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Introduction
This article contributes to knowledge pertaining to the role of parental support in the 
development of language skills. Ultimately, this knowledge assists in developing guidelines for 
working towards a theory of parental support through which parents can support learners’ 
development skills for English First Additional Language (EFAL) or a second language. The 
factors that influence poor learner performance are complex and may include poor language 
development, lack of educational resources and lack of teacher and parental support (Dhurumraj 
2013; Evans et al. 2010). However, researchers concur that parental support with regard to 
language development could make a significant contribution to the academic outcomes of South 
African learners (Daniels 2017; Evans et al. 2010; Howie et al. 2017; Mmotlane, Winnaar & 
Wa Kivilu 2009). First Additional Language (FAL) competency is vital as learners switch to 
English as the Language of Learning and Teaching (LoLT) and that affects the overall academic 
achievement (Department of Education 2003; Prinsloo, Rogers & Harvey 2018). These two 
issues, language and parental support, are the main foci of this article.

The focus of the current research also finds relevance in scholarship given the attention that the 
topic of parental support, with regard to second language development, has received worldwide 
(see studies by Deborah, Gilliam & Lisa 2013; Georgis, Donna Mae Ford & Ali 2014; Wessels 
2014). For example, Chinese-based scholarly research has shown that most parents are very 
active in supporting their children in learning EFAL, as they consider it fundamental to their 
children’s future (Lau, Li & Rao 2011; Wei 2011, 2014). There is a consensus in international 
literature about the positive effect of parental support on the academic achievement of children, 
which includes the development of second language proficiency (Boonk et al. 2018; Castillo & 
Gàmez 2013; Castro et al. 2015; Daniels 2017; Enemuo & Obidike 2013; Evans & Cleghorn 2014; 
Gilleece 2015; Jeynes 2007, 2012; Liu 2013; Wang 2014). Therefore, this article finds relevance 
within the current body of literature in providing guidelines for working towards a theory of 
parental support that is expected to support developing second language proficiency among 
South African learners. Therefore, the results of this research have the potential to contribute to 
knowledge in the field of parental support with regard to second language development.

This article is guided by the main research question, ‘what guidelines can be provided for working 
towards a theory of parental support?’ To answer this research question, we offer a broad insight 

This article sought to conceptualise guidelines that can assist parents in supporting learners’ 
development of skills in English First Additional Language (EFAL). It argues that there is a 
need for a theory of parental support with regard to the development of EFAL of learners. 
English is both a First Additional Language (FAL) and the Language of Learning and Teaching 
(LoLT) in most schools in South Africa. English is a home language to less than ten percent of 
South Africans. Therefore, for learners who do not have English as their mother tongue, there 
is an urgent need for language support. This article demonstrates that parents, as key 
stakeholders in development of EFAL at home, need guidance on how to provide support. 
Eight (n = 8) parents were selected conveniently to form part of the focus group discussions 
and to gain understanding of their experiences with regard to supporting the development of 
EFAL. The results revealed that parental support is a complex process that requires one to 
consider the interface of systems around the parent and the child. Consequently, the theory of 
parental support describes how, through the interface of these principles, parents can support 
second language development. The results of this study have pragmatic and policy implications 
for parental support with regard to the development of EFAL.
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into these two above-mentioned issues in the further sections. 
We, firstly, review the literature on EFAL and parental 
support. A conceptual framework that underpinned the 
current research follows the ‘Literature review’ section and 
an overview of the methodological process is provided. The 
results and discussions of the current research are provided 
before the concluding section.

Literature review
The South African education system is affected by a myriad of 
unique challenges as compared to education systems in other 
nations around the globe (Howie et al. 2008, 2012, 2017). 
Ramrathan (2017:23) compared the results of grade 6 learners 
across four countries in Africa and concluded that the ‘South 
African schooling system is failing its citizens’, revealing that 
the educational system of South Africa is not getting better. 
Ramrathan’s conclusions (2017) do not come as a surprise 
given what Bloch (2009:17) stated over a decade ago that, 
‘there is no shortage of evidence showing how badly the 
South African education system is performing.’ Glaring 
evidence of the poor performance in the education system is 
provided by the recent report of performance of learners in 
South Africa compared to their peers around the world. The 
latest results from the Progress in International Reading 
Literacy Study (PIRLS), where learners are tested in their 
‘home’ languages, show that South African learners performed 
below all 50 participating countries (Howie et al. 2017). This 
poor performance is corroborated by previous large-scale 
studies such as those conducted by the Southern and Eastern 
African Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality 
(SACMEQ 2011), Progress International Reading Literacy 
Study (PIRLS) 2006 (Howie et al. 2008), Progress International 
Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) 2011 (Howie et al. 2012) and 
the annual national assessments (ANA) (Department of Basic 
Education 2012a) all of which reveal that South African 
learners are performing below the required level.

Looking at the challenges faced by the South African education 
system, language is arguably among the biggest concerns (Nel 
2011; Stein 2017). For example, studies focusing on school 
resources (Munje & Maarman 2017) and key subjects such as 
mathematics (Mji & Makgato 2006; Stott 2015) and physical 
science (Mji & Makgato 2006; Prinsloo et al. 2018) have shown 
that challenges with language in education and lack of 
resources cause poor performance among learners. The 
language in education problem could be associated with the 
fact that, English as the LoLT in the majority of schools, is a 
home language to only 8.1% of South Africans (Statistics South 
Africa, 2018). Results from PIRLS 2006 reported that South 
African grade 4 learners obtained a score of 353, and grade 5 
learners obtained a score of 302. Both scores were significantly 
below the international average of 500. When compared to 
other countries, South Africa performed poorly and this 
highlights the need for attention (Howie et al. 2008, 2017).

In 2011, a new PIRLS approach, which differed from that 
used previously in other countries (Howie et al. 2017), was 
adopted for testing South African grade 4 literacy. This new 

assessment tool, pre-PIRLS, was a relatively easier assessment 
compared to the standard PIRLS tests used for the grade 4 
learners in other countries. The results from this assessment, 
however, showed that the overall performance by South 
African learners was 323, which is still below the overall 
international mean of 500 (Howie et al. 2017). Comparing the 
2016 and 2011 grade 4 results, it can be noted that the 
difference in scores is not statistically significant (Howie et al. 
2017). Although there were some improvements in the 
performance in five African languages (i.e. isiNdebele, 
Sepedi, Sesotho, Tshivenda and Xitsonga) in grade 4, 
performance of South African learners still begs serious 
attention (Howie et al. 2017). The overall performance of both 
grades 4 and 5, where learners were tested in English or 
Afrikaans, indicates that the trends of poor performance still 
persist. The under-achievement of South African learners in 
language seems to be a complex problem, and there are no 
obvious solutions. As such, more time is needed for research 
and interventions before solutions can be realised.

Furthermore, parents as key figures in the lives of their children 
cannot be excluded in the effort to try to address this problem. 
The Department of Basic Education (DBE) has attempted to 
get parents involved in their children’s education through the 
introduction of the school governing body (SGB) (South African 
School Act 1996). The main stakeholders in the SGB are the 
parents and their responsibility is governance of the school. 
One of the key responsibilities of the SGB is related to the 
language policy of the school, specifically on deciding the 
LoLT (DBE 2014; South African Schools Act 1996). This implies 
that parents can decide through the SGB on the LoLT. 
Therefore, it is on the premises of this power that is held by the 
parents that one could logically expect them to be active in 
supporting the language development of the learners. On the 
contrary, Mmotlane et al. (2009:528) stated that ‘low parental 
participation in activities of the school has been detected in 
South African black schools in recent years.’ The lack of 
parental involvement is a matter of concern in the current 
study given the critical role of parents, as indicated above.

Thus, although the SGB serves as a platform for involvement 
of parents, it must also be noted that not all parents can take 
part in the SGB because of its size (Department of Basic 
Education 2015) and the lack of effective management of 
SGB operations that could afford equal access opportunities 
to all parents (Mncube, Harber & Du Plessis 2011). Reasons 
for lack of involvement are, however, not limited to the 
state of the SGB or its operations. There are also other 
factors, for example, some parents want to get involved, but 
they do not know how to (Mbokodi & Singh 2011; Mncube 
et al. 2011), a view consistent with studies conducted in the 
United Kingdom (See Okeke 2014; Willemse et al. 2018) and 
another conducted in Nigeria (Enemuo & Obidike 2013). 
In other instances, age seems to play a role, with 
young parents (35–49 years) showing more interest in 
involvement than older parents (Mmotlane, Winnaar & Wa 
Kivilu 2009). Some parents do not get involved because of 
insecurity which arises from their low levels of education 
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(Mncube 2009) and lack of proficiency in the English 
language which is used by the school as FAL (Mbokodi & 
Singh 2011). Other parents do not view involvement in their 
children’s education as their role, but rather, they restrict 
that role to the teachers. For example, a research study 
conducted in the Eastern Cape province of South Africa 
showed that parents associate their involvement with 
only home-based activities such as providing support for 
homework (Page 2016). The above factors are just a sample 
of issues reflected in the research conducted in different 
provinces in South Africa, suggesting that there are real 
problems arising from lack of parental involvement in the 
language education of their children.

It is therefore crucial to address this problem of lack of 
parental involvement to advance the South African education 
system. In addressing this problem, the relationship between 
parental involvement and second language support is 
relevant to this article. Therefore, it is in the problematic 
context of limited language proficiency and lack of parental 
involvement that this article finds significance.

Conceptual framework: Dynamic 
systems theory
In this article, we adopted the Dynamic Systems Theory 
(DST) as a conceptual framework based on its non-linear 
approach to studying a phenomenon that changes over time 
(De Bot & Larsen-Freeman 2011; De Bot et al. 2013). Parental 
support and second language development are such 
phenomena, in that they undergo a dynamic process. In the 
context of the current research, second language is the main 
dynamic system of focus, and both language development 
(or language learning) and parental support are the dynamic 
processes. Therefore, the dynamic and systemic perspective 
of DST fits best for the current research, which focuses on 
both the second language system and the two aforementioned 
dynamic processes.

With regard to parental support in the context of education, 
there are various frameworks that one can choose from, 
especially the widely used models such as Epstein (Epstein 
2010) and Hoover–Dempsey (Tekin 2011). Although both 
these models provide an understanding of parental support, 
they are not developed to provide support specifically for 
second language development. That is one of the distinctions 
that sets DST apart from other theories, in that not only does 

it provide tools to understand systems important for the 
child, it was also specifically developed as a comprehensive 
theory of second language development (De Bot, Lowie & 
Verspoor 2007; De Bot et al. 2013). It is, therefore, on the 
basis of the above-mentioned factor, among other key 
characteristics such as open systems, sensitive dependence 
on initial conditions, nested system and subsystems or 
nestedness, non-linear development, variability (both in 
and among individuals), self-organisation and feedback 
loop, that we have chosen DST as a guiding framework for 
this article.

Research methodology
Methodology
The original study made use of an explanatory sequential 
design of mixed methods research, which had two phases. 
The first phase focused on the secondary quantitative data 
from PIRLS, while the second phase focused on the qualitative 
data. The explanatory sequential design is characterised by 
the collection of quantitative data first, followed by qualitative 
data. The explanatory sequential design, also referred to as ‘a 
two-phased model’ (Creswell 2012:542), was well fitted for 
the original research which had two phases: the quantitative 
and qualitative data collection and analysis processes. The 
first phase was used to form a benchmark for understanding 
the significance of the parental involvement problem and 
language development in South African learners. Therefore, 
the results from quantitative data were explored further 
through the qualitative approach.

Ethical consent and sampling
Ethical approval to conduct the study was obtained from the 
University of Pretoria (Ethical Clearance Number: EP 
13/11/01). Following the approval, a faith based organisation 
in Pretoria was identified as the data collection site based on 
its capacity to members from diverse backgrounds and major 
communities around Pretoria. Following an approval by the 
organisation, members were informed and those interested in 
participating in the current study submitted their names and 
contact details. A convenient sample of eight parents formed 
part of the research based on their accessibility, availability 
and willingness to be part of the current research (Etikan, 
Musa & Alkassim 2016). The participants were parents of 
learners of English as the FAL, and Table 1 shows the 
background information of the participants.

TABLE 1: Profile of participants in the current study.
Number Marital status Gender Employment status Highest qualification Parenting role Child’s grade

1 Single F Unemployed Degree Single parent Grade 3
2 Single F Unemployed Matric Guardian Grade 4
3 Single F Employed Diploma Guardian Grade 4
4 Married F Employed Matric Both parents Grade 2
5 Single F Employed Honours degree Both parents Grade 3
6 Divorced M Employed Honours degree Single parent Grade 3
7 Married F Employed Diploma Both parents Grade 4
8 Divorced F Employed Degree Single parent Grade 4

F, female; M, male.
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Data collection and analysis
A focus group interview was used for data collection. Focus 
group interviews were chosen based on the strength they 
had to provide in-depth data that are not attainable from 
individual interviews (Nieuwenhuis 2007). The focus group 
discussions were conducted on two occasions over a period 
of 2 weeks. During the focus group interview discussions, 
care and judgement were prominent by using an audio 
recorder to ensure that data were not lost in the process 
(Stewart & Shamdasani 2015). Secondly, the data recorded 
were sent to a professional transcriber who documented all 
the focus group discussions. The transcripts were used to 
conduct a thematic analysis of the results (Maguire & 
Delahunt 2017; Vaismoradi et al. 2016).

Thematic analysis followed an inductive process, where 
data content from participants was analysed to form general 
themes (Teddlie & Tashakkori 2009). The themes were 
identified by following the four-phase theme development 
process set by Vaismoradi et al. (2016:102–107), namely, 
initialisation, construction, rectification and finalisation. 
The initialisation phase includes reading through the 
transcripts for coding purposes, which helps in reducing 
the raw data into meaningful units (Maguire & Delahunt 
2017). During the coding process, titles were given to each 
transcript; code ‘1M’ referring to the first meeting and code 
‘2M’ referring to the second meeting. Each statement were 
also numbered, per meeting. Therefore, a quote with 
reference ‘1M2’ indicates that the extract can be found on 
the document entitled First Meeting, line number 2. This 
example indicates how all extracts should be understood as 
used in the ‘Results’ section. The construction phase focused 
on the identification, comparison and description of 
identified themes. The rectification phase took a paradoxical 
format of immersing and distancing oneself in the identified 
data for the purpose of increasing the critical approach in 
analysing the presented data. The finalisation phase 
includes portrayal of the identified themes through a 
storyline, which provides a coherent picture of the results 
of the current study. The themes identified through the 
above-mentioned four-phase process were then used for 
data analysis.

Quality criteria
Quality assurance of the current research was ensured 
through the process of trustworthiness and transferability. 
The qualitative term, trustworthiness, is achieved by 
engaging in multiple methods of data collection 
(Nieuwenhuis 2007). The use of an experienced transcriber 
ensured that the views and experiences of the participants 
are documented correctly, which helped to increase the 
trustworthiness of the results (Patten & Newhart 2018). 
Therefore, member-checking the transcripts of the current 
study with participants helped to confirm whether the 
conclusions drawn from the study were accurate in reflecting 
the views of the participants. With qualitative data, 
transferability looks at the how the results of the current 
study can be applied in other contexts different from the one 

of the current study (Wium & Louw 2018). The limited 
number of participants for the qualitative study suggests 
that the results from this phase can only be transferred to a 
population similar to the population of this study.

Results
According to Stewart and Shamdasani (2015), presentation 
of focus group data is not a simple process; it requires care 
and judgement. In the current research, care and judgement 
were ensured by following the four-phase guidelines 
suggested by Vaismoradi et al. (2016:102–107), as described 
in the above section. Both the frequency and contents of the 
statements of the current research were considered on how 
they assist in answering the main research questions, ‘what 
guidelines can be provided for working towards a theory of 
parental support?’ The main question was supported by the 
following sub-questions: (1) ‘what challenges are faced by 
the parents of EFAL learners with regard to supporting 
language development?’ (2) ‘what are the characteristics of 
guidelines for working towards a theory of parental 
support?’ Below, I describe how our research answered these 
questions, starting with the first sub-question. It is, therefore, 
based on the above backdrop that six themes emerged from 
the qualitative data analysis: (1) alternative parenting; (2) 
parent–child activities, (3) technology and surfing the net 
support, (4) parental challenges, (5) language usage and (6) 
quality of education.

Alternative support
Alternative parenting is considered as a form of parenting 
that includes any person playing the role of a parent other 
than the biological parent of the learner (South African 
Schools Act 1996). The following extracts relate to situations 
where the role of alternative parenting is seen in after-
school care centres, with family relatives, extra classes and 
tutors:

‘Okay what I do is that, I involve my kids for after care (Grade 4), 
which is a school after care. I opted for that one because of the 
curriculum; they know the system and everything. So, they are 
assisted with homework. They have homework for reading and 
after reading what they do are the English activities. Every day 
they are given activities to complete.’ (Zen, 1M2 [authors’ own 
emphasis])

‘My one (referring to the child) is in Grade 3. What I do every 
day, I have an aunt at home and she is living at home so I ask her to 
assist my child when doing homework. (Referring to activities 
while the mother still at work).’ (Tsebe, 1M5 [authors’ own 
emphasis])

‘That’s why even at school they introduced extra classes… 
(Referring to the view raised during discussion that parents do 
not have time to assist their children at home).’ (Zen, 2M216 
[authors’ own emphasis])

From the above extracts, alternative parenting support 
ranges from providing support for homework to helping 
language development through reading activities, key tasks 
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that a child has to do after school. For example, in the 
literature review, it was clarified how reading, especially in 
early childhood, helps in language development (Du Plessis 
2012; McCabe 2011). Alternative support reduces the direct 
involvement of parents in supporting their children in the 
trajectory development of EFAL. It seems that with many 
parents working full-time, alternative parenting support 
reduces the time constraints that parents might have in 
supporting their children through completing homework-
related tasks and reading, although it seems that the parents 
do confirm that the schoolwork is completed well by signing 
the homework diary.

Parent–child activities
Parent–child activities refer to the educational activities that 
parents engage in with their children for educational support, 
and specifically language development. It was indicated that 
identification of the activities undertaken by the parents with 
their children should be seen as a form of learner support and 
an indication of parental involvement. These activities 
include going through the work done at the aftercare support 
and reading:

‘And then when they get home what I do is I go through what they 
did at after care. And then sometimes you will find that there are 
mistakes, so I will go through the mistakes with them and rectify where 
they went wrong, and they will also read to me as well and then I 
will sign next to the teacher’s signature to say that I went through the 
reading as well.’ (Ester, 1M2 [authors’ own emphasis])

‘So, I correct her, I don’t ask aunt to correct it and I don’t ask aunt to 
do it with... So, she must do it alone and then when I come back, I 
will mark and check where she went wrong and then I will call her 
and say this is wrong, do it.’ (Zen, 1M5 [authors’ own emphasis])

Another form of parental involvement is reading to the 
child, and/or with the child. In the extracts below, the 
parents make some effort to read with the children. We refer 
to this as an effort because it does not seem to work out as 
much as the parents would have preferred. It is an effort 
because the parents indicated that often the children do not 
want to read:

‘He will only read when I’m sitting like maybe with notes and stuff, 
or if I’m taking my books to read, is when he will show interest 
and read and go through.’ (Moekie, 1M29 [authors’ own emphasis])

‘But what I have seen is that now she is starting to read because she 
sees me reading, I had to find out what she loves in the reading.’ 
(Moekie, 1M17 [authors’ own emphasis])

What motivates children to read is when they see their 
parents reading, and often this happens when parents engage 
in their personal studies or reading any other material. In the 
absence of parents’ studies, it does not appear as if parents 
make conscious decisions to get books to read as a way of 
modelling reading for their children. It seems to happen as an 
intervention measure used when needed to get the children 
to read or to listen to their reading homework. This suggests 
that parents lack a culture of reading for leisure to model 
reading for their children. This could also be related to the 
unwillingness of children to read, as reading might not be the 

norm in their homes and a culture of reading has not been 
developed in the home.

Technology and surfing the net support
Technology and surfing the net support emerged very strongly 
and included accessing educational material on the Internet, 
Google search, WhatsApp and educational programmes on 
television. As reported by Howie et al. (2008:36):

As part of everyday experiences outside of school, learners may 
be exposed to a wide variety of texts ranging from magazines, 
books, newspapers or text in electronic format as found on 
television subscripts and the Internet.

In the extract below, the parent has used the Internet to find 
reading information, downloaded it and printed it for 
the child to read. Access to books may be difficult and 
expensive, but this is one way in which the parent has become 
involved in creating literacy activities to support language 
development:

‘But then what I’ve done from my side, I’ve printed these Bible 
stories from the internet and made a file for him.’ (Moekie, 1M29 
[authors’ own emphasis])

In the next extract, one parent has used the Internet to source 
worksheets for the child as extension work, which shows the 
interest that the parent has in the child’s language and 
academic development:

‘The worksheet, master one, the one that I said I download every day, it 
has problems, and memorandum….’ (Tseba, 1M176 [authors’ own 
emphasis])

The parents indicated the easy availability of providing 
reading enhancement material solutions to support children 
through the Internet and the WhatsApp social media 
platform. The use of social media seems to work well as a 
supporting tool in the language development of the child. As 
society moves into the electronic age, more and more 
available apps seem to rule lives. Social media platforms, 
such as WhatsApp, have provided a link between school and 
parents and parents themselves. It is clear from the results 
that participants of the current research expressed strong 
views about the role of technology and surfing the net in 
providing parental support.

Parents’ challenges
Parents’ challenges refer to trials faced by parents which hinder 
parental involvement in their children’s education (Slain 
2019). Although the challenges differ from parent to parent, 
there are general challenges that they face (O’Donoghue 
2014). For example, some parents indicated that their children 
often refuse to read when requested to do so. The reason for 
this refusal was not explored as it was outside the purpose of 
the current study, although one parent suggested that this 
might be because of the stubbornness of the child.

‘My challenge is reading. She doesn’t want to read ….’ (Jess, 1M5 
[authors’ own emphasis])
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To some parents, time is an issue as indicated in the extract 
below:

‘But where is the time? I don’t think the time is not enough..., we 
come back at 4, 7/8 is bed time, where do we have this time to 
(read with the child).’ (Superman, 2M210 [authors’ own emphasis])

Therefore, in this article, four sub-themes of parental 
support, parent–child relationship, time, helplessness and 
understanding of the child’s curriculum, sum the challenges 
encountered by parents in supporting their children in the 
development of language proficiency. The challenges that 
parents face with regard to relationships with their children 
revolve around the home activities. To overcome these 
challenges, a parent support theory, taking into consideration 
the curriculum and the reasons that can hinder children from 
reading, must be developed.

Language usage
Language usage in this article refers to the language used by 
parents in providing parental support. It is through the medium 
of language reflected through the attitudes of parents towards 
reading and their participation in activities aimed at language 
use and development that they can either promote or hinder 
language usage. This theme reflects on how parents and their 
children use language and the views they have about language. 
The language usage theme includes the following sub-themes: 
mother tongue, language levels, language used during home 
activities, English as an international language and reading.

With regard to the mother tongue versus EFAL, parents 
spoke on the importance of the use of English in reading. 
Although parents indicated that they value their mother 
tongue, they viewed it as important only for communication 
reasons and not for academic purposes:

‘Our mother tongue is not necessary for them to be fluent in, he can talk 
the mother tongue we can understand ….’ (Superman, 2M122 
[authors’ own emphasis])

It was, however, noted that parents were unsure about the 
language levels, that is, which between the home language 
and English is their first language or FAL. The extract below 
reveals this confusion:

‘My understanding, as long as the language is not your mother 
tongue, it automatically means she [the child] is doing it as a second 
language.’ (Superman, 2M7 [authors’ own emphasis])

The parents cited the limitations of mother tongue versus the 
international value of English as the main reason for 
preferring English. It was on this basis that parents opted for 
English development instead of mother tongue:

‘Everything is in English, I’m telling you ….’ (Zen, 2M72 [authors’ 
own emphasis])

In fact, the mother tongue was viewed as a hindrance to 
the development of English and limiting the child’s career. 
The aforementioned view is supportive of the rationale of 
the current research that aims at developing guidelines for 

working towards a theory of parental support. It is anticipated 
that such a theory will assist in promoting the importance of 
the mother tongue (or the main language used in the home) 
to serve as a springboard for the development of EFAL. Such 
knowledge will add value to the current debates in South 
Africa about general language usage and, particularly, the 
value of promoting previously marginalised languages.

Quality of education
Quality of education refers to that standard of education and 
services that the school offers. The extract below represents 
the views of the parents about what is offered to their children 
at public schools in the township schools compared to the 
schools in towns:

‘It’s just that now, the fact that you take your child there, it means 
that you’re not going to have much (with regard to school services).’ 
(Jess, 2M60 [authors’ own emphasis])

Parents were critical of township schools as they felt that they 
did not offer quality education, comprising an inclusive 
broad curriculum incorporating extra-curricular activities, 
which is vital in equipping their children for their place in 
today’s changing society.

‘[…] if the location (township) schools is giving as much extra 
murals and their advancement, we would have no problem. We 
would take our kids there but because now you can see that the 
world has changed, if you are going to take your child in there 
(township schools), they are not going to learn how to swim. They are 
not going to learn a lot of things. So, you will be setting them up for a 
bit of a failure.’ (Zen, 2M53 [authors’ own emphasis])

The quality of education was discussed in the literature 
review as one of the main reasons for the poor performance 
of the learners (DBE 2012b; Howie et al. 2008). Many factors 
influence quality in schools and factors such as size of class, 
curriculum coverage, poor resources and the competence of 
the teacher all have an effect on parents’ decisions about 
where to enrol their children. Therefore, these findings 
suggest that the challenge of quality of education should be 
considered attentively to understand its impact in influencing 
the decisions of the parents regarding school choice.

Discussion
According to Stewart and Shamdasani (2015), the success of 
a focus group can be measured by the consistency of the 
results to the objectives of the research question. Similarly, 
the focus group was intended to answer the research 
questions of the current research (see the ‘Results’ section). 
The parents’ challenges theme aimed to answer the first sub-
question. The parents’ challenges shed some light on what 
specifically hinders parental involvement (Akinsola 2011; 
Ibukunolu 2013).

The main challenge that the parents emphasised was the 
difficulty in trying to get their children to read or do 
homework activities, which are the seminal activities they do 
with children. This challenge is characterised by DST’s 
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concept of sensitive dependence on initial conditions or the 
butterfly effect. A concept attributed to Edward Lorenz 
(Briggs & Peat 1999), which is expressed in his question, 
‘does the flap of a butterfly’s wings in Brazil set off tornado in 
Texas?’ It is an analogy used to describe the ability of small 
changes (analogous to the flap of the wings), making an 
impact somewhere very far (analogous to the distance 
between Brazil and Texas). Therefore, the parents involved 
in the current research focused on encouraging their children 
to read (flap of butterfly), although they did not know how to 
guide them through techniques such as shared reading. As 
such, most parents put the blame on their inability to 
understand the curriculum as the cause of their children’s 
inability to read. The aforementioned view is in contrast to 
the butterfly effect of DST. The trajectory of children’s 
language development, including their ability to learn, 
should be viewed within the nested systems that play a role 
in this process. In other words, the child’s willingness to read 
(language learner system), parental skills (family system) 
and availability of reading materials (family system) are 
among the important initial conditions that are important for 
one to understand the trajectory of language development. 
For example, a longitudinal study over 27 nations (including 
South Africa) revealed that a scholarly culture, which 
includes parents making more books available at home and 
modelling this culture by engaging with the books, enhances 
the children’s educational achievement (Evans et al. 2010). 
The study further states that the effects are ‘strong among the 
underclass in a society designed to maintain group privileges 
such as South African black people under apartheid’ (Evans 
et al. 2010:17), which typifies the parents in this study. 
Therefore, the challenge of not being able to get children to 
read is an important fact given the role that shared reading 
has on the child’s academic achievement.

The parents can, therefore, provide this support either 
personally or through the assistance of alternative support 
options, which have been shown to have the potential to 
close the gap. The use of alternative support could address 
the issue of limited time and feelings of helplessness which 
are triggered in parents trying to get their children to read. 
The alternative support can also mediate the lack of 
understanding of the curriculum. However, this challenge is 
not unique in that Dampier (2014) noted that lack of clarity 
by the Department of Education (DOE) is evident in the 
curriculum. Therefore, the lack of clarity could be viewed as 
an indication of a gap in policy development about what the 
school expects from parents. Although there are some 
documents that are aimed at parental support, with the 
Practical Guidelines: How parents can Contribute Meaningfully to 
the Success of their Children in Schools (DBE 2016), being close 
to what is recommended, such documents fall short of 
supporting parents fully. Apart from the fact that they are not 
policies, they also lack the practical comprehensive 
guidelines, which ought to take into consideration the socio-
economic and systemic challenges of parents. It would, 
therefore, be beneficial to develop parental support guidelines 
that take into consideration the aforementioned challenges 
faced by South African parents.

The six characteristics of DST help to conceptualize of 
guidelines which can be used towards the development of 
the theory of parental support. From a dynamic systems 
perspective, these principles are not viewed independently, 
but rather as having a relationship to each other. The 
relationship between the systems indicates the nestedness 
principle of DST. Both nestedness and openness are DST’s 
principles related to theme 1 (alternative parenting). The 
openness principle implies that there cannot be control on the 
number of, or the type of, inputs that the system will receive 
from the environment. Nestedness refers to the fact that all 
parts within and outside the systems are connected (De Bot & 
Larsen-Freeman 2011). For example, nestedness might be 
shown by some parents’ (family system) reliance on alternative 
parenting (theme 1) support subsystems, such as tutoring and 
after-school day care to support their children (school or 
social systems) (Hofmann & Wan 2013; Phillips 2011). The 
aforementioned subsystems are able to have a mutual effect 
on the parental system because of its openness as all the 
systems and their subsystems possess the same properties. 
Therefore, because of this openness, the system self-organises 
itself to maintain order.

Self-organisation is another DST principle that refers to the 
emergence of order of patterns as the system interacts with 
its surrounding environment. It is related to the feedback 
loop principle of DST. The feedback loop refers to the process 
through which the dynamic system governs itself (Queen’s 
University 2018). For example, the aforementioned need for 
alternative parenting (school or social systems) seems to be 
associated with the parents’ view that they do not know the 
school (school system) curriculum well (understanding 
child’s curriculum is a sub-theme of theme 4), and they also 
do not have enough time (sub-theme of theme 4) to assist 
their children. This implies that through the feedback 
between parents and school, the system ends up providing 
its own support from other support structures within it (e.g. 
support from a family member) or a larger social system 
(tutorials or after-school care) to allow EFAL support to 
learners in the midst of challenging factors (such as socio-
economic factors) (Hall & Posel 2012; Statistics South Africa 
2011). This is further augmented by their admitted lack of 
information about what is expected of them, resulting in 
feelings of helplessness (sub-theme of theme 4).

In tandem, the work done by alternative parenting support 
services can either be of benefit to the parents or add more 
work. As Prinsloo (2008) states, extra classes are beneficial 
when conducted by well-trained teachers and tutors. Because 
parents indicated that they tend to fix errors made by the 
after-school care workers (see theme 2), it seems that those 
who offered alternative parenting services to the parents in 
the current study did not provide sufficiently satisfactory 
services. In addition, the shortage of tutors (part of theme 1) 
offering assistance in the mother tongue (sub-theme of theme 5) 
was also raised as a concerning factor; hence, the parents 
opted for services in English. Although this decision provides 
exposure to English, such a decision seems to hamper second 
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language development as parents indicated that their 
children’s proficiency in their mother tongue was not well 
developed. The literature reviewed (Bouwer 2004; DBE 2003; 
Nel 2011) shows that children who have not acquired 
language skills in their mother tongue invariably have 
difficulty in second language development. Therefore, 
although alternative parenting seems to have the potential to 
alleviate the burden of work upon the parents, within the 
framework of parental support, it should be viewed in 
relation to its interconnected themes, such as the challenges 
of parents (theme 4), use of mother tongue (theme 5) and the 
quality of education offered (theme 6).

The interrelationship between the various 
themes
It seems as if the parents in the current study indicated that 
they prefer focusing on monitoring what has already been 
done by the school, after-school care centres or tutors because 
of time constraints. The time constraints do not only 
determine how parents engage in activities (theme 2) with the 
child, but their decision to seek alternative parenting support 
(theme 1). Reciprocally, depending on the quality of work 
done by after-school care workers, this could affect the 
amount of time parents have to spend checking their 
children’s work.

The decision by parents to focus on work done by the after-
school care centres is motivated by the fact that most of the 
parents who participated in the current study indicated that 
they feel uninformed about what the school expects from them 
(understanding child’s curriculum sub-theme of theme 4). It 
was on this basis that technological (theme 3) advancement, 
such as social media platforms like WhatsApp, emerged as a 
supporting tool. A trend consistent with the literature is that 
technology could be used to mediate second language 
learning (Kern 2014). Thus, parents indicated the use of the 
school’s WhatsApp group to update and provide easy access 
to information about schoolwork. Therefore, in the current 
research, technological interventions and Internet (theme 3) 
access served in bridging the gap between the teacher 
(school) and the parent.

These results suggest that a proper investment in the net 
surfing and technological approaches to education that focus 
on parents have the potential to benefit parental support. 
This view is consistent with emerging trends from the 
literature about technological and social media usage within 
education (Donnerstein 2013; Symington & Dunn-Coetzee 
2015). Through technology, parents can also be active in 
holding the school or after-school care centre accountable to 
deliver on their promises of helping their children. For 
example, applications such as ‘Team viewer’ and ‘Facebook 
live’ can be explored to provide a platform for parents’ access 
to what is happening in their children’s learning environment. 
The platforms could also help teachers who serve as support 
tools in providing proof of what was covered in class. 
Therefore, technology and the Internet as mediating tools for 
second language development (Kern 2014) can also play a 

crucial role, together with the interacting themes, as 
supporting tools for second language development in the 
theory of parental support. Reciprocally, the development of 
second language could be enhanced through the use of 
Internet and certain technological devices.

In summary, the discussion about the guidelines towards the 
development of a theory of parental support and interacting 
factors reveals that second language development is a 
complex process. Thus willingness to learn, similar social 
background and attending the same school is what the 
authors refer to as similar initial conditions; this cannot 
predict the outcome of their level of language development 
in the future. Each child, based on the complexity of both the 
internal and external factors, will follow a different trajectory 
towards language development. In addition, it must be 
acknowledged that language problems are not only 
experienced at the mother–child level; rather, they are a 
global problem that must be addressed within a larger social 
system. On a practical level, this suggests that if key figures 
in government and the DOE do not use the mother tongue in 
their official communication (Banda 2000), parents and 
children might not be motivated to do so. Reciprocally, that 
could also affect the efforts of the department when trying to 
improve mother tongue proficiency and how that could 
mediate development of the FAL (DBE 2013). Therefore, a 
theory of parental support, presented by the current research, 
advocates the importance of mother tongue development 
and the use of EFAL. Without such an approach, knowledge 
about second language development, as established in the 
literature, is likely to remain the privileged domain of 
academics but inaccessible to parents who also need it (Banda 
2000; Cummins 2008, 2012).

Conclusion
The main purpose of the current research was to contribute 
to knowledge on parental support. Ultimately, this 
knowledge was aimed at formulating guidelines for working 
towards a theory of parental support with regard to second 
language development. The study has achieved its purpose 
in that it provided guidelines that can be used towards the 
development of a theory of parental support. The findings of 
the current research can be used by the DOE to develop a 
parental support policy document (e.g., an information 
booklet), which clearly states the department’s expectations 
and provides clear guidelines on how parents can achieve the 
stipulated expectations taking into consideration their socio-
economic and systemic challenges. Further research is 
recommended, to explore the proposed guidelines and apply 
them in developing a theory of parental support as an 
intervention tool for parental support with regard to second 
language development. In the process of the current study, I 
have discovered that parents face various challenges that 
hinder their role of supporting their children. It is, therefore, 
my hope that, if these challenges are overcome, through the 
implementation of the guidelines and recommendations 
provided in the above sections, parents will be equipped to 
engage more in their children’s education.
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