluency in the vernacular, (isiXhosa), and that interviewees would be intimidated by having to
understand and use English with me. Cohen and Manion (1994) say that bias is inevitable in any
interview, because ultimately it is a social encounter like any other. Interviews differ as much as social
encounters differ, no matter how much emphasis is placed on reliability. However, they do say that
attempts should be made to eliminate bias.

Grahamstown is still a relatively divided community in terms of race and privilege. Rich and poor
live in separate areas, as do black, white and coloured. Merely entering a traditionally black area would
be considered unusual for a white male. I considered it an important aspect of the case study to see where
the child lived, but I also felt it would be important to try to minimize the effect my presence would have
on the interview. I considered using black interviewers, but dismissed this as too expensive of time and
other resources. Ultimately, I decided to take a black friend or colleague with me to every interview. In
all cases bar one, this was the teacher herself. She would fulfil the role of translator, if needed, and bridge
between the interviewer and interviewee. (As is turned out, I decided on the basis of meeting some of the

parents informally that for some interviews, both these functions would be unnecessary.)

3.14 Deciding on a method of data analysis

This study used five main sources of data: written documentation, parent interviews, teacher
interviews, intensive observation of the case children, and casual observation of the sites and communities
in which the schools were situated. All these sources were intended in the first instance to answer the
issue questions, thereby reaching as full an understanding of the case children as possible. From this
understanding of the case children, I hoped to be able to answer the research questions.

The sources of oral data (the interviews and observations) were recorded by machine and by notes,
and ended up being very dense. Because of this, I spent much more time trying to make sense of the data
than collecting it. Stake (1995:53) tells us that data collected in a case study should be constantly
reviewed whilst it is being collected, and the researcher should actively aim to find alternative theories to
the ones that the data is leading them to believe. The intention is to avoid the interpretation and the data

that the researcher collects becoming biased and monocular. The researcher should therefore always be on
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the look-out for data that actively conflicts with previous assumptions and/or data. Ithen decided on the
following method.

Immediately following the collection of a piece of data, I typed it up on to a PC. As I typed what I
had recorded, I added details that were still fresh in my mind about what I had observed or heard, which I
had not been able to fully record at the time. Secondly, I added a spontaneous interpretation of the data as
I reviewed it (these are recorded in italics in Appendix 7 and 8). Once I had finished collecting a ‘chunk’
of intensive or casual observation data, such as a week or two weeks at a preschool, I reviewed all the
spontaneous interpretations and the data I had collected for that period. 1then coded the data into separate
issues. (I have presented the raw data in Appendix 7 and 8 in coded form for Grade 1 but in chronological
order for Grade R so that it makes more sense as one reads through page by page.) The purpose of the
coding was to divide the mass of data into linked sections and thus assist me with interpretation and
analysis, specifically the answering of the issue questions.

I did not use the same codes for every school, although there was some overlap. This was because
some of the data did not present itself as clearly separate from another issue in the context in which it was
observed. For instance, the Learner Literacy code was not clearly distinct from Learner English in Prima
because of the teaching style and the classroom environment. In Secunda however, there were distinct
literacy activities, which I felt merited a coding of their own. I coded the data from intensive observation

using the following categories:

o Learner General (things the case child said or did which were not directly related to their English
language learning, but were none the less relevant to the research.)

» Learner English (things the case child said or did which were directly related to their learning of
English.) »

» Learner Literacy (things the case child said or did which were directly related to their acquisition of
literacy, either in English or the L1.)

o Attitude of the Teacher (things the classroom teacher said or did which were relevant to the case
children’s learning of English.)

¢ (lass Environment (things which occurred in the classroom, or were part of the static environment
which might have indirectly affected the case children’s learning of English.)

o Research Effect (things which occurred during data collection which might have been influenced by
the research being conducted.) |

e The School in the Community (things observed in casual or intensive observation which revealed how

the school is perceived by its users.)
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In many cases, the data did not fit neatly into a category. For example, it was often difficult to
separate data into either the Classroom Environment or the Attitude of the Teacher, especially in light of
the fact that at the Foundation Phase, the teacher plays a very active role in the classroom. Thus what the
teacher says or does forms a large part of the classroom environment. Often, I had to separate one event
in the classroom into two or three categories, because the event was relevant to three sections.

The classification of the data did not of course answer the research questions or even the issue
questions by itself. From the coded data, I then had to formulate answers to both. In this regard, I decided
to review all the data and the contemporaneous interpretations I had made, and tried to come up with a
general interpretation of all the data for each category. I tried in this interpretation not to let the previous
ones interfere with my current thinking and to look for newer, deeper insight, now that the data pool was
larger at the end of the collection period. From these new interpretations, I was able to move towards
answering the issue questions/secondary aims and the first research question. The results can be found in
Chapters 6 and 7 respectively.

Answering the second and third research questions required more than just a review of the data and
previous interpretations. In addition, I had to try to place my data in the context of the NCS and see which
Learning Outcomes or Assessment Standards had been achieved by the children in the course of the year.
This was where I had to confront many of the problems that I mentioned in section 3.8.3 (task specific
ASs, the use of the word ‘understand’ and so forth). I managed to match or link as many of the ASs as
possible to the data I had collected, but in some cases I could not do so. This was mainly due to the
prescriptive nature of the NCS (many of the ASs referred to specific activities which the teachers did not
do with their classes). This was of course not surprising, considering that the NCS was not policy at the

time of the research.

3.15 Summary
This chapter has mapped out the processes I went through in designing my research framework

and why I chose the methods I did to collect the necessary data. I have also tried to explain how I
analysed and interpreted the data once collected. The following chapter describes the first pieces of data I

collected, namely the intensive observation in the Grade R classrooms of Prima and Secunda.
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Chapter 4

Description of the case children and preschools

In this chapter, I will be introducing the case children and the first context in which I observed
them, namely their preschools. There are two preschools in this study, the names of which have been
changed to Prima and Secunda. Prima is a mainly isiXhosa medium preschool and Secunda is English
medium (please refer to the table below). Baseline data regarding the timing of data collection, the
preschools and the teachers are contained in Appendix 1, as is information regarding the static layout
of the classrooms and a description of a typical school day in each school. This chapter describes each
child in turn in terms of observations made in the classroom, observations made by the teachers about
the children, and then observations made about each child’s home environment.

I began to collect data at Prima in May of 2002 and finished approximately five weeks later. In
this time, I was in school for the majority of the teaching day, which ran from 8.30 until 12.30. Due to
my own teaching commitments, I could only collect data three days a week, Monday, Wednesday, and
Friday. I started collecting data at Secunda in mid August 2002, and finished in late September 2002.
This meant that in all I spent about fifteen days in each preschool.

The intention of this chapter is not to analyse the data. Analysis and interpretation of what is
described here follows in Chapter 6 and 7. Bracketed references including dates and times, (e.g.
27/08/02, 9.30), refer to the date and time that a particular piece of data was recorded. Full transcripts
of all data are included in Appendices 8 and 9. References in the format (X1:043) refer to interviews

which can be found in Appendices 6a and 6b.

Grade | Classroom | Abbreviation | Learners | Abbreviation | School | Order
Teacher visited
R Xolelwa Xo Andile, An, Prima 1
Noma N
R Anita A Sandiswa, | S, Secunda | 2
Aiya Aiya
1 Priscilla P Andile An Rhini 3
One
1 Sipho SP Sandiswa, | S Secunda | 3
Aiya Aiya One
1 Janette J Noma N Graham | 3
One

4.1 Andile
4.1.1 Andile at Prima

Andile is a tall child, taller than most for his age. He had an air of calm and passivity about

him that his male peers did not share. His face was almost expressionless most of the time. He was

keen to communicate orally, only seemed to lack the confidence to do so at times, even with his peers.
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In plenary sessions, he would join in with songs and rhymes at 2 minimal level, not really committing
himself to singing them. Almost everything Andile did, he did more slowly than the other children,
including eating his food.

On the other hand, Andile would sometimes surprise me by offering a response in plenary
sessions like the morning ring which was both original and considered. Take for example the following

gxchange at morning ring:

27/05/02

9.35

Xolelwa: (English) What have we been learning about last week?
Learner: Winter.

Xolelwa: (E) Good.

Xolelwa: (isiXhosa) What do we use to keep warm in winter?
[Class offers various suggestions in X.]

Xolelwa: (X) What’s that thing we use to cook?

Leamners: (X) flame, fire

Xolelwa: (X) OK, where do we find fire?

Learners: [offer various suggestions]

Andile: (X) At a braai

Xolelwa: OK.

Andile’s contribution was entirely original. The word braai had not been mentioned before in
Xolelwa’s teaching of the theme, either by the teacher, pictures, or other learners. This meant that
Andile had associated the theme with the outside world and could link real concepts with theoretical
ones. However, when Andile was assigned a task, such as drawing something from the week’s theme,
he would invariably wait until all the other learners on his table had started before he would do so
himself. 1 initially took this to be a lack of confidence in his own abilities. On one occasioh, when he
had completed a picture using entirely his own imagination, he ran around the classroom showing it to
all the learners he could. He then proudly handed it to Xolelwa (27/05/02 10.17).

Andile’s hesitancy to begin a task could be interpreted as not having understood it, especially if
it was set by Xolelwa in English. Andile did not ask his peers what he should do, even in L1. He
waited until they had started, before copying their ideas himself (27/05/02 9.53).

On another occasion, learners at Andile’s table finished before him. He was left alone at the
table, trying to do the task. This clearly irked him. He rushed from the first table to another one where
some girls were drawing and took a blank piece of paper. After making his own effort, which he was

not satisfied with, he eventually got a friend to draw something for him. He coloured this in and ran to
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the teacher, delighted with ‘his’ work (31/05/02 10.05). My interpretation of this was that Andile was
desperate to be accepted for his work, but that he didn’t have the confidence to succeed on his own.
Xolelwa hinted at the root of this problem in the interview I had with her (see section 4.1.3).

Unlike the other boys in the class, Andile never, to my knowledge, got involved in even a play
fight. Isaw him once being hit by a friend who was sitting next to him at a table. The friend was
really trying to hurt Andile, and his face showed real anger as he punched Andile’s arm. Every time he
was hit, Andile would return the punch, but half-heartedly, not trying to do any damage. His face
showed more irritation than anger. Andile was irritated by being punched, but did not become angry
from his friend’s aggression.

Another time, a group of boys had finished their task and were playing at karate on the rug. The
other boys' were trying to kick and punch each other in a stylised karate way, not to hurt each other. As
the other boys ran at each other, Andile stood to one side and defended himself in a karate style. He

was not interested in running at the other boys (31/05/02 10.15).

4.1.2 Andile’s home environment

I visited Andile’s house along with his teacher, Xolelwa. Xolelwa didn’t need to be asked to
come along, she wanted to see Andile’s parents anyway.

Before we left the preschool, we called in at the tavern opposite school to say hello to Andile’s
aunt who worked there. Xolelwa wanted to check that Andile’s mother would be at home, even
though we had arranged the interview previously. The aunt confirmed that she would be. When we
arrived, the house seemed to be in very good repair from first impressions. It is situated on a largish
plot in the township, about 3 kms away from town. When we arrived, Andile’s father, Edward, was
sitting in his bakkie, possibly working on it. He looked at us in the rear view mirror, but didn’t get out
of it until we got out of the car and came in through the gate. The bakkie was in fair condition and
seemed to be in daily use. As we came to the front door, I saw a woman who I presumed to be a
domestic worker washing dishes outside the house. Andile’s father did not say anything to her and she
was not introduced to us. It transpired that Andile’s mother was not present.

The house appeared to have about four rooms: a lounge, a kitchen, and one, possibly two
bedrooms. The room had a hi-fi, TV and video. There was no evidence of any reading material in the
room, such as papers or books. There was a lounge suite, with ‘God is Love’ written on the hair foil of
one chair. The house was very clean. Edward seemed surprised and pleased to be offered the present
I brought, (a box of Nestle chocolates), but I got the impression that he was not entirely comfortable
with the situation and wasn’t sure why I had come to visit him.

Before I began asking questions, I asked Edward if he had read the letter about the research.
He looked at it briefly, and told me he had. I ascertained that the family wanted to send Andile to

Secunda the following year, but I got the distinct impression from the tone of Edward’s answer that
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Andile’s mother was the one who had made that decision. Ialso found out that Edward thought, but

did not know, that Andile had about six books of his own, and that Edward reads the Herald, as well as
magazines like Drum and You. During the interview, I had to repeat several questions and Edward
misunderstood a few. He did not seem to be threatened by speaking in English, but he clearly found it
hard to follow what I was saying. He was reluctant to elaborate on any question and I began to get the
feeling that even the low level questions I was asking were intrusive to him. I got the impression that
he was giving the answers he felt I wanted to hear and for this reason, I began to abandon the interview
and wrap it up.

After this visit, I tried various times to contact Andile’s mother through his aunt to try to
arrange another interview. I had the impression that Edward did not make the educational decisions in
the house and was not as involved in Andile’s life as his mother. For this reason, I ideally needed to
speak to Andile’s mother as well. I tried, through the preschool’s headmistress and through Xolelwa,
to establish contact and rearrange an interview. Finally, we did manage to do so, but when we arrived
at the house for the second time, only the lady washing dishes was present. I decided it would be best
not to pursue the interview with Andile’s mother further. She clearly did not want to speak to me.

I can only guess at the reasons for the resistance I encountered from Andile’s father and mother
to the idea of an interview. It is possible that they were intimidated by their own lack of confidence in
English. It may also have been that they did not want to be asked questions, and did not understand
the confidentiality aspect of the research, despite me asking Xolelwa to explain it, and that I gave them
a letter in isiXhosa and English explaining what the research was about. Andile’s parents may have
been worried that I was spying on them. Only the mother was working, but the house was too large,
with too many expensive items, like the bakkie, the hifi, and the maid to be supported on one salary.

Maybe this was why I detected an undercurrent of mistrust between the family and myself.

4.1.3 Xolelwa’s thoughts on Andile.

Xolelwa seemed to have quite a close link with Andile. She felt she was responsible for much

of his development.

PR: What do you think about Andile as a learner?

029X: 1 started teaching Andile at three years old. When he first came here, he couldn’t eat by
himself, he always wanted someone to help him to eat. So I developed Andile. 1tried. He’s an only
child, so his mother did everything for him. Andile is now developed. Last year, Andile couldn’t draw
even a person, just many eggs. Now he’s trying.

Xolelwa is proud of her achievement in making Andile more independent. He is a success story for

her. Andile was not always what he is today. He has come a long way.
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She thought that he was orally confident and physically sure of himself, but that there were
areas where he still needed to learn a lot (XI:030). Xolelwa was proud of the fact that Andile could
now write his own name, and count from one to ten. She said: “...He’s happy and confident now, but
he used to be a shy person...” (X1:031) At the same time, Xolelwa contradicted herself, because she
clearly felt that the one thing that would hold Andile back was his lack of confidence. There seemed

to be a genuine concern from Xolelwa that Andile’s shyness would be misinterpreted in Grade 1.

035 X: You know, he’s a shy person. He’s not confident enough about himself. I’m afraid for him,
because he is so shy. He doesn’t want to talk. Especially if it’s the first time he sees a person. He gets

better over time. He’s used to me now at least.

Xolelwa said that she had struggled to involve Andile’s parents in his learning, but that this had
paid off. She attributed the fact that Andile could now write his name to her own persistence in talking
to his mother about helping Andile (XI:031). She said she was still ‘shouting at Andile’s mother to
help him’ (X1:032). Xolelwa felt that Andile’s mother was very busy working, and this was probably
why she didn’t have the time to teach him at home (X1:032). I think Xolelwa felt a bit sorry for Andile:
he was an only child, whose mother was always working, and whose father, by my interpretation, did
not take much of an interest in him.

When it came to English, Xolelwa thought that Andile understood most of the English in the
classroom, even though he never replied in it (XI:033). She thought that by the end of the year, Andile
would be ready to go to G1, although he wasn’t quite ready yet (X1:034). She felt he was trying hard
(X1:034).

Xolelwa thought there was a special bond between her and Andile. She had known him since
he first arrived in the school and thought that he had progressed a lot since that time. I think she also
thought that he was capable of a lot more, if only he was supported more in the home. She wished the
best for him and also wanted him to have more confidence in himself. She saw his lack of confidence

as being something that might get him labelled as a slow learner.

4.1.4 Andile’s English.
Xolelwa said that although Andile was unconfident as a learner, he was good at telling stories

to the class. By this, I think she meant standing up in plenary sessions and offering original input (in
isiXhosa). There were quite a few occasions when Andile did this (3/06/02 9.30) (31/05/02 9.35)
(29/05/02 11.45). In L1, he was not unconfident in expressing himself orally. Andile only said a
handful of words to me, of which very few were English. Most of the English competence that Andile
demonstrated during my time in Prima was related to his receptive skills. I will start with Andile’s

English during plenary activities.
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At the morning ring, or other plenary sessions, Andile seemed reluctant to join in with the
English responses in rhymes and songs (27/05/02 9.24). Sometimes, however, he would join in
wholeheartedly and without reserve (27/05/02 9.26). When it came to learning formulaic prompt and
response constructions, Andile often didn’t seem to want to demonstrate his competence (29/05/02
9.20). I put him on the spot about the same construction in a one-on-one situation and here he was
able to recognise the prompt and make the appropriate response, albeit shyly (3/06/02 9.20). Another
time, in a plenary session, he recognised the prompt and gave a relevant answer (3/06/02 9.25). The
response in this case was inaccurate, but nonetheless, Andile knew that the prompt required the
response of a day of the week.

At one stage in my observation at Prima, Xolelwa read the children a story in English called
“The Magic Porridge Pot’ (29/05/02 11.45). It was a fairly long story, lasting about ten minutes and
Xolelwa had not read it before to the children. She did not pre-teach any of the words, or paraphrase
| any of the words into isiXhosa as she sometimes did. Afterwards, I asked her to ask the children what
things they could remember from the story. Many children had things they could remember, but many
were repeating things that other learners had already said. Andile put up his hand and said in isiXhosa:
“People were drowning in porridge”. Andile’s statement was original, well considered, and true.
Considering the story was in English, I think this shows that Andile had more English competence,
especially in terms of receptive command, than he had the confidence to demonstrate.

There was more evidence of Andile’s desire to communicate coupled with his lack of

confidence in English (31/05/02, 8.45). Andile and two of his friends came up to me and asked me in

isiXhosa what my mother’s name was. Ireplied in isiXhosa. Andile then left the group. His two
friends left a little later and came back with other learners, including Andile. They began to shake
hands, isiXhosa-style. Andile joined in enthusiastically. I believe that Andile left the group because

he thought that I was going to ask him a question in English, or say something he didn’t understand.

: However, he was keen to communicate with me, because he came back to join in the handshaking. He
‘ felt safe with this because it was non-verbal communication.

: There were a couple of times when Andile did produce his own English, once spontaneously,
(3/06/02 9.10), and once with a prompt (29/05/02 9.55). Both these occasions were rare. In the first

one, no precedent had been set for Andile to use English in favour of isiXhosa. The other learners at

the table had not said ‘Thanks’ in either language, but Andile chose to. In the second instance, it is
likely that he had been asked this question quite a few times by his teacher. He also had the contextual
clue of me pointing at the colour in question. Nonetheless, his answer was without hesitation and

delivered confidently. It is difficult to draw conclusions from such isolated incidents, other than that it

seemed that Andile was capable of a lot more than he actually demonstrated. I believe he would have

said a lot more had he been given more encouragement to express himself in English. The apparent
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lack of English in his home environment could be a reason for his lack of oral English production
compared to his peers.

Although Xolelwa said that Andile could write his own name, (XI:031), the first time I saw
him attempt to write it he had to be given a model to copy from (22/03/02, 8.32). In other later
attempts, such as on the back of his drawings, he did manage to write his name out in full without
copying. Others in the class were able to copy out the whole alphabet. Andile did make an attemnpt to
do so himself, (22/03/02 8.38), but he left himself too little time to make a good effort. He seemed
easily distracted when writing or trying to write.

Xolelwa made an effort to teach the children the names of letters of the alphabet. Andile knew

the names of two letters, A and B, which was about average for the class. Only one learner knew more

than six letter names.

I noticed that Andile did have more preliteracy than the above scarce observations would
suggest. During a break time, I noticed that Andile and two friends had got a book from the shelf, and
were ‘reading’ it together. They were turning the pages slowly and deliberately and commenting to

one another on what they found in isiXhosa. The children had taken the initiative to get the book

themselves when they could have been playing outside. Andile was clearly motivated to develop his
pre-literacy skills, both in terms of his writing, and his interaction with books. His English production

was very limited, but he was building a strong receptive command of the language and was keen to

communicate orally in his L1.

4.2 Nomathemba
4.2.1 Nomathemba at Prima

Nomathemba is also an unusual child in some ways. She is tall for her age and elegant. Her
: mother buys child’s versions of fashionable adult clothes for her to wear to school. She never wears
dresses, only trousers or leggings. In contrast to Andile, she always wanted to be involved in the
3 : class activity and seldom remained passive. She often seemed to be trying to make a connection with
: the other learners, but not succeeding completely. She was often ‘super-social’: trying very hard to
generate interest in herself amongst the other learners (27/05/02, 9.05) and (31/05/02 10.05 and 10. 10).
I noticed that unlike the other learners who nearly all seemed to have at least one buddy who they
spent more time with than any other, Nomathemba would socialise with all the learners all the time,
even the boys (29/05/02, 9.40). Her teacher interpreted this positively, saying that she had many
friends and that she was very talkative (XI: 037 and 042).

When 1 visited Nomathemba’s house and family, 1 found out that she rarely left the house after
school or had any contact with children outside it (NPL: 14.35 and 14.45). 1 felt that her home
environment was a touch stifling for a girl of her age, and that she made up for her confinement at

home with her outgoing personality at school. She often displayed very adult behaviour in the
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classroom, uncharacteristic of a child so young. This may have been due to her rather closeted
existence amongst much older adults.

Of all the children in the class, Nomathemba showed the most developed emotional
intelligence. For a child of her age, I was struck by her compassion for others and her respect for her
peers. She also had an advanced sense of social responsibility. (See (29/05/02 10.10) and
(3/06/02,11.35).)

She also displayed on a number of occasions a narrative literacy that many learners in the class

did not have, or were not confident enough to display. Consider this example:

27/05/02

9.30

Xolelwa: (X) We’re going to listen to the news from this weekend.

(Class put up their hands to volunteer their information.)

Nomathemba and Ntombesizwe both tell a story in isiXhosa. The stories are embroidered versions of
real events. Both girls move around as they talk, using their whole bodies to tell the story. They stand
in the middle of the circle of learners.

Noma is very keen to communicate to the class, and smiles as she does so. Confident oral
communicator in mother tongue.

Noma and Andile listen carefully to other learners’ stories. Noma claps after each story, especially
Melinda’s.

Noma acknowledges other learners attempts at communication.

Nomathemba also manifested an academic pre-literacy. Learners would often be assigned the
task of looking through magazines to find pictures relevant to that week’s theme. Noma was able to
spot pictures in the magazines that fitted the theme and also to ask Xolelwa about pictures that she was
not sure of (27/05/02, 10.00). On another occasion, I caught Nomathemba adopting the teacher’s
position, and ‘reading’ a book to her peers. She had clearly observed this as ‘school’ behaviour, and

was copying it in play (5/06/02, 9.10).

4.2.2 Nomathemba’s home environment

1 did not often see Xolelwa or other members of staff teaching the whole class numeracy, but
Nomathemba had surprisingly good numeracy skills despite this (3/06/02, 11.24). 1think this can be
attributed to her mother’s support at home. Her mother often came into the school building, and
helped in some of the other classrooms. Most parents did not visit the school, and only entered it for
meetings. They left their children at the gate. When I spoke to Nomathemba’s mother about her
daughter’s progress, both she and Noma’s grandmother said they thought she was doing well
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(NPI:24.10). Noma’s mother said that she supported her daughter’s school work at home, encouraging
her to write and do other activities similar to the ones she does in school. This was confirmed by
Xolelwa (XI: 046/047). It is possible that Noma’s mother began helping her child at home when for a
short period Noma was not able to attend school for financial reasons (XI: 041).

I visited Nomathemba’s house on 25/05/02, by which stage I had already finished my
observation in the school. Xolelwa was not able to come on that day, so I took along Melinda, a
teacher from another class in the school. Nomathemba’s house is situated on a plot about 30 by 20
metres. It is an old house, but in good repair. Nomathemba’s grandmother, Nkosazana, came out of
the front door as we arrived to greet us. The front door leads straight into the dining room. There is a
six-seater table here, with a large dresser on one wall. On top of the dresser I saw an old television, the
tune-in type. It is most likely black and white. Melinda and I were led into a room off the dining
room. As we went through, I caught a glimpse of a large shiny white fridge freezer. It looked
incongruous in this old house.

The room we were led into is a parlour. The room was immaculate, either recently cleaned, or
rarely used. There were two old men, both above 50. I greeted them, but I was not introduced to
them. I found out later they are both relatives of Nomathemba and they all live in the same house.
One was Nomathemba’s grandfather; the other was her great uncle. We were welcomed with coffee,
made by Nomathemba’s mother, Unathi. Nomathemba stayed in the room throughout the interview,
occasionally whispering to her Mum about what was going on. I got the impression that I was very
welcome in the house, and that I was in some way a guest of distinction. The atmosphere was a
strange mix of formal and congenial at the same time.

During the interview, I directed most of my questions to Unathi, but it became clear that she
was not the leader of the household. Nkosazana is the breadwinner of the family, and also the one who
is most confident in English. It also seemed as though she was the one who makes all of the decisions
about Nomathemba’s upbringing. Unathi was reluctant to answer some questions that she knew were
the province of her mother, for example the choice of primary school (NPI: 7.31).

The family placed a lot of emphasis on Nomathemba acquiring her first language, and learning
about her culture. Religious instruction was also a key feature of Nomathemba’s home life, as was
traditional Xhosa oral narrative (NP1:19.15 and 20.41).

Nomathemba’s acquisition of English was not considered as important as isiXhosa, language and |
culture. Ultimately, it seemed that Nomathemba was expected to make her own decision about which
languages she wanted to acquire. Neither her mother nor her grandmother was particularly concerned
that she should learn English for reasons of access to education or careers (NPI: 21.11). However,
both Nkosazana and Unathi were impressed by how much English Noma knew and were proud of her

ability to speak it:
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22.57
Nkosazana: If Noma is going to sleep, she say: Good night, see you tomorrow.
PR: OK, she says that in English?

Unathi: (in agreement) Mmmm.

Nomathemba’s exposure to English in the home seemed to be limited. No adult in the house
seemed to read books. The only literature that entered the house according the Nkosazana was the
store club card magazines like Clicks and Edgars and the occasional newspaper. When I asked if the
family ever got books out of the library for Nomathemba, the reply I got was ‘Not yet’(NPI: 14.14).
Nomathemba watched children’s" TV, mainly English language programmes. She also watches other
TV programmes with her family in the evenings. Unathi told me that Noma would often ask her
mother what they were saying on the TV during programmes in English if they were watching together
(NPI: 25.25). Her grandmother also admitted to speaking English with Nomathemba occasionally, but
1 didn’t get the impression that this was a regular or structured activity (NPI: 1.45).

Interestingly, Nomathemba had some contact with children her own age with whom she sometimes
speaks in English (NPI: 11.50). They were cousins of hers from Mossel Baai. She would only see
these children in the school holidays about twice a year, June and December. This is probably very
fertile ground for Noma to practice and learn English, as it would be the right level of language for

Noma and would probably involve authentic communication.

In conclusion, Nkosazana and Unathi are aware that Nomathemba is bright, and care about her
education. They keep her close to them. Nkosazana is the most confident in English in the household,
but as the interview progressed, Unathi’s confidence increased. 1 thought it was most likely that any
schoolwork that Unathi did with Nomathemba would be done in isiXhosa. Nomathemba does not get
much exposure to English outside school, except occasionally from her cousins and the television.
English medium instruction is not a priority for the family: they leave it to Nomathemba to decide
which languages she wants to speak. They do not see English as vital to access or education. There
does not seem to be much pressure on Nomathemba to take a certain course in life. The family support
her L1 acquisition and religious and cultural instruction much more than they support English
acquisition. I got the feeling they are like a traditional isiXhosa family, well respected in the

neighbourhood and generally content.

4.2.3 Nomathemba’s English.
As I mentioned above, Nomathemba was generally gregarious and keen to make up for her

rather sheltered home environment at school. She made more attempts to communicate with me than

Andile did, but the English she produced was limited to one or two words with one exception. She
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rarely initiated a conversation with me, but she would contribute to one in English if another learner
had started it. The following exchange is an example of this. It occurred on only my second day at
Prima. I was sitting at Xolelwa’s desk while she was busy elsewhere setting up paper and crayons for

an activity. I was unaware that Noma was watching and listening to this interaction with Rhetabile:

25/05/02

8.40

Rhetebile:[ brings me a book, opens it, and points at various pictures.] What’s this?
Rhetabile asked me the same question many times while pointing at different pictures.
PR: It’s a ...[lion, tree, dog, house.]

Some other learners come and see what is going on.

Rhetebile: What’s this?

PR: It’s a man, his name is Obelix.

Rhetebile: Oblix

PR: What’s his name?

Rhetebile: Obleis. Obelisse

[pause, learners look at pictures in book.]

Noma: What is the dog? [apparently not directed at anyone.]

There were three Asterix and Obelix books at Prima. One of them was about Dogmatix,
Obelix’s dog. Noma had probably not seen the cover of the book Rhetabile and I were discussing, and
assumed that we were talking about the Dogmatix book. In this case, her comment might have been
intended to be: ‘What about the dog?’ or ‘Where is the dog?’ or “What is the dog’s name?’ Noma’s
final comment appeared not to have been directed at anyone, but must have been directed at me, since
I was the only reason for the children to be speaking English. Noma was interacting with me in L2
about an L2 book. She wanted to know more about it and used her limited L2 to ask me.

Nomathemba was certainly keen to use and practice English as much as possible. Soon after
the previous example, another learner brought a book over to me, and began asking me the same sort
of questions about it as Rhetabile had done (25/05/02, 8.35). She seemed to listen to English phrases
spoken by her peers and then try them out on me. She first listened to an exchange between some
other learners and me, (29/05/02, 9.00), and then later would ask me the same questions on her own
(5/06/02 10.45). She didn’t always manage to formulate them correctly, but seemed to enjoy using me
as a sounding board.

Noma seemed very confident in naming animals in English. She knew the names of more

animals than I saw Xolelwa teach in the classroom, suggesting that someone outside school had taught
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her them (25/05/02, 10.05). On another occasion, Xolelwa asked the class in English what the week’s
theme was. Noma replied in English (E):

10/06/02

9.45

All the learners are sitting in the ring area.

Xolelwa: (E) What are we learning about today? (She points at theme pictures on the wall.)
Various learners: Flowers, grass, sky.

Noma: (E) Cows.

Noma was also fairly confident in naming colours in English (29/05/02 10.02). She did not
appear to have a particularly strong receptive command of English, outside of formulaic items and she
often misinterpreted one question for another (25/05/02 11.05). On another occasion, she failed to
grasp the meaning of two adjectives, ‘big” and ‘small’ in a conversation I initiated (29/05/02 11.35).

When presented with formulaic language that had been presented to her before, Noma could
recognise it and make a response using a full English sentence. In the following example, Xolelwa had
left the room for a time and the cleaner had brought the snack into the room. It was up to me to
administer it to the children, so I referred to the duty chart to see which group should be doing duties
that day.

27/05/02

10.40

The snack comes into the room.

PR: All the triangles come here. It’s Monday today.

PR repeats the phrase

About five learners come up to me. 1 ask each one their name, even if1 know it. Most of them reply,
some in a full sentence.

PR: [to Noma] What’s your name?

Noma: My name is Nomathemba.

4.2.4 Xolelwa’s thoughts on Nomathemba

Xolelwa’s first reaction when 1 asked her about Nomathemba was to laugh, and say:

036X: Oh, Nomathemba is a curious one. She wants to know everything that is happening.




She went on to say that she thought Nomathemba was one of the most talkative children in the

class, and that she was very gregarious (X1:037, X1:042). Xolelwa thought that she was one of the
faster learners in the class and that she picked things up quickly, especially when the learners were
using the educational toys. She also thought that Noma was good at creative activities, and seemed to
enjoy these a lot (X1:039). Overall, she thought that Noma enjoyed school a great deal (X1:041,
X1:043).

I was confused by one comment that Xolelwa made (040X). When I asked what areas

Nomathemba needed help with, she said without hesitation that she needed assistance in writing her

own name. My experience in the classroom was that although Noma had not perfected her name |

writing, (see above), she was certainly capable of making a legible attempt, and had shown evidence of

the fact many times before (10/06/02 10.12). ‘
Xolelwa’s assessment of Noma’s receptive command I agreed with, only I was not so sure that ‘

it was entirely accurate:

| PR: How much English do you think she speaks in the classroom?
044X: She understands when you talk to her in English, but she doesn’t reply in English. She knows

other English words. She doesn’t give a whole sentence in English.

1 did not feel that Noma did always understand when her teacher or I spoke in English to her. I
agreed that Noma probably knew more words than she gave evidence of, and that it was unusual for
her to utter more than a word or two in English, even when prompted.

Xolelwa didn’t seem to think that Noma would have any particular problems in Grade 1,
(X1:045), only that she was shy with new people. I think she probably meant that it would take Noma
some time to get used to her new teacher, but that that was the only problem she was likely to face.

Noma does not get a great deal of exposure to English either in school or at home. She was
very sociable at school, and would talk to anyone, but only in isiXhosa. She was shy about speaking in
English. She receives some exposure to English in the home, but it was not structured or formalised
contact with the language. There was little prioritising of English from home, so although Noma
seemed to want to communicate in English at times, she had no external drive to do so. Her English
competence seemed to be limited to formulaic responses and her receptive command was low. Her

teacher believed that she is an able learner and foresaw no problems for her in Grade 1.

4.3 Aiyabulela
4.3.1 Aivabulela at Secunda

Aiya and his sister were twins and were therefore in the same class. They were both taller than

average. One of the first things that struck me about Aiyabulela was that he was an accomplished
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artistic talent. Considering his age, the level of detail in his drawings was remarkable. On the first day
I began observing at the school, I noticed that he had drawn a house that included a front path going up
to the front door. The path was drawn wider at the bottom of the picture than at the top, to give a sense
of perspective. No other child in the class had attempted perspective.
Almost simultaneously, I observed something else about Aiya that was not so positive. Aiya
had a tendency to be arrogant or bully other children. This side of his character was unfortunately
something I saw more of during my time at Secunda (e.g. 12/08/02, 9.40 and 28/08/02 9.20). This is
not to say that he had no friends or could not be friendly. On one occasion, I saw him help another
learner to get their rubber back in the top of their pencil (28/08/02, 9.20).
Alya’s behaviour was probably the most aggressive in the class. Twice I found him being kept
inside by his teachers during break for fighting. One day, something rather strange occurred: when I
came into school one morning, I found a poor, possibly homeless child, dressed in old clothes standing
at the school gate. Inside the school, I found what I presumed to be his brother, a child of about 10 or
12. Anita told me that he had come in to talk to her because Aiya was ‘swearing his mother’ (9/09/02 |
8.25). | |
On the other hand, when he was playing with girls, particularly if his twin sister was involved
in the game, there was not a glimmer of aggression in him (09/09/02, 9.45). He would manifest no
aggressive signs in these situations. When it came to boys, he would be much more aggressive. I
believe that his mother’s recent (re)marriage may have been part of the problem, and that he was either
jealous of his mother’s attentions to another man, (his stepfather), or that he was not getting on well
with his stepfather. Interestingly, his infrequent interaction with me was not aggressive.
Aiya showed that he had a long concentration span, particularly when it came to stories,
especially if they involved some kind of visual aid (e.g. 19/08/02, 8.51). He was normally one of the
first in his group to finish any work assigned to him by Anita. He seemed to be especially fast at
numeracy tasks, such as counting the number of objects of a particular type and then writing down the
digit. However, he would never spend longer than necessary on a task to make it especially neat or |
accurate and would often rush things just to get them finished. Towards the end of my time at
Secunda, it seemed that he was becoming less focused on his work than before, sometimes talking with
his group for the duration of the task and then not finishing it (28/08/02 12.05 and 6/09/02, 9.05).

4.3.3 Aiyabulela’s home environment.
When I visited Aiya’s home, he was outside with his sister and some other friends. I drove

straight past the house at first, missing the number. I stopped a little way further on, and drove back.
Because of this, Aiya and his sister at first gave me a slightly bemused look when I got out of the car.
It took them a while to recognise me. They were not expecting me to come to their house and when

they did recognize me, the look on their faces was something between surprise and excitement.
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1 asked where their house was, because there were a number of other buildings on the same
piece of land. The children pointed vaguely in the direction of one house, and I set off in that
direction. As I turned a corner, I heard them calling me to come back. I had walked past their house,
which was at the front of the plot. They showed me round to a door, which led into the kitchen. I
called out Mrs. Quntu’s name and she came running through from the front room.. I had come in
through the back door and she had clearly been expecting me to ring the front door bell. I think my
approach must have surprised her, and this was maybe slightly to my advantage. Traditionally, friends
of the family, as I found out later, would always go round to the back of the house, but formal visitors
would come through the front. My unorthodox approach perhaps lessened the formality of the
interview.

Mrs. Quntu was keen to contribute to the research. Before I had even got the microphone
switched on, she asked me to tell her what the project was about. Throughout the interview, she gave
considered, articulate responses to the questions. It became clear early on in the interview that she
took Aiya and his sister’s education seriously, and worked with them at home. She seemed very proud
of the fact that she read to her children from library books (QI: 11-13). The children also interacted
with the book and spoke to Mrs. Quntu in English about what was happening (QI: 16-17). I foundita
little difficult to believe that all the children’s questions about the books were in English. However,
many of them may have been because of Aiya’s confidence in English as manifested in the classroom.

Mrs. Quntu then went on to describe the extension activities she conducts with the children.

PR: So you will point at the word, and they will know what the word means?

19Q: Yes. They also try to write down the words.

PR: Do you ask them to do that, or do they just do that because they want to?

20Q: I also ask them. They like writing so much. Sometimes when 1 am reading I will say come and
see this is a dog. It’s name is dog. So can you please write it on your own, dog. They write the name,
but not in the right manner.

PR: So they try?

21Q: Yah.

Q is more interested in encouraging the children to try to write than in getting them to write
accurately. She clearly wants to keep the activity enjoyable, disciplined, but not exhausting.

PR: When would you read the book?

22Q: I’'m reading in the afternoon. Yesterday it was Sunday, so we were all in the house, so we took
pencils and books, so we are all busy writing. And the story books in the evening when we are in bed.
Long, long ago, those books.

Q is proud that she makes time to do this. Her work with the children is clearly structured. It always

happens at certain times of the day, and on Sundays they also work with writing.
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From all this information, it is clear that Aiya’s and his sister’s learning is heavily supported in
the home by an enthusiastic mother. As I mention in my original interpretation, the focus did not seem
to be to get the children to achieve certain things, but to have fun in the process. With this amount of
access to English texts, combined with the interaction that Mrs.Quntu provides and the written

activities which follow, it is clear that Aiya’s English acquisition and academic literacy is being built

on firm ground.

Mrs. Quntu also said that she made the effort to speak in English to the twins when they are in
the house (QI:01-02). Mrs.Quntu’s attitude towards languages was impassioned. She clearly had
spent time thinking about language issues and how they related to her child’s education. I asked her

about her language preferences:

PR: Which language is the most important one to you? Xhosa, English, Afrikaans?

55Q: 1 think it is English.

PR: Why do you say that?

56Q: Because everywhere you go, you use English. So there is no ways I can say Xhosa. Most of the

people can understand English. It is the easiest language people can understand.

She said that the use of English at Secunda was the main reason why she had chosen it for her
children (QI: 33-34). For her, English is the key to her children’s future. She does not expect them to
be able to succeed without it, and thought that they were trying hard to acquire it (QI:059). Her
ambitions for her children confirm this (QI: 031). It seemed that Mrs. Quntu’s home support for her
children was motivated mainly by middle-class aspirations, and she saw proficiency in English as an
integral part of this. However, she also felt English was an important language for reasons of general

communication amongst the peoples of South Africa (QI: 029).

4.3.2 Aiya’s English.
In the first few weeks I spent at Secunda, the theme was colours. Anita had made a series of

paint pots out of cardboard, each with a certain colour of paint pouring out of them and the colour of
the paint printed underneath. These had then been laminated and stuck on the theme board. Anita
used this resource by pointing to a pot and eliciting the colour name from the class. Aiya seemed to
know most of the names of the colours, and called them out when Anita pointed at the pot (19/08/02,
8.50 and 22/08/02 12.10).

Aiya used a surprising amount of English in the classroom with his peers. There was often no

real reason for him to use English instead of isiXhosa, yet he did so anyway:
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27/08/02
12.15
(Sitting at their group table, Aiya and his group are engaged in a paper activity.)

(Ailya and another learner are hitting each other.)

Aiya: Don’t do this.

Aiya had probably picked this phrase up from his teacher. It is a formulaic expression that she
occasionally uses to reprimand learners. Aiya was therefore able to understand the form and function
of some of the English he had heard in the classroom and use the identical form in an appropriate
authentic context. He used language he had heard from his teacher with his peers on another occasion,
only this time, there was no authentic communication occurring (6/09/02, 9.14).

Aiya also spoke English to me. This was some of the richest English language data I collected
in the whole project. He never uttered a word in isiXhosa when he was talking directly to me. Unlike
Sandiswa, (see section 4.4), he was not only interested in trying out his English, he used English not as
if it was something unusual or fun to do, but something quite ordinary, simply a means of
communicating with me. I was struck by the fact that he used English even when a gesture or a simple
isiXhosa word would have sufficed (2/09/02, 11.45 and 30/08/02, 11.44). The English he used was
not all formulaic. In fact much of it required an ability to build his own sentences, even if they were

short.

30/08/02

10.00

PR is writing out a poster to sell some fruit salad at the primary school. Aiya comes up to Anita’s
desk, where I am working.

Aiya: What is this one? (points at the letters I have written)

PR: e, s, t. names of letters, as opposed to sounds

10.02
PR makes a mistake on another piece of paper and crumples it up.

Aiya: Give me this.

30/08/02
8.30

As I arrive at school one morning, Khayalethu approaches me.

Khayalethu: (X) Where is your scooter?
PR: (E) At home.




Aiya: (E) Where’s the scooter?
PR: (E) At home.

The number of unprompted utterances Alya made to me in English far exceeds the number that
Sandiswa, Andile, and Nomathemba made. He was certainly the most assertive of all the children,
particularly with his peers, so in this sense it should come as no surprise that he spoke so much English
to me. He used English confidently and in most instances it was grammatically correct and well
pronounced. Despite his obviously high productive ability, Aiya’s receptive command of English was
not consistent. In restricted contexts, like the morning ring where Anita would ask the same question’
the same way every day, Aiya could make the necessary substitution from the possibilities (21/08/02,
8.40). Also, with instructions for tasks that Anita gave, I was fairly sure that Aiya’s receptive
command was sufficient. Like other learners, he would sometimes look at the others papers before
starting himself, but mostly he would start the task as soon as the instructions were finished (e.g.
13/08/02, 12.10, 14/08/02, 10.10 and 12/08/02, 11.55).

On one occasion, when Anita spoke directly to Aiya, he seemed less sure of what was being
said, although what Aiya was being asked to understand was demanding, even for a learner many

grades above him.

12/08/02

9.35

Aiya has drawn a picture of a house, as Anita instructed the class to do. Aiya has drawn an aerial on
the roof of the house. The rest of the house so that the interior can be seen. He has drawn tables and
chairs and a person. Anita looks at his drawing and crouches down close to him.

Anita: Why do we have an aerial on the house? What’s that thing you watch in the evenings?

Aiya: [silent, listening.]

Anita: What’s that thing called? With an aerial?

Aiya: []

Anita: It’s a television.

Aiya: [Nods.] After a while, draws what looks like a TV, a box with small people standing in it.

Anita was trying to elicit the word ‘TV’. Aiya wasn’t able to answer Anita in English. He understands
what she is talking about, i.e. the aerial, but probably doesn’t know that it is connected to the TV. The
Jfact that he then draws a TV shows that he knows what link Anita was making, or that he at least

understands the answer.

The questions that Anita was asking were demanding. They also required Aiya to have a

certain level of cognitive development to link the question about the aerial to the one about the
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television. He would then have to be able to formulate a response in English linking the two. He was
not able to formulate a response in English, but he answered the questions by drawing a TV. Anita
had only said: ‘It’s a television’. It was then up to Aiya whether he drew a television in the room or

not. It seemed that Aiya’s receptive command of English was very high.

4.3.4 Anita’s thoughts on Aiyabulela
When I interviewed Anita about the children, she had the following to say about Aiyabulela:

027Anita: His attention isn’t always with his work. He’s forever looking around and all that. But he
can do the work, but he is easily distracted with other things. You must go to him all the time, and
keep telling him. It’s not that he can’t do the work, he can, it’s just that his attention isn’t always

there.
029Anita: Oh, we have to work on his concentration. Because it won’t help him later on.

This confirmed some of my impressions. Anita thought that Aiya is capable, that he can
concentrate when he wants to, but he lets himself become distracted. She did not go on to say why this
might be the case. She felt that his lack of concentration might be his downfall. She was, however,

sure that he was ready to go to G1 the following year and that he wouldn’t struggle (AI:032).

4.4 Sandiswa
4.4.1 Sandiswa.

Sandiswa was a child with the constant potential to surprise one. She could be shy and retiring,
or brimming with confidence and full of questions. Of all the children who participated in this study,
she was the most intriguing for me.

Sandiswa sometimes appeared bored and uninterested by the class activity, and sometimes
totally involved to the exclusion of all distractions. Her attention did not seem to depend on the type
of activity, but whether she found it worthwhile. For instance, it was very common in the Secunda
classroom to sing songs and hymns and chant thymes. Much of the time, Sandiswa would not join in
(21/08/02, 12.30, 26/08/02, 9.32 and 23/08/02, 9.10). There were other instances apart from rhymes
and songs when Sandiswa seemed to lose the inclination even to pay attention to what was going on
(23/08/02, 11.55). On the other hand, when an opportunity came along to sing a new song, Sandiswa
would join in wholeheartedly (15/08/02, 12.18 and 6/09/02, 11.22). My interpretation of this
behaviour is simple: Sandiswa found the repetition in class boring. Repetition of any sort, prayers,
songs, rhymes, alphabet cards would sometimes, but not always, mean that she would either switch off

completely, or pay partial attention.
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One of Sandiswa’s many paradoxes was her confidence as a learner. I had trouble telling
whether she was unconfident, had a low receptive command of English, or slightly lazy. She would
often get friends to do her work for her in class, (22/08/02, 12.20) or copy from them (21/08/02, 9.30
and 09/09/02, 9.14). Sometimes other learners had to explain tasks to her in isiXhosa (19/08/02, 9.05).
Anita also found this confusing.

Sandiswa could, however, work well alone and also with confidence in her work (10/09/02,
12.15). She would often go to special lengths to make a piece of work look pretty and neat (09/09/02,
9.55). This looked like the kind of behaviour one would expect from someone who was confident that
what they had produced was correct. ,

Another aspect of the Sandiswa paradox was her interaction with other children. Unlike
Nomathemba at Prima who had developed a sense of social awareness and compassion, Sandiswa was

inconsistent in demonstrating these traits:

27/08/02

11.55

Sandiswa points at Yonelisa’s efforts to draw vertical lines the same width apart on the page. She
nudges the learner next to her.

Sandiswa: Jonga, jonga! Huhhh!

Sandiswa is accusing Yonelisa of not having done the task correctly. She doesn’t call her a name, but
she is accusatory. The intention is not to hurt her though. Later, I see Sandiswa being helped by her
other friend to finish the lines. In other words, she is laughing at another learner’s attempt to do a

task which she herself finds difficult.

26/08/02

8.55

Anita asks Khayalethu to come to the board and draw the digit 6. Lots of learners laugh at Khaya’s
attempt to draw a 6. Sandiswa does not.

Lots of learners were laughing, but Sandiswa was not the only one not laughing. Were they not

laughing in order to be polite or because they could have made the same mistake themselves?

If Sandiswa was unconfident as a learner, she was not lacking in self-confidence when
asserting herself with her peers (e.g. 19/08/02, 8.40). On the other hand, she initially did not seem to
manifest much confidence when interacting with adults, either myself or Anita. Later though, this
changed dramatically. Sandiswa spoke to me more than any of the other children involved in the
research, but often in isiXhosa (6/09/02, 10.50). She seemed to see me as someone entertaining in the

classroom (6/09/02, 11.10). It was as if Sandiswa had been suddenly infused with confidence. I found
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it particularly interesting that she approached me with a group. She must have convinced the other
children to come with her to talk to me. There is a more detailed look at these occasions in section
44.2.

I'was also struck my Sandiswa’s precocious numeracy. She could count quickly, and also
recognise two digit numbers (16/09/02, 8.56, 2/09/02, 8.50 and 28/08/02, 8.55). One example was
particularly striking:

15/08/02
12.20

Sandiswa comes up to me when I am talking to Sisanda.

Sandiswa: 1+1.

PR: 2

Sandiswa: 2+2.

PR: 4. [and so on up to 2048.]

Sandiswa: [shakes head.]

PR: 1+1

Sandiswa: 2 [and so on up to 128.]

_ PR: (expresses surprise at every new stage)
; PR: 128 +128?

: Sandiswa: (shakes head.)

In this example, I initially gazed at Sandiswa open mouthed while she rattled off the answers to
five-digit addition sums. I later realised that someone had probably taught her this, as she was unable
to add so fast outside of the particular sequence. When I asked Anita about it, she said her father
probably taught her. (See section 4.4.3 below.) My belief was that it was her older sister.

I'told a friend about the above example. She laughed and said: ‘She knows that you are
watching her!” I couldn’t be sure whether this was true or not, but there were a few times when
Sandiswa caught me watching her. As I mentioned above, she did seem to want to interact with me far

more than any of the other children in the case study, and this may have been an effect of the research.

4.4.2 Sandiswa’s English.
Sandiswa’s receptive command of English was good and she provided more evidence of it than

Aiyabulela. She often had contextual clues to help her understand what Anita said in class, but
nonetheless, her level of understanding was striking (e.g. 21/08/02, 9.40 and 6/09/02, 11.30).
When I spoke to Sandiswa, she had more trouble understanding what I was saying, most likely

because of my accent. In this example, I provided a contextual clue that was misleading to the sense of
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what I was asking. I wanted to see if she was listening to the language rather than watching the

actions. My interpretation in italics below I think sums up this exchange.

21/08/02

12.00

PR: (to Sandiswa) What colour is this?

PR points at letter ‘c’ which Sandiswa has copied.

Sandiswa: Kuh.

PR: (points to carrot which Sandiswa is colouring in with an orange crayon.) What colour is this?
Sandiswa: (looks at PR)

Other learner: (X) He’s asking what colour is that.

Sandiswa: (to other learner) Orange.

PR: What colour is this?

Sandiswa: Orange.

PR: (points at colour of writing that Sandiswa has used to copy word ‘carrot’) What colour is this?
Sandiswa: Red.

Sandiswa did not understand the question at first. The task around the letter ‘c’ was to copy it. The
only time any teacher has asked her a question about letters, it has been to pronounce it. So Sandiswa
makes an assumption:, she hasn’t really understood the language I used. Previously, I had asked her -
‘What sound is this?’, and I had pointed at letters. She may have assumed it was the same question. It
is a shame her friend translated, but she did recognize the second question as being the same as the

first. She also identified the colours correctly without being prompted.

Occagionally, as I spent more time in the school, Sandiswa began to use English with me
spontaneously (30/08/02, 9.45). The longest section of spontaneous English from Sandiswa came

during one break time:

6/09/02

10.50

Sandiswa asks me to write the names of people around us. PR does so. Then PR gets tired of writing
everyone’s name, closes book. The back cover is pointing towards Sandiswa.

Sandiswa: (points at picture a learner in Prima drew on the back) Why are you draw this one?

PR: (is distracted by other learners)

Sandiswa: Where do you live?

PR: In Fitzroy Street.

Sandiswa: Fizroy. Fizroy.
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These utterances show clearly that Sandiswa was capable of making her own sentences to ask
for information in English. The way she responds to my answer to her second question is also of
interest. Instead of just asking the question because she knows how to say it, she listens to the answer
and then drills the pronunciation to herself. This shows that she can copy target language, an
important skill in language learning.

About ten days after this, she approached me again when I was sitting at the desk. This time,
she was unaccompanied. The atmosphere around this exchange was a bit tongue in cheek, slightly

didactic in its tone:

16/09/02

8.30

PR is sitting at Anita’s desk. Sandiswa approaches.

Sandiwa: (X) Hello, how are you?

PR: (X) I am fine thanks. Are you alright?

Sandiswa: (X) (speaking slowly like a teacher) I'm fine. [] It’s cold, isn’t it?

PR: (X) No, it’s hot today!

Sandiswa: (E) Hayi, it’s cold today.

Sandiswa is testing and teaching me isiXhosa here. She smiled all the way through this as if it was a

game.

Sandiswa probably slipped into English in the last sentence to show that the game was over,
and that she was correcting a factual inaccuracy on my part. She was now not testing my isiXhosa, but
disagreeing with the content of what I had said. This might show that Sandiswa associated English
with teaching and correction. The form of ‘It’s cold today’ was correct. and functionally appropriate.
This suggests that she knows more formulaic language than she demonstrates in the plenary sessions
when she often doesn’t participate.

The last time I recorded Sandiswa speaking specifically to me, the following occurred:

18/09/02

9.10

Sandiswa approaches PR, who is sitting near the water cups.
Sandiswa: (to PR) (E) Please may I water please?

Sandiswa asked me because Anita was busy and because I was closest to the cups.
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Although not syntactically perfect, Sandiswa’s attempt to formulate this question was a good
one. This was not a spontaneous piece of English: she would have heard this before from other
children, or even have been taught it by Anita. In a way, it is surprising, considering her habit of
drilling the English she hears, that she didn’t say this phrase perfectly.

The last significant display of English I recorded from Sandiswa was part of an exercise that
Anita had set up. She put the learners in to groups of three or four with at least one confident learner
in each group. She gave the group a picture of a piece of fruit. She then instructed them to come up
with three things they could say about the fruit. The learners found this hard, so she tried eliciting
some things from the confident learner. Once she had done this with all the groups, one learner from

each group had to stand in front of the class and talk-about the fruit.

16/09/02

12.00

Anita goes and sits with the learners on the carpet. She calls up one learner from each group, and
tells them to talk about their picture. Sometimes she prompts: What are those things there, what
colour is it? ‘ |

Sandiswa: This is a strawberry. The colour is red of green...and brown.

Anita: (to Sandiswa) What else? (to class) Those little things are pips.

Sandiswa: These are pips.

Anita: How does a strawberry taste?

Sandiswa: Is nice. '

Most learners did not make full sentences without being prompted by Anita to do so. Sandiswa and
Lukhanyo were two of the three that did. Sandiswa’s sentences are not perfect, but she is confident

and eager to talk about her picture in English.

4.4.3 Anita’s thoughts on Sandiswa
When I asked Anita about Sandiswa’s work in the class, she had quite a lot to say:

022A.: She is capable to do the tasks that is given to her. She has an outgoing personality, and she
speaks quite often, and she often asks questions. She’s a neat worker, and she is doing it thoroughly.
All in her own time, but she does it.

PR: Is there anything which she could do better?

023A: I would like her to work a little faster, I think she can do more than what she does.

PR: How much English do you think she understands in the classroom?

024A: She understands most of the things I say.
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PR: About eighty per cent?
025A: Ja, Ja.

Anita did not think that there was anything particularly lacking in Sandiswa’s work, only that
she could work faster in order to achieve more. Anita did not think that Sandiswa had a perfect
receptive command of English, although she still thought it was high. She seemed to feel that
Sandiswa was acquiring literacy and numeracy at an acceptable rate, and that her work was thorough.
I asked Anita later if she thoPght Sandiswa was ready for Grade 1 next year, and the answer was an

unequivocal yes.

4.4.4 Sandiswa’s home environment.

When I visited the Futha’s home, 1 was immediately struck by how incongruous it was. Mr.
Futha had described it to me as: ‘The green one with the porch’. The house had no name and number
because it was in a part of the township where only main streets had names. I eventually had to get
directions, but I do not know how I missed it. It was the same height as the surrounding buildings, but
the only one with a garage, a front gate, a porch, (as he had described), and a small garden. Iagain
made the ‘mistake’ of going in through the kitchen door, as the front door seemed not be a commonly
used entrance.

Inside the house, there was a dining area, a lounge area, a kitchen, and bedrooms at the back.
Sandiswa lived with both parents, her elder sister, and an elder brother. Her sister opened the door to
me and showed me through into the lounge, where Mrs. Futha was sitting watching TV. It became
apparent that Mr. Futha was not in, and that he would be arriving later from his work at Rhodes.

1 first asked Mrs. Futha if she ever spoke English to Sandiswa in the home. She said that she
sometimes did, but I got the impression that she did not make a habit of it (FI1:01/02). It transpired that
Sandiswa was the only child in the study who had exposure to English outside school from people of
her own age, in this case a cousin who lived locally and whom Sandiswa visited every weekend
(F1:03/04). ‘

Later in the interview, it became apparent that Mrs. Futha had just begun reading to her child in
English using books from the library (F1:012). It seemed that Mrs. Futha was encouraging Sandiswa
to interact with the books by repeating in isiXhosa what she had just heard in English. I had the
impression that she also encouraged Sandiswa to ask questions about the English on the television, and

that she probably spoke more English to Sandiswa than she realised she did.

P: What things do you watch on TV?
05F: Because I am an adult, I watch movies, but I don’t allow them to watch movies.

P: So what do they watch?
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06F: The TV programmes for the children, like Yo TV.

S: Star Search.

07F: (To S) What is the name of that programme with those teddy bears?

S: 1]

08F: The other one.

S: Teletubbies.

09F: I didn’t want to tell her. I was trying to suck it from her. (laughs)

This was a glimpse of the kind of language education that S probably engages in with her mother in
English. 1t is an eliciting technique. Sandiswa understood the question without having to be prompted

in isiXhosa.

The fact that Mrs. Futha spoke to her daughter in English may just have been due to my
presence in the room, but Sandiswa responded to the questions as if it was perfectly normal for hér
mother to speak in English to her.

Mrs. Futha was surprised by how much English her daughter already knew (F1:44-45). Mrs.
Futha said that she had not been brought up with the idea of reading to one’s children, yet she has
taken the step to do so herself (FI1:014). I assume that the idea came from Anita, although I can’t be
sure. It might have come from her husband. |

Both parents were well educated, it ssems. Mrs. Futha said that she used to be a real
bookworm until recently, but she had recently joined a new book club to start reading properly again.

Sandiswa’s father came into the room at about this time. I realised that he had learnt his
English through politics, and from ‘white liberals at Rhodes’. He said he had encouraged himself to
speak better English, and that had done some ‘private studies’ in English previously, but that now his
interest was with the children (F1:30). These two comments were very revealing, because it seemed as
if they were the main focus behind the parents’ educational plans for their daughter.

Sandiswa had been to Prima before going to Secunda for the Grade R year. The motivation
behind sending their daughter to preschool at Secunda and thence to Secunda One at first glance
seemed to be about English medium instruction (FI1:016/017). However, almost in the same breath,

Mrs. Futha said the following:

18F: But Sandiswa don’t want to study Grade 5 there, she says maybe I’1l have money by that time, I
want to go to VG'. She’s just there for the foundation.

P: This is what Sandiswa says to you?

19F: Eh, yes, yes. (laughs)

! Victoria Girl’s School, a former Model C girls’ school in Grahamstown.
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I’'m not sure Sandiswa would have said this to her mother although it is possible. Why would
Sandiswa be aware of VG being in some way ‘better’ if her parents had not told her so? I think
Sandiswa is a bit young to be thinking in this way. 1 think I can put this down to interviewer effect:
Mprs. Futha wants to show off to me a bit. She also confirms that she would send Sandiswa to VG.

20F: So we have an agreement here that this second one will go to VG.

English, in my opinion, was not the real reason behind the support in the home and the choice
of school. It had much more to do with social advancement, and upward mobility. It is also a political
decision, and in this sense, English was inextricably linked to a good education for Mr. Futha
(F1:039/040).

In conclusion, the Futha’s standard of English is high compared to other parents I have spoken
to. The parents both pride themselves on their English ability. Sandiswa has access to many sources
of English, both written and spoken in many different media. The father calls himself a walking
dictionary (F1:031), (for English/isiXhosa translations), and the mother has begun to read to Sandiswa.
It seems that Sandiswa’s standard of English surprises her mother. Her father seems to make the
schooling decisions for the family and acquiring English is a central feature of that. Sandiswa is

actively encouraged to use English by her family for the sake of her future.

This chapter has examined some of the key data collected during the observation period in

Prima and Secunda. Chapter 5 looks at the same four children in their Grade 1 environments.
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Chapter 5

Record of Classroom Observations in Grade One

This chapter sets out to describe the English language competence of all four case children in their
respective Grade 1 (G1) classes, as well as their ability across the G1 curriculum. All my classroom
observation was carried out in the first term of the G1 year. I aimed to visit each school at least once a
week. Ibegan my classroom observation on the 20™ of January and finished on the 14™ of March 2003.
This constituted nine weeks of observation. However, I was only able to be in the classroom for a
maximum of three hours a week because of other commitments. In all then, I recorded between twenty
and twenty-seven hours of data at each school. Background data on these schools, classrooms, learners

and teachers is contained in Appendix 2.

5.0 Choices for G1
I originally planned this study so that all four children from the two different preschools would

attend the same G1 class immediately after their separate reception years. The aim was to see how all the
children coped with work at the same level in the same class, taught in the same way by one teacher.
Unfortunately, because almost all the children from the GR class at Secunda went to Secunda One, the
class was already almost completely full. Furthermore, the two families whose children attended Prima
could not in the end afford to send their children to Secunda One, but sent their children to other local
primary schools instead. All the G1 classes the four children attended were described by their respective

schools as English medium or English stream.

5.1 Disparity between G1 sites

All the case children coped with some if not most of the requirements of their respective
classrooms, but there was a great deal of variation in terms of what was expected of the learners in those
classrooms. One key difference between the G1 classrooms in the study was that in Secunda One all the
children without exception had attended preschool, and 89% of them had come from the school’s own
preschool (Secunda). This was not the case in Graham One and Rhini One where at least 11% and 25%
respectively of children had not attended preschool at all. (For more detailed information, see Appendix
2.2)

This thesis does not aim to make a comparative study of the G1 classrooms, but rather to establish

whether the children were adequately prepared in terms of English language to cope with the demands of

the G1 curriculum as set out by the National Curriculum Statement (NCS). The requirements of Secunda
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One were in general higher than those of Rhini One and Graham One, meaning that had all four case
children been in the same class, the disparity in their ability to cope with the demands of G1 would
probably have been more obvious, and more easily recorded and understood.

My aim was not to assess all the children by the standards of Secunda One, or for that matter by
the standards of any of the classrooms in which they found themselves, but by the standards of the NCS,
which I took to be the most appropriate set of assessment standards available (see Chapter 3). However,
the disparities noted in Appendix 2.2 impacted on the speed at which certain teachers were able to move
through the curriculum, and thus what aspects of the NCS they were able to cover.

The rest of this chapter is given over to describing the case children’s learning in the G1 classroom
and assessing their learning as described above. Iwill look at each school and its learners in turn, starting

with Secunda One.

Note: to remove confusion about which child attended which Grade 1 class and who they were

taught by, I refer the reader to the table in the Abbreviations and at the beginning of Chapter 4.

5.2 Secunda One Primary School (Aivabulela and Sandiswa taught by

Sipho)

5.2.1 Classroom Environment.

The Secunda One G1 classroom was on the ground floor in a large and airy room. All the learners
had chairs and desks. The walls were lined with notice boards that the teacher had covered with white A4.
On top of the paper was an ever-changing display of topics that were being covered in the class. The only
two static objects on the boards were the isiXhosa alphabet cards on the back wall, and a chart showing in
which month each child in the class had their birthday on the left hand wall. The teacher, Sipho had also
pinned some large cut out letters, about 50cm tall, to some of the notice boards (26/02/03, 8.40).

Sipho made much use of the three blackboards in the classroom. The front wall of the classroom
was covered in one enormous board. She used this board to model writing tasks, or to elicit work from the
students. She would also tack pictures from stories to the board whilst she was telling them to the class.
The smaller blackboard was mobile and was mainly used by the children. -Sipho would sit alone with a
learner in front of the board, and watch him or her make a certain letter or sum with chalk or with a finger

(12/02/03, 11.20). She would also use it for competitions, where learners had to write something correctly

before they could leave the room.




The Secunda One classroom also had the familiar mat at the front. Sipho used this mat almost
exclusively for reading activities, which were conducted mainly in isiXhosa. This was one of the most
interesting aspects of Secunda One’s classroom environment: the interchange between languages for
different activities. Some aspects of the curriculum were almost exclusively taught in isiXhosa, like
reading. However, numeracy was primarily taught in English. (There was no English alphabet chart
present in the room.) Sipho used books from the charity READ! in the class. Although there were English
versions available, she only used the isiXhosa ones. There was a certain pattern to language choice in the

classroom, although it was not rigidly followed:

e activities involving development of reading were mainly in isiXhosa (26/02, 8.53-9.29).

s activities involving development of writing were mainly in English (3/02, 9.00).

» activities involving developing oral literacy were in English with some isiXhosa (3/02, 8.56)
(17/02, 8.42-9.06).

s activities involving aural literacy were in isiXhosa, with some English (6/02, 11.21) (12/02,
11.35).

o language relating to discipline in the classroom would be maiﬁly in English with some isiXhosa
(17/02, 8.40) (26/02, 9.09).

e language relating to detailed explanation of a concept, either to one learner or a class, would start
in English and be repeated in isiXhosa.

o formulaic language used in the classroom would be in isiXhosa or in English. English was often
used first and isiXhosa afterwards (3/02, 8.28 and 3/02 8.29).

s numeracy activities were mainly in English with some isiXhosa, especially when a learner or
learners was/were having difficulty with a concept (5/03/03 8.52).

» if Sipho was engaged in an activity in which she was most likely to use isiXhosa, but were a

numeracy activity was integrated into it, her language would change to English.

These points seem to suggest some inherent contradictions in Sipho’s language use: she teaches
reading using isiXhosa books and words, but teaches writing using English sentences and letters.
However, Sipho was careful never to confuse the two languages. For example, whenever a letter was
sounded individually, it was sounded in isiXhosa. The alphabet was conducted as a whole class chant in

isiXhosa (3/02,8.56). If a word was sounded, the sounding would be for the whole word, not each letter.

' READ is a Johannesburg-based NGO providing teacher training and materials in teaching reading for primary schools.
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Sipho had a fluid, learner-centred teaching style. She often integrated many learning areas into one

activity:

26/02/03

8.33

The class are sitting on the mat in front of Sipho. Sipho holds up a poster of herself with members of her
family on it. She explains who all the people are on it in English. She also talks about the people who are
not on the poster.

Sipho: How many people are there on this poster?

(Sipho spends a while eliciting a response from the learners.)

Sipho: How many people are not on this poster?

(Sipho gets a response from a few learners)

Sipho: So how many are there in my whole family?

(Some learners respond.)

The teaching of written literacy was a particularly interesting aspect of Sipho’s teaching. It was
notably synaesthetic in its nature. Sipho taught the children to make letters first by tracing them in the air
and chanting how they were drawing at the same time. For instance, the chant for letter ‘o’ was: ‘round
and round and close’. The chant for ‘¢’ was: ‘round and round and don’t close’. Similar techniques were

used for copying sentences and words.

26/02/03

8.18

I have come into the classroom in the middle of a task. The theme of the lesson is families. The learners
have had to draw either a sun or a cloud to signify whether they are part of God’s family or not. After
this, Sipho starts writing up a sentence on the board for the learners to copy underneath their pictures (I
belong to God’s family). She does it one letter at a time, making the sound of each letter and then giving
the sound of the word as each letter is added.

As opposed to the learners just copying, she elicits how to draw each letter by tracing it in the air. She
then lets the learners begin writing on the paper. They join in making the sounds of the letters and words
after her, because she makes the activity enjoyable. (Sipho says belllloooooong, as she writes the word,

Jfor example.)
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The learners were not allowed to begin copying the sentence until they had traced each letter in the
air and tried to make the sound of the word. This ensured that the learners had at least some idea of what
they were copying, even if they were unable to formulate this sentence in English themselves.

As mentioned above, reading took place in isiXhosa, using isiXhosa books. Although the subject
of this thesis is the preparation for English language use in G1, I think it is worth noting how reading was
taught in this context, because ultimately the children would be using the reading skills they acquired in
isiXhosa to read English. Sipho conducted reading activities in the following way: she sat the class down .
on the mat, and presented one of the READ big books (oversize versions of a smaller book meant for
plenary work), to the class. She only spoke in isiXhosa when conducting a reading activity. She first
showed the children the cover, and initially only elicited the things in the pictures from the class. She then
reread the book, this time reading out the words on the page. The children would often try to keep up with
her as she read to them, even on the first reading. Sipho then produced books that were familiar to the
class, and would let the class read them to her. (The class read the words on the page as Sipho pointed to
them.) This revision of previous texts occurred almost every time a new book was started.

I have personally attended a few READ workshops where teachers are supplied with the big book
in order to present the text to many children simultaneously, along with about ten smaller copies of the
same book. These smaller copies are supposed to be used in discrete groups with the teacher. Inever saw
Sipho use these smaller books with the class, and I also never saw her working on reading with small
groups. This would in my opinion make it difficult to assess the actual progress of many of the learners,
or to focus on particular areas of difficulty.

From the limited period I was in the classroom, it seemed that Sipho’s teaching of reading seemed
to lack individual learner assessment, either formative or summative, and would perhaps allow struggling
learners to ‘slip through the net’.

In the following sections of this chapter, I will be describing how the case children from Secunda

Preschool, (Aiyabulela and Sandiswa), fared in this G1 classroom.

5.3.1 Aiyabulela’s English in G1.
Aiya’s spoken English had improved, although not dramatically, since he moved to G1. His

listening skills in English were also somewhat improved (e.g.17/02, 9.05), and he paid the same rapt
attention to the teacher when she was telling a story as he did in GR. He still had the same high standard
of confidence with his oral English and still wanted to show off what he could understand and say to me.

This is a typical example.
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12/02/03

10.20

Many of the children in the class are missing. I remark on the fact to Sipho.

Sipho: (to PR) It’s so much easier with twenty-five. They’ve gone to the dentist.

Aiya: (to PR) Dentist... Wash the teeth. (Points at his teeth)

Aiya understood at least one word of what Sipho said. He knows what the dentist is; he doesn’t just

recognize the word.

On another occasion, he demonstrated a level of English more advanced than his peers. In this
example, I was struck by his ability to form reasonably complex sentences and how well he kept up with
the ‘conversation’ that was going on in the classroom. The conceptual content of the questions was also
not easy, indicating that Aiya not only understood the question in English and decided on the answer, but

he also formulated the answer in his additional language.

12/02/03

11.45

Sipho now switches to English. Most of the day so far has been in Xhosa.

Sipho: You all know what buns are? What are they?

Sandiswa: Nice

Aiya: Cream

Aiya got the subject of the question, but not the grammar of it. He got ‘buns’ only. It is interesting that he
knows the word ‘cream’. Unusual vocabulary.

Sipho: Where do we get them from?

Learners: Shop, Spar,

Aiya: Checkers

Sipho: OK

Sipho: At Spar, they’ve got them. Where exactly do we get them?

Aiya: At the back.

Aiya’s answer was spot on as far as content and grammar were concerned. He didn’t just repeat, he
constructed the sentence as it should be. Sipho does not pick up his answer, suggesting she may not have
been expecting something so good from the class.

Sipho: Somewhere in the shop, they’ve got a bakery. There is a side of stoves where they make buns.
Alya: Yes, I [ve] see it.

1t was not clear if Aiya said ‘I've’ or simply ‘I".
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Alya was not always as alert to the conceptual background and context of the English he heard
from Sipho as he was in the above example. In the following example, he misunderstood a central
concept of a story that Sipho had told the class in English (i.e. that the way a character called Vusi treated

books was unacceptable):

17/02/03

9.05

Sipho has finished telling a story to the class in English about Vusi and how he treated the library book
badly.

Sipho: Do you think that Vusi should get another book from the library? If you say yes, you must be able
to tell me why. If you say no, you must be able to tell me why. Should Vusi get another book?

Aiya: (With other learners.) Noo.

Later, shortly after listening to this story, Sipho was about to take the class to the school library,

when the following occurred.

17/02/03

9.20

Sipho: Who is going to be Vusi?

Aiya: (puts up hand and smiles)

Sipho: (Looks at Aiya surprised) Are you going to lick the pages?
Aiya: No.

Aiya was not the only one to put his hand up in answer to the question, but it does show that his
understanding of English does not always tie in with his contextual understanding.

Whereas some other learners in the class were able to combine words to form sentences with little
reference to grammar, Aiya was able to apply grammatical structure in his sentences with remarkable
accuracy. Where his peers would have said: ‘Teacher, no paper’ Aiya would say ‘Teacher, I don’t have a
paper’ (12/02, 12.00 and 26/02, 9.26). He was also able to use correct formulaic English when isiXhosa or
a less ‘accurate word would have sufficed (5/03, 9.17). This wasn’t always the case, as in 26/02, 9.23,
where Aiya answered a question about the identity of one of his drawings by saying: ‘Is my sister.’

Similarly, he seemed unable to use ‘some’ correctly (12/02, 12.05).
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Considering his abilities in formulating original oral English, it was surprising to note that Aiya
seemed to have more difficulty keeping up with English rhymes and chants than his peers (17/02, 8.30 and
12/02, 11.35). Learning Outcome 2 in the NCS is concerned with the learner’s speaking skills. It details
five assessment standards, all of which Aiya exceeded, with the exception of number four (see Appendix
5). My interpretation of this apparent disparity is that Aiya was still being exposed to a lot of aural
English at home via his mother, but that this English did not include the thymes he was doing in class. In
other words, Aiya was perhaps learning his spoken English more from his home environment than from
his school one.

é His written literacy seemed to have become more focused and organised than it was in GR. He

had no trouble identifying letters in words when asked to by Sipho and was capable of copying all the

letters he was required to in class (12/02, 10.50 10.51). He was also familiar with concepts such as where
to start writing on the page and that sentences went from left to right across the page (6/02, 11.05). He
had not yet grasped the concept of starting a new line when copying a sentence that didn’t fit on one line
(26/02, 8.18).

In all the cases where the activities in the classroom allowed competence in an AS to be
demonstrated, Aiyabulela was successful. In other words, Aiya was able to demonstrate competence in all

the ASs he had an opportunity to demonstrate his competence in. There were no ASs which Aiya had an

opportunity to demonstrate which he failed in.

5.3.2 Aiyabulela’s competencies across the G1 curriculum.
Aiyabulela seemed to be on track in this early stage of the year in the other key aspects of the G1

curriculum, namely first language reading and listening and numeracy. His ability in numeracy tasks was
particularly striking to me (see 5/03, 9.00, 9.01, 9.13, 9.45 and 10/03, 8.31). He seemed not only to be i
confident in his numerical ability, but to be ahead of the class in terms of his actual competence.

When it came to reading activities, Aiya would always position himself right in front of the |
teacher, or as close as he could get to her (26/02, 8.33). This didn’t seem to be a competition with other
learners to get as close to front as possible, as occurred in Grade R. Here, Aiya was deliberately placing
himself as close to the book and the teacher as possible. |

As mentioned above, Sipho conducted reading activities from the front of the class using a large
version of the smaller books. Here, Aiya was not as precocious as he was in other areés. When the class
read together, he often said what those around him thought the sentence said as opposed to trying to read it
for himself. This is not to say that he was always slightly behind the class so that he did not have to do

any actual reading himself: he was ‘with’ the class in terms of speed, suggesting that he was able to read

much of the text, but was unable to realise when what the class was saying was wrong and make his own
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sense of a sentence or word (10/03, 8.53). I do not think the reason for this was that he was shy of saying
something different from the other learners, because of his high oral confidence with Sipho and me in
other contexts. It may have been because he was not sure that he was right. I think Aiya found reading
challenging, far more so than working with numbers, or speaking either in English or in isiXhosa. He
was, however, making a big effort to improve, by for example trying to say the words with the teacher as
she read them to the class (10/03, 9.29).

5.3.3 Sipho’s thoughts on Aiyabulela

Sipho was quick to commend Aiya on his speed of thinking in maths (SI: 16.12). She thought that
his reading skills, particularly his comprehension, were not quite up to the standard of his maths, but that
he was trying hard to improve (Ibid and Appendix 9). Contrary to my interpretation, Sipho thought that
Aiya was not talking much English in class, and that he was not taking risks-with the language (Ibid). She
did however feel that his receptive understanding of English spoken in the classroom was very high (Ibid).
By the third term, Sipho thought that Aiya’s ability to build written sentences in isiXhosa was improving
(Appendix 9).

5.3.4 Summary of Aiyabulela in Grade 1
Overall, it seemed that Aiya was on track to meet most of the demanding requirements of G1,

especially in the area of mathematics/numeracy. His teacher seemed pleased with his progress and the

effort he was making in class, particularly in terms of reading, which he did not find easy.

5.4.1 Sandiswa’s English in G1.
In stark contrast to Aiyabulela, Sandiswa was not nearly so vocal, either with me or in general in

the G1 classroom. In GR, she had initiated conversations with me, or involved me in games, but she was

now much quieter. This clearly impacted on my ability to assess her English in authentic contexts. I had

to base most of my findings on her understanding of classroom tasks.
Although she was not particularly confident in showing off her ability in English, she was keen to

show that she understood what Sipho was saying in English.

3/02/03
8.17
Sipho: Who can show me how to write the word ‘one’?

Sandiswa shoots up her hand.

Sandiwa very confident that she can write the word.
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There were many other occasions when she demonstrated this enthusiasm for understanding
spoken English (6/02, 11.05: 17/02, 8.45 and 8.52). However, she was still unlikely to speak in English
unless spoken to. Even when spoken to, she seemed afraid or unable to articulate her thoughts to the
teacher (17/02, 8.45).

In contrast, on the occasions when Sipho spoke to her directly, she gave evidence of being ahead
of the class in some key areas. For example, when asked in English which month her birthday was in,
Sandiswa was able to answer correctly (17/02, 8.30). Not only this, but she was able to sing a song that
Sipho had taught the class using the months of the year with the class, where others, including Aiyabulela,
struggled to keep up (Ibid).

Sometimes she was sure of the answer, but didn’t want to tell the class. On one occasion,
Sandiswa was sitting in front of the months of the year board when Sipho asked the class to show her a
letter ‘c” anywhere in the room. She identified a letter ‘c’ in the word ‘March’, because she nudged her
friend and pointed at it. However, she didn’t want to put her hand up to show the class that she knew
(3702, 9.00).

Sandiswa did not always understand the instructions for a task if Sipho gave them in English (3/02,
8.18). However, when Sipho spoke to Sandiswa alone, one on one, she demonstrated that she was capable
of carrying on a conversation in English about her work. In the following example, Sipho had just asked
Sandiswa some questions about her drawing of her family, but I could not hear Sandiswa’s answers over

the noise of the class. I waited until she was back at her desk and then asked them again:

26/02/03

9.23

PR: (to Sandiswa) How many people in your family?
Sandiswa: (shakes her head and smiles.)
PR: How many people are there here?
Sandiswa: Three.

PR: Who is old?

Sandiswa: []

PR: Who is young?

Sandiswa: Is my sister.

PR: Is your sister old?

Sandiswa: Yes. Is my mother, my granny. (points at some of the drawings.)
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Her answer to the first question was right: she had only drawn three people. She seems to know what
‘How many’ means. Sandiswa found ‘old’ and ‘young’ difficult to understand, but she did attempt to
answer the third question. 1 think she thought I was asking: ‘Who is this?’ The fourth question she

misunderstood.

Although Sandiswa had not at this stage understood the target language/concept for the lesson,
‘young’ and ‘old’, she was able to interact with me about her picture using English. ,

Shortly after this, Sipho asked the class to stand in a line and to show her their work. The class
had to count the number of old people in their family, write the number on the page, and then do the same
for the young people. When they had finished with this, they had to write the total number of people in
the family next to the other two numbers. Most of the children in the class were only capable of counting

all the people on the page. This was a complex task for these learners.

26/02/03

9.45

Sipho has a long line of learners waiting to talk to her.

Sipho: How many old people are there at home?

Sandiswa: Three.

Sipho: How many young people are there at home?

Sandiswa: Four.

Sipho: What is three and four all together? Count them and come back to me here.

From this exchange, it would seem that Sandiswa could at least distinguish: ‘How many people’ from

‘How many old people’. She can recognise the modifying phrase when Sipho speaks.

It seems that by the time Sandiswa had heard the words ‘young’ and ‘old’ a few times, she was
able to understand what they meant, and in addition, apply the meaning to a picture and talk about it. (I
knew that what she was saying was accurate, because 1 had met her family, I knew that there were seven
people in it and four were not yet adult.) These two exchanges alone seem to provide evidence of
Sandiswa’s progression in English acquisition. She was apparently not capable of distinguishing ‘young’
from ‘old’ in the initial exchanges she had had with her teacher and with me, but when asked similar
questions for the third time, she demonstrated an understanding of the target language and concept that
exceeded that of her peers (26/02/03, 9.55).

Sandiswa’s care in her work paid off when it came to writing/copying. Her letters in the sentence:

‘I am part of God’s family’ were all well formed and in a reasonably straight line (26/02, 8.18). She was
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also able to write some names of numbers after an initial prompt from Sipho (5/03, 9.31). She seemed
unsure of writing the word ‘four’ as opposed to simply copying it, as she was unable to keep up with the
class when Sipho demonstrated tracing the shapes of the letters in the air (5/03, 9.36). She had no trouble
copying familiar words like the names for numbers, only knowing which was which from memory and
being able to write them (10/03, 8.38).

When it came to reading, Sandiswa seemed keen to join in with choruses of stories. On one
occasion, when Sipho was using a picture board to tell the story of Vusi and his bad book habits,
Sandiswa was one of only seven learners in the class who felt confident enough to repeat the key phrase of
the story with the teacher (17/02, 8.52). She seemed to be trying to improve her reading, and concentrated
on trying to keep up with the class when Sipho got the class to read to her from the big books. At the
basic level of books with one or two word captions, she was able to say which word was which in time
with the class (10/03, 8.53). (She had been exposed to these simple texts at least four times prior to this.)
When it came to ‘Ndinekhaya’, a more complex text involving direct speech and full sentences, she was
virtually silent as most of the children in the class read the words from the page (10/03, 8.53). On the
other occasions when I was with the class when they were reading, 1 found it difficult to assess
Sandiswa’s progress or even ability. She sat towards the back of the group of learners, and appeared
distracted, or at least not giving the teacher and the material her whole attention (26/02, 8.33). However, I

did see her move away from some learners who were distracting her (10/03, 9.11).

5.4.2 Sandiswa’s competencies across the Gradel curriculum
Sandiswa seemed to have the same competence in numeracy as she had in GR. She was able to

keep up with the class in most areas of mathematics. Sipho had introduced many new functions for the
number board that Anita had used in Grade R, for example counting to one hundred in odd numbers or in
even numbers, or counting in threes. Although Sandiswa was not quite so able in these new skills as she
could have been, it was still early in the year, and she was able to keep up with her peers (3/02, 8.12). She
was able to demonstrate her abilities in making bonds, even though she did not always join in with the
class (5/03, 8.58 and 9.00).

She still manifested the same exhaustive care and attention in her work that she had in grade R. It
was at times easy to confuse this with a lack of competence, because Sandiswa would often work so
slowly that she would not finish a task, or fall behind the rest of the class (3/02, 8.35). Sometimes,
however, her care paid off. On one occasion, the class were making a copy of a book they had been

reading, ‘Usana iwabo’.
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3/02/03

9.15

The class are making their own book using a folded piece of paper. On the first page, they have to write
the title of the book and draw the cover picture. Sandiswa is very unsure of the task, even though Sipho
explained the whole thing in isiXhosa. Sandiswa copies Phelela. Some learners have already finished the
first page by the time Sandiswa starts. However, hers is more correct than Phelela’s ultimately: she has
folded the paper correctly and is doing the right task on the right page.

Sandiswa is unconfident with unfamiliar tasks, but she is clever in using as many resources as possible to

carry out the task successfully. Ultimately, she sometimes succeeds over her peers who work faster.

Sandiswa was still just as resourceful in G1 as she had been in GR when it came to completing
unfamiliar tasks. Sometimes this resourcefulness did not really extend beyond copying a friend, but at
other times, she surprised me by making links between tasks that other learners in the class had not made
(5/03,9.37).

5.4.3 Sipho’s thoughts on Sandiswa

Sipho’s initial assessment of Sandiswa’s abilities across the G1 curriculum had not been dissimilar
to mine when I first saw her in Secunda preschool. Sipho seemed to think that she was dependent on her
friends for academic success, and was pleasantly surprised when she isolated her for a particular task, (e.g.
writing a word), that she was able to do so confidently (SI: 16.25). Sipho was not worried about
Sandiswa’s lack of production of oral English. On the contrary, she seemed to be very impressed by
Sandiswa’s ability to keep up with a game a friend was playing with her in English, even if Sipho had to
help her with some phrases (Ibid). She was not as confident about Sandiswa’s understanding of English
as she was of Aiyabulela’s (Ibid). She thought that Sandiswa’s level of reading comprehension was much
better than Aiyabulela’s, as was her ability to recognise words (Appendix 9). I saw little evidence in the

time I was in the classroom to support this.

5.4.4 Summary of Sandiswa at Grade 1.
Sandiswa was not as advanced in her abilities across the curriculum as Aiya, mainly I feel because

she was not prepared to take as many risks as he was. Many children stay silent, particularly with new
complex skills such as reading until they feel fully able to carry them out correctly. Sandiswa certainly
still evinced the concerted diligence and the enjoyment of being in the classroom that she showed in

preschool. Ithink her lack of initiation of interaction with me had much to do with the fact that she had to

concentrate more to stay ahead in G1 than she had had to in GR. It seemed she would have to work
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harder than some learners to keep up in G1, although her teacher was pleased with her progress in most

arcas.

5.5 Rhini One Primary School (Andile taught by Priscilla)

5.5.1 Classroom Environment.

Rhini One’s G1 classrooms were about the same size as Secunda One’s, with similar resources on
hand. Priscilla the teacher had a large collection of resources, some of which she had made herself. A
particularly striking resource was a large piece of transparent plastic hanging from the board with slots in
it for flashcards that occurred in the stories she read to the class. She would use the plastic pockets to drill
words and sentences discretely.

The majority of the learners in Priscilla’s G1 class were isiXhosa or Afrikaans first-language
speakers. Some children were clearly being exposed to English at home, because their aural and oral
proficiency was far above the class average.

Priscilla used a mixture of isiXhosa and English in the classroom, although English predominated
almost entirely. IsiXhosa was used only as reinforcement for clarifying understanding when an
instruction had already been given in English (27/01, 8.55 and 8.56). None of Priscilla’s teaching was
carried out in isiXhosa, she did not teach any isiXhosa, and there was no written isiXhosa anywhere in the
classroom. (In the interview, she said that she had used the language at the beginning of the year (PI
43.21).) In other words, there was only one language on the curriculum in this classroom.

She appeared to be conducting a policy of subtractive bilingualism in the class, where
isiXhosa/Afrikaans was to be replaced with English whilst the children were at school. Priscilla took the
concept of English medium very seriously. She would not allow the children to talk to her in isiXhosa,
despite the fact that she was fluent in it, even if they did not yet have the English to communicate with her
(27/01, 9.16). She would also not let the children talk isiXhosa to each other, although in practice, she had
to allow this, because it was so difficult to police. Her message on language use in the classroom was
often contradictory: she seemed to want to encourage rather than force fhe children to speak English, but
ended up shouting at them when they spoke isiXhosa, or didn’t speak enough English (12/02, 8.40). On
occasion, this ‘encouragement’ to speak English rather than isiXhosa/Afrikaans became rafher aggressive
(12/02, 9.45).

Priscilla was very concerned that she ‘got [the children] to talk’, i.e. to talk in English. Many of
her activities were to do with getting the children to make the sounds of English by repeating phrases they

had been exposed to in class, even if it was clear that they had no idea what they were saying (12/02,
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8.50). At other times, she concentrated on oral drills, particularly when learning how to use formulaic
language like: ‘Today is Wednesday’(12/02, 8.42).

Priscilla’s method of teaching reading was unusual and merits some detailed explanation,
particularly because of how Andile responded to it. Priscilla always conducted her reading sessions with
a small group of no more than ten learners. The groups were streamed, with the most able readers all in
one group, while less proficient readers worked in groups with progressively fewer readers in each one.
Priscilla had put Andile in the last group, called the ‘cats’. .

Priscilla started each reading session by eliciting the words for parts of a book (5/03, 10.55). She
then read the sentence on each page of the book, holding the book so that the learners could all see it. The
learners would all repeat the sentence after her as a group. Once she had been through the whole book in
this way, Priscilla then started the book again, and this time asked individual learners to repeat the
sentence after her as she pointed at it. (5/03, 11.02). This completed, she asked the group to identify some
punctuation elements, like full stops and exclamation marks (5/03, 11.03). | |

Priscilla then put the book away and took out some white flashcards with full sentences from the
book on them. She drilled these first with the whole group and then with learners individually (5/03,
11.05/09). She then asked the learners to identify individual words in the sentences she was holding up.

The last stage of the reading activity was to drill individual words that were on yellow flashcards
with the group and individuals. The oral drill completed, Priscilla held up three or four yellow flashcards
one at a time. The group had to copy the word they saw into their reading books (5/03, 11.25). Their
homework was to copy the words they had written down four times each and bring them the next day.

I was struck by the thoroughness of this reading activity, especially since it covered so many skills
at once, each one reinforcing the next. The learners moved from contextualised listening and reading to
listening and speaking, then to decontextualised reading, listening and speaking, and finished with reading
and writing/copying. For information on how Andile coped with this activity, see the end of the following

section.

5.5.2 Andile’s English in G1.
Andile had made much progress since GR, especially when it came to using English. In GR, he

had been very reticent to use it, or even to show he understood it, whereas now he was making
demonstrable progress. In the very first lessons of the term, Priscilla sat the class down on the mat in front
of her and held up the name cards of the students. The class had to identify their name from the writing
alone and then use the card to find their name on their desks. Andile seemed to have no trouble
identifying his name as Priscilla held it up (27/01, 8.25). His written literacy was developing well. He

kept up with the class when tracing new letters in the air and said the right words for the actions he was
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doing (19/02, 8.40). He was also clearly capable of copying words that he knew from stories in class
(27/02, 9.55). He could write his own name mainly in lower case letters and in a straight line, although
sometimes some letters became upper case again (5/03, 11.40 and 12/02, 9.45).

I saw a number of demonstrations of how much progress Andile was making in his receptive
command of English. In one instance, he answered some yes/no questions which he would have had
trouble with in GR, and maybe not have been able to answer at all (27/02, 10.37). He also managed to
follow a complicated instruction in English which contradicted the visual clue Priscilla provided. He

would almost certainly not have been able to do this in GR.

12/02/03

9.30

Priscilla has handed out a sheet with a variety of shapes on it: triangles, squares, circles, and rectangles.
Each shape is a different size from the rest, and they are all at odd angles.

Priscilla holds up a yellow wooden triangle and elicits its colour. \

P: Colour all your triangles in yellow. 1

(This task is repeated for circle and sqﬁare.)
Andile does not look at any other learners to check that what he is doing is right, until he has finished
(with the triangles). He only managed to find four triangles, but he did get all the squares by looking at

other learners’ papers.

With the rectangle, Priscilla held up a yellow one and said:
P: But I don’t want you to do a yellow one, make it green.
Andile understood this instruction straight away. He picked out the green crayon from his tin, without

looking at what the others on his table were doing.

There was another occasion where Andile clearly had trouble carrying out one of Priscilla’s
instructions. It may have been that what Priscilla said was phrased as a statement, not as a request, that
threw Andile. Whatever the reason, he clearly found this particular utterance difficult to understand (5/03,
10.51).

In the songs and rhymes that the class sang, Andile tried very hard to keep up with the words and
the actions. Often, he managed the actions better than the words, although he was at times slightly behind
the class in this respect (12/02, 8.25). Priscilla sometimes asked individual learners to perform an action
rthyme by themselves when the class had just done it. In this particular case, the class had heard the thyme

about four times before this occasion.
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5/03/03

11.53

The class are on the mat doing the elephant thyme. Andile lags behind slightly. P then asks him if he
wants to do it alone. P helps when he runs out of thyme.

Andile: He is [so] big and strong. He walks like this, he walks like that. He has no fingers, he has no
[toes], but goodness gracious, what a nose.

Sections in square brackets are those words that Andile could not remember by himself and which
Priscilla helped him with. He was not very confident in doing this, but certainly not unconfident. The
rhyme was long, and he even managed to do some of the actions. (’fingers’, ‘nose’, ‘big’, and an attempt

at ‘walks like this’).

Even when put on the spot like this in front of the class, Andile was able to say at least ninety per
cent of the rhyme and do most of the actions for what he was saying too. Compared to the abilities he
demonstrated in GR, this progress was outstanding.

Andile could keep up with all the drills that Priscilla did with the class. She would often use whole
class drills followed by individual drills to reinforce formulaic language. Sometimes these drills involved
reformulation/substitution of a phrase, for example from: ‘It is cloudy’ to ‘Today is cloudy’. Andile
showed that he was capable of this kind of reformulation in plenary (12/02, 8.45). If Andile had heard
other learners saying the drill phrase before him, he could drill it himself clearly and confidently (12/02,
8.42). He also showed that he could identify what the weather was like and make a statement about it in
English (19/02, 8.42 and 8.48).

On another occasion, Andile demonstrated that he was capable of some advanced reformulation on
his own. In this example, he had seen other learners doing the same kind of reformulation, but not with

the same word:

19/02/03

9.15

Priscilla picks up another card, this time with the word ‘walking’ on it.
Priscilla: (to Andile) What is the boy doing?

Andile: The boy is walking.

Priscilla: Stand up, and show us walking.

Andile stands up, walks on the spot, swinging arms.

Priscilla: Tell us what you are doing.
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Andile: I am walking.

Andile was very confident with this task, but received little encouragement from P.

Despite these examples, an aspect of Andile’s class work that had unfortunately stayed with him
since GR was his lack of confidence, especially in using English in front of his peers. In the observation
period, he twice shot his hand up to answer a complex Ciuestion about locative phrases, but then put it
down again just as fast to avoid actually being asked (12/02, 9.07). He did make some occasional original
statements in English, but they were few and far between (5/03, 11.25) and (27/02, 11.30). In the first of
these examples, Priscilla had just congratulated Andile for some written work he had completed. This

could serve as an indication that Andile was capable of more original utterances in English, only he

needed more encouragement and confidence for them to come out. The second example was intelligible,
although if Andile meant it as he said it, the thought seemed rather too abstract to really have been what
he wanted to say. f

Like most of the case children, Andile did not interact with me orally at any stage during my
observation in G1, although he did acknowledge my presence a few times (e.g. 27/01, 8.25).
Occasionally, Priscilla asked him to make up his own sentences in English, which he did seem capable of,
if unconfident. In the following example, the statement he made in respect of the picture was almost
totally accurate, but because it was not the answer that Priscilla was looking for, she did not acknowledge

it.

19/02/03

9.02

Priscilla has turned to the first page of the book ‘Run!’. It shows a lion sitting in the foreground with a
fire behind him in the background.

Priscilla: (to Andile) What is the lion doing?

Andile: The lion is in the fire.

Priscilla: No. What are you doing on the floor? (trying to elicit sitting.)

Andile: (silent)

Priscilla: (repeats Q)

Andile: (silent)

Priscilla: Oh my.

Andile’s answer was actually half correct, only it wasn’t the answer that Priscilla wanted. Andile

couldn’t distinguish between the lion being in the foreground, and the fire being in the background. His
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visual literacy is not so advanced. He may, however, have been trying to say that the fire was burning, or

going to burn the lion, in which case he would have been correct. Priscilla does not acknowledge this.

Andile’s competencies in reading were another aspect of his English that seemed to be improving,
even in the short time that I was in the classroom. He responded confidently to all the drills that Priscilla
conducted on the language, both contextualised and decontextualised (5/03, 11.02 and 11.05). He was
able to identify some items of punctuation (5/03, 11.03). He could also identify words he knew within a
sentence and substantivély (5/03,11.09 and 11.11, 11.16 and 11.22). Finally, he was able to copy two-
and three-letter words from flashcards onto paper.

In all these tasks, Andile was ahead of most of the members of this group.

5.5.3 Andile’s competencies across the G1 curriculum
In contrast to GR, where Andile often seemed distracted and unable to concentrate, in G1 he was

often -but not always- much more absorbed by the task at hand (27/01, 9.20) and (19/02, 9.40). At times,
he gave himself a ‘break’ from an activity that he had been working at for a while and looked around the
room, as he had been apt to do in the previous year (27/02, 10.42).

1 was fortunate enough to see Andile perform a task that he had been unable to achieve a few days
previously. When I looked at his workbook on 19/02/03, I noticed that he had not been able to continue a
‘w’ pattern across his page. On 27/02/03 at 11.55, Priscilla gave Andile some individual attention on this
task, after which he was capable of doing it alone. Priscilla assured me that the children had not had any
practice with this particular activity since their first effort. This shows that Andile was making a great
deal of effort to 'improve in G1 and that his effort was paying dividends.

When it came to numeracy and mathematical tasks, Andile at times demonstrated a competence in
excess of his peers. Priscilla occasionally tacked a series of cards with a number from one to ten across a
small board at the front of the classroom. She would drill counting from one to ten and then remove a
number from the board. She then asked the class which number was missing. On more than one
occasion, Andile was able to say which number it was before others in the class (e.g.12/02, 9.00).

He was also clearly able to count from one to ten on his own and identify the numbers as he
counted them (12/02, 9.20). He had more trouble going up to 20 and counting from 10- 100 in tens
(19/02, 9.32). He could also identify some common shapes, such as triangles, circles, and squares when
prompted by the teacher (12/02, 9.25). The class often did exercises where they had to link and show they
understood the link between the digit ‘3, the word ‘three’, and three objects. Priscilla gave Andile
worksheets with slightly less to fill in than other learners in the class (27/02, 10.30), but he was certainly
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able to link ‘three’ to three objects and the digit ‘3, even if he did not show that he could write the word
‘three’ without copying it yet (27/02, 10.32 and10.37).

5.5.4 Priscilla’s thoughts on Andile

Priscilla seemed to agree with me about the progress that Andile was making (P1: 21.10). She had
not met his parents, and did not seem to think that he was getting much if any support in learning at home
(Ibid). She thought that if there was one area where Andile needed help at home it was with the parents
speaking English to him at home (PI: 22.05), but she felt this was true for all her learners. At the start of
the term, she thought he was a weak learner, because she had placed him on the slow learners table and in
the slow readers group. As the term progressed and I spent more time in the classroom, she made a
number of comments about moving him into different streams in the classroom (19/02, 10.00) (5/03,
11.22). His report card for the third term showed that he was progressing well across the curriculum.

Priscilla’s two areas of concern were his oral vocabulary and confidence in speaking (Appendix 9).

5.5.5 Summary of Andile at Grade 1
Andile had clearly made a great deal of progress since GR in terms of his English ability. He was

also fast learning the other aspects of the curriculum. His rate of development seemed to have shot up
since Prima. Although at the start of the term Priscilla had kept him on a slow table and in slow reading
groups, he was beginning to show by the end of the observation period that he was at least of average

ability in the G1 class.

5.6 Graham One Primary School (Nomathemba taught by Janette)

5.6.1 Classroom Environment

Graham One’s teacher was much younger than all the other teachers from the other schools. This
was her second teaching post. She had previously taught in a rural school not too far from town, but that
post had lasted less than a year. Maybe for this reason, Janette did not have as many resources in the
classroom as compared to the other G1 teachers. She seemed to be busy making her own for the learners
to use as the term went on.

As at Graham One, Janette placed a great deal of emphasis on the use of English in the classroom.

Unlike Sipho and Priscilla, who would make use of isiXhosa to greater or lesser degrees in the course of
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their teaching or classroom management, I never heard Janette use any language other than English in the
classroom, although she said that she had had to use Afrikaans right at the beginning of the year (JI: 08).
She had a tendency to be very strict about using English in the classroom (29/01, 8.40 and 9.04). The
children were also aware of how strict this policy was, and sometimes took it upon themselves to police it
(29/01, 9.35). As at the other schools, the children often resorted to languages that were common between
them, (Afrikaans and isiXhosa), when they thought they could get away with it (13/03, 11.28).

Unlike in the two other primary classrooms, there was a surprisingly high standard of English
being spoken in the classroom by the learners themselves (13/03, 11.30) (25/02, 9.16). In most cases, this
English came from coloured boys who almost certainly spoke English as a first or second home language.
Sometimes the learners would even address me in English (13/03, 11.35). The English that was spoken
was also used as a J/ingua franca between the coloured and black children in the class (13/03, 10.32).
Sometimes the children would use English for simple functions even when they shared another language,
suggesting that they were aware of the supremacy of English in the classroom (10/02, 8.16).

An aspect of Graham One’s classroom environment that I feel was likely to have impacted on the
amount of English that Noma spoke with the teacher or spoke in general was Janette’s demeanour in the
classroom (13/03, 11.19 and 11.22) (29/01, 8.45) (20/02, 11.25). Inever saw her congratulate a child on
a piece of work well done, or really express any joy in the classroom, for example by laughing or smiling.
There was often a feeling of tension in the room between the children and the teacher. It is of course
possible that this was due to my presence, but Janette did not seem unconfident with me, either within or
outside the classroom. I think this atmosphere may rather have come from her own lack of confidence and
experience. It did seem to be a factor in how much the children wanted to speak to her, or to play with
language.

Janette never drilled language with the children, except in reading tasks where she used flashcards.
Each card had either a word or a sentence from one of the books Janette was using with the class. The
sentences were limited to four words in length at this stage. Janette first drilled the class on the sentences
they would meet in the book and then produced the book for a group of about eight learners at a time.
There was never any discussion of the pictures in the books or of the meanings of the words. Janette
- always began by getting individual learners to read the book to the rest of the group. When one learer
had finished, the next one would start. The atmosphere in these reading sessions was tense, because once
a child had finished reading, there was little for him or her to do. This meant that Janette would often

have to spend much of the session disciplining children in the group..

5.6.2 Noma’s English in Grade 1.
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Although not as developed as some of the other case children’s, Nomathemba’s receptive
command of English seemed to be developing well. She was able to answer some English questions about
a story that she had heard told in English with the rest of the class (29/01, 8.30). However, she sometimes
had difficulty following instructions from Janette given to the whole class or to her alone (5/02, 10.25).
On one occasion, this may have been because she was so absorbéd in what she was doing that she did not
realise that the instruction was directed at her (29/01, 8.40). In a later example, it was clear that she only
understood the key word in what Janette was saying and not the rest of the instruction (10/02, 9.02).
Because she did not always know what to do from Janette’s oral instructions alone, she then had to check
to see what the other learners were doing before she started (e.g. 5/03, 9.30). (Unlike with Sandiswa in
Secunda One who also looked at other learners’ work before starting her own, Noma did not give any
indication in the observation period that she was merely checking she had understood what the teacher had
instructed. In Noma’s case, there was a gap of understanding which had to be filled by looking around
her). '

This is not to say that Noma never showed any independence in her learning. On one occasion,
she copied some work from a friend before deciding that it was wrong, and then changing her answer
(25/02, 8.35). She could recognise question forms, and in particular what kind of answer a question
warranted, but was perhaps let down by her vocabulary in answering the questions correctly (10/02, 8.14).

At other times, she showed that she could understand and respond to what Janette was saying with
no trouble (5/02, 8.55), particularly if the phrase was one commonly used by Janette in the classroom
(25/02, 8.53). When Janette spoke to her one on one, she seemed able to understand most of what Janette
said, but some simple adjectives like ‘long’ gave her trouble (29/01, 9.26). She did manage to follow and
answer correctly some questions based on stories told in English, at least on one occasion (29/01, 8.30).
When she didn’t know a word, or she heard a word that she had not heard before, she often repeated it to
herself'a few times under her breath (05/02, 9.25). This I took as an indication that Noma was trying very
hard to acquire English in the classroom.

Noma was still not confident enough in her oral English to use it with Janette. In this example, she

could have said something along the lines of: ‘Look, teacher’, but she chose to remain silent.

29/01/03

9.00

The class are threading beads onto a piece of string. They have to count out ten blocks, and thread them
on.

Noma holds up nine blocks on a bit of string for Janette to check as she walks past. Noma doesn’t say

anything.
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Janette: (counts the blocks) There are only nine.
Noma puts on another block.
Noma initiated this conversation/interaction. She is clearly keen to try as much as possible to get the task

right. She is the only learner I have seen doing this.

I think that Noma would have been capable of asking about her own work in English, but she
seemed nervous of making a mistake in front of Janette, possibly for the reasons given in the Classroom
Environment section above. I did hear her talking to Janette once, but it was a very formulaic statement
(Sit! Sit!) which learners often made to their teacher (13/03, 11.18).

When it came to singing songs, hymns, and rhymes in English, Noma only just managed to keep
up with the rest of the class (10/02, 8.10). The songs and hymns were all new to Noma, and she had only
been exposed to them for about 2 weeks at this stage. It would therefore not be valid to judge her on these
songs alone.

Noma began to make more use of English herself in the classroom as the term went on. Her oral
English was an area where the difference between G1 and GR was very noticeable. She was much more
confident in speaking English than she had been before. She sometimes used English in the classroom
even with her friends from the previous year’s GR class who spoke isiXhosa first language as she did
(10/02, 8.16 and 10/02, 9.00). She used English for different reasons at different times. These included:
wanting to be able to speak English better, because English was the official classroom language, and to
show off to her friends/play with the language (25/02, 9.23), or to answer statements by non isiXhosa
speakers directed at her (13/03, 11.28). She also used English when she thought isiXhosa would not be
understood, such as when talking to coloured children in the class (25/02, 9.22). She also tended to use
English when the subject was a classroom task, and on some of these occasions she produced language far

in excess of what she demonstrated in GR. Here is one example:

25/02/03

8.49

Terry-Lynn shows Noma her maths worksheet with a number written on it. Noma looks at it.

Noma: (to Terry) This one not seven, you.

1 think Noma was trying to tell Terry that she had written the wrong digit in the box, although I didn’t get
a chance to see if it was wrong or not. This is one of the first long pieces of English I have heard from

Noma.
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Other examples of Noma using English to talk about academic tasks can be found at 25/02, 8.56
and at 13/03, 10.44 and 10.47.

Noma did not always use English with friends who spoke isiXhosa, but when she did use isiXhosa
it was towards the end of the school day, or when the teacher was out (10/02, 9.25). This suggests that
Noma didn’t want to be caught speaking isiXhosa, and that she found it much easier and more relaxing to
speak in isiXhosa with these old friends.

Noma did also make friends with non-isiXhosa speakers in the class. When they were outside at
break, Noma would use English to communicate with them. Unfortunately, I was only able to overhear
snippets of what was said, because the children were running around the noisy playground. From what
heard, the conversation from Noma’s side was strained and revolved around sharing sandwiches and other
food that they had brought with them to school.

Nomathemba’s written literacy did not seem to have increased much since the previous year. She
was still not writing the letters of her name entirely in lower case letters, despite the fact that she had her
name printed on a card in front of her on her desk, which she could have copied from. She was writing
her name in a straight line though, and the letters were now all of a similar height (29/01, 9.25). She did
not seem to find the actual activity required for writing a problem, because she carried out writing drills
accurately and swiftly, often more so than her peers (10/02, 8.25 and 8.35 and 8.40).

Janette often sent the children home with homework books in which they had to copy words from
a grid that they had pasted into the inside front cover of the books. The words came from the books they
were learning to read in class. Outside the school one day, I bumped into Noma’s mother, who told me

about the writing that Noma had been doing at home.

5/02/03

8.40

I'bump into Noma’s mother, (Unathi), at the entrance to another school. She is selling sweets to the
children through the fence, and is very pleased to see me. She gives me a big hug.

Unathi: Noma is coping well there, neh?

[Noma’s mother was referring to school. She was seeking my affirmation for this comment.]

Unathi: She read this writing in a book, ‘Look here is a cat’ and then she wrote it for me without looking.
Unathi means that Noma did not copy the writing. She could do it without the model to copy from. She

has certainly progressed.

Noma was also given three sentences from the book ‘Help’ to copy in class by Janette. These used

the same words that were on the grid stuck into the homework books. Although some letters were
104




]

|

reversed in Noma’s work, she did copy all the sentences successfully (20/02, 11.28). From these
examples, it seemed that Noma was capable of copying words and sentences that she knew from books
she had read.

As mentioned above, Janette’s teaching of reading started with flashcards. Each card had either a
word or a sentence from one of the books Janette was using with the class. The sentences were limited to
four words in length. Noma was able to keep up with the rest of the class when the flashcards were drilled
for a group (20/02, 11.15). T unfortunately did not have the opportunity to see Noma read alone in any of

the times I was in the Graham One classroom.

5.6.3 Noma’s competencies across the G1 curriculum

As in Rhini One, there was only one language used in the classroom. This meant that there was no
difference between first and additional language to be assessed. When it came to numeracy, Noma
showed that she was capable of counting up to ten, as well as writing and using digits up to ten (25/02,
8.43 and 8.45 and 8.56)‘. She often negotiated her understanding of the numbers and how they should be
written with other learners before she wrote them down herself (25/02, 8.45 and 8.49). Again, this is not to
say that she was copying, or was incapable of working independently. Janette gave the learners a task one
day where they had to cut out squares from a grid, and match them to squares on another grid. The first
grid looked like this:

Grid One
2 S 4 3 1 0
) 2 4 3 0 7
4 2 7 5 6 1
7 5 3 0 1 6

The other grid was a collection of domino faces, words for numbers, and digits. The learners had
to match up the domino faces to the correct number and stick them down with Pritt. Noma’s completed
grid looked like this:

Noma’s Grid
5 4 3 1 SEVEN
SIX 2 4 R RO
7 FIVE 6 ONE
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