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Families in South Africa 

• Nuclear 

• Extended 

• Single parent 

• Skip-generation 

• Child-headed 



Literacy in South Africa 

• 20% of South African adults have less than five 
years of schooling. 2.8million adults have never 
attended school. 

• Of the 18 million children in South Africa, 1 
million live in a home with adults who are not 
functionally literate 

• From statistics released by the national 
Department of Education it was “found that the 
average South African Grade 3 child was able to 
score only 39 per cent on the Reading 
Comprehension and Writing assessment”.  



Family literacy practices 

In groups: 

• List your literacy practices between waking 

up and arriving at the conference venue. 

• Were young children involved with you in 

these literacy practices? 



Print in the environment 



Print in the environment 



What can we say to parents? 

In a print-poor environment, 

what can we suggest parents 

do to help promote early 

literacy? 



The Family Literacy Project  

Kwa-Zulu Natal, South Africa 

• Need identified from findings of a 3 year 

research project 

• Pilot project started in March 2000 

• Aim of the pilot project: to improve literacy 

skills in young children  



The Family Literacy Project: where 

it operates 

In the Sisonke Municipality 

• Many homes have no electricity 

• Many homes have no piped water 

• Unemployment rate is 41% 

• 66% of the households live on less than 

R800 (EU 100) a month 

• 30% of the population is thought to be HIV 

positive 



Family Literacy Project 



Family Literacy Project 



Workshops for parents 



Family Literacy Project groups 



Combining Reflect, Adult literacy 

and early literacy 



Some issues 

• Child protection 

• Budgets 

• Sanitation 

• Child health 

• Voluntary Counselling 

and Testing 

• Storytelling 



Participatory tools: the tree 



Participatory tools: mobility map 



Community library 



Bringing books into homes 



Primary school children 

• Weekly, theme-based 
workshops are run for  
primary school 
children 

• Children are 
encouraged to borrow 
books and to read to 
younger siblings 

• Road to Reading 
Maps 



Home visiting programme 

• Adult members of 

FLP visit their 

neighbours 

• The visitors play with 

the children and 

discuss young 

children and health 

with adults 



“Use it or lose it” 

• Pen friends 

• Project newsletter 

• Community notice 

boards 

• Parent-child journals 

(Umzali nengane) 

• Home visiting records 



Lessons learnt 

• Respond to parent’s desire to help their 

children 

• Discuss interesting and relevant issues 

• Provide a range of opportunities for 

reading and writing 

• Work with all members of a family – 

adults, teens and children 

• Provide books for adults and children 



Family Literacy Project 

• “I use the ways of 

reading to them, the 

ways that I learn in 

family literacy and it 

works because my 

children are happy 

about reading” 

Cresentia Zuma 



FLP on show 



Evaluations and research 

• Annual evaluations conducted since 2001 

• Staff research 

• Human Sciences Research Council 

 Effects on parents and children 

• University of South Africa 

 Impact on children 



Participatory Evaluation:  
Adaptation of Photo Voice 

• Photographs were 

displayed at a team 

meeting.   

• Comments were 

recorded on tape 



Displaying photos to FLP groups 

• The photos were 

taken to each of the 

five FLP groups 

• Group members 

discussed the photos 

and chose those they 

believed showed the 

importance of books 

in their community 



Benefits 

• A sense of ownership – being part of the 

evaluation 

• Enjoying being creative 

• Promoting observation and reflection 

• Motivating facilitators to bring about visible 

changes 



Families of facilitators 



Experimenting 



Comments from group members 

• “Even if the child is 

alone she enjoys 

reading” 



Comments from group members 

• “The children are 

learning. They are 

going to make the 

country go up in 

literacy.” 



Approaches to family literacy 

Family literacy programmes in Australia? 



Approaches to family literacy 

• Deficit model 

 This implies that parents are deficient in 

certain skills and behaviours and that by 

improving those skills they can become 

‘better parents’ 



Approaches to family literacy 

• Involvement model 

 Parents are recognized as the primary 

educators. If parents are encouraged to 

participate in programmes, then their 

children will benefit because of their 

greater knowledge of child development 

and engagement in child-focused 

activities. 



Approaches to family literacy 

• Empowerment model 

 This is intended to ‘acknowledge the knowledge’ 
which parents already have, and enable them to 
build on it and to share it with the knowledge and 
expertise of professionals on a partnership 
basis, for their own benefit and that of their 
children. There may be long-term benefits, as 
parents’ own education and development is 
strengthened, which may have positive 
outcomes for their children immediately but also 
over a generation. (adapted from Flett 2007) 



African approaches to family 

literacy 

• In Africa, intergenerational learning is a 

familiar practice, but is likely to be more 

community-oriented. 

• The biggest difference is that print and 

other reading materials are not readily 

available. (Family) literacy programmes in 

Africa often have to set up community 

libraries and develop reading materials. 



Approaches to family literacy in 

Africa 

 Family Literacy programmes are rarely 

limited to literacy. In Africa, the aim is 

often to promote both literacy and life 

skills, such as citizenship, knowledge 

about health and environment etc.  



MALI 

• Aimed at adults to 

help them to become 

more effective in 

community structures 

• Adults became aware 

of and more 

supportive of their 

children’s formal 

educational needs 



UGANDA 

• Programme aimed at building classrooms 

• Adults requested adult basic education 

• Discuss a range of issues that affect their lives 



SENEGAL 

• Books on 

grandmothers 

developed 

• These used in adult 

literacy groups 

• They promote the role 

of grandparents in 

passing on important 

values to children 



Government support 

• Family literacy is not yet on most policy 

agendas. As these programmes target children 

and adults, they fall between sectors.  

• Namibia is an exception: A family literacy 

programme is fully sponsored by the national 

government 

– Weekly sessions over a 4 month period 

– Sessions cover school activities of their children 

– Results in improved confidence in children and better 

links between teachers and parents 





Family literacy and HIV/AIDS 

“Families are at the heart of the (HIV/AIDS) 

epidemic in sub-Saharan Africa – of 

transmission, treatment, and impact. They 

are also one of the major sources of hope 

for prevention, treatment adherence, and 

regeneration and protection of individual and 

social capital.”  
(Linda Richter) 



Support for family literacy is 

support for our future 



snoeks@global.co.za 


