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ABSTRACT 

The SOUNS literacy programme is about teaching learners phonemic awareness in early 

literacy. The main aim of the study was to explore teachers’ perceptions and experiences of 

the implementation of the SOUNS literacy programme in six different Grade R classrooms in 

primary schools in Mamelodi, Gauteng, with the aim of exploring the impact of SOUNS literacy 

on teachers and learners who use the SOUNS literacy programme. 

This study was qualitative in nature. The paradigmatic stance selected was the interpretive 

paradigm. Research data was collected via interviews with individual teachers, classroom 

observations, photographs, textual documents and content analysis. Three schools, each with 

two Grade R classes, were purposively selected. In two schools, the languages of teaching 

and learning were Sepedi and isiZulu. In the other schools, teaching was done in English. 

Data was categorised into themes and sub-themes, the main themes were enhancing the 

understanding of phonemic awareness and demonstrating effective skills in teaching 

phonemic awareness. 

Sub-themes of Theme 1 were understanding sensory integration with the teaching of 

phonemics and enhanced understanding that phonemic awareness stimulates cognitive 

development. The sub-themes of Theme 2 were teaching holistic language skills when 

teaching phonemic awareness, advanced teaching of concepts of phonemic awareness, 

experiencing advantages of technical features and enhancing learner engagement. It was 

found that teachers who had been trained to use SOUNS literacy gained more insight into and 

understanding of teaching learners to read and write in Grade R. Sub-themes such as 

understanding sensory integration with the teaching of phonemics and better understanding 

that phonemic awareness improves cognitive development contributed to enriching the 

teaching of phonemic awareness. Learners also received the required support for them to 

become engaged in classroom activities. A new insight was the fact that the letters c/q/v/ and 

z do not occur in the Sepedi alphabet. However, it was found that teachers still needed support 

to advance the teaching of the concepts of phonemic awareness, phonic awareness and 

phonological awareness, as these concepts were not fully developed. The value of this study 

can also be attributed to its emphasis on improving the pre-reading and writing skills of Grade 

R children. It was also recommended that the SOUNS literacy programme be used in Grade 

1 and Grade 2 to help learners who are struggling to read and write. 

Keywords: SOUNS literacy programme; Grade R teachers; learners; phonemic awareness; 
phonic awareness; phonological awareness. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction and background to the research 

1.1 Introduction 

My study explores the perceptions and experiences of teachers trained in the SOUNS 

literacy programme for use in Grade R. The proposed study also explores the potential 

of the SOUNS programme to address learners’ literacy challenges, and its ability to 

help teachers to teach literacy skills effectively to children in Grade R. 

The SOUNS literacy programme is described “as a hands-on, Montessori-minded 

programme that is ideal for building early literacy skills in any language” (Rotary Club 

of Pretoria East (RCPE), 2012:3). Providing specifics to this definition, Smith and 

Gasser (2005) assert that certain features of the SOUNS literacy programme promote 

children’s visual, tactile and auditory perception to the extent that they explore symbols 

of letters in association with the sounds in their language. 

Smith and Gasser (2005) further add that the SOUNS literacy programme is based on 

the understanding that literacy skills, such as identification, the naming of sounds and 

sounding out words, complement each other, and make it a meticulous tool for learning 

letter-sound association informally and interactively. The authors remark that some 

languages in the world use the Latin alphabet, and its consonant and vowel sounds 

are the same. As all South African languages are based on the Latin alphabet, the 

SOUNS method can potentially be used in all South African schools. 

To get back to the main line of thought, the SOUNS programme is a wide-ranging 

reading, writing and resourcefulness tool for diverse languages. Its main focus is on 

building letter-sound interactions, for instance, when teaching phonemes. In addition, 

SOUNS may provide teachers with a teaching method that is easy to facilitate for 

preschool learners to acquire pre-reading and pre-writing skills (Erickson, 2012). 

This study intends to explore teachers’ perceptions and experiences of the SOUNS 

literacy programme. This programme is about phonemic awareness, which leads to 

phonological awareness (RCPE, 2012). It is a fairly new programme that focuses on 

Grade R (children five to six years of age). It was developed in the USA and has been 

pioneered in South Africa in the Knysna area of the Western Cape, as well as in other 

provinces of the country, such as KwaZulu-Natal, Limpopo, Northern Cape, 

Mpumalanga and Gauteng. This study was conducted in schools in the Mamelodi 
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township (settlement) of the City of Tshwane Metropolitan Municipality (CTMM) in 

Gauteng (RCPE, 2010). The three schools selected are in quintiles 1 and 2, which 

implies that they are “no-fee schools”. In contrast to the well-resourced setting in the 

USA where SOUNS was developed, most of the children in Mamelodi are from 

underprivileged communities and speak several languages, such as Sepedi, isiZulu, 

Xitsonga and Tshivenda. 

In 2010, some preschools and crèches in certain townships and suburbs in the CTMM, 

such as Mamelodi, Eersterust, Sunnyside and Soshanguve, implemented the SOUNS 

literacy programme. By the same token, the evidence shows that thousands of 

children in preschool and Head Start classes implemented this programme in classes 

in regions in the USA such as Canada and Puerto Rico. The effectiveness of this 

programme was exemplified in a report by RCPE (2012), which states that the 

programme was used to develop reading and writing abilities in preschool learners. 

Consequently, the RCPE supported approximately 4 000 learners, who were involved 

in the SOUNS programme. 

South Africa urgently needs effective early childhood development (ECD) 

programmes that promote instruction in various language skills, such as phonemic 

awareness (Department of Education (DoE), 2001a). The hypothesis is that the 

programme will be transferrable to the teaching of all 11 official languages. Phonemic 

awareness is important in the acquisition of pre-reading and pre-spelling skills. It is 

imperative that learners acquire knowledge of phonemic awareness and the 

relationship between letter-sounds and what they stand for (Rose, 2006). In South 

Africa, the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) policy declaration 

for Grade R requires the promotion and ongoing assessment of literacy skills 

(Department of Basic Education (DBE), 2011). 

1.2 Rationale and background to the study 

Literacy and numeracy skills are of fundamental importance for learning during the 

various school phases to master language use for further studies and ultimately for 

employment. However, according to a number of surveys conducted in South Africa, 

including the Annual National Assessment (ANA) of the Department of Basic 

Education, a large number of learners cannot read and write in their home language 

(DBE, 2009). A study conducted by Howie, Van Staden, Tshele, Dowse and 
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Zimmerman (2011) revealed that learners from disadvantaged communities 

performed below average when tested in their own languages. This implies that 

learners across all socio-economic levels do not have basic reading and writing skills. 

In addition, schools in South Africa rated the lowest in reading when compared with 

other counties in the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) (Howie 

et al., 2011). Many of the Grade 12 learners performed below average when their 

literacy levels were tested. As shown in a report of the Southern and Eastern African 

Consortium for Monitoring Quality (SACMEQ) (Hungi, Nakuwa, Ross, Saito, Dolata, 

Van Capelle and Paviot, 2010), national comparisons of language levels of South 

African Grade 6 learners also presented a dismal picture. Mudzielwana (2014) 

proposed that poor literacy performance is a direct consequence of the fact that 

teachers find it difficult to teach reading and writing skills. In addition, teachers do not 

comprehend the national curriculum fundamentals and executions (Mudzielwana, 

2014), and the recommended procedures to teach language successfully (Hungi et 

al., 2010). 

Many studies have investigated reading and writing in early learning (Adams, 1990; 

Honing, 1996; Riley, 1996). They have pointed out that a comprehensive element of 

first year reading success was the learner’s ability to understand the alphabet, and to 

be familiar with and able to identify upper case and lower case letters in written text. 

Wood and McLemore (2001) asserted that achievement in acquiring skills in reading 

rely on teachers who emphase letters of the alphabet and use effective methods to 

fast-track phonics awareness. Continuing the debate, Pretorius and Naudé (2002) 

note that many children enter Grade R without the skills and knowledge of sounds that 

are required to learn to read and write. These reports bear witness to the fact that, in 

South Africa, literacy teaching and learning in all learning areas, including English and 

home language teaching and learning, face many challenges. These challenges are 

part of the background to the current research study. 

This study may possibly be of significance to academics, researchers, preschool 

teachers and parents as it sheds light on the effectiveness of the SOUNS programme. 

The value of this study can also be attributed to its emphasis on improving the pre-

reading and writing skills of Grade R children through an in-depth discussion of the 

weaknesses and strengths of SOUNS. 
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My opinion is that teachers need to be well trained to teach literacy skills, particularly 

to Grade R learners. One of the programmes that can be used for training Grade R 

teachers is SOUNS. At the end of in-service training, teachers should implement what 

they have learnt. Therefore, it is imperative to determine whether teachers trained in 

the SOUNS programme can implement its strategies, and to ascertain the teachers’ 

perceptions of its effectiveness. 

1.3 Purpose statement 

The goals of this study were to explore teachers’ perceptions and experiences of the 

implementation of the SOUNS literacy programme in six different Grade R classrooms 

in three primary schools in Mamelodi. The hypothesis is that teachers’ experiences 

with the SOUNS programme will indicate whether they can improve the literacy skills 

of Grade R learners. 

1.4 Research questions 

The following questions will guide the study: 

1.4.1 Primary research question 

How do Grade R teachers perceive and experience the SOUNS literacy programme? 

1.4.2 Secondary research questions 

• What are the curriculum requirements for pre-reading and pre-writing in Grade R 

according to the Department of Basic Education? 

• How is pre-reading and pre-writing taught in Grade R in the SOUNS literacy 

programme? 

• What is the relationship between curriculum requirements and the implementations 

of the SOUNS literacy programme in the classroom? 

• What are Grade R teachers’ views and opinions regarding the implementation of 

the SOUNS literacy programme? 

• What knowledge and skills have teachers developed over time that can be useful 

for teaching reading and writing in Grade R? 
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1.5 Clarification of concepts used in this study 

Locke, Spirduso and Silverman (2010) assert that defining a term delimits a particular 

focus. By contrast, we define a concept in order to restrict attention to a particular 

focus or angle. 

In this section, the main concepts are discussed, as well as their clarifications as they 

are employed in this study. These include concepts such as the SOUNS literacy 

programme, literacy, phonemic awareness, emergent literacy and decoding. The 

following paragraphs provide an explanation of each of these concepts. 

1.5.1  The SOUNS literacy programme 

The SOUNS literacy programme is the intellectual property of Sound for Literacy, a 

US non-profit organisation. It is a method for teaching early literacy that focuses on 

phonemic awareness and letter association for five-month-old babies to Grade R 

learners. It focuses particularly on listening and the identification of letter sounds to 

enhance early reading (Erickson, 2010). This study only focuses on how teachers view 

and experience the implementation of the SOUNS literacy programme in Grade R. 

1.5.2 Literacy 

“Literacy is a set of cultivated skills and knowledge that serves as a basis for learning, 

communication, language use and social interaction. Literacy ranges from the basic 

ability to read, write, listen and comprehend to higher-level processing skills where the 

learner is able to deduce, interpret, monitor and elaborate on what was learnt. Literacy 

is a key element for success in education and at the workplace” (Vasallo, 2013:18). 

This definition is comprehensive and acknowledges the importance of communication, 

language, reading, writing and listing skills, which are fundamental in literacy. 

Studies conducted by Naidoo, Reddy and Dorasamy (2014:557) explain literacy as 

“the way the individual takes note, transcribes and talks to transfer information using 

different modes of communication to enable the reader to understand various forms 

of communication, such as expressive language and receptive language modalities”. 

Based on the above quotation, it is critical to provide learners with literacy tools, such 

as letter-sound knowledge during their preschool years to prepare them for future 

learning. I agree with Raban, Brown, Care, Rickards and O’Connell (2011), who 

maintain that literacy takes more than reading and writing. It also includes other 
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senses, such as verbal, auditory and cognitive perceptions. Throughout this study, 

“literacy” is understood to include other abilities, such as looking at the SOUNS literacy 

symbols presented by the teacher in the classroom, listening to how SOUNS letter 

symbols are pronounced by sounding out the words, touching and playing with 

SOUNS literacy symbols during the intervention, as well as how leaners communicate 

with their peers. Priority will be given to phonemic awareness, which is a prerequisite 

for enhancing reading and writing. 

1.5.3 Phonemic awareness 

Armbruster, Lehr and Osborn (2003:2), as cited in Konza (2011:2), describe 

phonemes as “the smallest parts of sound that brings out the difference between 

words and their denotation and have meaning”. For example, if the initial sound /s/ in 

the word soy changes from /s/ to /t/, the word soy becomes toy. In this way, phonemic 

awareness turns out to be essential for learning alphabetic rules. If children cannot 

hear the different segments of sounds in words, it will be difficult to connect these 

sounds to the letters of the alphabet and impossible to use decoding skills to deal with 

unknown words. The definition of Armbruster et al. (2003) clearly recognises the 

importance of phonemic awareness as a point of departure for learning alphabetic 

principles. 

The definition espoused by Konza (2011:2) notes that phonemic awareness is a “unit 

of phonological awareness”. On the whole, it is an essential phonological component 

for the enhancement of comprehension and meaning. In addition, phonemic 

awareness is a skill that enables the learner to pay attention to the splitting up of the 

original sounds in written words. Both of these definitions by Armbruster et al. (2003) 

and Konza (2011) recognise the importance of phonemic awareness to support 

learners to develop reading and writing skills. 

Konza (2011) goes on to assert that teaching phonemic awareness to young learners 

does not provide a complete reading and writing programme. However, it can provide 

an alternative way to enhance a learner’s ability to recognise letter sounds of the 

alphabet. In addition, there is a need for teachers to support learners with a 

comprehensive programme that is essential to all the different learners in Grade R 

classrooms. Certainly, I support this idea for the fact that some learners, who are slow 
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in the classroom, often do not follow the lesson faster than their peers. Hence, a well-

structured comprehensive programme can be helpful and recognise their need. 

Studies conducted by Kennedy, Dunphy, Dwyer, Hayes, McPhillip, Marsh et al. (2012) 

argue that phonemic awareness emerges once a learner is capable of producing and 

using the sounds in words. It follows that if a learner acquires skills and knows about 

letters, syllables and words, it is regarded as a good-quality starting point for future 

reading and writing. I concur with these authors in that, for the most part, the concept 

of phonemic awareness is significant as it provides the foundation for a learner 

learning to read, write and spell. 

1.5.4 Emergent literacy 

Emergent literacy is about the learners’ increased knowledge in receptive and 

expressive language as a basis for reading, writing and verbal communication. 

Learning is facilitated when learners engage in interactive activities such as listening, 

seeing and touching, to mention a few (National Council for Curriculum and 

Assessment (NCCA), 2009).  

The National Research Council (NRC, 2001) concurs with the studies of Whitehurst 

and Lonigan (1998), which suggest that the researchers in support of emergent 

literacy agreed that it is impossible for a learner between the ages of three to eight 

years to develop emergent literacy naturally. However, these skills can emerge as the 

learner grows older and is exposed to a variety of activities. 

Studies conducted by Lonigan, Schatschneider and Westberg (2008) bring to light the 

fact that emergent literacy consists of two types of skills. Some skills are related to 

rules, while others are related to explanations. Skills that are rules-related are those 

that provide an opportunity for a learner to acquire the alphabetic rules, while 

explanation-related skills are those that have to do with language rules (Lonigan et al., 

2008). In a sense, these skills help learners comprehend the reading text. It is evident 

that teachers need to develop the strategies and know-how to teach learners the 

alphabetic rules and language rules as they play a major role in future leaning. It is 

also understandable that, without these skills, learning will not thrive. 

1.5.5 Decoding 

A review by National Early Literacy Panel (NELP) (2008) describes decoding as the 

capability to use letter-sound associations, including knowledge of letter shapes, to 
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communicate clearly and easily. This definition emphasises the fact that NELP (2008) 

acknowledges these skills as crucial and necessary to fast track the development of 

other skills that learners need when speaking, writing and spelling. NELP (2008) also 

indicated that these skills can be acquired during teaching, and can also be learnt 

independently. 

1.5.6 Early childhood development 

Early childhood development is generally associated with children under nine years of 

age developing and thriving, to promote holistic progress (DoE, 2001a). 

1.5.7 Programme 

In this study, a programme is regarded as an integrated teaching method that makes 

use of diverse activities to facilitate learning opportunities in Grade R classroom so 

that learners can recognise letter-sound associations precisely or incidentally. The 

Department of Education views programmes as a collection of subject matter used for 

an intervention framework and accreditation guidelines for ECD (DoE, 2001a). For the 

purpose of this study, SOUNS will be used as an intervention framework to train 

teachers and learners on how to use the SOUNS literacy programme. 

1.5.8 Experience 

Experience is expertise with a skill or field of knowledge attained over more than 

months or years to be put into practice and that has, most probably, resulted in 

knowledge or mastery (DoE, 2001a). Teachers who have been trained to implement 

the SOUNS literacy programme for more than three years will be considered to have 

experience. 

1.5.9 Perception 

Perceptions are regarded as views, opinions and experiences and can be defined as 

our recognition and interpretation of sensory information. Perception also includes how 

we respond to the information. We can think of perception as a process where we take 

in sensory information from our environment and use that information in order to 

interact with our environment. Perception allows us to take in the sensory and turn it 

into something meaningful (Excell, 2011:305). 

The perceptions of the Grade R teachers who used the SOUNS literacy programme 

will help to answer the research question under investigation. 
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1.5.10 Grade R teachers 

Grade R teachers are professionals who teach children between the ages of five and 

six years. According to Excell (2011), Grade R teachers often have the lowest 

qualifications. This implies that these teachers have an ECD or Adult Basic Education 

and Training (ABET) qualification. Furthermore, in public schools, only 42% have 

Grade R teaching qualifications. Of those teachers, only 12% have obtained a national 

diploma to qualify them to teach in preschools (Excell, 2011). In this study, I will select 

qualified Grade R teachers to participate in the study who have used the SOUNS 

literacy programme. Next, I will discuss literacy programmes with reference to the 

SOUNS programme employed in the study. 

1.6 Literacy programmes with reference to the SOUNS literacy programme 

1.6.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this section is to explore a review of the literature on literacy 

programmes, with an emphasis on phonemic awareness. This section is a 

combination of theory and literature related to the SOUNS literacy programme. Firstly, 

a brief outline is given of the history of the SOUNS programme in South Africa. 

Secondly, the influence of the language of teaching and learning in South Africa is 

given. Thirdly, the modus operandi of teaching and learning in South Africa and the 

learning areas in Grade R are examined. Fourthly, I will look at the effectiveness of 

literacy programmes that are internationally and nationally available. Lastly, the 

literature review presents the theory of MacNaughton and her work on Grade R. 

1.6.2 The history of the SOUNS programme in South Africa 

As discussed earlier, SOUNS is a fairly new literacy programme. According to the 

RCPE (2012), SOUNS was developed by Brenda Erickson (2010) in the USA. It was 

developed, in particular, for infants and toddlers. This programme is widely known and 

used in South Africa. The RCPE is one of the key partners in its implementation. This 

is done in partnership with the South African Congress for Early Childhood 

Development, the Khalimaba Training and Resource Centre, regional crèche forums, 

the University of Pretoria’s students’ outreach programme and business units, the 

American Peace Corps through its volunteers, and with support of the Gauteng 

Department of Basic Education. Records show that, by 2011, SOUNS had reached 

8 500 children in 97 crèches, as well as pupils, mainly in Mamelodi in Gauteng and in 
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many satellite centres in the provinces of Limpopo and KwaZulu-Natal, with more 

South African provinces signing up for the programme (RCPE, 2012). 

1.6.3 The influence of language on teaching and learning in South Africa 

South Africa is a multicultural and multilingual country with equal status being given to 

11 official languages (Howie et al., 2011). Some of these languages share similar 

orthographies and morphology (Hornberger, 1998). When English and Afrikaans are 

excluded, the remaining languages are divided into four major groups: Nguni, Sotho, 

Venda and Xitsonga. The Nguni group, which is one of the largest groups, comprises 

isiZulu, isiXhosa, siSwati and isiNdebele. These languages have many similarities in 

syntax and grammar. The second major group is the Sotho group, which includes 

Setswana, Sepedi and Sesotho, which are mutually intelligible. Venda and Xitsonga 

differ from the rest and stand alone. The study focuses on three languages: isiZulu, 

Sepedi and English, all of which are languages of instruction. 

1.6.4  Modus operandi of teaching and learning in South Africa and the 
learning areas in Grade R 

Regarding the medium of instruction in South Africa, the Department of Education 

(2001b:9) stipulates that all learners must learn a second South African language. 

Hence, all 11 official languages are given equal status. In addition, in the Foundation 

Phase (Grade R to Grade 3), learners must go through a transition phase from the 

home language to an additional language, and this transition has to be planned 

cautiously. The learners must be assessed and the reports must be issued according 

to the requirements of the school (DoE, 2001b:9). 

As discussed earlier, languages in South Africa use the same alphabet (the Latin 

alphabet). This implies that most letters of the alphabet represent the same sounds in 

all languages. It is believed that SOUNS is adaptable to multilingual environments. 

The costs and implementation of SOUNS are in line with the requirements of South 

Africa’s Department of Basic Education (2011), which maintains that “quality research 

can assist government and ECD organisations to structure programmes that are more 

effective, serving those most in need and producing models that are cost-effective and 

easily replicable” (DBE, 2011:10). 

1.6.4.1 Influence of language of teaching and learning 
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South Africa is multilingual and multicultural in nature with 11 official languages. This 

is one of the reasons for the poor literacy (Howie et al., 2011). Each of the 11 official 

languages has its own orthography and structure. However, learners whose first 

language is neither English nor Afrikaans have difficulties in instantly absorbing new 

information in those schools where the language of instruction is English or Afrikaans. 

The main reason for this lag in knowledge processing is the fact that learners are not 

systematically exposed to reading and writing in English or Afrikaans beforehand. 

They are expected to simultaneously master both new knowledge (the school subject) 

and a new language (the medium) when they enter Grade R. Therefore, SOUNS may 

be beneficial. 

Secondly, according to Howie et al. (2011), learners in the Foundation Phase are 

expected to be taught in their home language, as shown in the schools in which this 

study was conducted. In these schools, the languages of teaching and learning were 

Sepedi, isiZulu and English. When these children move to Grade 4, they are expected 

to learn in their second language, which is English or Afrikaans. This is not their home 

language and they are not proficient in it. Studies have indicated that there is a 

noticeable drop in the performance of children when moving from Grade 3 to Grade 4. 

The study attributes the decline partly to the learners’ non-familiarity with the “new” 

language of learning. 

Thirdly, in some schools in South Africa, the introduction of academic reading and 

writing skills lag behind. As a result, Grade 1 learners struggle to name letters and 

sounds in their home language (Reeves, Heugh, Prinsloo, MacDonald, Netshitangani, 

Alidou and Herbst, 2008). These researchers also noted that a substantial number of 

learners in the Foundation Phase do not learn spelling, reading and writing skills in 

their classroom, particularly in their home languages. For this reason, learners across 

the grades and phases show no development in terms of learning specific literacy 

skills. 

Gettinger and Stoiber (2007) assert that the poor literacy rates can have far-reaching 

consequences for learners’ school careers. Early literacy skills development lays the 

foundation for long-term academic success. This is what makes the absence of 

adequate literacy skills in preschool children such a pressing problem. 

11 

 



 

1.6.5 The effectiveness of literacy programmes internationally 

There is evidence that early childhood programmes in other countries, including the 

USA, Australia, New Zealand and the United Kingdom, are very effective.  

Chambers, Cheung, Slavin, Smith and Laurenzano (2010) reviewed research on the 

effectiveness of early childhood education literacy programmes that teach young 

children in a group setting before they begin preschool. The results showed strong 

evidence of effectiveness with regard to language, literacy and phonological 

awareness. The programmes include, for example, direct instruction, interactive book 

reading, a curiosity corner, an early literacy and learning model and Ready, Set, Leap! 

(Chambers et al., 2010). These outcomes-based literacy programmes differ from 

SOUNS in terms of the target audience. SOUNS was developed for infants, toddlers 

and Grade R learners (children under six years of age), while the outcomes-based 

literacy programmes were developed for pre-schoolers (children between the ages of 

three and five). Another difference between SOUNS and outcomes-based literacy 

programmes is that SOUNS uses visual symbols and focuses on preschool literacy 

readiness, which is the foundation of subsequent academic success. 

Slavin and Smith (2009) reviewed the literature on programmes for children in 

preschool to Grade R. These studies were conducted in Florida, USA. It was found 

that most programmes focused primarily on literacy intervention in the classroom 

context. These studies are informed by the components of the SOUNS literacy 

programme, which uses single letter-sound associations, digraphs and sounding 

words (reading), including three-letter words, four-letter words, consonant blends and 

phonetic outcomes. It also entails listening to the sounds and sounding out words by 

making sense of the sounds. 

Findings in Torgersen, Brooks and Hall (2006) emphasise the fact that there is an 

integrated approach, which uses both analytic and synthetic phonics instruction. The 

SOUNS literacy programme follows an integrated approach that combines both forms 

of instruction naturally, without putting any pressure on learners. SOUNS teaches 

children to apply consistent strategies for blending letter sounds into words 

(synthetically). Later, the children learn to apply the inventive spelling and writing of 

the whole word (analytically). Thus, letter sounds are directly linked to pre-reading and 

pre-writing during the child’s literacy development. 
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Most of the studies that examined the use of phonemic awareness and the 

effectiveness of literacy improvement programmes were conducted in a setting where 

children are exposed to only one language, which is also the medium of education. 

This study adds to the existing literature by exploring the perceptions of teachers using 

the SOUNS literacy programme in a multilingual environment. To the best of my 

knowledge, this is one of the first attempts to evaluate the perceptions and 

experiences of teachers teaching the SOUNS programme in South Africa. 

1.6.6 Literacy programmes in South Africa 

The South African government has allocated numerous resources to improve literacy 

skills in ECD. However, regardless of the changes made by the DBE in providing ECD 

services, there are numerous issues hindering its development, especially in poor 

communities with limited resources. Many townships face issues of insufficient 

substructure, are in short supply of educational equipment and teaching assistants to 

help with children who are struggling, have a lack of libraries, as well as an inadequate 

supply of specialists, including school psychologists Excell (2011). 

Various literacy programmes have been introduced in schools to increase classroom 

literacy in South Africa and to facilitate learning. These include the Centre for the 

Books, Read, Educate, Adjust, and Develop (READ), the Early Learning Resource 

Unit (ELRU), Project Literacy and the Molteno Project. Each of these programmes 

focuses on various aspects of literacy development. However, it is not clear whether 

the strategies used by these programmes can improve the reading and writing skills 

of learners. It was also not clear whether these programmes include phonics 

instruction and can produce phonetically reliable conclusions. 

In South Africa, some research projects have been developed and implemented in 

African languages to help reseachers evaluate literacy skills such as reading and 

writing in a multilingual environment. Studies by Lomofsky and Lazarus (2001), for 

instance, evaluated the effectiveness of the Multilingual Phonics Abilities Kits (MPAK) 

in three official languages, including Afrikaans, English and isiXhosa in selected 

schools in the Western Cape. The MPAK focuses on the assessment of learners’ 

phonological awereness and their proficiency in recognising sounds in language, 

which consequently facilitates reading skills. The research findings indicated that 
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syntax in isiXhosa differs from the syntax of both Afrikaans and English. Furthermore, 

the vocabulary and pictures used were not suitable for isiXhosa learners. 

In addition, learners’ socio-economic and cultural backgrounds were not considered. 

This information is important in that MPAK is not suitable to the South African situation, 

as it assumes that since all 11 official languages in South Africa apply the same 

alphabet, it will give similar results if used in other South African languages (Smith and 

Gasser, 2005). 

RCPE (2012) indicated that the SOUNS method can be used in any language. 

Between 2012 and 2013, the Knysna Education Trust conducted a preliminary study 

using the SOUNS literacy programme in Grade R classrooms for Afrikaans- and 

isiXhosa-speaking children. Twenty-two preschools participated in the survey. All the 

teachers and volunteers were trained to implement the SOUNS literacy programme. 

The children, aged between three and four years, were reported to have improved 

their literacy skills in the areas of letter-sound knowledge, word building, reading words 

and writing words at the end of the survey. Further investigation is still being conducted 

to collect data from teachers in the same area who are involved in the SOUNS literacy 

programme in Grade R classrooms. 

1.7 Conceptual framework 

1.7.1 Introduction 

I have deployed the conceptual framework of MacNaughton (2003), which is based on 

the three perspectives of early childhood teaching and learning. These perspectives 

or positions of conforming, reforming and transforming enable the teacher to explore 

the different ways of constructing a curriculum for teaching learners language skills. 

Each concept is briefly discussed below. 

1.7.2 Conforming perspective 

According to the conforming perspective, learners depend on their teachers for their 

rich knowledge, support, learning skills and development. Learners are perceived as 

being submissive and not creative (Excell, 2011). This position supports the fact that 

a teacher gives instructions and learners obey the rules. The teacher chooses the 

explicit activity and learners are compelled to complete the task. The SOUNS literacy 

programme comprises a symbol system for the 26 letter sounds of the Latin alphabet, 
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and the teacher is expected to teach learners through the language of the classroom 

(DBE, 2011). 

I used the conforming lens to understand how the Grade R teacher conforms to the 

SOUNS literacy programme. I also observed how the learner conforms to the teacher 

as required by SOUNS. I followed the curriculum and assessment policy prescribed 

for early childhood education (DBE, 2011). 

1.7.3 Reforming perspective 

Excell (2011:118) states that, from the reforming perspective, “children are viewed as 

active participants in their own learning; they are concrete, experiential learners, and 

it is through their environment that children drive the process of assimilation and 

accommodation and hence cognitive development. Teachers who adopt the reforming 

position take cognisance of holistic development and acknowledge play as one of the 

most effective ways of promoting learning and development.” 

This position is in line with the work of Piaget, Erickson and Vygotsky (as cited in 

MacNaughton, 2003), who emphasise a developmentally appropriate play-based 

programme. This view concurs with the SOUNS literacy programme in that learners 

learn through play. SOUNS symbolises sounds with visual and tactile stimuli. Each 

symbol is encoded with Braille to assist learners who are visually impaired. The 

SOUNS literacy programme provides object letters for individual sounds that the child 

can see, feel, smell and taste, while hearing the sound associated with the target letter. 

All of this can be incorporated into play activities. 

RCPE (2012:56) states that: “We speak in sounds; writing is the recording of sounds, 

and reading is the decoding of letters into sounds; one label for one object – in this 

case, the most common letter-sound association for each letter is the best way to 

ensure success in early reading and writing.” 

I agree with this quote in that learners need to understand the link between different 

letter-sound associations and their interpretations. These can be achieved through 

play activities. This means that teachers must integrate their teaching strategies and 

play to foster learning. 

MacNaughton (2003) argues that play can be used to facilitate learning for young 

children, because play engages them through listening, touching, seeing, smelling and 
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testing. SOUNS literacy has these characteristics. For this reason, learners are 

encouraged to use all their senses during learning. This becomes effective when 

learners are exposed to various settings. The study uses this model to observe 

teachers and learners during the intervention, and interviews teachers to understand 

how they incorporate the reforming perspective in their teaching. 

1.7.4 Transforming perspective 

It is understandable that teachers who use transformation as a teaching mode 

perceive learners as actively carrying out trials with their sounding (MacNaughton, 

2003). This implies that learners have to be exposed to various activities in their own 

environment. In this way, they can attach meaning in their thinking. The guiding 

principle would be that teachers are able to choose well-structured subject matter. In 

order to be successful in teaching, teachers must know how to apply their teaching 

strategies. Thus, MacNaughton (2003) emphasises that teachers who adopt the 

transformation perspective should pay attention to issues relating to ethical beliefs, fair 

play and diversity, as these factors may hinder the learning progress of the learners in 

the classroom. Parents should support their children, helping them to complete their 

homework. SOUNS literacy can be used in all South African languages. Therefore, 

the study investigates how teachers apply the transforming perspective in their 

teaching strategies. Parents have a crucial role to play to ensure the early 

development of their children. Involved parents can make a positive and lasting impact 

on their children’s learning ability. Figure 1.1 illustrates the conceptual framework of 

this study (MacNaughton, 2003). 

 

Figure 1.1: Conceptual framework (adapted from MacNaughton, 2003:75) 

Conforming 
perspective

A teacher-directed, goal-orientated 
approach to learning 

Reforming
perspective

Acknowledges play as one of the most 
effective ways of promoting learning and 

development 

Transforming 
perspective

Teachers and parents negotiate shared 
meaning around children, and the 

teaching and learning context 
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1.8 Research design 

“The research design comprises the entire process that takes place during the 

research, from the moment the problem is conceptualised to writing the full report” 

(Creswell, 2007:13). By the same token, Terre Blanche and Kelly (2002) concur with 

Creswell and explain that a research design is the groundwork pointing towards 

assisting the researcher to construct research questions and the actual research. I will 

follow the above authors’ view as my study comprises in-depth investigations of six 

teachers’ perceptions of SOUNS at three schools in Mamelodi, east of Pretoria. 

1.8.1 Paradigmatic assumption 

Nieuwenhuis (2007:47) views a paradigm as “a set of assumptions or beliefs about 

fundamental aspects of reality that gives rise to a particular world view. It speaks about 

an important hypothesis taken on views about the nature of reality (ontology), the 

relationship between the knower and knowing (epistemology) and ideas about the 

approach method”. 

This study relies on the assumptions, experiences and beliefs of Grade R teachers. 

With reference to this, in the next paragraphs I will describe the metatheoretical 

paradigm to support my study. 

According to Fouché and Schurink (as cited in De Vos and Strydom, 2011), there are 

three main paradigms in qualitative research: objectivism, interpretivism and 

constructivism. Each one presents its own ontology, epistemology, methodology and 

method of data collection. For the purpose of this study, I have selected interpretivism, 

which is discussed later in Chapter 4. 

1.8.2 Epistemology in the current research 

Creswell (2014) asserts that researchers who conduct qualitative research embrace 

the idea of multiple realities. This implies that the researcher must get as close as 

possible to the participants being studied to collect more information by using various 

methods. I adopted the three epistemological stances discussed by MacNaughton 

(2003:75).  

These positions include the technical (finding out what happens and how this can be 

controlled), the practical (finding out what things mean to people and understanding 
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events rather than controlling them), and the critical or emancipatory (finding out if 

what is known is in some way distorted or biased) (MacNaughton, 2003). 

MacNaughton (2003) maintains that technical interest often indicates skills that 

attempt to reorganise recent perceptive and training. With regard to practical interest, 

it points towards learning that developed in the course of achieving innovative intuition. 

In the same way, critical interest indicates changing acquaintance in the course of 

developing critical inquiry. The advantage of using these knowledge stances is the fact 

that each stance creates and opens another option that can be useful and assist 

teachers to view learners, predict learners’ educational needs and think about what 

young learners require in terms of understanding and what to achieve. In addition, 

teachers understand their own practices, as well as their own perceptions (Brookfield, 

1995, as cited in MacNaughton, 2003). 

1.8.3 Research methods 

The proposed research will follow a qualitative approach. Creswell (2007) defines the 

qualitative approach as a research technique that results from deep thinking, 

reinforced by theory, which focuses on the study of the human phenomenon or text 

from participants. These texts or words are described and analysed according to 

themes in a subjective and biased manner. For the purpose of this study, I will follow 

the perspective of Creswell (2007) and adopt case study methodology to discover and 

understand the perceptions of teachers teaching the SOUNS literacy programme in a 

Grade R classroom. 

This study proposes using a case study research methodology. Rule and John (2011) 

describe a case study as a method of organising a chain of related occurrences, 

pointing towards presenting and clarifying the evidence. Nieuwenhuis (2007) and 

Merriman (1988) support this view and emphasise the fact that a case study provides 

various methods with multiple meanings, including describing a unit of analysis and 

explaining a research method. I concur with both Nieuwenhuis (2007) and Merriman 

(1988) in that I use case study research to gather information from Grade R teachers 

by observing how they implement SOUNS programme in their classrooms. I adopt the 

approach of Rule and John (2011) as it is relevant to this study. 
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1.9 Unit of analysis 

Mouton (2001) defines units of analysis as anything that can be studied, including 

things, observable facts, beings, procedures or occurrence. Furthermore, there are 

two types of objects of study in research, such as the study of human beings 

(empirical) and the study of non-living things (non-empirical). According to Mouton 

(2001), the characteristics of these objects can possibly be practically justified by 

social researchers. I selected empirical approach because it is relevant to this study. 

The units of study will be Grade R teachers. Sampling and the selection criteria are 

described below. 

1.9.1 Sampling 

Sampling is defined as the process of selecting a group for a study to represent the 

whole population (Nieuwenhuis, 2007). In this research, the sample consists of six 

teachers from three different schools who have been trained in implementing SOUNS 

. 

1.9.1.1 Criteria for selecting participants 

Certain criteria were used to select the participants for the research: 

• Six teachers from three schools were purposefully selected who had been 

previously trained to implement the SOUNS programme by the head of 

development of SOUNS.  

• These participants (teachers) had to teach at selected isiZulu, Sepedi and English 

schools where the SOUNS programme had been implemented. In most of the 

schools where SOUNS had been implemented, only two teachers per school were 

trained and purposefully selected. 

According to Maree (2007:79), “in homogeneous populations where the members are 

similar with respect to attributes that are focal to the study, smaller samples may often 

represent the population adequately”.  

1.9.1.2 Selecting the research sites 
As mentioned earlier, this study focuses on three schools in Mamelodi. These schools 

are similar in terms of social status and environment, but not in terms of the language 

of teaching and learning. The reason for selecting Mamelodi schools is that I work as 

an educational consultant and am involved in community engagement to support 
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students’ site projects. The University of Pretoria, my employer, partners with most of 

the schools in Mamelodi. 

1.10 Data collection 

I used different approaches to collect data. These included interviews, observations 

and photography, as will be explained below. All questions were piloted and improved 

before the actual testing (Nieuwenhuis, 2007). In the next paragraph, I firstly discuss 

interviews, then observation, and then photography. 

1.10.1 Interview 

Creswell (2014) comments that qualitative researchers use open-ended questions so 

that the participants are at liberty to assert their opinions without prejudice. In this way, 

the researcher collects different types of information to provide viewpoints regarding 

the research problem under investigation. To Nieuwenhuis (2007), an interview has to 

do with a reciprocal process, whereby the researcher asks participants questions to 

collect information to learn about their viewpoint and what they represent. 

Invoking this approach, I interviewed teachers in order to collect data. Firstly, an 

interview protocol was developed and semi-structured interviews were conducted to 

collect data from the teachers. In this way, I was able to ensure consistency. I wanted 

to study specific aspects of the SOUNS literacy programme. In accordance with Patton 

(1990), I used interviews to allow the participants to express themselves freely about 

their experiences. The researcher must listen to and record the interviews. The 

interviews were scheduled for 45 minutes for each participant, and were carried out in 

a classroom so that the participants would not feel intimidated. Leedy and Ormrod 

(2001) argue that face-to-face interventions enable the researcher to establish a 

rapport with the participants and facilitate high-level responses from them. This implies 

that I work closely with the participants and bring about mutual respect. I interviewed 

teachers face to face in their classrooms during their spare time. 

1.10.2 Observation 

Nieuwenhuis (2007) defines observation as an organised way of recording all the 

observable facts, actions and incidents of the participants without asking questions. 

Maree (2007) also proposed that observation allowed the researchers to use all their 

senses, including visual, auditory and kinaesthetic awareness, to record relevant 
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information. Teachers were observed using an observation protocol and each 

behaviour (that of the teachers as well as the learners) was observed and recorded. I 

observed teachers and children during SOUNS interventions to gain more insight and 

understanding of the subject under investigation. Teachers were observed twice for 

about 45 minutes. 

1.11 Data analysis carried out 

The data collected from the participants was analysed. During the process, all the 

collected data was examined, including interviews and field notes, and transcribed. 

Notes were made and the transcript was read to get the general feeling of the person 

being interviewed. Then the data from the transcripts was organised and tabulated to 

display the responses (Creswell, 2007). A data analysis manual was used for coding, 

processing and storing data, and for developing themes. 

I employed data reduction, data display and conclusion or verification (Miles and 

Huberman, 1994). These concepts are discussed fully in Chapter 4. Content analysis, 

as discussed by Nieuwenhuis (2007), was also performed. This method is used to 

summarise the meaning of the subject matter in qualitative research. This method was 

relevant to my study in that it is an inductive process where I looked for similarities and 

differences in the data to identify emerging themes and sub-themes. 

1.12 Trustworthiness, reliability and ethical considerations 

1.12.1 Informed consent and voluntary participation 

I asked all the participants to sign a consent form before beginning with the research. 

I also explained the aim of the study to the participants and reminded them that they 

are free to pull out at any time during the process if they feel uncomfortable. In other 

words, I recognised the participants’ rights to privacy and anonymity. In this venture, I 

am guided by the ethics and research statement provided by the Faculty of Education 

of the University of Pretoria. These guidelines are discussed in detail in Chapter 6. 

1.13. Proposed layout of the study 

Table 1.1: Plan of the study 
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Chapters Chapter contents 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

This chapter presents a general overview, 

including introduction and rationale, 

research problem, research questions, 

purpose of the research and definition of 

concepts. 

Chapter 2: Literature review and 
setting of the background 

The conceptual framework of the study and 

a review of the literature on phonemes are 

discussed in this chapter. 

Chapter 3: Literature review on the 
three core concepts 

 

National and international overview of the 

core concepts of this study: phonemic 

awareness, phonic awareness and 

phonological awareness, including 

contexts, implications and previous 

literature relevant to this study. 

Chapter 4: Research methodology 

 

 

The research design and methods are 

presented in this chapter, including 

selection criteria and the process of data 

collection. 

Chapter 5: Data analysis This chapter provides a description and 

graphics of the raw data, analysis and 

findings. 

Chapter 6: Literature control, 
recommendations and conclusion  

The last chapter includes a summary of the 

study, conclusions, limitations and 

recommendations for future research. 

 

1.14 Summary 

Chapter 1 serves as an introduction to the chapters that follow. The rationale for this 

study is explained and an overview of the thesis is provided. The chapter starts by 

presenting the background within which this study was conducted, as well as the 

researcher’s experiences. This is followed by a definition of terms that are commonly 

used in the thesis. It then proceeds to explain the objectives of the study and the 
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research methodology. The theoretical background used in this study is briefly 

outlined. Finally, an overview of the way in which the study was conducted is 

provided. The next chapter reviews literature relevant to the research topic. 

 

  

23 

 



 

Chapter 2: Literature review 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter aims to provide the key point for this study. It also specifies the concepts, 

circumstances, suggestions and literature relevant to this research. Significant to this 

part of the exploration are teachers’ perceptions and experiences of the 

implementation of the SOUNS literacy programme at a number of schools. As already 

observed in the preceding section, this programme focuses on Grade R learners (aged 

five to six years) and deals specifically with the enhancement of phonemic awareness. 

Therefore, the SOUNS literacy programme and research on literacy also receive 

attention in this chapter. 

In most cases, if children struggle to learn to read, they will not be able to deal with 

complex subject matter (Save the Children, 2014). According to the PIRLS report of 

2011 (Howie et al., 2011), children who are provided with opportunities early to learn 

to read are more likely to be ready to challenge the dynamics of education during their 

school years (primary and high school), as well as during their further education and 

in their future careers. 

The PIRLS report of 2011 found that there was only a limited number of people who 

could participate in the official budget of the country in the near future as a result of 

the fact that their reading skills are below average (Howie et al., 2011). Efforts that can 

be made to address the dire situation in the education system should include 

enhancing language acquisition and learning skills. Table 2.1 shows that, in South 

Africa, the ability to read is alarmingly low. 

Table 2.1: International and TIMSS educational achievement in South Africa 

Study Achievement Percentages Grade Findings 

PIRLS (Howie et 

al., 2011:28) 
Grade 4 pre-

PIRLS 

 

 

 

 

 

1% 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Grade 4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Learners were 

unable to 

demonstrate 

basic reading 

skills in their 

own language. 
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Study Achievement Percentages Grade Findings 

Learner 

achievement 

58% 

 

Grade 5 Learners were 

unable to read 

and write and 

unable to reach 

the international 

benchmark. 

SACMEQ (Taylor 

and Taylor, 2013) 

Grade 6 

Numeracy and 

Literacy 

27% Grade 6 Learners were 

unable to read 

and write. 

Trends in 

International 

Mathematics and 

Science Study 

(TIMSS) (Reddy, 

Prinsloo, Visser, 

Arends, Winnaar, 

Roger et al., 

2011:14) 

Grade 8 and 9 

Mathematics 

and Science 

32% 

 

 

 

 

76 % 

Grade 8 

 

 

 

 

Grade 9 

Learners were 

guessing 

answers to 

multiple-choice 

questions. 

Learners had 

not acquired 

basic knowledge 

about whole 

numbers, 

decimals, 

operations and 

basic graphs. 

ANA (DBE, 

2011:19)  

Grade 9 

Limpopo 

49%  Scored 29% for 

home language. 

 Eastern Cape 22%  Scored 29% for 

home language. 

 

2.2 Learning language skills 

Language is viewed as a tool of learning. When communicating and interacting with 

others, language is indispensable. This implies that, first, the mastery of reading and 

writing is obligatory. Therefore, learners must be provided with effective activities that 
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enhance the development of speech. As a rule, every child is expected to have 

developed language skills before entering formal schooling (DBE, 2011). 

Language skill comprises several skills: listening, speaking, reading and writing. 

Listening skills involve the auditory processing of information received, and how the 

brain perceives and interprets sound for daily listening, including the ability to detect 

sound, to locate its source, to attend to important auditory information and pay 

attention despite competing background noise, and to attach meaning to sounds and 

speech (Nevins and Garber, 2006). However, the development of these skills relies 

on pre-literacy abilities. This is where a worthy literacy programme such as SOUNS in 

Grade R plays a key role. 

When learners have acquired the skills to recognise units of sound in words, they are 

on their way to cultivating phonemic awareness skills. Rvachew (2010) states that, in 

the early learning of phonemes, some young readers learn any sound as presented to 

them, even when the sounds are not relevant to their own home language. This view 

is supported by Carson, Gillon, Boustead, Nippold and Troia (2013), who say that 

these achievements make learners understand the letter sounds better in any given 

language. I agree, because, in the process of learning sounds, they become 

perceptive to the sounds that are different from those in their own home language. 

Thus, phonemic awareness turns out to be a fundamental skill that is needed for the 

learner to be able to read and write using the language of instruction in the classroom 

(Carson et al., 2013). Literacy programmes such as SOUNS can play a vital role, as 

learners can deal with different sounds in various languages as long as those 

languages use the Latin alphabet. Various studies show that early reading 

development, regardless of the alphabet of that language, is dependent upon the 

consistency of phonemic awareness, phonics and phonological processing abilities 

(Tomblin, 2010). As discussed later in this chapter, it is imperative to emphasise the 

teaching of phonemic awareness before focusing on phonic awareness and on 

achieving phonological awareness. 

However, the achievement of listening, speaking, reading and writing skills requires 

intact brain functioning, including auditory, visual and kinaesthetic awareness (Owens, 

2012). 
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For this reason, phonemic, phonic and phonological awareness should be learnt in 

Grade R to Grade 3 (DBE, 2011). Learners need effective literacy skills to deal with 

subject content. The results in Table 4.1 reveal that inadequate emphasis on 

phonemic, phonic and phonological awareness influences learning to read and write. 

For many years, neuroscientists have pursued the understanding of sensory systems 

in humans, including starting from the body parts to the brain. It is understood that 

sensory organs consist of distinct sensory cells that operate inside the sensory organs, 

such as the eyes, ears, nose, tongue and skin, to transport information to the brain, 

advancing to the cerebral cortex for processing and safekeeping (Owens, 2012). 

For the purpose of this study, I discuss auditory processing, visual processing and 

touching, because they are fundamental in learning to read and write. It is a known 

fact that humans perceive speech via an auditory process. However, research 

indicates that speaking alone is not what we pay attention to. It is also by engaging 

other senses that function jointly, such as vision, touching and hearing. All of this is 

controlled by the brain (Owens, 2012).The SOUNS programme makes use of these 

three senses in such a way that a learner uses the eye to see the letters, the ear to 

listen to the sound of the letters and the hand to touch the object (letter in Braille). In 

this way, the physical letter is associated with the sound and becomes fixed in the 

mind of the learner (Erickson, 2010). 

Most importantly, during speech, the brain is often unconscious to notice the 

unconnected sensory influence to what is being realised (Owens, 2012). 

Consequently, when it comes to comprehending spoken language, the brain is unable 

to make a distinction between visual or auditory input. Hence, human communication 

and its application of information are instant, spontaneous and involuntary. Owens 

(2012) argued that, to a great extent, the listener is unaware of the process, for the 

reason that the fundamental acoustic dispensation is automatic. This implies that the 

execution takes place ahead of the hearer’s cognisance. 

Berninger and Richards (2012) emphasise the fact that sound codes in communication 

are essential because they perform a major role in the sound  tracking of graphic 

stimulation into speech. This relates to the fact that the sound-symbol connection 

becomes extremely important for successful reading. One such approach is revealed 

via the SOUNS literacy programme. In addition, SOUNS demonstrates that the ability 
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to develop verbal communication and literacy skills go together and should be 

practised concurrently (Erickson, 2010). 

Additionally, fine motor functioning (such as finger grasping and cutting), as well as 

gross motor functioning (kicking, jumping or running), plays a role in the early learning 

development process. The same applies to visual, auditory and muscle memory. 

Understanding speech promotes the ability to interpret and comprehend, to make 

sense of and translate the reading, and to filter out or sort words into familiar, unfamiliar 

or nonsense words, differentiating between usable and unusable (Gainsley, 2011). 

Ambrose, Fey and Eisenberg (2012) argue that when a learner hears speech, the 

brain begins to learn the rules of language that later generalise into reading. This also 

applies to younger children when they learn a simple nursery rhyme. The brain begins 

to differentiate sounds by creating phonemic awareness, which is an essential building 

block for reading readiness. When a learner is ready to read, the brain will have done 

a lot of work, such as coordinating sounds, preparing to coordinate language into 

reading, and developing the ability to understand a text (Ambrose et al., 2012). In 

SOUNS, writing comes before reading. A learner must first manipulate the SOUNS 

letters using their hands. Thus, inventive spelling is created. The learner simply writes 

down the sounds they are producing during the writing process (Erickson, 2010). 

It is important to understand that specialised nerve cells respond to different forms of 

energy (mechanical, chemical or electromagnetic). These forms of energy are 

converted into electrochemical impulses that are processed by the brain. During this 

process, the brain can perceive and interpret all the incoming information so that it 

becomes understandable. Several regions of the brain interact. The human brain has 

specific areas that process speech, hearing and language functions. Any deficiency in 

these areas results in specific impairments in the performance of speech 

discrimination, sound perception, reading and writing (Meyer, Meij and Meyer, 1994). 

Next, I will discuss the SOUNS literacy programme and research on literacy 

programmes and phonemic awareness. 

2.3.  The SOUNS literacy programme and research on literacy programmes 
and phonemic awareness 

In this section, I firstly, present the literature review on the origin of the SOUNS literacy 

programme. Secondly, I present the content of SOUNS. Lastly, I present literacy 

programmes, focusing on phonemic awareness globally and in South Africa. 
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2.3.1 The origin of the SOUNS literacy programme 

As discussed in Chapter 1, the SOUNS literacy programme is a hands-on, Montessori-

minded programme that is ideal for building early literacy skills in any language 

(RCPE, 2011). According to the developer, Erickson (2010), the word SOUNS 

originated from 12 children who were asked to write the word “sound” in order to 

investigate their writing skills. All 12 children replaced the word “sound” with “souns” 

(see Figure 2.1). 

Smith and Gasser (2005) assert that certain features of SOUNS promote children’s 

visual, tactile and auditory perception to the extent that they explore symbols of letters 

in association with the sounds in their language. 

 

 

Figure 2.1: Representation of the word “sounds” by children 

As previously stated, Smith and Gasser (2005:14) affirm that the SOUNS literacy 

programme is based on the fact that early literacy skills complement one another. It  is 

also an important tool that can be useful to teach learners letter-sound association 

early through play activities. Moreover, it emphasises the fact that the letters in all the 

languages that use the Latin alphabet represent the same sounds. For example, 

letters of the alphabet such as the vowels a/e/i/o/u and consonants b/n//t/g – to 

mention a few – are the same in Spanish as they are in all South African languages. 

For this reason, SOUNS is regarded as a comprehensive literacy initiative and 

resourceful for different languages. Its main focus is on building letter-sound 

associations, for example, teaching phonemes. In addition, SOUNS may provide 

teachers with a user-friendly and effective approach to prepare teaching pre-reading 

and pre-writing at preschool level. 
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Its objective is to prepare young learners, more specifically, those with barriers to 

learning, who experience difficulty in decoding and encoding sounds. The programme 

focuses on phonemic awareness. This implies that the emphasis is only on letter-

sound association, creating a route to reading in early learning. 

2.3.2 The content of SOUNS literacy programme 

According to RCPE (2011), the SOUNS literacy programme consists of a set of letters, 

a set of word cards and training materials, both in hard copy and electronic format. 

The two sets consist of symbols for the 26 letter sounds. The sets are durable and 

made up of large, smooth, vanilla white, washable and safe nylon symbols with Braille 

discretely placed on each (see the Figure 2.2). 

 

Figure 2.2: SOUNS literacy symbols 
 

SOUNS was designed primarily for infants and toddlers, but can be used for specific 

family and adult literacy projects. 

Erickson (2012) asserts that SOUNS promotes children’s visual, tactile and auditory 

perception, so much so that children explore symbols of letters in association with the 

sounds in their language for each symbol. According to Erickson (2012), SOUNS 

literacy validates the fact that the development of language and literacy go together, 

making it a robust tool for learning letter-sound associations. 

Evidence shows that no research has been conducted on this literacy programme. 

However, important data from parents and Grade R teachers’ observations of the 

programme appear in the USA and on the South African website 

(http://sounstalk.wordpress.com/tag/early-literacy). This information is presented in 

Table 2.1. 
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In 2012 to 2013, the Knysna Education Trust conducted a preliminary study using the 

SOUNS literacy programme in Grade R classrooms for Afrikaans- and isiXhosa-

speaking children. Twenty-two preschools participated in the survey. All the teachers 

and volunteers were trained. The children (aged between three and four years) were 

reported to have improved their literacy skills in the areas of letter-sound knowledge, 

word building, reading words and writing words at the end of the survey. Further 

investigation is still being conducted to collect data from teachers in the same area 

who are involved in the SOUNS literacy programme in Grade R children. The next 

paragraph discusses literacy programmes globally, followed by literacy programmes 

in South Africa. 

2.3.3  Literacy programmes focusing on phonemic awareness globally 

As South Africa struggles to make the provision of education effective, other countries 

are experiencing similar problems. In other countries, including the USA, Australia, 

New Zealand and the United Kingdom, some children are struggling to acquire literacy. 

It is a known fact that in preschool, children need daily exposure to high-quality 

learning programmes. It is also argued that before children can develop reading skills, 

teachers should first integrate phonemic awareness instruction into the curriculum. By 

the time they finish preschool, they will then be ready to enter the academic world and 

to learn to read and write (Brooks, 2014). 
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Table 2.2: Information on the SOUNS website, sources and assessments 

Website 
and date 

Place Assessment of the implementation of 
SOUNS 

Souns Talk 

Weblog: 19 

May 2013 

GET-SET Preschool 

in Colorado Springs, 

Colorado, USA 

Pre- and post-data were compared. Post-

data reveals that, at the end of the year, 

learners were able to sound out nine 

phonetic words.  

Souns Talk 

Weblog: 5 

May 2013  

Thomas Country 

Head Start 

The 2012 and 2013 results were compared 

and it was reported that leaners had 

developed letter-sound knowledge. 

Souns Talk 

Weblog: 26 

May 2013  

Piloted mid-year 

assessment for 

Grade R classroom in 

Mamelodi 

A first group of 35 learners implemented 

SOUNS literacy in their home language 

(Sepedi). A second group of 42 learners 

implemented SOUNS literacy in their 

second language (English). At the end of 

the year, learners were able to build and 

sound out words and apply letter-sound 

knowledge. 

 

Various countries have developed effective programmes to close this gap in early 

childhood learning or preschool, such as Easyread, Reading Recovery and others. 

These are discussed below and compared with the SOUNS programme. 

The Easyread system was developed by Oxford Learning Solutions. Key to this 

system is implementing synthetic phonics through guided phonemic reading. The 

objective was to improve the decoding skills of the learner using different and repeated 

decoding activities that bring to light a range of grapheme-phoneme relationships 

without following any instructions. The child is presented with familiar visual images 

on top of the line of wording to stand in for the phonemes in each word. 

Messer and Nash (as cited in Brooks, 2014) conducted studies in various schools in 

London to evaluate the effectiveness of Easyread in children who were experiencing 

challenges in literacy. About 53 children had Easyread tutorials (experimental group) 
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and 43 participants (the control group) did not receive Easyread tutorials, but 

continued with the regular classroom instructions. The findings were that there were 

improvements in reading accuracy in the experimental group. The long-term goal of 

this programme showed progress. 

Easyread is in line with the SOUNS literacy programme, because it presents visual 

images to represent the phonemes, which is a key characteristic of SOUNS . It also 

forges a link between phonemic awareness and phonic awareness. This 

interconnection sets the foundation for phonological awareness, which I discuss in 

Chapter 3. 

The Reading Recovery (RR) programme targets learners with learning problems in 

areas such as reading and writing skills. It was applied in New Zealand by Clay (2007). 

The objective of this programme was to prevent problems before they became evident. 

A specially trained teacher spent a minimum of 30 minutes a day to administer RR. 

The instructions included a sequence of actions, such as reading more than one book, 

one old and one recent. This way, learners were encouraged to monitor their own 

reading skills (Hurry and Sylva, 2007) 

Hurry and Sylva (2007:3) conducted a study to evaluate the effectiveness of RR. The 

before and after findings were measured. The RR group performed significantly better. 

However, when the same groups were followed up on after three years, the 

experimental group performed below the national reading norms. This implies that the 

long-term RR intervention did not prevent poor reading skills. The result proves that if 

learners are not provided with a strong foundation, such as phonemic awareness, to 

the same extent as other programmes, focusing on phonemic awareness (including 

SOUNS), they are likely to struggle later in their academic life. 

Subsequently, various studies were carried out in Africa (Trudell, Dowd, Piper and 

Bloch, 2012) by the Summer Institute of Linguistics International (SIL) in Africa, Save 

the Children, Research Triangle Institute International (RTI International) and Project 

of Alternative Education South Africa (PRAESA). A lot of the schools that took part in 

these studies were in rural areas with a low socio-economic status. The impact and 

the relevance of these programmes to the current study are discussed below. 

 

2.3.3.1 Save the Children’s Literacy Boost 
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Save the Children (an international non-governmental organisation (NGO)) developed 

an intervention called Literacy Boost. The aim was to aid the development of reading 

ability in early childhood. Literacy Boost uses learning areas that are essential in 

reading competence so that limitations in subjects such as letter awareness, phonemic 

awareness, vocabulary, reading fluency and comprehension could be identified. 

Teachers were trained to teach these skills. Various communities gathered together 

for reading engagement. Dowd and Mabeti (2011) conducted a study in Malawi and 

Mozambique to determine the effectiveness of Literacy Boost. Their finding was that 

Literacy Boost yielded a positive impact in all areas of learning. The core reading skills 

are relevant to those of SOUNS, including letter knowledge and phonemic awareness, 

and the programme supports the development of other reading skills such as 

vocabulary, reading fluency and comprehension in young children. 

2.3.3.2 Research Triangle Institute International 

RTI International, in partnership with other interested parties, developed the Early 

Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA). The objective was to target and identify the 

exact weaknesses in individual learners’ reading competence. The intervention was 

then planned accordingly. 

Piper (2010) argues that about 50 countries had implemented this tool since July 2011. 

Among these clients were 23 African counties According to the findings of Piper (2010) 

and Gove and Cvelich (2011), most of the schools that used EGRA, including schools 

in countries such as Kenya, Ethiopia and some countries in sub-Saharan Africa, found 

that 80% to 95% of children could not read one word of a simple story at the end of 

Grade 2. In addition, many learners were still learning the alphabet in Grade 3. This 

implied that many children did not benefit from alphabet learning in Grades R and 

Grade 2. Consequently, they struggled to identify simple letters in Grade 3. 

2.3.3.3 Summer Institute of Linguistics International, Africa Area 

Summer Institute of Linguistics International and Multilingual Education (MLE), 

working together with various partners, implemented MLE programmes in several 

African schools such as schools in Senegal, Cameroon, Ethiopia, Kenya and Burkina 

Faso. For the most part, these programmes focused on the development of language 

use in education in local communities. First, I will discuss SIL Kenya, followed by SIL 

Burkina Faso, SIL Cameroon, SIL Ethiopia, SIL Senegal and PRAESA. In each case, 
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I compare the results with the SOUNS literacy programme. In the map of Africa below, 

countries with white blocks show where various literacy programmes have been 

implemented (see Figure 2.3) 

SIL Kenya 

Graham (2010:19) and Schroeder (2004:18) conducted an experimental study in 

Kenya for preschool to Grade 3. The findings identified that academic outcomes were 

achieved in terms of classroom practices and the use of the home language. However, 

the long-term intervention results were not conclusive. 

SIL Burkina Faso 

Trudell and Konfe (2010) evaluated a one-year programme called Association 

Nationale pour la Traduction de la Bible et l'Alphabétisation (ANTBA) in Burkina Faso, 

targeting children aged between nine and 12 for Grade 1 to 3. These children had 

been excluded from the French language school system and were unable to register 

in Burkina Faso due to poor performance. The findings indicated that it was easier for 

these learners to read and write in their home language than in French, and they were 

also able to learn faster in their home language than when taught in French. Here 

again, it would be interesting to see the effect of the SOUNS literacy programme if 

implemented in a French classroom, because French also uses the Latin alphabet. 

SIL Cameroon 

Tadadjeu (1997) and Trudell (2005) evaluated Cameroonian languages using 

PROPELCA, which serves approximately 28 000 children in Cameroon. By 1995, 55 

primary schools and 10 secondary schools in 13 Cameroonian languages were using 

PROPELCA. The target area was Grade 1 to Grade 4. It was reported that, in the 

middle of the 2000s, PROPELCA began to decline due to lack of financial support and 

unreliable support from education authorities. However, after a long struggle, 

PROPELCA resurfaced, and SIL studies in communities in the Kom area showed 

positive results in reading, writing and general knowledge. It is not clear what was 

happening to the learners during the time when PROPELCA languished until it 

resurfaced. Once again, I need to point out that the developers of SOUNS provide 

teachers with training and teaching aids to assist teachers to augment regular 

classroom lessons. It is also understood that teacher and caregiver training is usually 

conducted in poor areas free of charge. In South Africa, the SOUNS literacy 
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programme has been implemented mostly in communities where unemployment is 

rife, but learning in preschool, primary and high schools continue to operate. 

SIL Ethiopia 

SIL Ethiopia, together with other interested parties, including parents, teachers and 

NGOs, collectively work on the analysis and development of the alphabet and other 

material for educational use, including teacher training to improve early reading and 

spelling in younger children. Currently, SIL Ethiopia is working in some rural 

communities. However, it is not clear whether the programme is successful or not. 

This programme is similar to SOUNS literacy for the reason that it deals with alphabet 

development and teacher training as one of its core components. 

SIL Senegal 

Trudell and Klaas (2010) reported that SIL Senegal has been working together with 

several Senegalese community-based organisations to provide literacy programmes 

in the local language. These programmes are designed for adults and youths in the 

home languages of these communities. For about eight years, the Association pour le 

Développement de la Langue Saafi (Association for the Development of the Saafi 

Language (ADLAS)), which is one of the Senegalese partners, has been providing 

local-language literacy learning opportunities in informal education contexts, including 

a Saafi language preschool programme. 

Trudell and Klaas (2010) note that the Norwegian government agency NORAD and 

the Hewlett Foundation funded the programme, so it progressed in the direction of 

primary schools. Again, the results are not conclusive. The efforts of SIL Senegal are 

relevant to the present study, because it is a preschool programme and leaners are 

taught in their home language. This acknowledges the view that children learn better 

when teaching and learning is conducted in their home language (Trudell and Konfe, 

2010). 

It is evident that a literacy programme without a solid foundation in phonemic 

awareness has little impact on children’s learning to read and write. This is why 

sensory learning is the core source of learning. Preschool learners learn more by 

touching, seeing, smelling, testing and exploring than by just listening, as indicated by 

Chattin-McNichols (1992). These characteristics will be examined against the 

perspectives of teachers who are teaching the SOUNS literacy programme. 
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2.3.4 Literacy programmes focusing on phonemic awareness in South Africa 

In South Africa, many black learners are expected to learn in English or Afrikaans, 

which are their additional languages As a result, learners do not cope with the leaning 

of these languages. In addition, some black teachers who are not proficient in these 

languages cannot implement the method, despite being expected to apply it (Taylor 

and Taylor, 2013). As indicated in Chapter 1, various programmes have been 

developed to solve the problem. These ventures include the NGO programmes Centre 

for the Book, READ, the Molteno Project, ELRU, Project Literacy and other small 

projects, including the Amy Biehl Foundation’s Youth Reading Role Models, 

Masifunde Sonke, Bookeish, and the Parent and School’s Learning Club Project. 

However, there is no evidence that these programmes improve the reading, writing 

and learning skills of learners. 

2.3.4.1 Project for the Study of Alternative Education in South Africa, 
University of Cape Town 

Bloch (2002) and Bloch and Alexander (2003) conducted a qualitative research project 

in early literacy built on previous research carried out in the Battswood Biliteracy 

Project in Cape Town. The aim was to help schools with the implementation of their 

language policy in Grade R to Grade 3 classes in four schools labelled “non-white” 

schools under apartheid. These schools included coloured and black learners. Other 

PRAESA colleagues looked at dual-medium teaching in Grade 4 to Grade 6 (Bloch, 

2002; Bloch and Alexander, 2003). Both programmes were carried out in support of a 

school language policy development. 

Teachers and parents were engaged in workshops helping them to explain their 

present language policy and to plan a new one based on the home language of the 

children. The direction of the change was therefore on the subject of a bilingual 

teaching system in each school. 

According to Bloch (2002) and Bloch and Alexander (2003), the project was not 

successful, because teachers were not adequately trained in teaching early childhood 

classes. The languages of teaching and learning, which were also the learners’ home 

languages, were isiXhosa and Afrikaans. This approach challenged the learners who 

were expected to learn and be taught in English as an additional language. In addition, 

teachers were not fluent in English. Therefore, they could not explain related concept 
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to learners in classrooms that offered limited reading material in English and in African 

languages. It was also reported that there were only English books in the library. As a 

result, there was a need to continue with workshops and monitoring to improve the 

situation. 

 

Figure 2.3: Map of Africa and countries where various literacy programmes are 
used 

2.4 Summary 

In this chapter, various South African and international literacy programmes were discussed. 

The findings of various studies explored in the literature review were compared, and gaps 

were identified. South Africa still needs an effective programme that can bring about a change 

in early childhood teaching. I recommend further research on the assessment of the SOUNS 

literacy programme to determine its effect on the achievement of reading and writing skills in 

younger children. The next chapter reviews the three core concepts of the research topic and 

how these core concepts relate to the SOUNS literacy programme.  
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Chapter 3: Literature review of the three core concepts 

3.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I discuss the core concepts of the study: phonemic awareness, phonic 

awareness, phonological awareness, language teaching approach and the 

relationship between the core concepts. Emphasis falls on phonemic awareness as it 

relates directly to the SOUNS literacy programme. First, I discuss phonemic 

awareness as a fundamental concept. 

3.2 Phonemic awareness as a fundamental concept in literacy and language 
development skills 

Phonemic awareness is a term used to explain the building block of a language that 

is necessary to develop reading and writing skills. However, various authors explained 

this term in different ways. Ball and Blachman (1991) and Yopp (1992) argue that 

phonemic awareness is the understanding that each spoken word consists of a 

sequence of separate sounds known as phonemes. Carroll, Gillon and McNeill (2015) 

remarked that phonemic awareness is one of the effective assessors of early reading 

success. In other words, it is imperative that learners know how sounds in syllables 

and words work before beginning to read and write. Generally, learners with a bare 

minimum phonemic awareness every so often encounter challenges in developing 

reading and writing skills. Hence, phonemic awareness centres on the identification 

and execution of the specific sounds that make up spoken words. For this reason, it is 

suggested that the reason why some children have special needs related to reading 

is often that they lack appropriate phonemic awareness and skills (Carroll, et al., 

2015:11). Therefore, this concept is fundamental to the study under investigation. 

Next, I explain the language of teaching. 

3.3 Language of teaching approach 

 Aykut (2008:3) remarks that language consists of four skills: reading, listening, 

speaking and writing. These integrated skills comprise sub-skills, and are learnt 

unconnectedly despite the fact that they work in a cohesive way. This implies that 

learners need to acquire receptive language skills and expressive language skills. 

Receptive language skills are listening and writing skills, while expressive language 

skills are reading and speaking skills. These skills are essential for learning. 
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There are several language teaching approaches, such as the communicative 

approach (interacting with other people), the lexical approach (grammar and 

vocabulary, including listening and reading, the task-based approach (focusing on 

learners doing a task) and the blended learning approach (face-to-face with the 

teacher) (Kennedy et al., 2012). For the purpose of this research study, I selected the 

teacher-directed approach and the child-initiated approach because they are relevant 

to this study and supported the conceptual framework of MacNaughton (2003). This 

points to the fact that the teacher-directed approach, aligned with the conforming 

perspective, empowers the teacher to employ ways of constructing a curriculum for 

teaching learners language skills. The teacher also encourages learners to participate 

in activities such as running, talking, clapping hands and rhyming songs. 

The child-initiated approach concurs with the reforming perspective because it has to 

do with free play, whereby language is embedded in the play activities and stimulates 

social interaction among learners (MacNaughton, 2003). It also acknowledges play as 

one of the most effective ways of promoting language learning. 

Another approach to increase a learner’s vocabulary is the book reading approach, 

which includes storytelling and reading to other learners (Kennedy et al., 2012) 

Much of the current literature has attempted to explain phonemic awareness and how 

it impacts on listening and writing (receptive language) and reading and writing 

(expressive language) development skills. Yopp and Yopp (2000) reached a decision 

that phonemic awareness is the sense that verbal language consists of a chain of 

phonemes, which are the smallest unit of spoken language. This notion was supported 

by Chappell, Stephens, Kinnison and Pettigrew (2009), who emphasised that 

phonemic awareness is a point of departure when teaching pre-reading. They claim 

that the main focus is on phonemes in which the units of sound correspond to the 

letters of the alphabet. This implies that a learner must understand the association 

between the individual sound and the letters. 

These approaches led Thompson and Vaughn (2007) to conclude that phonemic 

awareness is an auditory activity. They use examples such as the identification of 

phonemes in a series, followed by the manipulation of sound in the form of the addition, 

substitution or omission of a sound, blending sound into words and the segmentation 

of words as a sequence of sounds. 
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The results obtained by the National Reading Panel (2000a) concluded that teaching 

children to organise phonemes into words was substantially successful within all the 

literacy ranges and endings. Yopp and Yopp (2000) agreed and further recommended 

that phonemic awareness should be taught orally without a written text. They also 

suggest that learners under five years of age may possibly develop phonemic 

awareness. In spite of this, Yopp and Yopp (2000) draw attention to the fact that 

children five years and older may blend spoken and written language. These findings 

concur with the results of SOUNS literacy teaching from Souns Talk Weblog (2015b) 

in that some mothers and caregivers reported that they used SOUNS with their 18-

month-old toddlers. According to these caregivers, the infants, who were taught 

phonemic awareness at the one-word level to stimulate their receptive and expressive 

language, progressed well. 

Gillon (2005) states that teaching phonemic awareness to children from the age of 

three years improves literacy skills and that the results are far-reaching. These findings 

are confirmed by studies conducted by Tyler, Gillon, Macrac and Johnson (2011) on 

small groups of two to four children in the clinical setting of speech and language 

pathologists who focus on phonemic awareness skills and letter-sound skills. These 

critics conclude that preschool children with speech impairments who received 

treatment showed improvement at the phoneme level when compared with their peers 

who did not receive treatment. 

Mather and Wendling (2012) show that the phonemic awareness instruction of young 

children leads to gains in phoneme segmentation, letter-sound reading and spelling. 

Hence, they also recommend that future research on phonemic awareness should 

include longitudinal data to determine the development of reading skills to prepare 

learners for future learning. 

Recording the consequences of the absence of phonemic skills, Fambro (2011) 

remarks that children who were not taught phonemic awareness in the early preschool 

years may experience the kind of reading difficulties that would have to be redressed 

in exclusive education classes for therapy. On the other hand, Konza (2011) notes 

that phonemic awareness instruction is not an all-inclusive reading programme, and 

that it does not substantiate that each and every learner trained in phonemic 

awareness will acquire sound reading and writing skills. This is why Konza (2011) 
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observes that phonemic awareness may offer younger children a starting point for 

developing independent reading, writing and spelling abilities. By and large, the 

success of any reading programme will be subject to the extent and effectiveness of 

the entire reading ability, as well as the time spent and variety of learners in the 

classroom. 

In the literature on phonemic awareness, three terms regularly crop up: phonological 

awareness, phonic awareness and phonemic awareness. While Konza (2011) 

confirms that these terms are somewhat confusing, Yopp and Yopp (2000) make it 

clear that they are not the same. Hu (2000) remarks that phonemic awareness 

emphasises the management of individual sounds that build up spoken words, while 

phonic awareness highlights the relationship between letters in written language and 

spoken language. In addition, phonological awareness refers to the capability to pay 

attention to and control the sound formation of language. I agree with Konza (2011), 

Yopp and Yopp (2000) and Hu (2000), and use Figure 3.1 to illustrate the connection 

between phonemic awareness, phonic awareness and phonological awareness in this 

study. 

3.4 Relationship between the core concepts 

As discussed earlier, this study emphasises phonemic awareness as the fundamental 

concept. However, phonic awareness and phonological awareness are included, as 

the learner’s reading skills are acquired in a sequence of patterns, starting with 

phonemic awareness, followed by phonic awareness and then phonological 

awareness (National Reading Panel, 2000a). This section addresses this complex 

relationship. 

Duncan, Castro, Defior, Seymour, Baillie, Leybaert et al. (2013) disagree with the 

National Reading Panel (2000a), arguing that phonological awareness cannot develop 

in a fixed sequence. By contrast, I adopt the sequence as discussed by the National 

Reading Panel (2000a) and present the relationship between phonemic, phonic and 

phonological awareness, as shown in Figure 3.1. 
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Figure 3.1: Relationship between phonemic, phonic and phonological 
awareness 

 

3.4.1. Phonemic awareness 

Konza (2011) presents phonemic awareness as a part of phonological awareness and 

the essential part of phonological awareness for the enhancement of speaking and 

writing. 

Importantly, the emphasis is on separating individual sounds to form words 

(Armbruster et al., 2003). These authors also believe that phonemes are the segments 

of sound that make words carry great weight in different stances, and that it is essential 

for learners to learn alphabetic rules. 

The inner circle in Figure 3.1 represents phonemic awareness as a starting point and 

foundation for reading development. Studies by Adams (1990) and Snow, Burns and 

Griffin (1998) note that phonemic awareness plays a vital role in forming the foundation 

of reading development. For this reason, phonemic awareness remains the first strand 

in the scaffold of reading. By developing phonemic awareness, learners acquire the 

capability to pay attention and deploy phonemes, which are the smaller part of a 

spoken language (Snow et al., 1998:4). 

Krashen (2014) challenges the notion that phonemic awareness is a requirement in 

learning to read. He argues that phonemic awareness inspires the individual’s ability 

to read, but cannot initiate reading. According to Krashen (2014), initially, the 

fundamental attribute of phonemic awareness emerges at the stage when learning to 

1. Phonemic 
awareness 

2. Phonic 
awareness 

3.Phonological 
awareness 
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read kicks off. In support of this argument, Krashen (2014) conducted an informal 

research project. In this venture, participants were asked to perform the classic 

phonemic awareness test to delete the /t/ sound in the initial consonant from the word 

/tin/ to sound in and in the medial position deleting the /p/ sound from the word /spin/ 

to sound as sin. 

From this venture, Krashen (2014) concluded that it was evident that, for the 

participants to complete the above task, they first had to think about the word (spell 

the word perspicaciously in their thoughts, and then remove the /p/ sound and 

articulate the remaining word, which is spin. He resolved that these activities confirmed 

that the ability to do complex phonemic awareness tasks depends on the individual’s 

ability to read. Therefore, phonemic awareness need not be taught for the reason that 

it is not essential in learning to read. On the contrary, learners who developed 

phonemic awareness did so from when they learnt to read. 

In addition, Krashen and Hastings (2011) concluded that there was no evidence to 

show that phonemic awareness training improved reading comprehension in a second 

language. This was earlier mooted in a study conducted by Troia (1999), which 

revealed a number of shortcomings of phonemic awareness. However, his 

conclusions did not undermine the fact that the effectiveness of phonemic awareness 

instructions may succour learners to achieve learning to read. 

Despite these imperfections of phonemic awareness, Yeager (2014) argues that when 

children work with phonemes in words, they are organising the phonemes. Besides, 

Yeager (2014) takes into account the fact that, within phonemic awareness, there are 

segments of phonemes that play a part in the manipulation of phonemes. This is 

shown in such instances as blending or joining together phonemes to make words, 

segmenting or splitting up words into phonemes, deleting or omitting phonemes from 

words, adding phonemes to words or substituting one phoneme for another to create 

a new word. The characteristics of the SOUNS literacy programme are user friendly 

and may succour learners to achieve learning to read and write. 

The above segments are discussed briefly in the next paragraphs. 

With regard to phonemic blending, Armbruster, Lehr and Osborn (2001) conclude that 

it is useful for learners when they combine individual phonemes to form words, and 

that, in this way, learners join the phonemes. In addition, blending phonemes occurs 
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when learners combine the initial sound of a word. This is shown, for instance, in the 

initial sound of the word /sun/ is /s/, the initial sound of /pen/ is /p/. Yeager (2014:5) 

stresses the fact that blending phonemes facilitates rhymes, which is the part of a 

word that takes the vowel and all that follows it. The rhyming words, such as dock, 

clock and pick, stock, could be used as examples for teaching learners to read 

(Armbruster et al., 2003). 

According to Yeager (2014), this act can also transpire when learners separate words 

into syllables and syllables into onsets and rhymes. Children who separate or divide 

words into phonemes engage in the process of segmenting. 

Hanzl (2014) argues that phoneme segmentation helps learners acquire spelling skills. 

In demonstration of this achievement, learners break the target words into smaller 

pieces such as the segmentation of the word /banana/ into ba/na/na. Moustafa (1998) 

concurs with Hanzl and adds that segmenting words into syllables is an alternative 

approach, which can be used to help learners build phonological skills. Ehri, Nunes, 

Stahl and Willows (2001), Ericson and Juliebo, (1998) and Yopp and Yopp (2000) 

assert that early learners lay concrete foundations for specific tasks, such as 

segmentation, blending and letter-sound correspondences. Booker (2013) asserts 

that, in order for a learner to read, they must first understand the different letter sounds 

of speech and the corresponding visual symbols (graphemes). This implies that the 

learner must be able to recognise the different sounds in a given word and then match 

the sounds with the symbol, for example ask a leaner to say a word (ball) and then 

show the picture of the object (a ball). 

In connection with phoneme isolation, the identification of sounds is about learners 

acquiring skills to recognise the separate phonemes in words. Konza (2011) remarks 

that the first phoneme in a syllable is the easiest to identify, while, the middle phoneme 

and the final phoneme are difficult (for example, the first sound in man is /m/, and the 

middle sound in cup is /u/, and the last sound in duck is /k/). 

Good and Kaminski (2002) developed a reading assessment tool called the Dynamic 

Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELScan). It was reported to be useful 

when used as an alternative device to help teachers spot reading difficulties before 

the learner enters school. They suggested that teachers should use this tool to assess 

areas that are related to reading and phonemic awareness. 
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3.4.1.1 Facilitating phonemic awareness 

Hesketh, Dima and Nelson (2007) report a study that investigated whether it was 

possible to teach phonemic awareness skills to learners with a speech disorder 

beginning to read. In this study, a randomised controlled trial design was used that 

included 42 children who were between four and four-and-a-half years old. These 

critics conclude that learners achieved better skills in the area of phoneme isolation. 

Other skills, such as phoneme addition, phoneme deletion and word segmentation, 

showed limited improvement. The deduction is that, where phonemic awareness is 

taught to learners with speech disorders, skills might vary, depending on their stage 

of development and their mental abilities. The inferences are also that phonemic 

awareness can be taught to pre-literate children. It was recommended to the parents 

to participate in phonemic teaching as a way to facilitate quicker learning. 

The No Child Left Behind Act (US Department of Education, 2001) states that 

phonemic awareness should be included in a preschool programme. The evidence 

gathered in this study shows that direct instruction, even before the child enters 

preschool, can lead to successful language development. Furthermore, it is argued 

that early language development should be entrusted to parents. The studies of Yen 

and Connell (2008), on the other hand, suggest that a regular approach may be time 

consuming and less effective than basic instruction in phoneme segmentation and 

blending activities. 

Other studies, such as those of Armbruster et al. (2001), the US Department of 

Education (2002) and Ehri et al. (2001a) have found that learners who received explicit 

instructions in phonemic awareness showed evidence of major progress in their 

reading and spelling abilities. The findings of the National Reading Panel (2000a) also 

shows that when phonemic awareness instruction is explicit and systematic, the 

identification of sound in the initial and final position becomes easier than the 

recognition of phonemes positioned medially. This implies that learners who learn 

English as a second language are able to catch up with their peers who are first-

language speakers with regard to word identification and spelling (Geva and Siegel, 

2000). They add that, in most cases, phonemic awareness instruction, together with 

letter identification, is usually effective in small groups to aid the transfer of the reading 

skills. 
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In a study conducted by Ukrainetz, Cooney, Dyer, Kysar and Harris (2000), learners 

aged between five and six years were selected to participate in a small group and 

were seen three times a week for seven weeks. In each session, four tasks were 

introduced, including sound identification in the initial and the final position, sound 

segmentation and deletion. Results showed positive effects on sound identification in 

the initial position and the final position, sound segmentation and deletion. This implies 

that when the treatment group was compared with the non-treatment group, there was 

a significant gain in both the treatment group as a whole and children with lower 

literacy levels. However, the long-term effect of this study was not discussed. 

It is understood that, in the initial phase of learning to read, preschool children rely on 

repetitive words, which are related to written letters with oral language blended into 

one. Therefore, if children have not acquired skills, and are unable to organise units 

of sounds into word, it will be difficult to learn identification (Geva and Siegel, 2000). 

Learners’ capability to reflect on the sounds in verbal words (phonemic segmentation) 

is essential and precisely related to spelling ability. The skill to merge sounds to form 

verbal words (phonemic blending) is imperative, as its value is associated with the 

achievement of reading skills. 

According to Schickedanz (1998), when learners develop writing skills spontaneously, 

teachers should not delay practical writing until all learners recognise the letters of the 

alphabet. However, studies in Yen and Connell (2008) argue that this spontaneous 

process may perhaps be time consuming and less effective. 

Similar reports by Armbruster et al. (2001), the US Department of Education (2002) 

and (Ehri et al., 2001a) on phonemic awareness support the notion that preschool 

learners who receive direct instruction in phonemic awareness show evidence of a 

significant growth in their reading and spelling skills. In this review, the findings in the 

report of the National Reading Panel (2000a) were discussed. The objectives of their 

studies were to explore the technical significance of the influence of reading instruction 

and spelling development.  

A meta-analysis was implemented to analyse responses to enquiries such as: Is 

phonemic awareness instruction effective in helping children learn to read? Under 

what circumstances and for which children is it most effective? Were studies designed 
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appropriately to yield scientifically valid findings showing its effectiveness? What does 

a careful analysis of the findings reveal? How applicable are these findings to 

classroom practice? (National Reading Panel, 2000a:2). 

According to the National Reading Panel (2000a), it was evident that phonemic 

awareness teaching is appropriate and can be taught in different languages and to 

diverse learners. In this way, learners learn to manipulate sounds, which helps them 

acquire reading skills. Thus, the impact becomes great when children receive both 

focused and explicit instructions, such as identifying words and sounding out a word. 

However, teaching segmenting and joining syllables of words at the same time may 

be confusing. It would add value to compare the conclusions of the above literature 

review with the experiences of teachers who have been using the SOUNS literacy 

programme, especially in a diverse country like South Africa, which has 11 official 

languages. 

3.4.1.2 Facilitating phonic awareness 

The middle circle in Figure 3.1 represents phonic awareness. “Phonic awareness is 

the relationship between individual sounds (phonemes) and the letters that represent 

them (graphemes)” (Konza, 2011:2). The term phonics is also often used to describe 

the teaching of letter-sound relationships. According to the National Reading Panel 

(2000a) and the Wright Group Literacy Equity Acceleration Differentiation (LEAD 21, 

as cited in National Reading Panel, 2000a:2), phonic awareness merges the sounds 

of a language, which are phonemes, and adhere to the perception that a word is built 

up of a series of separate sounds (phonemes). From this point of view, these authors 

emphasise the fact that an individual has knowledge of how to recognise and deploy 

those sounds in spoken words. As such, the alphabetic symbols (letters) are used to 

signify those sounds, such as in alphabet recognition. This involves letter shape 

recognition, letter name knowledge, letter-sound knowledge and rapid letter naming. 

Adams (1990) agreed and said that some researchers confused phonemic awareness 

with phonics, as discussed earlier in this chapter. I contend that these two concepts 

are not the same. Phonemic awareness is a precursor to using phonics. According to 

Adams (1990), phonics is not only about hearing a word and its production. It includes 

knowing the letters that stand for the phonemes, being able to recognise letters in 

print, and understanding what those letters stand for. Basically, Adams (1990) agreed 
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that phonemic awareness was based on words, whereas phonics was characterised 

by print (symbols). 

For that reason, the key point in learning phonic awareness is the understanding of 

the alphabetic principle. This implies that the sounds we hear in words in a Latin 

alphabet language can be represented by written symbols. According to Walsh (2009), 

in order to read, learners must be able to look at a printed symbol and associate it with 

the sound and its meaning. For successful reading, a learner needs the ability to 

decode, and this means that they should be able to hear the sound and understand 

what symbol (letter) to write to represent that sound. Once this skill has been acquired, 

the learner is on the way to understanding the alphabetic principle (Adam, 1990). 

Krashan (2014) also describes phonics as the study of the rules relating sounds to 

spelling. In addition, Walsh (2009: 216) remarks that phonics refers to “matching 

sounds to letters in written words to decode or encode words”. Hu (2000) points out 

that the success of phonics instruction depends on the progression and development 

of phonemic awareness. Most importantly, the aim of phonics training is to 

demonstrate to learners the approach to reading and writing words, since there are 

many ways of reading, such as silent and expressive reading (Ehri, 1991), which 

requires knowledge of the alphabetic system. 

The fundamental objectives of training learners is therefore to enhance their 

understanding of phonic awareness and assist them to figure out how to print naturally. 

This requires a learner to know the alphabetic principle in order to apply phonic skills. 

Phonic awareness may help learners to understand the principle underlying the 

alphabet code (Hu, 2000). 

Various studies have shown that alphabet recognition, such as the name of letters 

(ABCs), has been used as a guide for future reading success (Snow et al., 1998). This 

is supported by Bryant, MacLean and Bradley (1990), who confirm that learners who 

lack knowledge of letter naming tend to experience difficulties with some structures 

that are related to reading, writing and spelling. 

Lyon (1997) argues that knowing how to learn letter names empowers the learners to 

comprehend the alphabetic code and enables them to recognise the relationship 

between the letters. Scott and Ehri (1990) support Lyon’s contention by showing that 

young learners turn out to be efficient in forming letter-sound associations. This 
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competence is demonstrated when learners use the opportunity to take hold of the 

phonetic signals that the letters postulate. Thus, Juel (1991) emphasises that the 

awareness of the letter-sound relationship turns out to be a requirement for acquiring 

successful word identification. 

It is believed that understanding phonics can aid learners who experience reading and 

spelling difficulties. We all know that languages that use the Latin alphabet (which 

includes English and African languages) are based on the alphabetic principle. 

Therefore, it is imperative for a South African learner to learn this principle and use it 

as a tool when learning to read various languages. From the Foundation Phase, 

learners should be able to understand the connection between phonemes and 

alphabetic symbols, so that they can match these sounds and symbols and crack the 

code. It is also believed that when learners master this code, printing processes will 

emerge naturally. Therefore, teachers should assist learners to acquire this skill. 

There is a general agreement that systematic phonics instruction plays a part in 

promoting early reading (Erhi et al., 2001a). By contrast, National Early Literacy Panel 

(2008), Dombey (2010), and Pearson and Hiebert (2010) argue that there is no single 

method of teaching phonic awareness. Some countries, such as the USA and 

Australia, have opted to implement the systematic synthetic phonics approach to early 

reading instruction, as it is thought to be essential for literacy, and because it uses 

alphabetic symbols for writing (Ehri et al., 2001a; National Reading Panel, 2001a). 

The conclusion of the National Reading Panel (2001a) and Ehri (2000) is that 

systematic instruction in phonic awareness is fundamental for learning to read in view 

of the fact that the writing systems used in English and all 11 South African language 

use the Latin alphabet. It will be difficult for preschool learners to become skilled 

readers if they have not acquired an understanding of the principles of phonic 

awareness lessons. It is postulated that single letters and blending of letters in the 

spelling of graphemes represent the smallest units of sound and the sounding out of 

words, referred to as phonemes. During regular phonic awareness lessons, preschool 

learners acquire skills by associating graphemes with phonemes, and this ensures 

that they are able to comprehend how to spell words. Moreover, regular phonic 

awareness instruction helps learners improve their phonemic awareness and skills to 
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analyse and manipulate phonemes in speech such as how to break the spoken word 

peach into phonemes, or to blend the c/u/p,, into the word, ‘cup’ (Ehri, 2000). 

The report of the National Reading Panel (2001a), Ehri (2000) and Owens (2012) 

remark that English is a complex language; more so in writing and speaking than in 

some other languages, and that second-language learners, in particular, find it difficult 

to learn. Therefore, systematic phonic awareness instruction is significant, as, without 

it, children struggle to understand the system on their own. 

 Studies such as the National Reading Panel (2001a) and Ehri (2000), for example, 

argue that the introduction of phonic awareness should begin after learners have 

gained alphabet skills such as letters (consonant and vowels). Preschool learners 

should have mastered consonant sounds and various phonemic awareness tasks. 

Consonants are heard and can easily be identified and differentiated. Hence, the first 

phonic awareness lessons in preschool are focused on consonant sounds (Ehri, 

2000). 

In preschool programmes, the phonic awareness elements are the consonant sounds 

and the short vowel sounds. These elements must be introduced to learners before 

any new elements. For example, the National Reading Panel (2001a) and Ehri (2000) 

suggest that learners should be skilled in connecting sounds (phonemes) and letters 

and also in detecting and blending different letter sounds and letter associations to 

make a word. An example of such connecting of sounds is where the letters, d/o/g, 

are articulated as /dog/. Furthermore, teaching must be planned in such a way that 

one starts with the simplest sounds and progresses all the way through to the most 

complex. 

Ehri (2000) recommends that learners should apply phonic knowledge and skills at all 

costs, as such knowledge is essential and is their first line of techniques for reading 

and spelling. This is so, despite the fact that teaching a word is not entirely teaching 

reading, but that it is perceived as part of a body of knowledge and skills about how 

the alphabet works and how it should be taught. 

Various studies (Adams, 1990; Snow et al., 1998; National Reading Panel, 2000a) 

state that, as learners acquire alphabet knowledge, phonetic skills should be 

introduced, including consonant sounds and short vowels such as /a/ in cat/mat, 

because they are easily audible and recognised. It was also found that consonants 
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such as the bilabial sounds /m /b/ /p/, labiodental /d/ and /t/, fricatives /s, /h/ and /sh/ 

can be a powerful tool for reading success. Further, suggestions are that teachers 

should not introduce new consonants and vowels before the learner understands the 

preceding ones. 

In another study by Graves, Juel and Graves (2007), it was revealed that, in the 

beginning, learners acquire positive knowledge of phonics, and that this is significant 

when learners show skills that correlate with reading from decodable texts (LEAD21, 

as cited in National Reading Panel, 2001a:2). This implies that learners were able to 

remember what they had been taught (Hoffman, Roser, Salas, Patterson & 

Pennington, 2001). 

The National Reading Panel (2001a) notes that phonic awareness teaching provides 

learners with the opportunity to apply their understanding of alphabetical skills to spell 

words. In so doing, the report continues, learners are equipped with more knowledge 

and are able to remember (decode) words. Learners are also able to identify and apply 

sound-symbol relationships, since phonic awareness and spelling are associated with 

each other. Also in this report, it is stressed that, in order for the learner to succeed, 

phonics teaching should begin with simple elements, and should gradually move to 

the more complex elements. In this way, a learner is enabled to become a competent 

reader. 

It is believed that, on the road towards becoming efficient in reading and writing, 

learners have to understand other structures of the language, which include 

recognising patterns by reading and writing words that follow rules. These are 

grammar rules applicable to both oral and written language. In this way, learners can 

gain skills in understanding the shapes and names of all upper and lower case letters, 

as well as the major grapheme-phoneme correspondences. 

Reports by Ehri et al. (2001a) and the National Reading Panel (2000a) reflect that 

learners who learn through systematic phonics instruction read effectively. In addition, 

results show that when phonic awareness is taught, reading skills improve in the early 

grades and throughout schooling, even when other methods were used. This implies 

that systematic phonics instruction sets the foundation for learners to use rules in 

advanced grades. 
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Research shows that learners will not apply their alphabetic knowledge if they do not 

use it to read and write (Graves et al., 2007). According to these authors, it is pointless 

if learners spend more time studying letter-sound correspondences every morning, 

and soon change to reading and writing instruction without integration into the phonic 

awareness lessons. The best phonic awareness programme is one that deliberately 

incorporates reading and writing instruction. Existing literature (RCPE, 2012) confirms 

that the SOUNS literacy programme should be held for 30 minutes every morning 

before lessons on the four language skills are presented, and should be integrated 

into other lessons. 

Ehri et al. (2001a) also suggest that phonics instruction should ideally be used in 

conjunction with other forms of reading instruction in order to achieve the greatest 

impact. If phonic awareness instruction is introduced after learners had already 

acquired some reading skills, it may be difficult to change the ways in which the 

learners read, because the instructor would be required to change what the learner 

has already been taught. In other words, learners may have skipped the Foundation 

Phase stage of acquiring letter knowledge (phonemic awareness). Ehri et al. (2001a) 

remark that, in order to put learners on the right path, teachers should guide them in 

changing their reading habits. Then the challenge would be that teachers need to be 

able to identify and know how to deal with learners who are inclined to guess words 

based on context and minimal letter cues, getting them to slow down and to examine 

the spelling of words more fully when they read them, as suggested by Ehri et al. 

(2001a). 

This means that using phonic awareness instruction as a form of remedial intervention 

may be harder than teaching phonic awareness at the earliest point to prevent reading 

difficulties (Ehri et al., 2001a). Looking at the South African context, this may be the 

reason why most learners find it difficult to change their reading habits if they have 

jumped the Foundation Phase (phonemic awareness) or had teachers who lacked the 

necessary teaching skills. 

Teachers need to understand how to adapt instruction for learners who cannot keep 

up and how to scaffold lessons to solve their problems (Ehri et al., 2001a; National 

Reading Panel Report, 2000a). These sources also show that the job of teaching 

reading effectively to classrooms of learners requires a high degree of professional 
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competence. While this is true in general terms, the RCPE (2012) found that, in 

schools that use the SOUNS literacy programme as a teaching method, most of the 

teachers who are not highly qualified are nevertheless able to get positive results by 

means of the SOUNS programme in different languages. Similarly, mothers and 

caregivers who are not qualified also report positive results. In the next paragraphs, I 

discuss the final stage of this study, namely phonological awareness, which is 

sometimes used as an umbrella term in learning to read and write. 

3.4.2 Facilitating phonological awareness 

This section reviews the facilitation of auditory, visual and tactile processing, and how 

the human brain works during the learning process. As I have noted, Figure 3.1 draw 

attention to phonological awareness as the outer circle. 

According to Wagner, Torgersen, Laughon, Simmons and Rashotte (1993), Catts and 

Kamhi (2005) and Gillon, (2004), phonological awareness is a comprehensive and 

bigger phonological processing system used for language and hearing, and that 

phonological awareness varies from other phonological abilities, since it has to do with 

awareness and reflection on language structures. In addition, phonological awareness 

involves the recognition and deployment of sounds at three levels of sound structure: 

syllables, onsets and rhymes, and phonemes. Awareness of these sounds is 

established through different tasks. These tasks share similar basic conditions. These 

roles have to be performed on the sound. To carry out these tasks, an individual is 

required to be aware of the units of sound. It is important to note that early phonological 

awareness happens at the level of words and syllables Gillon (2004). 

Various researchers, such as Schuele and Boudreau (in Martin, 2011), conclude that 

phonological awareness should be considered a general term that encompasses a 

variety of skills, including phonemic awareness, which is considered to be an 

individual’s skill to organise separate sounds or phonemes of a given language. This 

implies that children develop phonological awareness by listening in the same way as 

when they develop phonic awareness and that phonics requires preschool learners to 

be able to know how to pair letters with sounds and be efficient in learning the rules of 

spelling. This entails that phonics can help children connect letters with sounds, break 
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words into sounds and blend sounds into words. This can be done by following the 

rules. In addition, the learner can apply this knowledge to read and write words. 

In support of these concepts (phonemic, phonic and phonological awareness), I focus 

attention on the link between these three concepts and why phonological awareness 

is perceived as an umbrella term. As discussed earlier, phonemic awareness is 

regarded as a part of phonological awareness that focuses on identifying and 

deploying phonemes, which bring into being the units of sound. This is possible 

because of the way the brain functions. Brain studies confirm that human beings are 

able to produce many verbal sounds in various languages, the production of which 

occurs as an individual gains skills to manipulate and distinguish these phonemes 

throughout as they are used in words. This is called phonemic awareness. Owens 

(2012) adds that each spoken language in the world contains specific phonemes. For 

instance, various researchers agree that English has 45 phonemes, 21 vowels and 24 

consonants. English speakers have no problem recognising variations in words such 

as /p/ sounds produced in the initial position as in /pop, medial as in /opt/ and final 

position as in /top/. There are rules that explain how and which sounds can be used in 

various positions in words (phonic awareness). Owens (2012) says that, in English, it 

is incorrect to use (ng) at the beginning of a word. Also, /tn/ cannot be found back to 

back in the same syllable. The word “stews” is acceptable, but “sdew” is not, because 

English words cannot begin with /sd/. This implies that phonemes are classified by the 

way they are perceived (sound) and by the way they are produced (Owens, 2012). 

In practice, second-language learners may experience difficulties in learning language 

rules, especially in South Africa, where they are exposed to 11 official languages, 

which are also languages of learning and teaching. This requires extensive 

intervention. The SOUNS literacy programme aims to close the gap by introducing 

easy steps to help teachers, caregivers and parents teach phonemic awareness early, 

helping learners understand letter-sound relationship, which is the basis of literacy. 

Neurolinguistics believes that phonemic skills develop naturally as humans learn 

through talking and listening to other speakers of their language, particularly during 

the early period of four to six years. This contention is supported by various studies. 

In these studies, the argument is that the four main areas in the brain that are key 

points in learning, including auditory, sensory, visual and kinaesthetic perception, are 
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controlled in the central nervous system and are supposed to be integral. They are co-

articulated (Shankweiler, 2012). However, research holds that the underlying principle 

is that any tasks that involve the operation of phonemes may require image on abstract 

portrayals. This is because phonemes produced in speech are audible. However, 

Anthony and Lonigan (2004) disagree and maintain that syllables are capable of being 

heard, noticeable by changes in amplitude and rhymes, and may be perceived as 

indicated by the position in which their vowel sounds are produced. 

Tunmer and Rohl (1991) state that, in principle, the capability to indicate notably on 

phonemes, or phonemic awareness, is the skill that empowers a language user to 

think of and reflect on language. These skills develop during training, especially in the 

early years of learning. Hence, learning is dependent upon intact thinking and 

language development. 

Research shows that many learners who are experiencing leaning difficulties often 

have problems with speech, such as articulation. In other cases, cluster sounds of 

consonants and vowels that are pronounced rapidly are frequently used. For instance, 

the incorrect use of the word man for men is often used in the areas of phonological 

awareness and auditory processing. The difficulty experienced is due to the limited 

skill of the brain to sense acoustic inputs that drive slowly behind schedule of part of 

language use. As a result, the learner will have difficulties in discriminating changes in 

related sounds, as well as picking out grammatical errors in some contexts 

(Merzenich, 1990, cited in Brooks, 2014). This prompted Merzenich to develop a 

programme called “Fast for Word” (1990). The aim of this programme was to train 

learners in sound perception, using technology to regulate and enhance the production 

of the “fast” sounds. The results revealed that the regular use of this programme 

produces some improvement in sound production and a modification of the normal 

speed of speech. 

Studies conducted by Tallal, Miller, Bedi, Byma, Wang, Nagarajan et al. (1996) concur 

and state that learners who participate in a programme that augment auditory 

processing are likely to bring about a greater change in speech discrimination, 

language processing and grammatical comprehension than learners who are placed 

in a similar programme using regular speech production. Temple, Deutsch, Poldrack, 

Miller, Tallal, Merzenich and Gabrieli (2003) likewise, use Fast for Word for dyslexic 
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learners. They found that learners improved in word reading and comprehension. In 

contrast to SOUNS, when it is used for children with special needs, different stages 

present themselves in accordance with each child’s developmental year planner 

(RCPE, 2012). 

It is worth noting that other brain systems may lead to a condition known as the 

McGurk effect, which is a connection between hearing and vision in speech perception 

(Wright and Wareham, 2005:103). The McGurk effect is described as “a perceptual 

phenomenon that exhibits a link between auditory and visual perception, hearing and 

vision in speech perception” (Nath and Beauchamp, 2012:1). 

“The McGurk effect occurs when the auditory component of sounds is paired with the 

visual components of another sound, leading to the perception of the third sound. The 

visual information a person gets from seeing a person speak, for example, changes 

the way they hear the sound. This implies that if a person gets poor auditory quality 

but good quality visually, they may be more likely to experience the McGurk effect.” 

(Nath and Beauchamp, 2012:1). 

A study by Wright and Wareham (2005:103) brings to light that shifting visual 

information can change the perception of a spoken utterance. This indicates that the 

McGurk effect may have many effects in everyday perception, including syllables and 

words 

Wilson and Heiniger-White (2008) assert that learners with relative learning disorders 

exhibited with limited execution in visual, touch effect, auditory or vestibular (balance) 

systems, leading to poor attention, task avoidance, behavioural issues and self-

regulation. With regard to the touch effect, it is reported that this system has a direct 

impact on the organisation of letters. A learner is unable to see letters correctly, cannot 

perceive the sizes, shapes, writing and the physical response. In addition, the touch 

effect is directly involved with sorting and classifying skills, which improve language 

and comprehension. 

Phonics requires preschool learners to know how to pair letters with their related 

sounds and to be efficient in learning the rules of spelling. With these abilities, the 

memory can likely be improved, reading and writing words could be enhanced. 

Researchers agreed that phonological awareness is applied much more broadly than 

phonemic awareness. In some studies, these terms are used interchangeably, yet they 
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stand for different things and have different roles as children begin to read. The terms 

phonological awareness and phonemic awareness include recognising and stage 

managing bigger parts of spoken language, such as words and syllables, as well as 

phonemes (CIERA, 2001). 

Gillon (2004) argues that phonological awareness speaks about speech sounds only 

and has nothing to do with letters or spelling. Therefore, learners do not need to know 

the alphabet with the purpose of acquiring advanced phonological awareness of 

language. Phonological awareness is perceived as a hearing ability that is progressing 

all the way through a range of activities that expose learners to the sound structure of 

the language. It provides learners with grounding in recognising, identifying and 

manipulating sounds. For this reason, auditory skills develop more rapidly in children 

with normal hearing than in children with hearing disorders. Hence, the listening skill 

is set up as an essential element for the progress of phonological awareness. Kurtz 

(2010) concluded that the perception of listening generally develops first. 

This is confirmed by the theory of Lane (2010), which states that an individual hearing 

their own voice is a mental key to language knowledge and execution. The inability of 

most learners to read and write is due to the fact that these learners do not get 

feedback from their own voices. Suitable feedback from their own voice helps learners 

to progress, but lack of phonological awareness leads to dyslexia, which is a brain-

based disorder that makes it difficult to learn to read. Most individuals with dyslexia 

show evidence of normal cognitive abilities and sensory abilities (Anthony and Francis, 

2005). However, studies by Share and Stanovich (1995) and Wagner, Torgersen, 

Rashotte, Hecht, Barker, Burgess et al. (1997)  argue that the central problem of 

dyslexia is limited phonological awareness and related processing skills. This implies 

that readers need to see a combination of letters so as to associate the expected 

sounds with them, then to have a word read to them, hear the sounds and associate 

the appropriate letters with the sounds (Chapman, 2013). In the next paragraphs, I will 

briefly discuss syllables, onset and rhyme, and their effect on phonological awareness. 

The National Institute for Literacy, the National Early Literacy Panel, Shanahan and 

Lonigan (2009) define a syllable as a part of a word that contains a vowel or, in spoken 

language, a vowel sound (e.g., a-nimal, a-eroplane). The sub-groups generally include 

58 

 



 

segmentation, completion, identification and deletion, which are similar to those 

included in phonemic awareness. 

Bowey and Francis (1991) believe that onset and rhyme are successful focus points 

for phonological activities and a guide to encourage preschool learners to start reading 

and spelling. However, these activities must be arranged in such a way that they are 

interesting to learners. An onset is the first sound or vowel in a word, while a rhyme is 

the rest of the syllable. For instance, in the word bell, the /b/ is the onset and /ell/ is 

the rhyme (Adams, 1990; Shankweiler, 2012). 

This perspective has led some researchers to emphasise the fact that onset and 

rhyme may play a vital role in teaching learners who are struggling to read, since they 

tend to have somewhat limited phonological skills (Bowey, Cain and Ryan, 1992; 

Hulme and Snowing, 2011). In addition, research shows that most onsets in English 

are single consonants. For that reason, Bowey, et al. (1992) and Hulme and Snowing 

(2011) suggest that fast tracking the progress of learning when learners experience 

some difficulties in phonemic awareness is to be expected by way of emphasing 

onset/rhyme in word structure. 

Treiman (1991) and Bradley (1990) conclude that rhymes are in line with onset and 

that most children acquire such skills at a young stage of development. Spector (1995) 

supports this notion and perceives that focusing on onset and rhyme is suitable during 

the training of oral segmentation skills. Thus, Spector (1995) suggests that there are 

ways and means, such as splitting words into onset and rhyme, for learners who 

experience difficulties in segmenting complex syllables. 

This led Hu (2014) to assert that phonological awareness may develop in a sequence, 

and that a sequence may begin with an awareness of words as the building block of 

assessment and then advance to the awareness that words can distribute certain 

ending properties (rhyme). According to Hu (2014), words can be separated into 

syllables and then into sub-syllabic elements such as onsets and rhymes with 

beginning, final and medial properties. Subsequently, coming up to phonemics 

awareness, which is essential for an assessment for reading; then a developmental 

sequence, which involves changing from establishing know-how to producing 

occurrences so that one can select relevant pairs of words that rhyme when presented 

verbally; and finally a higher level where one can produce examples. 
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However, in all off this, Lindamood (1994) emphasises that these processes need to 

be taught, since they do not develop spontaneously. 

Based on the relationship illustrated in Figure 3.1, justification is provided of why 

phonological awareness is called an umbrella term in phonological processes. The 

fact is that it is developed in a manner that is comparable across languages. It gets 

underway from all-inclusive units to smaller units of sound, from phrases to syllables, 

then to onsets, syllables and rhymes, and ends with phonemes (Martin, 2011). 

3.5 Summary 

In brief, this chapter reviewed relevant existing literature. The main focus was on the 

three main components of early reading and writing: phonemic awareness, phonic 

awareness and phonological awareness. I also took another look at the relationship 

and the link between these concepts. Furthermore, various terms related to these 

concepts were explored. As I have shown, in this chapter, the line of reasoning is on 

phonemic awareness. On the whole, phonemic awareness is a term used to explain 

the building block of a language, which is necessary for reading and writing skills. 

However, various authors explained this term in different ways. Ball and Blachman 

(1991) and Yopp, (1992) argue that phonemic awareness is the perception that each 

verbal word comprises of chains of separate sounds understood as phonemes. Carroll 

et al. (2015) remark that phonemic awareness is one of the intense forward planners 

of early reading achievement. In other words, it is imperative that learners know how 

sounds in syllables and words work before beginning to read and write. Generally, 

learners with a bare minimum of phonemic awareness every so often encounter 

challenges in developing reading and writing skills. Hence, phonemic awareness 

focuses on the identification and administration of the separate sounds that make up 

verbal words. For this reason, it is suggested that the reason why some children have 

special needs related to reading is often that they lack appropriate phonemic 

awareness and skills (Carroll et al., 2015). Therefore, this concept is fundamental to 

the study under investigation. In the next chapter, I explain the research methodology 

and the process selected for this study. 
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Chapter 4: Research methodology 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter discusses the research methodology underpinning this research study. I 

have chosen the interpretive paradigm for the study and used qualitative research. 

This chapter also considers the research methods. Also receiving priority are the 

strategies, instruments, and data collection and analysis methods, and how I have 

used them. 

4.2 Paradigmatic perspective   

4.2.1 Interpretive approach 

Interpretive researchers such as De Vos and Strydom (2011:309) believe that “reality 

involves an individual’s subjective knowledge of the internal humanity”. In support, 

Burrell and Morgan (1979) remark that interpretivist is not a single paradigm, but is in 

fact, to a large extent, a variety of paradigms. De Vos, Strydom, Schulze, and Patel 

(2011) state that hermeneutics is concerned with the theory of meaning, 

understanding and interpreting. Broadly speaking, the interpretivist believes that there 

are no right or wrong theories about acquiring knowledge. 

According to Nieuwenhuis (2007), the researcher should proceed from the assumption 

that reality is constructed by society and is achievable by means of social 

interpretation, such as language. In addition, this society will then share meanings 

obtained through interviewing and observation, which will then be used to understand 

the problem under investigation. To a certain degree, the process will be driven by the 

researcher’s realisation that they have a subjective relationship with the participants 

(Nieuwenhuis, 2007). This study considers the perceptions of Grade R teachers 

trained in the SOUNS literacy programme. Through observation and interpretation, I 

aim to understand the social reality shared by these participants. According to 

Nieuwenhuis (2007), the interpretivist perspective is based on ontology and 

epistemology. These concepts are discussed below. 

4.2.2 Ontology 

The ontology of this study is based on three stances: 
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Firstly, Cantrell (2001) and Nieuwenhuis (2007:90) assert that an individual’s 

existence can simply be made real from personal perspective. This implies that reality 

can be gleaned from personal experiences and from the way people construct the 

social world by sharing everyday life. 

Secondly, human life is a specifically social product. Placing people in their social 

contexts affords a better opportunity to understand the perception they construct. In 

this manner, individuals learn how to make decisions that are suitable for their own 

environment. This behaviour can be determined by studying the way people conduct 

their daily practices. This research relies on discussions, interviews, observation and 

photographs (Nieuwenhuis 2007:90). 

Thirdly, according to Nieuwenhuis (2007:77), “the human mind is the fountain and 

source of meaning”. By studying how meanings are constructed, researchers can gain 

an understanding of the meanings reported. In so doing, the researcher learns much 

about people’s proficiencies, opinions, and interpretations and experiences 

(Nieuwenhuis 2007:78). 

4.2.3 Epistemology 

Hussey and Hussey (as cited in Nieuwenhuis, 2007) remark that human actions have 

an influence on the understanding of the human race. In other words, the social belief 

combined with the most current information contributes to our understanding of 

problems. This helps us to bring about comprehensive research findings and 

conclusions. 

Based on the above explanation, the study follows an interpretivist approach 

(Nieuwenhuis, 2007). I selected interpretivism because this research relies on 

information gathered from teachers who are trained in the SOUNS literacy 

programme. I developed a close connection with teachers in SOUNS classrooms 

using a set of questions to help me solicit their perceptions of teaching. 

 4.3 Research methodology 

Denzin and Lincoln (2005) explain qualitative research, which is the approach followed 

in this study, as an interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary and counter-disciplinary 

approach. It can accommodate multiple paradigms all at once. The scholars contribute 

to a real-life position and essence of human experiences. Flick (2009) discusses 
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qualitative research as a universal term for diverse approaches or paradigms. A 

research design may be narrative, phenomenological, grounded in theory or ethnology 

and a case study. To drive this study I selected to use case studies to answer my 

research questions. 

4.3.1 Case study design 

A case study is a suitable research design for this study, as I am interested in the 

meaning teachers give to the SOUNS literacy programme. In order to provide a 

comprehensive explanation of the phenomenon under investigation, I use a multiple 

case study research design. According to Creswell (2007), multiple case study 

involves more than one single case. It provides an in-depth analysis of a system or a 

sequence. It implies that a sound knowledge of the research processes of a multiple 

case study is essential as the research processes are as important as the research 

results (Creswell, 2007). Secondly, I selected a small number of participants in order 

to obtain a close understanding of their social world. In this way, I was able to look for 

themes in the research and actions in the context of the case as whole. 

According to Yin (2003), a case study is described as the application of different types 

of data gathering resources, such as documents, interviews and practical observation. 

Nieuwenhuis (2007) describes a case study as a study with numerous meanings, such 

as relating a unit of analysis and describing a research method. Merriman (1988) adds 

that a case study is defined by the fact that it is a bounded system, meaning that it is 

an enclosed system and can be studied in its entirety. This notion is supported by 

Creswell (2007), who states that a case study involves an inquiry of a “bounded 

system” In this process, multiple sources of information, such as interviews, 

documents, observation or archival records, are used. This study comprises in-depth 

investigations of six teachers’ perceptions of the SOUNS literacy programme in three 

schools in Mamelodi, east of Pretoria, by means of interviews, as indicated by Yin 

(2003:14). 

Babbie (2010:18) observes that, before the researcher embarks on a case study, they 

should start off the field work with a knowledge of relevant literature so that they are 

able to select a relevant type of case study (descriptive, explanatory, instrumental or 

collective). This study explores and describes the perceptions of teachers teaching the 
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SOUNS literacy programme, with the aim of gaining new knowledge that may inform 

policy development, more specifically in the field of ECD. 

4.3.2  Unit of analysis 

Rubin and Babbie (2008:138) define a unit as “people or things whose characteristics 

social researchers observe, describe and explain”. In this study, the unit comprises 

Grade R teachers of the SOUNS literacy programme. 

4.3.3 Sampling 

Various studies by Nieuwenhuis (2007), Denscombe (2008), De Poy and Gilson 

(2008) and Kerlinger and Lee (2000) agreed and suggested that sampling is the 

procedure used to choose a small percentage of the population for study. Thomas and 

Smith (2003) add that sampling refers to the selecting of a fraction or a small 

percentage number of a population as having particular characteristics of that total 

population. This research studies the Grade R teachers who have been trained in the 

implementation of the SOUNS literacy programme. Hence, purposive sampling was 

selected. 

4.3.4. Criteria for selecting the participants 

I use the following criteria for selection: 

• Six Grade R teachers in three different primary schools in Mamelodi were 

purposefully selected and trained in the SOUNS literacy programme by the head of 

development. 

• Two teachers per school were purposively selected. 

• Participants had to teach at selected isiZulu, Sepedi and English schools where the 

SOUNS literacy programme was implemented. In most of the schools where the 

SOUNS literacy programme had previously been implemented, only a few teachers 

were trained. 

Maree (2007) asserts that, in homogeneous populations, where the members are 

similar with regard to aspects that are important for the study, smaller samples may 

often sufficiently represent the population. The participating schools are similar in 

terms of the socio-economic background of the learners, but not the same in terms of 

the language of teaching and learning. The reason for selecting Mamelodi schools 
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was that I work as an educational consultant (community engagement) to support 

students in community engagement for their site projects. The University of Pretoria, 

my employer, has developed a partnership with most of the schools in Mamelodi, 

which facilitates access, and therefore convenience sampling was appropriate. 

4.3.5 The selected schools 

For the sake of anonymity, I decided to use schools A, B and C to refer to selected 

school for my study. The languages of teaching and learning used at School A and 

School B are Sepedi and isiZulu, respectively, while that of School C is English. I used 

information from six classes: two in Sepedi, two in isiZulu and two in English. This 

provided information on three different languages of teaching and learning. The 

schools are referred to as A, B and C, and the respective teachers as A1, A2, B1, B2, 

CI and C2 (see Table 4). The setting, substructure and language of teaching and 

learning of each school are briefly discussed. These pictures and related information 

are important because they presented the similarity and diversity of the school site as 

adopted from Vukeya (2014: 41). 

 

Figure 4.1: The entrance of School A  

 

4.3.5.1 Setting of School A 

School A is a no-fee school located in Mamelodi East. Learners are from a poor 

economic environment and receive meals through a feeding scheme that the 

government provides. There are five Grade R classrooms and five teachers. The 
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languages of teaching and learning are isiZulu in two classes and Sepedi in three 

classes. For the purpose of this study, I selected one classroom in Sepedi and one 

classroom in isiZulu. The number of learners in the selected classrooms varied slightly. 

Teacher A1 in the Grade R Sepedi classroom had 37 learners, while teacher A2 in the 

Grade R isiZulu classroom had 38 learners. 

4.3.5.2 Infrastructure 

School A is a primary school offering three phases; the Foundation Phase, which 

covers Grade R to Grade 3, the Intermediate Phase, which includes Grade 4 to Grade 

6, and the Senior Phase, which is Grade 7. The school has five blocks, each 

comprising five classrooms. 

One block is for the Foundation Phase, exclusive of Grade R. Two blocks are for the 

Intermediate Phase and one is for the Senior Phase. In addition, the principal’s office, 

two deputies’ offices, a reception office and staff rooms are located in another block. 

There are four mobile classes specifically for Grade R at the back of the school 

building, as well as the playground, adjacent to the classroom. The languages of 

teaching and learning are Sepedi and isiZulu for Grade R to Grade 3. The medium of 

teaching changes to English from Grade 4 onwards. The school’s main gate is 

managed by a guard. This implies that the security is intact. 

 

Figure 4.2: Grade R classrooms in School A 
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Figure 4.3: The entrance of School B 

 

4.3.5.3 Setting of School B 

School B is a no-fee primary school. The community is characterised by low incomes, 

low levels of literacy, rapid population growth, a high unemployment rate, poor 

hygiene, immigrant camps with high rates of drug abuse, particularly substance abuse 

such as ‘nyaope’. Learners get nutrition from a feeding scheme, which is provided by 

the government. 

With regard to Grade R, there are five classrooms and five teachers. The languages 

of teaching and learning are isiZulu and Sepedi. Four classes are taught in Sepedi 

and one class is taught in isiZulu. I selected one class in Sepedi and one class in 

isiZulu, because the number of learners in the selected classes varied little: teacher 

B1 in the Grade R Sepedi class had 38 learners and teacher B2 in the isiZulu class 

had 36 learners. 

4.3.5.4 Infrastructure 

School B is a primary school offering three phases: the Foundation Phase, which 

ranges from Grade R to Grade 3, the Intermediate Phase, which begins from Grade 4 

until Grade 6, and the Senior Phase, which comprises Grade 7 only. The school has 

1 951 learners, 27 classrooms, four ablution blocks, an administration block, a media 

and computer block, and five toilet blocks. There are also 12 mobile classrooms with 
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four toilet blocks. The western perimeter borders a railway line that separates the 

school and the community site and leaves no space for a pathway. As a result, the 

members of the community use the school as a thoroughfare. The school, which is 

surrounded by a wall built of brick and mortar, is neatly kept and is managed by two 

security guards at the main entrance. 

 

Figure 4.4: Grade R classrooms in School B  

 

Figure 4.5: Entrance of School C 

 

4.3.5.5 Setting of School C 

School C is a no-fee school situated in Nellmapius, the population of which comprises 

a low-income group. In addition, the levels of literacy are low. The community is also 
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characterised by fast population growth, a high unemployment rate, and low housing 

standards. Learners receive nutrition from a government-funded feeding scheme. 

4.3.5.6 Infrastructure 

School C is a primary school offering three phases: the Foundation Phase, which 

ranges from Grade R to Grade 3, the Intermediate Phase, which comprises Grade 4 

to Grade 6, and the Senior Phase, which is Grade 7. The school has five blocks, each 

with five classrooms. 

The Foundation Phase, excluding Grade R, is housed in two of the blocks. The 

Intermediate Phase is housed in two other blocks, while the last block is reserved for 

the Senior Phase. There is another block in which the principal’s office, one deputy’s 

office, a reception office and staff rooms can be found. Two mobile classrooms, set 

aside for Grade R, are located at the back of the school in the same yard. Their 

playgrounds are situated behind the Grade R classrooms. The language of teaching 

and learning is English from Grade R onwards. The school is neatly kept, and a 

security guard manages its main entrance. 

There are three Grade R classrooms. I observed that there was a shortage of 

classrooms: two Grade R classes (about 78 learners) were housed in one mobile 

classroom, resulting in overcrowding. This was a big concern to the CI class teacher. 

The third classroom had 38 learners, which was easy to manage. The language of 

teaching and learning in School C is English only. The Grade R classrooms in School 

C are shown in Figure 4.6. 

 

Figure 4.6: Grade R classroom in School C 
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As I have shown, the selection of these participating schools is obviously similar in 

terms of the socio-economic background of the learners. The language of teaching is 

the same in School A and School B, except in School C were the language of teaching 

and learning is English from Grade R onwards. At this point, I draw attention to the 

data collection process. 

4.3.6 Data collection process 

Data was collected through the use of interviews, observations and photographs. This 

research is qualitative in nature and follows the interpretivist paradigm. According to 

Nieuwenhuis (in Maree, 2007), this approach is carried out in real-life situations by 

means of observations, interviews and taking photos. I used this method to interact 

with the participants, and to conduct informal face-to-face interviews and classroom 

observations. 

4.4 Visual data 

I used photographs to capture valuable information such as classroom settings in 

which the SOUNS symbols were presented. This can be regarded as a documentary 

method (Silverman, 2010). The significance of using this method of data collection is 

the fact that, in order to answer the research questions, I used Table 4.1 as a guide 

for planning the data collection, prompts and data capturing method. Table 4.1 gives 

a picture of the Grade R teacher profiles, including the school name, selected 

classroom, teaching experience, age of the participants and their qualifications. 

Table 4.1: Teacher profiles 

School name Grade R 
classroom 

Teaching 
experience 

Age of the 
participants 

Qualification 

 School A A1 

A2 

5 years 

3 years 

51 

47 

ECD level 5 

ECD level 5 

 School B B1 

B2 

5 years 

3 years 

48 

46 

ECD level 5 

ECD level 5 

 School C 

 

C1 

C2 

5 

4   

48 

47 

ECD Level 5 

ECD Level 5 
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4.4.1 Key qualification 

The key qualification is ECD, which refers to Matric (Grade 12) with a Diploma in Early 

Childhood Development, Level 5. 

Table 4.2 shows that the age range of the participants in this project was 46 to 51. 

One of these teachers had four years’ experience, while two had only three years’ 

experience of teaching the SOUNS literacy programme. In addition, one teacher in 

each of the three school had five years’ experience of teaching the SOUNS literary 

programme. 

Table 3: Data collection methods and data collection instruments 

Method of 
data 
collection 

How data was 
collected 

Instrument 
assisting data 
collection 

Prompt Data capturing 
method 

Interview 

 

Individual 

interviews 

Researcher 

interviewing 

teachers 

Discussion with 

teachers about 

the 

implementation of 

the SOUNS 

literacy 

programme and 

their experiences 

Transcription of 

interviews 

Observation Classroom 

observation 

Researcher 

observation: 

observation 

schedule 

I observed 

teachers in the 

classroom, 

excluding 

prompting 

Transcription of 

observation  

Photography Classroom 

photographs 

during 

classroom 

observation 

Colleague 

taking photos 

Taking photos 

without prompts 

Photos  
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Method of 
data 
collection 

How data was 
collected 

Instrument 
assisting data 
collection 

Prompt Data capturing 
method 

Content 

analysis 

 

Official policy 

documents 

with provision 

for teaching in 

a Grade R 

classroom 

 

Researcher 

collecting the 

policies 

Discussion of 

teaching 

phonemics, 

phonics and 

phonological 

awareness as 

explained in the 

policy documents 

Researcher 

reviewing the 

literature 

 

Thematic 

analysis 

 

In this part, I discussed the data collection method as shown in Table 4.1. First I 

discussed the interview, followed by the observation, then photography and content 

analysis. 

4.4.2 Interview 

The following techniques were used to collect data: 

• An appointment was made to visit each school 

• Interviews were conducted during break time 

• Semi-structured interviews were conducted with Grade R teachers 

• The questions were open-ended and more explanatory 

• Each participant was interviewed for approximately 45 to 60 minutes 

• Each classroom was visited twice 

Nieuwenhuis (2007:84) says that “an interview is a two-way conversation in which the 

interviewer asks the participant questions to collect data and learn about the ideas, 

beliefs, views, opinion and behaviours of the participants”.  

I developed an interview protocol (see Addendum 2) to collect data in order to ensure 

consistency. The intention was to establish the specific aspects of the SOUNS literacy 

programme. According to Patton (1990), interviews allow the participants to express 

themselves freely about their experience, and it is thus significant for the researcher 

to listen and record the script. These were face-to-face interviews in the natural setting 
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of the participants in a classroom. All questions were piloted and improved before the 

actual testing. 

4.4.3 Photographs 

I used photographs so as to capture all actions that I could have missed during 

observations. By using photographs, I was able to capture different approaches 

presented by the teachers in different surroundings. 

During observation, I followed the guidelines of Rule and John (2011:68), which state 

that the researcher’s presence can influence the participant’s behaviour. This implies 

that participants may feel uncomfortable and unable to behave naturally (see 

Figure 4.7). I sat at the back of the classroom, took notes and photographs, and 

observed the teachers and learners during their daily activities. I photographed 

activities as indicated in my plan explained earlier. The teachers and learners were 

aware of my presence and this did not have any negative impact (see Figure 4.7). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.7: Relations between observer and participants (adapted from Rule 
and John, 2011) 

Researcher as  

observer 

Participants 

  Records observation 

Can influence behaviour 
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4.4.4 Observation 

Nieuwenhuis (2007:84) refers to observation as a “systematic process of recording the 

behavioural patterns of participants or objects without necessarily questioning or 

communicating with them to gather data”. Maree (2007:84) suggests that observation 

“is a process of collecting data by using all our senses, including feeling, touching, 

smelling, testing, hearing and seeing”. I observed teachers during the intervention 

using my observation protocol as indicated in my observation plan and recorded the 

behaviour observed. I was a participant observer, becoming part of research process, 

working with the participants. 

During observation, I took notes of all the activities or conduct that is substantive. I 

was aware that my presence during observation could affect the responses of the 

participants. I reduced this risk by spending some time with teachers and learners so 

that they became acquainted with my appearance. Prior to my study and photographic 

research, I visited the selected schools twice for about 50 minutes; first, to negotiate 

times with the teachers, and second, to submit consent forms for teachers and for 

parents. This way teachers and learners got used to my being there. 

4.4.5 Observation plan 

I selected observation techniques and took photographs in order to do the following: 

• Examine the classroom environment to see whether SOUNS literacy materials 

were displayed 

• Observe how the techniques and approaches were used by teachers in developing 

reading skills 

• See how learners were supervised during SOUNS literacy training 

• Observe how teachers taught SOUNS literacy 

• View how learners responded to the SOUNS literacy programme 

• See which strategies the teachers used when teaching SOUNS 

• Watch teachers’ and learners’ interactions  

• Observe whether the teachers were conforming, reforming and transforming during 

teaching 

74 

 



 

4.5 Content analysis 

“Content analysis is an inductive and iterative process where we look for similarities 

and differences in text that would corroborate of disconfirm theory” (Nieuwenhuis, as 

cited in Maree, 2007:101). 

I used content analysis to analyse the responses of Grade R teachers during the 

interview, as well as to identify leading themes and sub-themes, and to find the 

differences and similarities. I used official policy documents, such as the Department 

of Education’s National Curriculum Statement General Education and Training 

(Assessment Guidelines for Foundation Phase Grade R–3) (Department of Education, 

2001) and the Department of Social Development and the United Nations Children’s 

Fund’s Guidelines for Early Childhood Development Services South Africa (UNICEF, 

2006), that made provision for teaching in the Grade R classroom. 

4.6 Ethical considerations 

Strydom (2011:129) defined ethics “…as a set of widely accepted moral principles that 

offer rules for and behavioural expectations of the most correct conduct towards 

experimental subjects and respondents, employers, sponsors, other researchers, 

assistants and students”. Bearing this definition in mind, I ensured that participation 

was informed and voluntary, and that the information, responses and results would be 

kept safe and presented in an anonymous manner. I ensured that participants were 

not harmed during the intervention. I received ethical clearance from the Ethics 

Committee of the Faculty of Education at the University of Pretoria. 

I asked for permission from the Department of Education and the school principals, as 

well as the teachers in the three schools where I intended to conduct research. I asked 

all the participants (schools, parents or caregivers) to sign a consent form before 

beginning with the research. I explained the aim of the study to participants and also 

reminded them that they could withdraw at any time during the process if they wished 

to do so. During the research process, I watched all young children for any signs of 

stress. The intention was to immediately excuse such a child from the research 

process. In addition, I endeavoured to be honest, respectful and sympathetic towards 

participants, as suggested in Maree (2007:306). I used guidelines provided by the 
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ethics and research statement and by the Faculty of Education of the University of 

Pretoria. 

4.7. Summary 

This chapter discussed the paradigmatic perspectives, methodology (including unit of 

analysis), sampling and criteria for selecting participants. The selection of school sites 

was based on settings and infrastructures. The data collection processes and ethical 

considerations were discussed. In the next chapter, I explain data analysis. Themes 

and sub-themes that emerged from this data are also tabulated and discussed. In 

Chapter 5, I explain data analysis.  
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Chapter 5: Data analysis 

This chapter analyses the data from the interviews as suggested by Creswell (2005). 

Having transcribed each of the recorded interviews, notes were made and transcripts 

read in order to understand the general impressions of the participants. Then I 

organised the data from the transcripts and made a graphic representation of the 

responses. 

5.1 Introduction 

I used qualitative and content data analysis to manually code emerging themes. Next, 

I adopted the three stages of data analysis of Miles and Huberman (1994): data 

reduction, data display and drawing or verifying conclusions (see Figure 5.1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.1: The three phases of data analysis (Miles and Huberman, 1994) 

 

First, I discuss data reduction. Following this, I discuss data display, and then 

conclusion drawing or verification. 

5.1.1 Data reduction  

Data reduction is the process in qualitative research in which a large amount of data 

taken from interviews, transcripts, field notes and observations is reduced and 

organised by way of coding or writing summaries. In this way, all the information that 

is of no great concern is removed and stored safely for later use if the need arises. I 

followed the eight steps of Creswell's approach (Creswell, 2005): 

77 

 

https://indieskriflig.org.za/index.php/skriflig/article/view/1880/3476%2340
https://indieskriflig.org.za/index.php/skriflig/article/view/1880/3476%2341


 

• Organise and prepare the data for analysis 

• Read through all the data 

• Code the data 

• Describe the setting or people and categories or themes for analysis 

• Present the results of the analysis 

• Interpret the results of the analysis 

5.1.2 Data display 

To draw conclusions from a large amount of data, Miles and Huberman (1994) suggest 

that a good presentation of data, by means of tables, charts, networks and other 

graphic formats, is essential. Therefore, I displayed all the final data in tabular format. 

I continued with this process until the end of data analysis (see Table 5.1). 

5.1.3 Conclusion drawing or verification 

In this phase of data analysis, the researcher should begin to develop conclusions. 

These are verified by reviewing the notes and confirming the data by certifying all the 

data after it has been collected. 

5.2 Data organisation 

It is widely held that coding is the organisation of raw data into conceptual categories 

under the identified themes. This implies that, after the identification of themes, codes 

are attached to the information under each theme. According to Biddle and Mutrie 

(2001), data organisation should include clustering statements into common themes 

by coding, so that similar units or concepts are grouped together into the most 

significant themes. The process is repeated with all the other emerging themes. 

“…Codes are tags or labels for assigning units of meaning to the descriptive or 

inferential information compiled during a study. Codes are usually attached to “chunks” 

of varying sized words, phrases, sentences or whole paragraphs” (Miles and 

Huberman, 1994:56). 

Miles and Huberman (1994) state that there is evidence that codes should be valid 

and mutually exclusive. Valid implies that codes should be accurate and reflect what 

is being researched in order to enhance trustworthiness. Mutually exclusive means 

that the codes must be separate from each other to avoid overlaps. All the participants’ 

responses were coded and saved. 
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In the next section, I present and discuss themes and sub-themes that emerged during 

the interviews, observations and photography. I divided this part into two sections. I 

discuss the analyses of the interview data, the observation data and the interpretation. 

Each section is presented in a table and then discussed. I used photos to support 

teachers’ responses and as evidence of my Grade R classroom observations. In this 

section, I describe the main theme and sub-themes. Table 5.1 outlines the main 

themes and sub-themes (adapted from Middeljans, 2014). 

5.3 Themes and sub-themes 

Table 5.1: Main themes and sub-themes that emerged 

Themes Sub-themes 

Theme 1 

Enhanced understanding 

of phonemic awareness 

 

 

Sub-themes 

1.1 Understanding sensory integration with the teaching of 

phonemic awareness 

1.2 Enhanced understanding that phonemic awareness 

enhances cognitive development 

Theme 2 

Knowledge of instruction 

 

 

2.1 Teaching holistic language skills at the same time as 

teaching phonemic awareness 

2.2 Advanced teaching of concepts of phonemic awareness 

2.3 Experiencing advantages of technical features 

2.4 Enhanced use of learner engagement 
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5.3.1 Theme 1: Enhanced understanding of phonemic awareness 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.2: Representation of Theme 1 and its sub-themes 

Theme 1 is represented in orange, as it emerged as the main theme. This colour is 

associated with joy, sunshine, enthusiasm, fascination, happiness, creativity, 

determination, attraction, success, encouragement, stimulation and teachers’ 

comprehension. That is, in-depth knowledge of the teaching of phonemic awareness, 

especially to young learners using the SOUNS literacy programme. Teachers reported 

that using this programme in teaching Grade R learners makes them recognise and 

identify different sounds related to the alphabet. This theme is also about teaching 

them how to sound out letters of words by way of encouragement and being creative. 

Theme 1 is about enhanced understanding of phonemic awareness. The sub-themes 

are the following:  

Sub-theme 1.1: Understanding sensory integration with the teaching of phonemics 

Sub-theme 1.2: Enhanced understanding that phonemic awareness enhances 

cognitive development.  

Table 5.2 contains the inclusion and exclusion criteria I applied to identify the sub-

themes (Middeljans, 2014). 

  

 

 

Theme 1 

Enhanced 
understanding of 
phonemic awareness 

 

Sub -themes 

1.1 Understanding sensory 
integration with the teaching of 
phonemic awareness 

1.2 Enhanced undestading that 
phonemic awareness enhaces 
cognitive development 
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5.3.1.1 Sub-theme 1.1: Understanding sensory integration with the teaching of 
phonemic awareness 
This sub-theme applies to teachers’ understanding of the theoretical perspective of 

teaching the SOUNS literacy programme. Teachers indicated that, during the SOUNS 

training, learners were encouraged to listen to the “target” sound by touching and 

feeling the Braille dots placed on the SOUNS letter shapes. In addition, teachers 

actually showed learners how SOUNS shapes are pronounced. Through this 

integration of sensory experiences when teaching with the SOUNS literary 

programme, phonemic awareness is achieved. Most of the participants viewed 

learners’ play activities as fundamental to the learner’s learning. To elicit responses 

from the participants, I used possible interview questions (see Addendum 2). 

The participants’ points of view are given below. These responses are the exact words 

of the participants (verbatim): 

C1: “Teaching becomes easier when the learners understand the different shapes of 

SOUNS like letter /m/ and /w/ and to feel, touch and introduce learners in the world on 

literacy.” 

B1: “They can feel the SOUNS while they are closing their eyes.” This was also 

observed during classroom observations when the teacher asked a learner to identify 

a letter sound while blindfolded and say what sound it was. 

A1: “It helps them because young learners use their senses to learn using objects.” 

B1 “They can mould the target sound with dough; by watching your mouth when you 

say the sound.” 

B2: “They enjoy every moment of touching this concrete object (SOUNS) and get very 

excited when they pronounce letters.” 

C1: “Every day when it is time for SOUNS, all learners get excited, begin clapping, 

singing and they all want to participate.” This was observed in School C during class 

observation (12/2016). 
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5.3.1.2: Sub-theme 1.2: Enhanced understanding that phonemic awareness 
enhances cognitive development 
Teachers reflected on the importance of understanding the teaching of and facilitation 

of phonemic awareness. During the interviews, teachers indicated that it was 

imperative to expose learners to different activities that could enhance their cognitive 

development. This can also deepen insight, involvement and interaction with peers. 

During playtime, I observed that learners used songs and rhymes learnt in class in a 

structured and unstructured outdoor play environment (see Figure 5.3). 

 
Figure 5.3: Outdoor play in a structured learning environment 

 

In Figure 5.3, it is evident that teachers provide structured games that encourage 

learners to enhance what they had learnt in the classroom, such as songs and social 

games. I observed that during free play, learners formed small groups to engage in 

games such as swinging, jumping, pushing and rolling tyres. According to most of the 

participants, they encouraged learners to play these types of games to enhance 

cognitive development. Figure 5.4 represents an unstructured play environment – 

outdoor play. 
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Figure 5.4: Unstructured play environment – outdoor play 

 
In Figure 5.4, Grade R learners play, share and talk outside supervised by their class 

teachers as required by the Department of Education. Through play, cognitive 

development is enriched and social interaction is developed. This is important because 

learning is effective when learners from different cultural backgrounds work together 

within their small groups and in classrooms, especially during phonemic awareness 

instruction. According to Moore and Wong (as cited in Nell, 2016:123), “unstructured 

play environment is natural and important for Grade R learners in that it offers a unique 

sense of exploration and discovery, and a powerful impetus for learning”. 

Examples of the opinions of participants (verbatim) are the following: 

A1: “I have experienced that my learners know that sounds can make a word.” 

C2: “SOUNS programme help learners to recognise letters and to know how to write 

their name. It even helps them to build simple words (like three-letter words), e.g. sun, 

cat etc.” 

A2: “I have experienced that my learners know the first letter sounds of their names 

and peers, when introducing letter sound they can show me the target sound from 

their names. They begin to recognise that words are made up of sounds, e.g. the 

beginning letter “s” of their names (Sinethemba).” 

A1: “It helps learners to recognise and identify letter-sound relationships of all single 

letters. They find it easy to segment words and build single words. It also helps them 

to know the beginning and the end of words. It helps learners to recognise some 
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common words in our everyday environment, e.g. stops, Coca-Cola, McDonald, etc. 

It intends to stimulate the language domain to enhance reading and writing in the early 

years of learning.” 

B1: “Children learn quickly to read and recognise many sounds and use SOUNS to 

build their names.” 

Table 5.2: Theme 1: Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Theme: 1: Enhanced understanding of phonemic awareness  

Sub-themes Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria 

1.1 Understanding sensory 

integration with the 

teaching of phonemic 

awareness. Teaching 

takes account of visual, 

auditory, tactile and 

kinaesthetic activities 

Teachers emphasised 

the importance of 

including sensory 

integration and 

considering play as 

essential when teaching 

phonemic awareness  

Sensory integration that 

did not relate to teaching 

1.2  Understanding that 

phonemics enhances 

cognitive development. 

Teaching letter patterns 

and understanding the 

visual representation of 

these letters and the 

meaning attached to 

them. 

Teachers indicated that 

phonemic awareness 

was fundamental to 

cognitive development 

in early learning. 

Reflection that did not 

relate to enhancing 

cognitive development 
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5.3.2 Theme 2: Knowledge of instruction 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 5: Representation of Theme 2 and its sub-themes 

Theme 2 is represented in green, as it emerged as the main theme. I regard green as 

a symbol of freshness, happiness, positivity, clarity, energy, optimism, enlightenment, 

remembrance, intellect, honour and loyalty. This colour is relevant to this study in that 

teachers who used the SOUNS literacy programme reflected a positive attitude and 

optimism when teaching learners phonemic awareness. 

The sub-themes of this section are the following:  

Sub-theme 2.1: Teaching holistic language skills when teaching phonemic awareness 

Sub-theme 2.2: Advanced teaching of concepts of phonemic awareness 

Sub-theme 2.3: Experiencing advantages of technical features  

Sub-theme 2.4: Enhanced use of learner engagement.  

Table 5.3 contains the inclusion and exclusion criteria for Theme 2 and its sub-themes. 

  

 
 

Theme 2 

Knowledge of 
instruction 

 

Sub-themes 

2.1 Teaching holistic language skills when 
teaching phonemic awareness 
2.2 Advanced teaching of concepts of 
phonemic awareness  
2.3 Experiencing advantages of technical 
features  
2.4 Enhanced use of learner engagement 
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Table 5.3: Theme 2: inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Theme 2:Knowledge of instruction 

Sub-themes Inclusion Exclusion 

2.1 Teaching holistic 

language skills when 

teaching phonemic 

awareness. Teachers 

emphasise quality of 

teaching oral language in 

one-on-one or small group 

instruction, speaking and 

storytelling. 

Whole language skills 

including listening, 

speaking, reading and 

writing. A child is also 

treated holistically, 

including their culture 

Elements that do not 

include holistic teaching 

2.2 Advanced teaching of 

concepts of phonemic 

awareness. Teaching of 

concepts such as 

identification, segmenting, 

blending, rhyming, etc. 

Teacher’s opinion of the 

importance of teaching 

and facilitating in-depth 

knowledge of phonemic 

awareness, including 

phonic awareness and 

phonological awareness 

Concepts that do not lead 

to helping learners 

learning to read and write 

2.3 Experiencing 

advantages of technical 

features of SOUNS and its 

functions. 

The characteristics of 

SOUNS in facilitating 

learners to recognise 

sounds and their position 

Negative experiences of 

learning to read and write  

2.4 Enhanced use of 

learner engagement in 

showing understanding of 

phonemic awareness 

Any reference to 

enhancement of learner 

engagement 

Negative activities that do 

not promote learner 

engagement 
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5.3.2.1 Sub-theme 2.1: Teaching holistic language skills when teaching 
phonemic awareness 

Teachers frequently emphasise the top-down approach. This implies that the 

combination of speaking, listening, reading and writing skills makes children enjoy 

reading. Learners must be able to recognise words and attach meaning to them in 

their everyday life. Teaching should also look at the learners as social beings, 

including their health and households. 

Participants’ responses (verbatim): 

A1: “It also helps learners to recognise some common words in our everyday 

environment, e.g. stops, Coca-Cola, McDonald, etc.” 

A2: “Learners can read high-frequency words seen in the classroom and at school, 

e.g. door, cupboard, and pretend to be reading and adopt a reading voice.” 

B1: “SOUNS literacy helps learners to recognise big words, other learners’ games and 

can also identify names on the shelving.” 

C2: “It helps learners to progress to reading and noticing written words around their 

environment.” 

B2: “Learners are able to read anything they come across as long as they are familiar 

with that sound, e.g. words on the advertisements board like Rama, KFC.” 

5.3.2.2 Sub-theme 2.2: Advanced teaching of concepts of phonemic 
awareness 

Teachers explained the importance of teaching learners the core concepts of 

phonemic awareness, including blending syllables to form words, rhyming and 

segmenting at A1, B1 and B2 in Grade R in the isiZulu and Sepedi classes. 

Participants’ responses (verbatim): 

A1: “Learners can start by blending sounds and build words around instructed themes 

in Sepedi including thlo/le/go (nature), Se/pe/tle/le (hospital), di/bu/ka books, etc.” 

B2: “Learners are able to join two or more words and to pronounce them by naming 

two-by-two sounds, e.g. ma/ma (mama) ba/ba, etc.” 

B1: “They can build the name of the picture with the sound; they can say which first 

sound they have heard, e.g. egg (eh).” 
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In isiZulu, all the names of persons or things always begin with a vowel followed by a 

consonant, for example, umuntu (person), ikati (cat), imoto (car), etc. I observed the 

following activities in the A2 isiZulu class: 

A learner combined a consonant and a vowel to form two syllables and rhyme, for 

example u /g/no/a/hi/ga; /u/g/no/e/hi/ge/u/; u/m/no/a/hi/ma/; ur/no/e/wo/re/ with 

different consonants and vowels. Translated as /g/ and /a/ is ga; /g/ and /e/ is /ge/; /m/ 

and /a/ is ma; and /r/ and /e/ is /re/. Figure 5.6 shows a learner using SOUNS literacy 

material to build rhymes as indicated above. 

 
Figure 5.6: A learner pairing two-letter SOUNS objects to form a syllable 

 

This learner understood phonemic awareness. During classroom observation, this 

learner demonstrated the ability to use SOUNS literacy to rhyme, blend and split 

syllables. These skills are important for the development and understanding of the 

principle of the alphabet that vowels and consonants are used differently in different 

languages and follow specific rules. These skills will also be required when learning 

phonics. I observed that learners in this classroom were able to perform tasks that 

included the identification of phonemic awareness in isolation and blending individual 

sounds into a word. I also observed that learners in this classroom demonstrated 

understanding of letter patterns, including VCV/CVA, e.g. unana (doll) and 

understanding a sequence of letters. Furthermore, learners were able to complete 

tasks independently using the SOUNS literacy symbols. 
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At School B, I observed teacher B1 showing learners the rhyming words from a class 

list, like uThoko, uThulani, uNokuthula and uTando, and asking learners to identify the 

letter /T/ in the initial, the medial and the final position, which they did correctly. The 

class list was used for rhyming together with card games. According to B1, the aim of 

these activities was to enhance letter recognition, strengthen phonemic awareness 

and build words. 

5.3.2.3 Sub-theme 2.3: Experiencing the advantages of technical features 

Teachers pointed out that the SOUNS materials were encoded in Braille. The Grade 

R learners and their teachers in the three schools that participated in this study referred 

to Braille as “dots”. The participating teachers explained that Braille helped learners 

name the letter sounds and also to understand how these sounds should be positioned 

in a word. In addition, counting the dots to determine the names and sounds of letters 

facilitated learners’ counting skills. Some teachers said that it is difficult to teach 

learners to write their names using SOUNS literacy because SOUNS literacy does not 

provide capital letters. Although they were aware that in Grade R they were only 

expected to teach small letters, it was suggested that capital letters should be provided 

in the SOUNS programme. 

Participants’ responses (verbatim): 

A1: “Some learners confuse the letters /p/ and /b/, more especially when the “dots” on 

the SOUNS programme are put upside down, learners think that these letters mean 

the same.” I observed that this incorrect positioning was not done on purpose. It 

occurred when learners did not position the letters correctly. 

B2: “We teach our learners to describe the direction with the help of the SOUNS “dots”; 

they must face downwards so as not to confuse a learner, e.g. the letter /f/ can be 

seen as the letter /t/. Due to SOUNS literacy, learners always get it right.” 

B2: “With the help of this concrete SOUNS with “dots”, a learner is able to see the 

difference if they place the “dots” in the right position down. “Dots” must be on the 

bottom, then the learner will never go wrong. /f/and /t/ look the same as /b/ and /p/; 

/m/, and /w/; /q/ and /g/; /u/ and /y/, but with these concrete sounds we are using, 

learners won’t be confused.” 
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B1: “To make them to understand that the sounds are different, you have to show them 

that the “dots” at the bottom of each sound are not the same”. 

B2: “When you count the “dots”, you find that the “dots” are not the same; /b/ has two 

“dots”, /d/ has three “dots”, /p/ has four “dots” and /q/ has five at the bottom”. 

 

Figure 5.7: Leaners counting the number of Braille “dots” to improve 
phonemic awareness and to facilitate counting as an additional activity 

5.3.2.4 Sub-theme 2.4: Enhanced learner engagement 

From the teachers’ responses, it appears that the SOUNS literacy programme 

encourages learners to be engaged in the activities all the time. The reflections of the 

teachers are given (verbatim) below: 

B1: “It makes learners interested in literacy skills by calling SOUNS, building and 

reading anything they come across as long as they are familiar with that sound, e.g. 

words on the picture, wall display in the classroom or when they cross a stop sign.” 

C1: “The learner enjoys this SOUNS programme so much; every day when it is time 

for SOUNS, all learners get excited and begin clapping and singing; every child wants 

to participate, sometimes they fight to get their turn.” 

C2: “They all participate in sounding and even in writing using SOUNS. Learners use 

it in their songs and rhymes. Learners are creative, they show creativity in coming up 

with new words and recognise the target word.” 

B2: “They enjoy every moment of touching this concrete object and get very excited 

when they pronounce letters. In the Grade R class, everything is enjoyable, as the 

learners learn through play.” 
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Figure 5.8: Learners engaged and working independently 

 

During my observations at School C, primary school learners were provided with an 

opportunity to work independently, and the teacher allowed the learners to 

demonstrate their skills. The teacher only provided support and praise. Now and again, 

the teacher asked questions and gave reminders so that learners remained abreast 

and applied the new skills correctly. In this particular classroom, the SOUNS literacy 

programme sets were displayed on the table. One learner acted like a teacher, 

demonstrating phonemic awareness and asking other learners to identify each sound 

that she had picked and with which she had built the word. All learners were given 

similar opportunities to complete the tasks. At the same time, the teacher sat and 

reinforced their engagement. The learners who fell behind were helped by their peers. 
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Figure 5.9: Tasks being performed to develop listening skills and enhance 
phonemic awareness 

 

In this classroom, teacher A1 demonstrated how to facilitate learners’ auditory 

stimulation. She asked learners not to look at her mouth, but only to listen to the target 

sound and identify that sound. She picked out sounds from the bag sounding out, then 

mixed the target sound with other sounds in the bag and asked the learners to identify 

that sound. The learners were able to demonstrate phonemic awareness skills by 

performing this task correctly. 

The achievements observed can be due not only to the SOUNS literacy programme, 

but also to a combination of general language skills taught in schools, as well as 

maturity. These teachers were of the opinion that their success was mostly motivated 

by bringing into play the SOUNS literacy programme. 

5.4 Similarities and differences between schools 

5.4.1 Similarities 

In all the selected schools, the Grade R classrooms were made from shipping 

containers and located at the back of the main schools. There were structured outdoor 

playgrounds next to their classrooms. In the corner of each classroom, there was a 

table with sets of the SOUNS literacy symbols. There were pictures and one double-

door cabinet used for storing books. The middle of the classrooms was laid in carpet 

for leaners to sit on during lessons. 
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When a lesson commences, all the selected learners are seated in a circle in their 

Grade R classrooms. Teachers who were selected, commenced by using “mop”, 

“chair” and “telephone” to teach phonemic awareness in both Sepedi and isiZulu. They 

all followed the SOUNS classroom guide booklet provided by the programme 

developers. These teachers received training from the programme developer and 

were provided with learning material to enhance their teaching skills. Training helped 

them to understand various strategies that enhance the teaching of phonemic 

awareness. 

Furthermore, teachers demonstrated that SOUNS literacy is an effective tool for 

teaching phonemic awareness. It helped them to improve their teaching of phonemic 

awareness by engaging learners in reproducing the sounds in a whole class, including 

blending sounds into words, segmenting a word into sounds, rhyming, reading and 

writing. In addition, teachers modelled the use of phonemic awareness and learners 

practised by pointing at a letter on the board, pictures or cards. Teachers also provided 

opportunities for learners to work independently and provided support when needed. 

The teacher monitored and coached so that learners could develop the required level 

of proficiency. 

Teachers reported that the Braille symbols engraved on the SOUNS letters helped 

learners develop counting skills faster, while learners learnt to reproduce and identify 

the sounds. In addition, teachers stated that during the SOUNS training, the holistic 

language skills were acquired and learners were encouraged to become engaged 

because there were various activities that were interesting to the learners. 

However, there is no evidence of long-term success of this tool, since it is currently 

used in only some Grade R classrooms. This may necessitate future research. 

Themes that emerged from teachers’ responses were similar in that they all indicated 

that the SOUNS literacy enhanced understanding of phonemic awareness. They also 

demonstrated understanding of sensory integration with the teaching of phonemics 

and a better understanding that phonemic awareness enhances cognitive 

development (Theme 1). 
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5.4.2 Differences 

In School B, toilets were provided inside the classrooms, so learners did not have to 

leave their classrooms. Teachers from School A and School B used SOUNS as an 

alternative teaching curriculum and to encourage learners to participate fully in 

classroom activities. The types of activities observed engaged learners to work 

independently with high self-esteem. Teachers enjoyed their teaching and also gained 

insight into their own teaching skills. 

In School C, lesson planning was not utilised fully, especially by teacher C1 in a 

classroom with two teachers (C1 and C1b). I did not include C1b in this study, but I 

mention her here as she was in the same classroom as teacher C1. Both teachers 

appeared tired. They had a large number of learners crowded into one classroom. In 

addition, the language of teaching and learning was English, and the teachers 

themselves were not proficient in this language. Some learners had not yet developed 

their own home language and they were expected to learn to read and write in English 

as their second language. This created a major challenge for these teachers and their 

learners. 

5.5 Summary 

This chapter reported on the results obtained in terms of themes and sub-themes. The 

main themes and sub-themes were explained, among others, by way of direct 

quotations, photographs and my observation notes. 

Only two main themes emerged: enhancing understanding of phonemic awareness, 

and knowledge of instruction. 

Two sub-themes emerged for Theme 1: understanding sensory integration with the 

teaching of phonemics, enhanced understanding that phonemic awareness enhances 

cognitive development.  

Four sub-themes emerged for Theme 2: teaching holistic language skills when 

teaching phonemic awareness, advanced teaching of concepts of phonemic 

awareness, experiencing advantages of technical features, and enhanced use of 

learner engagement.  

I discussed the similarity and the differences between the selected schools in terms of 

environment, structures and classroom set-up, as well as the similarities and 
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differences between the strategies used by teachers implementing SOUNS literacy to 

facilitate phonemic awareness to teach Grade R learners. 

In Chapter 6, I analyse the research findings, discuss the research questions and 

limitations of the study, and make recommendations and concluding remarks.  
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Chapter 6: Literature control, recommendations and conclusion 

6.1 Introduction 

Chapter 6 discusses and interprets the results of the study in the context of the existing 

literature and the stated conceptual framework. Possible limitations of this study and 

recommendations for future research are also explored. 

6.2 Literature control 

Literature control is about the researcher establishing a link between the results of the 

research project and relevant literature. In Table 6.1, I compare the themes/sub-

themes that emerged from the study against pertinent and existing literature. 

Table 6.1: Themes, literature and existing literature 

Theme 1: Enhanced understanding of phonemic awareness 

Themes Author and 
year 

Existing 
knowledge 

Interpretive 
discussion 

1.1 Understanding 

sensory 

integration with the 

teaching of 

phonemic 

awareness 

Anthony and 

Francis 

(2005:257). 

 

Different skills, 

such as the 

auditory, visual and 

kinaesthetic mode 

of learning, are 

critical to 

processing and 

improving all 

learning and 

reading skills. 

Teachers agreed 

that the SOUNS 

programme helps 

learners to use at 

least four of their 

senses: touching, 

feeling, hearing 

and seeing. 

 Berninger 

and Richards 

(2012) 

Gross motor 

functions, such as 

kicking, jumping or 

running, play a vital 

role in phonemic 

awareness 

instruction, 

Teachers stated 

that they integrated 

games into their 

lesson plans to 

enhance learning. 
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Theme 1: Enhanced understanding of phonemic awareness 

Themes Author and 
year 

Existing 
knowledge 

Interpretive 
discussion 

including visual, 

auditory and 

muscle memory. 

1.2 Understanding 

that phonemics 

awareness 

enhances 

cognitive 

development 

Geva and 

Siegel (2000) 

 

 

It is important for 

learners to acquire 

understanding of 

the sounds in 

speech because 

the ability to speak 

is directly related to 

spelling ability. The 

know-how to blend 

sounds together to 

form words is also 

intimately related to 

the acquisition of 

reading skills. 

Teachers said that 

phonemic 

awareness 

enhanced learners’ 

memory skills and 

helped learners to 

explore practically. 

They also found 

that phonemic 

awareness always 

provided good 

thinking exercises, 

opened the 

children’s minds 

and helped them to 

concentrate. 

 

 

  

97 

 



 

Theme 2: Knowledge of instruction 

Categories Author and 
year 

Existing 
knowledge 

Interpretive 
discussion 

2.1 Teach holistic 

language skills 

when teaching 

phonemic 

awareness 

Susie & 

Loraine 

(2010) 

Language teaching 

involves several 

skills, such as 

listening, speaking 

and writing. 

Teachers stated that 

SOUNS literacy 

involved listening, 

touching, speaking 

and writing, and that 

these skills were 

included during 

phonemic 

instruction.  

 Huang 

(2012) 

The four integrated 

language skills 

have sub-skills and 

can be learnt 

separately. 

It is important for 

teachers to integrate 

all the language 

skills during play 

when teaching 

phonemic 

awareness. 

2.2 Advanced 

teaching of 

concepts of 

phonemic 

awareness 

Department 

of Basic 

Education 

(2011) 

 

It is important that 

phonemic 

awareness, phonic 

awareness and 

phonological 

awareness are 

learnt in Grade R 

and extended to 

Grade 3. 

Teachers agreed 

that it was important 

to teach concepts of 

phonemic 

awareness in Grade 

R to prepare 

learners for further 

grades.  

 

 

Yeager 

(2014) 

Within phonemic 

awareness, there 

are sub-divisions 

Teachers explained 

that learners 

enjoyed reading 
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Theme 2: Knowledge of instruction 

Categories Author and 
year 

Existing 
knowledge 

Interpretive 
discussion 

 

 

 

 

 

that play a part in 

the manipulation 

(management) of 

sounds, for 

instance, joining 

together 

phonemes to make 

words, splitting up 

words into 

phonemes, 

omitting phonemes 

from words, adding 

phonemes to 

words or 

substituting one 

phoneme for 

another. 

when they were able 

to match the sounds 

and vowels, e.g. 

sand sa/nd/. In this 

way, it becomes 

easier for a learner 

to write any word. 

Teachers put more 

emphasis on a 

synthetic approach. 

Start by teaching 

relationships and 

blending syllables to 

make a word, e.g. 

ikati (cat).  

2.3 Experiencing 

advantages of 

technical features 

RCPE 

(2010) 

Braille engraved 

on SOUNS 

symbols has a 

dual function: to 

assist visually 

impaired learners 

to feel/touch so 

that they are able 

to identify the 

sound, and to help 

learners who are 

cognitively 

Teachers said that 

Braille on SOUNS 

objects helped 

learners to identify 

the target sound and 

taught them how to 

count. It also helped 

them teach learners 

who were slower to 

catch up.  
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Theme 2: Knowledge of instruction 

Categories Author and 
year 

Existing 
knowledge 

Interpretive 
discussion 

impaired (mentally 

slower than their 

peers). 

2.4 Enhanced use 

of learner 

engagement 

Department 

of Basic 

Education 

(2011:35) 

Daily activities in 

all areas of 

language and 

other subjects 

could be 

introduced during 

any or all of the 

Grade R rings 

(circles) using a 

play-based 

approach 

including: music, 

movement, 

science, language, 

news, show-and-

tell stories, as well 

as creative 

activities. 

Teachers agreed 

that learners learnt 

better through play 

activities. 

 

6.2.1 Existing knowledge regarding SOUNS and new insights 

In contrast to all other studies of phonemic awareness conducted nationally and 

internationally, this study’s stance is that it was conducted in a multilingual South 

African setting. The use of the SOUNS literacy programme provides a new option for 

South African teaching in Grade R. Many of the findings of this study confirm the 

conclusions of researchers such as Fambro (2011), Hu (2000) and Yeager (2014), 
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who state that learners who separate or divide words into phonemes engage in the 

process of segmenting. 

It was found that the Grade R teachers did not use the scientific terms, such as 

phonemic awareness, phonic awareness and phonological awareness. This was a 

concern, as these terms are the fundamental core concepts for teaching learners to 

read and to write (Yopp, 1992; DBE, 2011). 

Irrespective of not utilising the appropriate vocabulary and terminology, the teachers 

acknowledged that the SOUNS training improved their teaching skills. The findings 

also showed that teachers need constant training and support materials in order to 

teach effectively. In addition, their know-how will contribute to the improvement of the 

teaching of those Grade R learners who experience language impediments, as well 

as their reading and writing skills. According to Excell (2011), language is crucial to 

learners’ thinking and learning in different settings. Academic learning becomes 

difficult without early language acquisition. Therefore, children must be provided with 

activities that enhance language development. Teachers’ comments on the SOUNS 

literacy programme were generally that it made teaching enjoyable, interesting and 

stimulating. I observed that, in all the selected Grade R Sepedi classrooms, letters 

such as c/q, /v/, /x/ and /z/ were not applicable and do not occur in the Sepedi alphabet. 

This was a new insight to me, and I recommend that teachers should be aware of it 

and develop strategies for teaching these sounds, as they form part of academic skills. 

In the next section, I discuss findings related to themes identified from the data 

analysis, pertinent literature and the research questions. 

6.3 Addressing the research questions 

The purpose of this study was to explore teachers’ perceptions and experiences of the 

implementation of the SOUNS literacy programme in six different Grade R classrooms 

in Mamelodi primary schools. These perceptions of and experiences with the SOUNS 

programme could provide an indication whether the SOUNS literacy programme was 

effective in improving the literacy skills of Grade R learners. I worked with the selected 

teachers to develop a better understanding of the implementation of SOUNS in Grade 

R. In this section, I discuss the findings with reference to the themes identified from 

the data analysis, pertinent literature and the research questions, as well as the sub-

themes that emerged and the conceptual framework. 
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The main question developed for this study was:  

• “How does a group of Grade R teachers perceive and experience the SOUNS 

literacy programme?”  

The secondary questions were the following:  

• “What are the curriculum requirements for pre-reading and pre-writing in Grade R 

according to the Department of Basic Education?” 

• “How are pre-reading and pre-writing taught in Grade R according to the SOUNS 

literacy programme?” 

• “What is the relation between the curriculum requirements and the practical 

implementation of the SOUNS literacy programme?” 

• “What are Grade R teachers’ views and opinions regarding the implementation of 

the SOUNS literacy programme?” 

• “What knowledge and skills have Grade R teachers developed based on the 

training that they received in the SOUNS programme?” 

As discussed earlier, only two main themes emerged:  

Theme 1: Enhanced understanding of phonemic awareness 

Theme 2: Knowledge of instruction 

In addition, I discussed sub-themes that emerged from Theme I and Theme 2.  

The sub-themes of Theme 1 were:  

Sub-theme 1.1: Understanding sensory integration with the teaching of phonemics 

Sub-theme 1.2: Enhanced understanding that phonemic awareness enhances 

cognitive development.  

The sub-themes that emerged from Theme 2 were: 

Sub-theme 2.1: Teaching holistic language skills when teaching phonemic awareness 

Sub-theme 2.2: Advanced teaching of concepts of phonemic awareness 

Sub-theme 2.3: Experiencing advantages of technical features 

Sub-theme 2.4: Enhanced use of learner engagement 
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These sub-themes address the questions put in this study. In this section, I first discuss 

the secondary research questions. 

6.3.1 Secondary Research Question 1: What are the curriculum requirements 
for pre-reading and pre-writing in Grade R according to the Department 
of Basic Education? 

According to the Department of Basic Education (2011), learning should be integrated 

with all daily activities. The focus area should be on all areas of language, including 

listening, speaking, reading and writing. According to CAPS (DBE, 2011:52), 

phonemic awareness can be facilitated by introducing sound/letter activities during 

classroom routines: 

According to this policy statement, the learner: 

• segments oral sentences into individual words using words of one syllable first, 

e.g. Sam–is–a boy; 

• divides multisyllabic words into syllables: uses claps or drumbeats on each syllable 

in words and names such as cupboard, Jacqueline, and children should then count 

the syllables; 

• identifies rhyming words in well-known rhymes and songs and in sequence of 

rhyming words, such as Incey Wincey Spider, well; 

• substitutes rhyming words in common songs and rhymes; for example, “Humpty 

Dumpty sat on a ball. Humpty Dumpty said: Oh! I fall”; and 

• recognises and names some letters of the alphabet, especially their own name; for 

example, my name, Diane, begins with the letter d. (DBE, 2011:52). 

 Other subjects, such as music, movement, science, language, news and play activities 

are recommended to be included in lesson plans daily for the reason that they are 

critical to learners’ understanding. This was evident in the teachers’ efforts to conform 

to the curriculum. Teachers reported that their efforts became fruitful with the help of 

the SOUNS literacy programme, and learners learnt through play-based activities 

when phonemic awareness was taught. Thus, a play-based approach allowed learning 

to be real in a learner’s own environment (see Theme 1 and Theme 2). This notion is 

supported by Excell (2011:182), who states that learning through play is an effective 

tool for younger children, especially in Grade R classrooms. In addition, Excell 
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(2011:182) acknowledges the value of teaching and learning through play as a critical 

approach. 

6.3.2 Secondary Research Question 2: How is pre-reading and pre-writing 
taught in Grade R according to the SOUNS literacy programme? 

The main objective of the SOUNS literacy programme is to build letter-sound 

associations, such as phonemes. In addition, the know-how of the implementation of 

SOUNS can be used in any language. This implies that it can be used in all South 

Africa’s 11 official languages. Thus, teachers and the communities that make use of 

the SOUNS literacy programme are provided with an early literacy programme that is 

easy and effective in preparing learners at the pre-reading and pre-writing (preschool) 

level. 

The participating teachers reported that with the SOUNS literacy programme, Grade R 

learners learnt literacy skills before entering the formal Grade 1 school by sounding 

out SOUNS literacy letters, writing words and reading (RCPE, 2012). I also observed 

this in the classroom. Teachers reported that learners who used SOUNS recognised 

and identified different sounds and were able to read single words and to segment, 

blend and rhyme words faster. In addition, these teachers reported that SOUNS 

stimulated language skills such as listening and speaking, which enhances reading 

and writing skills in the early years of learning. Learners started to observe and explore 

with letter sounds. Later they started to construct words using SOUNS. 

During the classroom observation, it was evident that teachers conformed to the 

principles of both SOUNS and CAPS by following the rules. This point came out in 

Theme 1 (advanced teaching concepts of phonemic awareness). 

6.3.3 Secondary Research Question 3: What is the relation between 
curriculum requirements and the practical implementation of the SOUNS 
literacy programme? 

During classroom observations, I observed that there was a connection between 

curriculum requirements and practical implementation in the classroom. The 

participating teachers used outcomes developed by CAPS and then used the SOUNS 

literacy programme as an additional tool to facilitate teaching phonemic awareness. In 

all the schools I observed, the Grade R teachers were provided with the SOUNS 

literacy classroom booklet, which is a step-by-step guide to practical implementation 

in the classroom. This SOUNS guide booklet is designed to be used by the teachers 
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and the caregivers (Erickson, 2012:19). The participating teachers followed this guide 

when teaching phonemic awareness, and this made their work easier. An assessment 

tracking sheet was included to help teachers monitor the daily progress of individual 

learners in Grade R and to identify letters that still needed attention. 

The participating teachers mentioned that, for the most part, the SOUNS literacy 

programme recommends teaching small groups rather than larger groups. This 

provides them with a greater opportunity to intervene when a particular learner 

experiences difficulties. As a result, teachers reported that they worked with small 

groups of six to eight learners when teaching phonemic awareness (see Figure 5.4 

and Figure 5.5). In this way, they are able to help learners achieve their goal and to 

see which learner is falling behind. This principle is in agreement with Literacy Equity 

Acceleration Differentiation (LEADS 21), which states that, in small groups, learners 

have various opportunities to practise phonemic awareness and the teacher can easily 

step in to provide assistance when needed. 

According to the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA, 2009), 

small groups help teachers to provide one-on-one interventions when learners 

experience difficulties with phonemic identification, blending and segmenting. 

Furthermore, teachers reported that the SOUNS literacy programme required that the 

table area should be in the classroom all the time and that the teacher should ensure 

that all the SOUNS letters are intact, because any missing alphabet letters might 

confuse the learners. This I observed (see Figure 5.3 and Figure 5.5). During my 

observation, learners were encouraged and rotated to practise phonemic awareness 

activities such as indigenous games and rhyming during free play (see Figure 5.1). 

This continued until the whole class had participated, and participating teachers said 

that, in this way, they carried the classroom lessons over into outdoor activities. Theme 

2 indicated that learners should be provided with various opportunities as a way to 

enhance learner engagement (see Figure 2.4). 

According to the SOUNS website (souns@counterpane.org), the SOUNS table area 

should have picture cards on it or objects such as phones, books, pencils, etc., so that 

learners can build the name of that object. I observed this in schools A, B and C. 
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6.3.4. Secondary Research Question 4: What are Grade R teachers’ views and 
opinions regarding the implementation of the SOUNS literacy 
programme? 

Participating teachers perceived SOUNS literacy as a stepping stone in building, 

viewing and sounding out words. They stressed the fact that this programme helps 

learners to fast track most of the lessons learnt in reading and writing, so that by the 

time they reach Grade 1, they have acquired skills in phonemics awareness. They 

explained that the SOUNS programme helped them to teach learners to understand 

that reading and writing is done from left to right; so, when learners build words, they 

organise letters from left to right. Therefore, learners are able to write their names 

starting from the left, knowing what sound has to follow the first sound of their names. 

Sub-theme 1.1 and Sub-theme 2.1 address this question in that lesson plans for 

teaching phonemic awareness include sensory integration and the teacher teaches 

holistic language skills. The Department of Education (2001:22) states that younger 

learners rely on their motor system, because it encourages a play-based interactive 

approach. During the interviews, teachers stated that they emphasised integration of 

at least four senses, including touching, seeing, feeling and hearing, which follows the 

sensory integrated approach. I observed that learners were also able to sound and 

read out their names. 

6.3.5. Secondary Research Question 5: What knowledge and skills have 
Grade R teachers developed over time that can be useful for teaching 
reading and writing in Grade R? 

According to Excell (2011:321), Grade R teachers face many challenges, including 

demands made by the Department of Education, because they have limited teaching 

skills. Although the outcome for Grade R was developed, teachers found it difficult to 

implement due to their inadequate understanding. Since they have implemented the 

SOUNS literacy programme, their teaching skills have improved. As discussed earlier, 

teachers said that they had been provided with learning material that enhanced their 

teaching skills. Training helped them to understand various strategies for teaching 

phonemic awareness. See Sub-theme 1.2. 

Furthermore, teachers demonstrated that SOUNS is an effective tool when teaching 

phonemic awareness. It helps them to teach phonemic awareness better by engaging 

learners in reproducing the sounds in a whole class, including blending sounds into 

words, segmenting a word into sounds, rhyming, reading and writing. 
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Teachers noted that they received constant training from the facilitators of RCPE. They 

were provided with teaching material so as to be creative. The available resources in 

the classroom are, for example, mop, phone, chair, table and books. These items were 

evident during my classroom observations, and they were used in almost every Grade 

R classroom. Participating teachers said they were trained in using the SOUNS 

literacy programme to assist learners who had trouble with abstract thinking and who 

often had a short attention span. Such learners have poor reading and writing skills. 

With the guideline from SOUNS, teachers said they had been successful in teaching 

learners from diverse communities. 

6.3.6 Primary Research Question 6: How do Grade R teachers perceive and 
experience the SOUNS literacy programme? 

The main aim of the study was to explore teachers’ perceptions and experiences of 

their implementation of the SOUNS literacy programme in six different Grade R 

classrooms in Mamelodi primary schools. This study found that teachers using 

SOUNS as teaching and learning support material for both Sepedi and English 

regarded teaching with the SOUNS literacy programme to be useful, wonderful and 

enjoyable for both teachers and learners. It was regarded as a very important 

programme that helped learners to read and sound letters well, especially in Grade 1. 

Learners started to recognise different sounds at an early age, and this helped them 

to realise that print carries meaning. 

It also helped learners to recognise that speech consists of a sequence of sounds and 

to know individual sounds. Teachers asserted that, by the end of the year, learners 

had developed skills in blending sounds to build syllables and to segment words. 

Learners also gained knowledge of letter sounds and letter names. 

The classroom observations and photographs confirmed what the teachers had said 

they did during teaching, and that learners responded positively. They stated that 

teaching learners with the SOUNS literacy programme changed their teaching 

strategies and that the learners started to sound letters well, learnt new vocabulary 

and were able to read and write at an early age. I also observed that learners were 

able to recognise and identify the letter-sound relationship of all single letters. They 

found it easy to blend and segment single words. Teachers also indicated that SOUNS 

literacy helped learners to know the beginning and the end of words, using their songs 

and rhymes, and to recognise some common words in their everyday environment, 
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such as door and cupboard, and labels such as Coca-Cola and stop signs, and that 

they pretended to be reading and mimicked writing. 

During classroom observation, it was evident that learners enjoyed every moment of 

manipulating the SOUNS symbols and that they became very excited pronouncing 

letters, particularly as they were learning through play. 

Teachers pointed out the value of the Braille dots on the SOUNS letters. They stressed 

that these dots made teaching easier for the slow learners. They served a dual 

function: counting the dots enabled them to recognise and say the name of the target 

sound, as well as the position of the physical SOUNS letter. This was observed in the 

classrooms. The facilitators of RCPE (2012:6) asserted that the Braille dots assisted 

blind and partially sighted children. This could not be proven because it was beyond 

the objectives of this study and may necessitate future research. It was, however, 

found that the dots enabled learners to check, with their eyes closed, whether the 

symbol was placed correctly or upside down when hearing the intended sound. This 

was observed and photographed during classroom observation. At the same time, the 

learners practised counting. This sharpened their mathematical skills. 

6.4 Reflection on teachers’ enhanced understanding of phonemic 
awareness according to the three identified knowledge strands 

During the interview and observations, two themes emerged from the data relating to 

the teachers’ understanding of the theory and the practical implementation of the 

SOUNS literacy programme. These themes and their sub-themes addressed research 

questions 2, 3, 4 and 5. 

Interview results revealed that teachers used the conforming model, which is a 

teacher-directed, goal-oriented approach. They demonstrated knowledge that 

enhanced understanding of phonemic awareness. This model was supported by the 

sub-themes that emerged from the data. Teachers applied knowledge gained from 

teaching SOUNS literacy as an alternative method of teaching and learning. They also 

indicated that the teachers understood the importance of sensory integration and were 

creating phonemic awareness at an early age. This corresponded to the theories of 

Piaget, Erickson and Vygotsky on developmentally appropriate play-based 

programmes originating from the reforming model of teaching, which helped teachers 

to understand that phonemic awareness enhances cognitive development. 
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In addition, teachers showed knowledge of instruction in phonemic awareness. They 

included holistic language skills in their teaching. During observation, they took 

advantage of the technical features of SOUNS material, such as Braille dots, to 

improve their teaching of concepts of phonemic awareness. These technical features 

are integrated into play-based learning. 

I also observed that the transforming model was adopted. According to MacNaughton 

(2003), learning is based on gender, class, culture and ethnicity. The applicability of 

this theory was observed in this study. 

6.5 Limitation of the study 

The results of this study cannot be applied to all contexts as they were obtained only 

in these selected cases. There are not many schools that use the SOUNS literacy 

programme. In School A and School B, four Grade R classes implemented this 

programme, as opposed to two classrooms in School C. These three schools cannot 

represent the diverse populations of Grade R in the whole of South Africa. 

Furthermore, Grade R teachers in registered community-based facilities were not 

included in this study. Hence, I recommend further research to enhance the reliability 

and validity of these results. The teachers’ experiences varied between one year and 

five years, and their levels of insight differed accordingly. 

6.6 Conditions that may have had an impact on the data 

Data was collected around October. In most schools, October is scheduled as a 

preparatory time for final exams. Although no sit-in exams are taken in Grade R, 

teachers prepare learners for year-end activities, such as music, dancing and art at 

this time of the year. This may have influenced the results. Some teachers cancelled 

the interview meeting or rescheduled it. Some teachers were not available and some 

were no longer interested. Replacements had to be found. Most of the selected 

teachers refused to be recorded and preferred to write their responses. I subsequently 

drew up a questionnaire of the interview questions, but some participants did not 

understand written questions. Therefore, I went back and conducted one-on-one 

interviews. The next section addresses the trustworthiness and validity of the study. 
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6.7 Trustworthiness 

Lincoln and Guba (1999) argue that trustworthiness begins when the results reflect 

the meaning to the same degree as explained by the participants. This notion is 

supported by Padgett (1998), who comments that, to some degree, trustworthiness 

does not entirely emerge as one would expect, but instead it is the research that 

incorporates the use of the described techniques truthfully. 

However, Lincoln and Guba (1999) and Creswell (2012) urge that it is imperative for 

the researcher to engage in various strategies. In so doing, the researcher will be able 

to present a research finding and what it signifies to the participants. In the current 

research, I used strategies such as member checking, audit trail and reflexivity. 

6.7.1 Member checking 

The interviews were conducted in Sepedi, isiZulu and English. The interviews were 

translated into English and cross-checked by the participants. I applied member 

validation by asking the SOUNS classroom teachers to see and read whether the 

information collected was accurate. Negative cases and alternative explanations were 

revised by asking the teachers to identify positive and negative issues to help improve 

the programme. I returned to the selected schools and provided teachers with the 

recorded interview responses for clarification and verification. Some written responses 

were not clear, so I revisited individual teachers for clarification. 

It is understood that, according to the qualitative paradigm, reality is socially 

constructed and perceived by the participants. Therefore, it is important for the 

researcher to check if reality has been presented accurately by the participants 

Creswell (2007). I revisited the participants to verify if the interpretations presented by 

them during the interviews and observations were accurate. 

The research questions were appropriately formulated. Each interview was 

transcribed verbatim. I used a manual for data coding and theme development. I also 

used codes to develop themes by aggregating similar codes. The interrelated themes 

were connected, Lincoln and Cuba (1985) as cited in Creswell (1998), Miles and 

Huberman (1994) 
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6.7.2 The audit trail 

I guaranteed reliability so that others would be able to judge the research process and 

the key decisions that informed the research process. 

6.7.3 Reflexivity 

“In the interpretive approach, the researcher does not stand above or outside, but is a 

participant observer, who engages in the activities and discerns the meanings of 

actions as they are expressed in specific social contexts” (Carr and Kemmis, 1986:88). 

Therefore, my role in this study included eliciting the intensive experiences of 

participants, introducing a range of strategies, touching on ethical and personal issues, 

as well as the values and personal background of the participants, and gauging their 

interpretation (Creswell, 2014). 

6.8 Recommendations and concluding remarks 

When one considers what is done in literacy programmes internationally, it is clear 

that the SOUNS programme aligns well with the requirements of international 

programmes. 

6.8.1 Recommendations for further research 

In view of the findings discussed in this chapter, I recommend the following future 

research topics: 

• Research on the impact of SOUNS literacy in learners with apraxia, because 

learners with apraxia have more reading and writing disabilities 

• The cost effectiveness of using the SOUNS literacy programme in all schools with 

blind learners 

• The effectiveness of SOUNS literacy on the acquisition of the reading and writing 

skills of Grade R learners in schools and preschools that were excluded from this 

study 

6.8.2 Recommendations by the participants 

• Participants recommended that the SOUNS literacy programme should be 

extended to Grade 1 and Grade 2 to assist learners who are struggling to read and 

write. 
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• The SOUNS letters should be accompanied by an audio-visual device that can help 

learners to hear how different letters are articulated and how they differ from other 

letters. 

• SOUNS symbols must be available in both upper and lower case, as the leaners 

had trouble understanding upper case when it was introduced later. 

• Teachers must be encouraged to use pictures that can give learners confidence. 

6.9 Concluding remarks 

The problem statement in this research was that there is a need for Grade R teachers 

to be well trained in the teaching of phonemic awareness to Grade R learners. It was 

also suggested that the SOUNS literacy programme was one of the programmes that 

can be used for training Grade R teachers. The question asked was: “How do teachers 

implement this programme to become better literacy teachers?” 

The above question was answered through teacher’s perceptions and experiences of 

implementing SOUNS literacy. 

This study is eye opening to discover and improve knowledge into the use of the 

SOUNS literacy programme and to understand the theoretical and practical 

perspectives of teachers trained in applying it. The SOUNS literacy programme 

seemed to have a positive impact on the overall teaching of phonemic awareness in 

Grade R classrooms. However, its effectiveness needs to be evaluated to determine 

its strengths, its weaknesses and its cost effectiveness. This can be done by assessing 

learners who used the SOUNS literacy in Grade R and Grade 1 to determine its long-

term effectiveness. Based on the results, I recommend SOUNS literacy to the 

Department of Basic Education and caregivers for use in the Foundation Phase of all 

schools. 
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Addendum 1: Consent letters to schools 
 

1.1 Consent letters to principals 

School A 

School B 

School C 
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Faculty of Education 

Department of Early Childhood Education 

Letter to School Principal 

 

Name of school: 

Physical address: 

Contact No:   

 Subject: letter of request to undertake research in your school 
 

Dear Principal/Supervisor 

I, Mary Shibambu, am a master’s student in early childhood development (ECD) at the 

University of Pretoria. In order to complete my degree, I need to do a research study, 

hence my letter of request to you to undertake my research in your school. The 

purpose of the study is to explore the Teachers’ perceptions and experiences of the 

implementation of the SOUNS literacy programme in schools. The study will involve a 

total of three (3) schools, with each school inviting (2) teacher who has been trained 

on SOUNS literacy programme in Grade R. The intended data collection period is from 

20th June 2015. 

 

Grade R teachers participating in this study will benefit from the opportunity to learn 

more about their own beliefs and practices through the reflective process and sharing, 

which in itself is a personal professional development strategy. All data collected will 

be made available in an open repository for public and scientific use. 

 

I will provide the participant with: 

1. An information letter – giving some information about the study 

2. Consent form – to complete 

3. Parent consent form –to complete 
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On my introductory visit to your school, (proposed date 17 June and time 08:00, I will 

brief the participants concerned with the purpose and nature of the study; my role and 

your teachers’ involvement. I will also collect three (2) items from the teachers: the 

teachers consent forms, parent consent form. 
 

At the same time they will be assured that confidentiality and integrity will be 

maintained throughout the study. 
 

Data will be collected in a form of interviews and observations. During my 

observational visit to your school, I will be observing the teachers during their activity 

sessions in classroom. I will be taking field notes, doing audio recording and taking 

photos as a backup for critical conversations which I may miss out in the anecdotal 

recordings. The teachers observed will be followed with a face-to-face informal 

interview. Each teacher will need approximately 2 hours. 
 

I want to assure you that all data and information collected will be managed 

confidentially. The name of your school will not be disclosed and each participant will 

remain anonymous. I will be using serial numbers, abbreviations and pseudonyms for 

data collection and collation. Upon the completion of the study a written summary of 

the overall findings will be sent to the school. The study will be used for academic 

research only. All data collected with public funding may be made available in an open 

repository for public and scientific use. 
 

I would appreciate your consideration to afford me the opportunity to do my research 

in your school. Please confirm if (20 June) will be suitable for my visit to your school. 
 

Thank you for your kind consideration to be part of a learning community. 

Yours sincerely 

 _____________________ _______________________ 

Mary Shibambu (researcher) Dr Melanie Moen (supervisor) 

Faculty of Education Faculty of Education University of Pretoria University of Pretoria 

Mary.shibambu@up.ac.za melanie.moen@up.ac.za 

+27 12 420 5199 +27 12 420 5721 
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1.2 Consent letters to teacher 

School A 

School B 

School C 
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 Faculty of Education 

 Department of Early Childhood 

 Education 

Consent letter to Grade R teacher 

Dear Sir/Madam 

I am undertaking this study as part of my master research at the University of Pretoria. The 
purpose of this study is to explore teachers ‘perceptions and experiences of the 
implementation of the SOUNS literacy programme in three (3) various Grade R classroom in 
Mamelodi primary schools. The teachers’ experiences with SOUNS programme could provide 
an indication whether SOUNS is effective in Grade R class. The views and opinions of 
teachers who have been trained in the implementation of SOUNS will be investigated through 
observation and interviews. 

You as an experienced SOUNS programme teacher are invited to take part in my master’s 
research project. I will also take photographs of the teaching and learning environment (not 
the learners) the faces of the learners will not be exposed. With your permission I will be 
conducting an interview where you would have an opportunity to describe your perceptions 
and experiences with the teaching SOUNS literacy programme. This will take about 45minutes 
of your time and will be done at a time convenient to you. 

I will be observing when you implement SOUNS literacy programme activities and how 
learners response to it.I will not use name of teacher or school name.I will use pseudonyms 
for instance, this way the teacher, learner and the school will be protected. 

Any information that is obtained in connection with this study inclusive your identity, learners 
will remain confidential and will only be disclosed with your permission when need might be. I 
will not expose your name, learners or school in any written or verbal report of this study 

There are no predictable risk to yourself or leaners who will be participating in the study. There 
will be no direct benefit from participating in the study. However, the possible benefit will be 
on teachers’ professional development and the Department of Education. Participants will not 
receive any type of payment for participating in this study 

 The participating in this study is voluntary. You may decline to participate or to withdraw from 
participation at any time. Withdrawal or refusal to participate will not affect you in any way. 
You can withdraw from the study at any time without any consequences. Accept to be in the 
study now and change your mind later without penalty 

The observation study will take place during regular classroom activities with the prior approval 
of the school and parents of the learners. If you agree to sign the consent form accompanies 
this letter the information gathered from the study will be stored securely on password locked 
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computer in my office for five years after the study. Thereafter, records will be erased. All data 
that might be collected with public funding may be made available in an open repository for 
public and scientific use. Even in these instances confidentiality will be upheld. 

Thank you in advance 

Name of the teachers 

 …………………………………………………… 

Signature …………………………………………. 

If you have questions about this study please ask me or my study supervisor. 

 

 Mary Shibambu (researcher) Dr Melanie Moen (supervisor) 

 Faculty of Education Faculty of Education 

 University of Pretoria University of Pretoria 
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1.3 Consent letters to parents 

School A 

School B 

School C 
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 Faculty of Education 

 Department of Early Childhood Education 

Consent letter to parents 
 

Dear Parent 
 
Your child is invited to participate in a study entitled “Teachers’ perceptions and 

experiences of the Implementation of the SOUNS literacy programme in preschool” 

 I am undertaking this study as part of my masters’ research at the University of 

Pretoria. The purpose of the study is to explore teachers’ perceptions and experiences 

of the implementation of the SOUNS Literacy Programme in three various Grade R 

classrooms in Mamelodi primary schools. The teachers’ experiences with SOUNS 

could provide an indication whether SOUNS is effective in Grade R classroom. The 

views and opinions of teachers who have been trained in the implementation of 

SOUNS will be investigated through observations and interviews. 

I am asking permission to make observations of your child in the classroom setting. I 

will be observing the teacher while she/he is busy teaching SOUNS literacy 

programme in Grade R classroom. For the purpose of this study I will be using audio 

recordings and photos. The face of your child will not be exposed. Any information that 

is obtained in connection with this study and can be identified with your child will 

remain confidential and will only be disclosed with your permission. His or her name 

or your name or the school’s name will not be exposed in any written or verbal report 

based on this study. Such a report will be used for research purposes only. 

There are no foreseeable risks to your child by participating in the study. Your child 

will receive no direct benefit from participating in the study; however, the possible 

benefits will be on teacher’s professional development and the Department of 

Education. Neither your child nor you will receive any type of payment for participating 

in this study. 
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Your child’s participation in this study is voluntary. Your child may decline to participate 

or to withdraw from participation at any time. Withdrawal or refusal to participate will 

not affect him/her in any way. Similarly you can agree to allow your child to be in the 

study now and change your mind later without any penalty. 

The study will take place during regular classroom activities with the prior approval of 

the school and your child’s teacher. However, if you do not want your child to 

participate, an alternative activity will be available. In addition to your permission, your 

child must agree to participate in the study and your child will also be asked to sign 

the assent form which accompanies this letter. If your child does not wish to participate 

in the study, he or she will not be included and there will be no penalty. The information 

gathered from the study and your child’s participation in the study will be stored 

securely on a password locked computer in my locked office for five years after the 

study. Thereafter, records will be erased. 

You are making a decision about allowing your child to participate in this study. Your 

signature below indicates that you have read the information provided above and have 

decided to allow him or her to participate in the study. You may keep a copy of this 

letter. 

Name of child: …………………………………………………………….. 

Parent or guardian’s signature: Date: ………………………. 

……………………………….. 

If you have questions about this study please ask me or my study supervisor: 

Dr Melanie Moen 

Department of Early Childhood Development 

University of Pretoria 

012 420 5632 

 

My contact number is 0834332139 

Email: mary.shibambu@up.ac.za 
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Sincerely 

_________________________   ___________________________

   

Parent/guardian’s name (print)    Parent/guardian’s signature: Date: 

________________________   _________________________  

Mary Shibambu (researcher)    Dr Melanie Moen (supervisor) 

Faculty of Education    Faculty of Education  

University of Pretoria    University of Pretoria 
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Addendum 2: Semi-structured interviews 

Possible interview questions 

Thank you very much for agreeing to allow me to observe your practice and for 
participating in this interview Thanks for the time I appreciate it. I have prepared a 
series of questions to guide the interviews but please add whatever information you 
feel is relevant. Your confidentiality will be assured. 

• What are your experiences in the implementation of SOUNS in Grade R classroom 
• How efficient is the SOUNS literacy programme in improving literacy skills of the 

Grade R- learners? 
• What was particularly helpful about the teaching SOUNS literacy training? 
• What is teaching perspective of the SOUNS programme? 
• How does learner respond to the SOUNS programme? 
• In your opinion do you find teaching SOUNS different from when teaching using 

CAPS if yes explain 
• What tool do you use to assess the learners? 
• What are the challenges that you experience implementing SOUNS literacy in 

class? How have you coped with these? 
• What type of support do you receive the implementation of SOUNS 
• In your opinion what are the strengths and weakness of SOUNS 
• How would you describe SOUNS literacy Programme 
• What type of support do you receive (or not) that enables you to deliver a high-

quality service? 
• Could you suggest any alternative/additional strategies that you think could improve 

SOUNS in Grade R practice in general? 
 
………………………..  ..........................................................   

Mary Shibambu (researcher)  Dr Melanie Moen (supervisor) 

Faculty of Education....................................Faculty of Education…  

University of Pretoria……………..………… University of Pretoria 
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Addendum 3: Letter of permission to used SOUNS literacy programme 
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