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ABSTRACT

AN INVESTIGATION OF SECONDARY SCHOOL LANGUAGE
TEACHERS’ CONCEPTIONS OF LITERACY AND HOW
THESE CONCEPTIONS RELATE TO LITERACY
INSTRUCTION IN ZIMBABWE
by

Albert Natsa

Zimbabwe has undertaken significant steps to expand educational
opportunities at all levels since attaining independence in 1980. However, the
basic curricular structure continues to be modeled on the British educational
system. This orientates the goals of the system toward preparing students for
external examinations still influenced by the British examinations boards. This was
study aimed at investigating how current educational practices have shaped
language teachers’ conceptions of the goals of literacy instruction and at identifying
the relationship between these underlying concepts and subsequent literacy
practices of teachers in their language classes.

This study was based on two major assumptions. First, literacy skills are a
major determinant of students’ learning and thinking potentials both inside and
outside the school. Second, teachers make critical decisions which affect what
students learn and how they learn it. Teachers' efforts to make the best possible
decisions are hampered by several factors which include a general lack of

consensus in the literature on what literacy is, what it involves and how to teach



Albert Natsa

it. Further, there is no adequate guidance in the form of official curriculum
policy on the teaching of reading and writing beyond rote learning in Zimbabwe.

Three main research instruments were used to collect data for this study.
These included the administration of over 1000 questionnaires to schools in three
provinces in Zimbabwe, and interviewing a sub-sample of 51 teachers who had
filled in questionnaires. A further sub-sample of 16 teachers who had been
interviewed were observed each teaching Shona or English on at least four
different occasions. Furthermore documents relating to literacy instruction were
analyzed.

The main finding of the study was that the majority of the teachers
conceptualized literacy through the lenses of public examinations. Literacy
instruction focused mostly on a narrow range of goals which centered around
mechanical aspects of literacy and recall skills. The study found evidence to suggest
that many teachers unconsciously conceptualized literacy from a positivist
perspective which views knowledge and reality as objective and concrete rather

than products of social construction.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

Since 1980, the year Zimbabwe attained political independence from Britain,
the Zimbabwe government has progressively allocated the biggest share of the
national revenue to education. This has been done at the expense of other
productive sectors of the economy and social developments. However this sacrifice
of the national resources in the interest of education was done out of the new
government’s commitment to the provision of education to all children of
school-going age and to make education play a significant contribution to national
development through human resource development. This was in contrast to the
colonial administration which used education to promote its racial ideology of
white supremacy. During the colonial period education was organized along racial
lines. It was free and compulsory for white children, but was neither free nor
compulsory for non-white children. The state was by and large the main provider
of education for white children while non-white education was the responsibility of
voluntary organizations, mostly church organizations, and the state only provided a
grant in aid of African education.

"Primary school enrollments increased from 819,000 in 1979 to 2,229,000 in
1985; secondary school enrollments increased even more dramatically from a mere
79,000 in 1979 to almost half a million in 1985, a sixfold increase" (Chung 1988 p.

121). Quantitative achievements in educational provision are readily acknowledged



by friends and critics of Zimbabwe’s educational policy. Within Zimbabwe itself
debate on education has turned to the question of qualitative changes.

Quantitative achievements in the field of education were mandated by
popular expectations. Most parents desired for their children the kind of
education which had been made a preserve of the white communities during the
colonial administration. This was mostly academic education. This was the
education which had been seen to give white children an unfair advantage over
African children in terms of acquiring skills needed in high paying jobs in the
private and public sectors of the national economy (Chung. 1988: Dorsey, 1989;
Riddell, 1979; Zvobgo, 1980;).

Qualitative changes have been introduced, especially in primary and lower
secondary schools where new syllabuses have been made to reflect Zimbabwe’s
cultural values. Subjects like history, social studies, and literature have been made
to focus more on African experiences and values than they were before 1980.

However, the basic structure and goals of the school curricula continue to
be tied to the pre-independence mold (Chung, 1988). As Johnson (1990) argues,
a large proportion of African students who attended school before 1980 found
themselves confronted by curricula which were inextricably tied to an ideology of
racial superiority. Many received an inferior education designed to prepare them
for menial tasks in society. Colonial education focused on low level skills in
literacy and numeracy and emphasized habits of punctuality, obedience, diligence
and respect for manual work. Those who slipped through the net for the
recruitment of cheap labor, found that higher education provided them with little
more than the ability to read and write accurately, and to make limited decisions
in their working environments (Dorsey, 1989; Johnson, 1990; Zvobgo, 1986).

Not only has the curriculum remained largely based on the British model, also the



language of literacy has largely remained English which is spoken by less than 3%
of the population as a mother tongue. The influence of the British system of
education is particularly strong on the means of evaluating educational quality in
Zimbabwe. Although steps are underway to localize the setting and marking of
examinations, British influence is still strong in the training of examiners and the
supervision of the examination process. Examinations have a very strong influence
on the curriculum and the way it is conceived and implemented (Chung 1988;
Johnson, 1990). Johnson (1990) argues that any discussion about quality of
education has centered around the pass rate for the ordinary level (O’level)
examinations. He further argues that the use of O’level results as a bench-mark
of educational success severely limits the possibilities for critical teaching and
learning in schools. "Other aspects of schooling and the development of critical
literacy are rarely focused on " (Johnson, 1990, p. 102).

Over Y5% of the people of Zimbabwe speak Shona and Ndebele, Shona
being the most dominant language spoken by about 75% of the population. Due
to the efforts of some missionaries, these languages were made written languages
mostly for purposes of spreading the gospel to the African population. The
colonial administration promoted the use of English by making it the official
language of administration, law and education while Shona and Ndebele were not
taught in white schools and offered in African secondary schools as optional
subjects. Since 1980 Shona and Ndebele became compulsory school subjects up to
the second year of secondary education, form 2 (grade 9). However, they remain
under-utilized in their written form partly because they are not the official
languages of instruction, and partly because they continue to suffer from negative
attitudes among many educated Africans who feel that they are not capable of

communicating academic and scientific concepts.



Officially, Shona and Ndebele can be used as languages of instruction from
grade 1 up to grade 3 in areas where the majority of students are of Shona or
Ndebele backgrounds. In all schools English takes over as the language of
instruction from grade 4 onwards. However, it has been observed that many
schools situated in predominantly Shona or Ndebele speaking neighborhoods prefer
to introduce English as the medium of instruction right from grade 1, arguing that
this will make their students more able to understand concepts taught through
English in upper primary and secondary school grades.

It has been argued that within schools and classrooms, English language
teaching remains an area unaffected by political and ideological changes (Chung,
1988; Johnson, 1990). Zimbabwe has opted in classroom practice to model the
teaching of English on British English as second language/foreign language
(ESL/EFL) packages. Johnson (1990) maintains that although these models are
largely successful in helping learners acquire a communicative competence, they
very often fail to instil a critical and analytical ability. Nagel (1992) made a
study of communication patterns in relation to cognition in teacher education
colleges and found that teaching and learning in teachers’ colleges, and in schools
in turn, tended to promote uncritical rote learning. Everyday teaching and
learning issues were not problematized or subjected to critical reflection by both
teachers and students.

On the other hand current conceptions of teaching and learning for
understanding put a premium on "conversation, experience, interpretation, criticism,
engagement, voice, participation and purpose as characteristic features of
interaction between students and teachers" (Holmes Group 1990). There is
emphasis on making students learn how to interpret what they learn, and to relate

it to what else they know, and whenever possible, to have some experience of



what is being taught. Learning is viewed as an active process in which children
construct and reconstruct knowledge as they go along. Students need to develop
critical literacy which helps them to understand their reality in terms of the social
forces which shape it. As Freire (1985) argues, they need to master genre like
written argumentation and critical analysis if they are to arrive at a critical view of
their reality.

Current arguments about the evaluation of educational quality and general
national development tend to center on literacy levels attained by students at
various levels of the educational process. As Cook-Gumperz (1980) argues,
schooling ideology makes literacy one of the basic components of schooling on
which other learning must rest.

It becomes essentially a cognitive skill, one which enables other

cognitive growth to take place, and its evaluation becomes central

to the assessment of other potentialities of student learners. In

these schooling terms, a non-literate person counts as an

uneducable person, not merely an uneducated one. Thus, the

nineteenth-century ideology has been transformed into the

twentieth century ideology which stresses that literacy may bring,

not economic well-being directly, but equality of opportunity as a

basic value from which other advantages can come"

(Cook-Gumperz, 1986:34).

It is a central assumption of this study that teachers mediate what students
learn through their interpretations of official curriculum goals. Teachers’
interpretations of official curriculum goals are influenced by their understanding,
beliefs, and philosophies as regard that particular discipline. In the case of
literacy, teachers’ understanding, beliefs, and philosophies about literacy goals
influence how they interpret English and Shona national syllabuses, textbooks, and
examinations and as well as how students experience literacy curriculum in Shona
and English. Thus, this study is aimed at finding out the extent to which literacy

teachers’ conceptions of literacy and their current practices are developing or not

developing effective literacy skills which help students to engage in independent



learning, critical thinking, and problem-solving abilities needed by an independent

nation for its social, economic and political development.

Statement of the Problem

As noted above, although impressive quantitative expansion of the education
system has been achieved, the Zimbabwe education system is still tied to the
external British Ordinary and Advanced level examination systems. Any discussion
concerning quality of education tends to center around pass rates for the Ordinary
Level (O’Level) examinations which have been steadily falling from 066.6% in 1980
to 12.4% in 1988 (Chung. 1988; Dorsey et al., 1991). This is due to the fact that,
because of the expansion of educational facilities, and the removal of bottlenecks
along the education system. many students of low abilities have access to
secondary education, which was not the case before 1980.

The continued use of colonial literacy curriculum models in vastly changed
social, economic, and political circumstances creates contradictions between
prevailing school practices and the developmental needs of a young free nation.
Classroom practices in many schools emphasize learning of abstract facts, correct
grammar, spelling and punctuation geared toward examination preparation (Chung,
1988; Jansen, 1989; Johnson, 1990). Zimbabwe, as a young developing country,
needs citizens with high level literacy and problem-solving skills. Students in
present day Zimbabwe need to develop a critical literacy which helps them
understand their reality in terms of social forces which shape it (Bizell, 1982).

Literacy skills determine the quality of students’ learning progress in school
and workers’ adaptability in work-place settings in an increasingly print mediated

world. As Eisemon (1988) argues, school-acquired literacy does not necessarily



promote problem-solving skills if it is acquired in a teaching environment which is
oriented towards preparing children to recall information for national examinations.
It is important to study teachers’ conceptions, beliefs, understandings, and
dispositions toward literacy goals and instructional practices because what teachers
do in their instructional practices constitute the content of the curriculum most
students experience in their school learning. What teachers do is influenced by
their beliefs and understandings. Thus, any attempt to improve the quality of
what students learn should also identify teachers’ beliefs and understandings as well
as their daily classroom practices so as to determine the extent of congruence or
lack of it between what we want to achieve through the education system and the

daily classroom practices.

Dissertation Objectives

The study had three main outcomes which were to

1. identify secondary school Shona and English teachers’ conceptions of
the goals of literacy instruction for school and out-of school contexts.

2. identify the sources of these teachers’ conceptions of literacy
curriculum goals.

3. describe these teachers’ current literacy classroom practices as a way
of linking them with their beliefs and conceptions of the goals of

literacy instruction.

Research Questions

The following questions were formulated to guide the conduct of the study

in such a way as to achieve the above outcomes.



1. How do Shona and English teachers at secondary school conceptualize
the goals of literacy instruction?
2. How do these literacy teachers make instructional decisions about what

to focus on?

3. What literacy skills do these teachers focus on in their language
instruction?
4. What factors influence language teachers’ conceptions and

decision-making processes as regards literacy instruction?

Definition of Terms

There are a number of terms which may not be clear to some readers
because of the contexts in which they are used. This is likely to be the case in
view of the fact the study was about Zimbabwean education issues written by the
researcher while studying in the U.S. Hence it is necessary to define some of the

terms as they are used in this study.

Literacy: As it is used in this study it means more than the ability to read
and write per se; rather it is the ability to reason and problem-solve in multiple
discourses with print. Literacy involves the ability to engage in reading, writing,
reflecting, dialoguing, critiquing, comprehending and interpreting all leading to

transforming one’s understanding to a new height.

Primary School: This refers to the first seven years of formal schooling in

Zimbabwe.
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Secondary School: This refers to the next stage of education after primary

schooling. It consists of three stages, namely junior secondary called form 1 and 2;
senior secondary called form 3 and 4 or Ordinary Level (0’level); and lastly, high
school, or form 5 and 6 or Advanced Level (A’level). For most students O’Level
is the terminal point of formal secondary schooling. Those who aspire for
university and other types of higher education enroll for the A’Level certificate.

This study was focused on junior and senior levels of secondary education.

Shona: This is a language spoken as a mother tongue by about 75% of the
people in Zimbabwe. It belongs to the Bantu language tamily spoken by people in
central and southern Africa. It is the language of everyday oral communication in
most areas in Zimbabwe. It is made up of five dialects which are mutually

intelligible both in lexicon and language structure.

Overview of the Study

This study is organized into five chapters. Chapter Il provides a review of
the literature related to literacy which is the central focus of this study. The first
section of Chapter II discusses the social constructivist conceptual framework on
which this study is grounded. The next section discusses various perspectives and
conceptualizations of literacy. The section following that reviews literature related
arguments about effects of literacy at a general societal level. The next section
focuses on literature related to literacy issues related to school settings. The last
section of Chapter Il reviews literature focusing on teacher thinking, beliefs and
decision-making processes.

Chapter III gives a narrative description of the research methodology, design

and rationale for the procedures used to conduct this study. The data collection
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instruments used include the following: (1) questionnaires administered to over
810 English and Shona teachers in three provinces, namely Harare, Mashonaland
East, and Masvingo; (2) interviews conducted with 51 English and Shona teachers
and two Ministry of Education officials; (3) classroom observations of 16 English
and Shona teachers; and (4) studying documents related to literacy policy,
curriculum and instruction and evaluation.

Chapter 1V analyzes data collected through the various research instruments
and presents findings of the study. Chapter V gives the conclusions and
implications of the study as well as personal reflections in terms of what the

researcher learned from carrying out the study and what he hopes to do next.



CHAPTER 11

LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to review the literature related to the
purpose of the dissertation. The chapter is therefore organized according to themes
relevant to the study of literacy instruction. The first part of the chapter reviews
the literature related to the conceptual framework used in the conceptualization of
the study, namely social constructivist perspectives of knowledge and literacy and
teacher thinking and decision-making processes. The second part of the chapter

reviews literature related to conceptions of literacy.

Social Constructivist Conceptual Framework

This study is grounded on the social constructivist perspective of knowledge
and cognition. The overriding assumption of the social conétructivist perspective is
that human beings make sense of their world through the process of interacting
with their world and with each other. The need to transform the physical world in
order to meet survival needs necessitated human beings to develop tools with
which to subdue the physical world. While engaging in these survival activities
human beings, over a period time, invented and continue to invent objects
including tools, and procedures with which to subdue the world. In the course of

engaging in these activities, human beings have come to have a better knowledge

11



of their physical world as well as their social relations (Kozulin, 1986; Vygotsky,
1978, 1986; Wertsch, 1981a).

Language is one of the sign systems which humans use to label objects and
events in their world. Vygostky (1978, 1986) maintains that human beings use
signs, including language, to make sense of their world. This includes concept
formation and the processing of high-order psychological processes, like memory,
paying attention, thinking and creating meaning. The social constructivist
perspective maintains that the semiotic system enables human beings to construct
meaning through their interactions. The meaning making process takes place at
three levels: first at the personal level, second at the social level, and third at the
generation level, i.e., over periods of time. According to this view, meaning is
indeterminate because people at different historical, cultural, and social milieu
experience ditferent phenomena, and therefore give different meanings according to
their physical and social contexts. People in the same historical cultural milieu
develop shared meanings through the process of intersubjectivity. This is a process
of constructing meaning among individuals through dialogue and reflection. In the
case of learning situations, Vygotsky (1980) asserts that an adult, or a more
knowledgeable other leads or guides a learner through interaction to perform those
activities the learner is unable to perform on his/her own. Gradually the adult or
more knowledgeable other reduces his/her assistance as the learner gains more
confidence and skill till the learner is completely able to do the activity on his/her
own. Vygotsky (1978) calls the learner’s learning status the zone of proximal
development.

The Vygotskian perspective of social constructivism of knowledge and
cognition gives language a central role in higher psychological development. It has

had tremendous influence on western scholarly research on teaching and learning a



13

whole range of school subjects including literacy. Prominent Western scholars like
Bruner (1984b, 1985, 1986), Scribner (1984b, 1985b, 1987), Wertsch (1987, 1978,
1980, 1981, 1983) and Rogoff (1990, 1989, 1986) have espoused Vygotsky’s views of
social constructivism, and in turn, have exerted a lot of influence on research on
teaching and learning in the West. The term scaffolding, coined by Bruner (1983),
is derived from Vygotsky’s notion of the zone of proximal development. So also is
Palincsar’s and Brown’s (1984) notion of reciprocal teaching whereby the teacher
models comprehension instruction to students by training them to ask ’teacher-type’
questions about the reading passage, to summarize the passage at various points,
to clarify difficult areas and to make predictions of what might happen next. When
the students master these reading comprehension strategies from the teacher’s
modeling, they then take turns to teach each other comprehension exercises taken
from unseen passages.

Bakhtin (1981) talks of the notion of multiple voices in a dialogic encounter.
By multiple voices Bakhtin means that a speaker first hears views and opinions of
other people on any subject matter and he/she internalizes and transforms some
of these views making them part of his/her cognitive repertoire. Later in similar
dialogic encounters the speaker finds himself/herself expressing views and opinions
which originally were not his/hers as his/her own world view on the given subject.
The notion of multiple voices in dialogic encounters is consistent with social
constructivist perspective of knowledge and cognition. This is in line with what
Vygotsky (1978) called interpsychological and intrapsychological processing of
cognitive development. Intrapsychological plane is the individual processing of
cognitive elements; and interpsychological plane refers to the social level of

cognitive interactions.
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The notion of social constructivism of knowledge and cognition functions as
the overarching framework of the conceptions of reading, writing and teaching
espoused in this study. From a social constructivist perspective reading is seen as
a process of constructing meaning through the interaction of the text and the
reader who brings into the process his/her existing knowledge of subject matter of
the text, his/her purposes for reading and his/her knowledge of text structure and
other relevant contextual variables. Writing is similarly conceived as a process of
creating meaning between the writer, his/her sense of the intended audience
(reader) his/her knowledge of the subject matter of the text he/she is writing as
well as the purpose for which he/she is writing. Similarly teaching is a process of
constructing knowledge or meaning between the learner and the teacher through
their interaction which takes into account the existing knowledge, experience,
motivation and purpose for the teaching/learning encounter. In this process
students are active participants who use their existing knowledge and experience to
reflect, critique, question and modify what the teacher brings to the learning
encounter.

The social constructivist perspective is consistent with current views about
literacy. The next section of the literature review discusses conceptions of literacy

in various contexts.

Conceptions of Literacy-Definitions and Meaning

Conceptions of literacy vary according to time and ideological perspectives
across nations. Before the era of mass schooling, literacy was associated with the
education given to the upper classes in European and North American societies. It

was the type of education which was meant to equip upper class members of
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society with skills of judgment and proper tastes. As Cook-Gumperz (1986)
maintains:

A literate person was seen not only as a good person, but as

someone capable of exercising good or reasonable judgment, for a

literate person’s taste and judgement depended upon access to a

writtep tradition--a body of texts--reflecting centuries of collective

experience.

Cook-Gumperz, (1986) argues for a social perspective of literacy which
focuses on the processes by which literacy is constructed in everyday life, through
interactional exchanges and the negotiation of meaning in many different contexts.
She asserts that literacy is a metacognitive process that makes other cognitive and
social developments possible.

Scribner (1984) conceives literacy in three metaphors: (a) literacy as
adaptation, emphasizing the functional goals of literacy; (b) literacy as power,
emphasizing the political and liberating effects of literacy from oppression; and (c¢)
literacy as grace, emphasizing the spiritual aspects of the ability to have access to
religious texts. On the other hand Heap (1988) disagrees with the notion of
functional literacy, arguing that it contuses textual literacy, which is a product of
schooling, and reasoning in a practical manner, which may arise from experience
rather than schooling. He argues that those who talk of functional literacy
compound the problems of measuring literacy. Hirsch (1987) and Bloom (1987)
argue for cultural literacy which can be broadly taken to mean the acquisition of
a knowledge of selected works of literature and historical information necessary for
informed participation in the political and cultural life of one’s society. Heath
(1985) emphasizes the indissoluble link between literacy, context and meaning. She
argues:

Unless accompanied with cultural knowledge, personal drive,

political motivation, or economic opportunity, literacy does not lead

the writer to make the essential leap from literacy to being
literate-from knowing what the words say to understanding what
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they mean. Readers make meaning by linking the symbols on the

page with real-world knowledge and then considering what the text

means for generating new ideas and actions not explicitly written

or "said" in the text. The transformation of literacy skills into

literate behaviors and ways of thinking depends on a community of

talkers who make the text mean something. For most of history,

such literate communities have been elite groups, holding

themselves and their knowledge and power apart from the masses.

Closely related to the notion of cultural literacy referred to above, Bereiter
and Scardamalia (1987) advocate what they call high literacy which they associate
with high academic skills like critical thinking, problem-solving and independent
learning skills. The vision of high literacy as conceptualized by Berieter and
Scardamalia (1987) may be difficult to attain because most of the students do not
come from home backgrounds where such literacy is the norm.

Freire (1970, 1985), McLaren (1988); Aronowitz and Giroux (1991) advocate
for critical literacy which focuses on the interests and assumptions that inform the
generation of knowledge itself. As McLaren (1988:218) asserts:

From this perspective all texts, written, spoken, or otherwise

represented, constitute ideological weapons capable of enabling

certain groups to solidify their power through acts of linguistic

hegemony. This can be seen in the ways in which mainstream

schooling has stressed the cultural capital of certain speech

communities that make up the dominant culture.

Freire (1985) argues that approaches to literacy, regardless of the country in
which they take place, must constitute more than simply the "alphabetization" of
the so called illiterate student. That children have linguistic and communicative
skills outside the school which often go unrecognized in the classroom is the first

consideration that must be addressed in any critical literacy program. Freire goes

on to argue that:

If the texts generally offered students once hid much more than
they revealed of reality, now literacy as an act of knowledge, as a
creative act and as a political act, is an effort to read the world
and the word. Now it is no longer possible to have the text
without context. (Freire and Macedo 1987:43)
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The major weaknesses of current approaches to literacy, according to Freire,
are that these approaches not only do they ignore the learner’s creative capacity,
but also encourage a passive acceptance of the status quo. On the contrary critical
literacy always implies a political reading of the world, accompanied by a
transformation of the oppressive relations which constitute that world. Thus critical
literacy is seen as a means of liberating the creative capacity of the students as
well as a means of transforming their world outlook. Literacy is an instrument for
human liberation and social change.

Gee (1989) and Michaels and O'Connor (1990) conceptualize literacy as
ability to function in a given discourse. Michaels and O’Connor (1990) define
literacy as the ability to reason and problem-solve in multiple discourses with print.
Different discourses require very different ways of "reading between the lines".
Without having been enculturated into the discourse through the process of
engaging in meaningful social practices with more skilled members of the
discourse, one simply cannot read the text. " Literacy then is less about reading
and writing per se; rather it is about ways of being in the world and ways of
making meaning with and around text" (Michaels and O’Connor 1990:11).

Lockheed and Verspoor (1991) and Cook-Gumperz (1986) conceptualize
literacy as a cognitive tool for learning new information, ideas, attitudes and
values. They see it as one of the basic components of schooling on which further
learning and cognitive growth depend.

As the foregoing section shows, there are as many definitions or
conceptualizations of literacy as there are scholars. It seems the major influence is
ideological orientation in conceptualizing literacy. As McLaren (1988) argues, the
term literacy has come to mean educating students to be bearers of certain

meanings, values and views. The position taken in this study is that literacy is
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more than the ability to read and write per se, rather it is a way of making
meaning through interpreting, reflecting, questioning and problem-solving through
print. This position is consistent with the social constructivist framework discussed

at the beginning of this section.

Effects of Literacy

There is a wide range of opinions among scholars as to the effects of
literacy. As far back as 1960’s Williams (1961) argued that the extension of active
learning processes, including the development of literacy skills to all people was a
fundamental means of guaranteeing the growth of democracy and advancement of
technology. He was expressing great optimism in the belief that literacy can lead
to the improvement of the quality of life for individuals, social groups, and even
whole societies. Writing about the potential effects of literacy for developing
countries Akinnaso (1982) asserts that:

The argument about the consequences of literacy--seem to run

somewhat as follows: with the advent of writing and the spread of

literacy came a new resource both of knowledge and technology

that, over time, has systematically affected the nature of existing

cognitive, linguistic and social structures and led to a gradual

deployment into new channels of people’s cognitive, linguistic and

organizational potentials: (Quoted in Cook-Gumperz 1986:17)

Other scholars writing from the perspective of developing countries see a
strong correlation between literacy and social and economic development. Eisemon
(1988), Lockheed and Verspoor (1991), Cotler (1986), and Eisemon, Patel and
Abagi (1987) argue that literacy and schooling lead to improved productivity in
agriculture, lower fertility among women through the use of birth control methods,
improved nutrition and health care, and the general readiness to use modern

technology in the work place. Development advocates of the human capital thesis,

e.g., Shultz (1977) argue that people invest in their own improvement through
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education which leads to the attainment of literacy and numeracy which in turn
make them increase their own earnings. However, it is important to take heed of
Eisemon’s (1988) warning that school acquired literacy does not necessarily
promote problem-solving skills if it is acquired in a teaching environment which is
oriented towards preparing children to recall information for national examinations.
The kind of literacy which is likely to bring about social and individual benefits is
critical literacy. As McLaren (1988) argues, critical literacy links language
competency to the acquisition of a public discourse in which empowered
individuals are capable of critically engaging the social, political and ethical

dimensions of everyday life.

Literacy in School Settings

In school settings, research on literacy has been focused on reading and
writing processes and skills. Although there is a growing interest in conceptualizing
reading and writing as related cognitive processes (e.g., Raphael and Englert 1988;
Tierney and Shanahan, 1991), the traditional research approach has been to treat
these processes separately. Constructivist views of knowledge and cognition
permeate current approaches to both reading and writing. This section of the
literature review focuses on reading and writing research separately in order to
highlight the insights researchers have gained in the two literacy domains.

Literature related to reading is reviewed first.

Readin
Conceptualizations of reading have changed from emphasis on texts to
emphasis on readers as processors of texts, and hence meaning makers. Reading,

according to constructivist perspective, is seen as "the process of constructing
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meaning through the dynamic interaction among the reader’s existing knowledge,
the information suggested by the written language, and the context of the reading
situation” (Michigan Reading Association Position paper 1984, p. 2) This new
definition of reading is shared by most current reading specialists, for example,
Pearson (1985), Guthrie and Mosenthal (1987), Wixson and Peters (1987),
Anderson and Pearson (1991), and Duffy and Roehler (1989). The interactive
dimension of the new conceptualization of reading assumes that the reader is an
active processor of meaning. The construction of meaning is brought about when a
reader activates his/her experience or existing knowledge of the content of the text
and compares and contrasts it with the text he/she is reading. Reading
comprehension is a term used to embrace all the outcomes of the learner’s efforts
to gain meaning from written language. Schema theorists of cognitive psychology
orientation like Anderson and Pearson (1984) assert that:

Whether we are aware of it or not, it is the interaction of new

information with old knowledge that we mean when we use the

term comprehension. To say one has comprehended a text is to

say that he or she has found a mental 'home’ for the information

in the text or else that he/she has modified an existing mental

home in order to accommodate that new information. (p. 255)

Guthrie and Mosenthal (1987) argue that in formulating descriptive
definitions of reading there is a large variety of features to choose from. The
choice of one set of features over another has ideological ramifications. For
instance, to define reading only in terms of the features of the reading materials
one tacitly endorses the notion that meaning is in the text, that meaning is literal,
and that meaning has one interpretation--the author’s. Cherryholmes (1991)
presents the arguments of critical theorists of the reading process in these terms:

If the text is regarded as material or concrete, as naturally

occurring instead of socially constructed, then texts have power

over readers. Critical theorists contend that texts are never neutral.

They draw the reader’s attention to some and away from other
things.



The notion that reading is a process of constructing meaning through the
process of reader response and interpretation of the text stems from a strong
belief among critical theorists that "meaning is not the property of a timeless
formalism, but something acquired in the context of an activity." (Fish 1973:89). It
is perhaps an attack on attempts to privilege some types of texts or cultural norms
against others. Those who subscribe to what Scholes (1989) calls textual
fundamentalism, believe that some texts--the great Books--have meaning fixed
eternally and that it transcends all times and contexts. Reading, according to
constructivist theorists, is interpreting and critiquing the text. It is to question the
text: Who is speaking? Who listens? What is written? What is avoided? Which
ideas are privileged? As Scholes (1989) maintains:

To read at all, we must read the book of ourselves in the texts in

front of us, and we must bring the text home, into our thought

and lives, into our judgments and deeds. We cannot enter the texts

we read, but they can enter us. . . . Such reading involves looking

closely at the text; it also involves situating the text, to make the

text our own in thought, word and deed. (Quoted in Cherryholmes

1991:6)

However, there are some scholars who maintain that pragmatic approach to
reading is preferable to the extreme positions of textual fundamentalism and
reader-response perspective on the other extreme. Pragmatic approach to reading,
according to Guthrie and Mosenthal (1987), attempts to develop a theory that is
sensitive to the ideology of the students and teachers. In this approach, one first
observes readers in a particular setting, who are reading materials for a purpose
unique to that setting and situation. One then identifies the criteria by which
readers are judged either effective or ineffective when reading for that designated

purpose. These criteria are identified as the critical features in some definition of

reading effectiveness (Hunt, 1990; Tierney and Gee, 1990).
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Harker (1987) advocates the interactive model of reading. This model
recognizes the contribution of both the text and the reader in the making of
meaning. He argues that the text has some tangible attributes which affect the
reader’s response. He maintains that to discredit the text entirely as an
autonomous contributor to meaning ignores much that has been established by
research into the reading process.

The interactive perspective of reading is a pragmatic and viable approach to
reading. Readers cannot ignore the text, its features and history. The text provides
the first context for readers’ response. At the same time the reader’s schemata are
equally important in shaping the meaning the different readers will come up with

as a result of their interacting with the text.

Reading Comprehension Instruction

Research on classroom instruction across subjects at secondary school
indicates great resilience of traditional approaches like teacher domination of
classroom interaction, recitation, strict teacher control of students’ encounters with
print, over reliance on textbooks. and teachers’ emphasis on factual textual
information (Cuban 1984, 1990; Cohen, 1988; Goodlad, 1984; Edwards and Mercer,
1987; and Alvermann and Moore, 1991;). This is contrary to research findings on
teaching for understanding, student empowerment, fostering of critical thinking and
problem-solving skills in students.

In a now rather classic study, Durkin (1978-1979) found that elementary
school teachers focused more on comprehension assessment rather than direct
instruction. She also noted that almost all the teachers’ questions were an attempt
to learn whether the children had comprehended a given reading selection. This

left her wondering whether comprehension skills were fostered through practicing



9
‘s

answering comprehension questions or through direct instruction. She made a
follow up to this study by studying basal reader programs for kindergarten through
grade 6 to learn what they suggested for comprehension instruction. She also
found that the basal manuals said nothing about comprehension instruction. She
went on to say "it is tempting to conclude that comprehension instruction consists
of repeated testing with feedback" (Durkin 1981:12).

Winograd and Johnston (1987) argue that current research on reading
comprehension has insisted rather too much that there be direct instruction. They
suggest that rather research should come up with an extensive repertoire of
strategies which can be used in a flexible manner so that teachers will know the
conditions under which particular strategies are likely to work. Winograd and
Johnston (1987) argue that teachers use teaching strategies which are being
condemned by present research on reading comprehension partly because of the
complexities of the job of teaching which involves conflicting demands and needs
of different children, parents, administrators and society in general. They further
maintain that teachers must make instructional decisions about reading based on
an incomplete understanding of the reading process because there is little
agreement about how children learn to read or how best to teach reading so that

all children learn.

Accountability
Society in general demands that schools account for large public funds
devoted to their maintenance. Determining accountability for students’ learning is
accomplished through formal measures such as standardized tests and public
examinations. Most accountability systems require teachers to cover course contents

expeditiously. Alvermann and Moore (1991) and Winograd and Johnston (1987)
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argue that the problems with accountability and reading comprehension are
defining the goals and deciding how these will be measured. In general society has
‘solved’ these problems by reducing the goals of reading to those that can be
easily and inexpensively measured by large-scale standardized tests. Emphasis on
literal information becomes the norm because the acquisition of facts seems to be
more easily accomplished and is more readily measured than other cognitive
operations. The present narrow conceptualization of accountability reinforces the
outdated definition of reading and obstructs both the acceptance and
implementation of a more accurate view. Winograd and Johnson (1987) maintain
that researchers may view comprehension as an interactive process, or believe that
strategic reading is important or feel the need to address both meaning and sense.
Practitioners, however, are still held accountable for how well their children
perform on tests of isolated sub-skills. Thus these apparent contradictions between
the current accountability measures and implementation of the conceptualization of
reading as an interactive process explain the resilience and regularities of

traditional approaches to reading instruction.

Writing
Current conceptualizations of writing view it both as a personal and social
cognitive process of expressing human perception of the world. It is a creative
activity involving self--expression, discovery and critical thinking and is influenced
by considerations of the purposes for writing, the intended audience and the form
each writing episode takes. Writing is also a process of selecting, generating,
developing and arranging ideas in ways which suit the form, purpose and audience

selected. (Michigan Board of Education, 1985; Englert and Raphael 1989).
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From a social constructivist perspective, writing is a social activity in the
nse that the writer puts on paper ideas, views and opinions he/she originally
ard from other people through his/her interactions with members of his/her own
Itural group. These views or multiple voices, according to Bakhtin (1981), are
ternalized and become part of the writer’s cognitive repertoire. When the writer
mmits his/her ideas on paper, he/she is interacting again with other people, the
aders who are the intended audiences. The sense of an audience at the back of
e writer makes the writing a social constructive activity. In the process of writing
e writer is both recreating the multiple voices he/she internalized earlier on as
2l as creating new ideas. Thus, according to Vygotsky (1978), writing is both an
dividual act of creativity as well as a social act in which the writer is reflecting
her people’s voices _which he/she had internalized.

There has been much debate about the degree of freedom students should
joy when writing, that is to say, how much what students write should be a
flection of their own voices as opposed to what is judged to be appropriate
iting by other people, e.g., teachers. Teachers impart writing skills to students
rough techniques like scaffolding, modeling and guided practice, until students
aster the required skills and can apply them independently. Modeling processes
volve the teacher demonstrating: (1) the strategies used at the pre-writing stage
ereby the writer generates and discovers ideas and considers the purpose and
dience for writing; (2) strategies used at the drafting stage where ideas
nerated are written in a coherent form, (3) strategies used at the revision stage;
d (4) strategies used at the proof reading stage. (Englert and Raphael, 1989;
orio-Ruane, 1991).

One way to induct students into the skills of writing which are part of

lled writers’ repertoires is to bring novices and experts together at writing
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conferences. Writing conferences in their ideal form are seen as dialogic occasions
where teachers and students are practically free to trade conversational places. One
of their perceived strengths is the participation of a reader/listener who helps the
author plan or revise his/her text by means of questions and responses about that
text. It is argued by advocates of writing conferences that, where beginning writers
are concerned, the other’s participation leads not only to the revision of draft, but
gradually to the author’s internalization of reader/writer dialogue (Murray 1968;
1979 Graves, 1983). The appeal of writing conferences is related to a
contemporary shift in interest from evaluation of isolated student texts to dialogic
support of the composing process and its development. This shift in emphasis
potentially transforms the teacher’s role from task-master and evaluator to reader
and respondent and opens the door to greater peer interaction in literacy learning.
(Murray, 1979; Beach and Bridwell, 1984; Show, Pettigrew and Van Nostrand 1983;
Gere and Stevens, 1985).

However, in practice writing conferences have been found to be occasions
that are largely teacher-driven and that communication is "unilateral, from
instructor to student, that most instructors shapedv and directed the conversation,
that students didn’t mind the teacher dominance, in fact they wanted it" (Jacob
1982:386). Other researchers found that writing conferences were occasions when
teachers were more inclined to push their preconceived schema of how the text
should be written than to listen to student’s problems and needs (Florio-Ruane,
1991; Freedman, 1985;). A number of researchers have explained the apparent
weaknesses of writing conferences in terms of absence of shared knowledge
between teachers and students about writing and the text as well as the demand
of time, mandated curricula and the school’s evaluative climate (Erickson 1984,

Florio-Ruane, 1991).
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While acknowledging the potential of the process writing model in
empowering students to articulate their own voices, leaders of minority and poor
ethnic groups argue for the teaching of skills and other types of discourses
considered important in mainstream society. In addition to learning to express
cultural norms through certain dialects, students should also be exposed to the
"culture of power", which is the discourse of mainstream society (Delpit 1986,

1988).

Teacher Thinking, Beliefs and Decision Making Processes

A related conceptual framework on which this study is grounded concerns
teachers’ thinking, beliefs and decision making process. A number of scholars have
argued that teachers mediate what students experience and learn in classrooms.
Teachers’ beliefs, understandings and philosophies about the subjects they teach
influence decisions they make about what to instruct and how to instruct it. Lipsky
(1980) argues that teachers, like other street-level bureaucrats, determine
curriculum through their interpretations of official policy and the devices they
invent to cope with uncertainties, contradictions, complexities and work pressures.
Shulman (1987) argues that a teacher’s mastery of subject matter knowledge as
well as pedagogical content knowledge determines the quality of his/her instruction.
Where such knowledge is high the teacher is usually flexible and adjusts his/her
strategies to suit the kind of students he/she is instructing as well as other
contextual factors prevailing at the time the instruction is given. On the other
hand where the teacher’s mastery of the subject matter is shaky he/she tends to
be rigid and tends to resort to authoritarian model of instruction.

Clark and Peterson (1986) argue that teachers’ thought processes consist of

two related domains, namely, teachers’ thought processes involving internal
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unobservable cognitive processes like teachers’ theories and beliefs which influence
their planning activities (preactive and proactive thoughts). These thought processes
are linked to teachers interactive decisions during instruction. The other domain of
teachers’ thought processes consist of teachers classroom behavior and are linked
to student classroom behavior and achievement. Clark and Peterson (1986) and
Clark and Yinger (1987) argue that teachers’ thought processes are affected by the
task demands and by the teachers’ perceptions of the task.

Some researchers argue that teachers’ planning decisions do not indicate
profound and informed thinking about logical objectives related to their reading
instruction. Rather, their planning decisions show a preoccupation with content
coverage and their perception of how to make the school day flow smoothly
(Duffy, 1982; Sard-Brown, 1990). Yinger (1980) maintains that planning is
conceived as a three stage problem-solving task which involves the identification of
content goals and experience, progressive elaboration of the activity and the
implementation of the requisite activity.

Jones (1984) and Farr and Rosser (1979) maintain that a teacher’s personal
definition of reading determines the way he/she chooses his/her instructional goals
and how he/she implements his/her instruction. A teacher who defines reading as
a way of increasing knowledge and understanding in a particular subject will
approach reading differently from a teacher who defines reading as a way of
learning more and better vocabulary. They further argue that teacher’s a personal
definition of reading can expand or place limitations on the range of materials
he/she gives students to read and also on the level of understanding of the
materials his/her students attain.

Sardo-Brown (1988) maintains that planning decisions are nested, that is,

daily planning is conducted within the context of weekly, by term and yearly



structure of plans. Teachers are influenced in their planning decisions by a number
of considerations, e.g., textbook materials, standardized tests, physical facilities,
student characteristics, curriculum guides, and those activities they believe will
engage student attention (McCutcheon, 1980; and Sard-Brown, 1988). Sard-Brown

(1990) asserts that school level and central office policies affect the way teachers

make instructional decisions.

Summary and Conclusion

This chapter has shown the existence of a great diversity of opinion on what
literacy is and how best to make learners acquire it. The social constructivist
perspective of literacy has been shown to be compatible with research findings
about current conceptions of education. Current conceptions of education stress
that learning at all levels should be an active process in which learners construct
and reconstruct knowledge as they go along. This means education should be
empowering to the learner so that he/she acquires critical thinking and
problem-solving skills necessary for life long learning and a productive life in
today’s technology--using society. However, it has also been shown that adoption of
social constructivist perspective of literacy instruction challenges traditional models
of teaching and learning characterized by teacher domination of the learning
situation, emphasis on factual information, over reliance on textbook information,
and forms of accountability which rely on standardized tests and examinations. The
resilience of traditional models of teaching and learning have also been partly
explained by complexities of the teaching and learning process in real classrooms
and the lack of corresponding structural changes in the roles and functions of
teachers and school administrators. Another explanation for limited influence of

Tesearch findings on current instructional practices are differences in the
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perceptions of researchers and practitioners about what is important and worth
focussing on in order to promote student learning.

There was no literature found focusing on students learning literacy in
contexts where students’ home experience as well as students’ home languages are
different from school knowledge and the language of instruction.

Thus this study set out to investigate the conceptions of teachers about
literacy in a context where the language of instruction is not the language most
stuadents use outside the classroom situation. It is a key assumption of this study
thr zat the way teachers conceptualize literacy largely determines what they focus on
Lra  their classroom practice. The main questions guiding this study are the
tfollowing.

1. How do Shona and English teachers at secondary school conceptualize

literacy instructional goals?

2. How do these teachers make instructional decisions about what to
focus on?

3. What literacy skills do these teachers focus on in their language
instruction?

4. What factors influence language teachers’ conceptions and

decision-making processes as regards literacy instruction?

Chapter 3 discusses the methodology used to find answers to the above

Questions.



CHAPTER 111
METHODOLOGY

Introduction
This study set out to investigate how secondary school Shona and English
teza <hers conceptualized literacy instructional goals. It was a major assumption of
thhiss study that literacy skills are a determinant of students’ learning and thinking

PO tentials both in side and outside school. Teachers make critical decisions which

affect what students learn and how they learn it. Zimbabwe does not have an
official curriculum policy on literacy instructional goals. English is the official
lama guage of instruction in schools from Grade 4 onwards although it is spoken as
a xxother tongue by less than 3% of the population. Shona and Ndebele are
tawaght as compulsory subjects up to Form 2 (Grade 9). The main objective of this
Study was to investigate how secondary school English and Shona teachers made
S€mnse of literacy instructional goals in a teaching learning context where over 95%
OF the students do not use the language of instruction outside the school context.
“Another major aim of the study was to identity the relationship between language
teachers’ conceptions of literacy and their classroom instructional practices.
Since the central focus of the study was on teachers’ sense making processes
Of literacy goals and the resulting classroom practices, it is proper to describe
teachers’ general background in Zimbabwe. According to information available to

the researcher when the study was conceived, slightly more than 50% of secondary
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sch ool teachers had recognized professional qualifications in 1991. Harare, the
bigz gzest city in the country and the capital, had the highest percentage of trained
teaa <hers, about 64% (Dorsey et al, 1991). Trained teachers are those teachers who
haw e either a degree plus a teaching certificate or diploma, or those who have a
higgka school (Ordinary Level) certificate plus a three year or four year teachers’
certificate. Only trained teachers were the subjects of this study, partly because
thess were likely to stay in teaching for a long time having invested time, energy
aracd  resources to get their teaching diplomas. This is unlike temporary teachers
wh<> were hired on a term by term basis and some of them used teaching as a
SP - ingboard for other occupations. The assumption was that qualified teachers had
4G uaired a professional disposition and knowledge from teacher education exposure
W ich enabled them to develop a personal philosophy about the subjects they
'S zach. It was therefore thought that they were in a position to articulate and
"STlect on their conceptualizations of literacy and their classroom practices. Of all
'rained teachers at secondary school those who have degrees are less than 15%.
This is mainly because there is only one university which offers degrees relevant to
teaching in Zimbabwe, and also because some graduate teachers easily leave
tea(‘.hing for better paying jobs in other sectors of the economy.
This chapter provides a rationale and description of the research design and
Mmethodological procedures used to seek answers to the research questions and
Address research objectives. What follows is a description of the research design

and development and implementation of the research instrument.

Research Design

In Zimbabwe education is provided by a number of agencies, including the

state itself. The state’s direct provision of secondary education, concentrated mostly
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ira wurban centers accounts for about 20% of the total number of secondary schools.
B urch organizations, which have been historically the main providers of secondary
ecd ucation are still responsible tor running schools which they opened during the
co1onial period. Local authorities, mostly in the rural areas, run secondary schools
op><ned after 1980 to meet the demand for educational facilities. In addition to
thhese, there are schools run by private foundations which are usually high
fee-paying and tend to cater to children of the more affluent members of the
co xxmamunity. There are also secondary schools run by mining companies and big
C<o xnmercial farms. School quality differs according to the type of authority running
thae school. On the one extreme, there are the high-fee paying schools already

I < mationed above, and on the other extreme there are local authority schools called
Adistric council schools which were opened after 1980. These are situated in rural
A X eas which are generally the poorest communities in the whole country.

Although the central government is responsible for paying all teachers’
Sxalaries as well as a per capita grant for every child attending non-government
S<hools, the various responsible authorities administering non-government schools

Yaave to use their own resources to meet the running cost for their schools as well

As to provide other amenities for their staff. Because of the general shortage of
Qualified teachers in Zimbabwe, the poor, non-government school authorities find it
difficult to attract the best teachers to their schools.

The researcher was cognizant of the diversity of school types and made
every effort to include all school types and locations, urban and rural, state run
schools, church run schools, district council schools, private schools, etc., in the
study. A variety of research instruments were used to collect data to address the
research questions and objectives. The researcher was aware that each type of

method has its particular strengths as well as weaknesses, and that no single
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re=search method can answer all types of questions. The next section describes the

v za rious instruments, the rationales and procedures used.

Research Instrument Development and Implementation

There were three major data gathering instruments used in this study. They

wer e questionnaires, interviews and classroom observations.

O v estionnaire
The questionnaire was considered appropriate and cost effective to solicit
Vv ie=wws and opinions of secondary school Shona and English teachers with diverse
Qv A ldifications and working in diverse school types. Out of the nine administrative
P X ©winces in Zimbabwe, three were selected for the administration of the
Qe stionnaire instrument. These provinces were Harare, Mashonaland East, and
1\’l.alsvingo province. It was thought that Harare province plus another rural
PP X ovince in Shona speaking areas of Zimbabwe would adequately represent the
TMational picture in terms of school types and the national population. Harare has
Suaburban and city neighborhood schools (low and high density suburbs). It has also
A number of private and church schools. Mashonaland East province was chosen
©Secause it adequately represents rural communities. Masvingo was originally
Selected to be a pilot testing ground for the questionnaire instrument because it
has both urban and rural schools.
A questionnaire was used to reach as many Shona and English teachers as
possible so as to learn about the general views and opinions related to. literacy
instruction held by these teachers. It was also considered cost effective in that the

researcher could mail by post questionnaire forms to rural schools scattered in
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ruaxral areas. He could also personally deliver large quantities of questionnaire forms
to big urban schools which are generally closer to each other than rural schools.
The questionnaire items themselves were developed by the researcher with
the assistance of a member of the guidance committee to address issues of literacy
instrxuction in secondary schools in Zimbabwe. There were 38 items covering these
broad areas, attitudes, beliefs and perceptions towards English and Shona as media
of communication; Shona and English syllabi; Zimbabwe Junior Certificate and
O rxrdinary Level examinations, English and Shona textbooks; the instruction of
reza ding and writing; general classroom instruction and conceptions about critical
th i  King in relation to English and Shona as dominant languages. The researcher
discussed the questionnaire items with some members of the Department of
Cuarrijculum and Arts at the University of Zimbabwe in early January 1993 in
O er to get some possible feedback about ways of improving their quality from

P= o ple who were closer to the research site .

C©llection Procedures in Masvingo

The researcher went to Masvingo province and distributed questionnaires to nine
S<econdary schools in and around Masvingo town. These schools consisted of three
&Overnment urban schools, one of which was a former only white school, now
Teferred to as Group A school, and the other two were situated in working class
neighborhoods. The other schools were church administered schools except one
Which was a district council school.
The researcher personally took the questionnaires to each school and
explained his reasons for being at the school to the head of the school or his
assistant. He then requested that the questionnaires be distributed to all qualified

English and Shona teachers, preferably through the heads of English and Shona
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de partments. A day and time was given when the researcher would return to
collect the completed questionnaire forms. Usually it was the following day. On
the= whole, the researcher got excellent co-operation.

At one school which was a distance away with a bad road, the principal of
the school instructed the targeted teachers to fill in the questionnaire forms the
saxxre day while the researcher went to a nearby school. When he returned, he
was able to get most of the completed forms. In cases where some teachers had
not  turned in completed questionnaires, he left money to be used for mailing the
rexrmnaining questionnaires as soon as they were available. When he arrived at the
distric council school most of the teachers had gone away for lunch, and so he
< uested one of the teachers who was around to either collect the questionnaires
f-© xy the teachers and then mail them to the researcher or to ask the headmaster
'S o that. The researcher accordingly left some postage money but he never got
AXny  questionnaires from this school. This turned out to be the only school he did
MO T  recover questionnaires in Masvingo province. However it was a reminder to
e researcher that he should not expect to get hundred percent return rate.

At one of the schools in Masvingo province, the researcher had the
OPportunity to talk to one teacher who had completed a questionnaire. The
Y'esearcher asked the teacher to comment on how he found the questionnaire items

and what he thought about them. The teacher said that he had found the
Questionnaire quite thought-provoking, and found them very relevant to everyday
instructional practice. He said, however, he had some misgivings about revealing
his identity, especially because of the last questionnaire item which asked teachers
to evaluate the professional assistance they got from education officers responsible
for English and Shona. He argued that he feared he might be victimized if he

gave an unfavorable evaluation and then the questionnaire fell into the hands of



37

people who deal with schools. As for the other questionnaire items, the teacher
saacd they were clear and straight forward in terms of the opinions they were
soliciting. The researcher assured the teacher that he (the researcher) was not
cormmnected with the Ministry of Education in any way as the letter accompanying
the Qquestionnaire explained. The researcher assured the teacher that as soon as
dat=aa from the questionnaire were entered into the researcher’s personal computer,
all prersonal data would be destroyed. The researcher further explained that the
identity of the respondents was necessary because it would enable him to make a
follow-up of the questionnaire data with some of the respondents whom the
ress < archer might want to interview and arrange for classroom observation.
The researcher made a close analysis of the completed questionnaire forms
froxxa the nine schools in Masvingo province to identify areas which needed
M S difications. The researcher found out that all the thirty eight questionnaire
it€ s had been responded to in the manner they were intended. There was
thierefore no need to make any changes on any of the items. However, the
YSsearcher found he had not provided a space for the respondents to indicate the
\anguage they taught, whether it was English or Shona. Fortunately for the
T'€searcher, the completed questionnaire forms from Masvingo province had been
Placed in separate large envelopes marked either Shona or English or the
Tespondents themselves had written the language they taught on the questionnaire.
Also the covering letter attached to the questionnaire was revised so as to explain
more clearly the necessity for the respondents to provide their identities. Finally
the researcher added a request that the respondents answer all questionnaire items
including those that related to the language a respondent was not teaching

because he had noticed that a few respondents had not done so.
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The researcher decided to use the questionnaire responses from Masvingo
province schools as part of the overall questionnaire data because although a few
chaxaanges were made on some parts of the questionnaire form, the actual thirty
eigzht questionnaire items remained unchanged. It was felt that the views and
op>imnions expressed by the respondents from Masvingo province on the
qua e stionnaire items would help in getting an even broader cross section of

perspectives from teachers in different locations and settings.

C_ o llection Procedures in Harare Province

The next move in the administration of the questionnaire forms took place
irx the first week of February when schools had been in session for three weeks at
the beginning of the school year. The researcher accepted an invitation to attend
a  three day workshop for heads of English departments in Harare province
S<hiools. The researcher accepted this invitation because he saw it as a strategic
Site for learning what leaders of the instruction of literacy in the language of

instruction in secondary schools were concerned about as well as an occasion to
©Xxplain his research to these key representatives of the research subjects. The
Tesearcher was given about 30 minutes to talk about his research. He accordingly
€Xxplained the purpose of the research and assured the teachers that the researcher
Was not in any way connected to the Ministry of Education who might be
concerned with some of their views. He further assured the teachers that their
confidentiality would be safeguarded in all possible ways. After reading through
the questionnaire items some of the teachers expressed fears about giving their
identities, especially when they had to respond to the last questionnaire item which

required them to evaluate the professional assistance they got from the education

officer. The researcher once again explained the need to make a follow-up study
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which involved interviewing some of the respondents of the questionnaires as the
ma 1n reason for requesting the identification of the respondents. In the end a
corx promise was made whereby those who continued to have misgivings about their
pexsonal security if they revealed their identities would leave that part of the
qu < stionnaire blank. These heads of departments were asked to convey this choice
to =xhe teachers in their own departments.

The teachers who attended the workshop for heads of English departments
weex— <« 75, representing all schools in Harare province. The researcher was thus
able= to administer 75 questionnaires in one day. The occasion also helped to
estza blish a direct link between the researcher and every secondary school in
Har za re in the form of the head of the English department. This linkage
subss e quently facilitated smooth conduct of the research in Harare schools in that
wh e ever the researcher went to any school in the province, there was already
sorm e body who knew him and the purpose of the research.

The first two weeks of March 1993 were devoted to the distribution of

questionnaire forms to nearly 95% of the schools in Harare. As has been pointed

out at the beginning of this chapter, Harare has the biggest number of suburban
and wurban schools in Zimbabwe. Suburban schools were formerly open to white
students only before 1980 but are now multi-racial. These schools cater to mostly
children from middle class homes. They are the best equipped type of
gOVernment schools both in terms of learning materials and teaching staff. In
Harare there are also city schools referred to as group B schools. They are again
EOVernment schools but were formerly for African students. They are situated in
working class areas called high density suburbs. They are very large schools with
Sudents enrolment of between 1500 and 2000. They operate on double shift basis

lled spoy sitting’. This means half of the students attend school in the morning,
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say from 7.00 am. to 12.00 noon and then leave, while another bunch of students
annd their teachers come in to use the same classrooms for the remainder of the
day - Usually they take turns to attend school in the morning and afternoon,
eitbhrer on a monthly basis or half term basis.

The researcher personally distributed the questionnaires to Harare schools
am«<d  later collected them. He normally allowed between five and seven days for
the=  teachers to process the questionnaires. Generally, the process of distribution
wa s mnuch easier than that of collection. The researcher would go to a school,
talkc  to the principal about his research and what was expected of English and
Sh > xaz: teachers. Usually the principal called either his/her deputy or heads of
Em gl ish and Shona departments to discuss the mechanics of administering and
retr A eving the questionnaires. The researcher and the deputy principal or heads of
English and Shona departments would agree on the day the researcher would
retuaxrm to collect completed questionnaires from his/her office. Cooperation was
very good generally in high density schools and generally satisfactory in low density

schools, and rather unsatisfactory in private high-fee paying schools. Below are
few cases of the problems the researcher encountered.

The worst was at a private school where the principal refused to let his
teachers complete the questionnaires arguing that they had been inundated lately
bY researchers and that they were busy with their regular activities. At another
school sjtuated in a middle class neighborhood, four English teachers were
T®POrted to have refused to fill in the questionnaire forms arguing that this was a
Private pusiness for which they were not paid to do. In two other cases again in
middje class neighborhood schools the female principal instructed the teachers not
'© Process the questionnaires until the researcher showed them a letter of approval

from the Ministry of Education. After a phone call and furnishing copies of the
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approval letter, some of the teachers completed the questionnaires. In a few cases

the rxesearcher had to make more than one trip to a school to recover more than
50 =% of the questionnaires. Again at another private school, the researcher never
rec<>wvered any questionnaire form despite promises by the assistant principal that
shhe= would mail to the researcher any of the questionnaires she would get from the
tezaa < hers. Despite these disappointing cases, the return rate of completed

qua < s tionnaires in the whole of Harare province was about 85%.

Coo 11 ection Procedures in_Mashonaland East Province

While working on the delivery and collection of questionnaires in Harare,
the  researcher also mailed questionnaires to schools in Mashonaland East province.
Thiss province has many church schools and large numbers of district council
sch o ols, opened after 1980. Church schools are reasonably well supplied with basic
infr a structures for teaching and learning. They are mostly boarding schools and
highaly/ selective in terms of the students they take. They have a reasonable supply

of qualified teachers. Rural schools are small compared to government urban
schools. Usually student population is between 500 and 800.

A covering letter addressed to the school principal was sent together with
7-10 questionnaire forms to most of the schools in Mashonaland East. Up to 10
QuUestionnaires were sent to church administered schools which are usually bigger
than djgstrict council administered schools. The covering letter (see appendix 12)
XPlained the purpose of the research and requested the principal to cooperate
With the researcher by ensuring the distribution and retrieval of completed
QUestionnaires from the targeted English and Shona teachers.

On the whole the return rate of completed questionnaires was satisfactory.

To begin with there was no way the researcher could know the actual number of
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trained English and Shona teachers at each school in the rural areas. In the case
of warban schools where he personally delivered questionnaires, the researcher
alvar &ays got information about the number of trained English and Shona teachers
froxxa the principal or the deputy principal. In some rural schools it was possible
th=at there were no trained English or Shona teachers. Thus although more than
80 <=z of the schools where questionnaires were sent did return some completed
qu e=sstionnaires it was not possible to tell whether those schools which did not
retwrxmn any questionnaire did not have any of the targeted teachers or simply that
the=s~ chose not to cooperate. In a few cases the envelopes containing the
qu e st ionnaires were returned by the post office with a note that the addressee
courald not be found. This was rather strange and difficult to understand since the
schh>«>1] addresses used had been supplied to the researcher by an official working
in  tha e Ministry of Education which keeps all records about schools. In a few
casess teachers without the required teaching qualifications were made to complete

the cuestionnaire items.

Summary

All in all about 1000 questionnaires were distributed in all the three
Provinces selected for the study and more than 820 were returned to the
T€Searcher. A few of these were either spoilt or the respondent did not indicate
his/her teaching qualifications and researcher discarded all such questionnaires. A

otal of g11 questionnaires were processed for analysis.

Interviews
Interviews were considered an appropriate means of gaining an in depth

“derstandmg of a research subject’s views and opinions about a given issue
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beca use both the researcher as the interviewer and the respondent can ask further
questions as probes or can reword a question in a bid to make sure that both
parxties are addressing the same issues. Interviews as a research method are
cormxpatible with social constructivist perspective in that the researcher and the
inre=rxviewee are free to express their own perspectives about the issues before
the=xx. Both have equal opportunity to qualify, expand, rephrase and repeat
wi =a tever they want to put across to the other in a spirit of give and take which
leza<ds to an appreciation of each other’s position and the development of shared
um <l erstanding. It was appreciated that although the questionnaire could be used
to mxeach a wide audience in a fairly cheap way, respondents could not qualify,
exp>=a rad or modify in an acceptable way their points of view about an issue. In
this sstudy clinical interviews were considered an appropriate means of gaining
bette x insight and understanding of a smaller number of the research subjects’
opimxic»ns and views about literacy.

The major objectives of the interviews were to provide an opportunity to
probe the issues raised by the questionnaire data and to afford the respondents
oppoOTrtunity to articulate their understandings, beliefs, views, and opinions about
literacy jssues. To this end the researcher read repeatedly all the 38 questionnaire
items to see what issues were addressed. The questionnaire items themselves had
been presented in a random manner so that the respondents would not easily
determine the broad issues the researcher was focusing on. This was to lessen
any possibilities of teachers being able to give responses they thought the
f®Searcher wanted. (See appendix 3 for questionnaire items). In general the
dU€Stionnaire items covered a wide spectrum of issues related to literacy goals and

“Urriculym such as general classroom instruction, textbooks, examinations, policy

SSues, etc. After studying the questionnaire items, the researcher noted that the
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various questions seemed to fall into categories. For instance, questionnaire items
8, 10, 12, 18, 28, and 30 all focused on probing teacher’s views and perspectives
abouat sources of curricular goals and content and their conceptions of student
leaa x ming outcomes. Questionnaire items 5, 13, 15, 17, 31, and 35 focused on a
diffF erent issue, namely examinations. The end result of studying questionnaire
iterxas and grouping them according to different issues they focused on gave rise to
the  six themes. The researcher then conceived interview questions around these
six =T lemes as a way of probing some of the research subjects more closely on
im p» <> rtant issues pertinent to literacy instruction at secondary school level. The
fol B «>»waving were the six themes.

Theme 1: Teachers’ conceptions of curricular goals, content and what
students should achieve.

Theme 2: Conceptions of examinations, what they test, what they do not
test and their influence on how instruction is conducted.

Theme 3: Teachers’ conceptions of critical thinking and problem-solving
skills in relation to English/Shona literacy instruction.

Theme 4: Their conceptions of textbooks as sources of curricula content,
how they are used, their strengths and weaknesses as perceived
by teachers, and alternative and/or complementary sources of
curricula content.

Theme 5: Reading comprehension, its meaning and goals as perceived by
teachers.

Theme 6: Teachers’ opinions and views about writing, its goals and
instructional processes.

The researcher realized that it was impossible to select a sub sample for

Merviews on the basis of the teachers’ patterns of responses on the questionnaire
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data as had originally been decided because arranging suitable times for interviews
with busy teachers scattered in different parts of two provinces was very difficult.
T I « researcher then decided to select schools which represented the national
pi<cture of schools in terms of location, responsible authorities and type of students.
O xace a representative sample of schools was identified, the researcher interviewed
as

rmany teachers at each of these schools as time allowed. Fifty-one teachers

w e xe€ interviewed. The following is a breakdown of the number of teachers

ac«—ording to type. First, twenty eight teachers of English and Shona teaching in

g~ ernment schools were interviewed. Thirteen of these were teaching in group A
sch o ols (formerly for white students only) situated in middle class suburban areas;
11  ~wrere teaching in group B schools (formerly for African students only) situated
in  warorking class urban areas, and 4 were teaching at a government rural school.
Sec o nd, thirteen teachers interviewed teaching in church run schools were
inte=r—viewed. Four of the thirteen teachers were in schools situated in urban
centers (two in a middle class church school and two at a working class church
school). The remaining nine teachers were at church schools situated in rural

areas. Third, four teachers were at a private special school located in an

industrial area in Harare. Finally six teachers were interviewed at two different

district council schools. Forty-nine of the fifty-one teachers interviewed had
€ompleted the questionnaire forms, and only two teachers had not participated

because they had not joined teaching when the questionnaires were sent to

schools.

The interview period lasted from the last week of May to the end of July
1993 Tne interview sessions themselves lasted between 30 and 60 minutes. The
4Ctual time was determined by the time available to the teacher for this activity.

When the researcher went to a school he would talk to the principal about his
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purpose for being at the school. In nearly all cases the principal still remembered
thhe researcher’s questionnaires which his/her teachers had completed. The
pr imcipal usually asked the deputy principal to arrange the mechanics for the
ress<archer to meet with the targeted teachers. The deputy principal would check
thh «= master timetable to find out when the various language teachers were free and
alss <> he/she would contact these teachers and inform them of the researcher’s
de=sire to talk to them. A suitable place was identified where the researcher could
ta 1 B< with the teachers. In most of the schools it was not possible to find a
ro <> rm/place quiet enough for the researcher to conduct the interview without some
dais T ractions or interruptions. On the whole the researcher got very good
co o pyeration from school administrators and the targeted teachers.

Classroom observation was conducted with the aim of learning how these
thexxaes were enacted and operationalized in the daily lives and interactions
bet~wween Shona and English teachers and secondary students over literacy
instruction.

When the researcher met a teacher for the interview the researcher would
try to put the teacher at ease by talking about general things, e.g., teaching, the
Weather and personal identification. In introducing himself the researcher always
tried to emphasize his work as a teacher like them so as to dispel the impression
Or suspicion that he was a representative of the Ministry of Education out to
€valuate teachers. Usually the researcher would have been introduced to the
teacher by the assistant principal as a lecturer from the University of Zimbabwe
intel‘ested to know how teachers were coping with their teaching activities.

At the beginning of the interview the researcher always explained how he
Wanteq the interview to be conducted. He expressed a desire to use a tape

T€Corder so as to free his attention from writing notes on the interview and that
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tapes would enable the researcher to study the interview responses more closely to
compare how a respondent had answered similar issues raised by the questionnaire
and the interview. The researcher assured the interviewees of the confidentiality
of the exercise by telling the interviewees that the tapes were given numbers as
labels which matched those given on the completed questionnaire forms. This
insured that no one besides the researcher could identify who the interviewees
were. The researcher further told the interviewees to feel free to tell the
researcher to turn off the audiotape if they felt that some part of the interview
was too risky or embarrassing or personal to be recorded.

During the early interviews, the researcher gave the respondent his/her
questionnaire and invited him/her to recall, wherever possible, the questions which
he/she might have liked to get further clarification and to ask the researcher any
questions he/she might have about the research. It turned out that most of the
teachers had forgotten the contents of the questionnaire items and had therefore
no serious questions or queries. A few of the teachers asked why the researcher
was conducting the research. The researcher always explained that first and
foremost the research was a necessary component of his studies and then added
that the information obtained would help him revise his teacher education
language curriculum at the University Zimbabwe where he was teaching. He
added that the information might prove helpful to language curriculum
development unit of the Ministry of Education if it were properly conducted and
the findings were significant in some ways. In later interview sessions the
researcher started with the actual interview questions first ( see appendix 1 ) and
only after interview questions did the researcher return to a preview and reflection

of some of the questionnaire items.
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On the whole the interview sessions went on very smoothly in terms of the
interactions between the researcher and the interviewees. In many cases a number
of teachers started off being a bit nervous and rather tense as if apprehensive of
what they would be asked. As the interview progressed, however, many became
relaxed and confident. At the end of the interview session many teachers said
they found the interview questions thought-provoking and professionally very
refreshing. In two or three cases the interviewees remained very nervous and
could not express themselves intelligibly and fluently. They confessed to being
nervous and said, perhaps it was because of the tape recorder. The researcher
then turned off the recorder but there was not much improvement. In that
situation the researcher avoided asking probing questions wherever this could be
done without seriously affecting the quality of the information collected.

In addition to using audio-tapes to capture vividly the verbal interactions
between the researcher and interviewees, the researcher always wrote field notes in
the form of a diary in which he recorded each day’s activity. The field notes
included a narrative description of where he went, a complete summary of
interview sessions with all the teachers interviewed on that day as well as
subjective reflections of the researcher’s evaluation of the teachers’ articulation of
their understanding of the issues raised during the interviews. These reflections
were important supplementary data to the audio-taped data because some aspects
of the interviewees’ body communication could not be captured by the audio-tape.

These reflections helped the researcher to vividly recall the interview
transactions and helped him to better interpret interview transcripts during the
data analysis part of the research. On the whole the interviews provided the

richest type of the research data.
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In addition to interviewing 51 ( 23 Shona and 28 English) teachers as
described earlier in this chapter, the researcher also interviewed the education
officer in charge of Shona curriculum planning and development and the education
officer for Shona in Harare province. These interviews were meant to enable the
researcher to get some understanding of the official position as regards general

policy and philosophy guiding curriculum and instruction in Shona.

Classroom Observation

Observation as research instrument is compatible with social constructivist
perspective in the sense that the person being observed chooses what he/she wants
to do and how to do it. The observer uses his/her knowledge and understanding
of what he/she is observing as well as other personal perspectives to interpret the
meaning of the episode being observed. The observer is free to ask questions to
the person being observed for clarification on any part of the session which
he/she may have found unclear or difficult to make sense of. Any discussion
which may take place betore or after the observation is meant to maximize the
development of shared understanding between the observer and the person being
observed.

One of the main aims of this study was to learn how Shona and English
teachers’ conceptualizations of literacy instructional goals were related to their
classroom practices. In other words, the researcher was interested in knowing
whether teachers’ claims and verbal articulations about the nature, importance and
functions of literacy for students’ learning potentials in school and out of school
settings had any relationship to the ways they planned and enacted literacy

instructional programs in the classroom setting. It was decided that direct
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observation of Shona and English teachers was the best way of explaining whether
these teachers actually did what they said in questionnaires and interviews.

Classroom observations occurred from the second week of September to the
end of October, 1993. A preliminary agreement between the researcher and the
teacher about participation at the observation stage of the study was made during
the interview stage of the study. After completing an interview with a teacher, the
researcher would request that teacher for permission to observe him/her teach
lessons related to literacy. In all cases the teachers agreed. It was not possible
to have a random sub-sample of those teachers who had been interviewed to be
subjects for classroom observation because teachers of forms two and four (Grades
9 and 11) were excluded from this exercise. These are the classes which write
their public examinations between late October and the whole of November every
year. Therefore the researcher excluded teachers conducting examination classes
from the observation stage of the study.

Teachers usually devote a greater part of the second half of the academic
year to preparing their students for examinations. Teaching usually takes the form
of revision exercises, mock tests, drilling, etc. Since the researcher was interested
in observing some teaching episodes not influenced by some external forces
considered critical to the life chances of the students and the prestige of the
teachers, it was decided that classroom observations would be conducted in forms
one and three which were not going to write public examinations in the year of
the study. It was hoped that non-examination class teachers would conduct their
literacy instruction in ways that reflected their own conceptualizations of literacy
and the goals of literacy instruction. It was also hoped that such instruction, if
observed on a number of different occasions, would be fairly representative of the

way they generally conduct literacy instruction.
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The researcher was interested in observing lessons focusing on reading,
reading comprehension, reading and discussing literary works, writing and discussing
of writing processes or strategies. The researcher was not interested in lessons
devoted to grammar or language structure and usage, debate or oral instruction
which was not directly related to reading and writing objectives.

Because of the difficulties involved in arranging suitable times for
observation of lessons focussing on a literacy topic of interest to the researcher
and the targeted teachers, it was decided to concentrate on urban and suburban
schools for this stage of the study. Thus those teachers who had participated in
the interviews and were teaching English or Shona in forms 1 and 3 in Harare
schools were included in this part of the study. The schools which adequately met
this selection criterion were two former group A and two former group B schools
and one private special school. Altogether 16 teachers were observed on at least
on four different occasions. One teacher was observed on five different occasions
even though she was teaching an examination class. This teacher had assured the
researcher that she would be teaching ordinary lessons on literacy to her form
four class.

Originally the researcher had planned to use mostly an audio tape and
occasionally a videotape to capture the observation data in addition to writing field
notes. However he ended up not using both the audiotape and videotape because
he realized that his presence in a classroom attracted the attention of many
students who were perhaps wondering what the "stranger” was doing. This was
more so where the teacher did not explain to the class who the researcher was
and what he was doing whenever he joined their class. Most of the teachers did
not tell their classes who the researcher was and what he was doing. It was most

likely that the students thought the researcher was an official of the Ministry of
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Education out evaluating some teachers. The researcher thought that the presence
of recording gadgets would be even more distractive to many students in view of
the limited number of occasions the researcher was going to observe each teacher.
Since the purpose of the observation was not to record every minute detail of the
classroom interaction. but rather to get a general understanding of how teachers
enacted their literacy curriculum, it was decided that writing detailed narrative
descriptions of the lessons would serve adequately the objective for classroom
observations.

The decision to observe teachers who were not teaching examination classes
reduced the pool of teachers to be selected for observation. Thus in the five
schools where observations were to be conducted there were 11 teaching Shona
and only 5 teaching English. This is not to argue that the sample of 16 teachers
was not big enough to meet the objectives of the research, but rather it was not
representative of the kind of teachers there are in terms of gender, qualifications
and experience.

Although in some cases the researcher and some of the teachers tried to
arrange times when the researcher would show up for the observation exercise, it
was not always possible to adhere to any such prearranged time table. In practice
the researcher visited schools to observe these teachers without them knowing the
exact date and time. There were times the researcher visited a school and found
a teacher planning to focus on language topics which he was not interested in, e.
g, grammar or debate. In such cases the researcher would go to another school
to try some other teachers. All the teachers did not mind being visited without
prior arrangements except for one teacher who insisted that the researcher observe
her on specific days and on specific times. Her reason for this insistence was that

she had other duties at the school which often made her change her teaching
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plans. She said she did not want the researcher to waste his time coming to
observe her when she might not be in a position to teach according to the
timetable or she might have planned to teach a topic not of interest to the
researcher. It turned out that her teaching was comparatively better planned and
better executed than the teaching of other teachers whom the researcher visited
for observation purpose without their anticipating the researcher’s visit. On the
whole many of the teachers did not seem to mind whether the researcher was
around or not. Their instruction of literacy tended to be uninfluenced by the
presence of an outsider. There was in general, no attempt on the part of these

teachers to make their instruction more innovative or out of the ordinary.

Summary

This chapter has provided a rationale and narrative description of the design
and methodological procedures used to collect data for this study. A variety of
instruments were used to collect data which addressed the research objectives and
questions guiding this study. The main research instruments used for data
collection were a questionnaire administered to about 1000 English and Shona
teachers in three provinces of Harare., Mashonaland East and Masvingo.
Interviews were conducted with 51 English and Shona teachers as well as two
education officers for Shona. The purpose of using interviews was to get rich in
depth information about the research subjects’ considered opinions and views
concerning literacy curriculum and instruction. In order to learn and understand
whether there was any relationship between language teachers’ verbal articulations
of their conceptions of literacy instructional goals and their actual classroom

practices, 16 language teachers were each observed teaching Shona or English at
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least on four different occasions. The next chapter focuses on detailed analysis of

the various data sources.
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CHAPTER 1V

DATA PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS

Introduction

The last chapter gave a description of the research design and its rationale.
It also developed the procedure used to. define the interview component of the
study. This chapter presents the analysis procedures and the data collected
through the questionnaires, the interviews and the classroom observations. Data
from the three main sources were used to confirm the reliability of the data.

Questionnaire data were entered into the computer for examination of
frequencies and percentages. Patterns emerging from the study of these
frequencies and percentages were noted for comparison with data collected through
interviews and classroom observations. (See appendix 4 for a summary of
questionnaire data.)

Interview data, collected through audio-tapes, were transcribed and organized
around the six themes similar to those covered by questionnaire items. The
researcher read the responses to each interview question and developed a key for
interpreting the responses to each question. The responses were converted to
frequencies. Classroom observation data were collected through field notes and
analyzed (See appendix 5 for a summary of observation data.)

Opting to use frequencies to interpret questionnaire and interview data in
the process of data analysis for this study has meant sacrificing a lot of

observational data. Observational data were not highlighted to the same extent as
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questionnaire and interview data because they could not be easily reduced to
frequencies. Observational data were used to make broad interpretations to
confirm or modify results of questionnaire and interview data.

The six themes drawn from the questionnaires, became a useful tool to
organize the data analysis. Theme 1 is about teachers’ perspectives about sources
of literacy curricular goals and content and their understandings of what students
should achieve as a result of their literacy instruction. The researcher considered
this theme to be important in grounding the research subjects’ overall
conceptualization of literacy instruction because there are a number of forces
which at times pull teachers’ attention in ditferent directions.

For instance, at the official level, there are the Shona and English syllabi
which should give direction and guidance in terms of literacy instructional goals
and content. Yet these documents only give skeleton information, mostly
explaining examination formats of how English and Shona will be tested. (See
appendices 7 & 13 for specimens of English and Shona syllabi at ordinary level.)

Examinations at Zimbabwe Junior Certificate (ZJC) level, Ordinary level (O
level) and Advanced level (A level) exert a lot of influence on teachers and
students in deciding what to focus on in their instructional and learning activities.
This is because school achievement as indicated by examination results determine
further educational advancement and employment opportunities of all secondary
school graduates. Thus theme 2 is about examinations and their influence on
literacy instruction. The main aim was to gain some insight into literacy teachers’
perspectives about examinations, their strengths and weaknesses as well as their
influence on their instructional activities.

Theme 3 is about teachers’ conceptions of critical thinking and

problem-solving skills in relation to literacy instructional goals. As was argued in
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Chapter 1, school-acquired literacy does not necessarily promote problem-solving
skills if it is acquired in a teaching environment which is oriented towards
preparing children to recall information for national examinations (Eisemon, 19388).

Theme 4 is about textbooks, their availability, quality and impact on how
teachers instruct literacy and how students learn it. In many educational settings
textbooks determine what teachers teach and what students learn. They are thus
a pervasive source of curricula goals and content, and the way teachers perceive
and use them greatly determine what students learn from them.

Themes 5 and 6 relate directly to the issues of literacy which are central to
this study. Theme 5 focuses on teachers’ conceptions of reading comprehension,
and theme 6 focuses on the teachers’ perspectives of writing/composition
instruction. The main objective was to understand how Shona and English
teachers understood literacy, what meaning they gave to acts of reading and
writing through what they said and through what they did in their classrooms.
The following sections of this chapter relate the data related to the six themes as
they were collected through questionnaires, interviews, and classroom observation.

It was a major assumption of this study that a thorough study of these
themes as they were articulated by the Shona and English teachers through
questionnaire items and interview questions as well as the way they were observed
being enacted in these teachers’ classrooms would be a valid and authentic way of
understanding these teachers’ conceptualizations of literacy instructional goals in the

context of Zimbabwe’s secondary schools.
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Theme 1: Shona and English Teachers’
Perspectives of Sources of Literacy

Curricular Goals and Content

Questionnaires

Questionnaire items relating to theme 1 were mostly indirect except for
questionnaire item 8. This section discusses data relating to theme 1 gathered
through questionnaires. Item 8 was worded in this way:" Shona and English
syllabuses do not give adequate guidance on the goals, depth and breadth of what
should be covered at any given level." The responses were 317 (39.5%) agreed;
341 (42.5%) disagreed and 149 (18%) not sure. These figures are very significant
in practical terms given the fact that the research sample was made up of only
qualified graduate and non graduate teachers and some graduates without teaching
qualifications. This sample represented Zimbabwe’s most educated and qualified
teachers in a situation where more than 50% of teachers especially in rural district
council run schools have neither academic degrees nor teaching qualifications.
Thus given this situation, the fact that about 40% of this sample representing the
best category of teachers agree with the suggestion that Shona and English syllabi
do not give adequate guidance on the goals, depth and breadth of what should be
covered at any give level is significant. The question one might ask is: If 40% of
the most educated and qualified teachers do not get sufficient guidance from
national curriculum guides (syllabi) what more is the situation with the poorly
educated and untrained teachers who were not part of this study but nevertheless
constitute almost 50% of the teaching personnel especially in the rural schools?

Another angle from which to consider the significance of these data is to
look at the teaching experience the research subjects had. Here we assume that
practical experience in teaching gives one the ability to make sound interpretations

of what is implied by non prescriptive curriculum materials like textbooks, syllabi
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and examination questions. Of the 811 teachers who filled in questionnaire forms,
484 (59.8%) had teaching experience of five years and below, 155 (19.2%) had
teaching experience of between six and ten years and only 116 (14.3%) teachers
had teaching experience of over ten years. The researcher was informed by most
of the principals of the urban schools he visited that all the temporary untrained
teachers they had employed had been replaced by young newly qualified college
trained teachers. From these data it would seem that a good number of the 484
(59.8%) teachers with less than five years teaching experience were in their first
year of teaching after leaving teachers’ colleges where they were trained.

It should also be observed that the number of teachers 144 (18%) indicated
they were not sure or not committed to agree or disagree. This percentage is
rather high and should be viewed as a cause for concern. The sample represented
high calibre professionals in Zimbabwe, and for professionals to indicate they are
not in a position to categorically say national curriculum guides give them
sufficient guidance in the goals, depth and breadth of what they should cover is
discomforting. It should be remembered that interview data on theme 1 showed
that most teachers mentioned language syllabi as the commonest source for their
curricular goals and content.

Five questionnaire items were related to theme 1 indirectly (about teachers’
perceptions regardiné sources of curricular goals and content and what students
should achieve as a result of literacy instruction). In the context of formerly
colonized countries, especially in Africa, formal education (schooling) has always
been associated with the learning of a metropolitan European Language as the
main means of gaining access to western ideas. This has often created doubts and
at times resentment to the instruction of local languages. In the context of

Zimbabwe valued literacy skills are often associated with English language by not



60

only students, and some teachers, but also by parents and the wider society at
large. Shona is widely believed to be deficient in communicating Western
scientific concepts. Since this study was concerned about secondary school Shona
and English teachers’ conceptions about literacy instructional goals, it was thought
necessary to find out these teachers’ views and opinions about the relative roles
and functions of English and Shona as media of communication in post
independence Zimbabwe. Questionnaire items 10, 12, 18, 28, and 30 were directed
at this issue. (See appendix 4 for a summary of organizing themes for
questionnaire data.) It was assumed that language teachers held better informed
views about the functions and roles of a mother tongue and a second language in
wider communication needs as well as the mastery of new concepts in the context
of schooling.

Questionnaire item 10 was, "It is possible to develop Shona so that it can
replace English in communicating scientific concepts." The responses were 101
(20%) agreed, 546 (67.8%) disagreed, and 98 (12.2%) not sure or not committed
to one way or the other. Closely related to this was questionnaire item 30 which
said, "All non-science subjects should be taught through the medium of Shona up
to O’level." The responses were 91 (11.4%) agreed; 645 (80.5%) disagreed, and
65 (8.1%) not sure. Item 28 said, "For most students, Shona language captures
the essence of their thinking and belief systems than English which is widely used
in teaching school subjects ". The responses were 509 (64.4%) agreed; 123
(15.6%) disagreed; and 158 (20%) not sure. Item 18 said, "When it comes to
success in life, English is more important than Shona because it is a world
language." Responses were 594 (74.4%) agreed; 131 (16.4%) disagreed and 73

(9.1%) not sure.
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These statistics are interesting in that an overwhelming majority of both
Shona and English teachers do not believe that it is possible to develop Shona
(spoken by over 75% of the population) in such a way as to replace English in
communicating scientific concepts. The problem of communicating scientific
concepts is the commonest explanation given as to why English has to be used as
medium of instruction from grade 4 onwards. Yet a suggestion that non science
subjects be taught through the medium of Shona is overwhelmingly rejected. At
the same time the majority of these language teachers concede that Shona
language captures the essence of the students’ thinking and belief systems rather
than English which is widely used to teach school subjects. What is even more
interesting is the observation that these views were shared by many Shona teachers
who are expected to help develop the Shona language to the highest level
position--a language they chose to specialize in. (There were 426 (52.7%) teachers
of English, 287 (35.5%) teachers of Shona and 38 (4.7%) teachers of both English
and Shona. 57 (7%) did not indicate the language they were teaching of the 811
teachers who responded to the questionnaire data.) These data seem to be
consistent with interview data concerning teachers’ conceptions of what it is that
students were required to learﬁ as a result of Shona/English instruction. It was
noted above that most Shona teachers mentioned imparting knowledge of Shona
culture and cultural practices as the main objective of their Shona instruction.
Most English teachers said effective communication skills was the main objective of
their instruction. What constituted effective communication was not always clear.

Questionnaire item 12 said "It is more important for students to express
their points of view in English than to worry about correct grammar." The
responses were 317 (39.8%) agreed; 338 (42.4%) disagreed and 89 (11.1%) not

sure. The majority of these teachers thus believe that they need to pay more
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attention to grammatical correctness rather than to the essence of what students
are trying to convey. Teachers’ preoccupation with correctness of grammar in a
second language learning context often inhibits students’ willingness to participate
in class discussion activities. Students will be taking two risks at the same time;
one is providing answers which may turn out to be not the one expected by the
teacher and the other is giving an answer in incorrect grammar and exposing
his/her language shortcomings and thus inviting being corrected in public, which is
often humiliating. Non participation in discussion is often the commonest way out
of the problem. The researcher noted this phenomenon during classroom
observation sessions. One head of English department at a rural school told the
researcher during an interview session that students’ inability to express themselves
in English was the department greatest concern and wanted some help from the

researcher about how to handle it.

Interviews

Interview questions la to le focused on this theme and they constituted the
richest data source compared to questionnaire and classroom observation data.
The interview questions relating to this theme were asked in a very direct manner
and probes were used by the researcher to make sure that the respondents
addressed the central issue. (See appendix 1 for a summary of interview
questions)..

Interview question 1(a) was "Where do you derive your Shona/English
curriculum goals and objectives”" The purpose of asking this question was to get
the teachers’ understanding of the various sources they consult or rely on to get a
sense of what they were expected to teach. It was a major assumption of this

study that people who express as many sound points or explanations as possible in
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an argument are more cognizant of the existence of other perspectives about an
issue under discussion than people who limit themselves to one or two points or
explanations. Such people exhibit attributes of thinking compatible with a social
constructivist perspective of reality than those who are satistied with one or two
explanations. It was hoped that what the teachers mentioned as sources were
authentic sources which they used to guide their instructional decision making
processes.

The following were the sources mentioned by the teachers interviewed.
They are given in the order of the frequency each source was mentioned: (1)
syllabus (curriculum guides) (2) examinations, (3) textbooks and (4) perceived
needs of students and/or society in relation to English/Shona language.

Out of the 45 interview transcripts, 24 were for English teachers and 19
were for Shona teachers and 2 were for both English and Shona teachers.

Fifteen teachers (34.8%) mentioned only one out of the 4 possible sources
of curricular goals and content. These were mostly the syllabi (curriculum guides).
A total of 16 (37.2%) teachers mentioned 2 out of 4 possible sources. In the
majority of cases the 2 commonly mentioned sources were syllabus and textbooks
or syllabus and examinations. Only S teachers (11.6%) mentioned all possible 4
sources, and another 6 (13.9%) teachers mentioned 3 sources. This means 11
teachers (25.5%) of the teachers asked this question gave 3 or 4 sources of
curricular goals and content. When the number of teachers were compared
according to the language taught, it was found that more English teachers
mentioned 3 or 4 sources than Shona teachers and more Shona teachers
mentioned one source. One Shona teacher did not answer the question and
instead talked about the negative attitudes displayed by many students and some

other teachers towards Shona. This means that there was a wide range of
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conceptualizations of literacy curricular sources expressed by not only all the
interviewees, but also between the Shona and English teachers

Interview Question 1b asked the teachers to articulate in their own words
what it is that they understood and/or thought students were required to be able
to do as a result of studying English/Shona. The aim was to give these language
teachers opportunity to synthesize information from the various sources at their
disposal about the goals and objectives of English/Shona instruction and express
them in the way they understood. As was pointed out above, the official Ministry
of Education language syllabi do not provide an outline of the goals and objectives
tor language instruction. This is particularly the case with Shona Ordinary level
(O level) syllabus. They merely state how the examinations will be written. It is
perhaps assumed that teachers would interpret or infer the goals of language
instruction from the way it is examined. See appendix 7 and 13 for specimens of
English and Shona O level syllabi.

After reading all the transcripts, the researcher found 3 possible answers.
One was to gain communication skills to use in various situations by various
means. The second was to be critical and creative when using language. Three
was to gain knowledge such as cultural knowledge, practices and norms. In
general most Shona teachers mentioned culture and cultural practices pertaining to
Shona people, and English teachers mentioned ability to communicate effectively
and correctly in this second language. It is interesting to note that as many as 16
teachers (38.0%) mentioned only one objective and only one English teacher
mentioned the three objectives for teaching English. Most of the answers given
were brief, one short unelaborated sentence like "to enable students to
communicate effectively" or "so that they know their culture". Critical and creative

skills using language were rarely mentioned. Like these teachers’ responses to
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interview question 1(a), there was a wide range of conceptualizations of the goals
for teaching English/Shona literacy with a significant percentage of them being
satisfied with expressing one goal.

Interview question Ic was about how Shona and English teachers decided on
depth and breadth of coverage of whatever aspect of language they focused on in
their instruction. The researcher felt that it was important to understand how
teachers decided that they have covered enough on any given unit in the absence
of openly stated goals and objectives in the official syllabi. In some cases the
same literature texts were set for ZJC and O’level classes and examinations. The
researcher wanted to find out the extent to which language teachers used past
examination questions to help them determine the required depth and breadth of
content coverage. Only 21 of all the 45 teachers whose interview data were
transcribed were asked this question because in many cases the information
required for this question might have been supplied when the teachers were
responding to another question related to theme one. Three points were decided
on as representing possible answers. These were: 1, students’ easiness when
learning the targeted skills and concepts; 2, examination guidelines, that is, how
past examination questions relating to the targeted skill or concept would have
been asked; and 3, time constraints.

Again it is interesting to note that 9 teachers (42.8%) mentioned only one
point out of three. The commonest response was examination guidelines. This
means that the teachers would give a test mostly modeled on past exam questidns
and if students perform well on such tests, then they felt they have taught the unit
to the required level. Only 2 teachers (9.5%) were unable to come up with a
sound response. Here are two examples, one by a respondent who got 0 for her

response to question lc and another one who got one point.
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I am also facing the same problem because as I am teaching here.

I am still new (to secondary teaching). 1 was a primary school

teacher, so I find it difficult to come up with these objectives or

goals.

This response got one point.

We seem to rely on past exam question papers. The past exam

papers sort of guide us to what sort of things to cover and how

far we can go because they do not put much guidance in the

syllabus.

It is also interesting to note that there were more Shona teachers with one or no
points, and when it came to the number of teachers with more points the
numbers of Shona teachers became smaller.

One of the official explanations why national language syllabi (curriculum
guides) give skeleton information about goals and content of language instruction is
that schools should use these documents merely as guidelines. Schools are
required to produce their own syllabi which show developmental progression in the
skills and concepts students need to acquire. The argument goes on to say since
schools are quite diverse in many ways including the students they admit and the
resources they enjoy, school syllabi must also reflect the diverse nature of students
and resources. Schools in Zimbabwe are significantly different in settings,
background of students they enroll and the responsible authorities financing and
administering them. For instance, some schools are church administered and are
highly selective of the students they admit, while other schools are state run and
have open admission policies. Still other schools are private and boarding, making
them very expensive, and others are rural day schools administered by local
councils with very limited resources. The last mentioned group caters mostly for
the poor rural communities.

Interview question 1d asked the research subjects the differences between

the Shona/English national syllabi and the school syllabi. After reading all the
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transcripts the researcher came up with two points; (1) school syllabus is more
elaborate/detailed than the national syllabus, and (2) school syllabus is geared
toward the specific circumstances of the school and its students’ needs and
background while the national syllabus is a guideline. Eight teachers out of 45
were not asked this question. Four teachers, all Shona teachers (10.8%) were
unable to give an intelligent difference between school syllabus (Shona) and the
national Shona syllabus. A couple of them said there was no difference between
the two and maintained that the school syllabus was a mere reduplication of the
national syllabus. One teacher who got no point for her answer said:

The national syllabus is too wide and it’s a bit difficult to follow.

It is used to restructure the syllabus for the school and you will

be taking some of the things and some of the things are left out.

On being probed further, she conceded that she had actually not seen the
national syllabus and that what she had said was based on what she remembered
being taught at college the previous year when she was a student teacher. This
interview took place in July and the teacher had been teaching Shona as a
qualified teacher from mid January.

Twenty-two teachers (59%) got one point. The commonest response was
that the school syllabus was more detailed than the national syllabus. Only 11
teachers (29.7%) got two points about the differences between national syllabi and
school syllabi. It may be recalled that in response to question la above, most
teachers had asserted that they derived their English/Shona curricular goals and
content from the syllabus. Information obtained through probing some of the
teachers about syllabi and how they used them indicated that many schools did
not have school syllabi in operation and that many teachers rarely consulted the
national syllabi to learn what they suggest should be focused on in instruction.

Many teachers relied very heavily on textbooks and past examination question
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papers to derive their instructional goals and content. Classroom observation data
confirmed this phenomenon, especially when it came to reading comprehension
instruction. Everything taught, including comprehension questions, were taken from
textbooks.

A few teachers (16) were asked interview question le which was, "To what
extent can one deviate from the official syllabus? This question was asked directly
to most of the teachers because the information solicited by this question was
often obtained when many of the interview subjects responded to question lc.
This particular question was quite open-ended and all that was expected of a
respondent was to give his/her considered opinion. The teachers that were
interviewed felt that there was no limit to which one can deviate from the official
syllabus as long as there was a balance in the attention paid to various language
skills. The 3 teachers who received zero scores did not address the question and
said something unrelated to it. The researcher did not ask probing questions here
because he felt he had spent a lot of time on theme one and needed to move to
the next theme.

Classroom observation data related to theme 1 were indirect and based on
the researcher’s interpretations of teachers’ literacy instructional activities. The
data suggested that textbooks were the major source of literacy content, and test
taking skills were the implied goals for literacy instruction.

Before leaving theme 1, the following statements can be made on the basis
of interview, questionnaire, and classroom observation data analyzed. Most of the
teachers derive their English/Shona instructional goals and content from textbooks,
past examination questions, syllabi and students’ linguistic needs as they are
revealed through tests. Although the syllabi were commonly cited as major

sources of curricular goals and content, many teachers did not find them easy to
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follow as sources of guidance. Most English teachers’ major aim in English
teaching was to facilitate students’ proficiency in communication through English
language. In practice this generally meant error-free, grammatical expression. For
Shona teachers the main aim was to help students learn and value Shona culture
and cultural practices. Most of these teachers did not think that Shona should be
used as a medium of instruction even in non scientific subjects although they
conceded that it better captured the essence of students’ thinking and belief

systems than English.

Theme 2: Examinations

As was pointed out in Chapter I and the introduction to this chapter, public
examinations are an important measure of educational achievement in Zimbabwe,
both from the perspectives of official educational decision makers and school
personnel, i.e., administrators, teachers and students. Historically secondary school
examinations have been linked to British Examinations Boards, especially
Universities of London and Cambridge. Currently steps to localize the
examination system are at an advanced stage. Since students’ pass rate in public
examinations is used as a benchmark of educational quality, it was thought
expedient to try to find out language teachers’ perceptions of these examinations

in relation to literacy instruction.

uestionnaire

The following section presents questionnaire data related to theme 2 about
examinations. The purpose of the questionnaire statements was to solicit the
teachers’ views and opinions without making it obvious to the respondents that the

statements were related to specific themes the researcher was investigating. The
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researcher randomly ordered the questionnaire statements. It was hoped that this
would reduce the likelihood of the respondents trying to express views and
opinions they might think would be favorable to the researcher. The following
questionnaire items focused on issues related to examinations in one way or
another: 5, 13, 15, 17, 31, and 35.

Statement 5 was: " Using past exam questions is the best way to ensure that
students are effectively prepared for their final examinations." Responses were 444
(55.1%) agreed; 211 (26.2%) disagreed; and 151 (18.7%) were not sure. In the
absence of follow-up probes, it is difficult to precisely tell what each respondent
had in mind when he/she gave a response. It is possible that some respondents
were saying to themselves as they interacted with the above statement, "Yes, 1
agree because since in our system the main preoccupation of a secondary school
teacher is to prepare students effectively so that they pass their exams." This
interpretation is in line with the views expressed by most of the teachers
interviewed about the influence of exams on their teaching. It may be recalled
that many teachers said they used past examinations a lot as a way of preparing
their students for final examinations. Another way of interpreting their thinking is
to say, "Yes it’s true as a statement of pragmatic teaching, but that does not mean
most of my teaching is geared toward doing that." Again, this way of looking at
the above statement was expressed by a few teachers during interview sessions.
These few teachers argued that it was necessary to prepare students adequately to
pass their public exams, but that should not exclude the instruction of
non-examinable aspects of language skills. Whatever the interpretations given to
the meaning of questionnaire item 5, it is significant that as many of 55%
concurred with the statement as opposed to 26% who disagreed. The percentage

of the not committed responses (19%) is also rather high.
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Questionnaire item 13 was, "The teacher’s primary aim should be to give
students good education rather than to make them pass final examinations."
Responses were 457 (57.1%) agreed; 198 (24.8%) disagreed; and 145 (18.19%) not
sure. Judging from the way many teachers interviewed responded to interview
question 2a about examinations being able to reflect good education, it is probably
fair to say many teachers had problems in defining good education outside the
context of examinations. In Zimbabwe the quality of education tends to be
uncritically associated with student achievement in public examinations. Many
teachers interviewed had problems in conceptualizing good education not taken
trom the perspective of student achievement. The position taken in this study is
that good education is not necessarily reflected by student achievement, rather it
is determined by what students actually learn and how they learn it irrespective of
how examinations are set and processed. It is possible that the research subjects
confounded their perceptions of good education with student achievement in public
examinations.

The above comments about problematic nature of interpreting notions of
good education and examination results equally apply to questionnaire statement 15
which said: "ZJC and O’level examinations do a good job of testing valuable
knowledge and skills I value in English/Shona." The responses were 437 (55.1%)
agreed; 149 (18.8%) disagreed; and 207 (26.1%) not sure. There is reason to
believe that a good number of teachers did not fully have in place notions of
valuable knowledge and skills outside the examination parameters. It may be
recalled that 30% of the interviewees failed to address question 2a about the
relationship between examination and good education despite the researcher’s
readiness to explain or clarify any part of the questions posed to the interviewees.

Responses to the questionnaire statement 15 were in direct conflict with interview
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responses which had only 9% of the teachers saying ZJC and O’level examinations
were a good reflection of knowledge, skills, competencies and dispositions they
associated with good education in Shona/English.

The lack of congruence between interview and questionnaire data over the
same issue causes problems of reliability of some research instruments. However
in this study the use of three major different data gathering instruments helps
resolve the problem. In this case the interview data should be taken as more
reliable than the questionnaire data partly because during an interview the
researcher was always in a position to clarify misunderstandings and could rephrase
the question, which could not be done with the questionnaire. Also in the case of
this study the respondents’ problem with the meaning of good education and
examinations, as pointed out above, had been encountered during the interview
sessions and steps had been taken to mitigate its effect. However this conflict in
the data related to this theme should be kept in mind in the overall discussion of
the data and their interpretation.

Questionnaire item 17 was about examinations and the specific area of
writing. The statement was: "Writing activities for students should be mostly
modeled on how they will be tested in final examinations." The responses were
540 (67.8%) agreed; 129 (16.2%) disagreed and 128 (16.1%) not sure. Writing is
the focus of theme 6 and therefore more detailed discussion of the data related to
writing will be given later 