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Introduction
Studies have shown that in most African countries, learners’ performance in literacy in English in 
the foundation phase remains poor regardless of efforts to mitigate the situation. A critical view is 
that developing strong literacy in the foundation phase equips the individual child for continuous 
learning (Lesaux 2013:3). In the long term, early development of literacy also plays its part in 
revitalising the economy and containing the scourge of unemployment; it further combats poverty, 
improves health and promotes social development (Chowdhury 1995). Researchers affirm the 
view that exposure to an early childhood programme boosts the cognitive and social development 
of a learner, attributes that are needed for successful schooling (Barnett 2011; Castro et al. 2011). 
However, in Swaziland – henceforth Eswatini, this is not happening on the ground, as a large 
number of preschool-age children continue to begin the first grade at school without this essential 
early childhood education experience. The effect of lack of early childhood education in Eswatini 
is evident through the high number of learners who continue to perform poorly in English literacy 
in the foundation phase, repeating foundation phase classes, especially Grade 1. The high 
repetition rate results in some learners dropping out of school without having mastered basic 
literacy in the English language, thereby exacerbating the gap between literate and illiterate youth 
in the region (Ndaruhutse 2008). Similarly, Eswatini is plagued with persistent high failure rates 
in Grade 1. As a consequence, learners drop out of school without basic literacy.

National reports show that the government of Eswatini has made education its priority since the 
inception of independence in 1968. However, little improvement has been seen in early childhood 
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education which in an ideal education system should be a 
feeder to Grade 1. This is ascertained from the education 
reports in the country. For instance, the Eswatini (2015) 
‘Education for All’ review report shows that less than 1% from 
the budget of the Ministry of Education and Training goes to 
early childhood education. This shows that government has 
little commitment to improving the situation in the foundation 
phase as the report also states that preschool education was not 
a prerequisite for children to enrol into Grade 1 (Government 
of Swaziland, 2015). The report further states that government 
was not responsible for training, engaging and remunerating 
early childhood education teachers, the very people who are 
responsible for laying a solid literacy foundation for learners.

In the researcher’s practitioner experience as a subject 
advisor, the problems of literacy in English in the foundation 
phase in Eswatini could possibly emanate from poor 
instructional practices in the classroom. The problem is that, 
in Eswatini, there is a high failure rate in Grade 1. As a result, 
some learners spend more years at primary school than they 
should. The national education profile (2014) update shows 
that the repetition rate in Grade 1 in 2014 was at 17.9%, with 
a 29% dropout rate which could be a result of failure. A 
number of reasons account for the learners’ failure. For 
example, the Southern and Eastern African Consortium for 
Monitoring Educational Quality (SACMEQ 2013) showed 
that schools in the northern part still faced challenges as the 
level of achievement was lower than the expected standard 
due to lack of resources and poor socio-economic conditions. 
Eswatini fared better in the SACMEQ study, although the 
failure rate in Grade 1 remains high.

The problem is further aggravated by the fact that some 
learners reach Grade 3, not having mastered the basic skills of 
reading and writing, end up dropping out of school at this 
level. The 20.7% failure rate in Grade 3 is evidence of 
the problems the learners experience in literacy learning and 
is something that compromises their future academic 
achievement. This is counterproductive to the view that a 
strong literacy foundation is the cornerstone for education 
and economic development for all nations. Researchers agree 
that children who acquire strong foundational literacy in their 
early years are more likely to progress well academically than 
children who fail to develop literacy in the early years (Barnett 
2011; Castro et al. 2011). It is in view of the value of the 
foundation phase in the education cycle that the researcher 
developed an interest in studying the teaching and learning 
of literacy in English in Grade 1. The reason for the focus on 
the Grade 1 class is that this is the level where most learners 
in Eswatini begin their education in public schools. The 
researcher wanted to understand what teachers do in their 
teaching of literacy in English classrooms, why they do what 
they do and how they experienced the teaching of literacy in 
English to the diverse Grade 1 learners.

Scientific value
Numerous studies have shown that Grade 1 teachers play an 
important role in shaping the foundation for early literacy 

skills for primary school learners (Clay 2005; Lenyai 2011; 
Pressley et al. 2001; Roskos, Tabors & Lenhart 2009). The 
teachers are the implementers of the curriculum and their 
expertise is central in the teaching-learning process as they 
are the ones to select the appropriate approaches, methods 
and techniques for fostering literacy in English (Lenyai 2011). 
In earlier research, Clay (2005) asserted that the first years 
of  school are very important because this is when a solid 
foundation for literacy learning is laid. Verbal learning, 
central to an individual’s academic life, is also developed at 
this level.

Roskos, Christie and Richgels (2003), in their study of the 
essentials of early literacy instruction, concluded that play 
has a significant role in children’s education in the early 
years. Therefore, linking literacy and play is one of the most 
effective means to make literacy activities meaningful and 
enjoyable for children. They suggested eight strategies 
teachers could use with learners in the foundation phase 
and  even at the intermediate and upper primary school 
levels. These include: rich teacher talk, storybook reading, 
phonological awareness activities, alphabet activities, 
support for emergent reading, shared book experience, and 
integrated, focused activities. It would be a good idea for 
Grade 1 teachers to initiate learning with play-based literacy 
activities that make learning enjoyable in the classroom.

A study done in Botswana (Republic of Botswana/United 
Nations 2004) shows that there was a high failure rate and 
level of school dropouts, especially in the remote parts of 
the  country. This was partly attributed to poor supply of 
teaching and learning equipment by government, teachers’ 
unreceptive attitudes to children from these isolated areas 
and the socio-economic conditions of the families of these 
children, as most were reported to travel long distances to 
and from school. These conditions altogether were not 
conducive for learning. Consequently, learners performed 
poorly and ended up dropping out of school in lower grades 
not having attained even basic literacy (Government of 
Swaziland, 2015). Lekoko and Maruatona (2005) observed 
that half of the student population who enrolled in Grade 1 
dropped out before completing primary school thereby 
creating a large number of students who ended up enrolling 
for adult basic education in later years.

No systematic research has been undertaken to explore 
how  Grade 1 teachers carry out their activities in teaching 
literacy in English in Eswatini. This study therefore explores 
teachers’ instructional practices in literacy in English in 
Grade 1 focusing on two urban primary schools in the 
Shiselweni region of Eswatini.

Theoretical framework
This study was underpinned by Vygotsky’s (1978) 
sociocultural theory. In linking the sociocultural theory to 
teaching and learning, Lantolf (2000) holds that the human 
mind develops by mediation. As a result, in the early years 
of school, learners largely depend on the teacher and other 
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adults to support them with different tools in order to 
transform what they learn into personal knowledge they can 
internalise for future use. In essence, the teacher and other 
knowledgeable adults become mediators for learning. It is 
the responsibility of the teacher, therefore, to utilise the 
learners’ sociocultural experiences as a frame of reference in 
learning literacy in the second language. Vygotsky was of the 
view that it is not practical to understand the cognitive 
development of an individual outside his or her social and 
cultural context; one’s mental skills are considered to develop 
as a result of communication with other people in the social 
context. Daniels, Cole and Wertsch (2007) state that Vygotsky 
views the development of schoolgoing children to be a result 
of systematic school instruction. That being the case, the 
instructional practices of teachers are key in making sure that 
the learner develops systematic thinking and makes sense of 
their world, which they have already partially experienced. 
This perspective resonates with sociocultural scholars such 
as Freire and Macedo (2005) and Dyson (2013) who concur 
that children first read the world before they read the word. 
These scholars hold that learning literacy has to do with the 
relationship between the learners and the world. The adults 
are responsible for shaping the children’s learning through 
different social activities. Vygotsky argues that the scientific 
concepts within the academic subjects are important for the 
schoolgoing child as they give the child an opportunity to 
use them consciously and intentionally. The teacher, therefore, 
is essential in unpacking these concepts in the academic 
subject for the students to develop as learners.

Research design and methods
This study followed a qualitative case study design. The 
researcher used the case study design to get rich, thick data 
of  teachers’ instructional practices in literacy in English in 
two urban schools in Nhlangano town, Eswatini. Another 
compelling reason for the choice of this design is that the 
researcher is able to study the subject in its natural setting, 
thereby getting a holistic picture of the case being studied 
from the point of view of the participants (Creswell 2009; 
Small & Uttal 2005; Yin 2003). The qualitative case study 
design therefore enabled the researcher to explore teachers’ 
instructional practices from their settings in the schools and 
in their Grade 1 literacy English classrooms.

The two schools from which data were collected were located 
in Nhlangano, the administrative town of the Shiselweni 
region of Eswatini. It is important to mention that these two 
primary schools are government-owned mixed schools 
where both girls and boys are enrolled. The teachers are 
government employees, the curriculum followed is 
developed by the government, through the National 
Curriculum Centre, education of learners is paid for by 
government under the free primary education plan and the 
general infrastructure in the schools is owned by government. 
Though these schools are both in the urban area, the learners 
that were enrolled were mainly from the rural and peri-urban 
areas of the region. Most of these learners travelled to school 
by public transport as they stayed far from the schools. 

A very small number of learners stayed in town and walked 
to school. The Nhlangano town where this study is focused 
has only three urban schools; one was used to pilot the data 
collection instruments and the other two were used for the 
actual study.

Khoza (1999) noted a clear linkage between rural and urban 
poverty in Eswatini. He observed that the rural-urban 
migration of people in search of jobs and other income-
enhancing opportunities transferred rural poverty into the 
urban areas, resulting in an increase of low-income peri-
urban settlements which exacerbated urban poverty in 
Eswatini. Currently, the situation has not changed as Motsa 
and Morojele (2017) confirm in their recent study. Their study 
shows that in Eswatini, schoolgoing children undergo severe 
conditions due to the HIV pandemic and poverty as 24% of 
schoolgoing children were living with HIV and AIDS 
(UNAIDS ‘AIDSinfor’ 2017). This situation impacted 
negatively on various social services such as health facilities 
and schools. The available schools in the urban centre 
experienced high enrolment of children who lived in abject 
poverty in the peri-urban areas. Nhlangano town where 
this  study is based is also affected by urban poverty. The 
children enrolled in the urban schools are victims of this 
socio-economic condition.

Three teachers were the main participants in this study. These 
teachers were interviewed and observed teaching Grade 1 
literacy in English classrooms. The teachers were purposively 
sampled because they were currently teaching Grade 1 in the 
two sampled schools. They prepared schemes of work and 
lesson plans for the Grade 1 literacy in English lessons. All 
three teachers were Swazi females; one teacher from school A 
was responsible for teaching literacy in English in both 
Grade 1 classes in the school and two teachers from school B 
taught the two Grade 1 classes separately; each class had an 
average of 53 learners.

Additional data were collected from two groups of teachers 
who had experience teaching literacy in English Grade 1. 
These teachers participated in focus group discussions: four 
teachers from school A and six teachers from school B. 
Analysis of relevant documents used by teachers to plan 
for  instruction was also done to understand teachers’ 
instructional practices. The documents analysed were the 
English literacy syllabus, textbooks, teachers’ guide and 
learners’ books, schemes of work, lesson plans and tests 
given to learners.

Teachers who currently taught literacy in English in Grade 1 
at the two schools were interviewed and observed. Those 
who participated in the focus group discussions all had 
experience teaching literacy in English in Grade 1; they had 
lived experiences of the phenomenon (Cohen, Manion & 
Morrison 2011). Table 1 provides a summary of data collection 
instruments and participants.

Pseudonyms were used to ensure confidentiality and 
protection of the participants’ identity. This was in line with 
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the ethical standards in research as suggested by Johnson 
and  Christensern (2000) who assert that the researcher 
should guard against any possible physical, emotional and 
psychological harm that may occur to the participant during 
the course of the study. For the purpose of data presentation, 
teachers who were interviewed and observed were referred 
to as Teacher 1, Teacher 2 and Teacher 3. Teacher 1 was from 
school A and Teacher 2 and Teacher 3 were from school B.

Data collection and analysis
This study was a qualitative case study, situated in the 
interpretive paradigm. Various data collection methods 
were used to gain a holistic understanding of the case. Semi-
structured interviews, classroom observations, document 
analysis and focus group interviews were the main data 
collection instruments for this study. Interviews and focus 
group discussions were audio recorded and then transcribed 
at the end. Field notes were recorded and pictures taken for 
classroom observation. The transcripts were later sent to the 
interviewed teachers to check if they correctly captured and 
presented their views.

Analysis
As this study was purely qualitative, the most appropriate 
data analysis method that the researcher followed was 
thematic content analysis. According to Krippendorff 
(2004:18), content analysis is a ‘research technique for making 
replicable and valid inferences from text (or other meaningful 
matter) to the context of their use’. Data analysis began as 
soon as the data-gathering process commenced. This was 
done to create a coherent interpretation of the data (Maree 
2007:111). This process began with the verbatim transcription 
of data gathered from the three Grade 1 teachers who were 
interviewed. The transcription was backed up by notes taken 
during the interviews. The transcripts were read thoroughly 
to identify key themes that emerged from the data, codes 
were given to the themes, and similar ideas were categorised 

under one theme for further analysis (Ary, Jacobs & Razavieh 
2002; Cohen et al. 2011; Maree 2007). The aim was to make 
sense of what the data suggested about the phenomenon 
under study and teachers’ instructional practices in literacy 
in English in Grade 1.

Ethical consideration
Ethical clearance was issued by the University of KwaZulu-
Natal after all consent letters were submitted to the 
relevant  gatekeepers and participants. Ethical clearance 
number: HSS/0442/015D.

Results
The data that yielded the four major themes came from 
the  interviews and observations of the three teachers who 
taught literacy in English in Grade 1. Data from focus group 
discussions and document analysis corroborated that data. 
The four major themes were: teacher navigation between 
half  transmitter and half facilitator, rationale for teachers’ 
instructional practices, teachers’ experiences of teaching 
literacy in English, and teachers’ ideas for improving literacy 
teaching and learning.

Theme 1
The first theme showed that teachers had a theoretical 
knowledge that instructional practices in literacy in English 
involved multiple activities that teachers did together with 
the learners to ensure that learning occurred. Those 
interviewed stated that the transmission role required 
teachers to tell learners what to do and how. On the other 
hand, the facilitator role required teachers to create 
opportunities for learners to discover things on their own 
and in the process acquire new knowledge.

‘We do everything with Grade 1 leaners, there is a time when we 
tell learners everything to do and a time when we help them 
discover things for themselves, facilitating their learning.’ (T1, 
Grade 1 teacher, female)

‘Some of these learners are very clear, they know a lot which you 
as a teacher do not think they would know.’ (T2, Grade 1 teacher, 
female)

‘When I ask a question, I first allow them to say what they know 
even if it is out of point, when they fail, it is then that I tell them 
the correct thing.’ (T3, a Grade 1 teacher, female).

However, classroom observations showed that the teachers 
did not always use the learner-centred approach in their 
classrooms; they still dominated classroom activities and 
hardly created opportunities for learners to work together to 
discover information. This was contrary to the sociocultural 
theory that saw teachers as facilitators for learning through 
the use of the learners’ sociocultural experiences (Vygotsky 
1978).

Theme 2
The second theme revealed that the rationale for teachers 
instructional practices in the literacy classrooms was based 

TABLE 1: Summary of data collection instruments and participants.
Data collected Participants and materials

Interviews Three Grade 1 teachers of literacy in English:
•	 Teacher 1
•	 Teacher 2
•	 Teacher 3

Observations Three Grade 1 teachers:
•	 Teacher 1
•	 Teacher 2
•	 Teacher 3

Focus group Teachers who had experience teaching literacy in English in 
Grade 1:

•	 School A: 4 teachers
•	 School B: 6 teachers

Document analysis Materials used by teachers to plan and prepare for lessons:
•	 Grade 1 English syllabus
•	 Scheme of work
•	 Lesson plan
•	 Teachers’ guide
•	 Learners’ books
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on a number of factors, such as their pedagogic content 
knowledge in literacy, beliefs about the teaching and learning 
of literacy, in-service training, learner academic needs, 
curriculum standards, learner background (preschool and 
home background) and parental involvement. Interviews 
with the three teachers showed that they lacked clear 
understanding of what literacy in English entails; their 
definitions of literacy were general and not specific to what 
literacy is.

‘Literacy is the learning and reading of English, the way they 
learn and understand the English and teachers should try by 
all means to help learners speak English.’ (T1, Grade 1 teacher, 
female)

‘Literacy is more than understanding English and understanding 
writing, literacy is the correctness of the language and the rate 
at which the learner picks up the information the teacher gives.’ 
(T2, Grade 1 teacher, female)

‘Literacy is when you encourage learners to communicate in 
English to make them have a strong command of the language; 
they have to learn how to express themselves.’ (T3, Grade 1 
teacher, female)

The teachers also said that they lacked pedagogic content 
knowledge of foundation phase literacy education as pre-
service training did not adequately equip them for teaching 
literacy to Grade 1 learners; as a result, they were not 
confident in their practices. There was no balance between 
their pedagogic content knowledge and classroom practices. 
The classroom practices were contrary to Shulman and 
Shulman’s (2004) and Hashwesh’s (2005) view that pedagogic 
content knowledge balances what teachers should know 
about the subject they teach (subject matter knowledge) and 
preparation of how the content should be taught (pedagogy). 
The teachers stated that what they did is what they had 
learned on the job:

I think the teaching of literacy must be something for the teacher 
who has the knowledge and the skills of teaching literacy with 
young learners. (T1, Grade 1 teacher, female)

Teacher 4 from the focus group corroborated this view:

‘We find it very challenging to teach English literacy in Grade 1 
because we don’t have all the skills, sometimes we are not sure of 
what to do with these young learners because we were not 
trained to teach in the foundation phase.’ (T4, Grade 3 teacher, 
male)

The interviews with the teachers also revealed that teacher 
belief has played an important role in the way they carried 
out their practices in literacy in the English classroom. Squires 
and Bliss (2004:756) state that all teachers bring to the 
classroom some level of belief that influences their decisions. 
The interviewed teachers and those who participated in the 
focus group interviews believed that teachers were role 
models in the classroom and learners unconsciously copied 
what they did. Consequently, there should be careful 
planning to eliminate errors:

‘They copy what I do, young children do what you as a teacher 
do, even the way you speak; they would speak like you, 

even writing. If I have made a mistake, they copy the mistake as 
it is.’ (T1, Grade 1 teacher, female)

Teacher 2 shared a similar view:

‘In Grade 1 what you must know is that the children depend 
very much on the teacher. How you pronounce words, they will 
do exactly, if there is a mistake, they take it from the teacher.’ (T2, 
Grade 1 teacher, female)

‘If you make a mistake in a word, you have to correct it very fast 
because they just hold on to that.’ (T3, Grade 1 teacher, female)

The finding also showed that to a large extent, what 
teachers did in class reflected their understanding of what 
literacy is and how it should be taught. They viewed 
themselves as the most important people to help learners 
learn English literacy.

Theme 3
The third theme that emerged was that of the different 
challenges experienced by the schools, learners and teachers.

Lack of mentoring and lack of teaching and learning resources 
made the teachers’ experiences difficult:

‘The first time I taught Grade 1, it was very difficult because  
I had no experience in teaching the lower grades, but I learnt a lot 
about the child. I did not know how they behaved and I had no 
one to help me on how to handle these young learners. The first 
year I was just confused, in the second year I started correcting 
myself, where I felt I wasn’t sure of what I was doing.’ (T1, Grade 
1 teacher, female)

‘At first it was very challenging because I was fresh from college 
and no one helped me. The next year, it became better.’  
(T2, Grade 1 teacher, female)

‘Since it is my first time, there are challenges, and no one is there 
to hold me by the hand but then, as I continue teaching, I find it 
easier by the day.’ (T3, Grade 1 teacher, female)

The absence of mentoring for teachers in the teaching of 
literacy in English, especially in the foundation phase, 
corroborates the views of Hanushek (2009) who affirms that 
the quality of teachers is the key element in improving 
student performance. Mentoring of the teachers ensures the 
desired quality and capacity.

A school-related challenge was the lack of teaching and 
learning resources, and lack of time by teachers to prepare 
teaching resources due to heavy workloads resulting from 
high enrolment in the schools. Moreover, the schools have no 
proper library facilities:

‘We know that we have to use relevant materials such as pictures 
because children understand better when they see pictures and 
other reference materials … but the problem is that we don’t 
always find them.’ (T1, Grade 1 teacher, female)

‘Sometimes you know that if I can have this resource or maybe 
share with other people the lesson could be effective, only to find 
that you don’t have the time to visit some places where you can 
maybe get the material because we [are] always busy.’ (T2, Grade 
1 teacher, female)
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‘Even if you think of preparing something to support the learners, 
you cannot because of the work load; you have to do a lot of 
paper work in the classroom. Also, the enrolment is high and 
these children need a lot of patience.’ (T3, Grade 1 teacher, female)

Teacher 4 from focus group B shared a similar view:

‘We teachers need more time for our planning, and to be able to 
research on our work but we don’t have enough time, sometimes 
you have to do your own research only to find that there is no 
time.’ (T4, Grade 3 teacher, female)

‘We do have library material but we don’t have time because 
even if they go to the library, it must be the teacher who’s 
teaching the languages to help these children because there is no 
one employed for that, and with so much work to do, we don’t 
have that time.’ (T6, Grade 2 teacher, female)

Learner-related challenges included lack of a common starting 
point due to poor management of early childhood education 
programmes in the schools, lack of environmental support 
for  learning (parental support and community support), 
learners’ lack of interest in reading, as well as linguistic and 
cultural diversity. Data from the focus group discussions 
and  interviews with the three teachers showed that a 
major challenge teachers faced with Grade 1 learners in the 
participating schools was a lack of a common starting point 
for school. As a result, learners began school with different 
entry competences. The data showed that in Eswatini, 
preschools were still privately owned and not government 
sponsored and followed their own curriculum. Parents were 
not compelled to take their children to preschool; as a result, 
learners began school with varying degrees of competence 
with respect to language and literacy skills. This disparity in 
the learners’ experiences when they begin school was a 
challenge for the teachers who had to complete a syllabus and 
ensured that learners mastered the different literacy skills.

One teacher from focus group A said:

‘The main challenge I have encountered is that most of the pupils 
were learning English for the first time since some of them did 
not even go to preschool, you find that while you are teaching 
English, there are some things that you have to explain to them 
in SiSwati because some are just not following.’ (T5, Grade 2 
teacher, female)

The lack of early childhood education does not augur well 
for learners’ education and scholars agree that early 
childhood education is critical in developing the child 
holistically, physically, socially, emotionally, cognitively and 
culturally for successful schooling to take place (Barnett 2011; 
Castro et al. 2011).

The findings of the research from focus group A showed 
that although the learners were in urban schools, they were 
mainly from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds 
and lacked necessary support from home and from the 
community. The teachers in the focus groups stated that most 
learners stayed in the townships with single parents who 
worked in the textile industries and never had the time to 
support learners in their school work. They left home very 

early in the morning and returned tired in the evening. Data 
from focus group A confirmed what Teacher 1 from school A 
had said and teachers agreed that, in cases like these, there 
was little support parents could offer to the learners, which 
hindered the pace at which learners mastered literacy skills. 
The teachers stated that parents rarely made voluntary visits 
to the schools to find out how their children were progressing 
and how they could assist them. Parents only visited the 
school when they were requested to do so and, when they 
came, they did not give themselves time to talk to the teacher 
to understand their children’s challenges. One teacher from 
the focus group said:

‘The parents only come to the school during the open day, they 
only need the report, they are only interested in their children’s 
result, and they don’t care about other things. When you talk to 
them, “please help us with your child” on this aspect, you could 
see that you are delaying them, they are rushing, that’s the 
problem!’ (T2, Grade 1 teacher, female)

Theme 4
Another theme that emerged was teacher initiatives to 
improve literacy learning. This theme was based on strategies 
the teachers used to counter challenges. Teachers in the case 
study schools had devised some strategies to counter some of 
the challenges they experienced in their teaching of literacy 
in English in Grade 1. These strategies include developing a 
positive attitude for the work, providing reading materials 
for their classes, organising internal workshops with other 
teachers and remediation. The findings showed that since 
teachers were the implementers of the curriculum, they had 
to devise strategies to counter the challenges, without which 
the teaching and learning of literacy in English could be a 
futile exercise. The teachers stated that developing love and 
appreciation for the different learners helped them to be 
patient with their inadequacies and to try by all means to 
help them learn. They had this to say:

‘I love the subject; I get involved and use whatever I come across 
if I think that it will help my children understand because I love 
the subject.’ (T1, Grade 1 teacher, female)

‘I make sure that I motivate learners to love the subject and make 
them practise whatever I teach them; for example, practise 
speaking English when they are playing outside. I make sure 
that they use the language and encourage them to love it.’ (T2, 
Grade 1, teacher, female)

‘I try my best to be supportive, I bring all magazines I have just 
for them to page and look at the pictures. I also ask those who 
can to bring some old magazines from home.’ (T3, Grade 1 
teacher, female)

Classroom observation showed a box of old magazines and 
newspapers that Teacher 3 brought to her class for learners to 
page through and look at the pictures. They were even 
allowed to cut out pictures they liked and paste them in their 
exercise books.

Teacher 5 from focus group B said:

‘As a teacher you need to be a role model to the learners. Give 
them the reason why they should speak in English rather than 
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forcing them. I just use English every time so that they take it 
from me, and that has helped me over the years.’ (T5, Grade 2 
teacher, female)

Another important theme that emerged from the focus 
group  discussions was possible ideas to improve literacy 
teaching and learning of literacy in Grade 1. The data showed 
that although there were a number of challenges teachers 
experienced in their teaching of literacy in English in Grade 1, 
teachers also had ideas they believed could improve the 
teaching and learning of literacy at this level. The ideas 
included the integration of information technology in the 
teaching and learning, use of mother tongue, teacher 
specialisation in the foundation phase and teacher-parent 
associations.

A view from the focus group discussion:

‘The use of information technology tools can help, most of our 
children are advanced in the knowledge of these gadgets, and 
maybe even more than us because, at some homes they do have 
these resources but when they come to school, they find that we 
still don’t have them.’ (T4, Grade 3 teacher, male)

The teachers’ idea of the use of information technology in 
literacy teaching and learning is supported by Furlog (2011) 
who argues that the use of information technology motivates 
learners, supports knowledge construction and creates a 
context for supporting learning by doing and conversing. 
Based on the teachers’ view, supported by empirical research, 
the researcher concludes that an integration of IT in literacy 
learning, therefore, could benefit both learners and teachers 
to create a better classroom environment.

Discussion
Teacher navigation between half facilitator and 
half transmitter
The first theme revealed that teaching literacy in English 
at  Grade 1 was a highly specialised activity that required 
teachers to play a role of being half transmitters of knowledge 
and also half facilitators of learning. The transmission role 
required teachers to tell learners what to do and how. On the 
other hand, the facilitator role required teachers to create 
opportunities for discovery learning. From this study, 
the  transmission of knowledge was more dominant than 
the facilitation of learning. The teachers’ practices were not 
clearly aligned to the sociocultural perspective that advocates 

for the social and cultural experiences of the learners to be at 
the centre of their learning, especially in the foundation 
phase. Moreover, they were not in line with the views of 
Sarigoz (2012:253) who holds that play-based techniques to 
teaching literacy to Grade 1 learners, such as games, songs, 
puzzles, crafts, stories and drama, were suitable to create a 
child-friendly language learning environment. Instead, 
teacher instructional practices showed that teachers did what 
worked for them in their classrooms without basing it on 
sociocultural theory. This also revealed their lack of the 
required expertise for teaching literacy in English in Grade 1.

In their instructional practices, teachers made an effort to 
motivate learners in their classrooms and displayed their 
works on the wall and constantly praised and clapped hands 
for learners who made an effort to respond to oral questions. 
From the researcher’s observation, teachers were keen to 
support learners in their efforts to acquire literacy in English. 
The challenge was that their teaching approaches were not 
balanced and they placed more emphasis on explicit teaching 
and writing activities at the expense of creating a more 
enabling environment for literacy learning. The teachers’ 
practices were not clearly aligned to the sociocultural 
perspective that advocates for the social and cultural 
experiences of the learners to be at the centre of their learning, 
especially at the foundation phase. The teachers’ instructional 
practices were also contrary to the view of Uzuner et al. 
(2011) who argue that it is important at an elementary level to 
include a concise and balanced literacy system that has the 
advantage of increasing students’ comprehension of literacy.

Rationale for teachers’ instructional practices 
in Grade 1
Teachers had a wide-ranging rationale for their instructional 
practices in Grade 1 literacy. These included teacher 
pedagogic content knowledge in literacy, teacher beliefs 
about the teaching and learning of literacy, in-service training, 
learner academic needs, curriculum standards, and learner 
needs which include preschool and home background, 
learner developmental age and learner interest. The teachers 
were of the view that their knowledge about the subject of 
literacy in English was important in determining what they 
taught and how they taught, a view supported by Shulman 
and Shulman (2004) and Leong et al. (2015) who hold that 
pedagogic content knowledge balances what teachers 
should  know about the subject they teach (subject matter 
knowledge) and preparation on how the content should be 
taught (pedagogy).

Teachers raised a concern that learners who enrolled in 
Grade 1 had no common introductory ground as some were 
from preschool and others were not. The study showed that 
the disparity of the learners who enrolled in these two urban 
schools was mainly caused by urban poverty in the region. 
The background showed that there was a high rate of rural-
urban migration in Eswatini and this exacerbated poverty. 
Some learners who lived in the town and attended the two 
urban schools were actually from impoverished families and 
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FIGURE 1: Summary of themes.
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had no support from home. If it were not for the free primary 
education some of these learners would not be at school. The 
high cost of preschool education prevented most parents 
from enrolling their children for preschool education which 
caused the disparity in the learners who enrolled in Grade 1.

The study showed that the teachers’ knowledge of the 
learners’ needs was important in guiding the teachers’ 
planning of lessons. This view is clearly articulated by Lyons 
and Pinnell (2001) who state that the most important concern 
teachers have is for their individual learners’ strengths, 
habits, attitudes and needs. They are of the view that when 
teachers know their learners individually, it is easier for them 
to guide and support them in their literacy needs. Lyons and 
Pinnell write:

Knowing our students is critical to teaching literacy successfully, 
because they bring knowledge and experience to the literacy 
process. Recognizing what the students bring to reading and 
writing powers our instruction. The meaning and the pleasure of 
literacy resides within the individual. (p. 35)

Teachers’ experiences of teaching literacy 
in Grade 1
The study showed that there are a number of issues that 
make up teachers’ experiences of teaching literacy in English 
in Grade 1. A major conclusion that emanated from this study 
was that teachers faced a lot of challenges in the teaching of 
literacy in English at Grade 1 level and these challenges made 
their experiences unpleasant especially for new teachers. The 
lack of mentoring for teachers who taught Grade 1 literacy 
for the first time was frustrating. Also, having to deal with 
learners who came to Grade 1 with different entry 
competencies because there was no common starting point 
for all learners increased the teachers’ challenges. However, 
the resilience that the teachers developed with time helped 
them to devise effective strategies that improved learners’ 
achievement in literacy. These include development of a 
positive attitude, engaging learners in remedial work and 
organising internal workshops with other teachers. These 
mitigating measures helped improve the situation and made 
the teachers’ experiences bearable. The study showed that 
a  positive attitude was important for teachers to develop 
resilience in their work.

Strategies teachers used to counter the 
challenges
Teachers in the case study schools had devised some 
strategies to counter some of the challenges they experienced 
in their teaching of literacy in English in Grade 1. These 
strategies include developing a positive attitude for the work, 
providing reading materials for their classes, organising 
internal workshops with other teachers and remediation. The 
findings showed that since teachers were the implementers 
of the curriculum, they had to devise strategies to counter the 
challenges, without which the teaching and learning of 
literacy in English could be a futile exercise. The most critical 
aspect was to work on their attitudes; they stated that 
developing a positive attitude towards their work helped 

them to cope. The positive attitude enabled the teachers to 
make an effort to provide reading materials for the learners, 
provide remedial lessons for struggling learners, and also 
organise internal workshops among themselves. The idea of 
teachers’ collaboration in the schools is supported by Wium 
and Louw (2011:86) in their work on the ‘exploration of 
how  foundation phase teachers facilitate language skills’. 
They assert that the development of a child involves an 
interdisciplinary field of knowledge that teachers bring to the 
profession.

Ideas to improve the teaching and learning of 
literacy in English in Grade 1
The study showed that regardless of the challenges teachers 
experienced in their teaching of literacy in English at Grade 1 
level, they had ideas that they believed could improve the 
teaching and learning of literacy in Grade 1. These ideas 
included the integration of information technology in the 
teaching, use of mother tongue, teacher specialisation in 
the  foundation phase and teacher-parent associations. The 
teachers were of the view that employing teachers who had 
specialised in foundation phase education could improve 
literacy teaching because these teachers would know which 
effective instructional practices to implement in order to 
meet varied learners’ needs. Moreover, the teachers believed 
that the integration of information technology in the 
curriculum would benefit learners because children were 
fascinated by technology. The teachers’ idea corroborated the 
views of Aubrey and Dahl (2008) who argue that the use 
of  information technology motivates learners, supports 
knowledge construction and creates a context for supporting 
learning by doing and by conversing. Van Scoter (2008) also 
holds that the use of information technology with young 
children can help to support meaningful learning as it 
increases one’s understanding of the world through 
communication, language, literacy and problem solving.

Conclusion
The results of this study showed that teachers understand 
that Grade 1 is an important foundation phase level and 
teaching at this level requires specialised training. They 
acknowledged that they lacked the necessary expertise 
for  effectively teaching literacy in English at this level. 
Consequently, there is a strong recommendation that 
government considers hiring teachers who are qualified to 
teach at the foundation phase for effective literacy in English 
instruction. It is believed that teachers who are qualified in 
foundation phase education would be able to meet the 
diverse needs of the learners. The study also showed that 
there are various factors that explain teachers’ instructional 
practices: teacher-related, learner-related and school-related 
factors. Altogether, these factors make up experiences of the 
teachers. As implementers of the curriculum, teachers had to 
deal with these challenges, most of which they had no control 
over. The most glaring challenge was that learners who 
enrolled in Grade 1 did not have a common starting ground 
as there was still no Grade 0 in the public schools.
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Recommendations
There is a strong recommendation that government 
introduces Grade 0 in the schools to bridge the gap for 
learners who enrol for Grade 1. It might also be essential 
for  the curriculum designers to integrate technology-based 
literacy in English programmes in the foundation phase to 
improve literacy learning.
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