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Abstract
Recent literacy results show that only 44% of all Grade 3 learners in the Stellenbosch
district, and just over 50% of all Grade 3 learners in the Western Cape, performed at an
appropriate level (WCED, 2009c). According to education specialists, the problem starts in
the Foundation Phase, during which learners fail to acquire the basic skills in literacy
(Heugh, pers. comm.; Webb, pers. comm.). This article reflects on how a previously
disadvantaged school turned around its performance in literacy by changing both its style
and attitude towards teaching reading, after the circuit manager concerned decided to
intervene at the school. In this article, I will argue that low levels of literacy call for a
change of attitude and strategy, and the execution thereof, which should reach deep into the
instructional practices of reading teachers,1 who tend, it is believed, to rely mainly on their
use of the traditional approach. This approach suggests that learners are passive decoders of
graphic-phonetic systems, and that they need to learn letters (sounds) first, before they can
read words (Alderson, 2000). As opposed to the traditional bottom-up or top-down
approaches, an interactive approach is recommended. The framework for the teaching and
assessment of Grade 3 learners at Raithby Primary, in terms of the interactive approach
over a period of three years, is described. The literacy results obtained by the learners over
this period show that, with the interactive approach, the reading ability of learners could
improve, provided that the teachers adopt a positive attitude towards the teaching of
reading.

Introduction
In order for our young learners to compete in the global knowledge economy,
we need to ensure that they have the best grounding in literacy possible. The
MEC for Education in the Western Cape, Donald Grant, confirms this
statement: “Ensuring the requisite competency in reading and writing for our
learners is a key priority for our country and equipping our learners with skills
required to be literate is non-negotiable” (WCED, 2009a). Unfortunately,
numerous studies over the years have shown that South Africa’s learners are
falling behind international standards, with the Western Cape being no

1

The term teacher is preferred throughout the article, in preference to educator.
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exception to the general downturn (WCED, 2009c). Currently, too many of
our learners are being pushed through the system, despite being unable to
master literacy skills. Unable to cope at higher levels as a result, many of these
learners either drop out of school, or fail to pass Grade 12. We therefore need
to ensure that learners are properly equipped to meet the challenges of the
latter stages of their schooling from the beginning of their school careers. The
mastering of reading and writing skills is critical to the entire process. The
problem of the poor literacy levels attained is next discussed in detail.

Problem statement

Poor literacy levels are not a problem that is limited to South Africa.
According to Lenski (2008, p.39): “The majority of the USA’s middle school
students cannot read at the proficient level and up to 71% of eighth-grade
students may be considered struggling readers.” In the current article the focus
is on South Africa, and particularly on Raithby Primary School. Results show
that South African learners consistently underperform and are not only
regarded as among the weakest in the world, but also among the weakest in
Africa. According to Bloch (2009, p.12), 60% to 80% of South African
schools are dysfunctional: “They produce barely literate and numerate learners
and [I] believe the country is headed for a national education crisis.” Experts
argue that the problem starts in the Foundation Phase, during which many
learners are failing to acquire the requisite basic skills in literacy (Heugh, pers.
comm.; Jansen, 2009; Ramphele, 2008; Webb, pers. comm).

Background to the intervention

Since 2002, the Western Cape Education Department (WCED) has spent a
significant amount of its budget on improving literacy levels in schools. It has
become evident (WCED, 2009a) that too few of the Western Cape’s learners
have been attaining the benchmarked literacy levels. As a result, the WCED
launched the first provincial study of Grade 3 literacy skills in 2002. The study
revealed that only 32% of Grade 3 learners were reading at the prescribed
level (WCED, 2004).
Such a finding resulted in the Department initiating a number of interventions
aimed at improving the levels of literacy in some of our schools. The results of
the interventions have shown that we are making significant progress in
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teaching literacy skills, with the pass rate for literacy in Grade 3 having
improved by 17.8% since testing first started in 2002: 39.5% in 2004, 47.7%
in 2006 and 53.5% in 2008 (WCED, 2009a).
Prior to the launching of such initiatives, Raithby Primary School consistently
recorded poor literacy results. In 2002, the Grade 3 learners scored the lowest
mark (0%) in the Stellenbosch district; by 2004 their mark had improved, but
only to 15% (WCED, 2004). Fearn and Farnan (2008) were convinced that, if
an appropriate solution were not found, it would lead to increased levels of
underachievement. However, both Peer and Reid (2001) and Townend and
Turner (2000) pointed out that, although the problem would not disappear
overnight, there could be a marked improvement in reading if the necessary
assistance were provided.
At the time of the intervention, I was the circuit manager responsible for
Raithby Primary School. After I had conducted intense discussions with the
staff at the school, as well as with the WCED, a decision was taken to
intervene. The vehicle chosen for the intervention was the interactive approach
of teaching reading. The adoption of such an interactive approach towards
dealing with reading problems and/or illiteracy has been advocated in the
literature for more than two decades (Carrell, 1988).
The current article can, therefore, be viewed as a report on such an
intervention, rather than as research per se, and will, therefore, not include the
description of a research design or methodology. The article rather aims to
point out to teachers, and, more specifically, to teachers at Raithby Primary
why the traditional method of teaching reading ! which I shall discuss later in
the current article ! did not achieve the desired results.

Scope of intervention

The approach followed by teachers when teaching reading is under scrutiny –
in my view, this is one of the fundamental reasons for the large number of
struggling readers 2 in the Foundation Phase (Grades 1 to 3). First, some key
terms in the current study will be explained, followed by a discussion of the
traditional method of teaching reading, according to the bottom-up and the
top-down approaches. An overview of the interactive approach as an

2

The term struggling reader is defined fully in the next section.
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alternative method of instruction follows. Secondly, the intervention
conducted, and examples of teaching reading activities taught, at Raithby
Primary School will be discussed. The test conducted to determine the success
of the intervention will then be described. Finally, I will discusses the results
of, and present some concluding remarks about, the study.

Method

The current article investigates South Africa’s poor literacy rate by means,
firstly, of a literature review (Denscombe, 1998; Mouton, 2001), and,
secondly, by a research intervention. Even a critical review of the literature
concerned requires the support of an empirical study to test our new insights
(Mouton, 2001).

Literature review
Mouton (2001) states that a comprehensive and well-integrated literature
review is essential to any study. Such a review provides you with a good
understanding of the issues and debates in the area in which you are working,
as well as an understanding of current theoretical thinking and definitions,
along with a description of previous studies and their results. According to
Mertens (1998), a literature review can also be used to study previously
produced literature about a topic. In the current case, such a review can also
provide a theoretical framework for the teaching of reading and the nature of
reading problems. Mouton (2001) warns against the limitations of a literature
review, stating that, at best, a literature review can only summarise and
organise the existing scholarship, so that we still need to undertake an
empirical study to test our new insights into the identified problem.

Definitions

As the terms reading and literacy are key terms in the present study, I shall
define them in this section of the article.
According to Alderson (2000), reading refers to the meaning that a reader
both derives from, and contributes to, a text. Experts (Alexander, 1997;
Heugh, 2006) agree that poor reading skills lead to the weakening of academic
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performance, thereby hindering a learner’s overall development. Such weak
performance often leads to the adoption of a negative attitude towards reading,
which manifests itself in such emotionally unsound responses as a fear of, and
shyness towards reading, as well as to general feelings of frustration and a
poor self-image.
The WCED’s strategy with regard to literacy rests on the assumption that
explicit teaching of phonics will take place (Le Cordeur, 2004, p.234)
embedded in a “whole language” approach, in terms of which the making of
meaning is stressed. The constructivist approach is applied, with both reading
and writing being considered critical co-components of development (WCED,
2006). Within the framework of the current study, we will regard literacy as
the ability to read, write and spell accurately. Nathanson (2009) points out
that, although the same teacher usually teaches both reading and writing skills,
teachers rarely make the appropriate connection between the two. However,
according to Manyike and Lemmer (2010), reading and writing are
independent skills, with effective literacy development being dependent on the
interconnection between the two. It is also true that, within the wider
community, literacy skills are largely judged by a person’s ability to spell
correctly (Van Staden, 2010).
In a previous section of the current article, I showed that the learners at
Raithby had struggled to master reading skills over a long period of time,
which led to the result of 0% for literacy in 2002. Although those children
who enter Grade 1 and who have not yet learned to read cannot be classified
as struggling readers, it is clear from the above-mentioned results that the
problem was not just confined to the Foundation Phase. The present study
aims to inform teachers about the characteristics of struggling readers, in order
that they might be alerted to the need to provide timely support. I will now
discuss some of the characteristics of a struggling reader.

The struggling reader

Researchers (see Caskey, 2008; Lenski, 2008) view struggling readers as
learners who experience difficulties reading at school. Lenski (2008, p.38)
defines the term struggling reader “as learners who have experienced
difficulty with school based reading”. Caskey (2008, p. 170) concurs with the
above: “[T]hey are often stigmatised as learners who grapple unsuccessfully
with written text”. Peer and Reid (2001) point out that learners who struggle to
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read often develop a poor self-image and subsequently fabricate excuses as to
why they should not read. If such readers continue to fail in their efforts to
read successfully, they will often blame their poor reading on a particular
disability, instead of realising that reading is merely a skill which they can still
acquire. Burns, Roe and Ross (1999) state that those who struggle to learn to
read often exhibit behaviour-related reading problems, such as visual
disorders, poor spelling, poor verbal abilities, poor reading comprehension and
reading speed, listening problems, poor handwriting, and the inability to make
notes. Experiencing such problems often leads to the adoption of a negative
attitude towards reading, which manifests itself in emotional responses, such
as fear of reading, shyness about reading, frustration, embarrassment, and a
low self-image. Teachers must equip themselves to identify learners with
reading problems as soon as possible, so that they can provide the necessary
assistance (Townend and Turner, 2000).

The process of teaching reading skills

The aim of teaching reading skills is to create suitable and sufficient
opportunities that allow the learner to learn to read. With the necessary
assistance and effective reading strategies, struggling readers can read
effectively, provided that they are given specific guidance. Walker (2000)
believes that a reading programme should complement the rest of the activities
in the classroom. For her, the teaching of the reading process is the sum of the
text being read, the reader, the teaching reading technique, and the
reinforcement task that has to be performed. The ideal situation would consist
of a specially trained teacher presenting a specific literacy programme to such
learners. Before I present my discussion of the interactive literacy programme,
I will first discuss the traditional approaches which are adopted towards the
teaching of reading.

Approaches to the teaching of reading

According to Alderson (2000), two methods of processing information when
teaching reading are important within the traditional approach. Bottom-up
processing is activated by incoming data that enter the system at ground level.
Top-down processing suggests that language consists of systems that are
integrated and interdependent on one another.
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The bottom-up approach
According to Carrell (1988), the bottom-up approach is a systemic model that
uses the written word as point of departure. Firstly, the graphic stimuli
(letters/sounds) must be deciphered. Secondly, the deciphered stimuli are
decoded as sounds, which are then joined or recognised as words, with
meaning then being shaped accordingly. Each component involves subprocesses that occur independently of one another, but which build on one
another. Such an approach has long been associated with the phonetic
approach to teaching reading, which requires that learners first learn the
sounds of the letters before they read words. According to this traditional
view, readers are passive decoders of graphic!phonemic!syntactic!semantic
systems. Carrell (1988) emphasises two aspects of the bottom-up approach
that can be used during teaching to improve reading: grammar and vocabulary.
Research has shown that an in-depth knowledge of grammar can significantly
contribute to the development of reading. Carrell (1988) states that beginner
readers experience difficulty in abstracting the core meaning of sentences and
paragraphs if they have not been taught the basics of grammar. According to
her, vocabulary building during the teaching of reading skills should receive
much more attention than it currently does.

The top-down approach
The top-down approach defines language as integrated and interdependent
systems. The reading activity is a holistic process that cannot be subdivided
without disrupting the process. The top-down approach emphasises the
importance of the reader’s contribution to the text. Reading is regarded as a
psycholinguistic guessing game, during which readers guess or predict the
meaning of the text on the basis of minimal information, using existing
activated knowledge to explain it (Alderson, 2000).
Accordingly, the readers’ experience of the reading process, their knowledge
of the content, the structure and the grammar of the language, as well as of
specific types of text, and both their general and their specific knowledge of
the topic are all involved in the reading process. Top-down processing is,
therefore, also known as concept-driven processing (Carrell, 1988). If learners
rely too much on concept-driven (or top-down) processing, they are inclined
to make semantic reading errors. Their answers to questions that they are
asked about their reading are often proof of superficial reading. Although such
learners might have a sketchy idea of what a text that they read is about, their
skills are insufficient to conduct a thorough reading, as is required in the case
of comprehension tests (Taylor, Pearson, Harris and Garcia., 1995).
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The interactive approach
In the previous sections, details of the bottom-up and top-down approaches
were given. The limitations of both approaches were indicated. Neither the
bottom-up, nor the top-down, approach is an adequate characterisation of the
reading process. As reading is a holistic process, it cannot be divided into
subsections without disrupting the process, Alderson (2000) suggests that an
interactive approach to the teaching of reading should produce the best results.
Teaching must emphasise the interactive (whole-language) approach, as the
whole, the paragraph and the sentence are as important as are the separate
parts. Good teaching leads the struggling reader from the whole to the parts,
and then back to the whole (Dechant, 1994; Hiebert, 2006; Le Cordeur, 2004;
Taylor et al., 1995). Dechant (1994) emphasises the role of the reader in the
approach, because the reader has so much to contribute towards the reading
process. The reader must interact with the text, and be taught to do so.
Meaning comes from diverse sources, and any source may, at any given time,
be responsible for transferring meaning. Information from one source often
relies on the information from another source, with the reader creating
meaning through the selective use of information from all available resources
(Alderson, 2000).
Supporters of the interactive model, such as Eskey (1988), claim that readers
process words and letters while they are formulating hypotheses about the
possible meaning of the text. One of the reasons why the interactive model is
recommended so widely is because it moves away from the idea that reading
follows either a top-down, or a bottom-up, approach. The top-down approach
emphasises high cognitive skills, such as forecasting and background
knowledge of the text, whereas the bottom-up approach focuses on the
decoding of language. The balance between the two approaches is restored by
the interactive model (Taylor et al., 1995). According to Carrell (1988, p.89),
“[g]ood reading is a more language-structured affair than a guessing-game”.
Readers with different backgrounds who experience diverse emotions will
tend to form different meanings from the same text. The more meaningful an
association is for the learner, the quicker that learner will learn it, and the
sooner a lasting association will be made with it, thus leading to better reading
comprehension (Alderson, 2000; Carrell, 1988).
Therefore, it makes sense that struggling readers should improve both their
bottom-up word recognition skills and their top-down interpretation strategies.
The one approach must not be seen as a substitute for the other; rather, they
complement each other, because, as Eskey (1988, p.95) quite rightly remarks,
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“[g]ood reading – that is fluent and accurate reading – can result only from a
constant interaction between these processes”. It is clear, therefore, that
teachers should use a combination of bottom-up and top-down strategies to
teach reading.
The interactive strategies implemented at Raithby Primary during the
intervention will now be discussed according to three indicators of progress in
reading skills, namely reading fluency, reading comprehension and reading
attitude.

Reading fluency
Researchers (Fawcett and Rasinski, 2008; Juel and Minden-Cupp, 2000;
Nunes (Ed.), 1999; Stanovich, 2000; Walker, 2000) point out that learners are
expected to acquire a vocabulary of more than 80 000 words very early in their
life. Teaching vocabulary is, therefore, very important, notably for those
learners who come from such historically disadvantaged backgrounds as
Raithby Primary. Those learners who learn to read early (in Grade 1) come to
read considerably better than do others. The former do not struggle with the
decoding of words, their general knowledge is broadened, and their word
recognition skills are expanded. According to Fawcett and Rasinski (2008),
the skill to recognise words is central in the reading process. Thus, the learners
at Raithby Primary were taught to read single words using visual leads,
phonics and sight words; to read single sentences using word recognition
strategies; to read new text with the help of predicting, phonics and visual
aids; and to read single sentences without visual leads by using such word
recognition strategies as those mentioned above.

Reading comprehension
Various researchers (see Caskey, 2008; Snow, 2000; Taylor et al., 1995) hold
the view that reading teaching that aims to advance the struggling reader’s
reading comprehension must emphasise meaning as the objective of reading.
Therefore, in order to improve the learners’ reading comprehension, they were
taught such strategies as making prior acquaintance, summarising and selfquestioning, as such strategies would promote their comprehension of the
content of a text. Learners were also taught to monitor their comprehension
while reading; to answer questions by using retrospection, a self-monitoring
list and question-and-answer methods; and to use such general reading
comprehension strategies as forming images while reading, reverse
questioning, and compiling a story map while reading. They were also taught
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to ask questions during or after a reading activity, as well as to conduct selfquestioning about the activity, so that they can have enough recovery
strategies to improve their comprehension.

Reading attitude
Attitude suggests a lasting acquired tendency to react either positively or
negatively to certain matters, such as reading, in a certain way. Affect, such as
mood and emotion, sometimes forms part of motivation and attitude.
According to Hugo (2001), both affective and cognitive components are
involved in the reading process. The functioning of one’s cognitive domain is
strongly influenced by the affective domain. The question arises as to whether
attention is paid to the development of the affective or the emotional domain
of learners during teaching. According to Alexander and Heathington (1988,
as supported by Coleman, 1998), over-much emphasis is placed on the
cognitive domain, at the expense of the affective. Such an emphasis is out of
place, because affective factors are dynamically involved during the reading
process. If teachers were to guide learners to experience reading positively, the
latter would come to approach the decision to read with greater perseverance
than they might otherwise have. Other factors that play an important role in
the reading process are self-motivation, interest in a topic, and mental
motivation, such as curiosity. If learners themselves were to choose their own
reading matter, they would tend to exert greater effort in understanding the
text concerned than they would if the matter were chosen for them (Le
Cordeur, 2004).

Intervention
First, I will describe the site, the population and the socio-economic
environment in which the study took place, in order to give some background
to why the learners concerned obtained the lowest mark (0%) for literacy in
2002 in the Stellenbosch district.

The site and the population

Raithby Primary School is situated on the R45 between Stellenbosch and
Somerset West. The school was founded in 1846 by the Methodist Church of
South Africa, and is still located alongside the church on grounds which were
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donated to the school by the church. According to the WCED’s poverty index,
this predominantly rural school is classified as a quintile 2 schoolA which, on a
scale of one to four, defines the school as poor (WCED, 2009b). The school
population comprises learners who come from families with a low socioeconomic status within the larger community of the Stellenbosch district in the
Western Cape. The medium of instruction at this school is Afrikaans, with
99% of the learners having Afrikaans as their mother tongue, and English
being taught as the first additional language.

The demographics of the learners

At the time of the study, 131 learners, the majority of whom could be
classified as coloured people,B were enrolled at the school, which provided
instruction from Grade 1 to Grade 7. It is important to note that, at the time at
which the study was conducted, the school had only one class per grade,
which, in the case of Grades 2 and 3, was a multi-grade class, meaning that the
two grades concerned were taught in the same class by the same teacher.
Learners in Grade 1 were taught by Ms C. Anthony, with those who were in
Grades 2 or 3 being taught by Ms E. Abrahams. Of the learners, 18 were
enrolled for Grade 2 and another 18 for Grade 3 in 2008. Only one learner did
not come from a poor background, with all the others concerned living on the
surrounding wine farms, with few or no resources for assisting their reading.
The only learner who came from a middle-class background was the child of a
teacher. Many of the children came to school hungry, though the WCED’s
Feeding Scheme provided at least one meal per day to each learner. During an
interview with the principal, he mentioned that as many as 80% of the learners
were the children of single parents who nearly all had to work on the wine
farms as labourers and who were largely illiterate. Only two of the learners
had attended pre-school at the church (Olivier, pers. comm.). In the light of the
above-mentioned facts, it is understandable why many of the learners were
struggling to learn to read, and why, according to the principal, it had taken
Ms Anthony six months to teach them even the basic alphabet.

Sample

A purposive sampling design was applied in the current study (Mouton, 2001),
in which all the learners in Grade 1 in 2006 participated. The learners
concerned were envisaged as being in Grade 3 in 2008, when the next WCED
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Grade 3 assessment tests would take place (WCED, 2008). The advantage of
using purposive sampling is that it allows the researcher to focus on certain
participants (in the present case, learners) who are likely to possess certain
knowledge that is critical to the research undertaken (Denscombe, 1998). Of
the 18 learners in Grade 1, 12 were boys and 6 girls. Only one learner did not
have Afrikaans as the mother tongue, with the exception being a Xhosa boy,
who stayed with his grandparents because his parents were still living in the
Transkei. Since the boy concerned attended the school from Grade 1, he had a
very good understanding of Afrikaans by the time that the test was conducted
in 2008. One could argue, therefore, that language was not a barrier during the
intervention.

The demographics of the teachers

At the time of the study, Raithby Primary School had six teachers, including
the principal, who taught Grade 4. Apart from Ms E. Abrahams who, as
mentioned before, taught both Grades 2 and 3, each teacher was responsible
for teaching one grade. All the teachers had Afrikaans as their mother tongue,
which played a pivotal role in the success of the intervention, as it meant the
absence of any language barrier. During the three-year intervention period,
there was no staff turnover. What is even more significant is that not one
teacher was absent during the intervention, proving how committed the
teachers concerned were to enhancing the school’s literacy profile. Though all
the teachers were adequately qualified to teach their respective grades, from
the start of the intervention some of them, including Ms Abrahams, decided to
further their studies. Despite already being in possession of a teaching
diploma, Ms Abrahams improved her qualifications by studying for a BEd
degree (Foundation Phase) at a university of technology in order to improve
her ability to teach literacy. Concerns have been raised about the teachers’
own levels of literacy, with the question being raised of whether they could
understand and apply reading strategies. However, over the course of the
three-year interventions it became clear that the problem did not lie with the
amount of knowledge possessed by the teachers themselves, but more with
their approach and attitude towards the teaching of reading skills. The teachers
received relevant training, which enabled them to apply their own knowledge
in such a way that they understood how to teach reading, especially in terms of
the interactive approach, and how to improve their own teaching
methodology. The teachers’ attitude towards their work has significantly
improved, which has led to the improvement of their learners’ level of literacy.
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The teachers’ commitment and enthusiasm were also seen during the fiveweek long World Cup soccer tournament, during which, despite it being a
holiday, they voluntarily stayed at work for two more weeks (without extra
remuneration), so that they could provide a meal for the learners who were in
desperate need of such sustenance.

Background to the intervention

In 2002, the school’s literacy results were met with disbelief and severe
disappointment. The staff had to deal with the stigma of their school being
awarded the worst results in literacy in the local circuit. In addition, the results
of 2004, released in 2005, showed scarcely any improvement, with only 15%
of the Grade 3 learners and 11% of the Grade 6 learners performing at the
accepted level. As circuit manager, in 2005 I subsequently convened a
meeting with all the relevant stakeholders: the staff, the principal, the
governing body, and the circuit team (the composition of which I shall
describe in the next section). The general feeling was that an intervention that
would improve the levels of literacy at Raithby was urgently called for.
Nature of the intervention

The resultant intervention covered the following aspects:
!

!

The staff received training in capacity-building, as the adoption of a
positive attitude towards the intervention was considered essential to the
success of the intervention.
The parents were made co-responsible for the day-to-day management of
the school, in terms of which they accepted certain responsibilities, such
as ensuring that their children regularly attended school.

!

The teachers received intensive in-service training from the departmental
officials involved (see the details pertaining to the circuit team in the
next section).

!

All parties consented to signing an agreement of commitment.

!

The intervention started with the beginning of the school year in January
2006, from which time the new Grade 1 learners were taught literacy by
means of the interactive approach.
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The composition of the circuit team

The circuit team that agreed to be part of the intervention consisted of the
officials described below:
!

The circuit manager accepted overall responsibility for the intervention.
His suitability for the role was due to him having a good working
relationship with both the school staff and the rest of the team, as well as
him himself having previously conducted research into literacy.

!

The subject advisor for literacy had 14 years experience of working in
the circuit, and was, at the time of the intervention, studying for her BEd
Honours degree. Her role in the intervention was to develop and provide
the necessary learning support material concerning the interactive way of
teaching reading.

!

The school was allocated a qualified learning support teacher at the start
of the intervention in 2006. Her responsibility was to form small groups
of those learners who could be seen to be falling behind, so that she
could give them individual attention.

!

After having attended the above-mentioned in-service training, the
teacher concerned was better equipped to teach literacy. Her positive
attitude, which was reinforced by the presence of her own child in her
class, helped to set the scene for a successful intervention. (Her studies
were already mentioned earlier.)

The test

The test to which reference is made in the current study was conducted in
October and November of 2008, and was aimed at investigating the literacy
levels of all Grade 3 learners in the province. Such a test is conducted on a
biennial basis, with the 2008 test forming part of the fourth round of testing
since 2002. It should be noted that the tests concerned are WCED assessment
tests, and are NOT the systemic evaluation tests of the national Department of
Education. The intention of the Grade 3 assessment is to measure the
performance of, and to track the progress made by, learners towards
achievement in literacy (WCED, 2008).
As with the previous assessment in 2006, the entire cohort of Grade 3 learners
was tested in 2008. The test was administered by the WCED C and was based
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on the standards set out in the WCED’s Benchmarks for Literacy and
Numeracy and the National Curriculum Statement (NCS), which meant that
the assessment was suited to the linguistic and cultural diversity reflected in a
South African classroom. The application of such a test also implied that the
teacher concerned had to be retrained to teach literacy according to the
Revised National Curriculum Statement (RNCS) (WCED, 2008). The learners
sat for the 120-minute long test on 14 October 2008, with officials of the Joint
Education Board (JET) acting as invigilators. No other adult was allowed in
the test venue. The test was applied in order to ascertain the learners’ ability to
read, write and spell (WCED, 2008).

The rationale behind using benchmarks during the test
The benchmarks in literacy for Grade 3, which articulate nationally agreed
minimum acceptable standards in literacy, form part of a national literacy plan
agreed to by the National Department of Education and all nine provincial
departments. The benchmarks reflect the minimum acceptable level of
essential elements of literacy. The setting of such benchmarks was facilitated
by referring to empirical data that the WCED had obtained in previous tests.
Similar work from overseas was also consulted. While the benchmarks
represent minimum acceptable standards, the schools concerned must strive to
develop the full talents and capacities of all learners concerned. Data are
reported by the WCED to the wider community in relation to the achievement
or non-achievement of such benchmarks (WCED, 2009d). The three parts of
the test are described below.

Part One: Reading (Comprehension)
As Afrikaans was the language of learning and teaching at the school being
investigated, the learners were given an Afrikaans story to read. The story was
about a baby turtle trying to reach the sea. After reading the story, learners
were expected to answer the questions independently. They were given 40
minutes for the task. The story and questions allowed for the application of the
following benchmarks:
!

illustrations that clarify meaning, with words that were new and strange
being supported by the illustrations;

!

very little vocabulary that is likely to be inaccessible, with words that
tend to be difficult for a Grade 3 learner to understand being clarified by
illustrations or the text;
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!

predictable text structure, with an orientation including characters and a
setting in place and time, with a complication (trying to get back to the
sea) and a resolution (reaching the sea) typical of narratives;

!

predictable sentence structure in statements, questions and commands;
and

!

compound and complex sentences of two to three clauses, containing
prepositional and adverbial phrases.

Part Two: Writing
For the second part of the test, the learners were asked to write an adventure
story about a legendary creature. They were given some pictures, including
one of a huge creature called ‘Big Foot’ (Grootvoete), and one sentence,
giving some details about each creature (for Big Foot the sentence was:
‘Everyone knows that I can make myself invisible, but I have other secret
powers too’ (Almal weet ek is onoorwinlik, maar ek het ander kragte ook.)
The instructions were read aloud to the learners by the teacher. The learners
were then asked whether they understood what to do, and reminded that they
had to choose only one creature for their adventure. The learners had 40
minutes in which to complete the task. Some of the benchmarks that were
addressed in the test were the following:
!

the composition of a simple story by the learner, with the story making
sense to the reader and showing a basic understanding of the writing
task;

!

the incorporation in the text of subject matter that was related to the task
and topic, briefly expressed and organised according to some of the basic
structural elements of the story;

!

textual subject matter showing a basic understanding of the task, and
evidence of some gaps in story logic;

!

use of the following textual features appropriate to the text type and task:
–
–
–

simple statements in the form of sentences in grammatically correct
word order;
some compound sentences, combining clauses with ‘and’;
some complex sentences in reported and direct speech;
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phrases and words to locate events in place and time, such as ‘in the
mountains’, and to specify means, such as ‘with a message’, with
such phrases and words sometimes being used at the beginning of
sentences, such as ‘Once upon a time. . .’ or ‘One day. . .’;
vocabulary appropriate to the subject matter of the text; and
capital letters at the beginning of sentences and for names, and full
stops at the end of sentences over 80% of the time

Part Three: Spelling
In the final part of the test, the learners were asked to write another adventure
story about a legendary creature. They were given some pictures, including
one of an eagle, with one or two sentences giving some details about each
creature (for the eagle the sentences were: ‘I am so huge that I could block out
the sun with my wings. I also like to eat naughty kids’). The instructions were
read aloud by the invigilator. The learners were then asked whether they
understood what to do, and reminded that they had to choose only one creature
for their adventure.
Some of the benchmarks that were addressed in this sample were that the
learner accurately spelt the following:
!
!
!

frequently used and readily recognised words;
some words of two syllables with common spelling patterns; and
one-syllable words with common spelling patterns.

Attention was also paid to whether the learner attempted to spell accurately a
relatively wide range of words, and what type of errors were made in the
spelling of such words (WCED, 2009d).
The learners were given 40 minutes in which to complete the task. On
completion, the tasks were collected by the invigilator and marked by the JET.

Limitations of the test
The above-mentioned test had some limitations. In speaking to the teacher, as
well as to other teachers and principals in the circuit, much dissatisfaction was
expressed about the learners having to write all three parts of the test without a
break in between. In addition, the test was very long, taking into account that
the learners were only in Grade 3 and between 8 and 9-years-old. Furthermore,
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the test was written directly after the learners had to complete another twohour test of numeracy. Concerns were expressed that the learners had become
tired, which had led to a drop in their concentration and, consequently, a drop
in the standard of their performance (Abrahams, pers. comm.).
In the next section, I shall describe the outcomes of the test and the results
which were obtained by the Grade 3 learners of Raithby Primary School.

Test outcomes

After three years of being taught reading and literacy skills the interactive
way, the class of Grade 3 learners was subjected to the systemic assessment
test of 2008. The results of the WCED assessment test for Grade 3 were
published on 6 March 2009. On the question of whether the interventions had
been successful, Donald Grant, the MEC for Education in the Western Cape at
the time, reacted as follows: “The results of these interventions have shown
that we are making significant progress in literacy” (WCED, 2009c). The
report on the degree of literacy which was obtained by the Grade 3 class of
Raithby Primary in 2008 is set out in the following tables (see the certified
copies, Annexure A). Table 1 indicates an 81.2% increase since 2006, and a
100% increase since 2002, which is described by the WCED (2009c) as being
a substantial improvement over their previous performance.

Table 1:

Assessment results of Raithby Primary in literacy: 2002–2008

Assessment
Literacy

2002
(% )

2004
(% )

2006
(% )

2008
(% )

Difference between
2006 and 2008

0.0

15.0

18.8

100.0

81.2

Result
Substantial
improvement

Table 2 provides an overall view of the literacy results attained by the learners
at Raithby Primary School, with comparable percentages for circuit, education
district (ED), and province. The NCS assessment standards were used for the
assessment, with 50% considered the required attainment standard (pass
percentage) for learners. The assessment test consisted of literacy-related
questions directed at grade levels 1 to 3.
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Percentage of learners achieving at grade level for literacy

Literacy

Grade 1

Grade 2

Grade 3

Ave. mark
(% )

Ave. pass
(% )

Ave. mark
(% )

Ave. pass
(% )

Ave. mark
(% )

Ave. pass
(% )

Raithby

98.8

100.0

92.3

100.0

74.0

100.0

Circuit 1

94.4

98.7

78.1

91.8

49.9

51.9

ED: Cape
Winelands

92.6

97.2

74.1

88.0

43.7

44.0

Western Cape
province

93.4

97.5

75.1

87.6

50.4

53.5

Table 3 is based on the categorisation of each question in the literacy test in
terms of knowledge and skill. The table reflects the average and pass
percentage obtained per grade at Raithby Primary School for literacy.
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Table 3:

Skill

Percentage of learners passing literacy knowledge/skill items per
grade level
LO

Assessment
Standard

Assessment
items

Performance
Grade 1
Ave.
mark
(%)

Ave.
pass
(%)

98.8

100

Grade 2
Ave.
mark
(%)

Reading
single
words

3

- Uses visual
cues to make
meaning
- Uses knowledge of
phonics and
sight words

Choose one of
four pictures to
match given
word

Reading
single
sentences
with
visual
cues

3

Uses word
recognition
strategies to
read
unfamiliar
texts
(phonics,
contextual
cues,
predicting)

Short sentence
with missing
word, and a
choice of four
words to
complete the
sentence

97.1

6

W orks with
sentences

3

Uses word
recognition
strategies to
read
unfamiliar
texts
(phonics,
contextual
cues,
predicting)

Short sentence
with missing
word, and a
choice of four
words to
complete the
sentence

87.5

6

W orks with
sentences

Reading
single
sentences
with
visual
cues

Ave.
pass
(%)

100

98.9

Grade 3
Ave.
mark
(%)

Ave.
pass
%
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Comprehension,
based on
mind map
text

3

- Uses word
recognition
strategies to
read unfamiliar texts
- Makes
meaning of
written text
• Reads a
variety of
texts
• Reads
graphical
texts, such
as maps
and flow
diagrams

5

- Processes
information
in different
ways: mind
maps, tables,
charts, etc.
- Picks out
selected
information
from a text
and processes
it

Mind map with
pictures for
visual cues

85.9
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100

Key: LO = Learning Outcome
1 = Listening; 2 = Talk; 3 = Reading; 4 = Writing; 5 = Thinking and reasoning; 6 = Grammar

Discussion of the results
By comparing the literacy results attained by the Grade 3 learners with the
scores obtained by the same grade in previous years at Raithby Primary, one
can conclude that it is possible that the implementation of the interactive
approach of teaching reading made a difference in the level of literacy attained
at the school. Such a conclusion concurs with the findings of the literature
study, in which evidence was found that application of the interactive
approach tends to produce outstanding results. However, learning to read is a
complex process, as classrooms are complex environments, with learner
success depending on multiple interweaving factors. Therefore, it would be
presumptuous to say that the adoption of a different teaching approach was
alone responsible for the improvement obtained. Many factors that impact on
classroom teaching might have contributed to the improvement, some of
which I shall now explain.
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Positive factors
A few factors played a pivotal role in ensuring the successful course of the
intervention that led to obtaining the 100% result attained. One positive factor
was that Ms Abrahams taught the same class in both Grades 2 and 3, which
led to the development of a special bond between the teacher and learners
concerned. The role of the principal in the intervention should also be
acknowledged, as he remained positive, and inspired his staff to do the same,
throughout the exercise. The circuit manager also played a key role in the
intervention, as, having studied literacy, he expressed a keen interest in the
intervention, and regularly monitored the process during his normal visits to
the school. In no way did such monitoring entail the policing of demotivated
teachers, because their commitment to the intervention was indubitable, as has
already been indicated.

Closing remarks
This study reflected on the low literacy rate of South African learners and
pointed out some of its possible causes. The study scrutinised various
approaches to teaching reading, and concluded that teaching reading in our
schools does not meet expectations, as the way in which teachers teach
reading tends to impact negatively on learners’ literacy levels. Teachers are
used to the traditional approaches to teaching reading, which often only entail
the decoding of sounds. Different teaching approaches that can improve
literacy and comprehension skills are seldom explored. Teachers make little
effort to encourage a positive attitude towards reading among learners, which
might make a sustained difference in the lives of struggling readers. However,
I must caution that the lessons learned from a single case at one school cannot
be regarded as the answer to all the literacy problems in South Africa. What
makes this study relevant to the South African context is that the research was
conducted in the field over many years, and the relevance of the resources
consulted and the results obtained from the intervention described suggest
that, with using the interactive approach and by adopting the right attitude to
such teaching, teachers can improve the literacy level of most struggling
readers.
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Endnotes
A

The scale concerned rates a school as 1 = very poor, 2 = poor, 3 = average, or 4 = wealthy.
B

The term ‘coloured’ is used only to refer to previously disadvantaged people, and must by no
means be seen as the author’s condoning of a system that labeled people on racial grounds .
C

The test was administered by the WCED under the supervision of Dr R.S. Cornelissen
(telephone 021 467 2286 or email rcornelissen@pgwc.gov.za).
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