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FOUNDATIONS FOR LITERACY: EMERGENT LITERACY COMPETENCIES 
OF GRADE R LEARNERS ON THE CAPE FLATS

Ingrid Willenberg

University o f  the Western Cape

ABSTRACT

International research has demonstrated that a considerable amount o f  children’s literacy development occurs prior to formal 
schooling and that emergent literacy skills at school entry are strong predictors o f later literacy and general academic achieve­
ment. These findings have prompted vigorous early intervention programmes aimed at promoting emergent literacy development 
to optimise the development o f  conventional literacy. While there is considerable research conducted in developed countries, there 
is limited research on the emergent literacy skills o f  children in South African contexts. In the light o f  increasing evidence ofpoor 
literacy performance o f  South African children in the foundation phase o f  schooling it is imperative that appropriate and timely 
intervention be undertaken. However it is important that intervention be informed by baseline assessments o f  the children’s liter­
acy competencies in the fu ll spectrum o f  socio-cultural contexts in this diverse country. This study documents the emergent liter­
acy competencies o f  101 grade R (the year prior to grade 1, equivalent to kindergarten in the United States) learners attending 
schools in historically disadvantaged coloured communities on the Cape Flats in the Western Cape. An Emergent Literacy and 
Language Assessment protocol was developed for use with this population. The children’s performance on the assessment tool 
indicated that in general they possessed a reasonable repertoire o f  emergent literacy skills. Although they displayed adequate 
skills to support acquisition o f  print decoding skills necessary fo r  fluent reading, weaknesses in the decontextualised language 
skills that have been found to support later reading comprehension, were evident.

Key words: emergent literacy, child language, child development, kindergarten, grade R.

INTRODUCTION

Since the early 1980s research has demonstrated that children 
acquire a wealth of knowledge, skills and orientations in rela­
tion to reading, writing and oral language prior to receiving 
formal reading instruction in grade 1 (e.g. Mason, 1980; Lomax
& McGee, 1987). In addition, research has further shown that 
children’s emergent literacy competencies are powerful predic­
tors of their later achievement in literacy as well as in general 
academic skills (e.g. Tabors, Snow & Dickinson, 2001). Given 
the predictive value of emergent literacy skills for later achieve­
ment in literacy in particular and academic achievement in gen­
eral, the United States for example has invested significant re­
sources on early literacy interventions such as Reach Out and 
Read (http://www.reachoutandread.org) and America Reads 
(http://www.ed.gov/inits/americareads/index.html).

Undoubtedly South Africa will need to pay urgent atten­
tion to promoting emergent literacy development, especially in 
the light of burgeoning evidence of low literacy achievement of 
school-going children. A national foundation phase systemic 
evaluation conducted in 2002 (Department of Education, 2003) 
on a stratified random sample of 54 000 grade 3 learners 
(equivalent to 5% of the cohort) found that the average total 
literacy score obtained was 54%, with the average score for 
reading comprehension and writing equal to 39%. Similarly, a 
2006 study of 82 879 Grade 3 learners in the Western Cape 
found that only 47.7% demonstrated the appropriate literacy 
skills expected at Grade 3 level (Western Cape Education De­
partment, 2007). However, before embarking on intervention 
programmes it is essential to understand the nature and trajec-
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tory of emergent literacy development in local conditions. Un­
fortunately there is little published research on emergent liter­
acy development of children in South African contexts. The 
current study investigated emergent literacy development in a 
local context by assessing the language and literacy competen­
cies of grade R learners from historically disadvantaged com­
munities in the Western Cape. Prior to introducing the method­
ology for the study, a brief overview of emergent literacy is 
provided.

What is emergent literacy?

The term emergent literacy, initially introduced by Marie Clay 
(1966), refers to the knowledge, skills and orientations | pre­
schoolers display in relation to reading, writing and oral language, 
prior to receiving formal reading instruction (Sulzby & Teale, 
1991). It is also used with reference to a paradigm of literacy 
development which differs significantly from earlier theoreti­
cal conceptualisations of literacy in that it views literacy devel­
opment as a continuum beginning at birth and proceeding 
through the early years of formal schooling, rather than begin­
ning at the onset of formal schooling (Whitehurst & Lonigan,
1998). The assumptions of the emergent literacy paradigm 
are: (a) children acquire knowledge about language, reading and 
writing before receiving formal instruction; (b) reading, writing 
and oral language develop concurrently and influence each other; 
(c) the development of literacy occurs in everyday home and 
community life, in real and purposeful situations; and (d) children 
experience print independently but benefit from literacy models in 
their environment (Teale & Sulzby, 1986). x

Any further discussion regarding literacy must of necessity 
acknowledge opposing views on the nature of literacy. While 
traditionally literacy has been regarded as a monolithic entity, 
with a predominant emphasis on print, this conceptualisation has 
been challenged by theorists proposing the concept of multiple 
literacies (e.g. Barton, 1994). However, even proponents of 
multiple literacies acknowledge that, because literacy is
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shaped by societal power relationships, certain types of literacy, 
such as conventional school literacy, assume dominance and 
power over others (Barton & Hamilton, 1998). So, although it is 
evident that literacy practices assume a variety of forms in differ­
ent communities, research has demonstrated that only certain 
kinds of literacy experiences facilitate the acquisition of conven­
tional literacy. In fact, there is widespread agreement that middle 
class children tend to be more successful at acquiring literacy 
skills precisely because their home experiences with literacy tend 
to endow them with the attitudes, skills and knowledge that en­
able them to benefit optimally from formal literacy instruction. 
This begs the question: what are the emergent literacy competen­
cies displayed by children prior to formal reading instruction?

Several systems for classifying these emergent literacy 
skills exist. Mason and Stewart (1990) identified 4 components 
of emergent literacy: (1) Concepts and functions of literacy, e.g. 
knowledge of the functions of print and recognition of environ­
mental print; (2) Writing and composing: word and sentence 
writing, story composition; (3) Knowledge about letters and 
words: letter knowledge, phoneme-grapheme correspondence, 
word recognition, and awareness of sounds in words; and (4) 
Listening comprehension and word understanding: story retell­
ing, narrative skills, and word definition. Gunn, Simons and 
Kameenui (1998) proposed a framework of emergent literacy 
incorporating the following areas: (a) awareness of print; (b) 
knowledge of the relationship between speech and print; (c) com­
prehension of text structure; (d) phonological awareness; and (e) 
letter naming and writing. Awareness of print includes knowing 
the conventions of print and understanding its uses and purposes. 
Children’s awareness of the relationship between print and 
speech is realised in their acquisition of letter knowledge and 
phonological awareness. Knowledge of how written texts in gen­
eral and written narratives in particular are structured facilitates 
the comprehension and production of written texts. Whitehurst 
and Lonigan (1998) proposed a model of both emergent and con­
ventional literacy comprising two mutually dependent sets of 
skills and processes: “outside-in” and “inside-out”. Outside-in 
processes are important for deriving meaning from print and in­
volve world knowledge, semantic knowledge and knowledge of 
the written context. Inside-out processes are those which enable 
children to translate print into jsounds and sounds into print, e.g. 
letter knowledge and phonological processing skills. Inside-out 
skills are important for decoding and encoding written language, 
while outside-in skills are essential for deriving meaning from 
what is read. Essentially, prior to developing conventional liter­
acy children acquire an orientation to print and how it functions; 
knowledge about letters and sounds and how print maps onto 
speech; and knowledge of the structure of written language and 
the ways in which it differs from oral language.

With reference to the classification systems for emergent 
literacy, an experimental protocol called the Emergent Literacy 
and Language Assessment Protocol (ELLA) was developed for 
local use (Willenberg, 2004). The aim of this paper is to docu­
ment the pilot testing of the protocol and to describe the emergent 
literacy competencies of the children from historically disadvan­
taged communities on the Cape Flats in the Western Cape Prov­
ince.

RESEARCH QUESTION/OBJECTIVES

The aim of the research was (1) to pilot test the ELLA and (2) to 
examine and describe the emergent literacy competencies of the 
children prior to commencing grade 1.
METHODOLOGY

Participants

The participants in the study were recruited from five schools 
in the following historically disadvantaged Coloured1 
communities on the Cape Flats: Kensington, Silvertown, 
Grassy Park and Mitchell’s Plain. No formal selection criteria 
were employed in identifying schools. Classroom teachers 
assisted with recruiting the participants. The children 
considered eligible for the study were those who reached their 
sixth birthday during the calendar year of the data collection, 
since 6 years was the official age for admission to grade R at 
the time. In addition, children were required to be English 
speaking. The latter criterion was applied because the protocol 
was only available in English, and also because of the 
increased demand for English as a language of instruction on 
the Cape Flats. The medium of instruction in all the 
classrooms was English and none of the schools had an 
Afrikaans-medium grade R class due to heavy demand by 
parents for English as a medium of instruction. Children from 
an Afrikaans background who had limited ability to 
communicate in English were excluded because they would be 
disadvantaged by being tested in English. African children 
from Xhosa-speaking families were also excluded because 
they did not share similar linguistic or socio-cultural 
backgrounds with the coloured children. Furthermore, their 
minority status in the participating schools meant that there 
would not be a large enough number of children from African, 
Xhosa-speaking backgrounds to include race and language 
background as variables in the analysis. Approximately 150 
recruitment letters and consent forms were distributed, but 
after non-returns and refusals, the final sample included 101 
children (47 boys, 54 girls) ranging from 5 years 7 months to 6 
years 10 months, with a mean age of 6 years 2 months.

Since the home and school contexts of the children 
exert an important influence on their literacy development, a 
brief overview of these contexts is appropriate here. The fam­
ily socio-economic backgrounds of the children were mainly 
working-class and lower middle class. Ten point nine per cent 
(10.9%) of families had a monthly income of less than R3000 
and 35.7% had an income between R3000 and R6999. The 
average parents in the study both had some high school educa­
tion and every parent had at least some primary schooling. 
Thirty-one per cent of both the mothers and fathers had com­
pleted secondary school. Approximately half of the parents 
were not first language speakers of English: 58% of the moth­
ers and 43% of the fathers had Afrikaans as the primary lan­
guage in their own families of origin. In homes where parents 
were first language speakers of Afrikaans the typical practice 
was for adults to converse with each other in Afrikaans but 
speak English to the children. At school, the children were all 
enrolled in English-medium classrooms ranging in size from 
25 to 44 learners per classroom.

Classroom observations revealed a pre-eminence of 
gross and fine motor activities and perceptual activities, but 
limited opportunities for rich engagement with language and 
literacy. Although all classroom routines included a daily 
story time, children’s exposure to good quality books in a vari­
ety of genres was extremely limited, as were opportunities to 
engage in extended discourse around a single topic or to learn 
new vocabulary. Much of the teacher talk involved attempts to 
control the children’s behaviour and provide instructions for 
classroom activities and procedures and little discussion was 
observed.
Procedures
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The ELLA comprises ten sub-tests covering three areas of emergent literacy: 
(a) orientation to print skills; (b) knowledge of speech-print relationships, and 
(c) language (See Willenberg, 2004 for a complete description of the admini­
stration and scoring procedures). An overview of the sub-tests is presented in 
Table 1.

The ELLA sub-tests include researcher-developed measures, adapta­
tions of measures use by other researchers, and a standardized test. While the 
aim was to make the ELLA comprehensive, it could not be exhaustive due to 
time and resource constraints. The protocol was administered during the last 
four months of the school year. The assessments were conducted with individ­
ual children by a Coloured female researcher in a quiet venue on the school 
premises. Administration of the complete protocol took approximately 40 
minutes, but to avoid challenging the children’s ability to concentrate, it was 
administered over two sessions lasting 20 minutes each. The administration of 
the sub-tests is described briefly below.

Recognition o f Environmental Print
Each child was presented with several locally familiar logos and signs 

associated with food products, supermarket chains, a department store, a 
clothing store, a book store, a restaurant, popular fast food outlets, petrol sta­
tions, and telephone service providers.

Clay’s Concepts about Print Test
The original Concepts about Print test (Clay, 1979) was administered. 

Using the book, Follow Me, Moon (Clay, 2000) as the stimulus, each child 
was required to demonstrate concepts such as front versus back of book, print 
direction and orientation, and vocabulary such as page, letter, word and read.

Letter Naming
Each child was asked to describe the contents of a chart of upper and lower 

case alphabet letters to determine whether s/he was able to identify the print as 
letters or ABCs, distinct from numbers. The next instruction was: “Show me any 
letters you know and tell me their names”.

Sounds in Words
The child was asked to identify from a group of three words, two 

words with the same initial or final sound (See Appendix A for stimuli). Pic-

T able 1: Sub-Tests o f the Emergent Literacy Assessment (ELLA) and the Corre­
sponding Domains o f Emergent Literacy

ELLA Measure Constructs | Source

Orientation to Print

Environmental Print Recognition of environ­
mental print Researcher-developed

Concepts about 
print

Writing and Spelling

Knowledge of print con­
cepts
Concepts about print; 
emergent writing; 
Invented spelling; phono­
logical awareness

Clay (1979)

Adapted from Bear, Templeton, 
Invernizzi, & Johnston (2000)

Knowledge o f print-speech relationships
Letter Naming Alphabet knowledge Researcher-developed
Sounds in Words Phonological awareness Mason & Stewart (1989)

Rhyme Recognition Phonological Awareness; 
rhyme recognition ability

Researcher-developed, based on 
the oddities task by Bryant and 
Bradley (1978, cited by Bradley, 
1990)

Rhyme Production Phonological awareness; 
rhyme production ability Researcher-developed

Language
Peabody Picture 
Vocabulary Test 
(PPVT)

Word Definitions 

Fictional Narrative

Receptive Vocabulary

Definitional skill 

Narrative production ability

Dunn & Dunn (1997)

Adapted from the Wechsler Intelli­
gence Scale for Children (WISC- 
R)(Wechsler, 1974)
Snow et al. (1995)

Die Suid-Afrikaanse Tydskrif vir Kommunikasieajwykings, Vol. 54, 2007

ture cues were provided to avoid taxing auditory 
memory. For example, the child was presented 
with a picture card depicting the words cat, ball 
and bag. The examiner said each word, while 
pointing to the corresponding picture and asked: 
“Show me two that begin with the same sound”.

Rhyme Recognition and Production
Assessment of rhyming skill was modeled 

on Bryant and Bradley’s (Bradley, 1990) oddities 
task, where children were asked to identify the 
word in each group that did not rhyme with the 
rest. On the Rhyme Recognition sub-test, the child 
was presented with a card containing three pic­
tures, for example, cat, hat and ring. The examiner 
said the words and pointed to the pictures. The 
child was then requested to point to the pictures 
representing the two words that sound "almost the 
same". Training for this task included the use of 
three sets of rhyming pairs to illustrate the concept 
of rhyming words. On the Rhyme Production sub­
test, 5 of the 10 items in the rhyme recognition 
task were used. A rhyming pair was said aloud and 
the child was requested to produce another word 
that "sounds like" the previous two. (See Appen­
dix B for stimuli)

Emergent Writing and Spelling
The children’s ability to produce invented 

spelling was assessed using the first two sections 
of the Primary Spelling Inventory (Bear, In- 
vemizzi, Templeton & Johnston, 2000). Each 
child was asked to attempt to write the following 
words: fat, pen, dig, mop, and rope. If they were 
able to produce correct or invented spellings they 
were encouraged to try a few harder words: wait, 
check, slum, stink, shine. While it was expected 
that many children would not be able to produce 
invented spellings, the task nevertheless consti­
tuted an attempt to tap their conceptualization of 
what it means to write. In addition to the spelling 
inventory, children were also asked to write their 
name and any words they knew.

Receptive Vocabulary ;
The Peabody Picture Vocabulary | Test 

(PPVT III-B) (Dunn & Dunn, 1997), a standard­
ised, norm-referenced test of receptive vocabulary 
was administered and scored according to the 
guidelines prescribed by the authors of the test. 
Although the use of this test was not ideal, it was 
included due to the absence of locally standardised 
measures. The tests items were scrutinised care­
fully and found not to include Americanisms. 
However, due to the profusion of American televi­
sion programmes and films available locally, the 
use of Americanisms in local parlance has in­
creased dramatically during the past decade, which 
means that many words considered to be Ameri­
canisms are likely to be understood and used by 
local children. In addition, caution was exercised 
in interpreting the scores obtained. Thus, while the 
norms are not directly applicable in local contexts, 
the test nevertheless enables approximate compari­
sons with the norming sample, but more impor-
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tantly it permits comparisons within the research sample and 
also allows for tracking of changes in the performance of indi­
vidual children over time.

Fictional Narrative
The prompt for this task was The Bear Story developed 

by Snow and colleagues (Snow, Tabors, Nicholson, & Kurland, 
1995). The child was presented with three pictures bound to 
form a book, with the following prompt: “This book has pic­
tures but no words. I  want you to look at the pictures and fig ­
ure out the story they tell. When you have finished I  would like 
you to help me write some words to go with the pictures. You 
tell me what the story is about and I  will write it down.” All 
narratives were audio-recorded, transcribed and then coded 
according to the conventions of the CHAT (Codes for the Hu­
man Analysis of Transcripts) transcription system 
(MacWhinney & Snow, 1995). The narratives were coded for 
story structure features, content, written discourse features and 
key microlinguistic features associated with narratives.

Word Definitions
Following Snow et al. (1995), the ability to produce 

word definitions was measured using the Word Definitions sub­
test of the Weschler Intelligence Scale for Children (WISC-R) 
(Wechsler, 1974). It required the definition of 13 familiar nouns 
{alphabet, bicycle, bird, clock, diamond, donkey, flower, foot, 
hat, knife, nail, thief and umbrella). The task was introduced 
with a practice item as follows: “Here's a thinking game about 
words. When I say a word, I want you to tell me what it means. 
Let’s try one example. The word is truck. What's a truck?” The 
child’s response was then elaborated by saying: “Yes, a truck is 
something we ride in, and we can carry things in it.” If the child 
attempted to give a nonverbal response, the examiner said: “Try to 
use words to explain what you mean” or ‘Tell about what it looks 
like or what it is used for”. The task was audio-recorded and all 
responses were transcribed and coded in CHAT format 
(MacWhinney & Snow, 1995). Instead of using the WISC-R 
scoring guidelines, the responses were coded qualitatively 
coded for structure and content.,

Analyses

The word definition and fictional narrative data were first ana­
lysed using the Computerized Language Analysis (CLAN) pro­
gramme developed at Carnegie Mellon University (see 
MacWhinney & Snow, 1995 or http://childes.cmu.edu/ for de­
tails). The CLAN programme generated the frequencies for 
each of the codes in the word definition and narrative data, 
which were then entered into a data file using the Statistical 
Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) programme. Descriptive 
statistics, correlations and reliability coefficients for nine sub­
tests (the Emergent Writing and Spelling sub-test was ex­
cluded) were computed using SPSS. The distributions of the 
scores for each sub-test were examined and the Kolmogarov- 
Smimov Z test for normality was conducted.

Ethical Considerations

The research was approved by the Institutional Review Board 
of Harvard University. Recruitment letters explaining the pur­
pose of the study were sent to all parents. The details of the 
commitment required were fully explained. All parents were 
required to provide written consent. Both parents and children 
were informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any

time or to refuse to answer certain questions or to participate in 
specific activities. They were assured that data would be kept 
confidential and that all possible steps to protect the anonymity 
would be taken. There were no risks or material benefits in­
volved in participating in the research. All children were given 
a small gift and a certificate of participation at the end of the 
study.

FINDINGS

Emergent Literacy Competencies

The descriptive statistics for nine of the ten sub-tests are pre­
sented in Table 2.

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics for the Literacy Outcome Measures 
( n =  101)

Mean SO
Max,

Possible
score

M on as % 
of Max. 
Score

Mfn.&
Max.

S ew s

Environmental Print 21.36 7.8 54 39.6 7, 42

Concepts about Print 7.46 3.4 24 31.0 1, 16

Letter Naming 7.32 8.1 26 28.1 0, 26

Sounds in Words 7.28 2.47 10 72.8 0, 10

Rhyme Recognition 6.68 2.38 10 66.8 0, 10

Rhyme Production 3.11 3.82 10 31.1 0, 10

PPVT-Standard Score 85.3 10.9 N/A N/A 60, 11

Word Definitions 33.6 11.1 N/A N/A 0, 65

Fictional Narrative 5.19 3.8 N/A N/A 0, 22

Note. For the PPVT, n = 99

Environmental Print
The mean score for this sub-test was 21.4 out of a possi­

ble 54, while the maximum score obtained was 42. Fifty per 
cent of the children scored 20 or fewer points. Only seven of the 
27 test items were recognized correctly by more than 50% of 
the children. Evaluating performance on a test of environmental 
print recognition is challenging because performance is largely 
context dependent. The ability to recognize specific logos de­
pends largely on previous exposure, which could vary greatly 
across children. Since each of the children were able to recog­
nize at least some logos, this suggests that failure to recognize 
logos was due to lack of familiarity with the logo rather than a 
failure to attend to environmental print. Further investigation 
regarding the appropriate logos used for measuring environ­
mental print recognition is needed. In addition, since environ­
mental print is context-specific, the application of any one set of 
logos would only be appropriate for a limited range of contexts.

Concepts about Print
The mean score was 7.5 out of a possible 24 and the 

highest score obtained was 16. Ninety per cent of participants 
scored 11 or fewer. More than 70% of the children were able to 
identify the front of a book, could tell that the story is in the 
print not the pictures, and knew that the left page is read before 
the right. Seventy-two per cent grasped the concept of a letter, 
whereas only 18% displayed an understanding of the concept of 
a word. Fewer than 50% of children demonstrated a return 
sweep to the left when pretending to read, were able to identify
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24 Ingrid Willenberg

the first and last letters of a word, recognised when the print 
was upside down, and were able to match upper and lowercase 
letters. Not surprisingly, none of the children were able to de­
tect changes in letter, word or line order, since few were able to 
read conventionally.

Letter Naming
The mean number of letters recognized by the children 

was seven. Thirty-four per cent of the children did not name 
any letters, while a further 48% were able to recognize between 
one and thirteen letters. Only 3% knew all the letters of the al­
phabet. Since systematic teaching of the alphabet is generally 
not part of the grade R curriculum, the performance of the chil­
dren largely reflects informal learning and the influence of pa­
rental stimulation and high levels of letter recognition are not 
necessarily expected.

Phonological Awareness
On the Sounds in Words sub-test, the average score was 

7.5 out of 10. Closer examination of the scores identified that 
performance on identification of initial sounds was slightly 
better than for final sounds. Thus, the children found it easier to 
identify that fish  and foo t had the same initial sound, but had 
more difficulty recognising that bat and cat had the same final 
sound. Fifty-seven per cent of the children scored the maximum 
on the initial sound recognition items, whereas only 23% 
scored the maximum on the final sounds recognition items, 
suggesting that initial sounds were more salient for the chil­
dren. The average score on the Rhyme Recognition sub-test 
was 6.7 out of 10. The Rhyme Production subtest proved more 
challenging, with the average score being 3.1 and 50% of the 
children scoring zero. The children therefore found it relatively 
easy to identify that cat and hat rhyme but encountered diffi­
culty when asked to generate words that rhyme with cat. To 
counteract the effects of vocabulary limitations on performance, 
the children were also credited for producing nonsense words. 
Thus a limited vocabulary need not have been an impediment to 
good performance. However, poor vocabulary may have been a 
contributing factor to poor performance for children whose 
strategy for approaching the task involved a combination of 
phonology and semantics, rather than a purely phonological 
one. These phonological awareness tasks seemed to pose diffi­
culty for many children, who appeared to be unfamiliar with the 
task requirements. This was confirmed by classroom observa­
tions, which identified no specific focus on phonological 
awareness. Thus, the difficulties may reflect a lack of exposure 
to phonological awareness tasks rather than actual deficits.

Emergent Writing and Spelling
All but one of the children attempted writing their 

names: eight children produced approximate spellings and 92 
were able to spell their names correctly. When asked to write 
anything other than their names, most children responded by 
saying that they could not write. Only 28% of the children at­
tempted to write the target words in the spelling task. Because 
so few children attempted invented spelling, it was not feasible 
to use quantitative scoring.

Receptive Vocabulary.
On the PPVT III-B the mean raw score was 67.3, which 

yields an age equivalent of 5 years, 2 months, whereas the 
mean age of the sample was 6 years, 3 months. The mean stan­
dard score obtained was 85.3. This standardised test has a mean 
of 100 and a standard deviation of 15. The average performance 
of these participants is therefore approximately one standard
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deviation below the mean of the US English-speaking normative 
sample. Standard scores ranged from 60, which is nearly three 
standard deviations below the normative mean, to 111, which is 
two-thirds of a standard deviation above the normative mean. 
The lack of South African normative data for the PPVT and the 
obvious problems with using foreign norms, means that the 
PPVT standard score results cannot be interpreted uncritically. 
Nevertheless, they offer some indication of the performance of 
the children in comparison to other groups and can be used in 
comparing the children to one another or in tracking changes in 
individual performance over time.

Fictional Narratives
Holistic examination found that narratives ranged from 

minimalist narratives, with four or fewer propositions, to rather 
lengthy ones. The narratives typically included a strong empha­
sis on what Sulzby (1985) referred to as “following the action”, 
with few story structure, written discourse and micro-linguistic 
features. The absence of story structure and written discourse 
features suggests limited exposure to written narrative. Further­
more, the dearth of micro-linguistic features and the preponder­
ance of narrative events suggest a lack of sophistication in nar­
rating. The narratives produced strongly resembled the chil­
dren’s everyday communicative use of language, characterised 
by contextualised use of language relying on listener back­
ground knowledge and shared physical context between speaker 
and listener.

Word Definitions
The children produced mainly informal definitions, 

which suggests that either they were not clear of the task re­
quirements or they were not familiar with the definitional genre 
or both. However, since the ability to produce formal word defi­
nitions is generally regarded as a product of explicit teaching in 
formal school settings (Litowitz, 1977; Snow, Cancino, Gon­
zalez & Shriberg, 1989), the performance of the children may be 
appropriate given their age and lack of formal schooling. The 
content of the definitions produced tended to be personalised 
and linked to actual experience rather than being generalized 
and hypothetical (Litowitz, 1977), which are regarded as the 
key features of good definitions. For example, a typical defini­
tion of the word bicycle would be “I  ride my bicycle to the 
shop”, rather than “A bicycle is something that you ride on”. The 
children’s tendency to provide insufficient information, to use 
vague, non-specific words, and to gesture reflected a general 
difficulty in producing decontextualised language.

Reliability of the data

The Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient for nine sub-tests was .74, 
which indicates a high degree of internal consistency within the 
protocol. Table 3 presents the statistics reflecting the contribu­
tion of individual sub-tests to the reliability of the protocol.

The sub-tests which contribute most to the internal con­
sistency of the protocol are Letter Naming and PPVT, followed 
by Environmental Print and Concepts about Print. These are also 
the sub-tests which had higher internal consistency/By contrast, 
Rhyme Recognition and Sounds in Words, the sub-tests with the 
lowest internal consistency, contributed least to the internal con­
sistency of the protocol. The Cronbach’s Alpha coefficients for 
individual sub-tests ranged from .71 to .96, suggesting that high 
proportions of variance within the scores of participants are due 
to true score variance rather than error variance. Furthermore, 
the coefficients demonstrate that the participants’ performance 
on individual items in each of these sub-tests was congruent
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T able 3: Individual Cronbach’s Alpha, Item to 
Total Correlation and Effect on the Overall Cron­
bach’s Alpha Coefficient o f Individual Sub-tests o f 
the ELLA

Sub-Test
Alpha

(bat*
Total

Correla­
tion

Hem
Deleted

Environmental Print .79 .46 .74

Concepts about Print .80 .69 .73

Letter Naming .96 .66 .70

Sounds in Words .77 .44 .76

Rhyme Recognition .71 .28 .77

Rhyme Production .88 .40 .75

PPVT Standard Score N/A .63 .71

Word Definitions N/A .53 .74

Fictional Narrative N/A .38 .75

Alpha for the 9-subtests .76

with their overall performance the sub-test. 
The high Cronbach’s Alpha coefficients also 
indicate that sub-tests scores are not unduly 
influenced by performance on a few items. 
Twenty per cent of the narratives and word 
definitions were coded by an independent 
rater and inter-rater reliability coefficients 
(Cohen’s Kappa) of .83 and .86 were ob­
tained, which attests to the reliability of the 
coding systems for these sub-tests.

The Kolmogarov-Smimov Z test for 
normality showed that scores on the PPVT, 
Environmental Print, Concepts about Print, 
and Word Definition sub-tests were normally 
distributed. This confirms that the sub-tests 
included an adequate combination of easy, 
medium and difficult items. However, scores 
for Rhyme Production and Letter Naming 
positively skewed, whereas scores for Sounds 
in Words were negatively skewed. Floor ef­
fects were observed for Rhyme Production 
and Letter Recognition, with 50.5% and 
33.7% of participants respectively attaining 
scores of zero. The skewed distributions of 
the above sub-tests suggests that the items did 
not have sufficient discriminatory power and 
included either too many easy or difficult 
items. Although the Fictional Narrative scores 
were also positively skewed (i.e. toward 
lower values), because the narrative score is a 
summary score of a qualitative analysis of the 
data rather than a quantitatively scored test, 
the skewed distribution does not reflect dis­
criminatory power. Instead the skewed distri­
bution reflects the infrequent occurrence of 
narrative and discourse features that reflect 
children’s awareness of the features of written 
language. The Rhyme Recognition scores 
were slightly asymmetrically distributed (the 
p-value associated with the Kolmogarov- 
Smimov Z statistic was equal1 to .045), which 
means that its discriminatory value was bor­
derline.

Correlations across sub-tests

Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated and from the correlation matrix in 
Table 4, it can be seen that positive inter-correlations exist among all the emergent 
literacy outcome variables. These correlations range from .05 to .66, with a mean 
of .32. A surprising correlational relationship was the weak one between Rhyme 
Recognition and Rhyme Production (r = .36, p < .01), when a stronger one would 
have been anticipated. However this is indicative of the complexity of rhyme pro­
duction and suggests that there are other factors beyond the ability to recognize 
rhymes that explain rhyme production. Essentially the literacy outcome variables 
displayed mild to moderate positive inter-correlations, which suggests that these 
skills constitute a coherent package. However, the correlations between variables 
are not so high as to suggest that they are measuring the same constructs.

DISCUSSION 

The Ella Protocol

Although this protocol is still an experimental one, the high reliability coefficients 
suggest that it has potential as a comprehensive measure of emergent literacy and 
language development. Furthermore, the absence of floor or ceiling effects on most 
sub-tests indicates that for the most part these tests included a suitable combination 
of easy, medium and difficult items. In addition, content validity of the protocol 
can be argued on the basis that it was developed with reference to theoretical clas­
sifications systems for emergent literacy. Despite the floor effects on the Letter 
Recognition sub-test, it is a useful measure to include in view of the predictive 
value of letter recognition for literacy achievement (Muter, Hulme, Snowling & 
Taylor, 1998). The preponderance of high scores reflected in the negatively 
skewed distribution of the Sounds in Words sub-test suggests that there are too 
many easy items on the test, whereas the floor effects on Rhyme Production task 
suggest that this task was too difficult for most children. These findings suggest 
that these tasks might not be the most best indicators of phonological awareness for 
this group. It is further speculated that the borderline reliability coefficients for 
Rhyme Recognition and the low correlation with Rhyme Production may be as­
cribed to children guessing correct answers. A measure of rhyming ability would 
nevertheless serve as an important indicator of general phonological awareness, 
whereas substitution of the Sounds in Words sub-test with a more challenging pho­
neme awareness task such as phoneme isolation (e.g. What is the first sound you 
hear in the word ‘cat'?) or segmentation (e.g. Clap once for each sound you can 
hear in the word ‘cat’) would tap into a higher level of phonological awareness.11 
This would be particularly important for identifying children who exhibit general 
phonological awareness but not phoneme awareness. Attempts to develop a formal 
scoring system for emergent writing and spelling proved difficult due to the fact 
that only 28.2% of the children attempted to spell. However, since it is nevertheless

T able 4: Correlation Matrix for Emergent Literacy Outcomes (n= 98 -101)

Sub-Test 1 2 3 4 S 6 ? 8 9

1 Letter Naming 1.0

2 Sounds in Words .44
*** 1.0

3 Rhyme Recognition .12 .53 ** 1.0

4 Rhyme Production .34** .39 ** .36 ** 1.0

5 Concepts about Print .66
*** .38 ** .29 ** .33 ** 1.0

6 Environmental Print .54** .26 ** .04 .06 .43 ** 1.0

7 PPVT STD .53 ** .29 ** .20* .26 ** .55 ** .39 ** 1.0

8 Word Definitions .39 ** .33 ** .25* .33 ** .33 ** .29 ** .42 ** 1.0

9 Fictional Narrative .25* .10 .16 .25* .35 ** .2 0 - .34** .1 8 - 1.0

*p >0.05 ** p < 0.01 * * *p <  0.001 ~ marginal significance (.10 > p > .05)
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important to obtain some indication of a child’s writing ability, 
it is suggested that an informal writing sample be obtained dur­
ing assessment.

It is further suggested that the measurement of phono­
logical awareness be adapted to include higher level phonologi­
cal awareness skills and that the protocol should be refined by 
conducting an item analysis, followed by substitutions for prob­
lematic items. Further pilot testing of the instrument is then 
recommended.

The Children’s literacy Competencies

The performance of the children on the ELLA shows that these 
children from historically disadvantaged backgrounds do in­
deed possess a reasonable repertoire of literacy skills and 
knowledge as they prepare to enter first grade. The children 
could recognize environmental print and understand basic con­
cepts about print. Most children were able to identify words 
with the same onset or rime, but had considerable difficulty 
generating words with similar rimes. They were only able to 
recognize and name a small number of letters of the alphabet, 
which is understandable given that the teaching of the alphabet 
was not part of the curriculum. The difficulties in the areas of 
phonological awareness and letter knowledge may be related to 
the fact that these skills are not developed in the course of their 
daily school experiences. Whereas attention to environmental 
print and concepts about print can develop as secondary conse­
quences in the context of participating in activities other than 
literacy or by observing others, letter knowledge and phono­
logical awareness require much more explicit and structured 
exposure. All except one child were able to write their own 
name and a small percentage was able to spell phonetically 
regular words. Assessment of their discourse skills identified 
that in general, they had difficulty producing language with a 
high degree of lexical and syntactic explicitness. They either 
assumed too much background knowledge on the part of a lis­
tener or were simply not able to provide sufficient background 
to the listener.

The children’s emergent literacy competency profiles 
suggest that they possess adequate skills to support acquisition 
of print decoding skills necessary for fluent reading. However, 
they display weaknesses in the decontextualised language skills 
that have been found to support later reading comprehension 
(Tabors, Snow & Dickinson, 2001). This suggests that while 
they are likely to have adequate skills for decoding print, which 
is largely the focus of reading instruction in grade 1, as the in­
structional focus shifts from decoding to reading comprehen­
sion, if their decontextualised language skills have not been 
developed further, it is likely that their reading comprehension 
may be compromised.

On both the word definitions and fictional narrative 
tasks the children displayed a tendency to provide insufficient 
information, to use vague, non-specific words, and to use ges­
ture. Their limited use of lexically and syntactically explicit 
language suggests that they have not developed an awareness of 
differences between oral and written language, perhaps due to 
limited exposure to written narrative. While it can be argued 
that the children are more exposed to the oral storytelling tradi­
tion, interviews with parents revealed that parents of children in 
these communities are more likely to read to their children than 
to engage in oral storytelling. Thus, it seems that the problem 
for these children is not lack of but rather insufficient exposure 
to written narrative. Both the word definitions and narrative 
production tasks revealed the children’s difficulty in producing

language that is lexically and syntactically explicit and not reli­
ant on listener background knowledge or contextual cues.

Although international research has shown that the acqui­
sition of decontextualised language skill presents a challenge for 
all children (Hemphill & Snow, 1996), the challenge may be 
even greater for these children, many of whose parents do not 
have English as a first language. Although the children had rea­
sonable exposure to print, their opportunities for language 
stimulation in particular were limited in both the home and 
school contexts. As indicated earlier, many of the parents were 
not first language speakers of English and approximately half 
had had Afrikaans as the primary language in their own families 
of origin. However, even the children who were raised in homes 
where English was the primary or only language spoken, were 
not being exposed to standard South African English linguistic 
models. Similarly, the children had restricted opportunities for 
exposure to rich language and literacy experiences in their class­
room contexts. Although both the home and school contexts of 
the majority of these children do offer opportunities for engag­
ing with literacy artefacts and activities, these opportunities tend 
to be geared towards developing print awareness rather than 
fostering the decontextualised language skills which support 
literacy.

Although the average findings are the main focus of this 
description of the children’s literacy skills, there was variation 
in performance. The top performers were able to recognise all 
the letters of the alphabet, spell a few sight words correctly and 
produce invented spellings closely approximating the target 
word. By contrast, one of the lowest performers was unable to 
spell his name correctly and was only able to recognise two let­
ters of the alphabet. Although it would not be appropriate to 
establish norms for emergent literacy skills, assessment at grade 
R level or upon commencing grade 1 would be useful for plan­
ning instructional activities. In addition, benchmarks could also 
be identified to assist in identifying children with limited liter­
acy skills and concepts who would require an orientation to lit­
eracy prior to formal reading instruction. The average skill pro­
file of the children suggests that an optimal grade 1 instructional 
environment for them should include a strong focus on develop­
ing letter knowledge and phonological awareness skills and ex­
tensive opportunities for developing decontextualised language 
skill. To develop the decontextualised language skills necessary 
for children’s encounters with written text, teachers need to 
create scaffolded conversational interactions with children that 
entail recounting past events, planning future events, providing 
explanations, and engaging in pretend play which involves ver­
balizing roles and actions (Dickinson, 1991). The key features 
of scaffolded conversational interactions should be multiple 
utterances and/or multiple speaker turns pertaining to the same 
topic and conversational topics about phenomena or events out­
side of the current classroom communication setting (Dickinson, 
1991). Recent findings have shown that kindergarten children 
displayed better print-related concepts and decontextualised 
language skills when their classroom conversations with teach­
ers included “personal narratives, talk about past and present 
events, and discussion of ideas” (Dickinson, 2001, p. 251). Al­
though the National Curriculum Statement (Department of Edu­
cation, 2002) emphasises listening, speaking, reading and writ­
ing throughout the foundation phase, it is not clear to what ex­
tent this is practised in classrooms. It appears, that teachers on 
the ground do not have fully developed understandings of the 
importance of language in literacy development and are often 
not able to create classroom environments that provide rich lan­
guage stimulation for learners. In the Western Cape for exam­
ple, only 12% of ECD practitioners have university training in
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early childhood, 38% have informal training and 
27% have no training (Department of Education,
2001).

It is critical that the role of language in liter­
acy development be emphasised in pre-service 
teacher training as well as continuing professional 
development for teachers. Speech-language thera­
pists working within the education department have 
the potential to make an important contribution with 
regard to training in-service teachers to create lan­
guage-rich classroom environments, yet they are a 
resource that is not being sufficiently utilised.

Since the sample for the research was pur- 
posively selected, no claims about the representative­
ness of either the sample or the findings can be 
made. However, it can be argued that these children 
and their particular school contexts are mostly simi­
lar to other children and school contexts in their 
neighbourhoods. Thus, the findings could give a 
reasonably accurate indication of the emergent liter­
acy skills of learners in similar historically coloured 
urban neighbourhoods. Although the emergent liter­
acy competencies displayed by the children showed 
promise in terms of literacy development, these chil­
dren were not from the most poor families and com­
munities in the country, nor were the schools among 
the least resourced. It is therefore not unreasonable to 
speculate that the picture in more impoverished con­
texts would reflect even greater difficulties with 
emergent literacy competencies. In the light of the 
extensive cultural diversity and the vast disparities in 
opportunities and resources, it would be important to 
study the literacy competencies in other South Afri­
can socio-cultural contexts. Moreover, since the ma­
jority of early childhood programmes in South Af­
rica are not school-based and the quality of school- 
based early childhood programmes is generally bet­
ter than community-based programmes (Department 
of Education, 2001), this implies that most children 
of grade R age experience literacy development con­
texts that are less favourable than those experienced 
by these participants. Thus, most children entering 
grade 1 in South Africa are likely to commence for­
mal schooling with a more limited repertoire of skills 
than those displayed by the participants in this study. 
Although there are policies such as the National Cur­
riculum and the National Literacy Strategy in place, 
it is imperative that a concerted effort be made to 
ensure that these are effectively implemented. Unless 
children are provided with the resources and oppor­
tunities to acquire literacy, they will remain at the 
threshold of the doors of learning.
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APPENDIX A 

Stimuli for Sound in Words

Word Initial Sounds Word Final Sounds

cat ball bag fan bat cat

bath tie boy car fish star

man cow milk snake cake rain

sheep road ring keys trees leaf

fish dog foot wall ball bat

APPENDIX B 

Stimuli for Rhyme Recognition and Production

Rhyme Recognition Rhyme Production

cat hat ring cat hat

moon spoon dog pet wet

cot cap tap sun gun

cone cake bone glad mad

sun bin gun map gap

train rain rake

bat coat boat

clock sun sock

wall ball bird

duck truck cup

Note
I It is acknowledged that the use o f  racial labels is a contentious issue. However, since the developmental contexts o f  the participants have been inexorably 

shaped by apartheid, it is considered important to identify this group by their racial designation. /

II Contrary to the earlier evidence o f  Bradley and Bryant (1983) and Goswami and Bryant (1990) for the predictive value o f  rhyming ability for reading, 

M uter et al. (1998) found that segmentation, not rhyming ability predicted reading during the first year o f  schooling. However, rhyming ability was found 

to be a predictor o f  spelling ability in the second year o f  schooling. /
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