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SUMMARY

The history of education for learners with special needs and of educational support
services in South Africa, like much of the history of our country, reflects massive
deprivation and lack of educational provision for the majority of learners. In South Africa
a large number of learners are unable to benefit from ‘normal’ instruction, because of
handicapping conditions that precede formal instruction. These conditions are referred to

as ‘barriers to learning’ and are in the way of learning success.

Although it is acknowledged that factors such as physical, intellectual and emotional
handicaps imply ‘special educational needs’, a large number of learners experience
barriers to learning as a result of contextual factors. In South Africa factors such as
poverty, contextual disadvantage and educational deprivation hinder cognitive

development and lead to the development of special needs.

The most significant impediment to learners’ cognitive development is the absence of
mediated learning experiences at an early age. Mediators (parents and teachers) need to
arrange content and guide the learners towards effective learning. An important aspect of
early childhood development is exposure to and guidance towards the literacy efficiency
that is needed to excel in a world filled with print. Many parents in South Africa are,
however, ill-equipped to provide the necessary early guidance for their children. Due to
cultural differences and contextual disadvantages many South African children lack

emergent literacy skills and enter the school system on an unequal footing with their non-
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disadvantaged peers. The existence of special educational needs due to these factors does
not pertain to a small number of children. Such contexts and learners therefore need to be
identified so that pre-school support programmes can be provided and special needs can

be prevented.

It was established in this research that despite educational deprivation it is possible to
accelerate the acquisition of emergent literacy skills. A conceptual framework in this
regard is provided that stipulates the role of the educator, the role of the learner, the
instructional procedures and the relevant literacy skills that would enable literacy
acceleration. An important argument in this research, however, states that the absence of
a ‘prerequisite level of readiness’, such as the skills tested by traditional school readiness
tests, does not imply that opportunities for the presentation and acquisition of emergent
literacy skills should be delayed. Rather, contextual settings that promote the

development of special educational needs, need to be identified so that emergent literacy

support can be provided.
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