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Abstract

Research on children’s early literacy learning fmsdominantly focused on a ‘child attribute
improvement methodology’ [Bloome & Katz, 2003] inietr the child is conceptualized as having a series
of attributes which are potentially affected by @rlar sets of treatments or events. These ‘imquiput’
studies, also described as ‘black box’ studiesupetne kind of literacy pedagogy against anothdrere
early literacy is seen as a neutral, cognitive,qagtual and individualized activity or set of skib be
acquired centred on sound-symbol relationships. thieeretical orientation in this article draws orovk

in emergent literacy [Clay 1972; Fereiro & Teberysl987; Goodman 1986], new literacy studies and
social semiotics[ Heath 1983; Street 1984; Dysof3 Barton 1994; Gee 1996; Prinsloo & Breier 1996;
Kress 1997] to analyse the ways in which readind anting and other communicative modalities are
taught and learnt as forms of socially situatedaties, with boundaries, prohibitions and procedsirset
by different theories of reading and different s#tgstitutional practices. Through an exploratiohdata
collected in early literacy classrooms in the West@ape and Gauteng as part of the ethnographieally
based Children’s Early Literacy Learning (CELL) jgot, the writers examine the nature of young
children’s early encounters with literacy and theplications of these encounters for their later
development as readers and writers in schools.\iliiters suggest that rather than being viewed dack
boxes’, the sites of early literacy practices skdut investigated as complex multi-semiotic comeatine
environments in which the differences in the emwirents result from how the teachers in each sitenin
their activities around literacy differently, detpfollowing the same ‘broad’ curriculum. It is thie level
of ‘local culture’ within classrooms and institutis that a wide variety of differences around eéitgracy
practices can be detected.

Introduction

The learning of reading and writing is a socidtigated and contested activity, with
boundaries, prohibitions and procedures set bedifft theories of reading and different
sets of institutional practices. We elaborate as ¢kaim through our exploration of the
nature of young children’s early encounters witbrcy in South African schools, and
the implications of these early encounters wittosthiteracy for children’s careers as
readers and writers, in school and after schoolr#flect upon these issues while
examining research data from three pre-school eg@tnd one Grade 1 class which were
studied as part of the Children's Early Literacaineng (CELL) research project,
recently carried out in the Western Cape, GautaadgL.émpopo Province. The research

presented here is part of a larger ethnographle-stydy of the processes and influences



shaping young children’s literacy learning in of#tsohool and school settings across

multiple sites:

Research methodology and conceptual premises

The methodological focus of this paper is shapedurystance towards the resources and
current debates in the field of Early Childhoodek#cy studies (Hall, Larson & Marsh,
2003), and our concern is to bring these resowcdgjuestions to bear on the study of
important concerns in South African education. Resgeon children’s early literacy
learning has often followed a ‘child attribute irapement methodology’ (Bloome &
Katz, 2003, 383) where the child is conceived agngga series of attributes (age,
gender, intelligence, socio-economic status, laggatus) which are potentially
affected by a particular treatment or set of evedksldren are conceptualised as
decontextualised individual units, events are @epeed, and the change in attribute
involves an increase or decrease. The charactefastns of research from this
theoretical perspective have been input-outputiss,@lso described as ‘black-box’
studies because they are inattentive to the dyrsainvolved in the take-up of the input.
Such studies often pit one literacy programme ajanother, as a means to determine
which is better for children and thus have beerulesd as ‘horse-race’ studies (Bloome
& Katz, 2003, 386). Input-output research methodploan be regarded as consistent
with a particular view of childhood literacy, wiediteracy is seen as primarily a
perceptual, associative and individualised actigéptred on sound/symbol relationships,
and requiring a mental age of around seven befaami start. The influences of
behaviourism (Skinner, 1957) as well as versiorBiafet’s (1962) modelling of
cognitive stages, led researchers and educatomnt®ive of reading as the acquisition
of a series of discrete perceptual skills, paréidylthat of phonics-recognition, and
preceded by a range of perceptual and response wkiich could be taught/acquired and

mastered by children in sequence. An emphasis @t dtame known as ‘reading

! Examples of published CELL research include Bl&tejn, and Prinsloo (2001); Stein and Slonimsky
(2001); Stein and Mamabolo (in press) ; Prinslaogress). The researchers and research assiatamts
aided the authors in collecting, transcribing asadslating data for the study presented here imeclud

Jonguxolo Nana, Xolisa Gazula, Pumza Mbembe, ThatMkhabela and Tshidi Mambolo.



readiness’ and phonics-based instruction interntiftelominated early literacy research
and educational thinking for much of thé"@entury into the 1980s (Chall, 1967; Piaget,
1962; Adams, 1990; Crawford, 1995). Such ‘readeapiness’ and skills-based models
continue to be influential models at teacher edanatolleges in South Africa and in the
working theories of many South African school-tesrsh(Prinsloo & Bloch, 1999).

Skills-based models of early literacy have beerlehged by researchers who have
directed their attention on children’s pre-schewlergent literacy behavioushowing

how children bring sense-making strategies toditgrevents and actively making sense
of their worlds (Clay, 1972, 1975; Fereiro & Tebesky,1987; Goodman, 1986). These
researchers of ‘emergent literacy’ have conceofdderacy learning as being much
more than code-recognition, where written languagecomplex, multi-layered and
skilled process, involving reflective and strategieaning-oriented as well as socially
pragmatic behaviour, and situated linguistic uni@erding, in addition to coding
competencies. It is an assumption of an emergenatiy approach that literacy learning
begins when (very) young children become awarevthiten language makes sense (as
do other communicative modalities such as drawijreggj when they start asking how it
makes sense. This awareness develops as a resottaily exposure to print in their
environment, but also through observing the wayshich print, and other

communicative modalities, are useful and provideeas to enjoyment.

Following on this emergent literacy perspectivéiuiential ethnographic studies by
socio-linguists changed the way that many reseescred educators commonly think
about early childhood literacy (Heath, 1983 ;TaylleB3; Scollon & Scollon 1981,
Fishman 1988). In particular, Heath’s detailed gtsidlowed how local communities in
one town socialised their children into very diféfet and distinctive communicative
practices and values, with direct consequencesdarsuccessfully children encountered
literacy in school.

From a socio-cognitive perspective associated Wythotsky, children's early hands-on
experiences with language and literacy in evengtayal activities are seen to give rise

to the internal mental processes that they use tbalintellectual work of reading and



writing activity (Wertsch, 1993, 13; Vygotsky, 1978.iteracy, then, is seen as a social
practice which is mediated by language and othkwural tools and artefacts. It is
accomplished in a context in which social actorsifgm, and are positioned by each
other in social semiotic interaction that includesbal, non-verbal, textual and other
modes of sign-based exchanges (Barton, 1994; B&rtdamilton,1998; Gee, 1996 ;
Street,1984, 2001, Prinsloo & Breier,1996). Thug®b(1990) suggested that from a
socio-cultural perspective the basic unit of analisno longer the individual, but the
socio-cultural activity of participation in socialtonstituted practices. School literacy is
an instance of participation in the social andsymabolic. As Kress (1997) and Dyson
(1993) have shown in detailed situated studiehiddien’s symbolic and social work, in
play and in school settings, such participationassimply a uni-directional movement in
which children take on board a fully-determinedialbg world. Within constraints,
children at least partly follow their own intereatsd experiences as they choose what
they want to represent and choose the modes, naean®materials for their representative
work. In sharp contrast to the ‘reading readinessition, then, a socio-cultural, socio-
cognitive and social semiotic literacy perspecttretches the process of literacy
development back into early childhood, and int@aety of behaviours, including
pretend-reading and -writing, parental and teaat@atelling, children’s play (symbolic
play), drawing, ‘scribbling’ and the handling ansewf a range of artefacts. In particular,
for our interests here, children enter school wi#positions towards what can be done
with speech, writing and other communicative mdgdj and are in turn shaped by what
they encounter in early school settings. In effédwty develop ‘theories’ (and
experiences) of the values, constraints and pdisisibiof language, literacy and other
communicative modalities (Luke & Kale, 1977). Rattiean being black-boxes, then,
sites of early literacy practices such as the pheasls and school we examine below
should be investigated as complex communicativeesparitical sites for up-close,
detailed investigations into what is being produlbgahildren and modelled for children
with what sorts of consequences for their caregreaders and writers. We treat the
theoretical framework that we have outlined abaveraviding tools for our

investigation, rather than as sources of absofutk or authority.



The research settings

In this article we focus on data collected fromethpre-school centres situated in and
around Khayelitsha in Cape Town , and a Gradedsdétaa semi-rural school on the
borders of Johannesburg. We are concerned to alraithe distinctiveness of each site,
as well as the commonalities across these sitesdroomparative perspective. The
purpose of such comparison in situated methodadagito reveal otherwise hidden
issues and processes that can then be used foetibabdevelopment or as contributions
to more insightful future research. Our methodol@gyhat Bloome and Katz described
as that of ‘comparative situations theory buildi(@003, 393). The nature of such
comparative study involves the situation as the¢ efranalysis (as opposed to distinct
literacy behaviours). The comparison involves adpson of the nature and diversity of
literacy practices as situated social phenomena.méthodological grammar that we use
could be said to be both phenomenological and evapimhile the methods we use are
gualitative or ethnographic, but these categoniesaly relevant with reference to the
theoretical concerns that motivate the study, adis@issed them above. We focus on
pre-schools here but are interested in them imattgeer study which we described above

as comparative sites with schools, with childrguisy sites and with family settings.

The three pre-schools we study here are examplesvdjudget ‘educare’ and pre-school
centres that operate with very limited public furgliprofessional training and support in
the urban townships around South Africa. Childrethese centres are commonly the
children of working class parents, some of therseoure jobs, others without work,
living in either township houses or in shacks. Gheups of children referred to in this
study had very similar backgrounds, so the notieeadriations that we point to across
the sites were not a function of the differences thildren brought to these institutions.
From a distance, in the case of the pre-schoot$, eentre could be said to be concerned
with giving children a pre-school package of knaige that included the alphabet,
nursery rhymes, songs and exercises in ‘how terlisHowever, up close, the substance
and social interactions that framed these acts/itgried so dramatically that the children

at each site were undoubtedly taking differentrgagons to literacy and meaning-



making resources away with them into the first gexdrschooling. The differences, we
suggest, were a result of the way the teacheracht Eitanvented their activity

differently, despite following the same broad curricula.

We focus selectively on examples of teaching frachesite and have selected the data to
illustrate what we have identified as central feagwf pedagogical orientation in each
case. Our selection was made on the basis of whatgarded as ‘telling’ data (Mitchell,
1984, 239) where the data makes visible the thieatetlationships we are interested in
examining, understanding and elucidating. Thecsiele is limited by the space available
here, but is illustrative of patterns that are ¢stest in the larger body of data, in each

case.

Example 1: Thembani Educare Centre

The first site we examine here presents an exaai@eommon form of pre-school
pedagogy, where the focus is on recitation-learrttayvever, the varied and culturally
eclectic resources that are drawn on and presémtbe children give these practices a
particular ‘local’ dimension that we think is wordixamining. This Centre, which we will
call Thembani Educare Centre, is linked to thell&thiopian church (an Africanised,
‘Independent’ or syncretist Christian church, whiefigures Christian worship against
African religious and cultural practices, includiagcestor veneration). Thembani is
presently at a donated site in the township, wheocemakeshift roomshokkieswere
built, with planks, one of which is situated nexthe gate facing the street, and is used

as a kitchen and administration office.

Parents pay R50 per month to leave a child at #rér€, though the Centre’s principal
says that only a few manage to pay regularly. Almemof children are being raised by
their grandparents, living on small state pensidhe. principal, Mrs SibheAesees

herself as filling a real need for child-carerghie township. She tells a story about a

2 The names of children and teachers given hengelisis the names of the pre-school centres hase be

changed, to protect the confidentiality of our seg:



single mother in Nyanga who left her two childrened inside her house (for their own
protection) while she was at work. A fire startedide the house and both children were
burned to death. While this story suggests a ratefor the work she does, it is also
evident that child-minding is one of only a few regrearning activities available to

women in an area where unemployment is rife.

In qualifying herself to do this work Mrs Sibhenid d two-year part-time course in pre-
primary teaching, run at St Francis, the local tadigiht school in Langa township, as
well as a short course run by a local developmeatity (the Community Chest) where
she was shown administrative procedures, includasic book-keeping. She employs
other staff, including another teacher, a careta® a kitchen worker who prepares

food for the children.

While she and the other teacher are absent orditesyding to administrative matters
such as purchasing food and equipment, the chilaireften left in the care of the older
caretaker at the centre, Mr Kutumani. He is an@si#tstic and charismatic teacher, who
has not been formally trained as a pre-school exatte has developed a distinctive
teaching style and makes up his own teaching cgnidrich includes a large reservoir of
Xhosa-language poems, prayers and narratives ¢éhaiches to the children. The

majority of children speak Xhosa as a home language

For all three teachers the curriculum is brokea thtee key functions: teacher-led direct
instruction which is characterised by collectiveerand chant-learning; supervised play-
time where the children are left to play with eather in the small play-ground; and
eating and drinking times. Explicit pedagogy islagively dedicated to chant learning
and recitation. The principal and Mr Kutumani héaeght the children to collectively
and sometimes individually recite a large and \hbedy of songs, rhymes, prayers,
psalms, poems and chants in the Xhosa and Engligjubges. We discuss some
examples briefly below. We are concerned to idernkié distinctiveness of the cultural

resources acquired by the children, and the ereamdyenthusiasm that the children bring



to the processes of their acquisition. We are edswerned to identify the limiting effects

these processes bring to children’s emergent ¢ijera

Mrs Sibhene taught the children, whose ages rafigedfour to seven, to perform the
following chant:
Mrs S: Lelethu, Lelethu
Children: Akusha, kusha dana
Children and Mrs S: Akusha, kusha dana
Children and Mrs S: Hesheshe kakatu ha-ha,
hupa, aah hupa le bafana, aah hopa
hesheshe hesheshe tamati ha-ha
tamati ha-ha, aah hishima fana
aah hishuma, aa hishima fana, aah hishima,
Aah Yeeee-eeee
While reciting the made-up sequence of sound-wthrehildren perform an elaborate,
‘war dance’ which involves limited but precise darsteps and much beating of chests,
flexing of muscles and combative gestures towandsn@aginary opponent. At the last
line they leap into the air and scream in unisdnisTs Mrs Sibhene’s version of the
haka,the ‘All Black’s’ pre-match war-danéevhich she has taught the children. As an
example of her own version reconstructed off tievision screen, it is an imaginative
reconstruction of the exotic sounds of the Maoni-algant and includes her own made-
up words intermixed with arbitrarily inserted Xhosards such ammati(tomato) and
bafanaandfana(boys). In doing théakathe children engage in embodied, performative
sign-making and learn and use sound patterns vanehonsense sounds but precise in
their sequence, nonetheless. As a pre-readingtgatilaich is likely to enhance
children’s phonemic awareness (their sense o$db@ds in language, how they are
distinctive as well as how they merge and combitigg,exercise might be said to be a

successful example of ‘local’ pedagogy.

% The All Blacksare New Zealand’s national rugby team. Tiadais their pre-match war-dance, said to be
an old Maori war-song-and-dance which they havepteib Mrs Sibhene and the children will only have

seen it on South African television when the Alagls play the South African national side.



Children learn the chant by doing it, collectivdlarning from each other and
distributing the knowledge of the sequence amoagsh other, so that they collectively
sustain one another in their learning. Chant le@rmiakes complete sense when it is
about oral performance, such as learningtdies or choral singing, but it is more
problematic when it is the dominant mode for lelagnfand pre-learning) when it comes
to reading and writing. The learning task becorhas of successful, collective
reproduction of a sequence, not with meaning-ma&imgflexive deployment of these
resources in any other way. There is little spaceléveloping meta-awareness of how
sounds and letters combine to make particular smmfer reflexive deployment of these
resources in any other way.
This point is evident when it comes to chant-leagrof the alphabet in English, and
numbers from one to ten in English and Xhosa. Alhgth@nd number charts pasted on the
walls of the rooms are used to initiate these exghs, as in the following brief
examples:

(Mr Kutumani, caretaker = Mr K.; Children = C)

Mr K: (pointing to the number chart) Ngubani |&¥YHat is this?

C: Ngu-one, two, three, .. (They continue cauntip to ten.)

Mr K: Masibaleni ngesiXhosd.ét’s count in Xhosa.

C: Inye, zimbini, zintathu, zine, zintlanu, zintathu, sixhenxe, etc.

(One, two, three, four, five, six seyeitc, up to ten.)

Mr K: Masiphindeni. [Let’s do it again).

C: Inye, zimbini, etc. @ne, twg ...up to ten)

Mr K: (He points to the alphabet chart.)

Siya phaya ke ngokuWe are going there noyv.
Mr K: (pointing at the letter, and its accompanyugrd and picture)

A for what ?
C: A for apple.
Mr K: B?
C: B for ball.

Mr K: C?



C: C for cake.

Mr K: D?

C: D for doll.

(He continues like this through the rest of thenalpet, finishing off as

follows:)

Mr K: X?

C: X for xylophone.

Mr K: Y?

C: Y for yacht.

Mr K: Z7?

C: Z for Zip.
There is notably no attempt to explain the meapingords or to show the letters of the
alphabet at work in any other way than in this l[3te children learn and recite these
sequences with much enthusiasm and energy, theggoehildren following the older
children in getting the words and sequence rightKMtumani noted, in an aside to the
researcher, that the children were doing fine were having problems with calling out
the wordsxylophoneandyacht. He had to help them ‘to pronounce those words.’
Because the task was that of recitation, howevemade no effort to translate or explain
these unfamiliar and arguably inappropriate examp®r was there any effort to get the
children to use these resources in any way besi@gsrecitation as part of a list.

Numbers are learnt in a similar fashion.

Individualised pedagogy, when it occurred, was $mapout getting the children to
recite

the sequence on their own, accompanied by thréaenations if they made mistakes. In
other words, the concept of the ‘individual’ whishat stake here is not of an
autonomous, creative, personal subject, but ratherndividual as responsible to and
controlled by the demands of the larger group onmoinity of which he/she is part.
Thus making sure that individual children get theraé and sequences ‘correct’ is in the

service of making sure the class as a cohort fonstsmoothly.



While the only modality was that of chant-learnitftg repertoire of songs, poems,
prayers and rhymes learnt was impressively langevaried, and absorbing for the
children. It included traditional English nursehymes, Xhosa rhymes, religious hymns,
prayers and psalms, Xhosa traditional praise poantsseveral of the teachers’ own
design, drawing off popular and TV culture, like trakadescribed above, as well as
from religious sources.

English nursery rhymes that the children learnitided such standards A&ee

Willie WinkyandJack and Jill(which was taught in both English and Xhosa). The
children though were less comfortable with obsdtmglish-language rhymes such
asWee Willy Winkiend mumbled and stumbled their way through thiéatémn.

The children’s reciting of their learnt repertooeXhosa-language and syncretist
religious poems was considerably more confidentjayidll than both their English
language repertoire and other such awkwardly tea@dinursery rhymes. When they
were left to nominate their own songs and changetform, it was clear that their
favourites were Xhosa-language rhymes. In the trgrisbelow while Mr Kutumani is
attending to a crying child the children carry oithwtheir own selections. This one is
calledUnogwaja( a rabbit) and is full of sound and action ie khosa original:
Children: Nanku unogwajaHgre is a rabbil)

Wandophula !l broke me!)

Shunqu!(sound of breaking)

Esingeni [n the waist ling.

Shunqu!(the sound that is made by a breaking thing)

Esikabani{wWhose waist line?)

Shunqu!(the sound that is made by a breaking thing)

Joni kabani?Johnny who?)

Joni kabani?Johnny who?)

Shunqu!(the sound that is made by a breaking thing)

Joni magandgJohnny eggs!)

Shunqu!(the sound that is made by a breaking thing)

Gokwe, Gokwe!



Betha lendodaHit this man)
Le ndoda This man)

Hayi bantwana(No, children!)
Bantwana Children!)

Phezu kwelwandleQver the sea!)

The children were taught to recite a formidablejedaand often linguistically complex
body of prayers, most of them in Xhosa. Havinglelithe words for some time, the
teachers then simply nominated these prayers anchildren collectively took up the
cue. For example their repertoire included mosba¥id’s Psalms from the Bible:
Mr K: Amelani siza kwenza indumiso twenty-onenkdumiso 21 (Listen
we are going to do Psalm 21. Let’s do it all ofjus.
C: Ndumiso twenty-one zilumko(Psalm 21 : Song of the Wise)
Indumiso ka Davide(David’s psalm.)
Wathi masiye endlwini kaYehovdLet's go to God’s house.)
inyawo zethu zafika zem@®ur feet came and stood)
emasangweni akho Yerusalernm your gates Jerusalepn.
Yerusalem wena wakhiweyalgrusalem you were built
Ngokomzi ohlangeneyo wamny.ike one house)
Apho zinyuka ziye khona izizweéWhere the nations go
Izizwe zikaYehova(God’s nations.)
Amen.
Besides this repertoire, the caretaker has tabhghthildren a body of more idiosyncratic
poems, many of them drawing directly on Africar@@$tristian poems associated with the
Ethiopian church, which mix prophetic Christianijth images and narrative from
African culture. For example, the children leamd aecited a long and complex
narrative, undoubtedly sourced from prophetic rismea of the Ethiopian church. The
opening lines were as follows:
Vukani kusile magwalandini(Wake up it's the morning you cowards!)
Yabinza inkwenkwezi isixelelarfie star told ug

Labetha ixilongo lisibizela The trumpet rang calling us.



Ndithe ndinika ubukumkanil éaid I give you the Kiny
Ndithe ndinika imfundo I(said | give you education
Nayishunqula(You cut it)
Ndithe ndinika umhlabd @gave you earth.
Nawushunqula(And you cut it.)
The children learnt the whole prayer by repeatinime by line after Mr Kutumani, and

practicing it over time.

What do children take away from this pre-school witey head off to school? Unlike
many schools and pre-schools, the curriculum isaticl in its blending and mixing
knowledge and language resources drawn from dieergeral and narrative sources and
communications media. The teachers have passexitba thildren a genuine pleasure in
the reproduction of a varied repertoire, and hauk & strong sense of community
performance and shared activity. But the emphasigatation means that the children
have not spent a lot of time inventing and creatiagy meanings around these texts nor
gained much experience in simple analysis and sgighThe repertoires of texts used in
these classrooms are always selected by the tedeaeng little opportunity for the
children to draw on their own stories and availabkources. However, these songs, and
the children’s knowledge of them, could well bersas a resource that later school
teachers could draw on. They constitute a potéptieh source of language, image and
metaphor, resources for meaning-making that coeldrbatively deployed. In practice
the power of these resources is often under-utiliseschool teachers who tend to draw
on children’s repertoire of songs as filler-exegsisfor quietening down talkative

children or for getting children’s attention befen®ving on to what they see as the real
stuff of school learning. It is also likely thattiehildren’s skills in recall and reciting
word-for-word, developed at pre-school level, sthnd them in good stead, and will be
enhanced when they encounter the rote learningistddarning strategies that

characterise most learning in non-elite schooBSadnth Africa.

It seems that at the Thembani Educare Centregttaérs’ imagining of schooling has

distinctive features and these are communicategtitirand indirectly to the children



through the kinds of texts and communicative pcastwhich are enacted. It is through
these processes that the limits and boundariemdnohat constitutes ‘being a reader’
and ‘being a writer’ are actually defined. Firstilgere is an expectation that school
knowledge is about collectively learned recitatidthile these children have knowledge
of the alphabet, nursery rhymes and have learmt tiodisten’, it is apparent that the
kinds of social interaction that the teachers haeenoted in this classroom have
communicated particular attitudes to the sociaktrmction of knowledge as well. The
children can be seen to be internalising concegtidrwhat is relevant, and to be
developing habits of engaging mentally. Thus théghtnperform enthusiastically and
well in rote-learning exercises, and in choral Biggactivities, but they have probably
not been prepared to make and take meaning irritieally reflexive ways that will
enable them to make sense of school reading arnitgvpractices in later years. On the

other hand, it might be preparing them very wallvery traditional school practices.

Example 2: Sivile Pre-school Centre

We now turn, more briefly, to the second pre- sth&ivile’ Pre-school Centre which is
located elsewhere in Khayelitsha in Cape Town. [€aeing here is more school-like
but undoubtedly more limited in certain ways. We iaterested in examining here how
reading and writing are encountered by small caildn ways that are inseparable from
the disciplinary practices of the school. We présemne what might be seen as an

extreme case, which illustrates that general poiattelling way.

The Centre is sponsored by the Cape Provincial Atstnation, which pays teacher
salaries. The Centre has around 50 children arsdcle&rged are R60 per month. A
school-like hierarchy exists, with a principal, epdty principal and two teachers, with
small pay differentials (of about R200 per monthwaen the Principal and the teachers).
A cook is also employed to prepare food daily fa children. There are ongoing
tensions between the principal and the teachensdmasion-making, time-keeping and

uses of money.



The principal, Mrs Ngada, recounts details of wasiplans for school initiatives, such as
organising parents’ meetings that lead to conflietd mutual hostility amongst the staff.
The children at the Centre are divided into thleeses, of 2 to 3 year-olds, 3% to 4 year-
olds, and 4Y% to 6 year olds, each with their ovasslteacher. She says she has two jobs,
teaching and managing the educare centre, and veaatsploy a new teacher to take her
class. The other teachers objected, arguing thatrmmey that was available should be

used to increment their salaries, rather than mevamember of staff.

Despite the openly mercenary attitudes displayethbyeachers on these occasions of
conflict, they appear to be confident that theydomg good work. As one teacher puts
it:

Do you think the government sees the huge workweato? We carry

these children, teach them to sit, to wee indepahddo feed themselves

such that we don’t teach in January and Februéfg.start in March. For

now we are getting them used to our lifestyle hékée take them out,

make them happy so that the next day they wakeitlpinterest to come

to school. Do you think the government doesn’tthe® We prepare

these children for Grade One. Grade One teaches¢ady-made and

prepared children.
Parents also see the Centre as doing good workn@©tteer, the wife of a policeman,
living in Tembani, said, “We decided to take (obild) to the Sivile Educare because it
is cheap and ikufuphi and abantwana abaphuma gdieplauma baclevefit's nearer

and children who come from them are clever.)”

It is the processes of producing “ready-made aeg@ared children” that we focus on
here. We are concerned with how procedures ofalistig are interleaved or folded into
children’s school-based early engagement with mofleformation, whether of
inscription and print, visual image, spoken languagd gesture. We ask the same
questions as in the preceding case study: Whaeptioos of what is relevant are

children being encouraged to internalise? Whatthalliengaging cognitively and



affectively in relation to literacy are being demeéd? A poem that the children learn
early on at the Centre and repeat often goes lasvil

Umntwana othand’iindaba mbi, mbA child who likes news is bad, bad.

Wofika ngapha, ejonga ngapltshe always looks from side to s)de.

Efu’'ukuphendula\\vanting to answey.

Bantwana abancinci yekani abazdlo(ing children leave parents alone.

Bancokole, bancokole kamnan@ihat, chat nicely.
That children take on the ideas, ideology and nggsssaf such rhymes is apparent in the
following exchange, where the children are beirsgiglined to be less noisy. In the
following recorded account, at 9.45 a.m, the cbkifdnave been told to sleep at their
tables while the teachers are busy or out of tbenro

(Sindiwe, the teacher, comes out of the kitchemushg.)

Sindiwe: Hayi, hayi, hayi! Lala! LalgNo, no, no! Sleep! Sleep!)

(Some children ‘sleep’ and some carry on chattikigyi cwaka! Hey

quiet)

Child: Umntwana othand’indaba (A child who likes news...)
The fact that the child is repeating a line from gfoem indicates that she knows exactly
what the message is meant to be. It is this cortogonoduce docile and passive children
that makes up much of the teachers’ concern wittingethe children ‘ready’. Passifying

the children with threats of punishment for beimisg was a sustained activity.

The children encountered reading and writing at @entre against the framing
background of these discipline procedures. Thelagiga procedures and the encounters
with print, illustration and other communicative datities are folded into each other
inseparably:

Nosiseko: Khanize apha phandle. Odwa, Thando,déhamdinike

umaphepha enu. Aba ndibabizayo khange bandimilephepha abo.

(Come here outside. Odwa, Thando you did not gevganr papers. The

children I am calling out are those who did notegime their papers).

(She hits Khalapha.) Anuva, uyongena, yintoni ldobgle apha?



(You don't listen, you are lazy, what have youtenthere?)(She hits him
again.) Uyalova wena esikolweni. Ndizakubabettelzantu batya ipen.
Bazakufa eyonant@You are behind at school. | am going to hit thoke
you who eat pens. The thing is they are goingeq.d
(Later, children start making a noise. Nosiseko estmack with her stick.)
Ngubani othethayo? Ngubani othethgysho's talking? Who's talking?)
(She hits Paula on the head thrice with a stickthad goes to another
group and hits another child. Yandisa, a child sgoethe researcher to
show her a piece of writing.) Hayi sanukumdistwibasi uyabhala izinto
endimthume zona. Nani bhalani ez€éNo, don't disturb the teacher she’s
writing things. | have asked her to write. Youstralso write your things).
(Again, children are already eating porridge. 8usdis serving seconds to the
children.) Andifuni mntwana ongxolayo namhlanjédiza kubabetha aba
bantwanal(don’t want any child who'’s going to make a ndiséay. I'm going
to hit these childrenBantwana, bangaphi abathi abazukungxola.
Mabaphakamise isandlaClgildren, how many of you say they are not going to
make noise? They must raise their handdabalale bona ndiyazazi mna ukuba
ndizakubapha ntoni. Uzakubonakala ngokungalaliturongxolayo. They must
sleep. | know what I'm going to give them. A aargker will be seen by not
sleeping)
(Thuli raises her hand to show that she is notggtonmake noise. Children
‘sleep’.)
The teachers on one occasion showed some conediidély were being recorded during
these exchanges, suggesting that they were awarthety were not following the child-
centred pedagogy which they had all been exposed tbe Early Learning Resource
Unit (ELRU) course they attended. The Early LeagriResource Unit is a local non-

governmental organisation that trains teachersagressive pedagogy.

It would be a distortion to suggest that the abexehanges of threats and insistence on
passivity was all that characterised the pedagédiyeoCentre. It's not all quiet and

discipline, in fact, and the children also get sptcsing and dance. Here a teacher



teaches the children how to dance, while the ddeshers are away. There are two
groups of dancers dancing to different songs, bbthemkwaito (rap) songs that are
familiar from the radio and that mix local language their lyrics. At present, the
following is a very popular song:

Oh ho ho ho city Jehova

It's a fiasco

Pap parapapam

Come on every body

It's a fiasco.
However, it is significant that all occasions whinbluded exercises and activities of
reading and writing were framed by the coerciveigishary procedures that have been
described above. Thus the encounters with liteveeng also encounters with strict and
sometimes painful disciplining of attention and iesd Such examples of physical
punishment and enforced passivity are not untygitatany pre-school and schooling
contexts in South Africa that we encountered inresearch and we heard similar
accounts from other researchers and teachers. @bgpmishment is outlawed in
schools but undoubtedly still occurs with frequentynany schools, where teachers
defend it as being “part of our culture”. In sudntexts, literacy and violence become
linked in distressing ways in children’s imaginaso the struggle to write becomes
associated with negativity, feelings of failure grain and this in itself sets limits around

what constitutes ‘becoming a reader and writer’.

Example 3: Paul Fereira Early Learning Centre

The third pre-school is the Paul Fereira Early beay Centre, named after a man who
left money in his will to be used for pre-schoolingheedy areas, and managed by
Catholic Welfare Development of the Catholic chuithere are about one hundred
children attending the pre-school, from seventeel®d7. There are also six teachers and
one caretaker. The Centre, like many others iratea combines daycare and pre-school
activities. The fees are R100 a month per childctvincludes the cost of the food that

the children eat at the Centre. While the pre-stisoopen to anyone in the area, the



majority of children are Black children of Xhosaesing origin. The centre gets its
children from Mandalay, Tembani, Bongweni, Luzularkand other parts of
Khayelitsha. The Centre also gets children frofarmal settlement areas of New Rest
and Lower Crossroads. These children walk to émtre. Jill Daniels has been the
principal ever since the centre opened. She bsltmthe Mitchells Plain Principals
Educare forum. Four other pre-schools in Mandhklgng to the forum, and these five

schools work closely with each other, sharing resesiwhen possible.

Of the approximately one hundred children attendiegCentre, two children are
Afrikaans-speakers at home. The rest speak Xhas&aglish, though all the parents are
first-language Xhosa-speakers. These childrec@renonly encouraged to speak
English and are spoken to in English by their pareecause their parents identify ‘good
English’ as being vital for their children’s sucsed school and thereafter. They ask the
teachers at the Centre to teach their childremiglieh because they hope to send them
later to multiracial English-language schools whiegmitations for success are much
higher than local township schools. Knowing Ertglisakes it easier for the children to
cope at those schools. Jill, who speaks only Ehglhd Afrikaans but is learning Xhosa,

says that some of the children pick English up grgkly.

We identify the pedagogical orientation of Jill ahé other teachers below and go on to
show an example of the data to illustrate our pdihe teaching involved

communicating to the children a largely internal atosed language and reference
system. This framework of attaching meaning selebito a corpus of signs was school-
based in the sense that the meanings that wechettavere often idiosyncratic but the
teacher designated them as correct, whereas aiksibfe meanings and associations
were excluded. Thus reading and writing were @rstountered at school in a framework
of more relaxed discipline than in the previousregke, but the children were still
encouraged to look only for the meaning or assotiaif meaning with symbol that the

teacher had in mind.



This point is illustrated briefly in the descriptiexchange below, around a lesson on
rabbits:

(Teacher Jill separates a class of 14 children tlwother children.

Jill asks children to clap hands. Children clap.

Jill shows a picture of a rabbit (above the pictgrerittenmy pe}.)

Jill: What is this a picture of ?

Children: A rabbit.

Jill: Repeat.

Children: A rabbit.

Jill: What kind of food does the rabbit eat?

Some children: Pear!

Jill: A rabbit eats carrots.

(Jill shows them a rabbit from a book that hase#tb coloured in.)

Jill: What colour it is?

(The children are silent.)

Jill: A rabbit is white. You are going to make arden for your rabbit. It

is going to live in the garden.

(Jill hands out pieces of blue cardboard with ditatirawn in black. She

gives them scissors to cut the rabbits from thdlwzard. Jill gives them

wax crayons including some red crayons, for colmyirShe takes two

rabbits from the desk and a book. She goes toftitd@ren, calls them to sit

down and shows them a rabbit.)

Jill: What is this?

Children: Rabbit!

Jill: Why does the rabbit have big eyes?

Loyiso: To see.

Jill : Rabbit can be in what colour?

Children : White.

Jill : Or?

Children : White or red.



Jill: The two small legs of the rabbit are usedd¢match out the carrots.Who

knows a lion?

Children: Me.

Jill: The lion eats the rabbit and the rabbit eatsots. A rabbit hops with

two small legs, to run away from the lions.

Jill: (reading from the book) Bunny’s mommy, Rablants Jam. She

wants what?

Children: Jam.

Jill: The mommy gives Bunny money. What is Bunnyngao do at the

shop?

Children : To buy jam.

Jill : Who gave Bunny money?

Children : His mom.

(Jill pages through the book (rather fast) and shth@m that Bunny goes

to the shop and comes back home.)
The above example shows how the teacher is seftirsghool knowledge as insulated,
impermeable, and disconnected from children’s eer@rgheaning-making, language and
literacy resources. The teacher is working with thgashosa-language children, but their
substantial language and out-of-school knowledgxatuded — for example, the
dramatic Xhosa-language song about a rabbit thatiseeissed in the first case-study
could have been used as a resource in this inst8hees telling children what counts as
knowledge in school. It is not common-sense alakpite experiential evidence to the
contrary, it has been established that in thisnggtthat of the schoolroom, rabbits are
white and eat carrots. Unfortunately, this condtoisituated meaning is not even
internally consistent, so although the childrenréa use this particular situated
meanings of rabbit - white, eats carrots, thisskedge is not consistently reinforced by
the teacher. She asks the children what colouitsabie, they all say ‘white’ but she
asks for more ‘And?’ upon which the children thrimwthe colour red, which they
perhaps think is as likely as any colour in thisiteary social semiotic world. Perhaps the
response might be because of the red crayons wigoh handed out. When the teacher

reads from the rabbit book, she subverts her ealtigma around rabbits’ diet. Having



said that they eat carrots, she reads the storyewhbbit’'s mom buys jam, without
noticing the contradiction. The story in the boskuorking with a very different, situated
meaning of rabbit to the one that has already leeeiorsed. In this shift, the teacher has
moved from a world of the classroom rabbits todbevention of children’s literature
where animals are personified as real people, do@agple things, wearing clothes,
talking, going to the shop and eating jam. Theheabas so absorbed the logic of this
device that she doesn’t notice the need to expianrabbit now means something else

and is differently articulated in an alternativestgyn of meaning-making.

Example 4: Olifantsvlei Primary School

A key issue arising out of the previous examplegemns the ways in which teachers
create differing expectations, values and belibtsualiteracy in their classrooms, and the
consequences for children’s later identities adeesaand writers. In this final example,
we explore how a Grade 1 teacher, from a semi-faral school on the edges of
Johannesburg, has created a radically differeneénstahding of literacy pedagogy
through her attempts at border-crossings acros&hschool and community domains.

In 1999, Tshidi Mamabolo joined Olifantsvlei Prime@chool as an early years literacy
teacher. Olifantsvlei Primary School, establishrethe 1960’s, is a state school receiving
state subsidy. In terms of resources, the schaoéletricity, a photocopier, and the
Grade 1 and 2 classes have small collections dfdbwoeach classroom. The school is
situated in farmlands on the borders of the cityaifannesburg and only serves children
from the densely populated informal settlementsloaicks’ which are scattered in
between the farmlands. These settlements haveielgchut no sanitation or running
water. Many children come from female -headed hioolsks, and some children live in
children-headed households as a result of the HY&pandemic, which is affecting
entire families. Social security in these familoegnes from child grants of R140.00 per
month per child and pensions for those over 60syezhildren who live in these
settlements exist on the margins of the societgitirations of childhood adversity,

unemployment and poverty.



When Tshidi Mamabolo started working in this schiadl999, she was surprised and
worried at what she calls ‘the children’s passivibeir lack of motivation and interest in
learning’. She decided that it was her fault arad #ine needed to transform her literacy
pedagogy. Shifting from a teacher-fronted pedagmgih focused on rote-learning,
phonics and drills, she started to introduce mami@patory models in which children’s
histories, languages and background knowledges weoeporated into literacy
activities. In spite of the fact that the childiarthis school are multilingual speakers of
several African languages, the school has chosgnagght for English’ language policy
from Grade 1. This means that English is the laggua teaching and learning and

children acquire initial literacy in English, nat their home language.

In one example of how Tshidi Mamabolo changed leelagogy, she developed a
multilingual project in local storytelling and perfnance in which the children produced
visual texts, stories and plays in their home laggs. In one example of an improvised
play, a group of seven year old girls created feomen characters, named after four of
the official South African languages: Ma Englishdtfler English] , MamoSotho

[Mother Sotho] , Mam’Xhosa [Mother Xhosa] and Mamé&Z[Mother Zulu]. They are

all neighbours. Ma English is a wealthy, arrogaotnan who secretly goes to
MamoSotho to ask if she can borrow some sugaraSke MamoSotho not to tell anyone
that she has come to ask her for sugar. MamoSatmoiges not to do so but as soon as
Ma English has left the house, she runs to Mamo#uloform her that Ma English has
just gone to someone (she does not say it wasdueselh to borrow some sugar. When
MamoZulu asks her ‘Where did she go to?’she sagsighnot know. She also asks
MamoZulu not to tell anyone ‘the gossip’. But ass@s she leaves, MamoZulu runs to
Mam’Xhosa to tell her ‘the same gossip’. Mam’Xh@sks her who gave Ma English the
sugar. She replies that she does not know. Mam’Xkiwsn runs to MamoSotho to pass
on the same gossip! When MamoSotho hears the gossimg back to her, she goes to
assault MamoZulu, shouting, ‘What did | say to wout that matter between us?’ She
hits her repeatedly. Then MamoZulu goes to Mam’ & ahouting at her, ‘What did |
say to you about that matter between us?’ and kis$ear repeatedly. The play ends with

the children singing this song:



Let’s stop talking about other people!

Let’s stop talking about other people!
This play can be interpreted at a number of lev@éstainly the children construct it as a
moral tale about the evils of gossiping, exhortimgjr audience to ‘stop talking about
other people’. But what do we make of these ferohégacters, all named after national
languages? In the performances, each charactedlgatammunicated in the language of
her name, creating a multilingual polyphonic textihich Ma English spoke English to
MamoSotho, who in turn spoke Sotho to MamoZulu, whpoke Zulu to Mam’Xhosa and
so on in a predictable chain of oral communicatidms play can be read as a powerful
symbol of multilingualism at work in South Africpeople living side by side using their
language resources to successfully communicatsaiime message. However, the play is
also an interesting socio-cultural commentary @ngbwer and status of different South
African languages. Ma ‘English’ is a snob, unabl®penly ask for sugar from her
‘poorer’ neighbours. The play is remarkable for éxpectations it sets up for the
possible downfall of arrogant Ma English but nothiike that occurs. Ma English gets
away with her behaviour, obliviously enjoying hagar whilst havoc reigns amongst her
neighbours. One moral of the story is that weatith snobbery get rewarded but

gossiping does not!

For three years Tshidi Mamabolo experimented wétiggogies which gave her children
more agency in her classroom with very positivelitesChildren became more assertive
and started taking initiatives in relation to thereculum. In one such example, she
informed her class that she would be teaching thleout water transport and asked them
if they had any ideas about how they might leamuali. Some children suggested that
they all bring containers to school the next ddlytifem with water and make paper

boats. Such was the nature of the relationship dmtvthis teacher and her class.

At the beginning of 2003, Tshidi Mamabolo acquisedew class of Grade 1 children.
This year, she noticed high levels of absenteeisher class. Parents never came to
enquire about their children’s progress, indeeely gtayed away from the school. She

noticed children falling asleep in class early mthe school day. Children were



complaining of hunger - the one peanut butter satdprovided by the school feeding
scheme at break made little difference. One dayear old girl from her class crawled
into her classroom, desperately ill. Her mother fatkder were dead. She lay under a
blanket at Tshidi’'s feet, dying of AIDS.

In April, Tshidi decided that some form of actioadhto taken. She decided that a local,
classroom-based pedagogical solution was not entmugtidress the social crisis which
surrounded her. In order to ‘be in’ the classroshg had to ‘go out’ the classroom. She
had to cross the border between the school andrehik homes. She negotiated access
to each child’s home through the child, and upaedaining that the household was
willing to see her, visited each household to halks with the family on why their
children were frequently absent from school orirgllasleep in class. She found some
children were being fed by neighbours. Others vbetiag kept at home because there
was no money for school fees, uniforms or transptatents told her that they were
afraid to come to school because, as one paraht' $¢0 one listens to me there.” The
fundamental problem was not lack of awareneskefrhportance of education, but
unemployment and poverty. All that concerned timilias was how to get food on the
table. Tshidi returned to her school and deciddddas on food first. She approached
the principal and the teachers who collectivelyidied to allocate a section of untilled
school land to vegetable gardens which parenteasdholds could use as a form of
income generation. They formed an organising cotamiand applied for a grant from
local authorities to buy seeds. Local HIV/AIDS SapgpgCampaigns came on board to
support the vegetable garden project becausa itisans of providing fresh food to HIV
sufferers in the local community. At this pointetfirst crop of vegetables is ready to be

harvested.

The seeds have been sown, though whether theli@eeeds of literacy or of something
else is what we want to reflect on here. Whilstless are obviously not the only agents
in this complex construction of what counts agdity, as presented in the other case
studies (or portraits), they are central to itgrfation in the early years. They are

particularly important in contexts where childremmbt have access to a range of literacy



resources in their homes. Street (2001), refetortye work of Kulick and Stroud
(1993), talks about the impact of literacy as afaf ‘taking hold’ of literacy. He has
suggested in his work on literacy and developmueativthatgivesmeaning to literacy
may not, on the surface, hbout literacy For Tshidi Mamabolo, taking hold of literacy
means, to use her own words, ‘getting everyoneaamdd. But what does ‘getting
everyone on board’ mean in the context of povehty, HIV/AIDS plague and no food on
the table? Is planting vegetable gardens in thedarounds a form of taking hold of

literacy?

We would want to answer ‘yes’ to this question aage referred to Tshidi Mamabolo’s
story aghe seeds of literaay order to signal the different kinds of linkagelich are
possible in relation to what it means to hold &y in different contexts. On the surface
of things, one could well ask what the plantingyefetables has to do with holding
literacy. Tshidi Mamabolo answers this questiofoilews:
If the parents are regularly in the school groumdsking in the gardens, it will
be easier to talk to them about their childrerterécy.
We would therefore argue that the garden projeldshideracy at a number of levels:
It provides a site for parents, their childreid #ime community to engage
materially and intellectually on a regular basigwvthe concept of ‘school’ and its
benefits.
It provides food for children and families whoveanone.
It provides a context in which teachers and parean meet informally and
discussions around children’s literacy can begitake place
It opens up the possibility of Adult Basic Educatand Training classes which
can commence on the school site. In other wordgdins to build a community
which can organise itself around skills developneemt education.
The steps this teacher has taken to reconfigureeksminool-community relations can be
seen as a radical re-invention of the idea ofditgrin which literacy comes to mean more
than a set of discrete, boundaried classroom pegctiTaking hold of literacy means
working with local cultural practices and communigeds as well as school models in a

more local/central mix. Tshidi Mamabolo’s initizécision to change her pedagogy by



‘letting the world in’ to her classroom brought twerld in, in all its inchoate messiness.
In letting the world in, she has not only extentiezlboundaries of what it means to teach
literacy, but she has also extended her own sdridertity as a literacy teacher who
through taking certain forms of action, has chanyaa others see her and how she sees
herself. To be ‘in the classroom’ she understoad she had to ‘be in the world’ but

being in the world in the context of social disgn&tion brought with it an unbounded set
of moral and ethical dilemmas which she had to.fabeough a reconceptualisation of
the whole literacy programme within her specifintxt, she has creatively engaged
with these dilemmas, bringing new meanings toghisation which move beyond
autonomous models to more inclusive ecologicallyeloditeracy pedagogies. In this
classroom, children pick up from their teachem iind of Paulo Freire (1970) tradition,
that becoming a reader and a writer involves moae treading the word’ but ‘reading

the world’ as well. Their own literacy developméntiependent on a complex set of
social and economic relations which involve, amaowndisers, parents, community and

school

Conclusion

In each one of the portraits we have drawn ofditgrearning in the early years, the
teacher has acted on particular understandindgesbcy and literacy teaching. We
argue that how these different teachers engagelivgthcy pedagogy has important
consequences for the kinds of readers and wrheetchildren will become, both within
school environments, and as independent readesglewtf school. All the portraits we
have shown demonstrate that the pedagogic envinainsproducing certain kinds of
messages around what constitutes literacy. Initsteportrait, literacy learning draws on
indigenous forms of knowledge and performance, vhigpear to be highly enjoyable,
providing the children with familiar territory, wet can be traversed with ease. The
focus here is on recitation and repetition of teadhd/initiated songs and hymns, with
less emphasis on children's production or reflactio meaning-making. In the second
portrait, there appears to be a seamless relatbstween literacy, discipline and forms
of pain and punishment with very little evidendgleasure. We find this portrait

alarming. In the third portrait, the teacher isaducing the children to mainstream



academic literacy through story reading and questial answer on the text, but the
world of the text seems remote from the childréfésvorlds, and there is little
opportunity offered for children to draw on theitadlable resources for meaning-making.
In the final example, the teacher is attemptingring the children's lifeworlds, home
backgrounds and school worlds together in an aoustproject which moves beyond
literacy as basic skills into literacy as a fornsotial action, a way of ‘reading the

world’ in all its messiness.

Whilst the intention of this chapter is not to paggh handed judgements about the
literacy pedagogy which we have observed in eaehobithese sites, given the
difficulties in which each teacher is working (larglasses, few resources, hungry
children) we would want to raise the question oatkind of literacy pedagogies are the
most effective in the early years, and most appatpfor the local context. It seems to
us that literacy pedagogies which work productivaatyl sensitively with indigenous
forms of knowledge, drawing on children’s multigiemiotic resourceis combination
with other forms of knowledge which are equally impott@and powerful (for example,

forms of academic and critical literacy), mightdeimportant starting point.
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