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Abstract 
Learning support plays an integral part in children’s learning and cognitive development. In the study reported on here we 

explored the various types of learning support provided at home and school for Grade 1 learners in a low-resource school in 

the Msunduzi municipality of the KwaZulu-Natal province, South Africa. A descriptive case study design and 

semi-structured interviews with a purposefully selected sample of 12 participants, which included 2 teachers of Grade 1 

learners and 10 parents of Grade 1 learners, was adopted. The results revealed that while parents described learning support 

as being physically present and available when needed, the teachers defined learning support as the provision of stimulating 

educational experiences aimed at promoting greater learning. It was further revealed that many of the parents assisted with 

homework, supported learning through singing and reciting poems, and engaging in fun play activities. The teachers adopted 

aural and visual support techniques. In the classroom, further support came from peers and teaching assistants. We 

recommend that the benefits of peer, sibling and teacher assistant support be recognised and promoted within the schooling 

environment. 
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Introduction 

Learning support is a significant part of a functioning learning environment and it centres on how an educator or 

tutor can aid learners outside of the official provision of content or skills development (Bates, 2014). Such 

support can include accompanying or extra class instruction, support-group work, and promoting learning and 

note-taking skills (De Boer & Kuijper, 2021; Mashua, Steyn, Van der Walt & Wolhuter, 2008). A fundamental 

part of learning from others is emphasised in Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development, which outlines how 

much more a child can achieve academically when learning with the support of a teacher, parent, caregiver, or 

peer (Goswami & Bryant, 2007). However, learning from others through supportive channels is not always 

available, and this is especially the case in low-support schools in rural communities in South Africa. 

Low-resource schools usually lack qualified teachers, multi-grade teaching takes place, the teacher-learner ratios 

are unreasonably high, and teaching staff have poor morale and lack inspiration (Hlalele, 2014). 

Linked to the need for learning support, the policy in White Paper 6 advocates that an inclusive education 

system requires that all learners, irrespective of race, gender, language, class, religion, disability, HIV/AIDS 

status (human immunodeficiency virus/acquired immune deficiency syndrome) and culture have the right to 

access education as well as the necessary support (Department of Education [DoE], 2001). Prior to the 

introduction of this policy, support for learners was the concern of specialised professionals who were proficient 

and could provide such support (Mahlo, 2011). Teachers did not consider it as their duty to aid these learners as 

they were not trained to do so. However, currently, teachers are required to adjust the surroundings, their 

approaches, the curriculum, and instruction methods in a manner that lessens learners’ external and internal 

barriers to learning (Mahlo, 2011; Walton & Engelbrecht, 2024). 

The current challenge faced by teachers in rural areas is that the provision of individual attention and 

support to a learner is not possible in a classroom with many learners (Mahlo, 2017). Further challenges include 

a lack of support from caregivers. Mahlo (2017) outlines that if parents and caregivers assume responsibility for 

their children, teachers, in turn, will feel motivated to help the learners as they will know that they have the 

parents’ and caregivers’ support. One of the reasons for this lack of support is that many parents and caregivers 

in South Africa face socio-economic challenges; many are forced to leave their children with siblings or 

grandparents. In rural homes, many parents often have lower levels of education and are normally ill-equipped 

to meet the educational needs of their children (Skosana, 2018). Following this challenge to learning support, we 

explored the extent to which parents and teachers of Grade 1 learners are still able to provide learning support 

despite the constraints of their physical and social contexts. 

 
Literature Review 
Learning support: Home 

According to Anthony, Brazier and Moccia (2009), the process of learning does not start when a child walks 

through the doors at school, nor does it end when the child leaves school; learning takes place all the time, 

throughout life. Learning starts at a very young age and one’s childhood is a period in which rapid brain 

development takes place. There is an increase in synapses and connections between regions of the brain, with 

the brain reaching 90% of its total weight when the child reaches the age of 5 (Dubois, Dehaene-Lambertz, 
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Kulikova, Poupon, Hüppi & Hertz-Pannier, 2014). 

Research by Ebrahim, Seleti and Dawes (2013) 

indicates that when children are born, they are 

ready to learn through experiencing their 

surroundings. Moreover, depending on the 

motivation they receive, brain activity linked to 

language, memory and higher cognitive functions 

develops swiftly (Ebrahim et al., 2013). However, 

for a learner living in a poor, rural community, 

parental involvement is lacking as parents are 

mainly concerned with living day to day and not 

much about their child’s educational goals and 

schooling (Msila, 2012; Myende & Nhlumayo, 

2022). Matshe (2014) reports that many barriers 

such as time, a lack of skills, and poor 

communication channels hinder parental 

involvement. Moreover, it is also difficult to escape 

a low-resourced, under-financed public school 

system – especially in low-income communities 

(Msila, 2012). Several factors like parents with a 

low level/lack of schooling, exposure to bad 

educational experiences, homelessness, lack of 

time and resources, abuse and neglect, and 

dangerous neighbourhoods cause impoverished 

children to be more vulnerable to educational 

failure (Du Plessis, 2014; Du Plessis & Mestry, 

2019). In spite of the numerous socio-economic 

challenges many African countries acknowledge 

the value of involving parents in their children’s 

education (Ndebele, 2018). In South Africa, the 

Department of Basic Education (DBE) strives to 

get parents involved in their children’s schooling 

through the introduction of the school governing 

body (SGB) (Republic of South Africa, 1996). The 

main stakeholders in the SGB are the parents and 

their responsibility is governance of the school 

(Tsebe & Scherman, 2020). Partially or uneducated 

parents find it challenging to work with the school 

and teachers and to support their children with 

homework and extra undertakings (Skosana, 2018). 

Various simple ways are available for parents 

to be more supportive with their children’s 

homework, including providing space and learning 

materials, interacting with teachers about 

instructions regarding homework, and monitoring 

the completion of homework (Hoover-Dempsey, 

Battiato, Walker, Reed, DeJong & Jones, 2001; 

Ndebele, 2018). Homework teaches learners to 

work independently and allows them to develop a 

sense of responsibility (Januševa, Pejčinovska, 

Talevski Dimitrija & Merkovska, 2018). 

Homework also assists in developing higher 

cognitive processes, allowing learners to solve 

problems, and think creatively and critically 

(Januševa et al., 2018). Skandera and Sousa (2003) 

find that homework is the groundwork for learners’ 

future success. It helps them to develop good 

behaviour and academic discipline, and prepares 

them for studies later in life, which in turn will 

prepare them to function as adults. In this study we 

uncovered the different forms of learning support 

that parents provide amid a lack of resources and in 

many cases, a low level of education. 

 
Learning support: Teachers 

In the classroom, the teacher is the first and most 

significant link in the chain of support in ensuring 

quality learning for learners (Oswald, 2019). The 

support that a teacher offers is within the margins 

of their understanding, skills, and resources (Nel, 

Tlale, Engelbrecht & Nel, 2016). Findings from a 

research study in South Africa show that learner 

accomplishment in rural schools is quite poor (Du 

Plessis & Mestry, 2019). The authors further 

outline the various challenges encountered in rural 

schools. These include the employment and 

retention of qualified teachers, the reluctance of 

teachers to work or reside in rural areas due to the 

shortage of access to professional opportunities and 

teachers doing several tasks without appropriate 

reimbursement (Du Plessis & Mestry, 2019). The 

South African Department of Education outlines 

the State’s obligation to provide basic learning 

support (DoE, 2001). These services include the 

training of learning support teachers, a focus on 

multi-level classroom teaching, collaborative 

learning and teaching and the development of 

learner’s strengths and proficiencies, rather than 

concentrating on their deficiencies (DoE, 2001). 

Learning support at school can be in the form of 

classroom engagement, allowing children to be 

more interactive, thus creating learning 

opportunities (Langeloo, Mascareño Lara, Deunk, 

Klitzing & Strijbos, 2019). It also includes extra 

class instruction, advice on how to meet their 

social, emotional and academic needs, and 

nutritional support (Bojuwoye, Moletsane, Stofile, 

Moolla & Sylvester, 2014). 

While literature focuses on the teacher’s role 

in learning support, these studies highlight the 

support provided to learners in full-service schools, 

or to intermediate learners. However, it does not 

adequately reflect how Grade 1 teachers in 

low-income schools provide support (Conway, 

2017; Joorst, 2010). Therefore, we intended to 

explore the unique and creative forms of learning 

support provided by teachers to Grade 1 learners, 

as this is considered an important grade in the basic 

education pathway. 

 
Conceptual Framework 
The Vygotskian sociocultural approach 

Vygotsky developed the concept of scaffolding 

referring to the brief support that individuals 

receive from more educated others (such as 

caregivers, teachers, and peers) during their 

development (1978:86–87). Related to this is the 

zone of proximal development (ZPD), which refers 

to the difference between what people can 

accomplish by themselves and what they can 
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accomplish with the support of others (Margolis, 

2020; Samana, 2013; Vygotsky, 1978). In a perfect 

environment, a child’s caregivers, teachers, and 

more mature peers can nurture healthy cognitive 

development and foster learning by providing 

support. We explored the types of learning support 

provided by parents and teachers that aided 

Grade 1 learners in their learning. 

 
Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model 

Learners’ environmental contexts should be taken 

into consideration when examining developmental 

outcomes. Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model 

contributes to the understanding of learning support 

in the cognitive development of Grade 1 learners in 

a low-resource school (Bronfenbrenner, 1995; 

Lloyd & Fernyhough, 1999). Bronfenbrenner’s 

ecological approach reveals how the microsystem, 

like the home environment, is linked with the 

mesosystem (e.g. the school, teachers, and other 

schooling workforce), as well as broader society in 

deciding, directing and aiding learners’ growth and 

learning (1995). 

 

Research Questions 

Our study was guided by the following research 

questions: 
• How do the parents and teachers of Grade 1 learners 

conceptualise learning support? 

• How do parents in low-income contexts provide 

learning support for their children in Grade 1? 

• How do teachers of Grade 1 learners in low-income 

contexts provide learning support for the learners? 

 

Methodology 
Sampling and Participants 

As the aim was to explore how parents and teachers 

perceived learning support, a qualitative research 

approach (Cropley, 2022) was used in this study. 

Furthermore, a descriptive case study design was 

adopted to explore learning support within the 

school and home context. Purposeful sampling was 

used as information-rich cases were required 

(Palinkas, Horwitz, Green, Wisdom, Duan & 

Hoagwood, 2015). A sample of 12 participants was 

selected, including two Grade 1 teachers, and 10 

parents of Grade 1 learners. The sample consisted 

of Black women of different ages and literacy 

levels. Table 1 provides a summary of the 

participants’ demographic information. 

 

Table 1 Summary of demographic information 

Participant number Participant role Race Age Literacy level 

Relationship to the 

child 

Number of children being 

cared for 

P1 Educator Black 57 Honours 

degree 

Educator (18 years) In class – 30 

P2 Educator Black 48 Diploma Educator (7 years) In class – 32 

P3 Parent Black 35 Grade 12 Mother 2 

P4 Parent Black 38 Grade 11 Mother 2 

P5 Parent Black 27 Grade 10 Caregiver 1 

P6 Parent Black 29 Grade 12 Mother 2 

P7 Parent Black 31 Grade 12 Aunt 7 

P8 Parent Black 27 Grade 10 Sister 3 

P9 Parent Black 45 Grade 2 Mother 3 

P10 Parent Black 31 Grade 8 Mother  2 

P11 Parent Black 28 Grade 9 Mother 4 

P12 Parent Black 40 Grade 7 Mother 4 

 

Data Collection and Ethical Considerations 

In this study, data were collected through 

semi-structured interviews. Before starting the data 

collection process, we presented all participants 

with a letter confirming that the study was 

approved by the Ethics Committee of the 

University of Pretoria’s Faculty of Education 

(Ethics Clearance Number: EDU081/21). We also 

confirmed that permission to conduct the research 

in the Msunduzi municipality was requested from 

the KwaZulu-Natal Department of Basic Education 

and from the school’s principal. Participants were 

reminded that their involvement was voluntarily 

and that they were permitted to withdraw their 

participation at any time without any negative 

consequence. Additionally, the participants’ 

anonymity and confidentiality were protected 

through the use of pseudonyms. Interviews with 

teachers were in English and with parents in 

IsiZulu. The interviews were conducted in a 

low-income school in KwaZulu-Natal. The 

participants were informed that the interview 

sessions would be recorded and that the researchers 

would make notes. The interviews lasted between 

10 minutes and an hour. 

 
Data Analysis 

The data were thematically analysed (Braun & 

Clarke, 2012) to find common themes. We 

maintained a reflexivity journal in which detail of 

the process involved in extracting patterns from the 

data was recorded. We used manual coding; the 

coding framework was inductive as we started with 

no codes and developed codes once the data were 

analysed. Further analysis of the coded and 

organised data excerpts was done to look for 

possible themes of greater importance (Braun & 

Clarke, 2012). Finally, the themes were examined 
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with the aim of providing clear answers to the 

research questions, whereafter the report was 

written. To establish the rigour and trustworthiness 

of the findings, the analysis and interpretations of 

the data were based on the data and we attempted 

to eliminate possible bias due to our own 

assumptions. To ensure internal credibility we 

employed triangulation as we used interviews and 

observation to collect data for this study (Carter, 

Bryant-Lukosius, DiCenso, Blythe & Neville, 

2014). We documented the research process in 

great detail in an attempt to improve dependability 

(Anney, 2014). The first author and the research 

supervisor discussed the outcomes of the study and 

suggestions for further examination were made. 

 
Results and Discussion 

The objective with our study was to explore the 

various types of learning support provided at home 

and school for Grade 1 learners in a low-resource 

school. The themes and accompanying verbatim 

responses are presented next. The following themes 

emerged from the findings: 
Theme 1: Physical presence and availability 

Theme 2: Creative support with home and schoolwork 

Theme 3: Singing and reciting poems 

Theme 4: Play 

Theme 5: Auditory and visual learning support 

techniques  

Theme 6: Support from siblings, peers, and teaching 

assistants 

 

Physical Presence and Availability 

The first theme identified describes how the 

participants interpreted the concept of learning 

support. While most of the participants regarded 

learning support as a way of helping their children, 

some of the parents felt that their physical presence 

and availability may well be considered as a form 

of learning support. Many of the participating 

parents worked long hours with limited time for 

additional activities, however, they were available 

for their children when needed, usually when they 

returned from work late at night. All of the parents 

acknowledged providing this support on a regular 

basis, ranging from 15 minutes to 2 hours per day. 
I support them … also being at home (Participant 

3). 

Learning support is something … to do to make my 

child learn better, learn more (Participant 12). 

The two Grade 1 teachers expressed similar views, 

stating that learning support encompasses helping 

learners acquire new information and skills by 

making the various learning activities interesting. 

The support provided also brought about an 

improved understanding of the schoolwork so that 

learners were better equipped to cope with 

schoolwork. 
Mm … my understanding of what learning support 

is that … is the things that are helping learners to 

learn more and to find learning interesting for 

them so that they could easily understand what we 

are teaching (Participant 2). 

Yeah. The … the support help them a lot to … to 

cope better (Participant 1). 
Kutty and Joy (2018) found that interesting 

activities enhanced learning with many learners 

wanting a chance to explore, imagine and go on 

field trips. These reports are comparable with the 

outcomes of a research study by Manurung (2012) 

who describes how inspired teachers were able to 

plan joyful lessons in which complex concepts 

could be explained in simple ways and acceptable 

examples given so that uninterested learners could 

be more involved in the lesson. The findings in our 

study also reflect proximal processes in terms of 

how the Grade 1 teachers arranged fun, shared 

activities to engage all learners, thus promoting 

interaction between learners, peers and teachers 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1995; Griffore & Phenice, 2016). 

 
Creative Support with Home and Schoolwork 

The second theme highlights the forms of learning 

support provided by parents and teachers. In this 

theme we focused on the creative methods that 

both the parents and teachers applied to encourage 

learning, and to provide much-needed learning 

support. Many of the parents lacked resources and 

the necessary educational skills, and used 

innovative and fun approaches to promote learning 

within the home environment. While all the parents 

confirmed that the main form of learning support 

they provided involved helping their children with 

their homework, some parents found this task 

difficult. 
I usually help them with homework, and … the 

reading, spelling of words, not more than 15 

minutes, maybe three times a week. Like giving 

them … blank paper to draw what she can draw 

and ask them to sing songs … cause sometimes I 

only help when asked. (Participant 6) 

Some of the parents established that their 

involvement was merely reminding their children 

to do their homework, and they only assisted when 

requested to do so. The participating Grade 1 

teachers adapted their teaching methods to 

accommodate the learners’ interests and cognitive 

abilities. They used various practical methods to 

make learning interesting, such as listening to 

stories on the radio and using physical objects to 

explain concepts. 
We need to have real objects … when they are 

counting, they … they need something to count … it 

can be adding or subtracting. They need to see you 

take it away, you see, so that they will understand 

… the term subtraction. (Participant 1) 

The findings revealed that teachers sometimes used 

a variety of manipulatives, including beads, 

number lines, and flash cards (Mntunjani, 

Adendorff & Siyepu, 2018). This supports the 

development of knowledge on a particular number 

or concept, or techniques related to number 
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processes such as addition (Mntunjani et al., 2018). 

We found that the Grade 1 teachers used physical 

objects when explaining mathematical concepts. 
They learn uh … they must understand. They must 

have this support to really … in order for them to 

understand, so most of the time when we are 

teaching, we must use this support material 

(Participant 2). 

Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory suggests that a 

child’s development and learning are located in a 

cultural setting (Bredekamp, 2014; Louw & Louw, 

2014). In socio-cultural settings, learning is as a 

result of reciprocal social exchanges that emphasise 

support between those more knowledgeable and 

those who know less (Scrimsher & Tudge, 2003; 

Zaretsky, 2021). 

 
Singing and reciting poems 

In the sub-theme to the main theme of creative 

support with home and schoolwork, the parents 

described various ways in which songs and poems 

were used as a form of learning support. 
Yes … we sing together, whatever they sing in 

school. She teaches me and then we sing 

(Participant 3). 

The songs and poems learnt are either studied at 

school or are religious verses learnt at the local 

church. The participating parents described singing 

out aloud together as one of the methods that they 

used to make the learning process more fun. The 

children enjoyed it, and it also assisted them to 

remember information. 
She helps uh … they sing together, but church 

songs (Participant 7). 
Participants 3 and 5 described the techniques that 

they used to provide this form of support, stating 

that when their children struggled to understand a 

new poem, they encouraged them to sing out one 

line, thereafter the children taught the poem to the 

parents. In many ways, this boosted the children’s 

confidence and improved their memory of the 

poem. 
When the child doesn’t understand, she makes us 

sing the thing, so she can understand them … like 

they sing the line to understand (Participant 5). 
Although IsiZulu is the language of learning in the 

Foundation Phase, English is also taught as a 

subject. Many of the learners struggle to 

understand English, therefore the teachers use 

songs and sometimes drama to improve their 

understanding. This is similar to findings by 

Džanić and Pejić (2016) who indicate that teachers 

used songs to teach learners new concepts and 

language as songs contain language patterns and 

develop listening skills, articulation and rhythm 

and most importantly, is regarded as a fun activity 

while establishing learning. 

Our findings indicate that the learning support 

given by parents promotes family bonding, 

allowing the children to have fun and learn at the 

same time, improving language skills, listening 

skills, and pronunciation. In an experimental study 

it was found that where music activities, singing, 

and movement were used in an English language 

lesson, learners in an experimental group 

demonstrated considerably better academic scores 

in comparison to those in a control group (Králová, 

2014). The above findings are an indication that 

music, and even singing and movement, can be 

considered different forms of learning support that 

may aid learners academically in the classroom. In 

the context of low-resource schools, music and 

songs may be considered a form of learning 

support as the parents and teachers from the rural 

community where the study was conducted, were 

able to constructively interact with learners for 

learning to take place. 

 
Play 

Many of the parents emphasised the importance of 

play, stating that their children needed more play 

time at school. The parents expressed the need for 

more free time as their children became tired when 

academic lessons continued for lengthy periods of 

time. Some of the parents suggested taking the 

learners on excursions to different places where 

they could play games and be free. Other 

suggestions included having a sports ground and 

introducing more play activities like soccer. Most 

of the parents encouraged play during the 

weekends as this gave their children the 

opportunity to interact with their siblings, and also 

promoted learning. 
Maybe you can get something … a car … or 

somewhere where you can take them uh … where 

you can take them and make them play or … they 

need the time (Participant 3). 
Irvin (2017) explains that play creates a ZPD in a 

child, given that, while playing, children are 

inclined to behave above their average age and 

above their daily behaviour. Findings from our 

study support those of Ogunyemi and Ragpot 

(2015) that highlight the importance of play, 

describing it as more than just physical movements 

but as educational with the necessary elements for 

motivation that fosters children’s overall 

development. 

 
Auditory and Visual Learning Support Techniques 

The participating teachers adapted their lessons to 

meet the needs of their learners. Kayalar and 

Kayalar (2017) state that nearly all learners have 

diverse learning strengths that enable them to 

concentrate, to remain focused, and to understand 

and remember significant information and 

concepts. Syofyan and Siwi (2018) agree that 

auditory learners learn by listening and moving 

their lips while reading. 
Most of the time because as they are … the Grade 

1s. Most of the time they learn by saying things 

(Participant 2). 

Participant 1 indicated that when the learners 

struggled to write but still understood the work, she 
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would call the learners to her table and give them 

the opportunity to give the answers verbally. 
They can’t write. But … but I think if the child 

can’t write, I call them here in [sic] my table and 

stand there. I ask them to give the answers 

verbally. They get it verbally, they are not able to 

write it down, I ask them verbally. (Participant 1) 

The teachers also described how the radio was used 

on a regular basis to promote the learners’ listening 

skills. Every day, at a specific time, a story was 

narrated on an IsiZulu radio station. The learners 

were encouraged to remain quiet and listen to the 

story, unfortunately, the radio was stolen in a 

burglary. 
The learners need to listen to the story because at 9 

o’clock all the … all … every day at 9 o’clock, you 

have the story telling. So, if we had that radios, it 

would help (Participant 1). 

Budyana, Basuki, Nurlaela, Umboh and Nagari 

(2018) found that the radio promotes listeners’ 

imaginative faculties through words and sounds. 

The authors further indicate that listening to 

electronic media required a variety of capabilities, 

including the ability to concentrate, the ability to 

understand, and the ability to precipitate 

information (Budyana et al., 2018). 

Visual learning support techniques were also 

adopted by teachers as they used charts, pictures, 

physical objects, and books to explain new 

concepts. Raiyn (2016) clarifies that a large amount 

of all information processed by the brain is derived 

from visual formats. As Grade 1 learners are very 

young, many are unable to read, therefore, pictures 

and colourful charts are used to assist them with 

phonics and counting. Raiyn (2016) further 

explicates that learners understand information 

better in a classroom when they see it as they are 

able to remember facts better by connecting ideas, 

words, and concepts with pictures. Participant 1 

described a lesson involving a brown paper bag, 

stating that many of the learners had never seen a 

brown paper bag because plastic packets were 

mainly used in their community, therefore pictures 

and charts assisted in the learning process. 
Maybe we are talking uh … long time ago we were 

using paper bag. One … one time I was teaching 

them about … paper bag, but I don’t have paper 

bag. So, they don’t understand this paper bag 

because they know plastic bag. If I am talking 

about the paper now, they don’t understand. So 

that’s why we need these … these real objects. It 

helps us a lot because they see it. If they can’t see 

it, they don’t understand. (Participant 1) 

And … try to get the pictures and put it, as you see, 

pictures next to it so that when the child forgot the 

phonic, they look at the picture and then after 

looking at the picture, they remember the phonic. 

(Participant 1) 

 

Support from Siblings, Peers, and Teaching 
Assistants 

In the classroom, learning experiences and 

assessment activities create opportunities for 

learner engagement, and the development of 

connectedness with peers and teaching staff (Smith, 

2011). In this study, these patterns were 

undoubtably evident when parents, siblings, and 

peers interacted with the children in the home and 

school environments, providing learning support in 

various ways. Support received from siblings, 

peers, and teaching assistants is discussed in the 

following paragraphs. 

The participating parents described the way in 

which they encouraged their older children to 

support their younger siblings with schoolwork and 

play activities. These parents highlighted that they 

sometimes found the homework difficult to 

understand and therefore arranged the assistance of 

their older children. 
She’s got an older daughter … so her older 

daughter also helps, they sing together 

(Participant 4). 

Not all but some … she … she does understand 

some … the brother … when they doing homework 

(Participant 5). 

Parents also used the support provided by siblings 

due to their own lack of time. The participating 

parents worked long hours and could not always be 

available to support their children with their 

learning, so this responsibility was shared by their 

older children. 
The kids help each other … they are always 

helping each other, and I find that when they are 

… its him who is explaining to them. They 

understand more, when he explains to them, they 

understand more than I’ve explained. 

(Participant 2) 

High-achieving learners are more inclined to grasp 

new information quicker, and subsequently assist 

the teacher in clarifying new concepts to their 

peers. Bojuwoye et al. (2014:12) confirm this, 

relating how the teachers in their study encouraged 

learners to work together in groups, introducing a 

“buddy system”, which inspired and improved the 

learners’ confidence. Participant 1 emphasised that 

the help received from the teaching assistant was 

much appreciated as it allowed her the opportunity 

to work one-on-one with learners who required 

further learning support. The support by the 

teaching assistants allowed the teachers more time 

to focus on smaller groups of learners, thereby 

allowing for effective teaching. 
The teacher’s assistant came last week, it’s only 5 

months, started November until March next year. 

There are these readers for groups, the small 

books for groups. When I’m busy with the other 

group, she’ll take the other group. When we are 

doing writing, when I’m in the uh … the other 

rows, she’s in the other one. (Participant 1) 

Participant 1 described the various ways in which 

the teaching assistant helped her, which included 

helping with marking, writing, and reading, 

however, not teaching. This is consistent with 

Navarro’s (2015) findings, which state that learning 

support staff contribute to the learners’ learning 
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and well-being by providing an improved 

classroom climate, personalised attention, and 

better overall teaching. 

The study was conducted at only one 

low-income school in Pietermaritzburg, 

KwaZulu-Natal, and therefore cannot be 

generalised to all low-income schools in South 

Africa. Although a small sample was used, the aim 

of qualitative studies is to gain a rich, in-depth 

understanding and this was achieved, albeit with a 

small sample. 

One implication of this study is that the 

stimulating, creative approaches to learning support 

adopted by parents and teachers could be 

encouraged and promoted by the school authorities. 

This should especially be the case during 

inter-school meetings and workshops so that other 

schools and parents in rural communities can 

benefit, as these methods are not dependent on an 

abundance of resources. Another implication is a 

suggested amendment to White Paper 6, outlining 

the need and benefit of additional teaching 

assistants in low-income schools. This is necessary 

as the current policy clearly states that both the 

youth and adults have the capability to learn if 

given the required support. Large classes inhibit the 

teachers’ ability to provide individual support, 

however, the presence of a teaching assistant 

allows the teacher to provide the needed support. A 

further recommendation would be that the South 

African government invest more in rural, 

low-income schools through the provision of better 

infrastructure and additional resources, such as 

libraries and playgrounds. 

A positive, real approach to learning support 

would be for the South African DBE to set up 

workshops in schools to encourage those 

individuals closest to the learner, namely, parents, 

teachers, siblings, and peers. This training would 

enable them to assist young learners in whatever 

way is suitable and familiar to them, whether it be 

telling stories, playing, or merely engaging in 

conversation. Young learners benefit from 

reciprocal interaction with siblings and peers, 

engaging in conversation, and play; in the process, 

learning occurs naturally. Furthermore, it is 

suggested that the South African DBE provide 

educational workshops that equip teachers with the 

understanding and capabilities to identify learners 

that need additional aid, and to ensure that the 

necessary support is in place. 

 
Conclusion and Recommendations 

The findings of this study show that the parents and 

teachers defined learning support as being 

physically present and available for their children 

when needed. The teachers outlined their 

perceptions and experiences of learning support, 

which encompassed the provision of stimulating 

learning activities to encourage greater learning. 

The teachers established that the support provided 

helped the learners to acquiring a better 

understanding of the schoolwork; learners were 

also better equipped to cope with the volume of 

work. The results further reveal that parents who 

lacked time, knowledge, and experience requested 

that their older children assist the younger siblings. 

This form of support from siblings allowed learners 

to engage positively with their older brothers and 

sisters. The participating parents revealed that they 

incorporated activities familiar to them such as 

singing songs, reciting poems, and engaging in 

stimulating play activities to provide needed 

support. Furthermore, the Grade 1 teachers found 

innovative ways of making learning interesting and 

providing the support needed. The teachers 

embraced creative approaches to learning, 

including available resources and aids, whether 

these involved making charts, using physical 

objects, or getting additional support from teaching 

assistants and learners in the classroom. 

Our first recommendation is that a 

comparative study is done on the various forms of 

learning support provided at different schools (e.g., 

government, former Model-C, and private schools). 

The second recommendation is a longitudinal study 

that monitors the effectiveness of learning support 

through the various school grades. This would 

allow one to record the support provided alongside 

the age of the learner. A longitudinal study would 

take changes over a period of time into account, 

thereby providing insight into the cause-and-effect 

relationship between learning support and learner 

development as well as academic progress. 
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