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ABSTRACT

Learners’ low achievement in literacy is a national concern in South Africa, particularly among
Grades 3 and 6 learners who write systemic and national assessment tests. Although the
Department of Basic Education makes attempts to support teachers by conducting teacher

development workshops, there is no significant improvement in literacy results.

With regard to language teaching, the national Curriculum Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS)
promotes the use of Communicative and Text-Based Approaches as a means of strengthening
learners™ language skills in a manner that they could use the language for different purposes,
such as in speech and writing. The majority of learners have to develop these skills in a second
language (L2) which is English, in which they have little competence as learners are taught
through the medium of English second language (L2) from Grade 4 in many South African

schools.

Concerning the approaches that have been introduced in language teaching to enhance learners’
oral and writing skills, little is known about how teachers understand and use the new approaches
in their classrooms. There is limited research done on learners” writing in basic education. This
study focuses on Grade 6 teachers’ perceptions of the Text-Based Approach to teach English as a
second language. It also investigates the teaching strategies used by teachers in teaching writing
to Grade 6 learners who learn English as L2 and who are taught through the medium of L2.
Through the lens of the Genre Based Approach, the study sought to understand how teachers

implemented the Text Based Approach in teaching writing in English o Grade 6 learners.

The data were generated through interviews, observations and document analysis. The thematic
qualitative approach was used to analyze data. The findings reveal that teachers have limited
understanding of the Text Based Approach and that affects their practice in the classroom with
regard to teaching writing. They also indicate that teachers do not receive adequate support to
implement the new language curriculum in their classrooms. All these factors seem to impact
negatively on the effective implementation of the Text Based Approach in teaching English (L2)

writing in the Grade 6 classrooms.
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CHAPTER 1

1.1 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY

In 1994 South Africa launched a new democratic society after almost five decades of
apartheid rule. In the democratic South Africa many changes were made in various sectors of
government such as health, justice, education, etc. in order to meet the new political,
educational and economic goals (Msila, 2007:145). Specifically, education was transformed
to reflect the aspirations of all South Africans and to redress the imbalances of apartheid
education. The Outcome Based Education (OBE) was then introduced to replace the

discriminatory education curriculum of the apartheid system (DoE, 1997).

The OBE curriculum proposed new approaches to teaching and learning by emphasizing
learner-centred approaches in all the learning areas or subjects (Department of Education -
DoE, 2002). With regard to language teaching, emphasis was on differentiating the
curriculum into various levels: as Home Language (HL) or first language (L1), First
Additional Language (FAL) or second language (L2) and Second Additional Language
(SAL) or third language (L3) (Department of Education, 2002). The OBE language
curriculum assumed that learners come to school with an understanding of HL, as well as
being able to speak it, whereas with the FAL and SAL it assumed that learners knew nothing
about the language when they come to school. It proposed different approaches to language
teaching as HL. FAL and SAL. But the OBE curriculum aimed at strengthening the learners’
language skills, namely listening, speaking, writing, comprehension, thinking and reasoning
and the use of language across the different levels (HL, FAL and SAL) from the General
Education and Training (GET) to the Further Education and Training (FET) band, so that

learners could use the languages for various purposes.

OBE was reviewed and perceived as a failure in terms of its effective implementation in
schools across the country. For example, there was no improvement in learners’ performance
in literacy and numeracy, despite the new approaches to teaching (Christie, 1992:221). It was
replaced by the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) in 2011. CAPS
provides content and skills to be covered as well as how the teachers should plan, assess and

teach for a specified period of time. The number of formally recorded tasks to be completed



is also specified. This makes it easier for school management and district officials to monitor

the implementation of curriculum and provide support to teachers (DBE, 2011).

At school all learners are expected to communicate through the language to demonstrate their
knowledge. They use language in oral and written activities, and assessment occurs through
the language used in learning and teaching. Assessment often takes the form of writing across
the curriculum. Writing requires one to use certain skills and language structures that are
appropriate for the task at hand. This indicates that writing is one of the most important
language skills which determine the learner’s success in learning as learners are required to
express their thoughts in writing, in most cases (Scheppegrell, 2004:74). Writing is, therefore,
the representation of approved ways of communication in different contexts, and it
symbolizes the way in which language is formed and transmitted (Cook, 2005:390). When
writing is contextualized, it represents the political and socio-historical factors that exist in

different communities.

Concerning writing, CAPS suggests a text-based, communicative and process approach to
teaching writing (Department of Basic Education - DBE, 2011: 13). These approaches help
learners to be aware of the audience they are writing for, and how they are expected to
express themselves in different contexts. They also help learners to be aware of the language
they choose in order to realize meaning within a particular context (Chaisiri, 2010: 182). The
text based approach builds on the process approach as both of them require learners to follow
certain steps or criteria to write for different purposes, instead of strict adherence to the
correctness of the final text. The two approaches recognize that learners are from different
backgrounds and thus should be helped through explicit teaching, while exposing them to

different text types.

The Communicative approach, on the other hand, suggests that learners should be given an
opportunity to learn language through communication. This could be achieved by exposing
learners to the target language and be presented with the opportunity to communicate for
social purposes (DBE, 2011:13). It encourages learners to reflect on their writing practices
with the assistance and support of the teacher or their peers (Chaisiri, 2010:182). The use of
dialogue in teaching second language (L2) learners creates opportunities for the students to
interact with the teachers and peers. It helps the learners to explore the meaning that is

embedded in a given text (ibid). Chen (2008, 202) claims that in order for learners to develop
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cognitively, they need to be involved in a dialogue of meaning making activities where
children could learn a wide range of genres or texts. This study focuses on the text-based

approach to teaching writing to English second language (L2) learners.

Chaisiri (2010:198) views a text-based instruction as a particular way of using language
within a context. In this approach, the language operates in two contexts, namely, the context
of culture and the context of situation. The context of culture serves the social purpose of the
people within a particular culture. On the other hand, the context of situation is based on
three components, namely, the field (the topic that learners are writing about), the tenor (the
relationship between the writer and the reader) and the mode which refers to the channel of
communication (Chiasiri, 2012:192; Christie and Derewianka, 2008:3). Good writers usually
consider both the context of culture and the context of situation in their writing (Christie and
Derewianka, 2008). However, L2 learners often struggle with the context that they are not
familiar with in their writing. They need to learn how to address a different audience, and the
structure and forms that are appropriate for a particular context and audience. Lieberman
(1992:157) supports the use of different approaches to teaching writing. He claims that L2
learners should be assisted to use expressive writing by making use of different strategies that
take into account different backgrounds, culture and languages that L2 learners are exposed

to, which could be different from that of their first language (L1) counterparts.

In CAPS, the teaching of writing is one of the outcomes that should be achieved in language
teaching. The text types are the assessment standards that learners are measured against.
Learners are expected to write different kinds of texts for a wide range of purposes e.g.
literary and media texts which comprise the following: descriptive, narrative, imaginative,
dialogue and transactional texts. The transactional texts include letters, posters, short written
speech, procedural texts, factual recounts, informational texts and visual texts. The literary
and media texts include personal recount, dialogue, review of newspaper articles and

magazines. Essays could be in narrative and descriptive forms (DBE, 2011:24-29).

According to CAPS the text-based approach is one of the strategies that could be used to
enhance the learners’ writing skills (DBE, 2011). CAPS prescribe how the learners™ writing
should be assessed. For instance, learners can complete simple forms, write and perform
simple dialogues, write poems, ete. (ibid). The requirements for teaching writing for HL (L1)

and FAL (L2) are almost the same in CAPS. HL learners are required to produce 17 texts per
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year, while FAL learners have to produce 16 texts per year. HL learners are expected to
write an obituary which is optional for FAL learners. The other explicit difference is the
length of reading texts for HL and FAL learners. The length of reading text for HL learners is
250-300 words, and it is 200-250 for FAL learners (DBE, 2011: 20 -30). Both HL and FAL
learners write three different text types, namely essays, transactional texts and literary and
media texts. In transactional texts, FAL learners are expected to produce nine texts, whereas

HL learners are expected to produce ten texts annually.

The assessment format for both FAL and HL learners is the same. Assessment is divided into
two: the School Based Assessment (SBA) and the final examination. Two SBAs are written
during the first and third terms of the year. The SBA includes oral, language structure and
creative writing. The examination is written in June and in
December and the format of the question papers for HL and FAL learners is the same (DBE,
2011: 102-103). In the examination learners write three papers, namely, the first paper which
focuses on oral or speaking, reading and listening skills. The second paper focuses on
transactional texts. The third paper focuses on comprehension and language conventions. The
SBA counts 75% towards the final examination mark. while the examination constitutes 25%
of the final mark. The teachers’ pedagogical or instructional strategies are crucial in

developing learners” language skills.

In the light of the above, there is no difference in the formation, structure and the prescribed
texts for FAL and HL learners. This suggests that English FAL and HL learners are expected
to do the same tasks in the SBA and in final examination. The same requirements and
expectations that learners have to meet in the examinations, could be a challenge to English
FAL (L2) learners as they have to meet the same performance standards with English HL
(L1) learners, despite their differences in proficiency levels in English. Considering that the
majority of teachers do not speak English as HL, it is assumed that some of them could be

experiencing problems in implementing the text-based approach in the classroom.

This study focuses on the teaching of writing in Grade 6 which is the exit grade in the
Intermediate Phase (IP). Grade 6 is the grade that writes Annual National Assessment (ANA)
and Systemic Evaluation (SE) which are administered by Department of Education to
measure the performance of learners in literacy and numeracy. In these tests learners have to

express themselves in writing and have to be familiar with different text types or genres.
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While the CAPS (DBE, 2011) has prescribed the text-based approach to language teaching, it
has not been proven whether teachers have a good understanding of this approach, and are
able to effectively implement it in their own classrooms. The purpose of this study, therefore,
is to investigate teacher perceptions and practices on the use of text-based approach in

teaching English (L2) writing in Grade 6.

1.2 RESEARCH PROBLEM

One of the challenges observed by Hinkel (2002:42) in L2 learning is that L2 speakers are
expected to attain advanced second language written proficiency like L1 speakers. In order to
succeed in their studies, L2 learners are required to learn to construct written academic
discourse and texts according to the norm of the first language community. Second language
(L2) learners may experience difficulties in expressing themselves properly in the L2,
particularly in writing. The difficulty in learning the appropriate norm of L1 could be caused
by cognitive and sociocultural impediments which play an important role in language
learning. This is because L2 learners are expected to write for an audience that is often

different in terms of culture and context.

The writers’ cultural background and prior knowledge may influence their writing. The
learners could transfer knowledge about writing which may not be acceptable to the target
language. Christie and Derewianka (2008:4) claim that school children experience challenges
that have to do with their low proficiency levels in the target language. The teaching of
writing to L2 learners who are socialized in a language community and social environment
that are different from their target language can be a challenge to teachers as well, as some of
them may be unable to provide adequate support to L2 learners. Some of the challenges that
teachers may experience could be their low proficiency levels in the L2 and the teaching
strategies they use to teach L2 learners (Hinkel (2002). The school where this study will be
conducted uses English (L2) as a Language of Learning and Teaching (LoLT), and the

language that is spoken at home by the learners and teachers is isiXhosa.

October (2002:71) claims that children who use a foreign or second language as a LoLT have
to master the academic content and the language as well. She claims that the level of
proficiency of L2 learners may not even be at the level of the L2, whereas learners are

expected to learn all the subjects through the L2 medium (ibid). Many South African learners



experience similar difficulties as reflected in the results of international and national
benchmark tests such as Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), Annual
National Assessment (ANA) and Systemic Evaluation (SE) test results which show that many
English (12) learners perform poorly in these tests, despite literacy interventions that aim at
improving literacy levels in school. Specifically, the 2013 Western Cape Education
Department (WCED) Systemic Evaluation results on language for Grade 6 reveal that the
province achieved 29.5% only in English. There are programmes in schools across the
country that aim to prevent the current situation e.g. the National Reading Strategy and the
Literacy and Numeracy Strategy which outlines activities for teaching reading and writing.
Despite these efforts, there is very little improvement in learners” literacy skills which include

reading and writing.

While CAPS gives guidelines to teachers on language teaching e.g. the use of the text-based
and communicative approaches, learners” low literacy levels persist. Many teacher
development workshops are conducted, but it appears that there is no major improvement in
learners™ performance levels in the national benchmark tests. The text-based approach is
recommended as one of the best strategies to facilitate language learning. It is against this
background that this study seeks to investigate how teachers understand and perceive the use
of the text-based approach to English (L2) teaching and how they use it to enhance learners’

writing skills.

1.3 RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY

There is a growing interest in investigating literacy practices in English (L2) (Bloch 2005: 8-
9; October 2002:11). Many studies report on literacy reading practices e.g. the PIRLS
(2011:45) and there are very few that focus on writing in the Intermediate Phase (IP). Van
Heerden’s (2008) study is the most recent study that looks into writing, but it focuses on the

Senior Phase (SP).

The teaching of writing using a text based approach has led to the hope that English Second
Language learners will achieve better. However, little has been said about the importance of
teachers™ perceptions and understanding of the text-based approach as they are expected to
implement it in their own classrooms. Chaisiri (2010:181) claims that it is important to note

teachers” perceptions and concepts regarding their teaching practices. This study gives



attention to teacher practices and perceptions of the use of the text based approach in teaching

writing.

1.4 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The main research question which guides this study is:
What are the teacher perceptions and practices on the use of the text-based approach to
English (L2) writing at Grade 6 level?
The subsidiary questions are:
1. What are the teachers’ understandings and perceptions of the Text-Based Approach to

language teaching?

2. How do teachers use the Text-Based Approach to teach English (L2) writing in Grade
6?7

3. What kind of texts do Grade 6 learners write in English (L2)?

4. In what ways could the text-based approach strengthen Grade 6 learners’ writing in

English (L2)?
1.5 RESEARCH AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

The primary aim of this study is to investigate teacher’ perceptions and practices of the use of
Text-Based Approach to teaching English (L2) writing in Grade 6. The specific objectives
are:

1. To investigate Grade 6 teachers’ understanding and perceptions of the Text-Based

Approach.

S

To observe strategies used by teachers in teaching English (L2) writing at Grade 6

level.
3. To examine and analyze English (L2) texts written by Grade 6 learners.

4. To determine relevant strategies in which the Text-Based Approach could be used

effectively to enhance learners” writing skills.



1.6 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study was conducted within a qualitative paradigm. One of the advantages of qualitative
approach is that it allows the researcher to use open ended questions as an approach to collect
data (Punch, 2009). Qualitative research helps us to interpret and better understand the
complex reality of a given situation. It enables the researcher to understand people in terms of
their definition of the world (Mouton, 2001:194). It is regarded as an effective way in
obtaining specific information about the values, opinion, behaviours and social context of a
particular population (Punch, 2009: 115; Mouton: 2001:107). The components of qualitative
research design include a case study, ethnography, grounded theory and action research

(Punch, 2009).

This study made use of a case study design to understand teacher perceptions and practices in
the use of the Text Based Approach. The purpose of a case study is to study a phenomenon
in-depth (Krugar et al 1999). 1 used a case study for this study because it is naturalistic in
nature and prefers to study people, things and events in their natural setting. However, one of

the disadvantages of a case study is that the results cannot be generalized

According to (Marshal, 1996:522) there are three approaches for selecting samples in
qualitative research: convenient, purposeful and theoretical samples. When selecting a
sample, the qualitative researcher recognizes that some informants are ‘richer’ than others
and that they are more likely to provide insight for the researcher (ibid). Therefore, they
choose a small sample based on what the participants can offer. I chose a small convenient
and purposeful sample. The sample comprised two Grade 6 English teachers and learners, the

Head of Division of the Intermediate Phase and the school Principal.

Data collection strategies for this study were classroom observations, unstructured interviews
and document analysis. Classroom observations are appropriate for a qualitative approach as
they involve collecting data in a natural setting. Unstructured interviews are suitable for
purposive sampling in the sense that the interview preference is given to key participants who
have more information than the other groups because of their position or experience (Krugar

et al., 1999; Marshal, 1996:523). The official documents such as the CAPS teacher support



documents, as well as the learners’ written activities were analysed in this study. A detailed

account of the data gathering process is discussed in Chapter 3.

1.7 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

The research findings of this study will be shared with the school and will be made available
to the Western Cape Education Department (WCED) with the permission of the participants
and the school. The findings will contribute towards addressing literacy problems faced by
learners, particularly at Grade 6 level where learners are expected to write extended texts in
English (L2). This research will contribute towards teacher development in schools,
especially where English is taught as L2. It will shed light on appropriate strategies to

strengthen the teaching of writing in the Intermediate Phase.

1.8 CHAPTER OUTLINE

Chapter 1: Introduction
This chapter is an introductory chapter which focuses on the contextual and historical
background of the study. It gives a rationale for the study and discusses the research problem

and the study objectives.

Chapter 2: Literature Review
This chapter reviews literature and examines the relevant theories that support the aims of the

study.

Chapter 3 Research Methodology
This chapter outlines the research methods that have been used in the capturing of data. It

also deals with ethical considerations and research limitations.

Chapter 4: Presentation and Analysis of data

In this chapter, collected data are presented. The chapter also deals with data analysis.
Chapter 5: Findings, Conclusions and Recommendations

The research findings are discussed in this chapter. Concluding remarks from the research are

presented. Recommendations that are relevant to the study are provided.
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