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Abstract

Background: Structured pedagogy programmes are increasingly implemented in low- and middle-income countries, including South Africa, to address poor early-grade literacy outcomes. These programmes combine structured lesson guidance, teaching materials and teacher coaching to strengthen classroom instruction. Despite their widespread implementation, limited research has examined how teachers use these materials in rural indigenous African language classrooms such as Sepedi.

Aim: This study examines how structured literacy materials are enacted in Sepedi classrooms and how they mediate reading instruction in rural Grade 1 classrooms.

Setting: The study was conducted in four rural Sepedi-medium primary schools in the Sekhukhune District of Limpopo province participating in the Room to Read Sepedi Literacy Programme.

Methods: A qualitative multiple-case study design guided by Shulman’s General Pedagogical Knowledge framework was employed. Data were collected through 26 non-participant classroom observations, four semi-structured individual interviews and document analysis of the Room to Read Sepedi teacher guide, Sepedi reader and the Sepedi Home Language Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS).

Results: Teachers relied extensively on the teacher guide and reader to organise reading lessons. Instruction typically began with revision before introducing new sounds or vocabulary. Learners practised foundational reading skills through activities such as tracing letters, reading syllables, building vocabulary and engaging with short comprehension tasks. The materials also supported inclusive classroom participation and adaptation for learners with different learning abilities.

Conclusion: Structured Sepedi teaching materials supported organised reading instruction aligned with the Sepedi Home Language CAPS in rural Grade 1 classrooms.

Contribution: The study provides classroom-level evidence of how instructional materials mediate reading instruction in indigenous African language classrooms.
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Introduction

Structured pedagogy refers to a systematic approach to teaching that combines clear instructional guidance, aligned learning materials and teacher support to improve classroom practice (Chakera et al. 2020). Its primary aim is to strengthen foundational literacy and numeracy skills while supporting broader learning outcomes (Chakera et al. 2020; Hoadley 2024; Piper & Dubeck 2024). A key feature of structured pedagogy is the use of instructional materials such as teacher guides, learner books, lesson plans, pictures, flashcards and other classroom resources that support teachers in organising and delivering lessons aligned with curriculum expectations and learners’ developmental needs (Piper & Dubeck 2024; Snilstveit et al. 2015). Many literacy programmes also provide coaching and professional support to strengthen teachers’ instructional practices (Piper & Dubeck 2024; Piper et al. 2021). Within such programmes, teaching materials play an important role in structuring classroom instruction and guiding teachers’ pedagogical practices.

In South Africa, the development and distribution of children’s reading materials involve collaboration among government departments, non-governmental organisations and educational institutions. Government departments and organisations such as the Department of Basic Education (DBE), Room to Read, the National Education Collaboration Trust (NECT), Nal’ibali, Book Dash, Biblionef and the African Storybook Initiative contribute to the production of reading materials in indigenous African languages as well as in English and Afrikaans (Room to Read 2019). These initiatives produce resources such as graded readers, learner workbooks and teacher guides intended to support early literacy instruction.

Despite these efforts, there is limited research on how teaching and learning materials are used during classroom instruction, particularly in indigenous African language contexts. Existing research in South Africa largely focuses on English as a home or first additional language, with relatively few studies examining classroom literacy materials in African languages. One exception is McKay and Spaull (2022), who examine the use of workbooks in South African languages. However, there remains little empirical evidence on how teachers and learners engage with literacy materials during reading instruction in languages such as Sepedi.

Research from countries within sub-Saharan Africa, including Kenya, Uganda and Zambia, shows that structured literacy programmes can improve learning outcomes, particularly in low- and middle-income countries where early grade reading programmes have been implemented (Brunette et al. 2019; Evans & Mendez Acosta (2021); Lucas et al. 2014; Piper & Dubeck 2024). However, much of this research focuses on programme effectiveness rather than on how instructional materials shape classroom practices.

This study addresses this gap by examining how structured literacy materials are enacted in Sepedi classrooms and how they mediate reading instruction in Grade 1. The study focuses on the use of the Room to Read Sepedi teacher guide and reader in relation to the Sepedi Home Language CAPS Grade 1. The research was conducted in rural primary schools where access to quality reading materials in indigenous African languages remains unequal. By analysing classroom observations and teacher interviews, the study provides insight into how these materials support lesson pacing, the organisation of reading instruction and inclusive classroom practices. In doing so, the study contributes classroom-level evidence on how instructional materials shape early reading instruction in Sepedi.

Literature review

Scripted lesson plans and teacher guides in classroom instruction

Storybooks are commonly used as supplementary reading materials in Sepedi classrooms, but teachers also rely on structured instructional resources such as scripted lesson plans. The concept of written lesson plans dates to the late 19th and early 20th centuries, when education systems sought to promote more consistent and efficient teaching practices (De Clercq & Shalem 2014). Scripted lesson plans developed as structured instructional tools designed to guide teachers on lesson sequencing, content coverage and classroom delivery (Shalem et al. 2018).

One motivation behind scripted lesson plans is the need for consistency in instructional delivery, particularly in large education systems where teaching quality may vary across schools (De Clercq & Shalem 2014; Kim & Davidson 2019; Piper et al. 2021). By providing clear guidance on lesson content and sequencing, scripted plans help ensure that key knowledge is introduced systematically and that learners are exposed to essential concepts across classrooms (Shalem 2018). Scripted lesson plans can also support explicit instruction by guiding teachers in sequencing and pacing classroom activities (Kim & Davidson 2019; Piper & Dubeck 2024). However, scripted lesson plans cannot replace teacher expertise or professional development (PD) (Cilliers et al. 2022). Instead, they may function as supportive tools that assist teachers in selecting instructional strategies and classroom materials appropriate for learners’ literacy development.

In South Africa, structured teaching materials have been used in several large-scale literacy initiatives. One example is the Gauteng Primary Language and Mathematics Strategy (GPLMS), developed by the Gauteng DBE to improve literacy and numeracy outcomes in underperforming primary schools. A key feature of the GPLMS was the use of scripted lesson plans for Arithmetic, Home Language and English First Additional Language, translated into South Africa’s official languages (Shalem et al. 2018).

Research examining the GPLMS provides important insights into the role of scripted lessons in classroom practice. Shalem et al. (2017) found that scripted lesson plans supported teachers in understanding curriculum pacing and sequencing. However, the study also showed that structured lesson plans alone were insufficient to strengthen teachers’ subject knowledge, particularly when responding to learners’ questions or adapting lessons to different classroom contexts. These findings suggest that while structured lesson plans may promote instructional consistency, their effectiveness often depends on teachers’ pedagogical judgement and contextual responsiveness, especially in under-resourced and rural classrooms where teachers may rely heavily on instructional guidance.

While scripted lesson plans provide guidance for instructional practices, other classroom resources such as learner workbooks, readers and visual materials also play an important role in supporting literacy instruction and learner participation in early-grade classrooms.

Teaching materials within structured literacy programmes

A growing body of research highlights the importance of combining multiple elements within literacy programmes rather than relying on a single instructional resource. Studies examining structured pedagogy programmes frequently emphasise the interconnected roles of teacher PD, instructional materials and classroom support in improving literacy outcomes.

For example, Piper, Zuilkowski and Ong’ele (2016) evaluated a literacy programme in Kenya that combined teacher training, learner textbooks, structured teacher guides, classroom observation and teacher feedback. Similarly, Piper et al. (2021) examined different combinations of programme components and found that teacher training, structured lesson guidance and access to learner books produced stronger literacy gains when implemented together. In Uganda, programmes that combined mentoring, teacher support and instructional materials were also associated with improvements in early reading outcomes (Lucas et al. 2014). Brunette et al. (2019) similarly reported improved literacy performance in Kenya through a programme that integrated mother-tongue instruction, structured teacher guides and learner textbooks.

Collectively, these studies suggest that structured pedagogy programmes may strengthen literacy instruction when multiple forms of support are integrated. However, much of this literature focuses primarily on learner performance and programme effectiveness rather than on how teachers enact instructional materials during classroom practice. In addition, relatively limited attention has been paid to how such materials are used in rural and indigenous African language classrooms, where access to resources, multilingual realities and diverse learner needs may shape classroom instruction differently.

Existing scholarship also tends to foreground programme outcomes while paying less attention to inclusivity and learner participation during reading instruction. Yet in many rural Foundation Phase classrooms, teachers are required to adapt pacing, classroom activities and instructional support to accommodate learners with varying literacy abilities and learning needs. Understanding how teachers use structured literacy materials in such contexts is therefore important for examining not only instructional organisation but also how participation and access to learning are supported in practice.

This study therefore examines how structured literacy materials, specifically the Room to Read Sepedi teacher guide and reader, are enacted in Sepedi classrooms and how they mediate reading instruction in rural Grade 1 classrooms.

Theoretical framework

This study draws on Shulman’s concept of general pedagogical knowledge (GPK) to understand how teachers use teaching and learning materials to support reading instruction in Grade 1 Sepedi classrooms. Shulman (1987) defines GPK as the practical knowledge teachers develop through experience about how to organise instruction, manage classrooms and use educational resources effectively during lessons.

Leijen et al. (2022) further describe GPK as subject-transcendent knowledge related to teaching and learning processes, classroom management and educational contexts that support learners’ development and motivation. From this perspective, GPK focuses on how teachers organise learning processes, guide learner participation and apply instructional strategies across different subjects.

Although GPK encompasses several domains of teaching knowledge, this study specifically uses GPK to examine how teachers organise reading instruction through the use of structured literacy materials in Grade 1 Sepedi classrooms. The framework is useful for analysing how teachers sequence lessons, manage classroom participation, adapt instructional pacing and use teaching materials such as teacher guides and readers to support learners’ engagement with reading activities.

Previous studies have examined the role of instructional materials in literacy classrooms. Some focus on the use of children’s storybooks to support reading engagement (Dornbrack & Kazungu 2022; Stranger-Johannessen & Norton 2019), while others examine learner workbooks as tools for reinforcing classroom instruction (Hoadley & Galant 2016; Mathews, Mdluli & Ramsingh 2014; McKay & Spaull 2022; Qhibi, Dhlamini & Chuene 2020). Other studies explore structured literacy programmes that combine teacher manuals, learner workbooks and teacher development initiatives, showing improvements in teachers’ knowledge and learners’ outcomes (Mtsatse 2022; Piper & Dubeck 2024; Piper et al. 2021).

However, relatively little research has examined how teachers enact materials such as teacher guides and readers during classroom reading instruction, particularly in indigenous African language contexts. Effective use of these materials may require teachers to organise lessons systematically, support learners’ participation and adapt instructional practices to different classroom needs.

In this study, GPK therefore provides an analytical lens for examining how teachers use the Room to Read Sepedi teacher guide and reader to organise reading lessons, structure classroom activities and support learner participation during early reading instruction. The framework further assists in understanding how instructional materials mediate classroom practice within rural Grade 1 Sepedi classrooms.

Research methods and design

Research design

This study investigated how teachers used the Room to Read Sepedi teaching and learning materials to support structured reading instruction in Grade 1 classrooms. A qualitative multiple-case study design was employed to examine teachers’ instructional practices across different rural school contexts (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2018). The multiple-case study approach enabled an in-depth exploration of how structured literacy materials were enacted across four schools participating in the Room to Read Sepedi Literacy Programme.

Four primary schools were selected, with each school treated as a separate case. The design allowed for comparisons across classrooms while providing insight into how teachers used instructional materials to support early reading instruction in Sepedi. The study was guided by Shulman’s concept of GPK, which focuses on teachers’ instructional practices and their use of teaching materials during classroom instruction.

Research setting

The study was conducted in four rural primary schools located in the Sekhukhune District of Limpopo province. To protect the identities and anonymity of the schools, pseudonyms are used: Brick Primary School, Sandy Primary School, Grass Primary School and Muddy Primary School. The schools are situated between 30 km and 50 km apart.

All schools offered instruction in Sepedi and English. In these quintile 1–3 schools, Sepedi was used as the language of learning and teaching in the Foundation Phase, while English became the medium of instruction from Grade 4 onwards. The schools participated in the Room to Read Sepedi Literacy Programme, which provided structured teaching materials, including teacher guides and graded readers, as well as ongoing PD and instructional coaching for teachers.

Sampling and participants

Purposive sampling was used to select four Grade 1 Sepedi Home Language teachers from rural quintile 1 schools participating in the Room to Read Sepedi Literacy Programme (Strydom 2021). The participants were selected because they regularly used the programme’s teaching and learning materials during reading instruction.

All participating teachers were female Sepedi-speaking teachers who had received PD training and ongoing coaching support through the programme. Their teaching experience ranged from 4 years to 40 years. Focusing on a small sample enabled deeper engagement with each classroom context and teachers’ instructional practices.

The participant selection criteria included:


	teaching Grade 1 Sepedi Home Language

	participation in the Room to Read Sepedi Literacy Programme

	regular use of the programme’s teaching and learning materials during reading instruction.



Data collection

Data were collected through document review, non-participant classroom observations and semi-structured individual interviews to enable triangulation across multiple data sources (Cohen et al. 2018).

Document review

Documents analysed included the Room to Read Sepedi teacher guide, Sepedi readers and the Sepedi Home Language Grade 1 CAPS curriculum. The review focused on how reading instruction, lesson sequencing, vocabulary development and morphological patterns were represented within the materials.

Classroom observations

Non-participant classroom observations were conducted across the four schools. A total of 24 reading lessons were observed, with six observations conducted per school. Each observation lasted approximately 1 h to 1 h and 5 min.

The observations focused on how teachers used the Room to Read Sepedi teacher guide and reader to structure reading instruction, support learner participation and teach foundational reading skills such as phonics, vocabulary and syllable reading. Observation sheets and field notes were used to document classroom activities, teachers’ practices and learners’ engagement during lessons.

The observed classrooms were mixed-gender classrooms, with class sizes ranging from approximately 18 to 66 learners, reflecting typical rural schooling contexts within the district.

Semi-structured interviews

Semi-structured individual face-to-face interviews were conducted with the four participating teachers. The interviews were conducted individually after school hours in quiet spaces within the school premises. Each interview lasted between 1 h and 1 h and 30 min.

The interviews explored teachers’ experiences of using the Room to Read Sepedi teaching and learning materials during reading instruction, including lesson preparation, learners’ participation and instructional support practices. An interview schedule guided the discussions, while follow-up questions were used to allow participants to elaborate on their experiences where necessary.

With participants’ permission, interviews were audio-recorded using a digital voice recorder to support accurate data capture and transcription. Participants were informed about the recording process and signed informed consent forms prior to participation.

Data analysis

Data were analysed using inductive thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s (2021) six-step framework. The analysis included data from interviews, classroom observations, field notes and document review.

The first step involved familiarisation with the dataset through repeated reading of interview transcripts, observation notes and documents. The interviews, originally conducted in Sepedi, were translated into English during transcription. Initial codes were then generated manually across the dataset to identify recurring instructional practices and patterns related to the use of structured literacy materials.

Similar codes were grouped into categories, which were then organised into broader themes. The themes were reviewed and refined by comparing them across interviews, observations and documents to identify consistencies and differences across the cases. The final themes focused on lesson pacing, the use of instructional materials and inclusive classroom practices.

Coding and theme development were conducted manually rather than through qualitative analysis software. Manual analysis enabled close engagement with the translated interview data and supported careful interpretation of meaning within the Sepedi classroom context.

To strengthen trustworthiness, triangulation was conducted across the different data sources, and member checking was used to confirm the accuracy of interpretations.

Ethical considerations

Ethical clearance to conduct this study was obtained from the Faculty of Education Ethics Committee of the University of Pretoria (No. EDU001/23). Written informed consent was obtained from all individual participants involved in the study. In addition, permission to conduct the study was granted by the provincial Department of Education, the participating schools and Room to Read South Africa. Participants provided informed consent, and pseudonyms were used to protect the identities of both schools and teachers. Participation was voluntary, and the study prioritised cultural sensitivity, respect and participant well-being throughout the research process.

Results

Theme 1: Lesson pacing and delivery in the Room to Read Sepedi programme

The Sepedi Home Language CAPS provides guidelines for curriculum delivery, including instructional time, language of instruction and suggested classroom activities (see Figure 1). It also recommends the use of classroom resources such as big books, posters, pictures and texts to support the development of learners’ reading skills.
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Document analysis shows that while CAPS recommends the use of such resources, it provides limited guidance on how reading lessons should be paced and sequenced. In contrast, the Room to Read Sepedi teacher guide provides more detailed instructional support. The guide outlines programme preparation, lesson sequencing, teaching strategies and guidance for supporting learners with different learning needs. It also presents an overview of reading components across the school terms and provides clearer direction on lesson pacing and delivery.

Although some elements align with CAPS expectations, the Room to Read teacher guide offers more explicit guidance on how teachers should allocate time to reading activities and sequence instruction. The guide also introduces instructional strategies such as the Gradual Release of Responsibility (GRR) model, the ‘thumbs-up and thumbs-down’ response technique and the ‘full hand’ strategy for word construction. These strategies do not explicitly appear in the Sepedi Home Language CAPS but form part of the structured instructional support embedded in the Room to Read materials.

Classroom observations across the four schools showed that teachers consistently used the Room to Read Sepedi teacher guide to structure their lessons. Lessons typically began with the revision of previously taught letters or sounds before introducing new alphabetic codes and vocabulary. Learners then engaged in activities such as air-tracing letters, practising sounds, building words and participating in shared reading activities.

For example:

Teacher Pen began her lesson by revising the vowel “e,” which had been introduced in the previous session. She pronounced the sound “e,” wrote the symbol “le” on the board and introduced the word “ema” to contextualise the vowel. This approach reflected the phonological structure of Sepedi vowels and supported learners’ understanding of sound-symbol relationships. (Classroom observation, 05 February 2024).

Teacher Pencil revised the letter “o” before introducing the consonant “m” and familiar vocabulary words. Learners practised air tracing and used the full hand strategy to construct words from syllables. (Classroom observation, 15 February 2024).

Teacher Ruler conducted lessons in the school library, where learners revised the letter “o” before engaging in shared reading activities. Learners were invited to write on the smart board, encouraging active participation during the reading lesson. (Classroom observation, 05 March 2024).

Teacher Sharpener began the lesson by revising the letter “l.” Learners traced the sound in the air, sang a song related to the letter and matched it with other vowels. Flashcards were used to demonstrate the differences between vowel and consonant sounds. (Classroom observation, 07 February 2024).

Teachers also emphasised the importance of adjusting lesson pacing to accommodate learners with different levels of understanding. As one teacher explained:


‘My teaching pace is slow but effective because I must support slow learners while extending fast learners.’ (Teacher Sharpener, interview, Grass Primary School, 07 February 2024)



This highlights how teachers deliberately adapted lesson pacing to support learners’ participation during reading activities.

Overall, the findings suggest that lesson pacing and delivery were strongly mediated by the Room to Read Sepedi teacher guide. Teachers relied on the guide to organise lessons, revise previously taught content and introduce new concepts systematically. Although some lessons exceeded the time allocated in CAPS, teachers prioritised deeper learning and learners’ participation.

These practices reflect key features of structured pedagogy, where well-designed teaching materials guide lesson sequencing and instructional delivery. Through the integration of reading components such as phonics, vocabulary development and shared reading, the materials supported teachers in structuring reading instruction while responding to learners’ diverse learning needs.

Theme 2: Use of Room to Read Sepedi teaching and learning materials in classrooms

The findings indicate that the Sepedi Home Language CAPS provides limited guidance on how teaching and learning materials should be integrated into Grade 1 Sepedi reading lessons. Although the DBE distributes Rainbow Workbooks to Foundation Phase learners in government schools, there is limited evidence on whether teachers receive adequate guidance on how to integrate these materials into classroom instruction.

In contrast, the Room to Read Sepedi Literacy Programme provides teachers with structured teaching materials, including the Sepedi teacher guide and Sepedi readers. Teachers participating in the programme also receive training on how to use these materials to support reading instruction in Grade 1 and Grade 2. Interviews with teacher participants across the four case study schools indicated that the Room to Read teacher guide and reader were the primary materials used during Sepedi reading lessons.

Teachers explained that the teacher guide supported lesson planning, while the Sepedi reader reinforced phonics, morphological awareness, vocabulary and comprehension activities during classroom instruction. Some teachers also integrated additional curriculum materials, including the DBE Sepedi workbook and the Annual Teaching Plan (ATP), to align their lessons with the Sepedi Home Language CAPS.

For example, one teacher explained how the materials were used together during reading instruction:


‘The Room to Read teacher guide outlines instruction on revision, phonemic awareness, morpheme awareness, phonics, vocabulary, picture interpretation and reading comprehension. These contents appear in the Sepedi Grade 1 reader; therefore, the integration of the materials maintains an effective and balanced teaching approach. This strengthens the learners’ reading skills.’ (Teacher Pen, interview, Sand Primary School, 12 March 2024)



Teachers further indicated that they consulted the CAPS and ATP to identify the sounds or content that should be taught, while relying on the Room to Read teacher guide for detailed lesson guidance.

For instance, one teacher explained:


‘Before the lesson, I peruse the Sepedi Home Language CAPS and ATP, looking for the sounds that I have to teach during that day. Thereafter, I take the Room to Read Sepedi teacher guide to use it as a guide for my teaching lessons. I have seen that it makes my teaching easier. It is user-friendly and helps my learners understand. In the Room to Read Sepedi reader, there is revision of vocabulary words taught, then syllables of words, vocabulary words and sentences for comprehension that help my learners remember the phonics we have learnt in the previous lesson or the current lesson.’ (Teacher Sharpener, interview, Grass Primary School, 06 March 2024)



Document analysis also shows that the Room to Read Sepedi teacher guide (see Table 1) provides a structured lesson timetable that links the teacher guide with the Sepedi reader, specifying weekly topics, page references and suggested activities for reading instruction.
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The structured layout of the teacher guide appeared to assist teachers in organising lessons and identifying which sounds or reading components should be introduced each week.

Classroom observations across the four schools further confirmed the consistent use of the Room to Read materials during reading lessons. Teachers frequently referred to the Sepedi teacher guide for lesson guidance while directing learners to the Sepedi reader to practise sounds, vocabulary and short comprehension texts.

For example, Teacher Pen used the teacher guide to introduce the letter ‘i’ and later revised the same letter before introducing a new sound (Classroom observation, 19-23 February 2024).

Unlike the other teachers, Teacher Pencil conducted a shared reading lesson using a Big Book from the school library donated by the Room to Read Sepedi Literacy Programme. She read the text aloud while pointing to the words to help learners follow the printed text (Classroom observation, 13 February 2024).

Teacher Ruler taught the vowel sound ‘o’ using both the teacher guide and reader (Classroom observation, 04 March 2024). Similarly, Teacher Sharpener taught the letter sound ‘d’ while integrating both materials during the lesson (Classroom observation, 07 February 2024).

Across several lessons, teachers revised previously taught sounds before introducing new letters or vocabulary. Learners engaged in activities such as tracing letters, reading syllables, interpreting pictures and answering comprehension questions based on short texts.

The findings show that teachers across the four case study schools consistently integrated the Room to Read Sepedi teacher guide and reader into their reading lessons. The teacher guide was mainly used for lesson preparation and instructional guidance, while the reader supported classroom practice through vocabulary activities, short texts and picture interpretation.

Classroom observations further showed that learners participated in activities such as tracing letters, reading syllables, building words and expanding vocabulary from familiar base words. These practices supported early reading development while introducing elements of morphological awareness through word-building and vocabulary expansion.

The structured design of the Room to Read Sepedi materials enabled teachers to sequence lessons systematically, revising previously taught sounds before introducing new letter-sound relationships. Across the four schools, the consistent use of these materials supported organised lesson delivery and learner participation during Sepedi reading instruction.

Theme 3: Inclusive use of Room to Read Sepedi teaching and learning materials

The Room to Read Sepedi teacher guide includes practical guidance for teachers on managing multilingual classrooms, organising classroom activities and communicating effectively with learners. The guide provides strategies for grouping learners, establishing classroom routines, supporting independent work and responding constructively to learners’ answers. It also encourages teachers to accommodate learners with diverse learning needs and abilities (Document review – Room to Read Sepedi teacher guide).

These strategies align with the broader aims of the South African curriculum (see Table 2), which emphasise inclusivity and the importance of recognising and addressing barriers to learning.
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Classroom observations across the four case study schools indicated that teachers applied these inclusive principles when using the Room to Read Sepedi materials. Teachers structured lessons in ways that allowed learners with different abilities to participate actively. Learners were encouraged to answer questions, participate in discussions and engage with lesson activities.

The materials themselves appeared accessible to learners. In all classrooms, the Room to Read Sepedi teacher guides and readers were readily available during lessons. Learners were frequently exposed to both spoken and written Sepedi through activities involving vocabulary development, syllable reading and short reading tasks.

Observation data further showed how teachers used the Sepedi reader to support inclusive participation. Teachers guided learners through activities such as tracing letters, reading syllables, building words and interpreting pictures. These activities supported vocabulary development and early word-building skills, allowing learners to engage with reading tasks at different levels.

For example, Teacher Pen used the reader while teaching the vowel sound ‘i’, where learners practised writing the letter in both lowercase and uppercase forms (Classroom observation, 19 February 2024).

Teacher Pencil used the reader to help learners build vocabulary using syllables. When some learners struggled, she paired stronger and weaker learners to support participation (Classroom observation, 15 February 2024).

Teacher Ruler asked learners to read a short comprehension passage from the Sepedi reader, while some learners read fluently, others experienced difficulties. The text consisted of short culturally relevant stories supported by illustrations (Classroom observation, 08 March 2024).

Similarly, Teacher Sharpener paired learners to read vocabulary words from the Sepedi reader. She first modelled the reading by pointing to the words before learners read together and then independently (Classroom observation, 20 February 2024).

Teachers also paired learners during reading activities, allowing stronger readers to support peers who required additional guidance. Teacher interviews further confirmed that the materials were considered accessible and appropriate for Grade 1 learners. Teachers highlighted that the Sepedi readers were clear, colourful and contextually relevant to learners’ environments. They also noted that the inclusion of pictures, syllables and short texts supported learners who progressed at different learning paces.

Overall, the findings suggest that the Room to Read Sepedi teaching and learning materials supported inclusive classroom practices. The structured layout of the teacher guide enabled teachers to organise lessons systematically, while the Sepedi reader provided accessible reading materials that supported vocabulary development, syllable recognition and early word-building activities.

Across the four schools, teachers adapted their instructional pace to accommodate learners with varying abilities. Activities such as revision, syllable reading and vocabulary practice allowed learners to consolidate previously taught content while gradually expanding their reading skills. These practices reflect key principles of structured pedagogy, where well-designed instructional materials support organised lesson delivery while enabling participation from learners with diverse learning needs.

Discussion

This study examined how structured literacy materials were enacted in Sepedi classrooms and how they mediated reading instruction in Grade 1. Three key aspects emerged from the findings: lesson pacing and delivery, the use of Sepedi teaching materials during reading lessons and the inclusivity and accessibility of those materials. Across the four case study schools, teachers adjusted lesson pacing to accommodate learners with different levels of understanding. New content was often introduced gradually, with teachers revising previously taught sounds, syllables and vocabulary before progressing to new concepts. Revision and repetition helped reinforce learners’ understanding and supported learner engagement and confidence (Baldi & Mejia 2023).

From the perspective of Shulman’s framework, these practices illustrate how teachers applied GPK to organise instruction in ways that responded to learners’ needs. Shulman (1986) argues that effective teaching requires the ability to transform subject knowledge into forms that learners can understand. The pacing strategies observed in the Sepedi classrooms therefore demonstrate how teachers structured reading lessons to support gradual learning and comprehension.

Another key finding was the consistent integration of the Room to Read Sepedi teacher guide and Sepedi reader during reading instruction. Teachers reported consulting the teacher guide before and during lessons to structure their teaching and align their practices with the Sepedi Home Language CAPS for Grade 1. Using these materials, teachers incorporated important reading components such as phonics, phonemic awareness, vocabulary development, fluency and comprehension. While the Sepedi Home Language CAPS identifies these components, it provides limited guidance on how teachers should integrate them into daily classroom instruction.

The Room to Read Sepedi teacher guide appeared to support teachers in addressing this gap by providing structured lesson guidance. In line with Shulman’s concept of GPK, the guide helped teachers to organise reading instruction and connect curriculum expectations with classroom practice. The Sepedi reader further supported learners’ participation through activities involving syllable reading, vocabulary development and short text comprehension. Through repeated exposure to familiar vocabulary and word-building activities, learners gradually expanded their understanding of word forms and meanings in Sepedi.

The findings also highlight the inclusive nature of the Room to Read Sepedi teaching and learning materials. Teachers reported that the materials were clear, visually engaging and relevant to learners’ linguistic and cultural contexts. In several classrooms, teachers paired learners during reading activities, allowing stronger readers to support peers who required additional assistance. These practices reflect Shulman’s emphasis on adapting pedagogical strategies to respond to diverse learner needs within the classroom (Shulman 1986).

Research conducted in low- and middle-income contexts similarly shows that structured teaching materials, including teacher guides and learner texts, can support improvements in literacy outcomes when teachers receive guidance on how to use them (Brunette et al. 2019; Darvin & Norton 2015; De Clercq & Shalem 2014; Lucas et al. 2014; Piper & Dubeck 2024; Piper et al. 2016; Stranger-Johannessen & Norton 2019). However, much of this research focuses on programme outcomes rather than on how teachers and learners engage with teaching materials during classroom instruction. This study contributes to the literature by providing classroom-level evidence of how Sepedi teaching and learning materials were enacted during reading lessons in Grade 1 classrooms.

The findings of the study demonstrate that the integration of the Room to Read Sepedi teacher guide and reader supported teachers in structuring reading lessons while enabling learners to engage with written and spoken Sepedi. By combining structured lesson guidance, revision practices and activities such as syllable reading and vocabulary development, the materials supported organised reading instruction while allowing learners to gradually develop foundational literacy skills.

Conclusion

This study examined how structured literacy materials were enacted in Sepedi classrooms and how they mediated reading instruction in Grade 1. Drawing on classroom observations, teacher interviews and document analysis across four rural schools, the findings show that teachers relied strongly on the Room to Read Sepedi teacher guide and reader to organise and deliver reading lessons.

The teacher guide supported lesson preparation and classroom delivery by providing structured guidance on key reading components, while the Sepedi reader reinforced these through activities such as tracing letters, reading syllables, building vocabulary and engaging with short comprehension tasks. Classroom observations further showed that teachers followed a systematic lesson sequence, typically beginning with revision before introducing new sounds or topics. Teachers also adjusted lesson pacing to accommodate learners with different levels of understanding, allowing learners to engage with foundational reading skills at an appropriate pace.

The materials also supported inclusive classroom practices. Teachers used them to encourage participation, differentiate support and engage learners through age-appropriate, culturally relevant and visually accessible content. Across the four schools, the consistent use of these materials highlights their role in supporting organised and responsive Sepedi reading instruction.

Overall, the findings suggest that structured teaching and learning materials can play an important role in supporting early literacy instruction in indigenous African language classrooms. The alignment of the Room to Read Sepedi teacher guide and reader with the Sepedi Home Language CAPS, together with their support for lesson pacing, revision and vocabulary development, enabled teachers to organise reading instruction in ways that supported learner participation and gradual literacy development.

These findings highlight the importance of well-designed instructional materials for strengthening early literacy instruction in indigenous language classrooms, particularly in low- and middle-income countries where teachers often rely on structured guidance to organise reading instruction.

Future research could compare how teachers use different literacy programme materials, including teacher guides, readers and workbooks, to support early reading instruction in Sepedi classrooms. Such comparative studies could provide deeper insight into how different instructional materials mediate classroom practice and contribute to improving early reading outcomes in African language contexts.

Recommendations

The findings suggest that structured Sepedi teaching and learning materials can play an important role in supporting Grade 1 reading instruction. It is therefore recommended that literacy programmes such as the Room to Read Sepedi Literacy Programme continue to strengthen teachers’ use of instructional materials, including teacher guides and readers, to support organised and effective reading instruction in classrooms.

There is also a need to strengthen the development, distribution and classroom use of well-designed Sepedi reading materials that align with the Sepedi Home Language CAPS. Such materials can support teachers with lesson pacing, revision practices, syllable reading, vocabulary development and reading comprehension activities. Improving access to structured instructional materials may therefore contribute to more organised, inclusive and responsive reading instruction in the early grades.

Strengthening access to high-quality instructional materials in indigenous African languages may also contribute to improving early literacy outcomes in contexts where teachers often rely on structured guidance to support reading instruction.

Acknowledgements

This article is based on a conference paper originally presented at the Humanities 7th Postgraduate Conference, held at the University of Pretoria on 22 October 2025. The conference paper, titled ‘Enhancing Sepedi Reading through Structured Pedagogy: Insights from Grade 1 Classrooms’, was subsequently expanded and revised for this journal publication. This republication is done with permission from the conference organisers.

This article is based on research originally conducted as part of Nombuyiselo C. Zondi’s doctoral thesis titled ‘Factors Influencing Grade 1 Sepedi-Speaking Learners’ Reading Outcomes in Limpopo’, submitted to the Faculty of Education, Department of Early Childhood Education, University of Pretoria in 2025. The thesis was supervised by Joyce West and Keshni Bipath. The supervisors were not involved in the preparation of this article and were not listed as co-authors. Portions of the thesis have been revised, updated, and adapted for publication as a journal article. The original thesis is publicly available at http://hdl.handle.net/2263/105270.

This article is based on data from a larger study. A related article focusing on language education policies and Grade 1 Sepedi reading outcomes in South Africa has been published in the South African Journal of African Languages 46(3), 318–326, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02572117.2025.2582558. Another related article focusing on strengthening the mother-tongue foundation in MTBBE: Evidence from Grade 1 Sepedi reading classrooms, has been published in the South African Journal of Childhood Education, 16(1), https://sajce.co.za/index.php/sajce/article/view/1901. The present article addresses a distinct research question, focusing on structured pedagogy in practice: Using Sepedi reading materials in rural Grade 1 classrooms.

Competing interests

The author declares that no financial or personal relationships inappropriately influenced the writing of this article.

CRediT authorship contribution

Nombuyiselo C. Zondi: Conceptualisation, Data curation, Formal analysis, Funding acquisition, Investigation, Methodology, Project administration, Resources, Software, Validation, Visualisation, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. The author confirms that this work is entirely their own, has reviewed the article, approved the final version for submission and publication, and takes full responsibility for the integrity of its findings.

Funding information

This research received no specific grant from any funding agency in the public, commercial or not-for-profit sectors.

Data availability

The data that support the findings of this study are available on request from the corresponding author, Nombuyiselo C. Zondi.

Disclaimer

The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of the author and are the product of professional research. They do not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of any affiliated institution, funder, agency, or that of the publisher. The author is responsible for this article’s results, findings, and content.

References

Baldi, B. & Mejia, C., 2023, ‘Utilizing slow reading techniques to promote deep learning’, International Journal for the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning 17(1), 13. https://doi.org/10.20429/ijsotl.2023.17113

Braun, V. & Clarke, V., 2021, Thematic analysis: A practical guide, Sage Publications, London.

Brunette, T., Piper, B., Jordan, R., King, S. & Nabacwa, R., 2019, ‘The impact of mother tongue reading instruction in twelve Ugandan languages and the role of language complexity, socioeconomic factors, and program implementation’, Comparative Education Review 63(4), 591–612. https://doi.org/10.1086/705426

Chakera, S., Haffner, D. & Harrop, E., 2020, Structured pedagogy: For real-time equitable improvements in learning outcomes [Working paper], UNICEF Eastern and Southern Africa Region, viewed 14 July 2026, from https://www.unicef.org/esa/media/7511/file/ESA-Structured-Pedagogy-2020.pdf

Cilliers, J., Fleisch, B., Kotze, J., Mohohlwane, N., Taylor, S. & Thulare, T., 2022, ‘Can virtual replace in-person coaching? Experimental evidence on teacher professional development and student learning’, Journal of Development Economics 155, Article 102815. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jdeveco.2021.102815

Cohen, L., Manion, L. & Morrison, K., 2018, Research methods in education, 8th edn., Routledge, London.

Darvin, R. & Norton, B., 2015, ‘Identity and a model of investment in applied linguistics’, Annual Review of Applied Linguistics 35, 36–56. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0267190514000191

De Clercq, F. & Shalem, Y., 2014, ‘Teacher knowledge and employer-driven professional development: A critical analysis of the Gauteng Department of Education programmes’, Southern African Review of Education with Education 20(1), 129–147.

Department of Basic Education, 2011, Curriculum and assessment policy statement (CAPS): Sepedi home language foundation phase Grades R–3, Government Printer, Pretoria.

Dornbrack, J. & Kazungu, T., 2022, ‘Room to Read’s use of decodable stories in their structured literacy programme’, in N. Spaull & E. Pretorius (eds.), Early grade reading in South Africa, pp. 179–195, Oxford University Press, Cape Town.

Evans, D.K., & Mendez Acosta, A.M., 2021, ‘Education in Africa: What are we learning?’, Journal of African Economies 30(1), 13–54. https://doi.org/10.1093/jae/ejaa009

Hoadley, U. & Galant, J., 2016, ‘An analysis of the Grade 3 Department of Basic Education workbooks as curriculum tools’, South African Journal of Childhood Education 6(1), 400. https://doi.org/10.4102/sajce.v6i1.400

Hoadley, U., 2024, ‘How do structured pedagogy programmes affect reading instruction in African early grade classrooms?’, International Journal of Educational Development 107, Article 103023. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2024.103023

Kim, Y.-S.G. & Davidson, M., 2019, Promoting successful literacy acquisition through structured pedagogy, Global Reading Network Critical Topics Series, USAID.

Leijen, Ä., Malva, L., Pedaste, M. & Mikser, R., 2022, ‘What constitutes teachers’ general pedagogical knowledge and how it can be assessed: A literature review’, Teachers and Teaching 28(2), 206–225. https://doi.org/10.1080/13540602.2022.2062710

Lucas, A.M., McEwan, P.J., Ngware, M. & Oketch, M., 2014, ‘Improving early-grade literacy in East Africa: Experimental evidence from Kenya and Uganda’, Journal of Policy Analysis and Management 33(4), 950–976. https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.21782

Mathews, C., Mdluli, M. & Ramsingh, V., 2014, ‘The use of workbooks in South African Grade 3 mathematics classrooms’, South African Journal of Childhood Education 4(1), 80–94, viewed from https://sajce.co.za/index.php/sajce/article/view/118/21.

McKay, V. & Spaull, N., 2022, ‘Changing the “grammar of schooling” in South Africa: The case of the DBE Workbooks’, in N. Spaull & S. Taylor (eds.), Early grade reading and mathematics interventions in South Africa, pp. 25–47, Oxford University Press, Cape Town.

Mtsatse, N., 2022, ‘Developing the Funda Wander literacy and life skills Grade 1 workbook and teacher guide’, in N. Spaull & E. Pretorius (eds.), Early grade reading in South Africa, pp. 196–220, Oxford University Press, Cape Town.

Piper, B. & Dubeck, M.M., 2024, ‘Responding to the learning crisis: Structured pedagogy in sub-Saharan Africa’, International Journal of Educational Development 109, 103095. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2024.103095.

Piper, B., Ralaingita, W., Meijia, J., Dubeck, M., DeStefano, J., Stern, J. et al., 2021, A how-to guide: Structured pedagogy, RTI Press, viewed 16 January 2024, from https://docs.opendeved.net/lib/754EK7TT/download/JU4VK9TN/Structured%20Pedagogy%20How-To%20Guides%20and%20Literature%20Review.pdf

Piper, B., Zuilkowski, S.S. & Ong’ele, S., 2016, ‘Implementing mother tongue instruction in the real world: Results from a medium-scale randomized controlled trial in Kenya’, Comparative Education Review 60(4), 776–807. https://doi.org/10.1086/688493

Piper, B., Zuilkowski, S.S., Dubeck, M., Jepkemei, E. & King, S.J., 2018, ‘Identifying the essential ingredients to literacy and numeracy improvement: Teacher professional development and coaching, student textbooks, and structured teachers’ guides’, World Development 106, 324–336. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2018.01.018

Qhibi, A.D., Dhlamini, Z.B. & Chuene, K., 2020, ‘Investigating the strength of alignment between Senior Phase mathematics content standards and workbook activities on number patterns’, Pythagoras 41(1), 569. https://doi.org/10.4102/pythagoras.v41i1.569

Room to Read, 2019, Room to Read’s REACH Project in South Africa. World Bank. https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/711001582092887118/pdf/Room-to-Read-s-REACH-Project-in-South-Africa.pdf

Shalem, Y., 2018, ‘Scripted lesson plans – What is visible and invisible in visible pedagogy?’, in B. Barrett, U. Hoadley & J. Morgan (eds.), Knowledge, curriculum and equity: Social realist perspectives, pp. 183–198, Routledge, London.

Shalem, Y., De Clercq, F., Steinberg, C. & Koornhof, H., 2018, ‘Teacher autonomy in times of standardised lesson plans: The case of a Primary School Language and Mathematics Intervention in South Africa’, Journal of Educational Change 19(2), 205–222. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10833-018-9318-3

Shalem, Y., Steinberg, C., Koornhof, H. & De Clercq, F., 2017, ‘The what and how in scripted lesson plans: The case of the Gauteng Primary Language and Mathematics Strategy’, Journal of Education 66, 13–36. https://doi.org/10.17159/2520-9868/i66a01

Shulman, L.S., 1986, ‘Those who understand: Knowledge growth in teaching’, Educational Researcher 15(2), 4–14.

Shulman, L.S., 1987, ‘Knowledge and teaching: Foundations of the new reform’, Harvard Educational Review 57(1), 1–22. https://doi.org/10.17763/haer.57.1.j463w79r56455411

Snilstveit, B., Stevenson, J., Phillips, D., Vojtkova, M., Gallagher, E., Schmidt, T. et al., 2015, Interventions for improving learning outcomes and access to education in low - and middle-income countries: A systematic review, 3ie Systematic Review 24, International Initiative for Impact Evaluation (3ie), New Delhi, viewed 27 July 2026, from https://www.3ieimpact.org/evidence-hub/publications/systematic-reviews/interventions-improving-learning-outcomes-and-access.

Stranger-Johannessen, E. & Norton, B., 2019, ‘Promoting early literacy and student investment in the African Storybook’, Journal of Language, Identity & Education 18(6), 400–411. https://doi.org/10.1080/15348458.2019.1674150

Strydom, H., 2021, ‘Sampling techniques and pilot studies in qualitative research’, in C.B. Fouché, H. Strydom & W.J.H. Roestenburg (eds.), Research at grass roots. For the social sciences and human services professions, 5th edn., pp. 227–247, Van Schaik Publishers, Pretoria.

OPS/symbol.jpg
 — .\

\ U





OPS/SAJCE-16-1963-T1.jpg
TABLE 1: Lesson timetable for Grade 1 Sepedi language (Term 1).

Week Letter of the day  Page number in teacher guide  Page number in Sepedi reader  Topic or title Activities
Term 1
Week 1 - 6 23 Mehuta ya dijo [Types of food] Short and long questions
Week 2 - 7 45 Mehuta ya diaparo [Types of clothes]  Short and long questions
Week 3 - 8-10 67 Rosisang le Kuku [Rorisang and the Hen] ~Short and long questions
- 11-13 8-9 Pudiya Selelekela [Selelekela’s Goat]  Short and long questions
Week 4 oandt 14 10-11 Tate [Father] Short and long questions
m 15 12-13 Mme [Mother] -
Week 5 iand e 16-18 14-15 Leina [Name] -
bandd 19-20 16-17 - -

Note: This table is a reconstructed example created to illustrate the layout and structure of the Room to Read Sepedi teacher guide. The lesson titles and topics are illustrative examples and do not
appear in the actual reader. The English translations are provided solely to assist readers who are not familiar with Sepedi.
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TABLE 2: Promoting inclusivity: General aims of the South African curriculum.

MaikemiSetokakaret3o a Lenaneothuto la Afrika Borwa

General aims of the South African curriculum

‘Boakaretsi bo swanet3e go ba kgwekgwe ya thulaganyo, peakanyo le go ruta ga sekolo
se sengwe le se sengwe. Se se ka phethagala ge fela barutisi ba na le kwesiso ya
maleba ya go lemoga le go fedisa mapheko a go ithuta, le go beakanyetsa go se
swane’.

‘Senotlelo go laola boakaretsi ke go netefatsa gore mapheko a a lemogwa le go elwa
Sedi ke mafapa a thekgo kamoka a maleba tikologong ya sekolo; go akaretia barutisi,
Dihlopha tsa Thekgo t3a Selete, Dihlopha tia thekgo ya Dihlongwa; batswadi le Dikolo
tie di Kgethegilego bjalo ka Disenthara tSa Methopo. Go fedisa mapheko a go ithuta ka
phaposing, barutisi ba swanetse go Somisa mekgwanakgwana ye e fapanego ya
mananeothuto bjalo ka yeo e akareditswego ka go Department of Basic Education’s
Guidelines for Inclusive Teaching and Learning (2010:5).

“Inclusivity should become a central part of the organisation, planning and teaching at
each school. This can only happen if all teachers have a sound understanding of how to
recognise and address barriers to learning, and how to plan for diversity’.

“The key to managing inclusivity is ensuring that barriers are identified and addressed by
all the relevant support structures within the school community, including teachers,
District-Based Support Teams, Institutional-Level Support Teams, parents and Special
Schools as Resource Centres. To address barriers in the classroom, teachers should use
various curriculum differentiation strategies such as those included in the Department of
Basic Education’s Guidelines for Inclusive Teaching and Learning (2010:5).

Source: Adapted from Department of Basic Education, 2011, Curriculum and assessment policy statement (CAPS): Sepedi home language foundation phase Grades R-3, Government Printer, Pretoria

CAPS, Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement.
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Go bala Mmogo (le/goba Go ngwala Mmogo) gant3i go diragala sebakeng sa metsotso ye 15 ya mathomo ya Nako ye e nepiitdwego ya Go bala le

Go ngwala. Morutisi o Soma le bana ka moka ka phaposing. Go bala Mmogo go tla diragatSwa gabedi goba gane ka beke go Somiswa setSweletswa

se tee se se godieditSwego go phaposi ka moka go swana le Dipuku kgolo, diphoustara le diswantsho goba setSweletswa sa transparensi goba
ngwana yo mongwe le yo mongwe o fiwa ditSweletswa t3e e sego t3a nnete le t3e e lego t3a nnete. Le ge e le gore go tla ba le setSweletSwa se tee

ka beke, ditSwelet3wa t3e di kgethetSwego Mphato wo mongwe le wo mongwe di swanet3e go oket3ega ka botelele le tharano go kgabaganya ngwaga

le mephato. Bana ba tla rutwa mehuta ya go fapana ya dikanegelo, direto, morumokwano le dipapadi gammogo le ditsweletSwa t3a tshedimo3o le
dithalwa/diswantsho.

Source: Department of Basic Education, 2011, Curriculum and assessment policy statement (CAPS): Sepedi home language foundation phase Grades R-3, Government Printer, Pretoria
FIGURE 1: Excerpt from page 12 of the Curriculum Assessment Policy Statement, Sepedi Home Language guidelines.
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