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Introduction

At the core of concerns over the failures in the schooling system, the issue of ‘literacy’ instruction in early schooling is commonly identified as a key to the construction of successful educational careers for children. Clearly, the language/s young children from a variety of language backgrounds use in school as they learn to read and write in a country where the hegemony of English is overwhelming, is a key question which has been addressed to some extent only at policy level
. In this paper we do not address the language question directly but restrict ourselves to reviewing the constructions of literacy and learning (whatever the linguistic context) in South Africa that characterise the earliest stages of schooling. We go on to consider the implications of such approaches for the wider agenda of enhanced school-effectiveness.

Perspectives on Early Literacy

As Stubbs pointed out some time back (1980:5) reading has often been seen as a matter of visual processing, or ‘cracking the code’. He suggested a typology of conceptions of literacy, to indicate both a range as well as a shift in approaches to reading and writing, from perspectives that see literacy as 

essentially a process of relating written symbols to sound units; or 
essentially a process of understanding meaning; or
essentially a process related to the social uses to which it is put.

We examine in this paper what the impact of the first two approaches has been, and what attention to the third feature above might bring. We go on to argue that while our understandings are so limited of literacy in social practice, in the homes, local communities and workplaces in South Africa, and so badly researched, our arguments for how literacy should be taught must remain prescriptive and inadequate.

Review of the ‘Reading Debate’

The short history of changing orientations to the teaching of reading and writing to children has been characterised, in South Africa and elsewhere, by behaviourist models of learning, teaching and skill-development dominated, on the one hand, and by progressivist, learner-centred models, on the other.  Professional commitment to one or the other position has produced an oscillating debate that has lasted decades, popularly known as the ‘phonics-whole-language’ debate, or ‘the reading wars’. This debate has neglected the crucial dimension of literacy as social practice, however, and has retained a limited definition of literacy as that literacy which goes on in schools and higher education. Recent critical perspectives have come to outline the variable dimensions of literacy across different social, institutional and cultural contexts, pointing to multiple forms and practices, and changing ‘social languages’ that shape specific literacies. (These perspectives include those of the New Literacy Studies (Street, 1983; Gee, 1990; Prinsloo and Breier, 1996; Barton and Hamilton, 1988); the multiple literacies approach of the New London Group (1996) and the ‘genre studies’ approach (Halliday, 1996;  Cope and Kalantzis,1993). They have argued that a unitary model of Literacy at work in schooling has served to marginalise the communicative and cognitive resources brought to the school context by ‘non-mainstream’ children, redescribing their cultural and linguistic specificity in terms of models of individual and cultural deficit. The have also argued that schools have failed students by not teaching them to deal with the varieties of literacy practices (and the institutional discourses of which they are part) that are encountered in non-schooling contexts. In this review we relate the changing international debate to evidence of its variable embedding in the practices and ideas of teachers in South Africa.

Reading Readiness

We use Crawford’s (1995) useful summary of key positions and historical shifts in reading orientations as a starting point for engaging in more detail with these debates, and we trace evidence of the impact of these conceptual orientations on the working theories, practices and identities of teachers and schools in the South African context. These are

maturational readiness perspectives,
developmental readiness perspectives
connectionist perspectives,
emergent perspectives,
social constructionist perspectives, and critical perspectives. (Crawford, 1995: 71-86)

According to maturationalist assumptions, (particularly Gesell, 1925) which are still apparent in some current, including Steinerist educational practices, children needed time to mature and develop knowledge of the self before beginning formal literacy instruction. The cognitive development of children was likened to physical growth - all children were seen to pass through a series of invariant stages that could not be hurried, and maturation only occurred as a result of the biological process of neural ripening. Readiness was seen as something that could be measured by readiness tests, and brought about by simply waiting for nature to take its course. This organicist or biological understanding of ‘readiness’ has been largely subsumed by later developments, it seems fair to suggest, but still provides the core of the individualised and pyschologised approaches to reading and writing that have been prevalent in schools. These words of one teacher in a well resourced ‘ex Model C’ South African school typify the views of teachers from a range of different types of schools, which show that these assumptions about child growth are still prevalent:

Each child as an individual develops at his/ her own rate. Maturation cannot be accelerated. Reading/writing must not begin before true readiness is reached or untold damage may occur. (Bloch, 1995: 7)

Hastening Child-Readiness (when nature is not enough): the Developmentalists’ Approach

Human capital concerns in America in the 1960s, in the context of the Cold War and the Johnson administration’s ‘War Against Poverty’, gave emphasis to the role of schooling in countering the effects of family poverty by targeting ‘culturally disadvantaged’ children. (Luke and Kale, 1997) Earlier and more rigorous skills-based education for young children was a key focus, and curriculum theory and innovation in the USA in the 1960s came to have international impact - not least in revising the take on ‘school readiness’: The developmentalists’ readiness view, premised on ideas derivative from the maturationalists, is that children must be psychologically prepared and ‘ready’ before they can learn how to read, but that schools can get them to that point: Appropriate ‘pre-reading’ experiences
 can hasten a child’s readiness to learn, while a lack of these experiences can inhibit readiness.

Crawford summarises the key assumptions on which this theory of ‘reading readiness’ rests:
Reading is a separate skill - a content area unto itself; a period of preparation is necessary before formal reading instruction can take place; the act of reading can be broken down into a series of isolated reading skills, which can be arranged into a skill hierarchy; reading is learned best through direct systematic instruction; children must be taught how to be literate; and the teaching of reading is an objective, scientific, value-free process (1995: 75)

In the 1980s, a lack of preparation was a major explanation given for the high failure of children to cope with schooling. In 1981, the De Lange Report citing ‘environmental deprivation’ as the main reason that children weren’t ‘ready’ for school, recommended the ‘partial institutionalisation of pre-basic education’ in the form of a bridging period to achieve school readiness for as many children as possible prior to formal education. (De Lange, 1980) In 1987, the Department of Education and Training (DET) stated: 

On account of the necessity for developing school readiness, the selective introduction of a programme for bridging period education, where practicable, does appear to be desirable. It should be regarded as an enriched form of the entire pre-primary phase immediately prior to basic education, and will be made available to 5 - to 7 - year-olds... (DET 1987:36).

The Bridging Period Programme (BPP) was to be located mainly at Primary schools and would be voluntary at age 5 and compulsory at age 6. One of the DET’s justifications for implementing the BPP was what they termed ‘environmental retardation’, defined as ‘any environment which cannot provide the stimulation (physical, intellectual, social, emotional, cultural, and educational) a child needs to prepare him (sic) to face and cope with the demands of the world he is to function in as an adult’ (cited in DET 1987:37).

Teaching Manuals such as ‘Learning Through Play: A School readiness Programme’ (MC Grove and H Hauptfleisch, 1989) were widely circulated and used as guides for teachers involved in the Bridging year, with such claims as

School readiness means that the child has reached a stage in his [sic] development at which he learns easily and effectively, and is without emotional or other disturbances (1989:14). 

This ‘readiness’ orientation, we suggest, has had a strong and lasting influence on the way that both teachers and parents view the way that young children become literate, and teachers’ roles in the process. In particular, we suggest, that literacy and ‘reading problems’ have come to be seen within a limited, curricularised view of literacy that is disembedded from its social and communicative contexts, and that perceived problems with children’s’ ‘reading readiness’ have come to operate as a proxy for teachers’ negative views of children’s social/family backgrounds.

Shifts Towards Meaning

The influential programme which Crawford labels constructionist is a contemporary orientation to early literacy that draws from developmentalist assumptions, but is more eclectic in focus and gives more weight to the meaning-making processes of literacy practice. (Adams, 1990, Chall, 1992) A key emphasis is on word recognition, based on extensive learning of phonics and spelling patterns, and this provides the stage for conflict with a ‘whole language’ approach, most strongly associated with Goodman (1992). Connectionists emphasise a graded, stage theory approach to literacy learning (the act of reading can be broken down into a series of isolated skills, which can be arranged into a hierarchy, taught directly, and then brought back to the whole) starting from detailed and explicit teaching of the alphabet code, and following sets of pre-specified objects for each stage of learning. If tests are failed, they identify the remedial needs of struggling children - in effect this orientation extends the testing concerns of early reading-readiness theorists into the further stages of literacy learning.

That the influences of these ‘teacher as reading-expert’ influences have been widespread is evidenced in this account of a Canadian school teacher. She was confronted with a child who began school with a sense that she knew about books and reading, and that ‘school is where you learn to read’. 

She later informed the child’s parents that she wouldn’t learn to read and write ‘properly’ until she understood that reading was something which she learnt at school from the teacher. (Luke and Kale, 1987: 4)

Whole-Language and Emerging-Literacy Perspectives

‘Reading readiness’ concerns with phonics and word-recognition were the site of the early debate with the ‘whole language’ perspective. Goodman (for example, 1977) focused on the word-centredness of the reading readiness perspectives to argue for a greater recognition of what communicative language practice was about, in spoken and written form. He argued that educated, literate speakers of language had learned to think of words as self-evident entities and to impose the characteristics of written words on language, but that this was a limited and located view. Effective literacy, and language use, within specific contexts was not about being able to code words but in communication that was appropriate to its context.

The influential writings of Marie Clay from New Zealand gave impetus to an ‘emerging literacy’ perspective that switched emphasis to the meaning-making aspects of reading and writing, and to the internal processes of skilling and apprenticeship-learning followed by individual children, including the ongoing construction and modification of strategies to written language of young children, at home and in school. It is an assumption of this orientation that when young children become aware that written language makes sense, and when they start asking how it makes sense that reading and writing begins. This awareness develops as a result of not only exposure to print in their environment, but also through observing in which ways the print is useful and provides access to enjoyment, through having their questions answered, and in being encouraged and extended in their attempts at making it work for them. When young children have ongoing meaningful experiences with print they develop over time what Yetta Goodman terms ‘the roots of literacy’ (1986: 2).

Another relationship focused on was that between the development of written language and symbolic play in young children. Vygotsky saw symbolic play as a major contributor to the development of written language:
The best method (for teaching reading and writing) is one in which children do not learn to read and write but in which both these skills are found in play situations’ so that ‘In the same way as children learn to speak, they should be able to learn to read and write’(1978:118).

This recognition that play is the reality of young children has powerful impact on early childhood curricula throughout the world, but it continues to come into conflict with the readiness/skills argument with regards to literacy learning. 

Children’s talk about text, and examples of their emergent literacy have been studied in detail from a Piagetian-influenced perspective (Ferreiro, 1986) as evidence of prior, provisional, individual understandings and strategies, which are then tried out and modified by children in home settings. In a longitudinal study of 4 to 7 year old children from widely differing backgrounds conducted in Argentina, Ferreiro and Teberosky developed an analysis of how children developed concepts about print as they tested their own self-generated hypotheses against the socially transmitted information they received about the nature and conventions of written language (Ferreiro and Teberosky, 1982).

Current Approaches to Early Literacy in South Africa: Policy Intentions and Teacher Approaches

Policy shifts in approaches to early schooling in South Africa reveal influences of more interactive approaches to learning and child development, as well as the partial influence of emergent literacy arguments. But teachers continue to struggle with implementing earlier approaches to literacy teaching, as we show below:

Acknowledging the importance of early childhood education has meant that the South African Department of Education now follows international trends by recognising that Early Childhood Development is a continuous phase from birth to 9. This, for the Department of Education, 

ensures that education within the formative years follows an integrated child-centred approach in which the learner is developed holistically (Department of Education, June 1997). 

Policy statements at a national level have displayed shifts towards communication and meaning from a skills-based concern (see, for example, Department of Education, June 1997. Foundation Phase Learning programmes p iv).

In the curriculum framework of the Interim Policy for Early Childhood Development (ECD), Department of Education (1996) two points made with reference to literacy demonstrate both an intention to shift emphasis, and a lack of clarity. In the following quote, the term ‘improvement’ is suggestive of approaches that construct the backgrounds of some children in terms of ‘cultural deficit’ and accompanying ‘restricted linguistic competency’:

The over-arching goal of language development is effective communication. The focus will be on the improvement of children’s listening, speaking, reading and writing skills,

while
Practitioners need to assist children in their emergent literacy which will lead to their ability to read, write, listen and speak by the end of the Foundation Phase (Grade 3). A flexible approach should be adopted in allowing each child to progress at his/her own pace across the Foundation Phase.

The implication of ‘which will lead to their ability to...’, can be interpreted to mean that children are not able to use language purposefully until then. On the other hand, ‘effective communication’ is presented as a culturally neutral ideal, whereas what counts as effective communication in any social setting bears the marks of power, authority, and social contestation, as we argue below.
Moving to the interpretation of policy to Curriculum 2005, the six Phase Organisers
, which are offered by the Department to facilitate planning, organization and assessment across the new learning areas are all ones apparently conducive to the development of a curriculum which addresses the relevant concerns of young children’s lives: personal development, health and safety, environment, society, the learner as entrepreneur, communication in our lives. Despite this framing in terms of culturally neutral universals, however, it is our contention that reading and writing operate to shape up particular kinds of moral and social identities.

The Department provides illustrative Learning Programmes, which are filled with active and challenging suggestions using words such as identify, compare and discuss, listen, answer, make a judgement, discuss, predict, list, role play, record, compile, complete, create, classify, recite, draw, analyze, report, suggest. There is no doubt that this type of approach aims to promote a different kind of practice to that of the past. But there are two sorts of problems with this programme:

Firstly, teachers who view literacy learning as learning sets of skills before they can be used, need to understand how it is that their pupils will be able to fulfill the kinds of activities which are implied by the above words. The significant discontinuities between what the new curriculum proposes for early literacy development, and the knowledge base of teachers is illustrated from this interview response by a Grade 1 teacher:

During the first six months they learn literally letter by letter together with the teacher how to write, maths, phonics and reading. There is no time for little games! A learner must at least first be able to do the basic skills! We did the pilot project from 11 August when they could already read, write etc. and I really want to air my opinion that OBE is not at all suitable for Grade 1, because for many of the tasks a more advanced stage of reading and writing was needed. I think it would be a disaster if we had to implement it from January. Then illiteracy will be our future (Schlebusch, A. et al, March 1998: 44).

Secondly, and this concern goes to the heart of what are the limits of the progressivist/whole language orientation, the practices that are invoked in the short-hand terms (identify, compare and discuss, listen, answer, make a judgement, discuss, predict, list, role play, record, compile, complete, create, classify, recite, draw, analyze, report, suggest) are not themselves universal, culturally neutral activities that can be simply inculcated in otherwise culturally empty students. Normative cultural and social issues get shunted to the sidelines in this approach just as much as they do in the technocratic phonics-based approaches. In their place, ‘cognate skills’, though of a higher order than those of simple phonics-recognition are put in place. 

Teachers’ Encounters with the New Policy Intentions

It comes as no surprise then, in relation to the first problem discussed immediately above, that  in a study carried out by the Western Cape Education Department (1998) the biggest issue identified by Grade 1 teachers piloting Curriculum 2005 in 1997 as problematic, is that the ‘basics’ are all but ignored. The question was continually asked when children would ‘master’ or learn to read, write and do arithmetic. The study explains that many teachers think that it is important that children first complete the basics before they embark on anything to do with OBE. 

Alternatively, some teachers thought that they needed to ‘do OBE’ and then do the basics after that. 

As the authors of the report say:

Because it is not explicitly stated, in terms that teachers can relate to, they seem concerned about when to do the basics. In fact they seemed to view the basics as something separate and not integral to the specific outcomes articulated within each learning programme (p14).

They go on to express the view that: 

How teachers interpret the Specific Outcomes (SO’s)(see Appendix 1) is critical to how they approach the basics and how they will eventually assess these and on where the emphasis of assessment will be placed (ibid).

While this is clearly true, and given that the curriculum now offers opportunities for engaging with real life activities/practices, the question is if teachers do not believe that children learn the technical aspects of written language as they engage with meaningful social activities, how can they be effective bearers of the intentions of the new curriculum? 

      The authors of the report then point to what teachers need - namely a reconceptualisation of the notion of ‘the basics’. This can be achieved through analysis and critical review of coming ‘to understand how children learn best, how to plan this learning, and how reading and writing develops’. (p15)

It is not untrue to say that these teachers are quickly becoming victims to the unresolved mismatch between phonics-based teacher education methods and current attempts at innovation. In recent research undertaken by PRAESA for the joint Education Trust (JET) (June 1998), teacher interviews indicate that in all the learning areas, teachers experienced the most problems with literacy, and phonics in particular:

Every teacher spends large chunks of her time on literacy activities which centre around the ‘phonics philosophy’ of ‘sounding out’ letters and words and in the process moving from part to whole via pattern drills, both orally and in writing (p24).

An example of some of the activities which teachers get children to do are:

to identify initial sounds, middle sounds and final sounds in semantically unconnected words such as man, cat, bag, wag, sing, six, ten, bong, pot (in English) and sif, mot, bul (in Afrikaans), or to ask children to come up with their own words featuring a particular letter such as -g- eg: igoboghlobho, gila, gula, godola (in Xhosa) (ibid)

In the face of incomprehension on the part of teachers of the reflexive intentions of the new curriculum, and a lack of clarity as to how the policy makers’ interactive ambitions gel with literacy activities in the classroom, we want to now suggest that a further reconceptualisation of school literacy in relation to the everyday literacy and language practices of children and their communities is required if the progressive intentions of the new policies are not to be negated by the assumptions of cultural deficit that overtly accompany the phonics-centred approach, and are implicit in progressivist, learner-centred approaches as well.

Literacy as Social Practice

A  body of research (Heath, 1983; Barton and Hamilton, 1998; Prinsloo and Breier, 1986; Street, 1984) has documented the ways in which the language practices of different communities involve different ways of using texts to construct knowledge, and different ways of ‘being a reader’. These studies draw attention to the contextually variable and culturally specific nature of the social practices of which literacy practices are a part, and to the contrasting fixedness in educational assumptions as to the social practices and purposes of literacy. They reject the view of literacy as simply a skill, and emphasise its location within particular uses of language, and to cultural and ideological processes. When reading and writing are taught, so are relationships of authority as well. As James Gee put it,

the study of literacy ultimately requires us to study the social groups and institutions within which one is socialised to interpret certain types of words and certain sorts of worlds in certain sorts of ways (Gee 1990:46).

School Literacy and Children’s Everyday Literacies

Goodman (1997) has addressed the fact of reified assumptions as to what are regarded as the appropriate pre-reading experiences that children need, specifically that they be read to regularly by their parents: ‘It is unreasonable, and I believe actually dangerous to expect all families to follow the same prescriptions for literacy learning’. While she recognises that story reading is one of the roads towards becoming literate, she discusses many others, such as what she terms ‘the survival road to literacy’ which includes writing and reading concerned with health, business, bills etc., as well as family writings - notes, calendars, messages, list etc. In particular, she mentions the ‘playing-at-literacy road’ - which includes all the pretend activities with written language that children do.
There is evidence of significant variety and cultural specificity to the early literacy practices of different children across different social contexts. Brice Heath (1983) found that children in diverging settings were being socialised within their local communities and acquiring particular ways of using language and narrative in social communication. She saw that the way children grew up talking and communicating in middle-class homes fitted them better for both the practices of school as well as the forms that literacy took in school, whereas the rich spoken traditions of poor Black children on the one hand and poor white children on the other were incompatible with the established communicative forms and practices in schools. When it came to reading and writing the latter children did not have the discursive traditions to enable them to write in a way that was seen to be valid in schools. Nor were the teachers trying to initiate them into new communicative patterns. Other researchers have supported these arguments. As Gee put it, schools are good places to practice the discourses you already have but bad places to acquire new ones. As Luke found, in effect, children in ‘learner- centred’ and ‘progressive’ schools were being punished for not having a priori the forms of linguistic and cultural capital that schools are ostensibly charged with delivering.

How children display the ‘skills’ that are required to, for example, identify, compare and discuss, listen, answer, make a judgement, discuss, predict, list, role play, record, compile, complete, create, classify, recite, draw, analyze, report, suggest will depend on how such practices are constituted and valorised in their non-school lives. How the teachers will grade their displays of such behaviour will depend on the teachers’  own cultural location as well as how they perceive the children in relation to their social backgrounds (Freebody and others, 1995). The gap between children who display this behaviour in appropriate forms and their peers widens unless teachers are able to respond.

     Luke and Kale argue, through a detailed engagement with the literacy practices of a young Torres Strait Island girl, brought up by her almost non-literate grandmother, that she is an emergent literate at home, using reading and writing for a range of instrumental, recreational and social interactional purposes. But the failure of the school to understand and draw on her already emergent literacy is likely to consign her to an unsuccessful school career. They conclude:

The ‘selective traditions’ of literacy teaching - the texts that we teach and the models for interacting around texts that we set up and encourage - are malleable and can be reshaped to include and capitalise on the kinds of difference that [a student] brings to the classroom. Further, there is convincing evidence that this reshaping of how we teach is more likely to generate success for these students, than the simple imposition of traditional approaches. (Luke and Kale, 1997: 5)

Conclusion

A focus on literacy as social practice is proving to be a rich direction for research, learning and teaching, at multiple levels. South African ethnographic research into the literacy practices of unschooled adults has contributed to the early stages of an international revision of approaches to teaching literacy to adults (Prinsloo and Breier, 1996). We want to assert the impact, on the basis of the above analysis, that such a focused attention to the located practices of South African children might have upon classroom teaching practices.

Such an approach complicates things by making it impossible to see illiteracy as simply a problem located in individuals in that they lack basic skills which can be given to them through remedial training. But it does provide support for models of education which do not see literacy teaching as an act of skill transference but rather as interactive and dialogic process which begin with meaningful interactions with written language.

This, after all, as the Specific Outcomes for Language, Literacy and Communication suggest, (see Appendix) is precisely what our new curriculum is promoting. Our challenge is to develop and maintain the will and the clarity to resist the constricting tendency of a rhetorically complex curriculum towards conforming superficially to a set of requirements, while in effect achieving the same narrow outcomes we are trying to move away from. 
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Appendix 1

Specific Outcomes for the learning area of Language, Learning and Communication:

1. Learners make and negotiate meaning and understanding.

2. Show critical awareness of language use

3. Respond to aesthetic, affective, cultural and social values in texts

4. Access, process and use information from a variety of sources and situations

5. Understand, know, and apply language structures and conventions in context

6. Use language for learning

7. Use appropriate communication strategies for specific purposes and situations

Endnotes





1	An earlier version of this paper was presented at 10th World Congress of WCCES, Cape Town, July 1998.


2	The new language in education policy for schools (1997) promotes additive bilingualism as an approach to language in education.


3	perceived to be skills which are needed to achieve a certain level of mental development before the introduction of what are often described as ‘the more formal skills of reading and writing’. This is done through perceptual games; hand-eye co-ordination exercises; fine and gross motor training-cutting, pasting, gluing, tracing, painting, colouring, threading beads; reading and telling stories, teaching rhymes, songs and poetry to encourage a love of written language and to build vocabulary;  encouraging a positive self image; teaching how different letters relate to their sounds; activities which encourage left and right movements.


4  	The term ‘phase organisers’ refers to the broad themes which are intended to guide the development of  learning programmes.
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