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ABSTRACT This paper reports on the socio-cultural factors affecting the learners’ acquisition of English Literacy
(reading) skills in the Foundation Phase in selected schools in the Mthatha Education District. There is continuous
intervention by educators, Government, Non-Governmental Organisations (NGO’s) and other concerned people
in education to improve reading. Despite these interventions, the Foundation Phase is still accused of non–
performance and that learners are struggling with reading comprehension in the Foundation Phase. Qualitative
approach informed the investigation. Purposive sampling was used to select four Foundation Phase Grade 3
teachers from four rural and semi-urban schools. Semi-structured interviews that were voice recorded with participant’s
permission were used. The findings reveal that parents’ low level of education; lack of parental involvement in the
education of their children, the low-economic status of parents are some of the socio-cultural factors that affect
the reading acquisition of learners. The paper concludes by suggesting that parents should play a vital role by
helping their children in reading and read stories to them. They should, in turn, be encouraged to attend Adult Basic
Education Centres (ABET) so as to improve their level of education. Finally, the Department of Basic Education
should conduct workshops for parents to equip them with skills to assist learners read at home.
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INTRODUCTION

Literacy is the key to the prosperity of any
country and is generally acknowledged that read-
ing and literacy assessments indicate the suc-
cess or failure of a country’s education. Ander-
son (2005) argues that the 21st  century requires a
literate society constituting of people with the
ability to effectively use different forms of liter-
acy and not mere interpretation of lines of text.
This means that there should be understanding
and grasp. In 2004, the South African Depart-
ment of Education (DoE) recognized reading lit-
eracy as one of the most important priorities in
education. In line with this, reading is viewed
by Anderson (1999), Granville (2000), Grabe and
Stoller (2002) and Pretorius (2002) as cited by
Cekiso (2007) as a skill essential to success in all
academic areas. This means that reading is fun-
damental to the whole process of learning. Hence
in 2008, the National Reading Strategy, whose

desired outcome was that all learners must be
able to read basic text by the end of Grade 3 was
introduced. It recognised reading as a founda-
tional skill for all learning (Department of Educa-
tion 2008: 11). The Department of Education
(2011) postulates that reading also contributes
to learners’ language development in English
and it gives learners more exposure to their ad-
ditional language as their vocabulary develop-
ment is heavily dependent on the amount of read-
ing they do.

Learners are expected to develop reading and
comprehension skills according to the require-
ments of each grade level. The Department of
Education (2005) and Howie et al. (2007) state
that South African learners perform below stan-
dard in reading and numeracy, and it is alarming
that there seems to be little improvement in these
areas despite various efforts by the government.
These efforts include the launch of Masifunde
Sonke Project in December 2000. The project was
aimed at fulfilling the Department of Education’s
second major strategic priority, namely, “Break-
ing the back of illiteracy among adults and
youth”. Its main objective was to mobilise and
promote the importance and value of reading
and writing in schools, libraries and homes. It
was also mandated to participate and support
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other reading promotion initiatives facilitated by
Non-Governmental Organisations, Corporate
Business Organizations and Non-Profit Organi-
sations. The extent to which the project and these
other initiatives achieved their intended out-
comes is questionable as learners still lack com-
prehension of what they read.

In South Africa, studies conducted by the
Department of Education as well as internation-
al bodies show that the culture of reading is
declining (Department of Education 2008: 5) and
that learners in South African schools perform
poorly when tested for their ability to read at
age-appropriate levels. The national report on
the results of 1000 Grade 3 learners in 2008 indi-
cates that 35 percent of Grade 3s country-wide
obtained between 0 percent and 34 percent for
literacy which included reading. This shows that
there is no improvement in literacy levels of grade
3 learners in the country.

The problem that reading skill has deterio-
rated confirms the findings of the NGO Khany-
isa project (2005) which conducted a baseline
learner assessment in reading for Grade 3 in Lim-
popo Province in 2005. Their results have shown
that more than half of the learners who wrote the
literacy test were struggling to read at the ex-
pected levels of this Grade. This is confirmed by
Bharuthram (2012) quoting Le Cordeur (2010a)
that learners are not reading at the level expect-
ed of them in a specific grade. Also, a report
released by the National Education Evaluation
and Development Unit in 2013 suggests that
school children are not learning how to solve
problems, or read independently (Department
of Education 2013).  They are expected to read
fluently and with understanding and yet this is
not the case because learners in Grade 3 gener-
ally struggle with phonic knowledge, word read-
ing and reading fluency (National Education
Psychological Services 2012). As a result they
lack the understanding of what they read whereas
the Department of Education (2008) states that
learners should not be barking at print but read
with understanding. That grade 3 learners do
not read with understanding shows that they
have a problem with the acquisition of reading
skills.

The reality is that the learners who are taught
via the medium of English experience difficulties
in the areas of reading especially reading com-
prehension. This may be attributed to a number
of barriers as Landsberg (2005) postulates that

there are various barriers to learners’ acquisi-
tion of reading skills in the Foundation Phase.
This is supported by Zimmerman et al. (2009)
who also state that poor literacy in South Africa
is usually associated with various contributory
factors which hamper the success and develop-
ment of South African learner’s literacy educa-
tion especially in the disadvantaged areas.
These barriers are highly interdependent and
are seldom responsible for reading difficulties.
Once Foundation Phase learners experience dif-
ficulties in reading, this manifests in poor per-
formance in other learning areas in the grade
(Department of Education 2002: 20-21). This
means that both Numeracy and Life Skills are
affected.

Bradley and Corwyn (2002: 17) state that the
parents who are uneducated and earn small wag-
es have stress or depression because they can-
not meet their children’s needs in terms of buy-
ing reading books, magazines and other school
needs. As a result their children may lack behind
others in the acquisition of reading skills. It is
also argued that parents who are more educated
appear better able to provide their children with
the academic and social support important for
educational success when compared to parents
who are less educated. Although parent’s edu-
cation may be advantageous to the learners it is
doubted if they contribute to developing their
children’s reading skills.

According to Maharaj (2007) there are nu-
merous challenges that surround reading, for
instance, modern technological systems, illiter-
acy, poor environment and ignorance in read-
ing. They all pose problems to learner’s ability
and commit miscues like omission, insertion,
substitution and lack self-correction. Learners
in the Foundation Phase have difficulty in read-
ing a simple sentence with understanding. This
stimulated researchers’ interest in investigating
the topic to unearth the socio-cultural factors
affecting the learners’ acquisition of reading
skills in Grade 3. This problem affects the teach-
ers as well because they spend a lot of time at-
tending to reading difficulties and correcting the
learners as they read.

Objectives of the Paper

The aim of the paper was to investigate so-
cio-cultural factors affecting the learners’ acqui-
sition of English Literacy (reading) skills in the
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Foundation Phase (Grade 3). This resulted from
an observation that Grade 3 learners struggle
with phonics and do not understand what they
read.  They are unable to read their books inde-
pendently and are reluctant to read. They can-
not read the notes on the chalkboard. In order to
achieve the objective of the paper, questions
asked looked into the parental involvement in
their children’s reading, how their level of edu-
cation affects the children’s acquisition of the
reading skills and the community role in promot-
ing reading. The research was carried out in one
district of the Eastern Cape Province in South
Africa. It was part of a larger study which inves-
tigated factors that contribute to poor literacy
of Grade 3 learners in the Eastern Cape Province
of South Africa.

RESEARCH  DESIGN  AND
METHODOLOGY

Research Design

This a qualitative research in which the case
study was used. An in-depth investigation of
small number of cases was employed. The data
are preserved in descriptive narrates like field
notes and recording. According to Denzin and
Lincoln (1998: 8), qualitative research stresses
the socially constructed nature of reality, the
intimate relationship between the researcher and
what is studied. Qualitative researchers aim to
acquire an in-depth understanding of human
behaviour.

Population and Sample

A population is a group of elements or cas-
es, whether individuals, objects, or events, that
conform to specific criteria to which the research-
er intends to sample/select the target popula-
tion McMillan and Schumacher (2006: 34). Bell
(1999: 34) defines target population as a specific
pool of cases from which the researcher draws
the sample. The target population for this paper
consisted of Grade 3 teachers teaching in the
Foundation Phase primary schools in the
Mthatha Education District, Circuit 3 from rural
and semi-urban areas.

The purposive sampling was used to select
information-rich individuals and increase the
utility of information from such a small sample
as suggested by both Cresswell (2007) and Hen-

ning (2004). According to Cohen et al. (2007), in
purposive sampling, the researcher identifies
subjects to participate in the research. The pur-
posive sampling is less to generalize to a larger
population than it is to gain deeper understand-
ing of specific type. The sample was comprised
of four Grade 3 teachers drawn from the four
selected schools in the Mthatha Education Dis-
trict, Circuit 3. They were all females because in
the sampled schools, all foundation phase teach-
ers are females.

Instrumentation

Qualitative data through semi-structured in-
terviews was generated from the Foundation
Phase Grade 3 teachers of the four rural and semi-
urban schools. Using interviews may have some
advantages; they are good method for produc-
ing data based on informants’ priorities, opin-
ions and ideas (Maree 2008: 87). When using
interviews, informants have the opportunity to
expand their ideas, explain their views and iden-
tify what they regard as crucial factors. Inter-
views were recorded and field notes were taken.
The aim of the qualitative interviews used in the
paper was to see the world through the eyes of
the participants, teachers teaching in the Foun-
dation Phase who are a valuable source of infor-
mation. The interview questions were asked in
such a way that the participants were able to
give a detailed description of their experiences,
feelings and views concerning the socio-cultur-
al factors affecting the acquisition of reading
skills. Participants were interviewed at their re-
spective schools as this was where they felt
comfortable and relaxed. This allowed partici-
pants to feel at ease and promoted honest and
open responses. Responses were transcribed
after the interviews were completed (Gay and
Airasian 2000: 291-292). The researchers retained
all transcribed recordings for safekeeping so that
the written responses could be used to verify
the data, if needed.

Data Analysis and Procedure

As a starting point in data analysis, all infor-
mation collected was studied to determine if any
themes have crystallised (Henning 2004: 117).
After data was collected from the sample, they
were grouped according to the responses, and
then analysed manually to determine the effect
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of the responses. The researchers listened to
the voice recorder and organized the data by
breaking it into manageable units, synthesizing
it, searching for patterns, discovering what is
important to be learnt. The goal of the research-
ers was to create descriptive, multidimensional
categories, which form a preliminary framework
for analysis. Words or phrases or events that
appeared to be similar were grouped into the
same category. Data were coded, units and cat-
egories were formed and patterns were identi-
fied. The data were grouped into themes and
sub-themes and coded for easy referencing (Gay
and Airasian 2000: 242). Data were analysed the-
matically (themes that emerged from the respon-
dents responses were used to analyse data.

Ethical Considerations

Permission to carry out the study was re-
ceived from the Provincial Department of Edu-
cation, the Mthatha education district and the
principals of the sampled schools. Participants
consented to participating in the study by com-
pleting an informed consent form. They were
assured of their confidentiality and anonymity.
They were informed that they could withdraw
from the study if they so wished. Fortunately,
no one withdrew from the study.

FINDINGS  AND  DISCUSSION

Findings pertaining to the socio-cultural
background as they affects the learners’ acqui-
sition of reading skills in the Foundation Phase
are presented here.  In the thematic analysis, the
following categories emerged:

Involvement of parents in their children’s
reading
Level of education of parents
Community role in promoting English
reading

Involvements of parents in their
Children’s Reading

When the participants were responding to
the question of how they involve parents in pro-
moting English reading skill, they argued that they
give learners homework and reading books to be
done at home with the assistance of parents.

I used to give learners some work to do at
home, for example, I write down words on the

chalkboard and give learners to read at home
so that their parents should help them at home
(Interviewee 1).

It was discovered that home environment is
not conducive to improving reading performanc-
es of the learners. There is lack of parental in-
volvement in children’s education and that con-
tribute to their inability to develop good reading
skills. This has a negative impact on the learn-
ers’ ability to learn in other subjects.

This paper also reveals that most parents
are unemployed and they live below poverty
line. Due to financial constraints and lack of jobs,
parents do not afford to buy books for their chil-
dren and this adversely affects reading perfor-
mances of learners. It also emerged that learners
do not read at home because there is lack of
books and this promotes reading failure.

This finding is in line with Calteaux (1996)
who asserted that home background of pupils is
very important in promoting reading. Also, Zim-
merman et al. (2009) argument that poor literacy
in South Africa is usually associated with vari-
ous contributory factors which hamper the suc-
cess and development of South African learn-
er’s literacy education especially in the disad-
vantaged areas is confirmed by this finding.

The Level of Education of Parents

Most Foundation Phase learners live with
parents who are generally not educated; hence
parents cannot help learners in reading. Thus
the data reveal that parental involvement is very
low. This was reiterated by one teacher who said:

In my community, most parents are illiter-
ate [and] not every learner [is] assisted at
home. So their reading ability is affected (In-
terviewee 4).

The level of education of parents was found
to be very low and the majority of the parents
are illiterate. It is difficult for them to assist their
children in reading and that could have a bear-
ing on the learners’ performance in reading En-
glish. This paper reveals that most parents were
not educated and that could have an impact on
the learners reading in the First Additional Lan-
guage (FAL). The participants in the paper
pointed out that some parents never went to
school and consequently they could not read
and write and their learners lack reading ability.
 In support of this:



SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTORS IN GRADE 3 ENGLISH READING ACQUISITION 561

Some parents are illiterate; they can’t read;
can’t help learners to read; so those learners
find it difficult to read. It affects their reading
ability (Interviewee 2).

The finding confirms Beard (1994) argument
that “parental involvement in reading had a high-
ly significant effect on children’s attainment of
reading across the whole ability range”. Beard
continues to say parents are teachers at home
whereas teachers are educators at school.

Teachers who participated in the study fur-
ther blamed the parents’ low level of education.
All stated that parents who are less educated
cannot assist their children in reading and this
affects the learners’ level of reading who may as
a result perform low in reading. This finding sup-
ports the view by Bharuthram (2012) that learn-
ers are not reading at the level expected of them
in a specific grade. This also has an effect on
solving problems in reading as stipulated by the
National Education Evaluation and Development
Unit in 2013 that school children are not learn-
ing how to solve problems, or read independent-
ly (Department of Education 2013).

Community Role in Promoting English
Reading

This section presents findings on the role
played by community in promoting English read-
ing. It was discovered that home environment is
not conducive to improving reading perfor-
mance of learners. The majority of participants
disclosed that communities do not take part in
promoting reading skill in that there are no li-
braries in the communities, no debates conduct-
ed, and no drama performed to improve the chil-
dren’s reading skill. This was evident from the
following comment:

There is nothing that the community does
to help learners in promoting reading because
there is a lot of poverty and it affects learners
(Interview 3).

The same participants agreed that there is
no role played by communities in promoting read-
ing ability but it’s only the school that prepares
everything for reading.

There is no role at all and there are no ac-
tivities [done in the community to promote read-
ing] (Interviewee 2).

Du Plessis (2001: 43) states that the commit-
ment of working together will give the learner or
a child a better choice to strike a balance be-

tween reading and leisure time. It is very impor-
tant that the school community, parents, and
other stakeholders work co-operatively on this
problem of reading. The goal is to uplift the sta-
tus of reading skill of the community. For effec-
tive learning to take place, teachers should take
a leading role in creating and maintaining a sup-
portive learning community (Taylor 2002: 179).

CONCLUSION

Irrespective of continuous intervention by
the Department of Education and teachers,
learners still struggle with reading. It was dis-
covered that home environment is not condu-
cive to improve reading performance of learn-
ers for there is lack of resources like reading
books. Due to financial constraints, parents do
not afford to buy books for their children and
this adversely affects the reading performanc-
es of learners. This paper reveals that most
parents are unemployed and they live below
poverty line. It also emerged that learners do
not read at home because there is lack of books,
lighting or places to do their homework and
this hampers the reading performance.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Parents or guardians should frequently visit
school so as to find out about what is expected
of them on how to help their children in reading
activities. The parents should take initiatives of
helping their children with reading activities.
Parents and teachers often live in different so-
cio-economic milieus, therefore; achieving a con-
structive parent-teacher relationship is of para-
mount importance. Also, parental cooperation
can assist teachers in learning more about the
needs of learners and thus, creating purposeful
and effective collaboration between home and
school. Finally, the Department of Basic Educa-
tion should conduct workshops for parents to
equip them with skills to assist learners read at
home.

LIMITATIONS

The study was limited to the four founda-
tion phase teachers in selected schools of the
Mthatha education district. Not all grade 3 teach-
ers were used and as a result findings presented
in this paper cannot be generalised.
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FUTURE  STUDIES

Future studies that could investigate other
aspects of reading within the same grade are
suggested. These would be comparative stud-
ies that might expose other problematic areas. It
would also be of benefit to have studies con-
ducted in grade 2 as it is the one in which learn-
ers are prepared for grade 3.   A study focusing
on parents and their role in assisting their chil-
dren would be beneficial. Finally, similar studies
could be carried in other districts of the Eastern
Cape as well as other provinces of South Africa.
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