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ABSTRACT There are many aspects that have an impact on the learners’ school progress. Housing, socio-
economic status, abuse, love and neglect are some of the factors that have an impact on any child’s life. The family
and the society in general, play a huge role in the learning child from an early age. The product we see at the end
of a schooling career is a consequence of various influences. This article explores the findings of a qualitative study
performed at three Black African pre-schools in a South African township. It shows how the family’s social and
cultural capital are crucial for the growing child. Aspects such as language acquisition and learning in general can be
fully understood if the child’s habitus is well understood. Moreover, the study’s findings also explicate that for pre-
school teachers to be effective, they need to comprehend the dynamics involved in family-school rela tionships.

INTRODUCTION

Ryschke (2012) writes about the need for
schools to counteract poverty’s impact on chil-
dren. Threlfall et al. (2013) point out that chil-
dren who grow up in poverty are at a higher risk
for school failure and dropping out. Ryschke’s
report argues that until policymakers and edu-
cators confront the deepening economic and so-
cial disparities, poor children will increasingly
miss out the ladder to social mobility. Ryschke
also cites Noguera’s study which highlights that
learners who grow up in poverty have tremen-
dous obstacles to overcome; they struggle com-
peting with their affluent schoolmates. Spaull
(2012) concurs when he posits that the links
between affluence and educational quality in
South Africa can partially explain why poor chil-
dren do not succeed in school. The poor chil-
dren receive far inferior quality of education
when compared with their wealthier peers. “Of-
fering an inferior quality of education to the poor
disadvantages them in the labour-market pros-
pects” (Spaull 2012:3).

What is crucial above is how the family’s
economic status affects the children at school.
Dixon-Roman et al. (2013) also point out that
parental income and other indicators such as
socio-economic status are related to various
educational outcomes. Poverty, these authors
claim, is related to poor nutrition, learning dis-
abilities, poor quality schooling and parental
unemployment. Much research has shown the
importance of strong family-school relations.

Modesaotsile (2012) points out that parents have
a fundamental responsibility to ensure that their
children are at school and their school work is
done. However, this author notes, many parents
have never attended school and they cannot
read, write or count properly.

Generally, all children are influenced by a
number of aspects as they grow up. Whist the
cultural aspects are among these, the psycho-
logical aspects are crucial as well. Lareau and
Horvat (1999) have written how schools repli-
cate existing social inequalities and they refer to
this as social reproduction. These writers link
their arguments to Pierre Bourdieu’s assertions
that learners with more social and cultural capi-
tal fare better in school than those of their peers
who have less valuable social and cultural cap-
ital. Hedges (2012) contends that in Vygotsky’s
theory the child’s development is shaped by
cultural-historical inheritanes. This author also
points out that Vygotsky valued children’s ear-
ly experiences in families and communities, per-
ceiving these as a foundation for later cognitive
development. Ilyas et al. also (2013) opine:

... for Vygotsky scaffolding is important and
adult-young (or teacher-student, or more ex-
perienced-less-experienced) relationship
works best. Vygotsky believes that every func-
tion or learning in a child’s life appears twice;
first on social or inter-psychological level and
then on individual’s or intra-psychological lev-
el (Vygotsky, L.S. 1978, p.57). Moreover, Vy-
gotsky in opposition to Piaget believes that
learning cannot take place in isolation but it



2 VUYISILE MSILA AND ANGELINE SETLHAKO

occurs when a learner interact with other peo-
ple especially an adult or more experienced
one (for example, a teacher, or a bright peer)
with a social and culturla context.

The adult’s role is emphasised above. Fur-
thermore, Vytgotsky states that the child has a
“zone of proximal development” or potential
development and this is only achievable through
the intervention of an adult who observes a
child’s understanding through performance.
Vytgotsky perceives the socio-cultural context
as crucial, for it interacts with cognitive devel-
opment. Vytgotsky explicates the social context
of cognitive development; that children can be
assisted by significant others to solve problems.
The social class of children will then have a huge
bearing on their zone of proximal development.
Class affects the cognitive growth (Lareau and
Horvat 1999; Kelley et al. 1992). Lareau (1987)
also averred that class differences affect chil-
dren’s progress in schools. This paper explores
how early schooling affects the cognitive
growth of poor pre-schoolers. It focuses on the
potential of historically Black crèches situated
in historically Black areas (townships) in South
Africa. Many poor working class parents in
South Africa still have their children registered
in these townships institutions. Years after the
fall of apartheid, integration has only happened
in former White schools. None of the White par-
ents are sending their children to historically
Black African schools.

This paper also focuses on what really hap-
pens in the formative years of poor pre-school-
ers. Research shows that out of every ten learn-
ers who start schooling, only two will graduate
at high school twelve years later. Many poor
children never reach high school. It should be
an interest to researchers as to what happens to
learners’ lives at school in the early years. The
main question posed in this study is: How are
class differences affecting poor children attend-
ing historically Black township schools?

Objectives of the Study

This study seeks to explore the following
objectives
 To explore the experiences of the indigent

learners in the early years;
 To illustrate the impact of poverty on edu-

cational success;

 To find possible solutions in supporting the
poor families; and

 To understand how cultural and social cap-
ital affects learner achievement.

However, before the above are explored, the
focus will be on literature review.

Literature Review

Powerlessness and the Othering of the Poor

There is much research that shows the in-
delible effects of poverty on mental health of
the people. Poverty is among the aspects that
affect the psychological mental health of indi-
viduals negatively. Threlfall et al. (2013) con-
tend that children who grow up in poverty are at
a higher risk for school failure and dropping out.
Eneji et al. (2013) concurs with this when they
state that children in rural areas and in poorer
homes drop out earlier compared to their more
affluent counterparts. Like rural schools and farm
schools in South Africa, township schools are
utilised by working class parents and a huge
number of these families are poverty stricken.
Manuel (2012) points out that poverty has ma-
jor long term impacts on a child’s development
and that the debilitating effects of under nutri-
tion last throughout the child’s life.

In his seminal works Michel Foucault ex-
plores aspects of power in a number of ways. He
argues that power is ubiquitous, that it comes
from everywhere. The society’s institutions can-
not eschew the influence of this power. Further-
more, Foucault (2000) posits that educational
institutions are ‘polymorphous’; that they com-
bine economic, political, judicial and epistemo-
logical relations of power. Foucault opines that
in societal institutions such as schools there are
orders and rules and usually these rules disad-
vantage the poor. He argues:

The school system is based on a kind of ju-
dicial power as well. One is constantly punish-
ing and rewarding, evaluating and classifying,
saying who’s the best, who’s not so good. There
is, then, a judicial power within the school
which simulates in a rather arbitrary fashion,
if one doesn’t consider its general function- the
judicial model of power. Why must one punish
and reward in order to teach something to some-
one? (Foucault 2000: 83).

The above extract demonstrates how the
system punishes the poor people. The poor are
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punished in many ways by societal institutions
such as schools. In schools learners learn about
social control; the hidden curriculum of relation-
ships in the school inform the learners how they
need to behave in society. In his earlier works
Foucault looked at the purposes of societal in-
stitutions such as the prisons, the clinic and
mental asylum and explored themes of power
and knowledge in education. In these contexts
usually the poor become the Other for they are
different from the dominant society, the rich who
usually use their selves as the norm. The poor
as the Other means that they do not belong –
they lack the cultural and social capital to func-
tion in a middle class society. Under apartheid
policy in South Africa, Black Africans were the
Other; they had few rights, were regarded as
less intelligent and even sub-human. Arguably,
the poor have become the new Other in South
Africa. Many are Black Africans who live in the
rural areas and in many historically Black areas
referred to as townships. It is important though
to define the concept, “poverty”.

Poverty Defined

Sen (2001) defines poverty as a condition
that results in an absence of the freedom to
choose arising from a lack of capability to func-
tion effectively in society. The lack of finance is
then among the deficiencies. Van der Berg (2008)
mentions two kinds of poverty: absolute pover-
ty and relative poverty. Absolute poverty refers
to the absence of money required to maintain a
certain minimal standard of living.

Relative poverty is determined by society in
which a person lives. It is linked to inflation and
one who is poor in Germany might be better off
in South Africa.

Theoretical Underpinnings

Children and Cognitive Development

Vygotsky perceived cultural context as very
pivotal in any child’s development. In his theo-
ry he highlights that interactions with adults,
peers as well as instruction are all essential for
cognitive development (Gupta and Richardson
1995: 13). Understanding the cultural tools ac-
quired by children is very crucial to Vygotsky’s
theory. Gupta and  Richardson (1995: 13) posit:

He argued that concepts, language, volun-
tary attention and memory are functions which
originate in culture (i.e. in the interactions
between people) and are acquired through
development in interaction between the child
and another person. Each of these functions
appears first as an interpersonal process be-
fore it appears within the child as an intraper-
sonal process (Vygotsky 1988). To take a hy-
pothetical example given in Richardson (1994):
when young children first attend nursery many
are highly emotionally motivated. But collec-
tive play around objects and equipment re-
quires regulation of group feelings and activi-
ties, and ‘tools’ of regulation (such as queuing
or prioritising) among participants soon
emerge.

Children are stimulated by the interaction
with their environment. Gauvain (2001:35) con-
tends that interaction in the child’s zone of prox-
imal development involves exposing children to
increasingly more complex understanding and
activity that they are capable on their own. In
Vygotsky’s theory the latter is important; chil-
dren can achieve the zone of proximal develop-
ment only with the help and support of an adult.
Furthermore, in this theory, Vygotsky concedes
that children are capable of developing concepts
of their own through everyday experience; how-
ever, they need instruction in other abstract sys-
tems. It is also critical to note that although Vy-
gotsky gives equal importance to intrinsic (indi-
vidual) and extrinsic (cultural) forces in his the-
ory, in practice his investigations focused on
the impact of culture on the growing child (Gup-
ta and Richardson 1995:14). The child, accord-
ing to Vygotsky can learn through various stag-
es, to reach the highest level of thinking.

Many critics have tended to compare Vy-
gotsky’s theory to Piaget’s. Unlike Vygotsky who
stresses the role of culture in the child’s devel-
opment, Piaget’s theory emphasises the biolog-
ical makeup and adaptation. Piaget posits that
thinking develops in response to pressing inter-
nal demands to make sense of the world around
us. Moreover, while the environment is informa-
tive, how it informs the child is dependent upon
what the children currently know and how they
are capable of interacting with and constructing
meaning from this experience (Gauvain 2001).
Furthermore, Piaget uses the concepts assimi-
lation and accommodation. These two process-
es assist the organism achieve equilibrium be-
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tween what is known and what exists in the
world. In assimilation, external data are fit with
currently known ways of understanding or sche-
mas. Unlike Vygotsky, Piaget maintained that the
child’s own actions on the world were crucial to
development; that the child frequently devel-
oped in isolation, making and testing hypothe-
sis in order to construct an understanding of
the world (Gupta and Richardson 1995: 6). Piag-
et’s theory of development was largely influ-
enced by biology for he perceived cognitive
development in children as an evolutionary pro-
cess that occurs through four main stages. As
highlighted above, the main difference between
Piaget and Vygotsky was that Piaget argued that
cognitive development is a spontaneous pro-
cess; moreover cognitive structures according
to him develop without any direct teaching from
adults.

RESEARCH   METHODOLOGY

This study was a qualitative study conduct-
ed in an Eastern Cape city, in South Africa. Two
day-care centres were selected purposefully
from this one city. These are situated close to
informal settlement area where many of the hous-
es are made up of zinc and iron. Many parents in
this area are not working full time jobs. There is
rife poverty among the people living in the area.
The researchers observed and interviewed par-
ents and teachers of these two day-care cen-
tres. In each of the centres there were observa-
tions of children on the playgrounds and during
classes. Apart from non-participant observation
once-off interviews were conducted with par-
ents and teachers. In the two township centres
nine teachers were interviewed and 21 parents
were individually interviewed.

Observation occurred over two days and the
researchers used an analytic form or coding
sheet during this structured observation. On this
sheet there were categories of events under in-
vestigation. Among the aspects under scrutiny
were participant behaviour, resources used in
the centres. The researchers used interval re-
cording. After the observations the researchers
coded the categories into manageable informa-
tion to make them more quantifiable data. The
interviews conducted with the participants were
semi-structured interviews. It was interesting to
note that of the 21 parents interviewed only four
were male. Each interview took about 50 min-

utes on average. These were conducted in isiX-
hosa which was the local language of the area
where the centres are situated.

THE  FINDINGS

The Resources

The parents and the teachers talked about
the scarcity of resources. Many of the toys that
the centres had were mainly from donations. Not
all the parents could afford to pay the monthly
fees. In one of the schools the fees were R250.00
(an equivalent of 30 USD), whilst in the other it
was about 24 USD. Many parents were in ar-
rears and struggled to keep up with the pay-
ments. The teachers related how they had to try
and drive fund raising all the time so as to make
sure that the running of the centres is sustained.
During the researchers’ observations they also
saw how the teachers had to frequently impro-
vise as they tried to build new toys from card-
board boxes, from old milk plastic cartoons and
newspapers. The parents highlighted their ab-
solute poverty and some of them were grand-
parents who were upbringing their grandchil-
dren in the absence of their own children. These
grandparents are bringing their grand children
mainly using their meagre monthly government
grant of about 109 USD. A few of these grand
parents had up to four grandchildren to sustain.

The Teachers

Of the nine teachers in the study, only three
were qualified to teach in a kindergarten. Four
had short courses whose duration was less than
three months and two had no formal qualifica-
tions to teach at an Early Childhood Develop-
ment (ECD) centre. Their qualifications are illus-
trated in Table 1.

Two of these teachers, teacher H and teach-
er I (see Table 1), also worked as cooks in the
centres. In the interviews the teachers highlight-
ed a number of challenges they are facing in
their centres. The non-payment of fees appeared
to be the main concern because they said they
could not function without the financial resourc-
es. The principal in one of the two centres point-
ed out that she was always getting new teach-
ers because the educators never stayed for a
long time at her school as they  were constantly
looking for better paying jobs. It was clear in



 FAMILY AND SCHOOL INFLUENCE ON SCHOOLING 5

these schools that the teachers’ qualifications
were not ideal for the teaching of the children.
Yet despite these qualifications the parents were
still ambitious, wanting the best for their chil-
dren. Many were even stressing that they would
like their children to learn more English language
and be as competent as learners who were
schooling outside the townships.

Table 1. Teacher qualifications in the two day-
care centres

Teachers Highest school    Formal ECD
qualification                training

A Grade 12 Accredited Training > 1 year
B Grade 12 Accredited Training > 1 year
C Grade 12 Short course < 3 months
D Grade 11 Accredited Training > 1 year
E Grade 11 Short course < 3 months
F Grade 10 Short course < 3 months
G Grade 10 Short course < 3 months
H Some high No training

  school
I Some high No training

  school

 Language of Learning and Teaching

Many of the learners were learning English
for the first time and it was clear that some of
their teachers were not even fluent in the lan-
guage. All the teachers were isiXhosa first lan-
guage speakers. The psychological challenge
of learning a new language was more burden-
some for some children who rather kept quiet
than try and express themselves in class. There
were also a few resources such as books to sup-
port the learning of English language.

The Parents

Many of the parents wished for better edu-
cation for their children so that they could re-
deem them from the cycle of poverty. They saw
education as an aspect that would ensure that
the families’ will be halted by the future educa-
tion of their children.  The level of formal educa-
tion of many of these parents was very low. Only
seven had some high school education. Four of
them had never been to school and 10 had some
primary school education. The parents stated
that it was difficult for them to buy educational
tools such as books and they pointed out that
most of the time they tried to make ends meet so
that the children could eat. Nine of the parents

did not even have television sets in their homes.
Supporting their children was always a chal-
lenge and they did not have the time or skill to
help them with homework. The parents pointed
out that sometimes the children were sent home
with “some kind” of homework. Many found it
cumbersome to help their children with home-
work though, stating that they did not have the
skills to help their children with small projects
required at the learning centres.

 Eighteen of the 21 parents pointed out that
the learning of English language was very cru-
cial for their children. They said that they did
not have money to bus their children to former
White schools outside the township, but would
also like to hear their children conversant in the
language. They perceived English as a language
that would free them from poverty and better
the chances of their children. However, the chil-
dren did not have the right tools at their homes
to enhance their English language skills.

After the collection of the data, it was collat-
ed and arranged under certain themes. Below,
the discussion looks at the discussion of these
findings. The findings are discussed under the
following sub-topics:
 The effects of poverty;
 Vygotskian influences and children; and
 Children and society.

DISCUSSION

The Effects of Poverty

Driscoll and Nagel (2008) opine that every
year a child spends in poverty there is a chance
that they will fall behind a grade by the age of
18. Moreover, these writers aver that poor chil-
dren are less likely to be educated and tend to
be less effective workers. They point out:

For parents struggling to raise a child, pov-
erty adds extensive stress to the family. McLoyd
(1990) states that economic hardship experienced
by lower-class families is associated with anxi-
ety, depression, and irritability. With those qual-
ities may come a tendency on the part of parents
to be punitive, inconsistent, authoritarian, and
generally non-supportive of their children.

This extract underscores the pressure pov-
erty exerts on parents. The parents in this study
also showed that they did not have time or abil-
ity to help in homework of their children. How-
ever, one parent seemed to sum the sentiments
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of the others when she stated that there were
“more pressing bread and butter issues” to at-
tend to than the school. Poverty exerts much
strain on parents who usually have different
parenting styles, affected by stress and anxiety.
Driscoll and Nigel (2008) assert that the pres-
sure of poverty may promote the use of disci-
plinary approaches that take less time and effort
than approaches such as reasoning and negoti-
ating. These parenting styles all have an effect
on the growing child. Below, the focus is on this
influence as Vygotsky’s theory is explored.

Vygotskian Influences and Children

The democratic dispensation in education
has brought with it a number of paradoxes. Edu-
cation in South Africa is based on the democrat-
ic Constitution of the Republic where parents
are also able to make choices. The Manifesto on
Values document (DoE 2001) contends that the
Constitution is unequivocal on equality, stating
that all the people are equal before the law; that
no one can be unfairly discriminated against on
the basis of ethnicity, gender, sex, ethnic, social,
origin, age, religion, belief, culture and language,
among others. However, there seems to be an
exercise of choice by parents who tend to prefer
English to other indigenous languages for their
children in school. The latter was also witnessed
in this study. The Manifesto on Values cited
above acknowledges the invaluable nature of
bilingual education stating that , most learners
benefit cognitively and emotionally from the type
of structured bilingual education found in dual
medium programmes (DoE 2001: 47). However,
parents who usually vote on their feet empha-
sise to teachers that they want their children to
be conversant in the English language.

In both day-care centres in the study, the
parents clearly stated that the main wish that
they had was for their children to master English
language skills. Even those who indicated that
they would like their children to have some knowl-
edge of indigenous language, the stress was on
mastery of the English language. Kader Asmal,
the former South African Minister of Education,
once highlighted in the Saamtrek Conference
that “because of the constitutional compromise
in 1996, language policy is a voluntarist tradi-
tion,” parents and communities make their own
decisions as to what language they wish their
children to be educated in  (DoE 2001: 48). Many

young Black African learners in schools perceive
learning English desirable because this is what
the society teaches them; the Vygotskian influ-
ence.

The majority of the children in the study were
learning hard in speaking English although most
of them were isiXhosa first language speakers.
They were struggling in communicating their
thoughts in their second language. It was clear
though that the few who were “better” in com-
municating were shaped by the significant oth-
ers in the society. From Vygotsky’s social cog-
nitive theory, two aspects were critical in this
study. The first one being the emphasis on the
importance of language in the development of
intellectual functioning. Vygotsky’s theory un-
derscores the idea that language is a social and
cultural phenomenon that is centrally involved
in the development of higher mental processes
(Hamachek 1995). Children in the study strug-
gled learning in English. The majority of these
learners did not have the “correct” tools at home;
no books, no educational television programmes.
Their cognitive development was apparently
stunted by the absence of the relevant social
and cultural capital.

The teachers pointed out that few of the chil-
dren spoke English outside the kindergarten.
Vygotsky’s theory though, shows that cogni-
tive development is strongly influenced by the
learners’ cultural and social environments
(Hamachek 1995). The idea is that learners
should be put in situations in which they have
to stretch their minds to understand, but in which
support and assistance from the teacher or peers
are always available (Hamachek 1995). Parents
in the study explained that they would have liked
to help their children more at home but frequent-
ly found that they lacked the necessary skills.
They also stated that teachers are more quali-
fied to help the learners because “they have
things like books”. It was then clear that the
children did not get the necessary social sup-
port in learning another language although the
parents desired this. Important in Vygotsky’s
theory is the contention that any child’s devel-
opment depends on language and social sup-
port (Vygotsky 1986).

Bourdieu (1977) writes of how schools repli-
cate existing inequalities. According to Bourdi-
eu, learners with more valuable social and cul-
tural capital will perform better in school that
their less fortunate, indigent counterparts. Many
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children who start nursery in the township con-
tinue schooling in the historically Black African
schools will experience dysfunctionality and in-
effectiveness. The social reproduction perspec-
tive has proved useful in attempts to understand
how ethnicity and class influence the transmis-
sion of educational inequality (Lareau and Hor-
vat 1999). Differences of class matter between
the groups of Black parents. As evident above,
the working class parents do not have the cul-
tural capital that would enhance achievement in
school.

In their study Lareau and Horvat (1999) show
the differences of social and cultural capital be-
tween Black and Whites where the legacy of
racial discrimination plays a role in perceiving
Black parents as having less cultural and social
capital. However, in this study class plays a cru-
cial role. Children of poor Black African parents
do not have the same cultural capital as that of
middle class Black Africans. With their resourc-
es at home, middle class parents were able to
prepare their children for school with the right
tools.

Children and Society

Outcomes Based Education (OBE) in South
Africa is being replaced by a new national cur-
riculum as enshrined in the new plan referred to
as Schooling 2025. One of the points in School-
ing 2025 is to highlight the importance of indig-
enous languages. Grade 1 to Grade 3 learners
will be encouraged to learn in mother tongue so
as to raise literacy and numeracy by grade 3. Yet
parents who are the basic consumers need to
buy into this plan. Children are likely to value or
devalue language according to what they see
and hear. The language factor can affect learn-
ers who might be incorrectly viewed as having
performance problems. Early Childhood Educa-
tion had begun to get attention it deserved from
the mid-20th century. It was Bloom (1964) who
contended that Intelligence Quotient (IQ) was
not fixed at birth but could be improved through
special early childhood programmes. Looking at
this study there is necessity to raise their confi-
dence and close the achievement gap that will
widen when compared to middle class children
in later years.

In the two township day-care centres it was
clear that a number of children struggled with
language of teaching. As a result of this they

had become quiet and inward looking. Unlike
the middle class children, many of these chil-
dren did not receive the support at their homes.
The latter was confirmed by their parents who
stated that frequently they did not have resourc-
es for social and cultural capital. There is then a
need for society to be careful at how they edu-
cate children. Elkind (1987) has warned parents
and educationists that inappropriate early intel-
lectual stimulation can have a negative impact
on children. The question then will be whether
there is any potential negative impact of learn-
ing second language, especially for the disad-
vantaged learners introduced to subtractive bi-
lingualism. The quality of poor early childhood
centres will affect the achievement levels of the
learners. Hurn (1974) avers that inferior school-
ing compounds the initial handicaps of the learn-
ers and leads them directly to the perpetuation
of poverty and inequality.

Alexander and Bloch (2004) posit that when
we consider how we introduce children to read-
ing and writing, the challenges are to counter
the grip of colonial and apartheid education that
continues to influence early literacy learning.
Lareau and Horvat (1999:37) also argue that class
differences in parents’ and learners’ attitudes or
behaviours toward schools affect the children’s
progress. A pre-school child who does not have
the social and cultural capital, who cannot un-
derstand what happens in the classroom, who
does not see positive attitude towards school
from parents soon learns to be unsure about
schooling. As they grow up, they perceive the
school as a place where they do not have any
advantages.

According to Piaget’s theory, the children in
the study were in the preoperational stage and
in this stage they experiment with language.
Hamachek (1995:153) points out that Piaget ob-
served that language is essential to cognitive
development in three ways:
 Language allows people to communicate

ideas and thoughts;
 Language assists thinking and memory;

and
 Language allows a person to construct

mental pictures and images.
The working class child may find it difficult

to support his cognitive language learning skills
as highlighted by Piaget above. Middle class
Black children outside the township though,
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develop (English) language skills through their
contact with their world (Msila 2011). These chil-
dren find pleasure in learning new words from
books, pictures, television, and the environment
plays a crucial role in enhancing these skills. In
the world around them, the preoperational chil-
dren can learn from imitating their teachers, their
parents and their siblings. Imitative speech is
the primary vehicle that children use to expand
their awareness of the world. Moreover, parents
and teachers can greatly influence language
learning, for better or worse (Hamachek 1995).
Furthermore, Hamachek (1995: 165) cites Ruth
Beard (1969) who observed:

All evidence suggests that in addition to
the provision of a stimulating environment, at-
tention from adults and older children, espe-
cially in answering questions and in conversa-
tion, is immensely important to developing in
this stage. It is in these respects that many chil-
dren from poor environments suffer.

As seen in this study, the working class child
needs more support or they will continue to suf-
fer the limits of schooling in grade 1 and be-
yond; especially if they are placed in dysfunc-
tional schools. Without good models at home
and at school the working class child will be
behind. These children need to be listened to
and be given time to explore their environment.
There appears to be much pressure on working
class children, trying to learn a second language
where they get minimal support. This just de-
lays the cognitive development and enhancing
intellectual characteristics.

CONCLUSION

Probably before they even join any kinder-
garten, children perceive the society’s expecta-
tions. The Vygotskian theory shows how they
are influenced by society constantly. As they
continue in their first formal schools they soon
learn that indigenous languages are somewhat
relegated to the back. Many disadvantages in
education are sown in early schooling. The up-
per socio-economic groups have enhanced ac-
cess to resources and they also have power to
decide what knowledge if of most worth and
how it should be taught. Poor children frequent-
ly never get to the same levels of their middle
class peers and this leads to literacy achieve-
ment gap. Those township children who start
nursery school might be trapped in dysfunc-

tional township schools where they might not
necessarily glean cognitive and intellectual skills
linked to the English language. There are still
many who argue that the high failure rate in ma-
tric (grade 12) is largely due to inadequacies
linked to the language of learning and teaching
in township schools. The challenge for many
poor learners trapped in the historically Black
dysfunctional schools is that they soon discov-
er that their English is not competent enough,
whilst their indigenous language skills are also
not adequately developed. Below, the paper
turns to recommendations.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The study drew the following recommenda-
tions:
 Education for the poor should be made pri-

ority by policymakers. Education should
and can be made a tool for social transfor-
mation. More resources should be made
available to poor schools;

 Schools need to be clustered according to
“poor” and “affluent”. More funding should
be biased towards the poor schools;

 The teachers in initial teacher training pro-
grammes as well as in in-service programmes
should be sensitised about ways of dealing
with issues of democracy and justice in
classrooms. This would ensure that they
are able to deal with the poor child;

 More research needs to be conducted on
the education of the poor.
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