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ABSTRACT

The main purpose of this research was to investigate the factors that influence parental
involvement in the development of their children’s literacy in the senior phase. The concept
of parental involvement has been perceived as one of the cornerstones that contribute
positively to the effectiveness of the education that children receive. In the South African
case, it is embodied in the legislation and is expected to permeate the education process
at all levels. Many scholars perceive parental involvement as enhancing the development
of children’s literacy.

As an interpretive orientated study, this research had an interest in understanding the
subjective experiences and general factors that influence parental involvement in the
development of their children's literacy in the secondary school level. In line with the
protocols of the case study, this study used a combination of methods namely structured
interviews, semi-structured interviews, focus groups and document analysis in collecting
data.

The findings of the study revealed different opinions on parental involvement. While some
parents appreciate the importance of their involvement, there were, however, some
parents who perceive it as a responsibility of educators. Despite these views, there were
positive contributions that have been brought about by parental involvement in the
development of their children's literacy.

The study has also revealed that there are factors that influence parental involvement in
the development of their children's literacy in the senior phase such as parents' lack of
understanding of their roles, absence of guiding documents, lack of unity among
stakeholders, age and qualifications. The intent of this research was to investigate factors
that influence parental involvement in the development of their children's literacy in the
secondary school level and to give some recommendations on how these can best be

addressed.
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CHAPTER ONE

BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

1.1 INTRODUCTION

In South Africa, parents have been given the mandate through the South African
School’s Act 84 of 1996 to be involved in their children’s education (South African
Act ,1996). Section 6.1 of the Act provides that parents should take an active role
in their children’s schoolwork and make it possible for the children to complete
assigned homework. Parents should in terms of Section 6.2 attend meetings that
the governing body convenes (ibid). It is at these meetings that parents have
opportunities to understand their roles. Parents are also given opportunities to

participate in various portfolios such as serving in school committees.

The National Curriculum Statement (NCS) also legislates that parents and wider
community have an important role to play in curriculum management. NCS
further identifies the benefits of community and parental involvement to include
improved school performance, reduced drop-out rates, a decrease in disciplinary
problems and generally, a more positive attitude towards the school (Ibid).
Parental participation can increase goodwill and communication and help
develop a sense of community within the school (Epstein, 1995). Parents must
supervise their children at home and outside the school (ibid). Epstein strongly

supports that when parents pay more attention to their children's schooling, they



will become more motivated and students' achievement levels tend to increase.
This study attempts to investigate the factors that influence parental involvement
in the development of their children’s literacy in a combined school in the Eastern

Cape.

1.1.1 Conceptualizing parental involvement

Many researchers support the contention that improving parental involvement
increases the effectiveness of the education that children receive (Paratore,
2005; Chen, 2001; Rasinski, 1995; and Hornby ,2000). Hornby (2000:4) identifies

the following benefits:

e More positive parental attitudes towards teachers and schools
e More positive student attitudes and behaviors

e Improved student performance

e Improved teacher morale

e Improved school climate

One way of involving parents in their children’s education is to involve them in the
development of their children’s literacy. For example, Morrow (1997) argues that
collaborative working relationship between educators and parents is one of the
key factors that contribute positively towards the development of children’s
literacy. It is important for parents to be involved with, and supportive of, their
children's education. Children feel encouraged when their parents are informed

about their progress in school. Sometimes they also need their parents' support



and assistance (A report on Education in South African Rural Communities,
2005). The report also revealed that the Eastern Cape had 70% of literacy
levels amongst the female household respondents while Limpopo was reported
to have 69% and Kwa-Zulu Natal had 59%. Literacy development does not begin
with formal instruction when children enter school; instead children bring to
school many concepts about literacy and certain competences in oral language,
phonemic awareness, writing and reading (Morrow, 1997; Rasinski, 1995). This
is confirmed by Wade & Moore (2000) that early reading experiences with
parents prepare children for the benefits of formal literacy instruction and an

advantage over their peers throughout foundation phase.

1.1.2 Benefits of parental involvement

Benefits of parental involvement in children’s literacy include children’s later
reading ability Moon and Wells as cited by Weinberger (1996). Furthermore, the
involvement of parents in their children’s literacy development is associated with
higher academic achievement, greater cognitive competence, greater problem-
solving skills, greater school enjoyment, better school attendance and fewer
behavioral problems at school (Melhuish et al., 2001; Gest et al.,, 2004; and
Rowe,1991). Parental involvement has the greatest effect in the early years of
children. Its importance to children’s educational and literacy outcomes continues

into the teenage and even adult years (Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003).



According to Gianzero (1999), an education-friendly home environment affects
not only children’s achievement levels but their interest in learning and future
educational plans as well. Researchers point to a number of supportive home
processes that range from strong family values and routines to active
involvement by parents in schoolwork (Ibid). The most frequently cited processes
include stable family routines, parental support and encouragement about
schoolwork, discussion of ideas and events, high parental aspirations and
standards for children’s achievement, quiet places to study, emphasis on family
literacy, monitoring of after-school activities, tapping of community resources as
needed, communicating or modeling of positive behaviors, and knowledge of
school experiences (Henderson & Berla, 1997). They further observed in their
study that the availability of reading material in the home is directly associated
with children’s achievement in reading comprehension at the senior phase. It is
what parents do at home with respect to homework and television monitoring that

appear to have the greatest impact on student outcomes (ibid).

According to Brown (2006), working with parents is a mutually beneficial activity.
On the one hand parents receive information about the school functioning, they
assist with their children’s curriculum activities. On the other hand teachers get to
know what help can parents provide and are capable of giving. He also states
that the aims of involving parents in literacy include informing teachers about the
child as learner outside school, fosters mutual respect, understanding and

openness between parents and educators (ibid).



Jackson & Hannon (1981) as cited by Brown (2006) also states that practice in
reading given to children at home enhances their competence at reading and this
demonstrates that the majority of parents are keen to participate in children’s
education and suggest that maintaining and developing parental involvement can
be educationally beneficial. Pahl & Rowsell (2006) identified some benefits of
parental involvement in children’s literacy. They state that when a child arrives at
school, the child begins school with a wealth of knowledge about the world to
support his or her learning. At school teachers translate this knowledge into a
focus of learning and particularly a focus on literacy. This study, therefore, seeks
to establish whether parents continue with this role throughout the foundation

phase or they stop immediately their children start school.

1.1.3 Practices of parental involvement in the development of

children’s literacy

There are various ways in which parents are involved in the development of their
children’s literacy. Robb (2003) and Browne (2004) suggest that the participation
of parents in their children’s literacy activities at home is carried out in the

following ways:

e joining the public library and taking children to the library and letting
them browse through picture books and choose several to check out and
take home. This activity requires literate parents who are able to access

the library facilities and choose books that are relevant. llliterate parents



from rural areas have challenges in that they have no library facilities
and are also not able to read and thus cannot perform this activity.

e reading to children every day then invites them to use illustrations to tell
about book story after several rereading. The availability of resources
such as books is a challenge in rural areas and even literate parents
cannot assist in this regard.

e provide resources for learning at home, such as writing implements and
books. The low socio-economic status of the parents affects this
adversely as parents are not in a position to provide the resources
necessary to undertake this activity.

e translate children’s stories, published books, signs, labels, notices,
letters and circulars and supply materials for use in school. The
performance of this activity requires literate parents. Parents who are
illiterate are facing a challenge in that they cannot translate the learning

material.

Despite the above stated, some studies indicate that such benefits are enjoyed
mostly by children from middle class families (Soudien, 2003; Duku, 2006).
Furthermore, studies have indicated that this support is greater in foundation
phase education level than in the senior phase of education (Littlefair, 1994,
Driessen et al., 2004; and Hornby, 2000). The researcher has observed that at a
combined school in the Eastern Cape some parents were involved in the
development of their children’s literacy beyond foundation phase while some

withdraw once their children reach senior phase.



Parents are part of their children's literacy development and may thus have
valuable insight into their children's reading development and abilities (Dickinson
& Temple, 1998). It is the aim of this study to investigate the factors that
influence parental involvement in the development of their children’s literacy in a

combined school in the Eastern Cape.

1.2 PROBLEM STATEMENT OF THE STUDY

The South African School’s Act 84 of 1996, has given parents the mandate to
be involved in their children’s education. NCS also legislated that parents and
wider community have an important role to play in curriculum management of the
school. Literature reveals that parents can make a significant contribution to the
development of their children’s literacy (Hornby, 2000; Driessen et al., 2005; and
Littlefair, 2004). Literature also shows that parents tend to be aware of the
benefits of their involvement in the literacy development of their children (ibid).
However, parents tend to withdraw their participation once their children reach
senior phase (Driessen, 2005). This study, therefore, seeks to investigate the
factors that influence parental involvement in the development of their children’s

literacy at senior phase school level.

1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Against this background, this study is set out to respond to the following research

guestions:



e What roles do parents play in the development of their children’s literacy
at senior phase level?

e What factors influence parental involvement in the development of their
children’s literacy at senior phase?

e What roles do educators expect parents to play in the development of their

children’s literacy at senior phase?

1.4 PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The purpose of the study is to investigate factors that influence parental
involvement in the development of their children’s literacy at senior phase. After
observing the trend of behaviour of parents at a combined in the Eastern Cape,

the researcher felt it necessary to carry out this study.

1.5 OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

e To unearth the factors that influence parental involvement in the
development of their children’s literacy at senior phase.
e To describe how parents attach meaning to their involvement in the

development of their children’s literacy at senior phase.

1.6 ASSUMPTIONS OF THE STUDY

This study has the following assumptions:



e parents are aware that their involvement in their children’s literacy
development yield positive results.

e parents are not aware that their involvement in their children’s literacy
development yield positive results.

e parental involvement in the development of their children's literacy has no

effect on the results.

1.7 RATIONALE OF THE STUDY

The researcher is an educator who observed that parents seem to withdraw their
involvement once their children reach senior phase. Having observed this the
researcher felt that it was necessary to investigate factors that influence the
parent's withdrawal. The introduction of Outcomes Based Education (OBE)
created opportunities for greater parental involvement in public education at both
the foundation phase and senior phase and further outlines its benefits
(Department of Education Policy, 1997). Parental involvement particularly in
literacy activities is also evoked by literature that indicates benefits when parents
are involved in their children’s literacy (Driessen, 2005; Hornby, 2000 and
Littlefair, 1994). Literature further states that parental involvement is greater in
foundation phase than in senior phase (Ibid). However, research falls short of
identifying factors that influence this pattern of involvement. It is therefore against
this background that this study seeks to investigate the factors that influence
parental involvement in the development of their children’s literacy at senior

phase.



1.8 DELIMITATION OF THE STUDY

The study is restricted to a Combined School within the Bolompi Education
Circuit in the Eastern Cape province. The participants were educators, learners
and parents of senior phase. The researcher was investigating factors that
influence parental involvement in their children’s literacy development at senior

phase (grade 7-9).

1.9 DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS

The following frequently used terms are defined:

e Parental involvement
Parental involvement is a combination of commitment and active participation on
the part of the parent to the school and to the student (LaBahn, 1995).

e Parent
For the purpose of this study, a parent is any adult whose role is to guide and
accompany a child towards responsible adulthood. According to the South
African School Act, 84 (RSA 1996: 4), the term parent refers to:

(i) the natural parent of a learner

(i) the guardian of a learner

(i) a person legally entitled to custody (physical control) of a learner and

(iv) a person who undertakes to act as a parent of a learner for the purposes

of the learner's education at school.

10



e Educator/Teacher
The term educator means “enabling or causing other to do by instruction and
training”(Cowie,1996). In the South African Schools Act the term 'teacher' is
replaced by the term 'educator'.

e Influence
Is the ability to affect someone's beliefs or actions. The power to produce
physical change (Kalehoff, 2007).

e Investigate
Is to search out and examine the particulars of an in attempt to learn the facts
about something in hidden, unique or complex,especially in an attempt to find a
motive/cause (Emish-emish, 2009 ).

e Literacy
Garton & Pratt, (1998) define literacy as entailing the mastery of spoken
language and reading and writing. They state that it must include both spoken
and written languages. According to Harris & Hodges (1995), literacy requires
active, autonomous engagement with print and stresses the role of the individual
in generating as well as receiving and assigning independent interpretations to
messages. Verhoeven (1993) adds that literacy should be seen as a lifelong
context-bound set of practices in which an individual's needs vary with time and
context.

e Literacy development
Literacy is developed principally by learning to read and write (Whitehurst &

Lonigan, 2002). McGee & Richgels (2000) state educators are concerned with

11



supporting all children's literacy growth and with thoughtful instruction, most

children succeed in becoming reflective, motivated readers.

1.10 OUTLINE OF CHAPTERS

The outline of the study is as follows:

Chapter 1 : Introduction

It gives background to the topic being investigated. It presents the status quo
regarding the involvement of parents in their children's education as well as the
roles parents should play in their children's school work. It also outlines the
general overview of the study, research problem, questions, purpose, objectives,

assumptions, significance, rationale, limitations and definition of terms.

Chapter 2 : Conceptual framework and literature review

This chapter discusses the conceptual framework and related literature with
regards to factors influencing parental involvement in the development of
their children’s literacy. It further outlines the approaches and strategies when

dealing with literacy development both at primary and secondary school levels.

Chapter 3 : Research Methodology
This chapter discusses the research process, paradigm, design and
methodology. It indicates why the researcher has chosen qualitative approach

and gives advantages and disadvantages of the approach.

12



Chapter 4 : Data presentation and analysis
This chapter deals with themes and sub-themes that emerged from field
research. Analysis and interpretation of findings are also discussed in this

chapter.

Chapter 5 : Conclusion and recommendations

This chapter is a summary of the research findings. In this chapter
recommendations on how to overcome the factors that negatively influence
parents in the development of their children's literacy at the senior phase are

submitted.

1.11 CONCLUSION

This chapter dealt with background of parental involvement and the policies that
the government has put in place for parents to be involved in their children's
education. Chapter two will review literature on parental involvement and literacy
development as well as approaches and strategies to be adhered to when

dealing with literacy development.

13



CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 INTRODUCTION

Parents are the primary educators of their children. They should view themselves
as being in partnership with the school which is then a formalised extension of
the family. The partnership has been emphasised by legislation such as the
South African Schools Act (Act 90 of 1996). The aim of this chapter is to provide
the conceptual framework and related literature with regards to factors
influencing parental involvement in the development of their children’s literacy.
The structure of this chapter is as follows:

2.2 Theoretical framework

2.3 Conceptual analysis: Literacy

2.4 Developing children’s literacy

2.5 Factors affecting parental involvement in the development of their

children’s literacy.

2.2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

According to Biddle (1979) the role theory perspective emerged simultaneously
across disciplines in the social sciences during the 1920s and 1930s. Biddle
defines role theory as concerned with the study of behaviors that are

characteristic of persons within contexts and with various processes that

14



presumably produce, explain or are affected by those behaviors. The role theory
has been applied in the helping professions including counseling, social work,
education and healthcare to cope with demands of individuals (Rheiner, 1982;

Hardy & Conway 1988; and Payne, 1988).

Haward (1992) explains a role as an expected pattern or set of behaviors
associated with a particular position or status. In the role theory the focus is
primarily on roles in the family and work domains, considered to be the two most
central institutions in people’s lives. Haward (1992) further explains that roles
become personalized for individuals. For example, not all parents are subject to
identical expectations and they all do not enact the parental role in the same
way. Biddle (1979) and Haward (1992) above explain that role theory affect
behaviors of persons in context as well as that it focuses on family and work
domains as central institutions respectively. As much as they cover the definition
of the role theory, they however, do not cover the factors that influence such

behaviors.

Theoretical work on roles suggests that they include expectations held by groups
for the behavior of members, individual's beliefs and expectations regarding their
own behavior as a group member, and behaviors that come to characterize
various members’ participation in the group. Roles include beliefs and
expectations about one’s own and other group members’ responsibilities, rights

and obligations. They also include social expectations and scripts that guide

15



group members’ behavior in various situations (Hoover-Dempsey et. al,
2004).They also suggest that ideas about the roles they should assume in their
children’s development education. It also suggests that parental role beliefs and
behaviors are influenced by personal ideas and those of important others about
the goals of children’s education. They are also influenced by personal
observations of, and interactions of others who also hold responsibilities related

to children’s educational outcomes.

Hoover-Dempsey (2004) further explain that roles are also characterized by their
focus on goals held by the group and its individual members. These goals
include socialization of the child, instilling of appropriate behavior, learning
specific subject matter, development of children’s unique talents and interests.
They further argue that roles are characterised by goals which include
socialisation of a child and development of children's talents. Parents play a
major role in the socialisation of children and they know these roles and play

them effectively and efficiently (ibid).

The researcher align the study with the role theory because parents and
educators have to develop a balanced coping strategy that is appropriate at
developing the children’s literacy. However, it is not possible for educators to
come up with one best strategy because individual parents vary. The aim of the
research is to help parents overcome some of the obstacles that influence them

from being involved in the development of their children’s literacy.
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2.2.1 Epistemological foundations of the study

The aim of this study is to investigate the factors that influence parental
involvement in the development of their children's literacy at senior phase. This
will be studied through the social constructionist theory and the interpretive

approach.

Jorgensen & Phillips (as cited by Duku, 2006), described social constructionist as
an umbrella term for a range of theories about culture and society. Social
constructivism constructs truth, experiences and meaning in relation to how that
one interacts with one's social world. Constructivism therefore, depends on
subjects as they construct their meaning and how people perceive it. For
constructivists, the child, other individuals (parents), social systems (family) and
culture, play a role in the content, processing and organisation of new knowledge
(Cook-Cottone, 2004). Sulzby (1986) describes the role of parents as mediators
between the child and written language, as Vygotsky's zone of proximal

development.

The Vygotskyan perspective states that children learn skills through adult-child
interactions and by observing others engaging in printed materials (Senechal &
Cornell, 1993). In this study, constructivism will help the researcher understand
how parents construct and understand their roles to be in the development of
their children's literacy at senior phase. The following section deals with

conceptua