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ABSTRACT 

 

Family- based activity settings of typically developing three-to-five-year old children 

in a low- income African context. 

 

The transition towards family-centered practice in early childhood intervention has 

shifted the focus from looking at the child in isolation towards understanding the child in 

context. The primary context for the child’s development is the family setting which is 

inextricably linked to the family’s culture, beliefs and values. The cultural context is 

transmitted through activity settings which make up the everyday experiences and events 

that involve the child’s interactions with various people and the environment. Activity 

settings are a part of daily life and include activities like eating dinner, bath time, 

listening to stories and getting ready for school. Furthermore, activity settings represent 

how families can and do structure their time, based on tradition, the orientations provided 

by culture and the socio-economic system within which they live. Intervention goals that 

fit easily into these settings are more likely to be adopted and practised, as they are less 

likely to disrupt the daily functioning and coherence of the family. 

 

While there is a clear emphasis in the literature on developing intervention approaches 

that are applicable to families from diverse cultural contexts, little is known about the 

beliefs and practices of low-income urban families in South Africa. Children in Africa 

have frequently been judged against Euro-American norms and standards, where the aim 

has been to change instead of understand the context in which children live. This study 

therefore aims to identify everyday activities that provide children with varied 

opportunities for learning and development within the natural environment of the family 

context.  

 

A descriptive design using structured interviews was utilised to obtain information about 

the activity settings that children aged 3−5 years engaged in. Face-to-face interviews with 

90 caregivers were conducted, utilising a self-constructed interview schedule consisting 

of a written list of closed and open-ended questions. This approach was chosen as it holds 
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no bias against respondents who have varied literacy levels. The interview schedule was 

developed through a process of consultation with parents/caregivers from the Soweto 

community, using focus group discussions. The results provide information on the types 

of activities that children participate in, the frequency of participation, the partners 

involved, as well as the purpose of the activities. Caregiver perceptions on the importance 

of activities were also obtained through closed and open-ended questions. 

 

Key terms: Activity settings, family-centered, natural environments. 
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OPSOMMING 
 

Die studie van gesinsaktiwiteitsituasies waaraan tipies ontwikkelende drie- tot 

vyfjarige kinders in ’n lae-inkomste-Afrikakonteks deelneem. 

 
Die klem verskuiwing na gesinsgesentreerde benaderings in vroeë kinderjare-intervensie 

het gelei tot pogings om die kind in konteks te verstaan. Aangesien die kind se primêre 

ontwikkelingskonteks die gesinsopset is, is dit onlosmakend verbonde aan die gesin se 

kultuur, geloofsopvattings en waardes. Die kulturele konteks word oorgedra deur 

aktiwiteitsituasies waarin die daaglikse ondervindinge en gebeurtenisse plaasvind wat die 

kind se interaksies met verskillende mense en die omgewing bepaal. Aktiwiteitsituasies is 

deel van die daaglikse lewe en sluit in aktiwiteite soos etenstyd, badtyd, stories luister en 

regmaak vir skool. Aktiwiteitsituasies weerspieël verder hoe gesinne hulle tyd kan indeel, 

gegrond op tradisie, die oriëntering wat kultuur verskaf en die sosio-ekonomiese stelsel 

waarin hulle leef. Intervensies wat maklik inpas by gesinsaktiwiteitsituasies sal meer 

waarskynlik aanvaar en toegepas word, omdat hulle nie so geredelik die daaglikse 

funksionering en kohesie van die gesin sal ontwrig nie. 

 

Die literatuur lê duidelik klem op die ontwikkeling van intervensiebenaderings wat op 

gesinne uit uiteenlopende kulturele kontekste van toepassing is. Daar is egter min bekend 

oor die opvattings en gebruike van stedelike lae-inkomste-gesinne in Suid-Afrika. 

Kinders in Afrika word dikwels gemeet aan Euro-Amerikaanse norme en standaarde, met 

verandering as oogmerk eerder as insig in die konteks waarin dié kinders leef. Hierdie 

studie poog dus om die daaglikse aktiwiteite te identifiseer wat aan kinders verskillende 

geleenthede verskaf om te leer en te ontwikkel binne die natuurlike omgewing van die 

gesinskonteks.  

 

’n Beskrywende ontwerp met gestruktureerde onderhoude is gebruik om inligting te 

verkry oor die aktiwiteitsituasies waarin kinders tussen 3 tot 5 jaar betrokke is. 

Persoonlike onderhoude is met 90 versorgers gevoer met behulp van ’n selfopgestelde 

onderhoudskedule wat uit ’n geskrewe lys geslote en oop vrae bestaan het. Hierdie 

benadering is gekies omdat dit geen sydigheid inhou jeens respondente met verskillende 
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geletterdheidsvlakke nie. Die onderhoudskedule is ontwikkel in oorlegpleging met 

ouers/versorgers uit die Soweto-gemeenskap, deur middel van fokusgroepbesprekings. 

Die resultate verskaf inligting oor die tipes aktiwiteite waaraan kinders deelneem, die 

frekwensie van deelname, die mede-deelnemers en die doel van die aktiwiteite. 

Versorgers se opvattings oor die belangrikheid van die aktiwiteite is ook deur oop en 

geslote vrae bekom. 

 

Sleutelterme: Aktiwiteitsituasies, gesinsgesentreerd, natuurlike omgewings. 
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CHAPTER 1 

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

1.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter provides an orientation to the research study. It presents the problem 

statement and rationale, an explanation of terminology used, and an outline of the 

chapters included in the thesis. 

 

1.2 Problem statement and rationale 

 

The literature on early childhood intervention has evolved from ‘first generation’ 

research which focused primarily on the child’s disability in isolation, towards ‘second 

generation’ research which aims to look at the child’s functioning within context 

(Guralnick, 1997). This context is highlighted by the family-centered model which 

recognises the centrality of the family context as the primary milieu, where children 

begin to learn and develop the competencies expected of them within their culture 

(Turnbull, Turbiville & Turnbull, 2000; Nsamenang, 1992). The main assumption of this 

strengths based approach is that the culture and traditions of families are understood to be 

the basis for appropriate and sustainable intervention.  

 

Traditional approaches failed to meet this family-centered requirement and have been 

criticised for not aligning with family goals and priorities. This is due to the use of a 

deficit model which focuses on what families and communities do not know, instead of 

identifying what they already know and do (Pence & Schafer, 2006). This approach leads 

to ‘professionally prescribed’ interventions which are primarily based on the assumptions 

of professionals, without the necessary understanding of the child within context. As a 

result, families are provided with isolated, decontextualised programmes or activities 

which often add to their burden of responsibilities (Bernheimer & Keogh, 1995). This 

deficit-based approach to intervention has also been critiqued for not allowing time for 

families to engage in activities, which are important because “families of young children 

experience events in addition to those provided by early intervention programmes that 
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can and do influence child development and family functioning” (Trivette, Dunst & Deal, 

1997, p. 73).  

 

It is acknowledged that the field of early childhood care and development is receiving 

increased attention in South Africa through policy development; however, there 

continues to be a significant gap in the knowledge- base shaping early intervention in this 

country. This is primarily due to the uncritical implementation of Western-based 

approaches which may not be relevant to most children in Africa. As a result there is an 

overwhelming call from African researchers to start increasing the indigenous 

knowledge-base, instead of maintaining an uncritical adoption of programmes and 

models of intervention which are often not appropriate to the African context (Pence & 

Marfo, 2008). This call resonates with the statement that “to intervene effectively on 

behalf of children is to intervene in context and nothing less is deemed to be sufficient if 

the goal is to establish meaningful and durable change” (Meisels & Shonkoff, 2000, p. 

12).  

 

The study of activity settings has been proposed to achieve an understanding of children 

within context, (Harry, 2002; Gallimore, Goldenberg & Weisner, 1993). Activity settings 

make up the everyday experiences and events that involve the child’s interactions with 

various people and the environment (Trivette, Dunst & Hamby, 2004; Farver, 1999). 

Activity settings include values, goals and resources required to make an activity happen, 

people in relationships, the task the activity is to achieve, and a script that defines how 

the activity is to be carried out within a particular culture. The study of activity settings 

also allows for a break away from the tradition of judging families to focusing on how 

families find meaning in their daily lives (Fiese, Tomcho, Douglas, Josephs, Poltrock and 

Baker, 2002).Activity settings are set within the theoretical framework of 

Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological model, Weisner’s ecocultural approach, and Super and 

Harkness’ developmental niche concept, all of which are explored in Chapter 2. 

 

While there is a strong emphasis in the literature on developing a knowledge-base that is 

applicable to families from diverse cultural contexts, little is known about the beliefs and 
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practices of families in South Africa. The paucity of research in this area strengthens the 

need to start improving the indigenous knowledge-base of the activity settings of children 

in South Africa. This information will facilitate an improved understanding of children 

within the contexts in which they live. 

 

It is with this background that the aim of this study was developed to focus on the activity 

settings of typically developing 3-to-5-year-old children living in a low-income context. 

The study was conducted by interviewing caregivers about activities that children are 

involved in, the partners involved, the purpose attributed to activities, as well as caregiver 

perceptions on the importance of activities for learning. A literature search revealed that a 

study of this nature has not been done in South Africa, and an appropriate research tool 

was therefore unavailable. The Parent Survey of Home and Family Experiences (Dunst & 

Bruder, 1999a) was utilised as a basis to develop a questionnaire; however, because this 

tool was developed for use in the United States of America, it was necessary to include 

activities that are relevant to the South African context. The preparatory phase of the 

study therefore focused on developing and validating the questionnaire to include 

relevant activities. To accommodate differing literacy levels, face-to-face structured 

interviews were conducted.  

 

1.3. Terminology 

 

The following terms are used frequently in this study: 

 

1.3.1. Activity settings 

 
‘Activity settings’ is the basic unit for understanding how learning or development takes 

place within context. Activity settings include planned and unplanned, as well as 

structured and unstructured activities like eating dinner, bath time, listening to stories and 

getting ready for school. 
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1.3.2. Family-centered  

 

The term family-centered refers to a particular set of beliefs, principles, values and 

practices that aim at supporting and strengthening family capacity to enhance and 

promote child development and learning. 

1.3.3. Natural environments 

 
Natural environments are the day-to-day settings, routines and activities that promote 

learning. Natural environments refer to the place as well as the methodology of service 

provision, which is the methodology of using natural routines and activities. 

 

1.4 Chapters 

 

The research study is presented in five chapters. Chapter 1 provides a basic orientation to 

the study. Chapter 2 details the theoretical framework used to support this study, 

including Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological theory, Weisner’s ecocultural approach, and 

Super and Harkness’ developmental niche concept. These theoretical approaches provide 

a foundation for the use of activity settings which is explored in further detail. Relevant 

research is used to support the use of activity settings as a basis to study the child in 

context. 

 

Chapter 3 focuses on the methodology adopted for this study. This includes the aims, 

research design, preparatory phase and finally, the main study. Participant selection 

criteria, descriptions of participants and a discussion of equipment, materials and 

procedures are presented. Data collection and analysis is discussed. Finally, a result on 

inter-rater reliability ratings is presented. Chapter 4 provides a detailed discussion of the 

results obtained. Results are organised into eight categories and discussed according to 

the sub-aims of the study. Chapter 5 focuses on the conclusions drawn from this study, an 

evaluation of the study, as well as recommendations for further research. The Appendices 

are attached at the end of the study to assist with interpretation and understanding of the 

information presented in Chapter 3. 
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1.5 Summary 

 

This chapter provides a rationale and context for the current study; this is achieved by 

exploring gaps in current research and approaches. An explanation of relevant 

terminology is provided. The chapter concludes with an overview of all chapters included 

in this thesis. 
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CHAPTER 2 

ACTIVITY SETTINGS 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

2.1.1. Scope of the chapter 

 

This chapter aims at providing a theoretical framework by means of discussing relevant 

theories that support the use of activity settings. The theoretical concepts discussed 

include the Bioecological theory, ecocultural theory and the developmental niche 

concept. Thereafter, the components of activity settings are expanded on, with specific 

reference to the African context. 

 

2.1.2. Background 

 

The field of early childhood intervention has evolved significantly over the past three 

decades with many conceptual changes highlighted in the literature. The most significant 

being the introduction of family-centered practice which recognises the centrality of 

family in the life of the child (Turnbull, Turbiville & Turnbull, 2000). The term family- 

centered refers to a particular set of  beliefs, principles, values and practices that aim at 

supporting and strengthening family capacity to enhance and promote child development 

and learning (Dunst, 2002). Family-centered practice recognises that families are unique, 

with their own traditions, beliefs and value systems. The family context which has been 

identified as the context for learning and development (Carpenter, 2000), is embedded 

within a particular culture; and while families are not defined by culture alone, culture is 

viewed as having a significant impact on the developmental opportunities of children 

(Harry, 2002; Barnwell & Monimalika, 1996). To understand family strengths and in 

order to build capacity, it is imperative that one gains insight into the cultural contexts in 

which families live (DeFrain & Asay, 2007). This is important, as research has shown 

that caregivers desire approaches which are easy to incorporate into their daily lives, and 

assist the child in being part of the family and community (Sheldon & Rush, 2001). 
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2.2. Contextualising development 

 

Culture is defined as a “socially interactive process of constructions” consisting of two 

main components: shared activity and shared meaning (Greenfield, Keller, Fuligni and 

Maynard, 2003, p. 462). One way of understanding shared activity and shared meaning is 

through investigating activity settings, which are the “perceptible instantiation of the 

ecological and cultural system that surrounds the family and individual” (Gallimore, 

Goldenberg and Weisner, 1993, p. 539). The study of activity settings therefore allows 

for human activity to be understood within context, because the impact of culture on 

belief systems is mediated through the everyday experiences and events that involve the 

child’s interactions with various people and the environment (Gallimore et al., 1993; 

Harry, 2000). Furthermore, it is through engagement in activity settings that individuals 

learn ‘cultural scripts’ or what is expected of them, which activities are considered 

appropriate or inappropriate, how they are expected to engage in these activities, the 

ways other people will deal with them, and the ways in which they are expected to deal 

with others (Tudge, Odero, Piccinini, Doucet, Sperb and Lopes, 2006). Culture therefore 

structures the settings within which children’s activities take place (Dawes & Donald, 

2005). The theoretical concepts underlying activity settings are now explored, in order to 

develop a perspective on development in context. 

 

2.2.1. Bioecological framework 

 

Bronfenbrenner has motivated for research on children to focus on how children develop 

within settings that are “representative of their actual world” (Lerner, 2005, p. x). 

Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological perspective helps to achieve this objective, because it is 

inclusive of all the systems in which families are enmeshed and it reflects the dynamic 

nature of actual family relations (Swick & Williams, 2006). The ecological environment 

is conceptualised as a set of nested systems consisting of the Microsystem, the 

Mesosystem, the Exosystem and the Macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Sontag, 1996). 

This discussion focuses only on the Microsystem and Macrosystem in order to 

understand the proximal and distal influences on the child. 
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Bronfenbrenner’s most proximal level of interaction in his hierarchy of systems, the 

Microsystem, allows for a closer look at the patterns of “activities, roles and interpersonal 

relations experienced by a developing person in a given face-to-face setting with 

particular physical and material features, and containing other persons with distinctive 

characteristics of temperament, personality and systems of belief” (Bronfenbrenner, 

1992, p. 227). The child’s family context is the Microsystem in which early learning 

takes place (Swick & Williams, 2006). The interaction that takes place in the immediate 

environment is referred to as ‘proximal processes’. The proximal processes affecting 

development vary systematically as a joint function of the characteristics of the 

developing person, the environment (both proximal and distal), and the processes taking 

place. Examples of such processes include feeding a baby, reading, caring for others and 

play. Participation in these interactive processes over time generates the ability, 

motivation, knowledge and skill to engage in such activities, with others and on one’s 

own (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). Children’s developmental contexts are therefore viewed as 

cultural in all senses (Dawes & Donald, 2005). 

 

Bronfenbrenner’s fourth level of his taxonomy, the Macrosystem, addresses the cultural 

influence within this system. The “cultural repertoire” of belief systems of significant 

others in the child’s world creates the context that determines and contributes to 

developmental outcomes (Bronfenbrenner, 1992). Helman’s (1994) definition of culture 

allows insight into the link between culture at the level of the Macrosystem and how it 

impacts on everyday life within the Microsystem. Culture is defined as: 

 

“A set of guidelines which individuals inherit as members of a particular society, 

and which tells them how to view the world, how to experience it emotionally, 

and how to behave in it in relation to other people, to supernatural forces or Gods, 

and to the natural environment. It also provides them with a way of transmitting 

these guidelines to the next generation - by use of symbols, language, art and 

ritual” (Helman, 1994, p. 2-3). 

. 
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The Macrosystem therefore influences what, how, when and where relationships are 

carried out (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). According to Sontag (1997) this affords credibility to 

the study of belief systems where more detailed descriptions of the child’s environment 

and unique cultural niches can be obtained. The study of belief systems and the activities, 

through which culture is adopted, will assist in understanding “the way things are 

ordinarily done in a particular community” (Dawes & Donald, 2005, p. 12). In order to 

understand how culture is adopted and how people adapt to it, ecocultural theory 

developed by Weisner is discussed in the following section. 

 

2.2.2. Ecocultural theory 

 

In essence, ecocultural theory is based on the idea of ‘locally rational action’, where 

people use connected, schematised and shared knowledge of their everyday cultural 

world to adapt and respond to complex decisions in their local communities (Weisner, 

2002b). Development occurs along pathways determined by culture and society, and 

actively chosen and engaged in by parents and children, within a particular cultural 

ecology (Weisner, Matheson, Coots and Bernheimer, 2005). This cultural ecology is 

conceptualised as “the practices and activities embedded in everyday routines and the 

shared cultural models and interpretative meanings those activities have in a community” 

(Weisner et al., 2005, p. 46). Research on cultural values and parental beliefs illustrates 

that cultural context and socio-economic status does impact on the way parents think 

about children, their parenting goals and values, as well as the type of experiences and 

opportunities children will have access to (Rosenthal & Dorit, 2001). Within this context, 

families actively respond to circumstances in which they live, and construct and organise 

environments that provide meaning and direction to their lives (Bernheimer & Keogh, 

1995).   

 

The ecocultural framework therefore considers human diversity, both psychological and 

cultural, to be a set of collective and individual adaptations to context (Georgas, Van De 

Vijver & Berry, 2004). It is within the ecocultural context that every cultural community 

provides developmental pathways for children, which are made up of the everyday 
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routines of life that children engage in (Weisner, 2002b). Ecocultural theory zones into 

these pathways, which consist of activities and practices that are viewed as being the 

most important influences in the child and family’s life (Bernheimer & Weisner, 2007). 

These activities (e.g. watching TV, visiting, playing), which are dependent to a large 

extent on cultural and family goals (Bernheimer & Weisner, 2007; Cooper & Denner, 

1998), are useful units of cultural analysis because they are meaningful for parents and 

children (Weisner, 2002b).  

 

The values and beliefs upheld by parents are reflected through their child rearing 

practices (Rosenthal & Roer-Strier, 2001). This is stressed further by Norton (1990, p. 3) 

who states that “child rearing practices reflect what parents know about life in their 

community, what they believe to be useful, and what they recognise as realistic 

aspirations for their children”. Beliefs about children and the experiences afforded to 

them are therefore inextricably linked to and derived from culture. Every cultural 

community provides developmental pathways for children within an ecocultural context 

(Weisner, 2002b); children’s well-being is therefore dependent on engaged participation 

in this context (Weisner et al., 2005; Weisner, 2002a). Two developmental pathways 

have been emphasised in the literature; one pathway emphasising individuation and 

independence, and the other membership and interdependence (Greenfield et al., 2003). 

Oheneba-Sakyi and Takyi (2006) note that although variations exist among African 

societies as they adapt to different ecosystems and cultural realities, African indigenous 

cultures have historically believed in the supremacy of the group as opposed to Euro-

American culture which focuses on the individual. 

 

The value of looking at parents’ goals and beliefs is highlighted in a study conducted by 

Rao, McHale and Pearson (2003). They found that socialisation goals and child-rearing 

practices in India and China were linked to the specific beliefs about children and 

childhood in each culture. Other studies which have also highlighted the link between 

parenting approaches and culture, include Bornstein and Cote’s (2004) study which 

focused on parenting cognitions of Japanese, South American, and Euro- American 

mothers; Beckert, Strom and Strom (2004) who looked at parent expectations of young 
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children in Taiwan; and Javo, Ronning and Heyerdahl’s (2004) study of child rearing 

among the indigenous Sami population in Norway. Evans (1994) provides a 

comprehensive report of child-rearing practices in Sub-Saharan Africa, in particular in 

Namibia, Zambia, Malawi, Nigeria and Mali. Finally a more recent study by Geiger and 

Alant (2005), reports on child-rearing practices in Botswana. These studies, summarised 

in Table 2.1, indicate that the beliefs or expectations that parents have about the nature of 

development, reflect cultural values and regulate the opportunities that parents provide 

for children (Gauvain, 2003). 

 

Table 2.1 Studies highlighting parental goals and beliefs 

 
Study Aim Methodology Results 
Rao, McHale & Pearson 
(2003) 

To investigate variations 
in socialisation goals in 
relation to child rearing 
goals. 

Parental interviews with 
205 mothers of 4-to- 
5-year-old children in 
Beijing, China and 118 
mothers in Bangalore, 
India. 

While both cultures valued 
obedience, Chinese mothers 
believed that children who 
were encouraged to display 
their emotions and thoughts 
were less likely to succeed 
academically. Indian 
mothers were more 
accepting of individual 
differences and encouraged 
emotional expression. 

Bornstein & Cote (2004) Parenting cognitions of 
Japanese and South 
American immigrant 
mothers in the USA 
were compared with 
mothers from their 
country of origin. 
European American 
mothers were also 
included in the study.  

Participants were 231 
middle-class mothers of 
20-month-old children. 
All mothers completed a 
set of cognition 
measures, a social 
desirability scale and a 
demographic 
questionnaire. 

South American immigrant 
mothers’ parenting 
cognitions more closely 
resembled those of mothers 
in the United States, 
whereas Japanese immigrant 
mothers’ cognitions tended 
to be similar to those of 
Japanese mothers. 

Beckert, Strom & Strom 
(2004) 

To investigate the 
expectations that 
Taiwanese parents have 
of their children. 

423 parents completed 
the Parents as Teachers 
Inventory. 

The variables that 
significantly affected 
parents’ responses were the 
amount of time spent with 
the child, household income, 
parents’ education, gender 
of parent.  
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Javo, Ronning & 
Heyerdahl (2004) 

To examine current 
Sami child-rearing 
practices with 
Norwegians living in the 
same geographic region. 

An interview schedule 
consisting of 225 
questions was reported 
on. Participants 
consisted of 76 Sami 
mothers, 58 Sami 
fathers, 86 Norwegian 
mothers and 58 
Norwegian fathers. 

Results showed that parental 
permissiveness was higher 
in the Sami group; co-
sleeping and self-regulation 
of food and sleep were 
commonly practised by 
Sami, but not Norwegian 
families. 

To understand the 
traditional practices and 
beliefs among the 
Uukwaluudhi people of 
northern Namibia. 

136 households were 
selected and interviews 
with caregivers and 
observations of children 
were conducted. 

To understand child-
rearing practices of 
caregivers in 8 of the 9 
provinces in Zambia. 

740 adults and 232 
children were 
interviewed. 

To understand child-
rearing practices and 
beliefs in Malawi. 

Structured interviews 
and observations were 
conducted in 382 
households in 4 areas in 
Malawi. 

Evans (1994) 
Several studies 
conducted  in:   
Namibia  
 
 
Zambia  
 
 
 
Malawi  
 
 
 
 
Nigeria 

Baseline studies were 
conducted to determine 
health and nutritional 
status of children, as 
well as care 
arrangements and 
stimulation. 

Structured interviews 
were conducted in 1507 
households and 
approximately 100 
children between 2 and 
6 years of age, were 
observed. 

Results which were similar 
across studies included: 
-children are highly valued 
and seen as gifts from God, 
-children are the 
responsibility of the 
community, 
-parental and community 
goals are centered around 
social and human values, 
-older children play a 
significant role in caring for 
younger children, 
-the elders have a special 
role in society, 
-traditional games and songs 
are passed on from older to 
younger children, 
-men are seldom involved in 
the direct care of children. 
 

Geiger & Alant (2008) To describe child-
rearing practices and 
children’s 
communicative 
interactions in a village 
in Botswana. 

A naturalistic long-term 
observation was 
conducted; diaries and 
written observations 
were kept during a nine-
month period. 

Observations  reported 
included: 
- very little verbal 
interaction between mothers 
and young children, 
especially infants, 
-most of the verbal 
communication between 
caregivers and children was 
instructional with very little 
verbal response encouraged 
from the child, 
-pre-speech skills were 
learnt in a play context with 
other children. 

 

 
 
 



13 
 

All these studies report on results observed or obtained without making judgments 

regarding the particular cultural group studied. This is aligned with the ecocultural 

approach which offers “a value neutral framework for describing and interpreting 

differences and similarities in human behaviour across cultures” (Berry, 2003, p. 56). The 

ecocultural approach explicitly rejects the idea that some cultures are more advanced than 

others and therefore appeals for indigenous conceptions of competence to be uncovered. 

These competencies are seen as development nurtured by the activities of daily life as an 

adaptation to the ecological context (Berry, 2003).  

 

There is a resounding outcry that the African context has historically been ignored and 

Euro-American definitions of competence have been uncritically adopted as the norm by 

which Africans are judged (Nsamenang, 2008a; Nsamenang, 2008b; Pence, Evans & 

Garcia, 2008; Pence & Schafer, 2006). Furthermore, African culture has often been 

targeted for replacement instead of enhancement; Nsamenang (2008a) therefore calls for 

indigenous voices to be heard so that their daily realities can be understood. Nsamenang 

(2008b) continues by stating that the gap between African children’s conditions and the 

theories that are applied to them persists because those working in the field of early 

childhood intervention have failed to draw strength from the wisdom of African 

traditions. Culture is again highlighted as the underlying force that determines the nature 

of children’s developmental niches (Nsamenang, 2008b). The ‘developmental niche’ 

concept developed by Super and Harkness (1999) allows further insight into the 

immediacy of cultural forces in the environment. 

 

2.2.3. Developmental niche 

 

The developmental niche concept is a “theoretical framework for studying cultural 

regulation of the micro-environment of the child, and it attempts to describe the 

environment from the point of view of the child in order to understand processes of 

development and acquisition of culture” (Super & Harkness, 1986, p. 552). Within this 

framework, culture is viewed as having an integrated influence on child development as 

the different cultural variables operate and exist within dynamically structured 
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relationships (Super & Harkness, 2002). Goals for development are therefore drawn from 

the child’s cultural niche (Weisner et al., 2005). Super and Harkness (1986) explain that 

the term ‘niche’ has been borrowed from biological ecology where it is used to refer to an 

organism’s place or function in a biosystem. The components of the niche operate in a 

coordinated manner and each component interacts differentially with other features of the 

larger ecology. The organism and the niche are also mutually adapted. The 

developmental niche concept therefore allows for the examination of the cultural 

structuring of child development through the everyday physical and social settings in 

which children live (Cooper & Denner, 1998). 

 

The child is surrounded by three subsystems: settings, customs and psychological 

characteristics of caretakers, which allow researchers an opportunity to investigate the 

impact of culture on a child’s daily life experiences. The first subsystem, the setting, or 

physical and social contexts in which the child lives, determines the risks and support for 

growth and the kinds of interactions that are likely to take place. The physical setting 

refers to amongst other things, the size and ecology of living space; the social setting 

refers to household size, family structure, family composition, generations present, and 

roles of the mother and father. Research conducted by Super and Harkness (1986) in the 

rural Kipsigis community in Kenya, found that dissimilarity in settings explained the 

differences in sleep patterns between infants in Kenya and America. Kipsigis babies slept 

with their mothers and were never left at home during the day, while American babies 

generally slept in their own beds, often in their own rooms. This difference resulted in 

Kipsigis’ babies waking up often during the night, whereas American babies slept for 

longer periods throughout the night. This study illustrates how the physical setting affects 

behaviour. 

 

The next subsystem, the customs or culturally determined rearing, refers to the 

behaviours that are commonly used by members of the community and thoroughly 

integrated into the broader culture (Super & Harkness, 1986). This includes educational 

practices like caretaking, routines, household chores, play, multiple versus dyadic 

interactions (Cooper & Denner, 1998), as well as more infrequent, complex, 
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institutionalised mechanisms, such as circumcision rituals (Super & Harkness, 1986). The 

practice of carrying an infant on the back is customary in many African countries, as well 

as in the Kipsigis community; as it is believed to soothe the baby and keep it out of 

trouble. 

 

The last subsystem makes reference to the psychological characteristics of caretakers, 

which include specific beliefs and emotional orientations of caregivers and types of 

competencies expected of children (Dasen, 2003; Super & Harkness, 1999). This was 

demonstrated by differences reported on mothers’ beliefs on children’s language and 

socialisation. Kipsigis mothers were reported and observed to talk less to their children in 

comparison to American mothers. This practice related to their belief that children learnt 

to talk from each other and not from their mothers. 

 

In addition to these subsystems, three organisational aspects of the niche were identified 

which contribute to important developmental outcomes. These are: contemporary 

redundancy, thematic elaboration and chaining (Super & Harkness, 2002).  

 

Contemporary redundancy refers to “mutually reinforcing repetition of similar influences 

from several parts of the environment during the same period of development” (Super & 

Harkness, 1999, p. 288). Contemporary redundancy was highlighted in a study conducted 

on the daily activities of Mayan children (Gaskins, 1999).The activities that children 

participate in are structured around consistent adult work activities and the family’s 

religious and social activities. Through observation and invited participation by various 

family members, the children develop competency in basic maintenance activities 

(eating, sleeping etc), social orientation (making requests or observing household 

activities), and work. The study concluded that the competencies that children develop 

are related to expectations of them within their context. 

 

Thematic elaboration is the repetition and promotion over time of core symbols and 

systems of meaning (Super & Harkness, 2002). The developing child is able to implicitly 

extract patterns of meaning from the environment (Super & Harkness, 1999). This is 
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exemplified by Nsamenang’s (1992) description of how children in West African 

societies are socialised with an emphasis on the “locus of authority, seniority and filial 

service” (p. 148). Throughout childhood these values are emphasised, for example, 

infants are offered items and playthings and are then ‘lured’ into returning the gifts. This 

training is viewed as a preliminary step in teaching the child to share and give generously 

as this practice continues right up to marriageable age. Various activities in the child’s 

daily life can contribute to thematic elaboration, for example, the oral tradition in African 

culture encourages story telling by elders with the purpose of teaching children values, 

morals and traditions (Evans, 1994). 

 

The third way in which culture affects the course and content of development is through 

chaining. No single element of the environment is sufficient ‘in kind’ to produce a 

particular outcome; it is the linking of different parts that creates a new phenomenon 

(Super & Harkness, 2002). Research conducted by Zeitlin, Ahmed and their colleagues is 

cited by Super and Harkness (1999) to illustrate the element of chaining. Their research, 

conducted in a very poor rural area in Bangladesh, identified a chain consisting of the 

interplay of child-care customs, unsanitary settings and caretaker beliefs concerning 

meaning and causes of infantile diarrhoea that resulted in high rates of infant 

malnutrition, morbidity and mortality. The field trial aimed at impacting on one of these 

links to destroy the chain. Three major features of the environment were altered: the 

caretakers’ understanding of germ theory, the children’s exposure to unsanitary settings, 

and the customary methods of washing. As a result of the intervention, a significant 

reduction in growth retardation and morbidity was noted in comparison to the control 

sample.  

 

These aspects of development in context cannot be accounted for by models of the 

environment that neglect its systematic structure, or by individualistic models of the 

child. It is “the mediating and coordinating systems of culture that enable the 

developmental effects” (Super & Harkness, 1999, p. 293). If a child is able to 

successfully participate in the activity settings as defined and determined by culture, then 
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this leads to an expansion of his niches and increases his opportunities for participation 

and learning. 

 

The theories discussed above highlight the need to consider the immediacy of culture in 

the child’s day-to-day experiences, as developmental goals are related to culture which is 

transmitted through activity settings. Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological theory highlights 

that for development to occur, the person must engage in activities which should take 

place on a regular basis over an extended period of time (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). This is 

expanded on by the concept of thematic elaboration proposed by Super and Harkness 

(1999), in which the repetition and promotion of core symbols and systems of meaning 

over time is recognised for its contribution to developmental outcomes. These systems of 

meaning are transmitted through activity settings which are the everyday routines of life 

made up of cultural activities in which children engage (Weisner, 2002b). The activity 

settings are influenced by a number of variables highlighted in the discussion of 

subsystems in the developmental niche concept, the developmental pathways in the 

ecocultural model and the hierarchy of systems proposed in the Bioecological model. The 

core recommendation of the above discussion is to consider development within context; 

this is made possible by studying activity settings (Tudge et al., 2006, Weisner, 2002a, 

Weisner, 2002b). 

 

2.3. Activity settings 

 

As stated earlier, researchers have identified and proposed activity settings as the basic 

unit for understanding how learning or development takes place within context (Trivette, 

Dunst & Hamby 2004; Farver, 1999; Gallimore et al., 1993). These settings represent 

how families can and do structure their time based on tradition, the orientations provided 

by culture and the socio-economic system within which they live (Goldenberg, Gallimore 

and Reese, 2001). Activity settings are a part of daily life and include activities like 

eating dinner, bath time, listening to stories and getting ready for school (Gallimore et al., 

1993; Dunst & Hamby, 1999). Activity settings include planned and unplanned, as well 

as structured and unstructured activities (Dunst & Hamby, 1999). Activity settings is 
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proposed as the preferred term for “conceptualizing, operationalizing and describing 

natural learning environments and the learning opportunities afforded in these contexts” 

(Dunst, Trivette, Humphries, Raab & Roper, 2001, p. 51).  

 

Dunst and colleagues continue to explain that the use of activity settings as natural 

learning environments is more encompassing than routines, which refer only to one 

aspect of a child’s daily experiences. Activity-based intervention, which has been widely 

researched (Pretti-Frontczak et al., 2003), is one such approach which focuses primarily 

on routines (Macy, 2008). This approach concentrates on teaching children 

developmentally appropriate skills in their daily routines. On the other hand, the focus on 

activity settings in natural environments provides a much more holistic and 

comprehensive framework of the child within context. 

 

Activity settings have been operationalised to include five variables (Farver, 1999; 

Gallimore et al., 1993), each of which is discussed here.  Firstly, ‘personnel present’ 

refers to the people who are present to engage with the child during activities. This is 

determined by broader ecocultural factors such as the economic and social organisation 

of the community. Variations in family experiences may expose the child to different 

combinations of people with varied roles, experiences and beliefs that influence the 

child’s developmental path. It is within this context that Carpenter (2000) challenges the 

stereotyped Western notion of nuclear families applying to all families.  

 

In order to contextualise the current study, it is important to understand the African 

family context. Nkosi and Daniels (2007, p. 15) describe the African household as “a 

common unit of social organisation that combines those who reside together and who 

contribute to income generation, consumption and domestic activities”. The mother is 

often the primary caregiver in most households but she is assisted by other family 

members within the extended family system (Prochner & Kabiru, 2008; Evans, 1994). It 

is also not uncommon for families in Africa to have multiple generations living in the 

same household, as the elderly often live with their children and in some families assume 

the role as head of the household (Oheneba-Sakyi & Takyi, 2006). The elders also play a 
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special role in the transmission of cultural values (Evans, 1994) and family traditions 

(Oheneba-Sakyi & Takyi, 2006). Family structures are predominantly female (Ziel, 

2001), with fathers frequently absent from the homes where their children live (Richter & 

Morrel, 2008). 

 

The economic organisation of families is also centered around the combined income of 

the family, with a strong reliance on money received from old-age pensions (Statistics 

South Africa, 2007). More than 80% of Soweto’s (a large urban-township) informal 

residents have a combined monthly income of less than R1500 in comparison to 54.6% 

who live in four-roomed homes (Gilbert & Soskolne, 2003). The typical house usually 

consists of four rooms: a living room, a kitchen and two bedrooms (Bohman et al., 2007). 

A substantial proportion of families live in backyard shacks (Crankshaw, Gilbert & 

Morris, 2000). Due to the number of family members sharing a home, it is not uncommon 

for family members to sleep in the living room and kitchen (Beal, Crankshaw & Parnell, 

2002). It is interesting that Liddell (1994), in her study of ecocultural variables that affect 

children’s behaviour in four different cultural communities in South Africa, found that 

household size had no impact on children’s behaviour. However, it is acknowledged that 

other researchers (Richter, 1989) found that household size does have an impact on 

children’s behaviour. The family structure and economic organisation discussed here 

provides insight into the first variable of activity settings. 

 

The second variable refers to the tasks or activities being performed and the third variable 

considers the purpose of these activities or tasks. It is necessary to understand the 

meaning of activities as perceived by participants and their reasons for doing them. 

Research has shown that the same task may be carried out for different reasons within 

different contexts. This is exemplified by LeVine et al.’s (1994) research amongst the 

Gusii of Kenya. They compared Gusii infant experiences with those of children in 

Boston, USA. While the Gusii people practised demand feeding and obedience during 

feeding, the Boston mothers followed a less structured routine in terms of feeding and 

were more tolerant of challenging behaviour. These practices highlight the fact that the 

same activity may have different underlying beliefs in particular cultural groups.  
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The fourth variable refers to the scripts that guide children’s participation; these scripts 

are determined by cultural norms and beliefs of the family, local culture and the wider 

community (Dawes & Donald, 2005). Research conducted by Rosenthal and Roer-Strier 

(2001) illustrates how cultural scripts materialise. They compared the child-rearing goals 

of immigrant mothers from the former Soviet Union and Israeli-born mothers. While both 

groups of mothers wanted their children to grow into intelligent and independent adults, 

the Israeli-born mothers placed greater emphasis on social competence, autonomy and 

leadership. The Soviet-born mothers emphasised achievement, emotional control, 

efficiency and organisation. This study exemplifies how developmental outcomes relate 

to the respective ecocultures of the caregivers. It also provides evidence for the fifth 

variable which relates to the salient values, goals and beliefs that adults have, as they 

organise the child’s environment and experiences, based on what they believe are 

important developmental outcomes.  

 

Salient goals, beliefs and values in Africa relate to the concept of ‘ubuntu’ which is 

described as the interconnectedness of people and is rooted in the understanding that a 

person is a person because of other people (Du Plessis, 2001). The ideals of ubuntu guide 

and direct the patterns of life of Africans and are orally transferred from one generation 

to the next (Mnyaka & Motlhabi, 2005). This is seen as the context in which one achieves 

personhood because it is through relationships with others that one develops a sense of 

being (Mnyaka & Motlhabi, 2005; Nussbaum, 2003). Harmony, cooperation, 

interdependence and respect are life skills that African children learn from an early age 

(Hanks, 2008). Increasing modernisation, rural-urban migration and economic 

restructuring (Oheneba-Sakyi & Takyi, 2006) have challenged the resilience of families 

in maintaining these core values; however, strong family ties have assisted the 

continuation of these values through intergenerational, extended family systems (Moeno, 

2006). 

 

The focus on ubuntu highlights the ‘interdependence’ pathway of development, which 

emphasises heteronomy and relatedness, in which the self gives priority to group goals, 

focusing on norms and duties, and maintaining interpersonal relationships based on roles 
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and obligations (Keller, Borke, Yovsi, Lohaus and Jensen, 2005; Kagitcibasi, 2003). 

These moral lessons imparted to children are “tacitly woven into the texture of daily life 

activities” (Nsamenang, 2003, p. 222). To illustrate this point, children in some Sub-

Saharan cultures perform chores and take care of younger siblings to learn sharing 

responsibility, obedience, helpfulness, cooperation and respect (Evans, 1994). 

 

In contrast, the pathway of ‘independence’ is geared towards encouraging autonomy and 

separateness as personal goals (Keller et al., 2005; Kagitcibasi, 2003). There is, however, 

a growing consensus amongst developmental psychologists that “the developmental goals 

of independence and interdependence have been too sharply dichotomised” (Neff, 2003, 

p. 315). Neff proposes that instead of focusing on the relative emphasis placed on either 

independence or interdependence in different cultures, it might be more useful for 

researchers to document the different ways in which these needs are met in different 

contexts. This implies studying children in their local cultural setting which is made up of 

the everyday routines of life and its constituent activities and practices that drive 

development (Weisner, 2002a). The study of activity settings is therefore recommended 

to provide a complete account of learning and development in context (Rueda, Gallego & 

Moll, 2000). Harry (2002) adds that by attending to activity settings, researchers can 

obtain a ‘fine-grained’ description of any family within its cultural context. 

 

Activity settings have been studied extensively by Dunst and colleagues through The 

Children’s Learning Opportunities Early Childhood Research Institute. Two national 

surveys that investigated family and community life as sources of children’s learning 

opportunities in 48 states in America, found that family and community life is made up of 

11 different categories of learning activities (Dunst & Bruder, 1999a). These include 

family routines (e.g. cooking meals), parenting routines (e.g. child’s bath time), child 

routines (e.g. brushing teeth), literacy activities (e.g. looking at books), play activities, 

family celebrations, physical play, family rituals, socialisation activities (e.g. visiting 

friends) and outdoor activities (e.g. gardening).  
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Through their surveys, Dunst and Hamby (1999) found that family life is rich in terms of 

the different learning activities that occur as part of everyday life. Children could find 

themselves in 16 different home locations and 25 community locations, resulting in at 

least 150 activity settings, which in turn provided more than 200 different learning 

opportunities for children (Dunst, Bruder, Trivette, Raab & McLean, 1998). Children can 

therefore experience different kinds of learning opportunities, depending on where they 

live, what their parents enjoy doing, and their values and desires for their children and 

families (Dunst & Bruder, 1999b). Furthermore, one physical location can be the source 

of many activity settings, and one activity setting can be the source of many learning 

opportunities (Dunst & Bruder, 1999a). The study of learning opportunities that occur as 

part of everyday family life is therefore recommended. The advantage is that these 

activities are already a part of what families do and therefore do not require extensive 

planning or additional costs (Dunst & Bruder, 1999b).  

 

Eloff and de Wet (2007) adopted an asset-based approach when they conducted an 

ethnographic study in Mangweni, a village in South Africa which lies near the border of 

Swaziland. The study aimed at identifying personal and environmental assets that occur 

as part of everyday life that could be used to enrich preschool learning in this context. 

Numerous assets were identified in the community. Child assets included the games they 

played, like rope jumping, ball games, singing games, dancing games, hide and seek and 

running games. Children were also exposed to many natural resources in their 

environment that presented with opportunities for learning; these included animals, 

insects, plants, gardens and big yards. This study identified assets in a poor community 

that have the potential to act as learning opportunities. 

 

Children’s participation in activity settings has a positive influence on their 

developmental outcomes, as well as on the well-being of parents. This was displayed by 

research conducted by Trivette, Dunst and Hamby (2004) to examine the relationship 

between children’s participation in family activity settings and child, parent and family 

outcomes. Their findings showed that increased participation in home routines, creativity, 

literacy and physical activity settings were related to increases in child behavioural 
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competence and child developmental progress. In addition, positive parental well-being 

was reported as a result of children’s participation in activity settings.  

 

An earlier study by Dunst, Bruder, Trivette, Hamby, Raab, Mclean (2001) reports on both 

quantitative and qualitative characteristics of child participation in everyday family and 

community activity settings. The study comprised 18 sessions and consisted of two 

weeks of pre-intervention interviews which aimed at generating complete lists of 

everyday activities that could be used as sources of learning opportunities for children. 

Target activities were considered which were fun and enjoyable for the child. Sixteen 

weeks of intervention followed with the development of an activity schedule and activity 

settings which were incorporated into a child behaviour matrix. Parents were encouraged 

to use contingent responsiveness to reinforce and support children’s production of 

competence in the context of the activity settings. During the intervention phase, they 

assessed the number and frequency of activity settings, obtained measurements on the 

development enhancing characteristics of the activity settings, collected information 

about participants’ use of responsive teaching, and obtained child developmental 

quotients. Their findings indicated that the variety of activity settings was associated with 

positive consequences in both enhanced learning opportunities and child functioning.  

 

The advantages of this approach was further highlighted by parents of children with 

disabilities, who reported that they preferred interventions that were easy to conduct, 

fitted into their daily lives, and focused on children doing things to help them be a part of 

family and community life (Dunst & Bruder, 1999a). Similarly, Gallimore et al. (1993) 

found in their study of children with developmental delays, that interventions that led 

families to make changes in their activity settings and which were too discrepant from 

what families were already doing were unlikely to be sustained.  

 

This point is further stressed by two studies conducted by Dunst, Bruder, Trivette and 

Hamby (2006). In their interview with  parents (815 in study 1 and 801 in study 2) 

enrolled in early childhood intervention programmes, they found that parents reported 

more learning opportunities when participation in activity settings was seen as a form of 

 
 
 



24 
 

early childhood intervention, rather than a setting in which professionals implement 

services. Their results showed that the more frequently activity settings were used as 

sources of everyday learning opportunities, the more positive and less negative were the 

well-being scores. In contrast, the more frequently early intervention services were 

implemented in everyday activity settings, the less positive and more negative were the 

well-being scores. These preferences were not upheld by practitioners interviewed in 

Portugal, where Sousa, Ribeiro and Rodrigues (2007) found that practitioners still tend to 

think and intervene within a deficit perspective, focusing on difficulties and deficiencies 

and failing to see the potential within families.  

 

In summary, research on activity settings has shown that children engage in many 

different activity settings that can be a source of many learning opportunities. Children’s 

participation in activity settings also has positive outcomes for both children and parents.  

 

2.4. Early Childhood Development in South Africa 

 

The past two decades have witnessed increased attention to early childhood development 

policies and programmes in Africa (Pence & Marfo, 2008). Since 1994, South Africa has 

steadily seen an increase in policies being developed which call for a responsive, 

integrated approach towards early childhood intervention. The Integrated National 

Disability Strategy (1997) and the White Paper 6 on Special Needs Education 

(Department of Education, 2001) both support the need for early childhood development 

programmes. While these policies recognise the importance of focusing on early child 

development within context by including families and communities, their scope in 

identifying the assets that exist within South African communities is limited.  

 

Although there is a growing body of research about young children and their families 

from other parts of the world, there is a paucity of such information available within 

Africa about Africa (Pence, Evans and Garcia, 2008). One of few studies investigating 

development in context in South Africa was conducted by Bray and Brandt (2007). They 

focused on the everyday interactions between young children and their relatives, 
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household members and neighbours. The data were accumulated through a series of 

qualitative studies conducted in Masiphumelele, a very poor community on the outskirts 

of Cape Town. Children in this community were not only receivers of care, but also took 

care of others. Children who are five to nine years of age are often involved in domestic 

tasks which include cooking, cleaning the home, washing their own clothes and making 

tea for caregivers. Many of them are also involved in caring for a younger sibling. Bray 

and Brandt (2007) cite an interesting example of a four-year-old boy who assisted his 

HIV positive mother with daily domestic tasks and also reminded her to take her anti-

retroviral treatment. This study raises awareness about the impact that HIV/AIDS has had 

on the role of children in families; the responsibilities become more apparent for children 

taking care of a sick parent, or orphaned children who are heading households. The 

proportion of orphans in Sub-Saharan Africa is higher than anywhere else in the world; 

the projected number of AIDS orphans in South Africa by 2010 is 3.1 million (Garcia, 

Viranta & Dunkelberg, 2008).  This particular context would have an impact on the 

activity settings that children are involved in, especially in relation to their ‘caring’ role.  

 

Children in Malawi also spend time caring for their siblings while their parents work in 

the fields. Their responsibilities include bathing, cooking for and feeding younger 

siblings, helping with household chores, and sometimes they are sent to sell things to earn 

money for the family. In some countries this may be perceived as child labour, but in this 

context parents see it as training their children to be reliable adults (Evans, Matola & 

Nyeko, 2008).  

 

Nsamenang (2008b) recommends that because culture determines the nature of children’s 

developmental niches, it is imperative that their daily routines and settings be included in 

service provision. Increased participation in daily activities, specifically activities of 

interest, should be one of the major goals of any intervention approach (Roper & Dunst, 

2003). This goal is only possible if there is an extensive understanding of activity settings 

that children participate in, within context. In this light, Nsamenang (1992, p. 214) 

recommends that “developmental research should begin with the understanding of the 

ecology in which children live and develop”. Processes and theories developed by 

 
 
 



26 
 

Western social scientists should not be completely ignored; Super and Harkness (2008) 

recommend that these frameworks could prove to be useful if implemented along with 

local theories, insights and experience. Researchers in Africa have the social 

responsibility to begin systematically building up the knowledge required for making 

informed decisions about children, and understanding their caregiving niches and activity 

settings in order to provide a framework for sustainable intervention (Nsamenang, 

2008a).  

 

2.5. Summary 

 

This chapter presented and discussed the theoretical underpinnings of activity settings. 

Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological model, the ecocultural approach developed primarily by 

Weisner, and Super and Harkness’ developmental niche concept, were explored. These 

theories highlight the link between culture and development and they recommend activity 

settings as a means of gaining insight into this relationship. Activity settings were defined 

and expanded on as a basis for identifying opportunities for learning within the family 

context. 

 

 
 
 



27 
 

CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

The focus of this study was to identify the opportunities for learning within the family 

context. This chapter discusses the research methodology used. Firstly the aims and sub-

aims are outlined; this is followed by a discussion of the research design, research phases, 

the pilot study and finally, the main study. 

 

3.2 Aims  

 

The aim of this study was to identify the family activity settings that typically developing 

3-to-5-year-old children participate in, in a low-income African context. 

 

These activity settings are described in terms of the following: 

a) the frequency of participation in these activities; 

b) differences in activity settings based on the age and gender of children; 

c) the partners who are primarily involved in these activities; 

d) establishing caregivers’ beliefs about the underlying purpose of an activity; 

e) establishing caregivers’ perceptions of activities that are important for learning. 

 

3.3 Research design 

 

A descriptive survey design using structured face-to-face interviews was used. This 

approach is the design of choice when studying people’s values, beliefs and experiences 

(Creswell, 2003; McMillan & Schumacher, 2001). An interview schedule consisting of a 

list of closed and open-ended questions was constructed and piloted. This approach was 

chosen as it holds no bias against respondents who have varied literacy levels and may 

have difficulty with written questionnaires (Kumar 2005; McMillan & Schumacher, 

2001). 
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 3.4 Preparatory Phase 

 

There were two main research phases: the preparatory phase which included various 

stages that focused on the development and validation of the research instrument, and 

secondly the main study. Table 3.1 provides an overview of the processes followed to 

establish content validity during the preparatory phase of the study, which is discussed in 

detail after the table. 

 

Table 3.1 Development of interview schedule 

 

Stage Process Validity 
 Content development a. Literature review 

b. Expert panel 

a. First Focus group  

b. Second Focus group   Focus groups 
c. Third Focus group  

Content validity 

 

a. Pre-pilot  

b. Expert Panel 

Pr
ep

ar
at

or
y 

Ph
as

e 

 
Pilot study 

c. Pilot study 

Content validity 

Internal validity 

 

 

Validity raises the question of whether the measuring tool is adequately representative of 

the theoretical process or constructs it is intended to capture (Kelly et al., 2003; Aldridge 

& Levine, 2001). As the interview schedule utilised in this study was developed by the 

researcher, it was important to gather evidence for validity before the actual data were 

collected (McMillan & Schumacher, 2001). 

 

Content validity, which is a subjective measure of the appropriacy of the items included, 

was established in a two-stage process which included a developmental and a judgment 

stage (Lynn, 1986). The developmental stage consisted of domain identification, which 

was achieved by reviewing the literature to identify the components of activity settings. 

Consultations with speech therapy assistants from the same community as the target 
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population, and focus group discussions with representatives of the target population, 

assisted in confirming the activities to be included in the interview. The judgment stage 

in the establishment of content validity included an evaluation of the instrument by an 

expert panel that assessed the entire instrument according to specific criteria. Finally, the 

pre-pilot and pilot phases assisted in improving the internal validity of the questionnaire. 

 

3.4.1. Content development 

 

3.4.1.1 Literature review 

 

The content of the interview schedule needed to be carefully planned and to relate clearly 

to the research question in order to ensure the content validity of questions included in 

the tool (Kelly, Clark, Brown, and Sitzia, 2003). The components of activity settings 

were identified by reviewing the literature (Trivette, Dunst & Hamby, 2004; Greenfield et 

al., 2003; Berry, 2003; Weisner, 2002a, 2002b; Farver, 1999; Dunst & Hamby, 1999; 

Gallimore et al., 1993). Five variables were identified: the person present to engage with 

the child during activities; the tasks or activities being performed; the purpose of the 

activities or tasks; the scripts (which are determined by cultural norms and beliefs); and 

the salient values, goals and beliefs that adults have as they organise the child’s 

environment and experiences based on what they believe are important developmental 

outcomes (Farver, 1999; Gallimore et al., 1993). 

 

In the planning phase it was also crucial to establish if an appropriate, reliable and valid 

instrument already existed (Kelly et al., 2003). The Parent Survey of Home and Family 

Experiences (Dunst & Bruder, 1999a) which was based on two national surveys in the 

United States of America was identified. This instrument was used to identify activities 

within the family context that were a source of children’s learning opportunities. This list 

was used as a basis, to compile a list of activities for validation within the South African 

context. 
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3.4.1.2 Expert Panel 

 

The list of activities from the Parent Survey of Home and Family Experiences was used 

by the researcher in a discussion with three speech therapy assistants employed at a 

hospital in Soweto. The speech therapy assistants have over 20 years experience each in 

working with families from the Soweto community and also live within the same 

community, as the target population. They were requested to comment on the 

appropriateness of the activities for children living in Soweto. As a result of this 

discussion, 19 items remained unchanged, 20 items were added, 21 items were deleted, 

seven items were adapted and two items were sub-divided into four items (Appendix A). 

Consensus was reached on a list of 50 activities which were then included in the 

interview schedule. 

 

3.4.2 Focus groups 

 

In order to obtain further consensus on the activities to be included in the interview, 

scheduled focus groups were used during the planning phase of this study (Krueger & 

Casey, 2000). Focus groups allow the researcher insight into people’s shared 

understanding of everyday life within their specific community, thereby increasing the 

credibility of information received (Heary & Hennessy, 2002). This process also 

permitted the researcher to validate information to be included in the interview schedule, 

as it encouraged interaction between participants which enhanced the quality and richness 

of information received (Wilkinson, 2004; McMillan & Schumacher, 2001). Three focus 

groups were organised in the preparatory phase of the study. Each focus group is 

discussed in terms of its aim, participants, procedures and outcomes. 
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3.4.2.1 First focus group 

Aim 

The aim of the first focus group discussion was to obtain consensus on the list of agreed 

activities and to assess the understanding of questions intended for inclusion in the 

interview schedule (Appendix B). 

 

Participants 

The participants of the focus groups were parents or caregivers of typically developing 

children aged 3-to-5-years, who attend an African Self Help Association (ASHA) 

preschool in Soweto. Three sessions were held as part of the first focus group, with four, 

six and five participants in each group.  

 

Procedure 

A comfortable, permissive environment, which is integral to the success of a focus group, 

was set up in a quiet room at the preschool (Krueger & Casey, 2000). The chairs were 

arranged in a circle so that participants could easily see and respond to each other. The 

researcher was assisted by a parent who is a volunteer at one of the schools. Her role 

included setting up the room, assisting with translation, if required, and preparing 

refreshments. The researcher explained the purpose of the focus group to participants; 

thereafter the activity settings were presented visually on a chart for discussion. A set 

format of questions as well as probe questions was used to obtain further information 

from participants. The procedure remained consistent for each session. All participants 

were able to communicate in English and therefore did not require the assistance of the 

translator. The discussion took an average of 1 hour and 15 minutes.  

 

Outcomes 

The information which was agreed on by participants in all three groups was summarised 

and is presented in Table 3.2. 
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Table 3.2 First focus group results 

 
Aim Procedure Outcomes Recommendation  
To develop a 
list of 
activities as 
well as 
information on 
the partner 
who engages 
in the activity 
with the child. 

Activities were presented 
one at a time verbally by 
the researcher and written 
out on chart paper. 

Participants included 33 of 
the 50 activities (Appendix 
B) without any change; 
two activities: cooking 
meals and cleaning the 
house were adapted; 15 
activities were excluded; 
and six new activities were 
added. 

A list of 45 activities was 
developed based on the 
input from participants.  
 

To obtain a 
description of 
activities. 

Participants were 
requested to describe each 
activity. 

Participants were able to 
provide detailed 
descriptions as requested. 

Due to the difficulty in 
analysing and coding 
descriptions, it was 
suggested that descriptions 
of activities be omitted 
from the main study. 

To establish 
the frequency 
and duration of 
activities.  

Participants were asked to 
state how often the child 
participates in an activity; 
the options included daily, 
weekly and monthly. 
The duration of activities 
was established by asking 
how long the child 
participates in the activity; 
the options included 0−15 
minutes, to over an hour. 

Participants were able to 
state the frequency and 
duration using terms like 
sometimes, often and 
rarely to describe 
frequency. When this was 
clarified with the group : 
often = once a week, 
sometimes = once a month 
and rarely or hardly ever = 
once a year.  
The participants were 
unable to provide specific 
information on how long a 
child engages in an 
activity as this was not 
monitored by them. 

The response options for 
frequency were changed 
based on input from the 
groups. 
The question on duration 
was omitted.  

To establish 
the perceptions 
on what 
children learn 
from an 
activity. 

Participants were asked to 
describe what the child 
learns from the activity. 

They were able to describe 
specific and general 
learning outcomes. 

This question was 
maintained unchanged. 

To establish 
the perceptions 
of the purpose 
of the activity. 

Participants were asked to 
state the purpose of the 
activity. 

Participants did not 
understand the term 
‘purpose’. When it was 
explained the responses 
were very similar to the 
description of what 
children learn from an 
activity. 

This question was adapted 
to include response 
options. 
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To establish 
what 
participants 
perceive as 
their role in 
the activity. 

Participants were asked to 
describe what they saw as 
their role in a particular 
activity. 

Participants experienced 
difficulty responding to 
this question. 

The question was therefore 
changed to include a rating 
scale (of 1 to 4) on how 
parents perceive the 
importance of an activity 
for learning. 

To establish if 
participants 
understood the 
open-ended 
questions. 

A set of questions was 
presented and participants 
were asked which question 
they thought was easier to 
understand and answer. 

Questions were included 
or excluded based on the 
responses from 
participants. 

Four open-ended questions 
were maintained. 

 
 

In conclusion, the results of this focus group gave the researcher insight into the activities 

to be included in the interview schedule. Saturation was reached by the third session, as 

no new information or ideas were added. The third session therefore validated the 

information received during the two previous sessions (Krueger & Casey, 2000). 

 

3.4.2.2 Second focus group 

Aim 

The second focus group was held to engage in a process of member checking, to ensure 

that information was correctly interpreted by the researcher (McMillan & Schumacher, 

2001). This also enhanced credibility as the researcher was able to clarify that the 

information was interpreted correctly (Heary & Hennessy, 2002). This is important 

because in order to get reliable responses in the main study, respondents must have a 

clear understanding of questions and possess sufficient knowledge to answer them 

(Kumar, 2005). This focus group was also utilised to obtain the opinion of participants on 

the appropriateness and sensitivity of biographical questions to be included in the 

interview (Iarossi, 2006). 

 

Participants 

A follow-up discussion was held with a representative group of six participants, 

consisting of two members selected from each group hosted in the first focus group 

sessions. 
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Procedure 

A list of activities developed in the first focus group was presented to participants for 

validation. The same procedure that was described for the first focus group was used.  

The participants were requested to state whether they agreed with the list of activities 

presented. This focus group was also requested to state whether they understood and 

would be able to answer the biographical questions that were developed for inclusion in 

the interview schedule.  

 

Outcomes 

The participants added five activities to the list and agreed that they would be 

comfortable answering the biographical questions. The second focus group assisted in 

validating the list of activities to be used in the interview schedule and in achieving 

consensus on the biographical questions to be included. Obtaining consensus on the 

biographical information was important as respondents may avoid answering or give 

incorrect information if questions are considered to be insensitive (Iarossi, 2006). 

 

3.4.2.3 Third focus group 

Aim 

In discussion with Dunst, Trivette, Alant and Uys (2006) it was recommended that the 

researcher should host a third focus group to obtain information on culturally specific 

games and activities. This was suggested as it was thought that predetermined items used 

with previous focus groups may have limited the information received thus far. Therefore 

the aim of the third focus group was to generate a culturally appropriate list of activities.  

 

Participants 

Two focus group sessions of five participants from two ASHA preschools were hosted. 

 

Procedure 

Participants were requested to describe the activities that their child engages in at 

different times of the day, on weekends, and the activities which are carried out as a 

family. In order to gain an improved understanding of culturally specific information, 
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participants were asked to describe their religious routines and traditions, family 

traditions, celebrations, holidays, special occasions and games that they play which are 

not usually played in other cultures.  

 

Outcomes 

Table 3.3 describes the outcomes of the third focus group. 

 

Table 3.3 Third focus group results 

Category  Activities added which were previously excluded 
Educational Homework 

Playing with water 
Building blocks 
Board games 

Chore activities Setting the table 
Washing hands 
Washing/rinsing plate  
Cleaning the toilet 
Cleaning the ‘stoep’ (front porch) 
Picking up papers in the yard 
Sweeping the yard 
Washing socks and underwear 
Cleaning shoes 
Packing clothing 
Washing dishes 

Traditional games and other play 
activities 

Traditional games included: 
-bathi -(monkey in the middle) 
-mogusha (jumping on an elastic ) 
-mokuku (hide-and-seek) 
-masikathlane (climbing trees) 
-diale (marbles) 
-dibeke (knocking tins down with a ball or stones) 
Flying kite 
Playing top 
Hopscotch 
Making cars from plastic/steel 
Cell phone games 

Family activities 
 

Visiting family/traditional home 
Visiting ancestral graves 
Attending ancestral ceremonies 
Visiting a traditional healer/sangoma 

Additional activities Haircut/hairstyle 
Visiting shopping malls 
Playing arcade games 
Going to a spaza shop 
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The third focus group assisted the researcher in developing a more comprehensive and 

holistic understanding of activity settings, in which children are involved in. These 

activities were therefore added to develop a more comprehensive interview schedule. 

 

3.4.3. Pilot study 

 

3.4.3.1 Pre-pilot  

 

Aim 

The aim of the pre-pilot was to establish if participants understood the questions being 

asked, if response categories were sufficient, the average duration of the interview, and to 

determine if any added procedures would be required for the main study (Bowden et al., 

2002). 

 

Participants 

Ten participants participated in two sessions. 

 

Procedure 

The school principal selected participants based on the criteria provided to her i.e. parents 

or caregivers of 3 to 5-year-old typically developing children. A letter was sent to parents 

containing details of the study. Face-to face interviews were conducted individually with 

participants. The interviews were conducted in English and transcribed by the researcher. 

All participants were able to communicate in English and did not require an interpreter. 

Coded responses were presented in writing on chart paper to assist participants with 

recall of responses.  

 

Outcomes 

A summary of recommended changes as a result of these interviews is presented in Table 

3.4. 
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Table 3.4 Pre-pilot: Recommended changes to interview schedule 

 

Aim Procedure Results  Recommendation 
To obtain biographical 
information. 

Participants were asked 
to respond to closed 
questions with pre-
coded responses 
available for each 
question. 

All instructions were 
understood and pre-
coded responses which 
were inadequate were 
identified. 

The pre-coded 
responses for people 
living in the house were 
extended to include 
great-grandparents as 
this was a response 
given by participants. 

To obtain a list of 
activity settings. 

Participants were asked 
if their child participates 
in an activity and they 
were also requested to 
state the frequency of 
participation. 

Participants understood 
the instructions and 
responded to all pre-
coded responses 
provided. 

Activities were 
operationalised based 
on whether at least 50% 
of participants engaged 
in them. Based on this, 
a final list of 50 
activities was drawn up. 

To understand parents’ 
perceptions as to why 
some activities were 
excluded from the 
child’s experiences.  

The following pre-
coded responses were 
stated: money, time, 
transport, space and 
safety. 

Participants responded 
to all categories but also 
included the child’s age 
as a reason for non-
participation. 

The child’s age was 
included as a pre-coded 
response. 

To ascertain who the 
child participates with, 
in the activity. 

Pre-coded responses 
included six categories: 
mother, father, siblings, 
friends, grandparents, 
and other. 

The instruction was 
understood but pre- 
coded response 
categories were 
inadequate. 

Parents and family were 
included as these were 
indicated frequently in 
the ‘other’ category. 

To determine 
participants’ 
perceptions as to the 
main purpose of the 
activity. 

The following pre-
coded responses were 
stated: play, work, 
socialising, care and 
other. 

Pre-coded responses 
were inadequate as 
many participants 
responded in the ‘other’ 
category. 

Categories were 
extended to include:  
exercise, educational, 
independence and 
spiritual.  

To establish 
participants’ 
perceptions on activities 
as learning 
opportunities. 

A five-point rating scale 
was utilised to rate the 
importance of an 
activity for learning. 

Participants did not 
respond in extreme 
categories of strongly 
agree and strongly 
disagree.  

All ratings to be stated 
from negative to 
positive, to maintain 
consistency. Three 
response categories:   
not important, important 
and very important 
replaced the four 
categories which were 
initially included. 

To determine the 
caregiver’s role in 
activities. 

An open-ended question 
was asked. 

Participants did not 
understand this 
question. 

A set of statements was 
developed to obtain 
information on the 
caregiver’s role. This 
was easily understood 
but the response option 
was changed from a 
five-point scale to a 
three-point scale which 
was better understood 
by participants. 
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Aim Procedure Results  Recommendation 
The next three questions were adapted from the interview schedule utilised by Dunst and Bruder (1999a). 
To determine home 
activities that are 
considered as important 
learning activities. 

Participants were asked 
to list the things that 
they considered as most 
important for the child 
to learn from home. 

Participants were able 
to answer this question 
without requesting 
clarification. 

No changes. 

To enquire about 
activities that the child 
enjoys. 

Participants were 
requested to list at least 
three activities that the 
child enjoys the most at 
home. 

Participants were able 
to answer this question 
without requesting 
clarification; however, 
there was consensus 
that the question should 
be changed to: activities 
that make the child 
laugh or smile.  

Question changed  to 
“What are the activities 
that make your child 
laugh or smile at 
home?”  

Sentence completion 
activity to determine 
parents’ beliefs about 
how children learn.  
 

Participants were 
requested to complete 
the sentence “I think 
that children learn best 
by….” 
Or “I think my child 
learns best by…” 

Both questions were 
understood but 
participants preferred 
the latter. 

The second question “I 
think my child learns 
best by…” was included 
in the final 
questionnaire as this 
was recommended and 
understood by 
participants. 

 

The process of pre-testing instructions gave the researcher specific information on which 

questions needed to be adapted or omitted from the interview schedule, which 

contributed to improved validity (Czaja, 2005). Participants from the focus groups also 

suggested that a workshop be held for respondents after participating in the study, as a 

way of increasing their understanding of how to use opportunities for learning within 

their family context. This suggestion was therefore used as an incentive for participation 

in the main study. Workshop content was based on the Parent-Child programme that is 

conducted at Chris Hani Baragwanath Hospital (Balton, 2004). 

 

3.4.3.2 Expert Panel 

 

Aim 

As referred to in Table 3.1, further validation of the interview schedule was achieved by 

developing and administering a brief questionnaire on the structure of questions to five 

colleagues in the PhD group (2007) at the Centre for Augmentative and Alternate 

Communication, University of Pretoria. Criteria in terms of question wording (Appendix 
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C) were formulated into a questionnaire in which respondents were requested to provide 

a rating from 1 (highest) to 3 (lowest) (Iarossi, 2006). There was consensus amongst the 

five respondents that the questions were brief enough, not leading or loaded, that the 

words used were simple and easily understood. Concern was expressed about the 

ambiguity of Question 12 in the interview schedule. Question 12 was therefore omitted as 

similar information was obtained in other sections of the questionnaire. 

 

3.4.3.3 Pilot study 

 

Aim 

As various changes were made to the interview schedule during the preparatory phase of 

the study, it was important to conduct a pilot study before entering into the main study. 

The purpose of the pilot study was to determine if respondents were able to answer all the 

questions; if the wording of instructions was clear and easily read by the researcher; if 

response categories were adequate; and to estimate the time taken to complete an 

interview (Iarossi, 2006; Kumar, 2005). 

 

Participants 

Six caregivers of three boys and three girls aged three, four and five years attending an 

ASHA preschool, were interviewed.  

 

Procedure 

Six face-to-face interviews were conducted in the principal’s office at the school. The 

interviews were conducted and transcribed by the researcher. The questions (Appendix 

D) were read out and supplemented with show cards which displayed the response 

options for the closed questions. Response options were visually presented to aid 

participants with recall (Aldridge & Levine, 2001). 

 

Results  

All respondents understood the questions asked and did not request any clarification or 

repetition of questions. Respondents also had sufficient knowledge to answer the 

 
 
 



40 
 

questions posed. It was decided to omit Question 11.4 which was an open-ended question 

about what caregivers expected the child to learn from an activity, as the responses were 

very similar to those in Question 11.5 which focused on the purpose of the activity. 

Response categories were adequate for all questions asked. The interviews took an 

average of 35 minutes each. The researcher took five minutes between interviews to set 

up for the next respondent. A comfort break was required after three interviews. The 

interview was easy to transcribe and the format of the interview schedule was 

straightforward. This process indicated that the interview schedule was adequately 

developed for use in the main study. Table 3.5 represents the areas which were included 

in the interview schedule after the preparatory phase of the study. 

 

Table 3.5 Interview schedule: outcome of preparatory phase  

 

Category Question area Motivation 
Part 1: Biographical Information 

Age Child: 
-Two closed 
questions Gender 

The child’s age and gender were included as these are 
part of the selection criteria for the study. Results were 
analysed according to the age and gender groups. 

Respondent’s relationship to 
the child 
Age of respondent 
Educational level 

Participant/ 
caregiver: 
-Three  closed 
and one open-
ended question 

 
Employment status 

To obtain biographical information about respondent. 

Family’s monthly income 

Family members living in the 
house 

Total number of people living 
in the house 

Family 
demographics: 
-One  closed 
and three open-
ended questions 

 

Total number of rooms in the 
house 

This section was included as it relates to the family’s 
context in terms of finance, structure and living space. 
This information is important as the context for this 
study is in a poor urban setting. The type of activities 
that children are afforded could be related to the 
partners with whom children are able to engage, and 
the available space. 
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Part 2: Activity Settings 
Activities: 
50 closed 
questions 
covering all 
sections in Part 
2 

A representative list of 
activities  that young children 
in the community are involved 
in. 

Fifty activities were included in the interview schedule 
after a vigorous process of consultation through focus 
groups and expert panels. These identified activities 
provide a way for ‘mapping’ children’s learning 
opportunities.  By knowing the sources of learning 
opportunities, interventionists are able to increase the 
number of experiences promoting learning within 
home and family life (Dunst & Bruder, 1999a). 

Frequency of 
participation Five options: never, hardly 

ever, sometimes, often and 
daily were provided.  
 

To identify how often activities take place, as those 
activities which occur on a regular basis and over an 
extended period of time, contribute to learning and 
development (Bronfenbrenner, 1992; Bronfenbrenner 
1999).  

Reason for non-
participation 

To obtain reasons for non-
participation. Response 
options included money, 
transport, space, time, safety, 
the child’s age and an ‘other’ 
category. 

Understanding why children do not participate in an 
activity provides insight into the family’s context and 
the respondent’s perceptions. 

Partners 
involved in the 
activity with the 
child 

Nine response options were 
provided to gain information 
on who participates with the 
child, namely mother, father, 
parents, siblings, family, 
grandparents, friends, no one 
and an ‘other’ category. 

The people present are determined by broad ecocultural 
factors. It is therefore important to develop an 
understanding of who is available and participates with 
the child, and who provides insight into the variation of 
family experiences. 

Main purpose of 
the activity 

The following response 
options were included to 
understand the main reason 
that a child participates in an 
activity: fun, work, 
socialising, care, educational, 
exercise, spiritual and ‘other’. 

Developing an understanding of parents’ perceptions of 
the purpose of activities assists in developing insight 
into the cultural definition of activities. 
 

Importance of 
the activity for 
learning. 

Each activity was rated on a 
three-point rating scale:  not 
important, important and very 
important to determine 
respondents’ perceptions 
about its importance for 
learning. 

Developing an understanding of parents’ perceptions of 
activities that present opportunities for learning assists 
in planning sustainable intervention. Research has 
indicated that if intervention goals do not match with 
family goals, intervention may be compromised. 
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Part 3:  Perceptions on learning 

-Perception on additional 
activities that the child 
participates in within the 
family context that may 
present an opportunity for 
learning. 

This question allowed respondents to add any activities 
which were not included on the activity list. 

-Most important lessons 
 ( values) to be learnt at home 
-Close sentence activity about 
the respondent’s perception of 
how a child learns. 

These questions were included as adults organise the 
child’s environment based on the goals which they 
perceive as important for development and for children 
to become productive members of their community. 

Open-ended 
questions 
provide 
important 
insights into 
respondent’s 
perceptions 
(Aldrige & 
Levine, 2001). 

-Listing three to five home 
activities that the child finds 
enjoyable and interesting. 

This question was included to identify those activities 
that children are interested in as an asset-based 
approach to learning. It uses children’s assets, 
especially their interests, as a condition for engaging 
them in activity settings that build on their competence 
(Dunst, Trivette, Humphries, Raab & Roper, 2001). 

 
The preparatory phase of the study contributed to the development and validation of the 

interview schedule that was used in the main study. The rigorous validation process 

ensured that the process and content dimensions of the interview schedule related to the 

specified objectives of the study. 

 

3.5 Main Study 

 

3.5.1 Description of setting 

 

The study was conducted at the Early Resource Centre which is the training centre for 

teachers from ASHA preschools in Soweto. ASHA is a community-based service 

organisation whose vision is to improve the quality of life of preschool children and their 

families (ASHA, 2005). The organisation is registered with the Gauteng Department of 

Social Development as well as with the Gauteng Department of Health. ASHA has 40 

registered preschools under its umbrella in the Soweto community, with at least 5 100 

children enrolled in their preschools. Parents pay a fee of R246 a month; however, school 

fees are often waived or reduced if parents are unable to afford them. Children with 

developmental delays or difficulties are identified by the school teacher and referred to 

the ASHA inclusion coordinator, who facilitates an assessment clinic conducted weekly 
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by an occupational and speech therapist from the Region A Health Services. Children 

who require intervention are referred to a local clinic where they receive speech therapy, 

occupational therapy and/or physiotherapy. 

 

3.5.2 Participants 

 

3.5.2.1 Criteria for selection of participants 

 

Participants were caregivers of typically developing children aged 3-to-5-years-11- 

months who attend an ASHA registered preschool selected for this study. The ages of the 

children were determined from their date of birth on the school records. Typically 

developing children were identified by the ASHA inclusion coordinator who is 

responsible for the ASHA assessment clinic. All children who were receiving 

intervention were excluded from class lists submitted for sampling. The parents or 

caregivers were not excluded on the basis of their age, gender or educational level. Three 

preschools were initially selected for the study; however, a fourth preschool had to be 

added due to the varied attendance rates. 

 

3.5.2.2 Sample size 

 

Ninety interviews were conducted; participants were selected by utilising a stratified 

sampling procedure which accounted for the age, gender and development of the 

children. The caregivers of 45 girls and 45 boys were selected. Table 3.6 provides a 

description of the distribution of participants from each school. The attendance rate from 

School C was low which could be due to unreliable telephone numbers provided to the 

researcher. School records were being in the process of being updated. School D was 

therefore included in the study. 
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Table 3.6 Participant distribution 

 

School Number of participants per preschool 
School A 31 
School B 20 
School C 10 
School D 29 
 

3.5.2.3 Description of respondents 

 

The background information obtained in the main study assisted in understanding the 

context in which children engage in activities. Various caregiver and family variables are 

presented and discussed.  

 

3.5.2.3.1 Caregiver variables 

 

Table 3.7 provides a description of the frequency and percentage of caregiver variables: 

relationship to the child, age of the caregiver, educational level and employment status. 
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Table 3.7 Caregiver variables  
 

Variable Frequency % 

Relationship to the child 

Mother 50 56 

Grandmother 18 20 

Father 9 10 

Other 9 10 

Aunt 4 4 

Total 90 100 

Age of caregiver 

16-25 19 21 

26-35 28 31 

36-45 20 22 

46-59 15 17 

60+ 8 9 

Total 90 100 

Educational level 

No formal schooling 0 0 

Junior Primary 1 1 

Senior Primary 9 10 

High School 34 38 

Matric 28 31 

Higher Education 18 20 

Total 90 100 

Employment Status 

Full time 31 35 

Part time 6 7 

Casual 4 4 

Not  formally employed  47 52 

Other 2 2 

Total 90 100 

 

From Table 3.7 it is evident that the majority of participants (56%) were mothers, 

followed by grandmothers (20%). Fathers, aunts and siblings (included in the ‘other’ 

category) comprised 24% of respondents. The mean age of respondents ranged from 16 
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to 72 years, with 52% of respondents being under 35 years of age. Most respondents had 

a high school or post school qualification; however 52% of respondents were not 

formally employed and only 35% were employed full time.  

 

3.5.2.3.2 Family variables 

 

An understanding of family composition and structure is essential in gaining insight into 

the varied partners that are available to participate in activities with the child. Figure 3.1 

gives the percentages of family members living with the child. 

 

a) Family structure 

 

 

Figure 3.1The percentage of respective family members living in the households 

 

The main family composition consists of the child’s mother (78%), grandmother (59%) 

and aunt (51%); this result indicates that most caregivers interviewed in this study are 

from female-headed families. Noumbissi and Zuberi (2001) confirm that in South Africa, 

the elderly, especially in African families, still head the household where they reside. 

 
 
 



47 
 

This finding also supports a predominant three-generation household with an extended 

family structure. The overall family structure implies that varied partners are available to 

participate in activities with the child. Only 23% of households have the child’s father 

living in the house, which has implications for the father’s availability for participation in 

activities with the child. 

 

b) Family income 

 

Respondents were requested to give the combined monthly income of the family in order 

to gain insight into the financial resources available to the family. Combined monthly 

income is displayed in Table 3.8. 

 

Table 3.8 Combined monthly income 

 

Income in Rand Frequency % 
500-1000 12 13 
1050-2000 31 34 
2050-3000 16 18 
3050-4500 9 10 
>4500 22 25 
Total 90 100% 

 

The combined monthly income of the majority (75%) of families is below the individual 

taxable income of R4 500 per month (SARS, 2008). The General Household Survey 

(Statistics South Africa, 2007) found that family income in South Africa is derived from 

a variety of sources. The vast majority of household members that are not employed rely 

on financial assistance from persons within their household (77.5%) and an additional 14-

17%, rely on assistance from outside their household. There is also a significant reliance 

on the income received by old age pensioners. The survey also concluded that female-

headed families are more likely to have a lower income than male-headed families 

(Statistics South Africa, 2007).  Restricted financial resources in families may impact on 

the type of activities that children are afforded. 
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c) Housing 

 

Respondents provided the number of people living in the house with the child as well as 

the number of rooms in the house. This information provides an improved understanding 

of the household, especially in terms of space available for participation in activities, as 

well as the number of people who may be available to participate in activities with the 

child. Table 3.9 indicates the mean and standard deviation for the number of people and 

rooms. 

 

Table 3.9 Mean number of people and rooms in a household 

 

 People Rooms 
Mean 5.62 4.21 
Standard Deviation 2.37 1.7 
Minimum 2 1 
Maximum 15 9 
 
 

The number of people living in the house with the child ranges from two to fifteen with a 

mean of 5.62.  There is also a wide range in terms of the number of rooms, with a mean 

of 4.21 and a standard deviation of 1.7. This finding correlates with the statistics 

presented by Gilbert and Soskolne ( 2000) who state that the majority of the population in 

Soweto lives in four-roomed council houses built by the Johannesburg City Council in 

1902 to accomodate African people. A significant proportion of families in Soweto live 

in shacks or rooms in the backyard of these households (Crankshaw et al., 2000). This 

study only asked about the rooms in the main house and excluded outbuildings and 

shacks. These results suggest that indoor and outdoor space for activities may be limited. 

 

In conclusion, it is evident from the above that most respondents were unemployed, live 

in four-roomed houses and do not earn a taxable income. 
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3.6 Equipment and Materials 

 

3.6.1 Equipment 

 

A digital voice recorder – Olympus VN-1100PC was utilised to record participant 

responses. 

 

3.6.2 Materials 

 

The materials used in this study included: 

• Interview schedule (Appendix E)  

• Show cards: A4 laminated sheets with response options (Appendix F) 

 

3.7 Data Collection 

 

3.7.1 General procedures 

 

Ethical clearance for this study was obtained from the Ethics Committee in the Faculty of 

Humanities at the University of Pretoria. Written consent (Appendix G) to conduct all 

phases of the study was obtained from the director of ASHA. The director allocated the 

inclusion coordinator to assist in logistical arrangements for the study. The principals of 

the selected schools were contacted telephonically to inform them about the study and to 

make arrangements to obtain school lists. A site visit was conducted during which a 

verbal presentation was made on the study to allow principals an opportunity to ask 

questions. Prospective participants who were selected through the sampling procedure 

were contacted in writing. The letter included ethical issues such as anonymity and 

confidentiality and a statement on the purpose of the study (Mathers, Fox & Hunn, 2002). 

Once the consent letters (Appendix H) were returned, participants received a second 

letter confirming the date, time and venue of the interview. In this letter participants were 

informed about a workshop that would be hosted after the study on “Opportunities for 

learning within the family context”. A further incentive was provided in the form of a 
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raffle draw that would take place after the study. Participants were also contacted 

telephonically at least three days prior to the interview to confirm biographical details 

and to confirm the interview time. Respondents were also reminded via short messaging 

services the day before the interview. Six interviews were scheduled per day, therefore 

allowing for 30 interviews per week. The data collection took three weeks to complete. 

 

3.7.2 The interviews 

 

Interviews were conducted at the Early Learning Centre which is the ASHA resource 

centre known to all parents. The interviews were held in a quiet room where the 

researcher arranged two chairs across from each other with a small desk between the 

respondent and the interviewer. Face-to-face interviews utilising the interview schedule 

were completed individually by the researcher with each respondent. Refreshments were 

available to participants while they waited to be interviewed. The researcher commenced 

the interview by stating the purpose of the interview and providing the respondents time 

for questions (McMillan & Schumacher, 2001). This was done in a relaxed informal 

manner so that the interview appeared more like a conversation or discussion (Mathers et 

al., 2002).  

 

3.7.3 Description of procedure followed 

 

Instructions were read out exactly as they appeared on the interview schedule, following 

the sequential order of questions and using the same materials for all interviews (Mathers 

et al., 2002). Responses were recorded immediately on the response form and they were 

also audio-recorded to check the reliability of coding after the interview. Thirty percent 

of audio-recorded interviews were checked by two qualified speech therapists to establish 

agreement reliability, which is the type of reliability established by determining whether 

two or more persons agree with what they have rated (McMillan & Schumacher, 2001). 

Table 3.10 outlines the interview routine followed in the main study. 
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Table 3.10 Interview routine 

 

Area Procedure Instruction/Question 
Introduction Participants were made to feel 

comfortable and relaxed with 
a greeting and a brief 
explanation as to the purpose 
of the interview. 

“My name is Sadna, I am very grateful that 
you were able to attend this interview. As I 
explained in the letter I sent to you, I am 
conducting a study to understand the type of 
activities that young children are involved 
in with their families. This information will 
assist in improving the understanding of 
how children in your community learn. The 
interview will be done in English and it will 
take about 30 minutes to complete”. 

Biographical information Each question in this section 
was read out to the respondent 
and the response was 
immediately transcribed. 

“I am going to ask you a few questions 
about your child, yourself and your family. 
Please let me know if you need me to repeat 
or explain any of the questions”. 

Activity settings There are five questions 
related to each of the 50 
activities listed. All five 
questions related to one 
activity were sequentially 
asked. Pre-coded responses to 
each question were visually 
represented on an A4 
laminated sheet, with bold size 
16 font.  
 

“Please listen carefully to the following 
questions; if you need me to explain or 
repeat anything, please ask. I am going to 
ask you questions about activities that your 
child may be involved in. There are five 
questions related to each activity. I will ask 
the questions, one at a time. I will show you 
the possible responses on a sheet to help 
you remember the different options for 
answering”. 

Perceptions on learning Open-ended questions were 
read out and the responses 
were transcribed verbatim. 

“We have come to the last part of the 
interview. I am going to ask you four  more 
questions, please try to answer all. If you 
need me to explain anything, please ask.” 

Conclusion Respondents were thanked for 
their participation and were 
asked to fill in a form which 
was entered into a lucky draw. 
They were also informed 
about a workshop on  
“Facilitating learning in the 
home environment”. 

“Thank you for your participation; can you 
please fill your details in on this form. After 
I complete the study all respondents will be 
entered into a lucky draw. The winner will 
be contacted telephonically to collect her/his 
prize. Please also accept an invitation to a 
workshop where I will share some of the 
results of my study and more information 
with you on how you can facilitate or help 
your child’s learning at home.” 

 

 
 
 



52 
 

3.8. Data analysis and statistical procedures 
 

3.8.1 Analysis of transcriptions 

 

The data were transcribed by the researcher during the interview. The researcher listened 

to all the audio recordings on the same day to check that data was transcribed and coded 

correctly. After information was corrected on the forms it was further verified by two 

speech therapists that checked that a standard procedure was followed when conducting 

interviews and that the responses were correctly recorded and coded. The speech 

therapists listened to the audio recordings independently and rated the interviews on the 

forms provided (Appendix I).  

 

A content analysis procedure was conducted on the responses to open-ended questions in 

order to identify common categories that were then utilised to establish codes (McMillan 

& Schumacher, 2001). The codes were presented to a speech therapist who rated her 

agreement with the researcher’s codes (Appendix J). The codes were also presented to a 

group of PhD (2008) students for comment. A final list of codes was developed and used 

to analyse the data obtained from the open-ended questions (Appendix K). 

 

3.8.2 Reliability 

 

3.8.2.1 Inter-rater reliability  

 

3.8.2.1.1. Closed questions 

 

Reliability refers to the degree of consistency of measurement; the reliability established 

in this study was “agreement reliability” which refers to two or more people agreeing on 

what has been heard or observed (Macmillan & Schumacher, 2001). Two independent 

raters listened to 30% of the audio recordings of the interviews, to rate the procedural 

consistency with which interviews were conducted. The results showed 100% inter-rater 

agreement on all areas assessed, which was to be expected as the interviews were tightly 
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scripted. Please refer to Table 3.11 for the criteria used and the presentation of the 

individual ratings. 

 

Table 3.11 Inter-rater reliability 

 

% agreement Areas evaluated 
 Rater 1 Rater 2 
An explanation was provided about the type of questions to be asked. 100% 100% 

Instructions were clearly read out. 100% 100% 

All options for answering closed questions were clearly read out. 100% 100% 

A sequential order of questioning was followed. 100% 100% 

Sufficient time was allowed for the respondent to respond. 100% 100% 

Appropriate probing was utilised. 100% 100% 

The respondent was given an opportunity to ask questions. 100% 100% 

Questions were appropriately answered by the interviewer. 100% 100% 

Clarification and explanations were provided. 100% 100% 

Information was correctly recorded. 100% 100% 

Overall rating  100% 100% 

 

3.8.2.1.2 Open-ended questions 

 

The data was organised to establish categories for the coding of open-ended questions 

(Macmillan & Schumacher, 2001). The categories were then checked for agreement by 

an independent rater. Table 3.12 represents the categories initially developed and the 

changes that were recommended and agreed upon. The changes made to categories in 

Question 12 included omitting ‘sport’ and including sport activities under ‘play’; 

changing ‘electronic entertainment’ to ‘entertainment and socialising’ and adding ‘play’. 

One category, ‘communication’ was added in Question 13.  Singing and dancing were 

combined as one in Question 14. ‘Play’ was omitted as a category in Question 15 and 

‘family time’ was added. Responses were then coded and checked by an independent 

rater and through a process of discussion, the researcher and independent rater reached 

consensus on the categories (Appendix K).  

 

 
 
 



54 
 

Table 3.12 Categories for open-ended questions 

 
Question Category Agreement Changes 

No Yes  
Sport No Omitted 
Household Chores Yes  
Electronic entertainment No Entertainment and Socialising 
Educational/Literacy Yes  
Other Yes  

12 
Are there any other 
activities that your 
child does at home 
that you think he/she 
can learn from? 

                                                                                Category created: Play 
Household chores Yes  
Self care/hygiene Yes  
Educational/Literacy Yes  
Morals/Values Yes  
Culture/Family/Tradition Yes  
Religion Yes  
Play Yes  

13 
What do you (think) 
consider as the most 
important things for 
your child to learn at 
home? 

 Category created : 
Communication 

Dancing 
Singing 

No Combined as one category: 
Singing and dancing 

Play Yes  
Entertainment/Social Yes  
Household Chores Yes  
Communication No Communication activities 

included as ‘Social’ 
Education/Literacy Yes  
Self-care Yes  

14 
List in order of 
importance, three to 
five home activities 
that makes your child 
laugh or smile 
(interesting and 
enjoyable) 

other Yes  
School/Crèche/ASHA Yes  
Play No Omitted. Play activities included 

under ‘Participation’ 
Participation Yes  
Observation Yes  
Communication No  Included under ‘Family time’ 
Other Yes  

15 
Please complete the 
following sentence: I 
think that my child 
learns best by... 

 Category created: Family time 
 

Descriptive statistical procedures, in particular frequency tables, were used to organise 

the data collected. The results were quantified in terms of means, standard deviation, 

frequencies and relationships between variables. The variables represented in frequency 

tables to show their percentage distribution included the frequency of participation, the 

partners involved in activities, and the purpose attributed to activities. The importance of 

activities was established by studying the means and standard deviation. Significance for 

difference in participation levels according to age and gender was established using 
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Fisher’s exact test, which is more accurate than the chi-squared test when the expected 

numbers are small ( MacDonald, 2008).  

3.9 Summary 

 

This chapter presented the methodology used in this study. The aims and sub-aims were 

presented. The research design was outlined; the research phases followed were 

explained, highlighting the processes followed in the development and validation of the 

interview schedule. The main study was discussed in terms of the participants, 

procedures, equipment, materials, and data collection procedures and analysis. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

4.1. Introduction 

 

The results are described and discussed in relation to the main aim of the study, which is 

to identify the activity settings of typically developing 3 to 5-year-old children within the 

family context. First, the context is described; thereafter activity settings are discussed in 

different categories. Each category is discussed according to the components of activity 

settings outlined in Figure 4.1. Finally information obtained from the open-ended 

questions is presented.   

  

Figure 4.1 Schematic representation of results 

 

4.2 Description of context 

 

In order to understand the subsystems surrounding the child, as explained in the 

discussion of the developmental niche concept in Chapter 2, it is important to consider 

the physical and social settings that surround the child. Soweto is a large black residential 

area where a diverse group of indigenous African ethnic and cultural groups reside. This 

city of contrast has seen rapid development and transformation over the past few years, 

with basic infrastructure being improved and economic investment materialising through 

the large number of shopping malls being built (Soweto’s Facelift, 2006).  
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Notwithstanding the changes that are taking place, a large proportion of Soweto’s 

residents remain unemployed (Morris, 1999) and accommodation is mostly limited to 

small ‘matchbox’ housing with limited space (Seekings, 2000). Criminal violence and 

unemployment remain a primary concern to residents who are unable to afford improved 

security measures in and around their homes (Morris, 2004; Seekings, 2000). The 

extended family system is still the prevalent structural form (Moeno, 2006), with results 

in this study showing an average of 5.6 family members sharing a four-roomed house. 

Families are mainly composed of multigenerational, female-headed households with only 

23% of fathers living with the family. The legacy of apartheid education is evident in the 

finding that only 51% of caregivers have completed matric or further studies. It is against 

this context that the results of this study are discussed. Figure 4.1 is a schematic 

representation of how results are presented and discussed in relation to the main aim of 

this study, which was to identify the activity settings of typically developing 3-to-5-year-

old children within the family context. 

 

4.3 Activity settings 

 

Activity settings that children engage in as part of their daily lives have a “profound 

impact on the cognitive and communicative functions they develop” (Gallimore et al., 

1993, p. 539). These routines of daily living offer the family an opportunity to foster 

skills development that encourages autonomy and connection with others (Spagnola & 

Fiese, 2007). Activities cannot be understood in isolation of the environmental context in 

which they occur and should therefore be studied within their ecocultural niche 

(Summers, Larkin & Dewey, 2008). This understanding is achieved by looking at the 

participation rates in activities, the partners involved, the purpose attributed to activities 

and the importance of activities for learning (Farver, 1999).  

 

Table 4.1 outlines the categories that results have been grouped into for the purpose of 

discussion. These categories were adapted primarily from categories used by Dunst and 

Bruder (1999a) in their organisation of family activity settings derived from their study 

using the Parent Survey of Home and Family Experiences.  
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Table 4.1   Categories for activities 

Category Category used by Dunst 
and Bruder (1999a) 

Explanation Activities 

Child routines Dunst and Bruder separated 
child from parenting 
routines (e.g. bath time, bed 
time). Due to the limited 
number of activities 
classified as parenting 
routines, child and parenting 
routines were categorised as 
one in this study. 

-routine activities 
related to care and 
hygiene 

Mealtimes, bathing, dressing 
and undressing, toileting, 
washing hands, brushing 
teeth, haircut/style, local 
clinic and carried on the back. 

Play activities Dunst and Bruder had a 
separate category for 
physical play. 

-physical, exploratory, 
constructive and 
pretend activities that 
children engage in for 
fun 

Running, jumping and 
chasing, playing with toys, 
pretend games, lap games, 
playing with water, playing 
with sand, hand/finger games, 
mokuku, building blocks, 
arcade games and cell phone 
games. 

Early literacy 
activities 

Dunst and Bruder referred to 
this category as literacy 
activities. 

-activities related to 
reading, writing, 
speaking, and 
listening  

Having a conversation, telling 
stories, listening to stories, 
reading/looking at books, 
colouring, drawing, painting, 
cutting and pasting. 

Entertainment 
activities 

This category was used 
unchanged. 

-activities primarily 
associated with media 
and the arts 

Watching television, singing, 
listening to music and 
dancing. 

Chores Chore activities were not 
included in Dunst and 
Bruder’s categories. This 
category was therefore 
created to accommodate 
activities included in the 
questionnaire.  

- assisting or 
participating  in 
chores in and around 
the house 

Cleaning the yard, washing 
socks and underwear, setting 
the table, assisting with 
preparing meals and 
gardening. 

Spiritual 
activities 

This category was created to 
accommodate spiritual 
activities. 

-activities relating to 
religious or cultural 
expression 

Attending church, praying, 
attending an ancestral 
ceremony and attending 
funerals. 

Family activities Dunst and Bruder have three 
categories to accommodate 
family activities: family 
celebrations, family rituals 
and socialisation activities. 
For the purposes of this 
study only one category: 
family activities were used 
to accommodate all family 
related activities. 

-social activities that 
children engage in  

Family gatherings, visiting 
family/friends in the 
neighbourhood and visiting 
the family/traditional home. 

Community 
activities 

Community activities were 
not included in the 
categories for family activity 
settings but were categorised 
separately. 

-activities that 
children engage in 
outside the home 
context 

Visiting shopping malls, 
eating out, going to the spaza 
shop, attending parties, 
attending weddings, taxi rides 
and visiting a park. 
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The findings for each of the eight categories of activity settings are now discussed in 

detail. 

 

4.3.1. Child Routine activities  

 

Child routine activities refer to those activities that children engage in as part of care and 

hygiene routines. Activities included in this section are outlined in Table 4.2. The main 

reason for non-participation in an activity is presented in italics in the frequency column. 

The last two columns in the table represent the mean and ranking of the importance of 

activities for learning.  
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Table 4.2 Child routine activities  

 
Activity Frequency Partner Purpose *Importance 

for learning 
Ranking 

Child 90% Educational 49% 
Mother 6% Care 33% 
Family 3% Fun 9% 

Mean 2.68 

Other 1% Exercise 8% 
Other 1% 

Washing hands Daily 100% 

Total 100% 
Total 100% 

SD 0.46 

1 

Care 31% Family 78% 
Socialising 25% 

Child 10% Educational 21% 
Mother 6% Fun 18% 

Mean 2.66 

Other 4% Exercise 2% 
Siblings 1% Other 2% 
Parents 1% Chores 1% 

Mealtimes Daily 100% 

Total 100% Total 100% 

SD 0.47 

2 

Sometimes 52% Mother 62% Care 83% 
Often 1% Grandparents  25% Educational  11% 
Hardly 
ever 

38% Other 6% Other 3% 

Mean 2.64 

Never  9% Father 5% Fun 1% 
Family 1% Exercise 1% 
Parents 1% Spiritual 1% 

Local clinic 

Total 100% 

Total 100% Total 100% 

SD 0.48 

3 

Educational 49% Child 84% 
Care 35% 

Mother 11% Exercise 12% 
Grandparents 4% Fun 2% 

Mean 2.61 

Other 1% Chores 1% 
Other 1% 

Toileting Daily 100% 

Total 100% 
Total 100% 

SD 0.49 

4 

Educational 56% Child 41% 
Care 29% 

Mother 37% Fun 15% 
Grandparents 14% Exercise 8% 

Mean 2.56 

Other 7% Socialising 3% 
Parents 1% Chores 3% 

Dressing and 
undressing 

Daily 100% 

Total  100% Total 100% 

SD 0.49 

5 

Child 74% Educational 46% 
Mother 23% Care 33% 
Grandparents 1% Fun 10% 

Mean 2.56 

Other 1% Exercise 7% 
Father 1% Chores 4% 

Brushing teeth Daily 99% 

Total 100% Total 100% 

SD 0.49 

6 
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Activity Frequency Partner Purpose *Importance 

for learning 
Ranking 

Mother 49% Care 42% 
Grandparents 19% Educational 29% 
Child 18% Fun 15% 
Other 9% Exercise 8% 

Mean 2.55 

Father 2% Socialising 3% 
Siblings 2% Chores 3% 
Parents 1% 

Bathing Daily 100% 

Total 100% 
 
Total 

 
100% 

SD 0.54 

7 

Mother 53% Care 73% Daily 7% 

Father 19% Fun 11% 
Often 30% Grandparents  13% Socialising 7% 
Sometimes 61% Other 13% Educational 6% 

Mean 2.31 

Hardly 
ever 

1% Parents 1% Other 2% 

Never 1% Friends 1% Chores 1% 

Haircut/style 

Total 100% Total 100% Total 100% 

SD 0.53 

8 

Daily 31% Mother 54% Care 45% 
Often 21% Other 17% Fun 33% 
Sometimes 21% Father 12% Exercise 12% 

Mean 2.02 

Hardly ever 1% Grandparents 9% Socialising 4% 
Never 
-Age:83% 

26% 
 

Siblings 5% Educational 3% 

Parents 3% Other 3% 

Carried on the 
back 

 
Total 

 
100% Total 100% Total 100% 

SD 0.69 

9 

*Importance for learning: a rating of <2 implies that an activity was rated as not 
important for learning; a rating between 2 and 2.5 indicates that an activity was rated as 
important; and a rating of >2.5 shows an activity rated as very important. 
 

It is evident from Table 4.2 that, as can be expected, children participate fully (99-100%) 

in most child routine activities, including mealtimes, bathing, dressing, toileting, washing 

hands and brushing teeth. The majority of children engage in these activities without 

assistance; however, as the ages of children ranged between 3 and 5 years, it is realistic to 

assume that they would still require some assistance in daily care activities (Summers, 

Larkin and Dewey, 2008). The child’s mother was identified as the main partner in child 

routine activities, which correlates with the mother being the most consistent person in 

the household, as indicated in Table 3.7 in Chapter 3. This finding is supported by Evans 

(1994) who concluded that in Sub-Saharan Africa the mother is generally the primary 

caregiver but has support from others. Similar findings of care roles in the Masiphumele 

community, a poor community on the outskirts of Cape Town, were reported by Bray and 

Brandt (2007). Their results indicated that care roles are usually shared by two or more 
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caregivers at a time; they also highlighted that care giving roles are affected by housing 

arrangements. This could hold true for results in this study due to the number of people 

sharing a small living space.  

 

To illustrate the importance of considering child routines in context, activities are 

discussed in further detail. Mealtime is seen as a vehicle of culture because “through 

meal time activities and conversation, family members often enact and reaffirm cultural 

meanings, as well as create new meaning” (Larson, Branscomb & Wiley, 2006, p. 3). 

More specifically, Fiese and Marjinsky (1999) reported that the repetitive nature of this 

routine provides meaning and coherence in the family. Mealtimes are also rich in 

language as families often discuss events of the day, share stories and “ensure that 

members are well fed and well mannered” (Spagnola & Fiese, 2007).  Furthermore, with 

the rationale that children learn novel words within a social and cultural setting, Beals 

(1997) showed that mealtimes also provide an opportunity for children to learn rare 

words. Mealtimes therefore provide an ideal opportunity for communication, 

socialisation and cultural exchange (Larson et al., 2006). These benefits are highlighted 

by the multiple purposes that respondents attributed to ‘mealtimes’ with 21% of 

respondents viewing it as ‘care’, 25% as ‘socialisation’ and 21% as ‘educational’.  

 

Participants in earlier focus group discussions held during the preparatory stage of the 

study, stated that mealtimes are important as they allow time to teach children how to eat, 

to behave and to learn respect. The importance of this activity for learning was affirmed 

by its rating, with a mean of 2.66 and standard deviation of 0.47. Mealtime, which was 

indicated as a family activity by 78% of respondents, is an activity where the whole 

family comes together. While this may be due to the nature of family composition and 

limited space, similar findings were reported by a National Survey of Children’s Health 

in the United States where it was found that in families of children six to eleven years of 

age, 80% reported a shared meal on four or more days per week and 55% reported a 

shared meal on six or seven days a week (Child Trends, 2005). Mealtimes can be seen as 

one of the activities that allow for thematic elaboration because they provide an 
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opportunity for core symbols and systems of meaning to be shared during family 

interaction. 

 

Bath time was described by focus group participants as taking place in a plastic tub in the 

kitchen or bedroom, as most homes do not have a bathroom. In view of these constraints, 

this activity was classified primarily as care by 42% of the respondents and as 

educational by 29% of them. Bath time was specified as a time to teach the child about 

cleanliness and not to waste water. Focus group participants stated that water is an 

expensive resource which should be appreciated and not wasted. This belief could be 

explained by the fact that water in South Africa is free up to the amount of 6 000 litres 

per household; usage in Soweto is monitored by pre-payment water meters (Ruiters, 

2007). This resource, which is shared by large families and sometimes by more than one 

family, is therefore not likely to be used in play activities. Bath time therefore also 

highlights the impact of physical settings on activities. 

 

The purpose of toileting draws further attention to the importance of understanding the 

context in which an activity is done. Information gathered from focus groups highlighted 

the fact that most homes do not have an indoor toilet and that toilets are shared by more 

than one family. Forty-nine percent of respondents stated the purpose of toileting as 

educational; this was explained by participants in the focus groups as ‘children need to 

learn to be clean and independent’. 

 

Activities which occur less frequently, include being carried on the back (sometimes and 

daily − 52%) which is the traditional way that most African children are carried by their 

caregivers. However due to the age of the children under study, respondents stated age as 

the reason for 26% of children not participating in this activity. Having a haircut 

(sometimes − 61%) and visiting the local clinic (sometimes − 52%) by their nature occur 

less frequently.  

 

To summarise this section, Table 4.3 provides the overall percentages obtained for child 

routine activities. These activities mostly occur daily (80%), and while some children are 
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independent, 33% of children depend on their mother to assist with child routine 

activities. These activities are primarily defined as care (45%), and educational (30%). 

Most activities in this category, as displayed in Table 4.2, were considered as very 

important for learning, with a mean greater than 2.5. The impact of physical and social 

contexts (Super & Harkness, 1999) is evident in most child routine activities. 

 

4.3 Summary of child routine activities 

 

Frequency % 
Daily 80 
Sometimes 17 
Hardly ever 5 
Never 5 
Often 3 
Total 100 
Partner % 
Child 35 
Mother 33 
Grandparents 9 
Family 9 
Other 6 
Father 4 
Parents 1 
Siblings 1 
Total 100 
Purpose % 
Care 45 
Educational 30 
Fun 11 
Exercise 7 
Socialising 4 
Chores 1 
Other 1 
Spiritual 1 
Total 100 

 

4.3.2. Play activities 

 

Play is a universal activity amongst young children but its nature varies across cultures, 

depending on how the community is structured, how play is defined and the kind of 

significance attributed to play within the community (Göncü, Tuermer, Jain and Johnson, 

1999). This was illustrated by Parmar, Harkness and Super (2004) in their study on the 
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developmental niches of Asian and Euro-American preschool children. They found that 

differences in the way parents of the two cultural groups facilitated their children’s play 

were linked to their underlying beliefs about the purpose of play. Results of the current 

study are displayed in Table 4.4. 

 

Table 4.4 Play activities 

 
Activity Frequency Partner Purpose *Importance 

for learning 

Ranking 

Friends 50% Fun 34% Daily 77% 

Child 17% Educational 26% 

Often 15% Other 13% Socialisation 18% 

Siblings 12% Exercise 17% 

Mean 

 

2.44 

 

Never 1% 

Mother 5% Care 3% 

Sometimes 7% Family 2% Chores 1% 

Grandparent 1% Spiritual 1% 

Playing 

with toys 

 

Total 

 

100% Total 100% Total 100% 

SD 0.62 

1 

Friends 41% Educational 55% Often 40% 

Child 16% Exercise 18% 

Never 

-Money 46 % 

-Not 

important for 

learning:42 % 

32% Mother 15% Fun 14% 

Mean 

 

2.39 

 

Daily 14% Other 15% Socialisation 6% 

Sometimes 14% Siblings 8% Chores 5% 

Family 3% Care 2% 

 

Playing  

with blocks 

Total 100% 

Total 100% Total 100% 

SD 0.49 

2 
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Activity Frequency Partner Purpose *Importance 

for learning 

Ranking 

Friends 39% Daily 86% 

Other 20% 

Exercise 51% 

Often 9% Siblings 11% Fun 30% 

Mean 2.33 

Mother 8% Educational 10% Never 1% 

Family 7% Care 6% 

Sometimes 4% Child 6% Socialisation 2% 

Grandparent 6% Chores 1% 

Father  3% 

Running, 

jumping 

and chasing 

 

Total 

 

100% 

Total 100% 

Total 100% 

SD 0.58 

3 

Friends 46% Educational 43% Daily 52% 

Child 15% Fun 36% 

Siblings 12% Exercise 12% Often 26% 

Mother 11% Care 5% 

Mean 2.26 

Family 4% Socialisation 2% Never 
-Age: 75% 

9% 

Grandparent 1% Chores 1% 

Sometimes 13% Father 1% Spiritual 1% 

Pretend 

games 

Total 100% Total 100% Total 100% 

SD 0.58 

4 

Mother 24% Sometimes 55% 

Child 17% 

Fun 56% 

Other 15% Never 

-Money: 

40% 

-Age: 35% 

22% 

Friends 13% 

Socialisation 16% 

Often 20% Siblings 12% 

Mean 2.22 

Hardly ever 3% Father 7% 

Exercise 14% 

Family 4% 

Grandparent 4% 

Educational 13% 

Parents 4% Care 1% 

Arcade 

games 

Total 100% 

Total 100% Total 100% 

SD 0.51 

5 
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Activity Frequency Partner Purpose *Importance 

for learning 

Ranking 

Child 61% Never 

-Age: 70% 

51% 

Mother 13% 

Educational 46% 

Daily 20% Other 9% Fun 39% 

Often  17% Siblings 8% Exercise 11% 

Mean 2.22 

Sometimes 11% Family 5% Socialisation 2% 

Hardly ever 1% Friends 2% Care 2% 

Father 2% 

Cell phone 

games 

Total 100% 

Total 100% 

Total 100% 

SD 0.64 

6 

Mother 45% Care 39% 

Grandparent 18% Fun 23% 

Daily 51% 

Other 13% Exercise 20% 

Often 19% Father 13% Socialisation 11% 

Mean 2.20 

Never 
-Age: 66% 

17% Family 4% Educational 4% 

Sometimes 13% Siblings 3% Spiritual 2% 

Lap games 

Total 100% Parents 3% Other 1% 

SD 0.59 

7 

Friends 30% Often 34% 

Mother 21% 

Fun 40% 

Daily 26% Siblings 21% Exercise 30% 

Never 

-Not 

interested: 

21% 

21% Other 20% Educational 20% 

Mean 2.19 

Sometimes 18% Family 4% Care 6% 

Hardly ever 1% Grandparent 3% Socialisation 4% 

Child 1% 

Hand and 

finger 

games 

Total 100% 

Total 100% 

Total 100% 

SD 0.49 

8 
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Activity Frequency Partner Purpose *Importance 

for learning 

Ranking 

Never 

-Money: 

39% 

34% Friends 46% Fun 48% 

Daily 32% Child 27% Exercise 39% 

Often 26% Siblings 15% Educational 8% 

Mean 2.16 

Sometimes 8% Other 7% Socialisation 5% 

Mother 5% 

Riding a 

bike or 

scooter 

Total 100% 

Total 100% 

Total 100% 

SD 0.56 

9 

Friends 58% Fun 55% Never 

-Age:35% 

-Space:25% 

36% 

Siblings 21% Exercise 17% 

Often 22% Other 12% Educational 14% 

Mean 2.05 

Daily 21% Mother 5% Socialisation 12% 

Sometimes 21% Family 2% Care 2% 

Grandparent 2% 

Mokuku 

Total 100% 

Total 100% 

Total 100% 

SD 0.57 

10 

Never 

Availability:

64 % 

34% Friends 63% Fun 58% 

Daily 28% Child 13% Educational 14% 

Often 24% Siblings 8% Exercise 14% 

Mean 1.88 

Sometimes 13% Other 7% Socialisation 6% 

Hardly ever 2% Mother 7% Chores 6% 

Father 2% Care 2% 

Playing 

with sand 

Total 100% 

Total 100% Total 100% 

SD 0.67 

11 
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Activity Frequency Partner Purpose *Importance 

for learning 

Ranking 

Friends 42% Fun 75% Daily 50% 

Child 32% Exercise 12% 

Often 19% Siblings 11% Educational 6% 

Never 
-Safety: 
66% 

17% Other 8% Care 4% 

Mean 1.66 

Sometimes 14% Mother 5% Socialisation 1% 

Grandparent 1% Chores 1% 

Other 1% 

Playing 

with water 

Total 100% 

Total 100% 

Total 100% 

SD 0.72 

12 

* Importance for learning: a rating of <2 implies that an activity was rated as not 
important for learning; a rating between 2 and 2.5 indicates that an activity was rated as 
important; and a rating of >2.5 shows an activity rated as very important. 
 

Motor skills are an essential part of the developmental process especially during the 

preschool years (Giagazaglou, Kyporos, Fotiadou and Angelopoulou, 2007). These skills 

are facilitated through children’s participation in motor activities like running, jumping 

and chasing, which has a participation level of 100%. Fifty-one percent of respondents 

defined the purpose of this activity as exercise. The category running, jumping and 

chasing was rated as important for learning with a mean of 2.33 and standard deviation of 

0.58, which is significant as physical activity is reported to be important for the overall 

well-being of children (Veitch, Bagley, Ball & Salmon, 2006). Participation in this 

activity was higher than for riding a bike or scooter, where 34% of respondents indicated 

that the child does not participate in this activity due to lack of money. In addition, 

significant gender differences in participation levels for riding a bike or scooter were 

detected using Fisher’s exact test. 
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Table 4.5 Participation differences: gender 

 

Activity Gender Never Hardly 
ever 

Sometimes Often Daily p-value 

Boys 20%  6% 27% 47% Riding a bike or 
scooter Girls 49%  9% 24% 18% 

 
0.007 

Boys 33% 2% 18% 36% 11% Hand and  finger 
games Girls 9%  18% 33% 40% 

0.002 

 

Twenty-nine percent more boys ride a bike or scooter in comparison to girls and 47% of 

boys participate in this activity on a daily basis, in comparison to only 18% of girls. This 

finding could be explained by results of a study of play patterns of young preschool 

children conducted in India, which found that boys showed a preference for more 

physically demanding games compared to girls (Dhingra, Manhas & Raina, 2005). A 

study by Bois and colleagues supported this finding, in that boys were reported to have 

higher levels of physical activities than girls. They pointed out that this difference may be 

attributed to parents’ gender-stereotyped perceptions (Bois et al., 2005). The literature 

therefore appears to support this finding in two ways, firstly that boys prefer more 

physically active play, and secondly that parents’ stereotyped perceptions may also affect 

participation in physical activities. 

 

Another activity showing gender differences was hand and finger games, as shown in 

Table 4.5; such games are played more often by girls than boys, with 33% of respondents 

indicating that boys do not play these games. In addition, 40% of girls play these games 

daily, in comparison to only 11% of boys. Hand and finger games, which are often 

accompanied by songs and rhymes, were perceived as fun (40%) and exercise (30%). A 

study conducted by Burnett and Hollander (2004) on South African indigenous games 

also found gender differences in rhythmic games being more popular with girls in 

comparison to boys. Fifty-four percent of respondents reported that children played with 

blocks at least once a week. The educational value of this activity was recognised by 55% 

of respondents and echoed by participants in focus group discussions, who stated that this 

activity helps children learn about colours, teaches them to build and create things, and 

also assists them to ‘grab’ the blocks. Money and the belief that playing with blocks is 
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not important for learning were cited as the main reasons for non-participation in this 

activity. 

 

Seventy-seven percent of respondents reported that children play daily with toys. The 

value of this activity as an opportunity for learning was highlighted in a study conducted 

by Liddell and colleagues, which showed that the presence of a few toys positively 

influenced the play patterns and cognitive competencies of black South African children 

in day care (Liddell et al., 1989). Playing with toys was perceived as fun (34%) and 

educational (26%), with respondents rating it as important for learning. Focus group 

participants reported that children mostly play with cars, dolls and balls.  

 

Pretend games provide further insight into the impact of context, as different cultural 

groups may engage in pretend play for different purposes, and themes may vary 

according to the children’s setting (Göncü et al., 1999). Ninety-one percent of children 

partake in this activity with varied frequency, as indicated in Table 4.4. In comparison to 

playing with toys, more respondents perceived pretend play as being educational (43%). 

This is in contrast with the rating of these activities as important for learning, where 

playing with toys achieved a mean of 2.44 and pretend games a mean of 2.26. 

 

Play themes are often linked to traditions, customs and history. Furth (1996) observed 

children in a township in Durban pretending to slaughter a cow which is a ‘real-world’ 

activity that is transferred into children’s pretend world (Göncü et al., 1999). Participants 

in focus groups provided insight into the type of pretend games that children play; these 

included pretending to be a mother by tying a doll on their back, being a teacher or a taxi 

driver. Lap games, which are games that young children play while sitting on the 

caregiver’s lap, were defined as care by 39% of respondents and fun by 23% of them. 

Some respondents explained that this activity allowed them the opportunity to bond with 

the child. These games are usually played with very young children to provide them with 

early turn-taking skills (Centre for Early Literacy, 2008).  

 

 
 
 



72 
 

A further finding relates to views expressed about playing with water − while this activity 

was perceived as the most fun activity by 75% of respondents, it was rated as not 

important for learning, with a mean of 1.66. Safety concerns were expressed as the main 

reason for non-participation in water play. Similar views were expressed about playing 

with sand, which was also viewed as a fun activity by 58% of respondents, but rated as 

not important for learning. The main reason relayed for 34% of children not playing with 

sand was its unavailability. Caregiver views on water and sand play may be due to a lack 

of exposure about their educational value, as both activities have been recommended in 

the literature for encouraging children’s exploration and discovery, especially with regard 

to developing early mathematical concepts (McIntyre & Kelly, 1996).  

 

Caregiver perceptions may also be the underlying reason for children’s infrequent 

participation in ‘mokuku’ or hide-and-seek. While 43% of children participated in this 

activity at least once a week, 36% of respondents did not participate. Reasons for non-

participation related to the child’s age and lack of space. Concerns about child safety 

could also be a reason for non-participation, as research has shown that caregiver 

perceptions of neighbourhood safety can impact on children’s play, with parents choosing 

for children to play in their homes or yard (Carver, Timperio & Crawford, 2008). Fifty-

five percent of the respondents reported that mokuku is a fun activity. The popularity of 

this game has been attributed to children’s enjoyment of chasing and the fact that it 

requires no added props (Burnett & Hollander, 2004).   

 

Seventy-eight percent of respondents indicated that children play arcade games which are 

relatively expensive. It is postulated that high participation rates in this activity could be 

linked to arcade games being available in ‘safe’ play areas within shopping malls. The 

perceived safety of shopping malls could be attributed to them being in an enclosed space 

where children can be more closely supervised by adults. Within the last two decades 

there has been increased concern about the negative impact of arcade games (Verenika, 

Harris & Lysaght, 2003). The concerns include decreased socialising with other children, 

as children usually play alone or spend time watching others play (Bacigalupa, 2005).  
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Results indicate that cell phone games have the lowest participation levels (49%) in this 

category of activities. Most children have access to a cell phone within their household, 

since South Africa is the fastest growing cellular market in Africa (Odendaal, 2006; Reck 

& Wood, 2003). Respondents cited age as the primary reason for non-participation. The 

potential use of cell phones as an opportunity for learning should not be underestimated. 

A study conducted by Revelle and colleagues (Revelle et al., 2007) showed how a cell 

phone based intervention programme was instituted to improve early literacy skills. The 

intervention content included text messages for parents, audio messages for parents and 

children, and Sesame Street letter videos for children. Positive outcomes were reported 

by 75% of the respondents. While concern has been expressed about the negative impact 

of cell phones (Straker & Pollock, 2005), Kim, Miranda and Olaciregui (2008) 

highlighted the opportunity that mobile technology affords in terms of improving literacy 

in impoverished communities. They suggest that further research needs to investigate 

how this tool can effectively be utilised to assist with literacy education. 

 

The result of play activities shows how various aspects in the child’s context impact on 

play. This includes concerns about safety, caregiver beliefs and available resources. Table 

4.6 provides a summary of the frequency, partners and purpose of all play activities. 
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Table 4.6 Summary of play activities 

 

Frequency % 
Daily  38 
Often 23 
Never  22 
Sometimes 16 
Hardly Ever 1 
Total  100 
Partner % 
Friends 36 
Child 17 
Mother 14 
Other 12 
Siblings 12 
Family 3 
Grandparents 3 
Father 2 
Parents 1 
Total 100 
Purpose % 
Fun 42 

Educational 22 

Exercise 21 

Socialisation 7 

Care 6 

Chores 1 

Spiritual 0.5 
Other 0.5 

Total 100 

 

Table 4.6 shows that only 38% of play activities are participated in daily. The frequency 

of play activities could be affected by financial constraints which affect access to certain 

play activities like riding a bicycle or motorbike, and playing with blocks. Results in 

Table 4.5 show that there appears to be a preference for play activities close to or in the 

home, where caregivers are better able to monitor children’s safety. Studies conducted in 

Australia by Carver, Timperio and Crawford (2008), and Veitch, Bagley, Ball and 

Salmon (2006) concur with this statement. Their research concluded that parents’ issues 

about the safety of their children playing in places other than their own yard were 

influenced by concerns surrounding strangers, gangs and road traffic. 
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The results on the partners involved in play activities are significant, as 60% of 

respondents indicated that the main partner in play activities was another child. This 

included friends (36%), siblings (12%), and cousins (12%, indicated as ‘other’). This 

finding correlates with research conducted by Göncü and colleagues who found that 

parents from different cultural communities in Brazil and India did not engage in play 

with their toddlers, as this was delegated to other children (Göncü et al., 1999). Similarly, 

a study of free play amongst Zulu children in a township near Durban found that Zulu 

parents assumed that their children played ‘naturally’ by themselves, and that they did not 

need to get involved in their children’s play  (Furth,1996). Overall results in this study 

show that 42% of respondents classified play activities as fun. Table 4.5 shows that 

‘playing with toys’ was rated as the most important play activity for learning, with a 

mean of 2.44 and ‘playing with water’ was rated the lowest with a mean of 1.66. Play 

activities were perceived as the most fun when compared to other categories of activities. 

 

4.3.3 Early Literacy activities 

 

Considerable literacy and language related development occurs during the first five or six 

years of life, before formal schooling begins (Missal, Mcconnell & Cadigan, 2006). 

Children encounter opportunities to develop oral language skills, gain knowledge of 

forms and functions of language, and practice their emerging literacy skills through their 

daily experiences (Weigel, Martin & Bennet, 2005). Literacy is therefore seen as a social 

practice which is mediated by language and other cultural tools and artefacts within an 

interactive context (Prinsloo & Stein, 2004). The home environment plays a pivotal role 

during this phase as it forms the primary setting in which literacy skills develop. Early 

literacy activities include reading, writing, speaking, viewing and listening (Lawhon & 

Cobb, 2002). Table 4.7 details the early literacy activities that were grouped together, 

including having a conversation, telling stories, listening to stories, reading or looking at 

books and prewriting activities; colouring, drawing and painting; and cutting and pasting.  
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Table 4.7 Early literacy activities 

 
Activity Frequency Partner Purpose *Importance 

for learning 
Ranking 

Mother 27% 
Other 21% 

Educational 74% Daily 52% 

Child 21% Exercise 11% 
Often 28% Siblings 17% Fun 6% 
Sometimes 11% Family 5% Socialisation 5% 

Mean 2.74 

Never 
-Age: 
62.5% 

9% Friends 5% Chore 3% 

Grandparent 3% Care 1% 
Father 1% 

Colouring, 
painting and  
drawing 

Total 100% 

Total 100% 
 

Total 100% 

SD 0.43 

1 

Family 64% Educational 46% Daily 95% 
Mother 19% Socialisation 36% 

Often 2% Grandparent 9% Care 7% 

Mean 2.68 

Sometimes 2% Other 3% Fun 6% 
Never 1% Parents 3% Spiritual 3% 

Siblings 2% Chore 2% 

Having a 
conversation 

Total 100% 
Total 100% Total 100% 

SD 0.46 

2 

Mother 28% Educational 77% Daily 50% 
Other 18% Fun 10% 
Child 18% Often 32% 
Siblings 15% 

Exercise 8% 

Family 12% 

Mean 2.65 

Sometimes 10% 
Father 4% 

Socialisation 2% 

Grandparent 2% Never 
-Age:71% 

8% 
Friends 2% 

Chore 2% 

Parents 1% Care 1% 

Reading or 
looking at 
books 

Total 100% 
Total 100% Total 100% 

SD 0.47 

3 

Grandparent 37% Educational 65% Daily 36% 
Mother 31% Fun 10% 

Often 33% Other 16% Socialisation 9% 
Sometimes 17% Siblings 6% Care 7% 

Mean 2.62 

Never 
-Family 
does not  
tell stories: 
54% 

14% Father 6% Exercise 5% 

Family 4% Spiritual 4% 

Listening  to 
stories 

Total 100% 
Total 100% Total 100% 

SD 0.51 

4 
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Activities Frequency Partner Purpose *Importance 

for learning 
Ranking 

 
Child 

 
26% 

Mother 21% 

 
Educational 

 
71% 

 
Often 

 
30% 

Siblings 21% 
Daily 26% Other 17% 

Exercise 11% 

 
Mean 

 
2.62 

Never 
-Age:47% 
-Safety: 
24% 

23% Family 6% Chore 9% 

Sometimes 21% Grandparent 4% Fun 6% 
Friends 4% Care 3% 
Father 1% 

 
Cutting and 
pasting 

Total  100% 

Total 100% 
Total 100% 

SD 0.51 

 
4 

Mother 37% Educational 58% 
Family 34% Fun 15% 

Daily 33% 

Grandparent 13% Socialisation 14% 
Often 29% Other 5% Care 5% 
Sometimes 26% Father 4% Exercise 4% 
Never 
-Age:55% 

12% Friends 3% Chore 3% 

Mean 2.55 

Siblings 2% Spiritual 1% 
Parents 2% 

Telling stories 

Total 100% 

Total 100% 
Total 100% 

SD 0.50 

5 

* Importance for learning: a rating of <2 implies that an activity was rated as not 
important for learning; a rating between 2 and 2.5 indicates that an activity was rated as 
important; and a rating of >2.5 shows an activity rated as very important. 
 
The majority of respondents (95%) indicated that the child engages in ‘having a 

conversation’ daily. Focus group discussions provided insight into the topics of these 

conversations. It was reported that children often described what they did at school, 

related details about their play with friends and spoke about what they watched on 

television, including describing movies and a local soap opera, “Generations”. Children 

acquire vocabulary, language skills and knowledge about the world during interesting 

conversations with responsive adults (Cutspec, 2006) which also facilitate moral 

development (Hodges, 2007). Accordingly, 45% of respondents classified ‘having a 

conversation’ as educational and 36% classified it as socialisation. This result ties in with 

Kyratzis’ (2005) observation that children become socialised members of their 

communities as a result of their participation in everyday language routines of their 

community.  
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Living within an extended family context exposes children to varied communication 

contexts and partners. Results indicate that 64% of children have a conversation with the 

whole family, 19% with the mother and 9% with grandparents. Telling stories has also 

been viewed as an expression of social unity; subtle messages about values and practices 

of the culture often emerge from these stories (Heath, 1989). Children’s ability to retell 

and understand narratives has been linked to the development of literacy skills and later 

academic success (Cutspec, 2006; Wood, 2002; Alant, Tesner & Taljaardt, 1992). While 

82% of children participate in this activity, only 33% tell stories daily and 29% at least 

once a week. The reason for this could be related to restricted opportunity within the 

family context due to the large number of family members. Children’s story telling was 

perceived as educational by 58% of respondents. Participants in focus group discussions 

reported that children made up stories about ‘tsotsies’ (gangsters or thugs), or they 

repeated stories they heard from their grandmother or at school. Table 4.8 shows 

significant differences in relation to children’s age and participation in this activity. 

 

Table 4.8 Age-related differences 

 

Activity Age Never Sometimes Often Daily p -value 
3-3.11years 27% 27% 30% 16% 
4-4.11years 10% 20% 33% 37% 

Telling stories 

5-5.11years  30% 23% 47% 

 
0.02 

 
Twenty-seven percent, of 3-to-3.11-year-olds do not tell stories in comparison to 10% of 

4 to 4.11-year-olds. All 5-to-5.11-year-olds tell stories more frequently as 47% of them 

and 37% of 4-to-4.11-year-olds tell stories daily, in comparison to only 16% of 3-to- 

3.11–year-olds. While this study did not engage in an analysis of children’s stories, Ilgaz 

and Aksu-Koc (2005) found in their study of the narratives of 3-to-5-year-olds that the 

structural complexities of narratives increase with age. Telling stories was rated by 

respondents as being very important for learning. 

 

Storytelling exposes children to more sophisticated linguistic features that go beyond the 

level of conversation (Cutspec, 2006). Listening to stories has also been identified as a 

means for family history to be shared with young children, thus providing an avenue for 
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values to be imparted (Sameroff & Fiese, 2000). It is therefore significant that 

grandparents, more specifically the grandmother, were indicated as the main partner in 

this activity by 37% of the respondents. This was validated by participants in focus group 

discussions who also identified the child’s grandmother as the most significant partner in 

telling stories to the child. They added that these stories were often about the past so that 

children could learn about where they came from. This is important as Heath (1989) 

showed in her ethnographic study of two communities, Trackton and Roadville, that the 

form, content, and functions of stories differed because children in the two communities 

heard different kinds of stories. Evans (1994) reported on findings of a study on child-

rearing practices in Zambia and found that the majority of storytellers were women. 

Findings in this study supported these results, as 84% of storytellers were women 

(grandmother, mother and aunt – indicated as ‘other’).  

 

Respondents rated reading or looking at books as very important for learning with a mean 

of 2.65, but only 50% of respondents indicated that the child participates in this activity 

daily. The perception of the educational value of this activity was validated by 77% of the 

respondents who defined its purpose as educational. This can be understood in the 

context of information gained from the focus groups in which most participants stated 

that they do not read to their children because this is something that is done at school. 

This belief was shared by Puerto Rican mothers in a study conducted by Hammer, 

Rodriguez, Lawrence and Miccio (2007), in which it was acknowledged that reading was 

better dealt with at school.  

 

Colouring, drawing and painting, and cutting and pasting are recognised as prewriting 

activities in the literature because of the influence that they have on improving fine motor 

skills and eye-hand coordination which are required for writing (Gill, Winters & 

Friedman, 2006; Ure & Raban, 2001). Eighty-one percent of respondents reported that 

children engage in colouring, drawing and painting, and 77% reported participation in 

cutting and pasting. Safety concerns were expressed as the reason for non-participation in 

the latter activity. Colouring, drawing and painting was rated as the most important 

activity for learning, and was perceived as educational by 74% of respondents.  
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Results show that activities in the category of early literacy indicate that caregiver beliefs 

influence the type and frequency of activities that children engage in, for example, 

cutting with scissors. The view that activities also transmit cultural values was evident in 

the information received from focus group participants on the types of stories told by 

grandmothers.  

 

Table 4.9 is a summary of early literacy activities and shows that 65% of respondents 

classified these activities as educational. As indicated in Table 4.7 all activities in this 

category were also rated as very important for learning, with means > 2.5. 

 

Table 4.9 Summary of early literacy activities 

 

Frequency % 
Daily 49 
Often 26 
Sometimes 14 
Never  11 
Total 100 
Partner % 
Mother 27 
Family 21 
Other 13 
Siblings 11 
Grandparents 11 
Child  11 
Friends 2 
Father 3 
Parents 1 
Total 100 
Purpose % 
Educational 65 
Socialisation 11 
Fun 9 
Exercise 7 
Care 4 
Work 3 
Spiritual 1 
Total 100 
 

Forty-nine percent of respondents indicated that children participate in early literacy 

activities daily and 26% of children participate at least once a week. The frequency of 
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experiences could be affected by the extended, multigenerational family system, which 

implies that multiple partners are available to engage with the child. The child’s mother 

was indicated as the main partner by 27% of respondents, with varied partners involved 

including siblings, grandparents and friends. Once more, the family environment is 

recognised as a key context in which children’s interactions occur during the preschool 

years (Burns & Radford, 2008).  

 

4.3.4 Entertainment activities 

 

Literacy should be viewed as the ability to shape and understand meanings available in 

any number of expressive systems, including language, media, the arts (dance and music) 

and popular culture (Dills, 2007; Eisner, 1998). The preschool years are especially 

critical for the development of the skills and behaviours associated with media and the 

arts.  
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Table 4.10 Entertainment activities 

 
Activity Frequency Partner Purpose *Importance 

for learning 
Ranking 

Family 55% 
Other 13% 

Educational 70% Daily 92% 

Mother 11% 
Child 7% 

Fun 18% 

Siblings 6% 
Often 7% 

Grandparent 4% 
Exercise 2% 

Mean 2.47 

Parents 2% Sometimes 1% 
Friends 1% 

Socialising 10% 

Father  1% 

Watching 
Television 

Total 100% 
Total 100% 

Total 100% 

SD 0.54 

1 

Child 35% 
Family 13% 

Fun 35% Daily 70% 

Mother 13% 
Often 13% Other 12% 

Educational 33% 

Siblings 12% Sometimes 11% 
Friends 7% 

Exercise 12% 

Mean 2.36 

Grandparent 4% Never 
-Not interested: 
100% 

6% 
Parents 2% 

Spiritual 16% 

Father 2% 

Singing 

Total 100% 
Total 100% 

Total 100% 

SD 0.59 

2 

Family 26% 
Other 21% 

Fun 39% Daily 58% 

Mother 17% 
Siblings 12% 

Educational 33% 
Often 17% 

Child 7% 
Grandparent 6% 

Socialising 11% 
 

Mean 2.14 

Hardly ever 16% 
Father 5% 

Never 
-Not 
interested:87% 

9% Friends 4% 
Exercise 9% 

Parents 2% Spiritual 7% 
Care 1% 

Listening to 
music 

Total 100% 
Total 100% 

Total 100% 

SD 0.61 

3 

Other 24% 
Child 19% 

Educational 36% Daily 57% 

Siblings 17% Fun 34% 
Mother 14% Exercise 14% 

Mean 2.14 

Hardly ever 29% 
Family 12% Socialising 9% 
Friends 9% Spiritual 6% Never 

-Not interested: 
57% 

14% 
Grandparent 4% Care 1% 

Father 1% 

Dancing 

Total 100% 
Total 100% 

Total 100% 

SD 0.58 

3 

* Importance for learning: a rating of <2 implies that an activity was rated as not 
important for learning; a rating between 2 and 2.5 indicates that an activity was rated as 
important; and a rating of >2.5 shows an activity rated as very important. 
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Results displayed in Table 4.10 show that 92% of the respondents in this study indicated 

that children watch television daily, which is higher than the finding by Rideout and 

Hamel (2006) that 66% of children aged six months to six years in the United States 

watch television daily. Most children (93%) watch television with someone in the family. 

This is in accordance with recommendations made by the American Academy of 

Paediatrics (1999) that parents join children’s viewing to ensure that they are watching 

age-appropriate content and that they use this opportunity to discuss television content. 

This recommendation also stressed that children’s viewing should be limited to two hours 

a day. It is significant that 70% of the respondents in this study viewed television as an 

‘educational’ activity. In South Africa, one of the popular children’s programmes which 

focus groups made reference to was ‘Takalani Sesame’. This programme has been 

reported to lead to significant gains in literacy, numeracy and life skills (Lee, 2005). 

Watching television was rated as important for learning with a mean of 2.47; this implies 

that most respondents view watching television as more important for learning than all 

play activities, as the highest mean was 2.44 for playing with toys.  

 

This view on watching television is better understood by studying information received 

from focus group discussions, in which it was stated that children are allowed to watch 

television as it improves their English and concentration, and it is much safer than 

playing outdoors. This sentiment on safety was echoed by Jordan (2005) who interviewed 

42 families who live in high crime areas, where watching television was seen as a safe 

and relatively inexpensive way of keeping young children occupied. Burdette and 

Whitaker (2005) also found in a sample of 20 large cities in America that mothers’ 

perceptions of neighbourhood safety impacted on children’s viewing time. Children, who 

lived in neighbourhoods which were perceived as unsafe, watched more television. 

 

The relationship between culture, music and dance also starts impacting on children 

during the preschool years, as children are most receptive to music in the first six years of 

life (Leu, 2008).  For the majority of the South African population, music is “woven into 

the fabric of the entire community’s daily life” (Woodward, 2007, p. 33). Woodward 

explains that music and music making is an inherent part of South African culture which 
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assists in the transmission of its cultural heritage. Historically, music has also been an 

integral part of social activities of families, communities and religion (O’Neill, 2005). 

 

Results in Table 4.10 show that the majority of children (70%) are involved in singing 

daily, which is higher than Wood’s (2002) study of British preschool children’s activities 

in the home, where only 47.7% of children were involved in this activity daily. Fewer 

children (58%) were reported to listen to music daily, which is lower than Rideout and 

Hamel’s (2006) findings in four American States where 70% of children were reported to 

listen to music daily. Children’s exposure to music may be higher in South Africa as most 

children’s television programmes include music. Respondents viewed singing and 

listening to music as fun and educational. The educational value of these activities relates 

to the development of general auditory perception abilities, verbal communication, 

emotional expression and social behaviour (Denac, 2008; Črneč, Wilson & Prior, 2006).  

 

Dance has also been described as a cultural system of symbols and meanings (Lobo & 

Winsler, 2006). Eighty-six percent of respondents indicated that children participate in 

this activity which was classified as fun (43%), and as a form of exercise (33%). This 

correlates with the statement that dance is seen as an activity that young children enjoy 

and that has positive developmental implications (Lorenzo-Lasa, Ideishi & Ideishi, 2007). 

Dance also helps develop body awareness, personal identity (ibid. 2007) and improves 

overall gross motor skills (Sacha & Russ, 2006). Furthermore, teachers that use dance as 

part of their curriculum for young children have found that moving to the beat of a drum 

helps develop children’s phonemic awareness, auditory discrimination and listening for 

the sequence of sounds (Whitfield, 2005).   

 

Results display that entertainment activities are viewed as important for learning; these 

activities are also less threatening for caregivers in terms of literacy levels and therefore 

need to be closely investigated to ascertain how they can be used to facilitate learning and 

development. In concluding this category an overview of entertainment activities is 

provided in Table 4.11. 
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Table 4.11 Summary of entertainment activities 

 
Frequency % 
Daily 69 
Hardly ever 11 
Often 9 
Never 7 
Sometimes 3 
Total 100 
Partner % 
Family 26 
Other 18 
Child 17 
Mother 14 
Siblings 12 
Grandparents  5 
Friends 5 
Parents 2 
Father 1 
Total 100 
Purpose % 
Educational 36 
Fun 34 
Exercise 14 
Socialising 9 
Spiritual 6 
Care 1 
Total 100 
 

Researchers in the field of early literacy have realised that promoting literacy at home no 

longer means recreating an academic setting within the home environment, but rather 

taking advantage of the opportunities that arise in daily life to help children transition 

towards literacy (Cutspec, 2006). Most children (69%) participate in entertainment 

activities daily, which is higher than the participation rate for early literacy activities. 

This percentage is attributed mainly to the large percentage of children who watch 

television daily. The opportunity for learning is highlighted by the frequency of these 

activities as well as the possibility that family members may be less threatened by their 

own literacy levels. Children engage with varied partners in these activities which were 

classified mainly as educational (36%) and fun (34%). Understanding the variety of early 

experiences within the home context is essential and needs to be acknowledged and 

understood so that teachers can use them to ‘supplement’ rather than ‘supplant’ what the 

family is doing at home (Hammer, Rodriguez, Lawrence and Miccio, 2007). 
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4.3.5 Chore activities 

 

Variation in expectations for children’s participation in chores is dependent on their 

different circumstances and traditions (Rogoff, 2003). Children in parts of Africa have 

historically been expected to contribute to the completion of tasks within the home. 

In Ghana for instance, children may have household duties allocated to them from as 

early as two years of age (Nsamenang, 1992). Table 4.12 shows the results for this 

category but does not include the partners, purpose and importance for learning as low 

participation rates were reported for chore activities in this study. 
 

 

Table 4.12 Chores 

 

Activity Frequency Reason for non-
participation 

Never 47% 
Often 31% 
Sometimes 18% 
Daily 4% 

Cleaning the yard 

Total 100% 

Age: 64% 

Never 51% 
Daily 26% 
Often 14% 
Sometimes 9% 

Washing socks and 
underwear 

Total 100% 

Age: 85% 

Never 58% 
Daily 18% 
Sometimes 15% 
Often 7% 
Hardly ever 2% 

Setting the table 

Total 100% 

Age: 46% 
Do not eat at table: 33% 

Never 59% 
Sometimes 17% 
Often 12% 
Daily 11% 
Hardly ever 2% 

Assisting with 
preparing meals 

Total 100% 

Age: 64% 
Safety: 30% 

Never 61% 
Often 22% 
Sometimes 15% 
Daily 2% 

Gardening 

Total 100% 

No garden: 58% 
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Table 4.13 Gender differences for washing socks and underwear 

 

Activity Gender Never Sometimes Often Daily p-value 
Boys 69% 5% 13% 13% Washing socks 

and underwear Girls 33% 13% 16% 38% 
 
0.004 

 

Children’s participation levels in chore activities was highest for cleaning the yard at 

53%, while only 49% were involved in washing socks and underwear. Results in Table 

4.13 show that while 69% of boys never wash their socks and underwear, only 33% of 

girls are not involved in these activities. Furthermore, respondents indicated that 38% of 

girls participate in this activity daily, in comparison to only 13% of boys. Evans (1994) 

reported that in Mali and Namibia, chores are allocated according to gender, with girls 

doing household chores and boys doing chores outside the home, like fetching water and 

chopping firewood. Evans’s (1994) results are representative of children living in rural 

settings, whereas the findings of this study are representative of children in an urban 

setting. However, it could be hypothesised that boys may be involved in outdoor chores 

that were not included in the interview schedule. 

 

Participation in setting the table and assisting with preparing meals was less than 50%, 

with the main reason for non-participation being attributed to the child’s age. With regard 

to setting the table, 33% of the respondents indicated that they do not eat at a table. 

Children’s involvement in preparing meals was also restricted as respondents expressed 

their concerns about safety. The impact of space restrictions was evident in the fact that 

61% of respondents indicated that children are not involved in gardening, and 58% of 

respondents stated that they do not have a garden.  

 

While research in other African countries (Evans, 1994) and in South Africa (Bray & 

Brandt, 2007) found that children frequently participate in chores, this study showed 

different results. These include the child’s age, safety concerns and family structure, as 

more adults are available to complete chores within an extended family structure. The 

impact of urbanisation and the fact that these children attend preschool may be 

contributing factors. 
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4.3.6 Spiritual activities 

 

Religion and spirituality play an important part in children’s lives and are vital to family 

relationships (Bartkowski, Xu & Levin, 2008). Religious activity is also reported to 

increase children’s resilience and provide a sense of coherence within the family 

(Bartkowski et al., 2008; Mercer, 2006; Werner, 2000). 

 

Table 4.14 Spiritual activities 

 
Activity Frequency Partner Purpose *Importance 

for learning 
Ranking 

Mother 31% Often 72% 
Family 28% 

Spiritual 73% 

Sometimes 13% Grandparent 25% Educational 18% 
Never 9% Other 7% Socialising 4% 

Mean 2.71 

Daily 5% Parents 5% Chore 4% 
Hardly ever 1% Father 2% Fun 1% 

Sibling 2% 

Church 

Total 100% 
Total 100% 

Total 100% 

SD 0.45 

1 

Family 46% Daily 78% 
Mother 19% 

Spiritual 58% 

Often 8% Child 13% Educational 33% 
Sometimes 7% Grandparent 11% Care 4% 

Mean 2.66 

Never 7% Other 5% Fun 4% 
Parents 4% Exercise 1% 
Siblings 2% 

Praying 

Total 100% 

Total 100% 
Total 100% 

SD 0.47 

2 

Never 
-Not 
practised:61% 

61% Family 49% 

Sometimes 17% Grandparent 23% 

Spiritual 46% 

Hardly ever 16% Mother 11% Educational 31% 
Daily 3% Other 9% Socialising 14% 

Mean 2.40 

Often 3% Parents 5% Care 9% 
Father 3% 

Ancestral 
ceremony 

Total 100% 
Total 100% 

Total 100% 
SD 0.49 

3 

Never 
-Age: 76% 

79% Family 79% Spiritual 63% 

Hardly ever 14%S Mother 11% Educational 16% 
Sometimes 7% Grandparent 5% Care 11% 

Mean 2.05 

Father 5% Socialising 5% 
Other 5% 

Funerals 

Total 100% 
Total 100% 

Total 100% 

SD 0.40 

4 

* Importance for learning: a rating of <2 implies that an activity was rated as not 
important for learning; a rating between 2 and 2.5 indicates that an activity was rated as 
important; and a rating of >2.5 shows an activity rated as very important. 
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The importance of religious activity is emphasised by the findings in Table 4.14 showing 

that 78% of the children pray daily and 72% attend church once a week. Furthermore, the 

involvement of the family is evident in that the child participates in both these activities 

with varied family members. While attending church and praying were viewed mainly as 

spiritual activities, 33% of the respondents classified praying as educational as well. 

Participants in the focus groups reported that children attend church to learn about their 

religion, to become good Christians, to learn how to pray, and to be thankful for what 

they have. Age differences for praying are displayed in Table 4.15. 

 

Table 4.15 Age differences for praying 

 

Activity Age Never Sometimes Often Daily p- value 

3-3.11years 10% 13% 17% 60% 
4-4.11years 7% 7% 0 86% 

Praying 

5-5.11years 3% 0 7% 90% 

 
0.02 

 

Fisher’s exact test showed significant age differences for praying: 86% of children aged 

4-to-4.11-years and 90% of children aged 5-to-5.11-years pray daily, in comparison to 

only 60% of 3-to-3.11-year-olds. The differences in praying may be explained by 

Fowler’s Stages of Faith Profile, which identifies six stages of faith through which an 

individual develops. This model asserts that faith and identity evolve in conjunction with 

cognitive, psychosocial and moral development capacities (Mercer, 2006). The 

understanding of narratives and the ability to distinguish the self from others in order to 

develop a God representation may also be necessary in the development of religious 

understanding (Streib, 2001). 

 

Evans et al. (2008) reported widespread accounts of families abandoning key traditional 

practices in place of modern ones. This is exemplified by results of this study which show 

that 85% of children were not involved in ancestral ceremonies, and 79% reported that 

children do not attend funerals. While the child’s age was stated as the main reason for 

non-participation, it is also postulated that this practice has declined as families have 

become more modernised. Table 4.16 gives an overview of results in this category. 
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Table 4.16 Summary of spiritual activities 

 

Frequency % 
Never 39 
Daily 21 
Often 21 
Sometimes 11 
Hardly ever 8 
Total 100 
Partner % 
Family 50.5 
Mother 18 
Grandparents 16 
Other 5.25 
Parents 3.5 
Self 3.25 
Father 2.5 
Siblings 1 
Total 100 
Purpose  % 
Spiritual 60 
Educational 24.5 
Care 6 
Socialising 5.75 
Fun 1.25 
Work 1 
Other 1.25 
Exercise 0.25 
Total 100 
 

While the frequency of participation for this category as a whole indicates that 39% of 

children never participate in spiritual activity, results should be viewed in light of the 

very high participation levels for praying and going to church, as opposed to lower 

participation rates for attending ancestral ceremonies and funerals. Table 4.14 shows that 

the majority of children (over 90%) pray and attend church at least once a week. These 

activities, in which 50.5% of respondents indicated that whole family is involved, were 

rated as very important for learning in Table 4.14 The important role that spiritual 

activity plays in the family context highlights the need for ‘spiritually competent care’ 

which requires a basic knowledge about, and appreciation for those perspectives which 

differ from one’s own (Mercer, 2006). She adds that clinicians need to develop the art of 

paying attention to children on many levels all at once. This focus may be particularly 
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challenging for practitioners who have not previously considered the impact of religious 

or spiritual activity on child development.  

 

4.3.7 Family activities 

 

Family activities are a critical family and child resource, as they transmit family beliefs 

and values and provide the family with a sense of stability, identity and a means for 

socialisation within a cultural context (Spagnola & Fiese, 2007; Schuck & Bucy, 1997). 

These activities may also serve as a coping mechanism during times of stress (Sameroff 

& Fiese, 2000). It is evident from results already discussed, that the whole family plays 

an important role in most activities in which the child is involved. Table 4.17 specifically 

highlights those activities where the child has an opportunity to interact and socialise 

with the family. 

 

Table 4.17 Family activities 

 
Activity Frequency Partner Purpose *Importance 

for learning 
Ranking 

Sometimes 53% Family 84% Socialising 59% 
Hardly ever 27% Mother 6% Fun 13% 
Often 16% Grandparent 3% Care 10% 

Mean 2.46 

Never 2% Father 3% Educational 9% 
Daily 2% Parents 3% Other 9% 

Siblings 1% 

Family 
gatherings 

Total 100% 
Total 100% 

Total 100
% 

SD 0.54 

1 

Mother 34% Socialising 45% Hardly ever 48% 
Family 29% Care 15% 
Grandparent 14% Fun 13% Never 

-Don’t 
have:74% 

25% 
Parent 7% Educational 13% 

Father 6% Spiritual 10% 

Mean 2.34 

Sometimes 20% 
Other 4% Exercise 2% 

Often 7% Siblings 3% Chore 2% 

Visiting  
family or 
traditional 
home 

Total 100% Total 100% Total 100
% 

SD 0.56 

2 
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Activity Frequency Partner Purpose *Importance 

for learning 
Ranking 

Mother 29% Socialising 51% Often 37% 
Child 14% Fun 19% 

Sometimes 27% Family 12% Care 13% 
Grandparent 9% Educational 10% Daily 21% 
Siblings 9% Exercise 4% 

Never 
-Safety:66% 

13% Friends 9% Spiritual 3% 

Mean 2.15 

Hardly ever 2% Other 8% 
Parents 4% 

Visiting  
family and 
friends  

Total 100% 
Total 100% 

Total 100
% 

SD 0.58 

3 

* Importance for learning: a rating of <2 implies that an activity was rated as not 
important for learning; a rating between 2 and 2.5 indicates that an activity was rated as 
important; and a rating of >2.5 shows an activity rated as very important. 
 

Most children participate in visiting family and friends and attending family gatherings at 

least once a month. While the whole family participates in family gatherings, varied 

partners were indicated for visiting family and friends in the neighbourhood. Less 

frequent visits are conducted to the family or traditional home; with 75% of respondents 

reporting that children visit the traditional home at least once a year. Thirty-four percent 

of children visit with their mother only and 29% visit with the whole family. Family 

activities which were rated as important for learning were perceived mainly as 

socialising. Family activities, summarised in Table 4.18 have been reported to enhance 

both child and family outcomes (Schuck & Bucy, 1997). 
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Table 4.18 Summary of family activities 

 

Frequency % 
Sometimes 33 
Hardly ever 26 
Often 20 
Never 13 
Daily 8 
Total 100 
Partner % 
Family 42 
Mother 23 
Grandparents 9 
Child 6 
Father 5 
Parents 4 
Siblings 4 
Other 4 
Friends 3 
Total 100 
Purpose % 
Socialising 51 
Fun 15 
Care 13 
Educational 11 
Spiritual 4 
Other 3 
Exercise 2 
Work 1 
Total 100 
 

Due to the nature of these activities, participation is less frequent with 33% of 

respondents reporting that children participate at least once a month in family activities. 

Forty-two percent of respondents indicated that children participate mainly with the 

whole family. Family activities, which were classified as socialising by 51% of 

respondents, allow children an opportunity to be socialised within their culture.  

 

4.3.8 Community-based activities 

 

Community life provides children with a range of experiences in the context of family 

outings, neighbourhood, community celebrations and other community activities (Dunst, 

2001). The type of activities afforded to children is dependent on the context in which 
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they live. The activities discussed here highlight those activities that most children 

participate in. 

 

Table 4.19 Community activities 

 
Activity Frequency Partner Purpose *Importance 

for learning 
Ranking 

Family 35% Fun 41% Never 
-Time:33% 
-Safety: 23% 

34% 
Mother 24% Socialising 20% 

Parents 11% Educational 19% Sometimes 30% 
Father 8% Care 10% 

Hardly ever 18% Friends 8% 

Mean 2.47 

Often 13% Grandparent 5% 
Exercise 8% 

Daily 5% Other 5% 
Child 2% 

Spiritual 2% 

Siblings 2% 

Park 

Total 100% 

Total 100% 
Total 100% 

SD 0.67 

1 

Child 33% Daily 38% 
Other 21% 

Educational 28% 

Siblings 14% Exercise 28% 

Mean 2.14 

Never 
-Age:48% 
-Safety:44% 

26% 
Friends 11% Fun 17% 

Mother 9% Chore 9% Often 22% 
Family 4% Socialising 9% 

Sometimes 14% Grandparent 4% Care 9% 
Father 4% 

Spaza shop 

Total 100% 
Total 100% 

Total 100% 

SD 0.59 

2 

Mother 44% Fun 39% Often 56% 

Family 19% Educational 21% 
Parents 13% Socialising 20% Sometimes 43% 
Grandparent 12% Care 12% 

Mean 2.22 

Father 7% Exercise 6% Hardly ever 1% 
Other 4% Spiritual 1% 
Friends 1% Other 1% 

Shopping 
malls 

Total 100% 
Total 100% Total 100% 

SD 0.58 

2 

Mother 38% Fun 38% Sometimes 59% 
Family 22% Socialising 29% 
Parents 13% Care 21% Often 38% 
Father 10% Educational 8% 

Mean 2.22 

Never 
-Money:33%  
-Time:33% 

3% Grandparent 9% Spiritual 2% 

Other 8% Exercise 1% 
Other 1% 

Eating out 

Total 100% 
Total 100% 

Total 100% 

SD 0.56 

2 
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Activity Frequency Partner Purpose *Importance 

for learning 
Ranking 

Mother 51% Fun 26% Often 44% 
Grandparent 16% Educational 26% 

Sometimes 36% Parents 14% Exercise 16% 
Never 
-Own 
transport:92
% 

14% Family 10% Care 13% 

Hardly ever 4% Other 7% Socialising 12% 
Daily 2% Father 1% Other 5% 

Mean 2.12 

Siblings 1% Chore 1% 
Spiritual 1% 

Taxi ride 

Total 100% 
Total 100% 

Total 100% 

SD 0.67 

3 

Mother 41% Socialising 45% Never 
-Age:32% 

46% 
Family 35% Fun 29% 

Hardly ever 30% Grandparent 16% Care 12% 

Mean 2.12 

Sometimes 24% Parents 6% Educational 10% 
Father 2% Exercise 2% 

Spiritual 2% 

Weddings 

Total 100% 
Total 100% 

Total 100% 

SD 0.59 

3 

Mother 42% Fun 51% Sometimes 67% 
Family 14% 
Other 12% 

Socialising 42% 
Mean 2.00 

Hardly ever 19% 
Parents 10% 

Never 
-Age:55% 

12% Siblings 10% 
Care 4% 

Friends 6% Educational 2% Often 2% 
Father 5% Spiritual 1% 
Grandparent 1% 

Parties 

Total 100% 
Total 100% 

Total 100% 

SD 0.59 

4 

 
* Importance for learning: a rating of <2 implies that an activity was rated as not 
important for learning; a rating between 2 and 2.5 indicates that an activity was rated as 
important; and a rating of >2.5 shows an activity rated as very important. 
 

Visiting shopping malls has rapidly become an important and valuable ‘cultural’ form 

which is popularly seen as a mixture of convenience and leisure (Murray, 1997). The 

accessibility of shopping malls to residents of Soweto has increased over the past  five 

years, with two major malls built in 2005 and another three in 2007 (Mazibuko, 2007). 

Results presented Table 4.19 show that 99% of respondents indicated that children visit 

shopping malls, with 44% going at least once week and 43% visiting at least once a 

month. The opening of shopping malls has also increased the availability of fast food 

outlets to families living in Soweto, and 59% of respondents stated that children eat out at 

least once a month and 38% of children eat out once a week. Participants in the focus 
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groups reported that they eat mainly at McDonald’s, Kentucky Fried Chicken and 

Wimpy. Most children visit shopping malls and eat out with their mother. It is interesting 

that visiting shopping malls and eating out are the only two activities where 13% of 

respondents indicated that both parents are involved together. Thirty-nine percent of 

respondents perceived a visit to the shopping mall as fun while 21% saw it as 

educational. Eating out was also seen as having varied purposes which included fun 

(38%), socialising (29%) and care (21%). It is interesting to note that with 52% of 

caregivers not being formally employed; families still frequent shopping malls and eat 

out at least once a month. 

 

‘Spaza’ shops, which are defined as home-based enterprises often within walking 

distance of children’s homes, provide another shopping option to residents in Soweto 

(Ligthelm, 2005). The frequency of trips to the spaza shop is more varied with 38% going 

daily, 22% often and 14% sometimes. Thirty-three percent of respondents reported that 

children go to the spaza shop on their own which corresponds with Ligthelm’s (2005) 

finding that 56% of customers at spaza shops in Mamelodi, near Pretoria, were children.  

 

Going to the spaza shop was viewed as having different purposes: 28% of respondents 

saw it as educational, another 28% as exercise and 17% as fun. The educational value 

was identified by Brouwers, Mishra and van de Vijver (2006), who stated that purchasing 

items from small local shops provides children with the opportunity to understand 

causality and carry out simple arithmetical calculations. Ogunnaike (2002) found in a 

study in Nigeria that children who engaged in purchasing items scored significantly 

higher on the Yoruba Mental Subscale than children who did not engage in such errands. 

These errands were reported to provide the African child with opportunities to learn 

about the environment, the dynamics of interacting with others, and the opportunity to 

practice being helpful and responsible, which are important lessons in African culture 

(Nsamenang, 1992). 

 

Large percentages (67%) of children attend parties at least once a month, mostly with a 

partner. As displayed in Table 4.20, children’s attendance shows significant differences 
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in relation to their gender, with more boys attending in comparison to girls. Even though 

children always attend with someone else, this finding could be related to safety concerns 

for girls. Kruger and Chawla (2005) found that parents in four residential areas in South 

Africa were concerned about their daughters’ safety and therefore restricted them from 

going outdoors. In addition, police reports indicate that nearly 20 000 girl children are 

raped each year (Jewkes, Penn-Kekana & Rose-Junius, 2005). These safety concerns for 

girl children could be an attributing factor as to why more boys are allowed to attend 

parties.  

 

Table 4.20 Gender differences for attending parties 

 

Activity Gender Never Hardly 

ever 

Sometimes Often p-value 

Boys 2% 27% 67% 4% Attending parties 
Girls 22% 11% 67%  

0.003 

 
 

A large number of children (46%) never attend weddings due to their age. Those who do 

attend, do so at least once a year, mainly with their mother.  Most children ride in a taxi at 

least once a month. A taxi ride was perceived as having different purposes, with 26% of 

respondents seeing it as fun and another 26% as educational. 

 

The frequency of children’s visits to the park were varied with 5% going daily, 43% at 

least once a week or sometimes, and 18% going at least once a year. Thirty-four percent 

of respondents indicated that children never visit a park, which could be due to parks 

often being unsafe with broken equipment (Kruger & Chawla, 2005). The concern about 

safety could once again explain why children’s participation in this activity is limited. 

Forty-one percent of respondents classified visiting the park as fun.  

 

The results in this category provide a diverse picture and it is evident that modernization, 

through the form of shopping malls, has created exposure that families in this context 

may previously not have experienced. The concern about safety plays a role in the type 
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and frequency of community activities that children participate in. Table 4.21 gives a 

summary of community activities. 
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Table 4.21 Summary of community activities 

 

Frequency % 
Sometimes 39 
Often 25 
Never 19 
Hardly ever 10 
Daily 7 
Total 100 
Partner % 
Mother 36 
Family 20 
Parents 9 
Grandparents 9 
Other 8 
Father 5 
Child 5 
Siblings 4 
Friends 4 
Total  100 
Purpose % 
Fun 34 
Socialising 25 
Care 12 
Educational 16 
Exercise 9 
Spiritual 1 
Other 1 
Chores 1 
Total 100 
 

Results show that most children participate in community activities at least once a month. 

The majority of children participate in these activities with an adult. This could be related 

to safety concerns as discussed earlier. Results also show that community activities are 

seen as the second most fun category, when compared to all other categories.  

 

4.4 Caregiver Perceptions 

 

Four open-ended questions were included in the interview to ascertain caregiver 

perceptions about opportunities for learning within the family context. 
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4.4.1 Additional activities 
 

The first question aimed at determining if there are any other activities that children are 

involved in which were not included in the interview schedule. Table 4.22 shows that 49 

respondents (54%) did not add any activities, which suggest that the procedures followed 

in the preparatory phase of the study, were comprehensive. Various play activities, which 

included soccer, wrestling and basketball, were added by 22 respondents. Only nine 

respondents added household chores, which included washing dishes, sweeping, cleaning 

shoes and preparing the bed. A further nine respondents included more educational 

activities, which comprised of building puzzles, counting, writing and recitations. Seven 

respondents added entertainment activities like watching DVDs, playing computer games 

and going to movies − this low number could explain why these activities were excluded 

by participants in the focus groups.  

 

Table 4.22 Additional activities added by respondents (N=90) 

 

Category Frequency (N=90) Percentage  
None 49 54 
Play 22 24 
Household chores 9 10 
Education/literacy 9 10 
Entertainment 7 8 
 

4.4.2 Important lessons learned at home 

 

Children are exposed to different types of activities and experiences depending on the 

beliefs and values of the particular cultural group to which they belong (Tudge et al., 

2006). In order to determine these beliefs, respondents were requested to list the things 

that they consider as most important for the child to learn at home. 

 

Table 4.23 shows that 45 out of 90 respondents (50%) identified morals and values as the 

most important lesson at home. Respondents included respect, sharing, manners, kindness 

and community service amongst the values that they wanted children to gain from home. 

This finding relates to the fifth variable of activity settings: salient goals and beliefs, 
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which was discussed in Chapter 2. The morals and values aspired to, are closely linked to 

the philosophy of ubuntu which is concretised by components such as respect for persons 

and the importance of community, personhood and morality (Mnyaka & Motlhabi, 2005). 

The attainment of one’s personhood is therefore closely linked to one’s connectedness to 

others. Carrying out duties that contribute to the well-being of others gives an individual 

the full status of a human being (Hanks, 2008; Mnyaka & Motlhabi, 2005; Nussbaum, 

2003). According to Hanks (2008) harmony, cooperation and interdependence are 

essential life skills every African child learns from a very early age. Activities which 

provide an opportunity to teach morals and values are likely to include mealtimes, having 

conversations, listening to and telling stories, praying, attending church and watching 

television. Results discussed earlier show that children participate in these activities with 

the whole family, which could be interpreted as the best times for these lessons to be 

shared. 

 

Self-care and hygiene were identified as important by 43 of the 90 respondents (48%), 

while only 22% stated that educational and literacy activities were important to learn at 

home. Research has shown that many Mexican American families believe that schools 

are responsible for children’s education and that parents should not interfere with this 

(Hammer et al., 2007). Home practices may therefore focus on teaching the things that 

families feel confident and competent to share with their children. Weigel et al. (2005) 

pointed out that programmes which aim at strengthening children’s literacy environments 

should also focus on enriching parental literacy habits and reading beliefs. They proposed 

that programmes should include components on adult basic education and adult literacy. 

This focus may make caregivers more confident in facilitating literacy in the home 

environment. This finding may also explain caregiver perceptions of activities as care or 

educational. Activities in the child routine category were classified mainly as care, but 

explained as educational by participants in the focus groups who stated that it was their 

responsibility to teach children to become independent. Caregivers may have perceived 

tasks related to those carried out at school as educational, and those that teach 

responsibility as care. 
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Twenty four respondents (27%) identified culture and family as important lessons from 

home. Responses which fell under this category included getting to know one’s family, 

speaking one’s home language, knowing family traditions and principles, as well as 

understanding where the family originates from. Sameroff and Fiese refer to this practice 

as the ‘family code’ which is defined as “a cause and consequence of what families do on 

a regular basis and how values and beliefs are directly imparted to children” (2000, 

p.145). The family code is transferred through the activities that families share, like 

mealtimes and family gatherings where family stories are shared to help children make 

sense of the world and to impart values. This result relates to the fourth variable of 

activity settings, which are the scripts that guide children’s participation; these scripts are 

determined by cultural norms and beliefs. In addition, this result provides further support 

for the perceived importance of family activities as displayed in Table 4.17.  Storytelling 

is another activity which could meet this goal, which was discussed earlier. It was 

highlighted that grandmothers have the role of sharing stories about their past with 

children to ensure that they learn family traditions and principles. Eighteen respondents 

(20%) stated that communication is important. Communication behaviours that were 

considered as important included: communicating with family members, learning to 

speak English and talking ‘properly’. This emphasis on learning English was discussed 

earlier, namely that children watch television to learn English. 

 

In agreement with earlier findings, religion was identified as important by 18 

respondents. According to Werner (2000), a number of studies on resilient children from 

a wide variety of socio-economic backgrounds noted that their families held religious 

beliefs that provided stability and meaning to their lives, especially in times of stress. 

Fourteen respondents listed household chores, which correlates with earlier results on 

children’s limited participation in chore activities. Only six respondents mentioned play 

as an important activity to learn at home. This could be related to the belief shared earlier 

that children play ‘naturally’ by themselves, and that caregivers do not need get involved 

in children’s play (Furth, 1996).  
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Table 4.23 Important lessons learnt at home 

 

Catergory Frequency (N=90) Percentage 
Morals and values 45 50 
Self-care and hygiene 43 48 
Educational/literacy 24 27 
Culture/Family/Tradition 20 22 
Communication 18 20 
Religion 15 17 
Household chores 14 15 
Play 6 7 
 

4.4.3 Activities that the child enjoys 

 

Children’s interests influence their participation in activities; when their interests are used 

as a basis for their involvement in everyday activities, they are more engaged and 

therefore more likely to practice existing capabilities and acquire new skills (Raab, 2005). 

Children’s interests were identified by asking caregivers to list the activities that made 

the child laugh and smile, or that they enjoyed. 

 

While play was not identified as an important lesson to learn at home, Table 4.24 shows 

that 72 respondents (80%) stated that children enjoy playing. This highlights that while 

caregiver involvement in play may be restricted and play may not be seen as an important 

lesson at home, caregivers still recognise that children enjoy play activities. This 

correlates with results displayed in Table 4.6, which show that play activities were 

classified mainly as fun. Entertainment and social activities were identified by 52 

respondents (58%); these activities included watching television, socialising and 

communicating with family, as well as family outings. Singing and dancing were 

identified by 51 respondents (56%) as activities that the child enjoys. Most activities 

referred to in this section were discussed earlier under the entertainment and family 

categories. The high participation levels indicated in Table 4.10 and 4.17 are indicative of 

children’s enjoyment of these activities. 
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Table 4.24 shows that educational/literacy, self-care, household chores and religious 

activities were identified by only a few respondents as activities that the child enjoys. 

This result correlates with earlier findings in which only 9% of respondents classified 

early literacy activities as fun. Similarly, as indicated in Table 4.2, less than 20% of 

respondents classified self-care activities (bathing, dressing and undressing, toileting, 

washing hands and brushing teeth), as fun. The low participation levels for chore 

activities outlined in Table 4.12 could be explained by this result. Finally, the results on 

spiritual activities displayed in Table 4.14 show that less than 5% of respondents 

classified spiritual activities as fun. 

 

Table 4.24 Activities that the child enjoys 

 

Category Frequency (N=90) Percentage 
Playing 72 80 
Entertainment/social 52 58 
Singing and dancing 51 56 
Education/literacy 15 17 
Communication 14 16 
Self-care 11 12 
Household chores 9 10 
Other 3 3 
 

4.4.4. Perceptions on how children learn 

 

Parents’ beliefs on how children learn are influenced by their own cultural background 

and histories. Historically in Africa, children learned and were taught as they participated 

in the daily living activities at home through ceremonies, direct instructions, observations 

and apprenticeship (Aidoo, 2008). Caregiver beliefs impact on the types of experiences 

that children are afforded within their daily lives (Gaskins, 1999). In the discussion of the 

developmental niche concept in Chapter 2, it was noted that “caretaker beliefs and 

practices” impact on the activities afforded to children. In order to understand caregiver 

perceptions on children’s learning, respondents were requested to complete a sentence 

which read: “My child learns best by...”. 
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Results indicated in Table 4.25 show that 48 respondents (53%) reported that children 

learn best by participating in activities. Responses in this category (Appendix L) 

consisted mainly of statements relating to children doing things on their own, which 

again highlights the importance of learning responsibility. In comparison, only 11 

respondents reported that children learn best through observation.  

 

Family time was mentioned by 24 respondents (27%) as a time when children learn best; 

this included spending time with various family members, listening to stories and 

communicating. As stated previously, it is during these activities that children are most 

likely to learn the morals, values and family traditions that were identified by respondents 

as important lessons. Even though the introduction to this question clarified that it related 

to learning in the family context, 17 respondents identified school as the place where the 

child learns best. This could be related to the view shared by focus group participants that 

certain activities like reading are best left to teachers.  

 

Table 4.25 Caregiver beliefs on how children learn 

 

Category Frequency (N=90) Percentage 
Participation 48 53 
Family Time 24 27 
School/crèche/ASHA 17 19 
Observation 11 12 
Other 2 2 
 

 

4.5. Conclusion 

 

Results on activity settings show that activities are affected by the context in which they 

occur. Children are involved in varied activities with varied participation levels and 

partners. Child routine activities, due to their nature, have the highest participation levels. 

These activities, with the exception of being carried on the caregiver’s back and having a 

haircut, were rated as being very important for learning. Activities in this category were 

also acknowledged in the open-ended questions by 43 respondents as an important lesson 
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from home, which help children to learn to be independent and responsible. The impact 

of physical and social context was highlighted.  

 

Children participate in a number of play activities with other children. Results show that 

caregiver participation is minimal. This resonates with findings in the literature that 

parents do not see a need to get involved in children’s play. While play activities were 

rated as important for learning, only 7% of respondents identified play as an important 

lesson from home. Respondents acknowledged that children enjoy play activities the 

most; however, concerns regarding safety and space restrict children’s play away from 

home. Respondents indicated that playing with water and sand are not important for 

learning; this view was also expressed by some respondents in explaining why children 

did not play with blocks.  

 

Results on early literacy activities indicate that all activities in this category were rated as 

very important for learning, with colouring, painting and drawing achieving the highest 

mean. Only 27% of respondents identified early literacy activities as an important 

category of activities to learn from at home. This resonates with views expressed by 

focus group participants that activities like reading should be addressed at school and not 

at home. Results on entertainment activities highlight the need to investigate these more 

broadly in terms of the opportunity they present for learning. Most children spend time 

watching television, which respondents classified as an educational experience. Watching 

television was considered as a safer option to playing outdoors and the benefits of 

learning ‘proper’ English were also stressed. Connard and Novick (1996) noted that 

keeping children inside may be a coping mechanism in an unsafe neighbourhood, but this 

could also impede children’s development. 

 

Children’s participation in chores was minimal, which could be related to their young age 

and that there are many adults available within the extended family structure to complete 

these chores. The importance of family emerged throughout the discussion as children 

participated in activities with various family members. Family activities were also seen as 

a time for children to socialise and learn family traditions and values. The importance of 
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morals and values was stressed, and 45 respondents indicated that it is important for 

children to learn these from home. There was a strong emphasis on culture, family and 

religion through praying and attending church, as well as the critical role that 

grandmothers play in relating stories about the past to children.  

 

The impact of modernisation and urbanisation is seen through the high percentage of 

children who visit shopping malls, eat out and play arcade games. Children participate in 

these activities at least once a month; this is surprising considering that these activities 

are relatively expensive. Safety concerns were expressed to explain children’s lack of 

participation in some community activities. It is very significant that most respondents 

recognised that children learn best by participating in activities. Research carried out by 

Dunst and colleagues show that using everyday activities as sources of children’s 

learning opportunities has positive benefits on both child and parent outcomes  (Dunst, 

Trivette, Hamby & Bruder, 2006). 

 

4.6 Summary 

 

This chapter presented a discussion of results of the study in relation to the aims; the 

main aim of the study was to determine the activity settings of typically developing 3-to-

5-year-old children living in a poor urban context. The chapter commenced with a 

description of the context in which activities occur; thereafter results were presented and 

discussed within categories of activities. Activity settings were presented in terms of the 

level of participation, the partners involved, the purpose attributed to activities, and the 

perceived importance of activities for learning. Each section was concluded with a 

summary of that particular category. Finally, caregiver perceptions on learning were 

highlighted. These results have highlighted activity settings of typically developing 

children within the family context.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

The aim of the study was to identify family activity settings that typically developing 3- 

to-5-year-old children participate in, in a low-income African context. This chapter 

provides a summary of the research findings, clinical implications, an evaluation of the 

strengths and limitations of the study, and finally, recommendations for further research. 

 

5.2 Conclusions 

 

This study focused on the identification and description of the activities that young 

children engage in within a family context as a basis for early childhood intervention. It 

emerged that most of the families who participated are multigenerational and headed by a 

grandmother, with the mother taking on the main responsibility for child routines.  

 

The findings are summarised by referring to the three main components of the results i.e. 

the frequency of participation in activities, the partners involved in activities and the 

respondents’ perceptions of the activities as an opportunity for learning. 

 

Results showed that children are involved in a variety of activities. Children participate in 

most child-routine activities daily. The type of play activities that children were exposed 

to was dependent on their context in terms of safety, money, space and caregiver beliefs 

about the importance of activities for learning. The play activities that most children 

participate in daily include: running, jumping and chasing; playing with toys; pretend 

games; and lap games. The frequency of participation in early literacy activities was 

varied with most children participating daily in having a conversation, telling and 

listening to stories, and reading or looking at books. Focus group discussions revealed 

that caregivers believe that school-related activities like reading are best addressed at 

school. 
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Findings show minimal participation levels in chore activities which are related to family 

structure, as more family members are available in the extended family system to 

complete household chores. Safety concerns and the child’s age were expressed as 

reasons for non-participation in household activities such as assisting with preparing a 

meal. The significance of spiritual activity, especially praying and attending church, was 

displayed by high participation levels in these activities. Family activities, which have an 

important role in learning about family traditions and history, occurred less frequently. 

The findings on community activities indicate that children visit shopping malls and eat 

out at least once a month.  

 

The predominant family structure, as mentioned earlier, was an extended, 

multigenerational family system headed by a female. Only a small percentage of fathers 

live with their children. This emerged as a significant finding as fathers were not 

indicated as the main partner for any of the activities. While the child’s mother was 

indicated as the main partner for most activities, results show that children are involved 

with multiple partners. The child’s grandmother was involved in some child routine 

activities and was the main partner for “telling stories”. This tied in with the identified 

role of elders relating to culture and tradition through oral storytelling.  

 

The child’s family was indicated as the main partner for entertainment, spiritual, as well 

as family activities. One of the most significant findings with regard to partners is that 

children mainly play with other children and that caregiver involvement in this activity is 

limited. The results on partners highlight the importance of investigating family structure 

and how it impacts on who the child participates with in activities. This result draws 

attention to the limitation of focusing only on the mother-child dyad. 
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Respondents mainly classified the purpose of child routine activities as care and 

education. The perceived educational value of these activities was demonstrated in the 

rating of most of the activities in this category as being very important for learning. The 

results of open-ended questions further demonstrate that respondents saw these activities 

as important to teach children responsibility and how to take care of themselves within 

the family context. Respondents displayed awareness that children do not regard self-care 

routine activities as fun. While play activities were not regarded as important lessons to 

gain from home, respondents acknowledged their importance for learning. Only two play 

activities, playing with water and sand, were rated as not important for learning, but 

respondents stated that children do enjoy these activities.  

 

All early literacy activities were rated as very important for learning; however only 24 

respondents rated these activities as important lessons to learn at home. This correlates 

with the statement made by focus group participants that school-related activities should 

be addressed by teachers. Entertainment activities were perceived as fun and educational, 

which was confirmed in the open-ended question, where 58% of respondents identified 

the child’s enjoyment of these activities. Spiritual activities were seen as very important 

for learning, which ties in with the finding that identified learning morals and values as 

the most important lessons at home. Family activities were seen mainly as having a 

socialising purpose; these activities were also seen as a context where morals and values 

are taught. Community activities which were rated as important for learning were 

perceived as fun and socialising.  

 

These findings draw attention to the importance of understanding how caregivers 

perceive activities, as this gives an indication of what they consider as important lessons 

from home. Intervention approaches that are more closely aligned to these views are less 

likely to disrupt family functioning and therefore increase the sustainability of 

programmes. This study has attempted to address the call to support the “development of 

a science of child development that is not narrowly constructed on the lives of a small 

minority of the world’s children, but rather a science that opens up to other populations 

and other possibilities” ( Pence and Marfo, 2008 , p. 85). 
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5.3 Evaluation of research 

 

5.3.1 Strengths of the study 

 

This study assists in building on the ‘indigenous’ knowledge-base of children and 

families in an African context, thus heeding the call being made to increase the 

knowledge-base “about Africa for Africa” (Pence et al., 2008). The use of activity 

settings as a means to understand the child in context is grounded in a theoretical basis 

which is aligned to the strengths-based perspective of family-centered practice. The 

findings have increased the knowledge-base about children within their natural 

environments which are rich with opportunities for learning. 

 

5.3.1.1 The survey instrument 

 

The development of the research instrument followed a comprehensive process to ensure 

that the tool was valid. The preparatory phase included various stages that focused on the 

development and validation of this instrument. Validation was achieved through focus 

group discussions as well as consultation with an expert panel.  

 

5.3.1.2 Use of structured interviews 

 

• Face-to-face structured interviews were used due to the varied literacy levels of 

respondents. The interviews proved to be effective, as all respondents were able to 

answer questions without assistance. Visual displays of response options aided in 

helping respondents to recall response options.  

 

• The script followed by the researcher to ensure standardisation of the interviews 

was effective, as displayed by the 100% inter-rater reliability rating. The 

questionnaire layout was easy to use during the interview and the questions 

followed a logical sequence. 
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• As most respondents in the preparatory phase of the study did not require an 

interpreter, the researcher conducted all interviews in English. All respondents 

coped with English in the main study, indicating that the decision not to have an 

interpreter was appropriate.  

 

5.3.2 Limitations of the study 

 

Some specific changes to the questionnaire that are recommended for future research 

include:  

• Specification of the ages of other children who live in the house, as aunts and 

uncles of the child may have also been children. 

• Adding ‘not interested’ as an option in question 11.2 in the interview schedule for 

why a child does not participate in an activity;  

• Distinguishing between grandmother and grandfather as an option in 11.3. 

 

The scope of this study centered around gaining information on the frequency of 

activities, the partners involved, and the perceived importance of activities for learning. 

Although much was gained from the data, a more in-depth understanding of the 

motivation and processes for participation in these activities would be useful, for 

example: 

  

• Where activities take place −  this would enhance the understanding of how space 

and safety impact on activities. This would also provide further insight into the 

family context. 

• Watching television − monitoring what children watch and for how many hours a 

day. 

• Having conversations, listening to stories and telling stories − finding out about 

the content of these activities, and it would also be interesting to note if these 

differ according to age group. 
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5.4 Recommendations for further research 

 

Due to the paucity of research in the area of early childhood intervention in South Africa, 

there are countless opportunities to build on and expand the current study. Suggestions 

for further research follow: 

 

• Results of this study may be further validated by adding an observational 

component, where children could be observed for a period of time within the 

family context. In addition, further in-depth interviewing of caregivers may 

provide deeper insight into activities and how they could be utilised as 

opportunities for learning. An example would be finding out more about the type 

of pretend games that children play, as well as the toys that they have. In-depth 

interviewing can also assist in exploring the reasons for children’s limited 

involvement in chore activities. 

 

• A study of activity settings in varied contexts, namely rural and urban 

communities with different economic backgrounds, would be useful to compare 

patterns of participation in different settings. It is hypothesised that the varied 

physical and social settings within these contexts would influence the type of 

activities that children participate in. Differences may also be noted in children’s 

participation in chore activities, as children in rural settings may be more involved 

in chores inside and outside the home. Rural communities are possibly also 

considered to be safer than urban communities which have less outdoor space for 

children to play. Caregiver perceptions may also differ within these contexts as 

learning may have different meanings attached to it within each setting. The 

impact of modernisation in urban settings, through shopping malls and the access 

to preschool education, may also impact on children’s activities in this context. 

 

• Further exploration of the role of children in multigenerational families may be 

important, considering that this is the predominant family structure in most of 

Africa. Such a study should focus on the quality and quantity of interactions. It 
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may be beneficial to investigate the conversational length and the number of 

conversational turns the child has in this setting.  

 

• Replicating this study for children with disabilities will provide information on 

the type of activities that such children participate in within the family context. 

Meaningful insight may be obtained about inclusive practices within the family 

and community setting. Similarly, a profile of activity settings of children who are 

infected and affected by the HIV/AIDS pandemic could be developed, as this 

population of children has increased remarkably over the past decade in South 

Africa and the rest of Africa. 

 

• Investigating community activity settings in further detail could assist in helping 

families identify resources within their communities. This information could be 

used to motivate for improved accessibility and safety of community activity 

settings. 

 

5.5 Summary 

 

This chapter summarised the main findings of the research that were described in 

Chapter 4. The clinical implications of results were pointed out. The study was 

critically evaluated with recommendations for changes. Finally, recommendations 

for future research were made. In summary, this research aimed at identifying family 

activity settings in which typically developing three-to-five-year-old children 

participate, in a low-income African context. This was achieved through conducting 

structured interviews with caregivers of children. 
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APPENDICES 
 

Appendix A 
 

List of activities agreed on by Speech therapy Assistants 
 
No Activity from Parent Survey of hone and Family 

Experiences 
Included : √ 
Excluded: X 

Adapted/Changed to: 

1 Eating meals √ Family meals 
2 Visiting neighbours √ Changed to visiting 

neighbours & friends 
3 Decorating your home at holidays X  
4 Telling child stories √  
5 Caring for pets & animals √  
6 Child playing alone X  
7 Listening  to music √  
8 Telling bedtime stories √  
9 Going food shopping √ Changed to more general 

item-Shopping 
10 Family meetings X  
11 Having children for sleepovers √ Item changed to having 

friends over 
12 Going on picnics X  
13 Child’s bath time √  
14 Watching TV/Videos √  
15 Riding bike/wagon √  
16 Holiday dinners X  
17 Dancing or singing √ These 2 items were 

separated 
18 Child brushing teeth √  
19 Doing yard work X All chores changed to 

cleaning the house 
20 Religious or spiritual readings X  
21 Having friends over to play X  
22 Cooking or preparing meals √  
23 Child’s bedtime or naptime X  
24 Playing video or computer games √  
25 Child cleaning up his/her room X  
26 Taking walks or strolls √  
27 Saying Grace/thanks at meals X  
28 Family talks X  
29 Snuggling or cuddling with child X  
30 Planting trees or flowers X  
31 Child washing hands or face X  
32 Family gatherings √  
33 Dressing or undressing child √  
34 Child picking up toys X  
35 Growing a vegetable garden √ Included under general 

item-gardening 
36 Child “wake up “ times X  
37 Adult & child play times X  
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38 Family member’s birthdays √ Included as attending 

birthday parties 
39 Reading or looking at books √  
40 Playing ball games √  
41 Doing art activities or drawing √  
42 Rough-housing with child X  
43 Doing errands √ Included as cleaning the 

house 
44 Child toileting/going to the bathroom √  
45 Praying √  
46 Fixing/cutting people’s hair X  
47 People coming and going X  
48 Playing in water/swimming √ Presented as 2 separate 

items 
49 Playing board games √  
 
The following items were added by Speech Therapy Assistants: 

 Choosing clothes 
 Washing clothing 
 Having a conversation 
 Homework 
 Playing with blocks 
 Building puzzles 
 Playing with sand 
 Visiting a park 
 Playing with toys 
 Playing pretend games 
 Helping with a younger sibling 
 Eating out 
 Going to movies 
 Attending weddings 
 Attending funerals 
 Visiting a library 
 Attending a church service 
 Visiting a local clinic 
 Taxi ride 
 Watching a soccer match 

 
20 items added, 21 deleted, 19 unchanged, 2 items were separated to 4 and, 7 items were adapted resulting 
in a total of 50 items. 
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Appendix B 
 

Interview schedule used for Focus Group 1 
  
Biographical information  
Name of school: ____________________  
 
Date:                  ______________________ Duration of interview: _________________ 
 
 
1. Child’s DOB: _________________  2.Child’s sex: ______________ 
 
3. What is your relationship to the child? 
3.1 Mother  
3.2 Father  
3.3 Grandmother  
3.4 Aunt  
3.5 Other ( specify)  
 
4. Caregiver information 
 
4.1 DOB  
4.2 Educational level  
4.3 Current employment status  
4.4 Financial resources 

Child support grant 
Pension 

 

 
 
 
5. Who are the people currently living in your household (excluding yourself and the child)? 
 
No Relation to the 

child 
Age Sex Schooling/Employment 

status 
5.1     
5.2     
5.3     
5.4     
5.5     
5.6     
5.7     
5.8     
5.9     
5.10     
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6. Do you live in a: 
6.1 House  
6.2 Room  
6.3 Shack  
6.4 Other  

 
 
 



135 
 

7. Activity settings (probe questions will be used to get further information only if parents don’t expand on their answers) 
 

 
 
 

Activity Does your child 
participate in 
this activity, if 
yes please 
describe what 
your child does 
during this 
activity? 
If not please 
explain why. 
 

With whom does 
your child 
participate in 
this activity? 

How often does 
your child 
participate in 
this activity 
• Sometimes 
• Often 
• Hardly ever 

How long does 
you child spend 
on this activity 
0-15min 
15-30min 
30-60min 
> 60min 

What does your 
child learn from 
this activity  

What is your 
role during this 
activity? 
 

Do you and your 
child 
communicate 
during this 
activity, if yes 
about what? 
 
 

How 
important do 
you think this 
activity is for 
learning, 
please rate 
from 1-4 , 
 1= very 
important, 

Family meals 
-does this occur at 
the same time 
everyday 
-does the family 
eat together 
-if not, why? 
-where does this 
activity take 
place? 

     
 
 
 

   

Bathing 
-where does this 
activity take place 

     
 

   

Toileting: are 
toilets indoors or 
outdoors 

        

Cooking meals         
Cleaning the 
house 

        

Washing clothing         
Watching 
TV/Videos/DVD 
-what does your 
child watch? 
-how much time 
is spent watching 
TV? 
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Listening to 
music 
-what type of 
music does your 
child enjoy 
listening to? 

        

Dancing         
Singing 
-what does your 
child sing 

        

Praying         
Having a 
conversation: 
about what? 

        

Listening to 
stories: about 
what  

        

Telling stories: 
about what  

        

Reading/looking 
at books 

        

Colouring, 
painting, drawing 

        

Cutting & pasting         
Playing with 
blocks 

        

Building puzzles         
Playing with 
board games 

        

Playing with 
water 

        

Playing with sand         
Playing 
with/caring for a 
pet 

        

Taking walks         
Visiting a park         
Swimming         
Shopping         
Playing ball 
games 

        

Playing with toys 
-what toys does 
your child play 
with 
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Playing pretend 
games 
-describes these 
games 

        

Riding a 
bike/scooter 

        

Playing computer 
games 

        

Helping with a 
younger sibling 

        

Eating out: where 
do you eat 

        

Going to movies         
Gardening         
Having friends for 
a sleepover 

        

Attending 
weddings 

        

Family gatherings         
Attending parties         
Visiting 
family/friends 

        

Visiting library         
Attending  church          
Sport         
Running, 
jumping, chasing  

        

Carried on back         
Lap games         
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These are the questions you reported were easier to understand. Do you agree? Is 
there anything I should change? 
 
1. Please list 3-5 home & family activities you believe are most important as part of 

your child’s learning and development. 
_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

2. Please list at least 5 activities which make your child smile and laugh? 
_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
3. Which activities get and keep your child’s attention? 
_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix C 
 

Decision guide on question utility 
 

Please assist in improving the validity of the questionnaire developed by carefully reading the 
questionnaire and determining if it meets the following criteria. Please rate from 1-3, with 1 being 
the highest and 3 being the lowest. I would appreciate it if you could list the questions that don’t 
meet the criteria. 
 
No Question 1 2 3 
1 Questions are brief enough  

( the literature suggests not 
more than 20 words and no 
more than 3 to 4 comas) 

   

2 There any no leading questions 
(Leading questions are those 
that by their content, structure 
or wording –push the 
respondent towards a certain 
answer) 

   

3 There aren’t any  loaded 
questions 
( Loaded questions contain 
emotionally charged words) 

   

4 Words used are simple, direct 
and familiar to all respondents 

   

5 No technical terms or jargon are 
used 

   

6 Questions are specific 
(Items are not too general, too 
complex or ambiguous) 

   

7 The answer alternatives in close 
ended questions are mutually 
exclusive and collectively 
exhaustive 

   

8 There aren’t any double-
barreled questions 
( Questions covering 2 or more 
issues at once) 

   

9 Questions are  legible i.e. they 
read well 
(When questions are read out to 
the respondent they will be 
easily followed) 

   

 
Comments: 
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Appendix D 
 

Interview Schedule- Pilot study 
 

  Questionnaire no: V1   
      
   School: V2   
      
   Date:___________   
     
I am going to ask you a few questions about your child, yourself and your family. Please let me 
know if you need me to repeat or explain any of the questions. 
     
Part 1: Biographical Information     
      
1. How old is your child?    
      

1 3.0- 3.11years   V3   
2 4.0- 4.11 years     
3 5.0- 5.11 years     

      
2. Is your child a boy or girl?     
      

1 Male   V4   
2 Female     

 
Part 2:Caregiver Information  
3. What is your relationship to the child? (How are you related to the child?) 
      

1 Mother   V5   
2 Father     
3 Grandmother     
4 Aunt     
5 Other     

      
4. How old are you? ___________________ years V6   
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5 What standard or grade did you complete at school? Did you study further?  

      
1 No formal schooling   V7   
2 Junior Primary Grade 1-3     
3 Senior Primary Grade 4-7     
4 High school Grade 8-11     
5 Matric     
6 Higher Education     
7 Other-Specify     

 
6. Are you working? ( If yes) Are you working fulltime, part time or as a casual? 

      
1 Employed full- time   V8   
2 Employed part-time     
3 Employed casual     
4 Unemployed     
5 Other-specify     

      
7 What is your family's monthly income?         ________________  V9  

      
8 Who else is living in your house?     

      
1 Mother    V10  
2 Father   V11  
3 Grandmother   V12  

  4 Grandfather   V13  
5 Great grandmother  V14  

  6 Great grandfather   V15  
7 Brothers and sisters   V16   
8 Aunt   V17   
9 Uncle   V18   

10 Cousin   V19   
11 Other-specify   V20   

       
9 What is the total number of people in your house? _______________ V21   

        
10 How many rooms are there in your house? ______________rooms V22   
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11. Activity settings: Please listen carefully to the following questions,  
if you need me to explain or repeat anything please ask. I am going to ask you 
questions about activities that your child may be involved in. There are 5 
questions related to each activity. I will ask the questions, one at a time. I will 
show you the possible responses and a sheet to help you remember the different 
options for answering”. 
 
No Activity 

 
11.1Does your child 
participate in this activity? 
 
1-Never 
2-Hardly ever 
( once a year) 
3-Sometimes 
(once a month) 
4-Often 
(once a week) 
5-Daily(everyday) 
 
11.2 If not ,is it because of 
1-money 
2-transport 
3-space 
4-time 
5-safety 
6-child’s age 
7-other 
 
 

11.3. With 
whom does 
your child 
mainly 
participate 
with in this 
activity? 
 
1-mother 
2-father 
3-parents 
4-siblings 
5-family 
6-grandparents 
7-friends 
8-no one 
9-other 
 

11.4. What is the 
main purpose 
(reason) of this 
activity? 
 
1-fun 
2-work /chores 
3-socialisation 
4-care 
5-educational 
6-exercise 
7-spiritual 
8-other 
 

11.5.How 
important do 
you think this 
activity is for 
your child’s 
learning, 
 please rate 
from 
 1-3 , 
 
1= not important 
2= important 
3= very 
important  
 

 

1 

 

 

Family Meals 

V23  V73  V123  V173  V223  

 

2 

 

Bathing 

V24  V74  V124  V174  V224  

3 Brushing teeth V25  V75  V125  V175  V225  

4 Dressing & 

Undressing 

V26  V76  V126  V176  V226  

5 Toileting V27  V77  V127  V177  V227  

6 Assist in preparing 

meals 

V28  V78  V128  V178  V228  

7 Setting the table V29  V79  V129  V179  V229  
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8 Washing hands V30  V80  V130  V180  V230  

9 Cleaning the yard V31  V81  V131  V181  V231  

10 Washing socks & 

underwear 

V32  V82  V132  V182  V232  

11 Haircut/Style V33  V83  V133  V183  V233  

12 Watching TV V34  V84  V134  V184  V234  

13 Listening to music V35  V85  V135  V185  V235  

14 Dancing V36  V86  V136  V186  V236  

15 Singing V37  V87  V137  V187  V237  

16 Praying V38  V88  V138  V188  V238  

17 Having a 

conversation 

V39  V89  V139  V189  V239  

18 Listening to stories V40  V90  V140  V190  V240  

19 Telling stories V41  V91  V141  V191  V241  

20 Reading/looking at 

books 

V42  V92  V142  V192  V242  

21 Colouring, drawing, 

painting 

V43  V93  V143  V193  V243  

22 Playing with toys V44  V94  V144  V194  V244  

23 Cell phone games V45  V95  V145  V195  V245  

24 Cutting & pasting V46  V96  V146  V196  V246  

25 Playing with sand V47  V97  V147  V197  V247  

26 Playing with water V48  V98  V148  V198  V248  
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27 Visiting shopping 

malls 

V49  V99  V149  V199  V249  

28 Playing arcade 

games 

V50  V100  V150  V200  V250  

29 Going to the 

“spaza” shop 

V51  V101  V151  V201  V251  

30 Pretend games V52  V102  V152  V202  V252  

31 Riding a 

bike/scooter 

V53  V103  V153  V203  V253  

32 Mokuku V54  V104  V154  V204  V254  

33 Building blocks V55  V105  V155  V205  V255  

34 Hand/Finger games V56  V106  V156  V206  V256  

35 Lap games V57  V107  V157  V207  V257  

36 Carried on back V58  V108  V158  V208  V258  

37 Running, jumping & 

chasing 

V59  V109  V159  V209  V259  

38 Eating out V60  V110  V160  V210  V260  

39 Gardening V61  V111  V161  V211  V261  

40 Family gatherings V62  V112  V162  V212  V262  

41 Attending weddings V63  V113  V163  V213  V263  

42 Attending parties V64  V114  V164  V214  V264  

43 Attending funerals V65  V115  V165  V215  V265  
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44 Visiting 

family/friends in the 

neighbourhood 

V66  V116  V166  V216  V266  

45 Visit family/ 

traditional home 

V67  V117  V167  V217  V267  

46 Attending church V68  V118  V168  V218  V268  

47 Attending ancestral 

ceremony 

V69  V119  V169  V219  V269  

48 Visiting a 

community clinic 

V70  V120  V170  V220  V270  

49 Taxi ride V71  V121  V171  V221  V271  

50 Visiting a park V72  V122  V172  V222  V272  
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Part 3 
We have come to the last part of the interview, I am going to ask you 4 more 
questions, please try to answer them all. If you need me to explain anything, 
please ask. 
  
12. Are there any other activities that your child does at home that you think   
he/ she could learn from? 

 ____________________________________________________________   
    
 ____________________________________________________________  V273    
     V274   
 ____________________________________________________________  V275   
     V276   
 ____________________________________________________________  V278   
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
      
      
13. What do you (think) consider as the most important things for your child to learn at              
home? 

      
      
 ____________________________________________________________  V279   
     V280   
 ____________________________________________________________  V281   
     V282   
 ____________________________________________________________  V283   
      
      
14. Please list, in order of importance, 3-5 home activities that makes your       
  child laugh or smile? (Interesting and enjoyable)  
      
      
 ____________________________________________________________  V284   
     V285   
 ____________________________________________________________  V286   
     V287   
 ____________________________________________________________  V288   
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 15. Please complete the following sentence; I think that my child learns best by   
      
 ____________________________________________________________  V289   
     V290   
 ____________________________________________________________  V291   
     V292   
 ____________________________________________________________  V293   
      
      

  
Thank you for your participation, do you have any questions or comments? 
Please fill in your details on this form which will be entered into a lucky 
draw. You will also receive an invitation to a workshop I will be running on 
“Facilitating learning in the home environment”. 
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Appendix E 

 
Interview Schedule Main study 

 
  Questionnaire no: V1   

      
   School: V2   

      
   Date:___________   
     
I am going to ask you a few questions about your child, yourself and your family. Please let me 
know if you need me to repeat or explain any of the questions. 
     
Part 1: Biographical Information     
      
1. How old is your child?    
      

1 3.0- 3.11years   V3   
2 4.0- 4.11 years     
3 5.0- 5.11 years     

      
2. Is your child a boy or girl?     
      

1 Male   V4   
2 Female     

 
Part 2:Caregiver Information  
3. What is your relationship to the child? (How are you related to the child?) 
      

1 Mother   V5   
2 Father     
3 Grandmother     
4 Aunt     
5 Other     

      
4. How old are you? ___________________ years V6   
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5 What standard or grade did you complete at school? Did you study further?  

      
1 No formal schooling   V7   
2 Junior Primary Grade 1-3     
3 Senior Primary Grade 4-7     
4 High school Grade 8-11     
5 Matric     
6 Higher Education     
7 Other-Specify     

 
6. Are you working? ( If yes) Are you working fulltime, part time or as a casual? 

      
1 Employed full- time   V8   
2 Employed part-time     
3 Employed casual     
4 Unemployed     
5 Other-specify     

      
7 What is your family's monthly income?         ________________  V9  

      
8 Who else is living in your house?     

      
1 Mother    V10  
2 Father   V11  
3 Grandmother   V12  

  4 Grandfather   V13  
5 Great grandmother  V14  

  6 Great grandfather   V15  
7 Brothers and sisters   V16   
8 Aunt   V17   
9 Uncle   V18   

10 Cousin   V19   
11 Other-specify   V20   

       
9 What is the total number of people in your house? _______________ V21   

        
10 How many rooms are there in your house? ______________rooms V22   
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11. Activity settings: Please listen carefully to the following questions,  
if you need me to explain or repeat anything please ask. I am going to ask you 
questions about activities that your child may be involved in. There are 5 
questions related to each activity. I will ask the questions, one at a time. I will 
show you the possible responses and a sheet to help you remember the different 
options for answering”. 
 
No Activity 

 
11.1Does your child 
participate in this activity? 
 
1-Never 
2-Hardly ever 
( once a year) 
3-Sometimes 
(once a month) 
4-Often 
(once a week) 
5-Daily(everyday) 
 
11.2 If not ,is it because of 
1-money 
2-transport 
3-space 
4-time 
5-safety 
6-child’s age 
7-other 
 
 

11.3. With 
whom does 
your child 
mainly 
participate 
with in this 
activity? 
 
1-mother 
2-father 
3-parents 
4-siblings 
5-family 
6-grandparents 
7-friends 
8-no one 
9-other 
 

11.4. What is the 
main purpose 
(reason) of this 
activity? 
 
1-fun 
2-work /chores 
3-socialisation 
4-care 
5-educational 
6-exercise 
7-spiritual 
8-other 
 

11.5.How 
important do you 
think this activity 
is for your child’s 
learning, 
 please rate from 
 1-3 , 
 
1= not important 
2= important 
3= very important 
 

 

1 

 

 

Family Meals 

V23  V73  V123  V173  V223  

 

2 

 

Bathing 

V24  V74  V124  V174  V224  

3 Brushing teeth V25  V75  V125  V175  V225  

4 Dressing & 

Undressing 

V26  V76  V126  V176  V226  

5 Toileting V27  V77  V127  V177  V227  

6 Assist in preparing 

meals 

V28  V78  V128  V178  V228  

7 Setting the table V29  V79  V129  V179  V229  

 
 
 



148 
 

8 Washing hands V30  V80  V130  V180  V230  

9 Cleaning the yard V31  V81  V131  V181  V231  

10 Washing socks & 

underwear 

V32  V82  V132  V182  V232  

11 Haircut/Style V33  V83  V133  V183  V233  

12 Watching TV V34  V84  V134  V184  V234  

13 Listening to music V35  V85  V135  V185  V235  

14 Dancing V36  V86  V136  V186  V236  

15 Singing V37  V87  V137  V187  V237  

16 Praying V38  V88  V138  V188  V238  

17 Having a 

conversation 

V39  V89  V139  V189  V239  

18 Listening to stories V40  V90  V140  V190  V240  

19 Telling stories V41  V91  V141  V191  V241  

20 Reading/looking at 

books 

V42  V92  V142  V192  V242  

21 Colouring, drawing, 

painting 

V43  V93  V143  V193  V243  

22 Playing with toys V44  V94  V144  V194  V244  

23 Cell phone games V45  V95  V145  V195  V245  

24 Cutting & pasting V46  V96  V146  V196  V246  

25 Playing with sand V47  V97  V147  V197  V247  

26 Playing with water V48  V98  V148  V198  V248  
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27 Visiting shopping 

malls 

V49  V99  V149  V199  V249  

28 Playing arcade 

games 

V50  V100  V150  V200  V250  

29 Going to the 

“spaza” shop 

V51  V101  V151  V201  V251  

30 Pretend games V52  V102  V152  V202  V252  

31 Riding a 

bike/scooter 

V53  V103  V153  V203  V253  

32 Mokuku V54  V104  V154  V204  V254  

33 Building blocks V55  V105  V155  V205  V255  

34 Hand/Finger games V56  V106  V156  V206  V256  

35 Lap games V57  V107  V157  V207  V257  

36 Carried on back V58  V108  V158  V208  V258  

37 Running, jumping & 

chasing 

V59  V109  V159  V209  V259  

38 Eating out V60  V110  V160  V210  V260  

39 Gardening V61  V111  V161  V211  V261  

40 Family gatherings V62  V112  V162  V212  V262  

41 Attending weddings V63  V113  V163  V213  V263  

42 Attending parties V64  V114  V164  V214  V264  

43 Attending funerals V65  V115  V165  V215  V265  
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44 Visiting 

family/friends in the 

neighbourhood 

V66  V116  V166  V216  V266  

45 Visit family/ 

traditional home 

V67  V117  V167  V217  V267  

46 Attending church V68  V118  V168  V218  V268  

47 Attending ancestral 

ceremony 

V69  V119  V169  V219  V269  

48 Visiting a 

community clinic 

V70  V120  V170  V220  V270  

49 Taxi ride V71  V121  V171  V221  V271  

50 Visiting a park V72  V122  V172  V222  V272  

 
 
Part 3 
We have come to the last part of the interview, I am going to ask you 4 more 
questions, please try to answer them all. If you need me to explain anything, 
please ask. 
  
12. Are there any other activities that your child does at home that you think   
he/ she could learn from? 

 ____________________________________________________________   
     V273    
 ____________________________________________________________  V274  
     V275   
 ____________________________________________________________  V276   
     V277   
 ____________________________________________________________  V278   
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13. What do you (think) consider as the most important things for your child to learn at              
home? 

     V279  
 ____________________________________________________________  V280   
   V281  
 ____________________________________________________________  V282   
   V283  
 ____________________________________________________________  V284   
   V285  
     V286  
     V287  
   
14. Please list, in order of importance, 3-5 home activities that makes your       

V288  
V289  
V290  

 child laugh or smile? (Interesting and enjoyable) 
 
 
_________________________________________________________ V291  
 V292  
_________________________________________________________ V293  
 V294  
_________________________________________________________ V295  
 V296  
  
15. Please complete the following sentence; I think that my child learns best by  
  V297   
 ____________________________________________________________ V298   
  V299   
 ____________________________________________________________ V300   
  V301   
    V302  
      
   
     

  
Thank you for your participation, do you have any questions or comments? 
Please fill in your details on this form which will be entered into a lucky 
draw. You will also receive an invitation to a workshop I will be running on 
“Facilitating learning in the home environment”. 
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Appendix F 
 

Show cards 

 
11.1 Does your child participate in this activity? 
1-Never 
2-Hardly ever (once a year) 
3-Sometimes (once a month) 
4-Often (once a week) 
5-Daily (everyday) 
11.2 If not is it because of 
1-money 
2-transport 
3-space 
4-time 
5-safety 
6-child’s age 
7-other 
11.3. With whom does your child mainly participate with in this activity? 
1-mother 
2-father 
3-parents 
4-siblings 
5-family 
6-grandparents 
7-friends 
8-no one 
9-other 
11.4. What is the main purpose (reason) of this activity? 
1-fun 
2-work /chores 
3-socialising 
4-care 
5-educational 
6-exercise 
7-spiritual 
8-other 
11.5. How important do you think this activity is for your child’s learning, please rate 
from 1-3 
1= not important 
2= important 
3= very important  
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Appendix G 
 

Consent Form from ASHA 
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Appendix H 
 

Consent for caregivers 
  

          
                  Lynnwood Road 

PRETORIA, 0002 
SOUTH AFRICA 

 
 
Participant’s name: _____________________________ 
 
Date: _______________________________________ 
 
Principal Investigator: Sadna Balton 
    Communication Pathology Department  
    University of Pretoria 
Informed Consent 
 
1. Title of study: A study of family activity settings that typically developing 3-5 year old 
children participate in, in a low-income family context income community in an African 
context.  
2. Purpose of the study: To determine the activities of young children within their family 
context. 
3. Procedures: I will be asked to take part in a discussion, which will take approximately 
30-40 minutes to complete. The discussion will be scheduled at a time which will suit 
me. 
4. Risks and discomforts: There are no risks associated with my participation in this 
study. 
5. Benefits: The results of this study will assist early childhood interventionists to gain a 
better understanding of how children spend their time within their home settings and 
therefore influence the type of intervention programmes that are developed for young 
children in this context. 
6. Participant’s rights: I may withdraw from participating in this study at any time. 
7. Confidentiality: The discussion will be recorded with a tape recorder in order to record 
exactly what I say. The tapes will be reviewed only by the principal investigator and 
authorized members of the research team at the University of Pretoria. 
8. If I have any questions or concerns, I can call the Principal Investigator, Sadna Balton, 
at 073 304 3341 at any time. 
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I understand my rights as a participant, and I voluntarily consent in this study .I 
understand what the study is about and why it is being done. I will receive a signed copy 
of this consent form. 
 
Participants Signature ___________________Date_______________________ 
 
Signature of Investigator _________________Date_______________________ 
 
Signature of Supervisor __________________Date_______________________ 
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Appendix I 

 
Inter-rater reliability check of the interview process 

 
Area Yes No 
Researcher introduced herself 
 

  

Purpose of the interview was stated 
 

  

Questions were read out according 
to  the interview schedule 

  

A sequential order of questioning 
was followed 

  

Show cards with pre recorded 
answers were used 

  

Respondent was given sufficient 
time to answer 

  

Respondent was allowed an 
opportunity to ask questions 

  

Respondent was thanked for 
participation 

  

Respondent entered into lucky draw 
and was invited to the workshop.  
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Appendix J 
 

Catergorisation of open-ended questions 
 
 
 

Dear colleague 
Please check the allocation of responses to the 
categories. I would appreciate it if you could 

please tick in the appropriate column to indicate 
your agreement. 
Thank you 
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12. Are there any other activities that your child does at home that you think he/she could 
learn from? 

Category Response √ X 
1.No None   

Basketball    
Wrestling   
Soccer    
Football    

2.Sport 

Swimming    
Washing dishes   
Ironing clothes   
Packing clothes   
Sweeping    
Mopping floors   
Dusting    
Clean shoes   
Cleaning her room   

3.Household chores 

Preparing his bed   
Computer games   
Going to movies   
Play station    

4.Electronic  
entertainment 

DVDS   
Ask about  Zulu things   
Puzzles   
Writing    
Counting    
Reciting alphabets   

5.Educational /Literacy 

Speaking English   
Modelling    
Going out in the car   
Driving    
Fixing car with dad   
Climbing trees   
Copy what mum does   
Tumbling    
Watching horses   
Making dolls   

Other 

Rolling on the floor   
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13. What do you consider as the most important things for your child to learn at home? 
Category Response √ X 

Cleaning   
Wash dishes   
Know how to bring 
things 

  

Fold clothes & put in 
the basket 

  

Chores   
Preparing  food   
Make a garden   
Wash clothes   
Sweep   

1.Household Chores 

Care in the house   
Bathing /wash self   
How to undress   
To be clean/cleanliness   
Dress himself   
Pick up after himself   
Feed himself   
Take care of self   
Responsibilities like 
washing & tidy up 

  

Brushing her teeth   
Safety /about danger   
Self reliant   
Learning to do things on 
his own 

  

Washing hands   
Become independent   
Eating    
How to handle herself   
Care for his belongings   
To be taken care of at 
home 

  

Wash his socks   

2.Self care/hygiene 

To cooperate & help 
after eating 

  

Homework    
Learn to play with 
things he doesn’t know 

  

Read books   
Colouring    

3.Educational/Literacy 

Pasting    

 
 
 



160 
 

To understand 
everything like to learn 
something 

  

Cutting    
Learning how to use 
time 

  

Listening    
Counting    
Communication    
More exposure to 
educational toys 

  

Speak English    
Drawing    
Learning languages    
Learning to concentrate   
Be more than me   
Talk properly   
To be educated   
Go to a good school   
Teach him how to learn   
Teacher her things from 
school 

  

Respect   
Share   
Understand other’s 
feelings 

  

Community service   
Not to fight   
Not to play with 
dangerous things 

  

How to play right with 
another child 

  

Manners   
Behaviour-how to talk   
Sense of humanity   
To be loving   
Kindness    
Good behaviour   
Open with her    
Discipline   
How to talk to people   
Listening to me   
Focus on life    
Learn right from wrong   

4.Morals/values 

Tolerance    
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Loyal   
Trustful    
Kindness   
No vulgar words   
Growing the right way   
How to socialise   
Understand himself & 
other children 

  

Spend time with family   
My language   
Culture   
Cultural things like 
where the family are 
from 

  

Greetings   
Be with family   
Communicate with 
family when she wants 
something 

  

Meeting with other 
families 

  

To socialise with 
everyone at home 

  

Know family   
Know who is who   
Know her father   
How to socialise with 
people in the house 

  

Know our tradition   

5.Culture/Family/Tradition 

Family principles   
Religion    
Believe in God   
Pray    

6.Religion 

Church    
Skipping    
Be with other children   
Riding bicycle   
Playing football   
Exercise-running   

7.Play 

Sports    
Relaxation    
Socialising with others 
in the neighbourhood 

  
8.Other 

Being with other people   
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14. Please list in order of importance,3-5 home activities that makes your child 
laugh or smile? 
Category Response √ X 
1.Dancing Dancing   
2.Singing Singing the national 

anthem 
  

Playing games   
Jumping    
Tickling   
Running/chasing    
Hiding   
Pretend games   
Screaming    
Soccer    
Riding a bike   
Playing with water   
Playing with cellphone   
Wrestling   
Building blocks   

3.Playing 

Funny things like hiding 
money 

  

Watching TV   
Computers   
Music   
Going out   
Watching mum cooking   
Seeing mum   
Getting nice things   
Sitting together with 
family 

  

Granny dances   
Visiting friends   
Eating out   
Going to a mall   
Being with parents    
Teasing    
Being with him   
Eating ice cream   
Jokes    
Movies   
Swimming   
Laughs at father   
Video games   

4.Entertainment/Social 

Getting attention   
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Sit with mother   
Getting into car with 
mum 

  

Helping out   
Washing mum’s car   
Cleaning with mum   
Help with cooking   
Washing dishes   

5.Household Chores 

Helping in kitchen   
Talking    
Stories from father   
Making stories   
When grandmother talks 
to him 

  

6.Communication 

Laughing with great 
grandmother 

  

Writing    
Painting    
Looking through sister’s 
books 

  

Colouring    

7.Education/Literacy 

Recitations   
Wash herself/bathing   
Washing socks & 
underwear 

  

Preparing a meal   
Eating    

8.Self-care 

Sleeping    
Praying    9.Other 
Church    
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15.Please complete the following sentence, I think that 
my child learn best by 
 
Category Response √ X 

ASHA   
Preschool   
School   
The teachers   

1.School/crèche/ASHA 

Being taught   
Playing    
His friends   
Playing with other 
children 

  

2.Play 

Playing with her toys   
Reading to him   
Do things/activities   
Writing   
Exercising    
Education    
Learning from us   
Teaching her    
Whatever she is doing I 
am assisting her  

  

Me being there to help 
her at home 

  

Singing    
Doing things right   
Participating in activities   
Doing things with him   
His own /herself   
Working with me   
Watching TV   
Learning from her own 
mistakes 

  

Cleaning   
Doing things for himself   
Doing practical things   
Running   
Helped by me   
Looking a books   
Experiencing things 
himself 

  

Sweeping   

3.Participation 

Washing herself   
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Watching me do things   
Seeing things   
Seeing his parents   
Seeing other kids doing 
the right thing 

  

Seeing his father doing 
something 

  

4.Observation 

Looking at other 
children 

  

Telling me about 
something 

  

What “gogo” tells him   
Listening to stories   
Speaking to him   
Telling him things that 
he should not do 

  

Explaining things to her   

5.Communication 

Communicating with me   
Being relaxed   
By me   
No time & patience for 
these children 

  

At home with me   
Through music   
Being with her mother   

6.Other 
 

Being with her sister   
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Appendix K 
 

Coding agreement 
 

12. 

V Category 
 Researcher Independent 

rater 
 V273   No 1   
 V274  Play  2   
 V275  Household Chores 3   
 V276 Entertainment/Social 4   
 V277  Educational/literacy 5   
 V278  Other 6   
     
     
13.     

V Category 
 Researcher Independent 

Rater 
 V279 Household chores 1   
 V280 Self care/Hygiene 2   
 V281 Educational/Literacy 3   
 V282 Morals/Values 4   
 V283 Culture/Family/Tradition 5   
 V284 Religion 6   
 V285 Play 7   
 V286 Communication 8   
 V287 Other  9   
     
     
     
14.     

V Category 
 Researcher Independent 

Rater 
V288 Dancing 1   
V289 Singing 2   
V290 Playing 3   
V291 Entertainment/Social 4   
V292 Household Chores 5   
V293 Communication 6   
V294 Educational/Literacy 7   
V295 Self -care 8   
V296 Other 9   
 
15. 

 
  

 

V Category    
V297 School  1   
V298  Participation 2   
V299  Observation 3   
V300  Communication 4   
V301  People 5   
V302  Other 6   
     

 

 
 
 


