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Stakeholders’ perspectives

@ CrpssMark

Background: Preparing children for mainstream school occurs in systems that act as an
overarching context. The perspectives of stakeholders influence how they prepare children for
mainstream education.

Aim: The aim of this study was to develop an understanding of the contextual factors that
affect school readiness as identified by stakeholders. School readiness was conceptualised as a
function of contextual influences and connections between individual and systemic factors
enabling the child to benefit from the curriculum.

Setting: This exploratory study was conducted in the Metro North Education District in
Cape Town.

Methods: Five focus group interviews were conducted with a snowball sample of
35 stakeholders including parents (n = 9) and professionals from education (n = 17) and health
(n=9) systems. Transcriptions were thematically analysed. Resultant themes were summarised
to reflect stakeholders’ perceptions.

Results: The results showed four major groups of factors that affect school readiness:
community, adverse experiences, educational and familial factors. Firstly, community factors
thematically identified were unemployment, socio-economic status (SES) and culture as
impacting school readiness. Secondly, adverse experiences included violence, trauma and
substance abuse that affect school readiness. Thirdly, educational factors identified are lack
of stimulation, barriers to learning, teacher support and cooperation between stakeholders
that influence readiness. Fourthly, familial factors such as parental support, variation in
child-rearing practices and caregiver literacy exert influence on school readiness.

Conclusion: Acknowledgement of and engagement with the above-mentioned four factors
could result in a nuanced and contextual understanding of school readiness and might foster
cooperation between stakeholders.

Keywords: school readiness; stakeholder perspectives; factors; qualitative study; contextual
understanding; caregivers; educators; professionals; ecological framework; South Africa.

Introduction

The transition for young children from early learning environments to formal schooling is one of
the most important and influential transitions. Being ready for formal schooling is seen as an
important contributing factor that affects enrolment, attendance and completion rates. Literature
on school readiness has primarily examined definitions of readiness (Mohamed 2013), individual
and sociocultural barriers (Ward & Makusha 2015), factors facilitating learning and academic
performance (Donald, Lazarus & Lolwana 2010), assessment practices (Amod & Heafield 2013)
and individual differences in the young child (Winter & Kelley 2008), as well as interventions
(Isaacs 2012) and statutory responses (Department of Basic Education [DBE] 2015). School
readiness and readiness to learn in children are contested and debated constructs (Rimm-Kauman
& Sandilos 2017). Kagan (1990) makes the important distinction between readiness to learn and
readiness for school. Readiness to learn refers to the ability or aptitude to learn. Readiness for
school is associated with abilities that will enable a child to benefit from the academic curriculum.

Definitions and conceptualisations of school readiness vary depending on stakeholders’
perceptions and theoretical perspective. The perspectives on school readiness of role players such
as, teachers, caregivers and professionals emerged as an important focus in research on school
readiness. International studies reporting on stakeholder perceptions included teachers
(Grady 2016), parents (Hanniffy 2017), theorists and professionals (GEEARS 2017). Local studies
reporting on stakeholders” perceptions included teachers, parents and professional perspectives
(Foxcroft et al. 2004; Goldblatt 2004; Vorster et al. 2016).
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Theorists, educators, professionals and politicians hold
different, and, sometimes, divergent views, beliefs and
understandings about school readiness, the skills that are
needed and how it develops (Dockett & Perry 2002). For
example, parents defined school readiness in terms of
academic skills, while teachers defined readiness in terms of
conduct and ability to follow directions (La Paro & Pianta
2000). South African teachers and parents had similar
expectations regarding school readiness (Goldblatt 2004). For
parents and teachers, readiness was directly related to what
the child was able to do (thus skill based), on a physical,
academic, as well as social and emotional levels. Thus,
theoretical perspectives were embedded in stakeholders’
understandings of school readiness (Mohamed 2013).

The ethnic, cultural and educational backgrounds of role
players informed their perceptions of school readiness and
how readiness was constructed in their communities (Grady
2016). Teachers and parents had similar expectations about
readiness. However, teachers emphasised socio-emotional
skills and parents emphasised academic competence as an
important factor of school readiness (Hanniffy 2016). South
African teachers and parents stressed the importance of
a collaborative partnership for optimal growth and
development including school readiness (Goldblatt
2004). This interactionist approach to school readiness
conceptualises the readiness for school as a function of the
family, classroom and community attributes. More than a
decade later, Rimm-Kaufmann and Sandilos (2017) reported
that teachers emphasised self-regulatory and interpersonal
skills as important determinants of readiness above numeracy
and literacy skills. In this study, parents also placed emphasis
on academic skills as a prerequisite for successful entry into
mainstream education.

Psychological assessment practitioners identified that
school readiness and the instruments used in the assessment
of readiness requires urgent attention (Foxcroft et al. 2004).
Professionals expressed concerns about using measures that
reflect test bias remaining from the Apartheid era (Laher &
Cockroft 2014). Thus, professionals acknowledged that
assessment measures were still biased and that the need
existed for contextually sensitive assessment measures. The
need to develop instruments for school readiness
assessments that is easy to administer, developmentally-
focused, criterion-referenced, aligned with the learning
outcomes of Grade 0 and Grade 1, and more qualitative in
nature was underscored. The development of such a
measure must be done in collaboration with major
stakeholders, such as teachers and parents.

International (Sheridan et al. 2010; Webster-Stratton & Taylor
2001; Yoleri 2016) and local (Albino & Berry 2013; Vorster et
al. 2016; Ward & Makusha 2015) researchers addressed
stakeholder perceptions of factors affecting child development
and school readiness. Teachers emerged as the stakeholder
group that was consulted most frequently. The studies
typically examined two stakeholder groups, and there
remains a need to include more stakeholder groups in a
single study.
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Several factors are identified as predictors of variance from
the broader body of literature in child development. For
example, socio-economic factors and social class were
identified as the most important predictors in modern
cultures (Ward & Makusha 2015). Well-being depends
heavily on the pro-social behaviour of members of society
(Albino & Berry 2013). The quality of social norms and
institutions strongly influence measures of well-being (for
example emotions and life evaluations) at the individual and
national level. These include family and friendships at the
individual level, the presence of empathy and trust at the
neighbourhood and community level, and the power and
quality of the overarching social norms that determine the
quality of life within and among nations and generations.
When these social factors are well rooted and readily
available, communities and nations are more resilient
(Helliwell, Layard & Sachs 2015).

Children’s care is the responsibility of both the public and
private spheres, including family and extended family
networks, health systems, early childhood education centres
and formal schooling systems (Tomlinson 2013). Stakeholders
such as caregivers, teachers and professionals make decisions
regarding children’s school readiness. Caregivers are
responsible for fulfilling the day-to-day needs of children,
while teachers” primary focus is on the attainment of
cognitive, emotional and social skills to prepare children for
formal education. Professionals often play a diagnostic and/
or remedial role. These role players’” understandings and
decisions regarding readiness are related to the systems in
which they function (Rimm-Kaufman & Sandilos 2017).

In South Africa, low levels of education, economic and
environmental deprivations compromise the ability of
families and caregivers to provide the requisite support and
environment to achieve school readiness (Ebrahim, Seleti &
Dawes 2013). Despite governmental attempts to find
appropriate ways to help caregivers or parents, the
responsibility for fulfilling the basic needs of children remains
the primary responsibility of the caregiver (Department of
Education 2001a). Thus, the perceptions of primary caregivers
and other stakeholders representing various systems become
important considerations.

Research on factors influencing school readiness focused on
barriers and facilitators of early child development and
school readiness. For example, a range of factors such
as unemployment, socio-economic status (SES), poor
nutrition, early deprivation and neglect of children that
adversely impact development were identified in
international literature (UNICEF 2009). UNICEF (2016)
reported that children in sub-Saharan countries were more
susceptible to these factors. The former Department of
Education (2001a) stated in the White Paper on Education
that approximately 40% of young children in South Africa
grow up in conditions of abject poverty and neglect. These
conditions predispose them to stunted growth, poor
adjustment at school, increased repetition and school
dropout. Unfavourable environmental conditions such as
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poor housing, lack of access to water, sanitation and poor
household hygiene contribute to infections and disease in
young children (Slemming & Saloojee 2013). Exposure to
violence and crime threaten the normal developmental
trajectory of children (Berry, Dawes & Biersteker 2013).
These factors compromise children’s development and
later school performance. This article attempts to begin
addressing this gap by reporting on the perceptions related
to school readiness of three major stakeholders in school
readiness, namely caregivers, educational and health
professionals. These stakeholders represent the familial,
educational and health systems, respectively.

Theoretical framework

The study was located within an ecological framework. School
readiness is conceptualised as a function of many contextual
influences and connections between individual and systemic
factors, for example, the child’s home, educational
environment and the broader community (Dockett & Perry
2002). The ecological framework conceptualises school
readiness as a multi-dimensional construct incorporating
interactions between systems, people and their relationships
(Wesley & Buysse 2003). In this framework, school readiness
is dependent on children’s skills and characteristics, home-
school connections, the philosophy of teachers (for example,
views, beliefs and activities), school policies, educational
structure and activities, that is, the schools’ readiness to
accommodate the child (Winter & Kelly 2008) and broader
philosophies reflected in the fifth and sixth White papers
(Department of Education 2001a, 2001b). For this study,
school readiness was thus defined as the accumulative ability
to engage curricular activities resulting in the mastery of
prescribed learning outcomes within the school context.

Research methods and design
Study design

This study used an exploratory research design with
qualitative methodology. Qualitative methodologies are
particularly appropriate for exploratory research and topics
that are under-researched (Cresswell 2007). Qualitative
methods allowed for an in-depth understanding of the
perceptions of these role players.

Setting

The Metro North Education District in Cape Town, South
Africa was the research setting. The district includes a
mixture of SES that provided a cross-section of contextual
considerations. Both governmental and non-governmental
schools including private and community-based options for
enrolment into the reception year (Grade R) exist in the
district.

Study population and sampling strategy

A snowball sample of 35 participants was recruited from
three stakeholder groups including caregivers of preschool
children, educators working in the reception year (Grade R)
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and pre-reception year (Grade RR), and professionals
registered with the Health Professionals Council of South
Africa (HPCSA). Index participants were identified based on
the work they have done, from websites and schools with
large preschool cohorts. The index participants recommended
other potential candidates.

The caregiver group included nine mothers who were single
(n = 5) and married (n = 4) women. Mothers included first-
time mothers (n = 2), mothers who already had an older child
(n =2) in school and mothers with their first child in Grade R
and a second child that is younger (n = 5). Two mothers had
part-time work, and the others were unemployed. Mothers’
ages ranged between 23 and 46 years. Four of the mothers
stayed in high to middle SES areas, while five mothers stayed
in low SES areas as defined by provincial census data
(Statistics South Africa 2012). Although the caregiver
subgroup theoretically included parents and caregivers of
children in Grade R, only mothers responded to the invitation
to participate.

The mothers reportedly assumed primary responsibility for
childcare during this developmental phase or were single
parents. The gendered nature of the response was noted and
was thought to be reflective of who engaged with the
education structure or school on behalf of the child for this
sample. Thus, the recruitment of male participants was not
pursued further in the present study. Fathers were identified
as a subgroup for further exploration.

Educators (n = 17) represented 10 preschools from the
governmental and non-governmental (private and
community-based) sectors. One school was recruited from
the fifth quintile (governmental school). Two schools were
recruited from the fourth quintile (a private and a
governmental school). Two schools were recruited from
the third quintile (DBE 2017). Five community-based
preschools were recruited from each of the second quintile
(n = 3) and first quintile (» = 2) based on the quintile
ranking assigned to the electoral wards where they were
located (Statistics South Africa 2015).

The targeted educators included two subgroups: (1) Qualified
preschool teachers working in the reception year (Grade R)
or pre-reception years (Grade RR), and (2) Facilitators who
have completed certified training in social-emotional
competencies in preschool children and were employed to
provide skills training at preschools with children in Grade R
and Grade RR. Educators’ experience across both subgroups
varied from two to 23-years post-qualification. All the
participants were women.

The health professional group (n = 9) consisted of three
psychologists, four social workers, one occupational therapist
and a paediatrician. The professionals reportedly focus
primarily on early intervention, assessment or treatment in
the school readiness domain. All participants were regarded
as experts in the field of child development based on
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12-21 years of experience, post-qualification. The majority of
health professionals worked in Early Childhood Development
(ECD) across governmental and non-governmental sectors
and were therefore aware of contextual challenges.

Data collection

Unstructured focus groups were the method of data collection.
Five focus groups were facilitated: Two caregiver groups with
four and five respondents, respectively, two educator groups
with eight and nine respondents respectively and one
professional group with nine respondents. The primary
author facilitated the focus groups and presented participants
with a single stimulus question, ‘Identify the factors that
might impact a child’s readiness to engage the learning
activities in Grade 1’. Responses were explored using reflection
of content and process. Groups lasted between 60 and 90
minutes. Data collection and analysis commenced in parallel
until saturation occurred.

Data analyses

Transcriptions were analysed thematically following the
steps outlined by Cresswell (2007). Firstly, the data was
prepared and organised for analyses. Secondly, the major
themes from the data were identified and noted. During this
process, the data was coded according to relationships
among one or more of the themes. Thirdly, the process of
focusing on the finer nuances of the themes was done (Evers
2015). The major themes were divided into sub-themes.
Fourthly, similarities and differences across stakeholder
groups were identified and discussed. Fifthly, the findings
were prepared and presented with illustrative quotes. The
sixth and last step included the author’s reflection on the
process. Trustworthiness of the data was enhanced by
independent analysis of data by the author and the co-
author. Reflections of a personal nature, which were
embedded in the authors’ culture, history and experiences,
enhanced trustworthiness of the data.

The conventions of credibility, transferability, dependability and
authenticity also received attention. To facilitate continuous self-
awareness and reflexivity, written reflections were made after
each of the groups. Data collection and analysis happened
under continuous supervision and mentoring. A clear
description of the research setting and participants was provided
to allow the reader to assess the extent to which the results are
transferrable. Double rating, consensual validation, reflexivity
and supervisory input as external auditing were used to enhance
the dependability of the data analysis and interpretation.
Conformability was enhanced through triangulation, and the
acknowledgement of predispositions that the authors had in the
analysis. To counter these, the analysis was done in a systematic
way with predetermined steps. To support authenticity peer
review was carried out.

Ethical considerations

Ethics clearance was obtained from the Senate Research
Committee of the University of the Western Cape (Reference
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number: SR14/2/8). Participants received an information
brochure which explain what participation would entail and
the rights and responsibilities of the researcher and
participants. Participants gave written consent to participate
in the study, for audio recording and for the dissemination of
findings in the form of thesis, conference presentations and
manuscripts. All ethics principles were upheld.

Findings and discussion

Four thematic categories were identified namely community
factors, adverse experiences, educational factors and familial
factors. Each category contains themes. Table 1 presents the
themes that stakeholders identified with direct quotations
including the source as caregivers (C), teachers (T) or
professionals (P). These categories are interrelated and not
mutually exclusive.

Theme 1

Community factors

Community factors included the broader social and economic
factors as perceived by stakeholders.

Unemployment: Chronic financial struggle due to
unemployment and cost of living impact parents” ability to
provide a nurturing and secure environment that optimally
facilitates school readiness:

‘I know mothers that keep their children at home; they try to
survive, they do not have a job or money to care for themselves
and their children.” (C6, female, single mother, low SES
environment)

The above quote from a single mother living in a low SES
environment emphasises how unemployment and cost of
living affect caregivers’ decisions and prevent them from
exposing children to early stimulating academic environments.
Similarly, a social worker working in a community setting
reflected that broader socio-economic challenges impact
parents’ ability to provide or engage with early academically
stimulating environments:

‘Parents don’t stimulate their children, because of the
environment that they grew up in and their children are now
growing up in. Some parents do not want to send their children
to school earlier than 5-years old because they cannot afford it;
they are unemployed and struggle to get food on the table. The

TABLE 1: Factors influencing school readiness.

Category Themes

1. Community Unemployment
Socio-economic status (SES)

Culture as moderator

2. Adverse experiences Violence
Trauma
Substance abuse

3. Educational Early stimulation
Teachers as role models
Barriers to learning

Collaboration and cooperation between stakeholders

4. Familial or Caregivers Parents as role models
Variations in child-rearing practices:
Parenting styles (responsive, uninvolved and
overprotective parenting)
Caregiver literacy
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first formal contact with education is Gr. R or even Gr. 1.
(P3, female, social worker, community setting)

These perceptions resonated with the literature reporting
that community factors, such as unemployment and financial
strains, have a significant impact on child development and
school readiness (Ebrahim, Seleti & Dawes 2013; Vorster et al.
2016; Ward et al. 2015). Young (2015) underscored that
financial survival and unemployment remain a primary
challenge for caregivers.

Socio-Economic Status (SES): Across stakeholders groups,
the impacts of familial, economic and social position on
school readiness were underscored. SES was based on
income, education and occupation in relation to others.
Mothers who lived in lower SES areas emphasised that access
to education and stimulating environments are dependent on
income and therefore was unattainable for the majority of
mothers. Consequently, their children are not exposed to
enriched early academic environments. They mentioned that
a lack of stimulating environments usually leads to school
dropout and engagement in behaviours, such as substance
use and promiscuity. When mothers spoke about school
readiness, it brought up social challenges they experienced as
a direct effect of socio-economic difficulties. For example,
financial struggles, partner violence, sexual and substance
use and abuse:

“You don’t often see a child of this area going to University. Not
a lot of our children have the opportunity to finish Gr. 12, they
drop out of school, start to drink, as small as 6 years old, they use
drugs, engage in sex.” (C7, female, low SES, unemployed)

Teachersidentified that success was linked with opportunities
and experiences associated with SES and stimulating
environments:

‘The children that are excelling are the children with good life
experiences, rich environments, notwithstanding the area that
they live.” (T17, female, non-governmental school)

High SES was not a guarantee of student success or readiness
as parent involvement often was compromised:

‘In higher SES environments, most parents are too busy...
Parents do everything for their children, children are never
taught to be responsible, work ethics are lacking.” (T12, female,
governmental school)

Parenting was often compromised in low SES settings:

‘In low SES there is less of an understanding of what parenting
entails, most parents swear, use substances and are also lower
functioning. There is a lack of discipline; parents let their children
do whatever they want to.” In lower SES in most cases, there is
just no parenting, no responsibility, lower cognitive functioning
or less child-rearing practices.” (P8, female, psychologist,
governmental and non-governmetal schools’” based)

In short, across stakeholders groups, there were concerns
about SES. Both low and high SES were identified as having
the potential to impact school readiness adversely. In low
SES, knowledge and opportunity were the primary concerns.
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Parental involvement was compromised in high SES despite
ready access to resources. These findings in line with the
researches studies that stress the direct relationship between
SES and the quality of care for the child in general (Bradley &
Corwyn 2002; De Lannoy & Swarts 2015).

Teachers focused on the relationship between quality of care,
child-rearing practices and SES. One teacher (T14, female),
teaching at a private school, stressed how caregivers prioritise
work and finance above child-rearing activities. Subsequently,
their children’s educational needs are often secondary,
overlooked and neglected. Another teacher (T2, female),
working in a community-based setting, stressed that the area
that families are living in is not the deciding factor per se, but
the availability of caregivers and attunement to the child’s
needs are the most important facilitator for readiness. The
concerns of teachers about parenting closely resemble
findings reported by Tomlinson (2013) that stressed the
importance of available and attuned caregivers for the
optimal development of children.

Psychologists and social workers also identified that low SES
environments affect parenting and child-rearing practices.
Practitioners stressed that less stimulation usually results in
lower cognitive functioning. Professional viewpoints were
consistent with literature reporting that a direct relationship
exists between children’s readiness to pursue schooling and
the type of SES environment that a child emanates from
(Raikes, Dua & Britto 2015; Richter et al. 2012).

Culture as moderator: Stakeholders’ understandings of
school readiness were embedded in their own attitudes,
customs, beliefs, values and traditions. Caregivers were
aware of the impact that values and norms have on
understandings of school readiness, but only referred to it
vaguely. One parent, whose child attends a governmental
preschool, shared how difficult it was for him to adjust to the
new setting because he was from a different culture and
nationality than the children at the school:

“A lack of understanding of cultural differences can influence a
child’s emotional and social functioning. As a foreigner my child
was the outsider and he found it very difficult to adjust, other
children were nasty towards him.” (C3, female, part time
employee, married)

Teachers felt that the interpretation of what readiness entails
was embedded in culture, that is, beliefs, traditions and
values. A teacher at a governmental preschool referred to
specific social behaviour in children related to specific
customs and stated that in a specific culture the behaviour
would be acceptable, while in another it would not be:

‘Social is also culturally defined, what is acceptable in one culture
is not always in the other, e.g. good manners to let the girl walk
in front is acceptable in one culture but not in another.” (T9,
female, governmental school)

Professionals showed awareness that an understanding of
readiness is dependent on role players’ ethnic and educational
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backgrounds, as well as the way that readiness is perceived
in their respective communities:

‘Cultures differ and caregivers have different understandings of
what to prioritise in their children’s development.” (P5, female,
psychologist)

Professionals illustrated their understandings with examples.
A paediatrician commented that:

‘Some children are not encouraged to share emotions, because
interpersonal relationships and the needs of the group take
precedence over the perception that emotions need to be
regulated and shared.” (P1, female, paediatrician, locum at semi-
urban areas)

The professional group felt that in societies where collectivism
is emphasised, social skills would take preference over
emotional competence, while in a more westernised society,
the focus would be on the mastery of emotions and
independence. The perceptions of stakeholders resonated
with research findings that underscored that development is
experience dependent, and therefore, varies with different
cultural and contextual influences (Janus & Offord 2007;
Raikes et al. 2015). Stakeholders’ viewpoints on community
factors replicate findings in the literature that emphasises the
significance of community factors, such as unemployment
and the impact of culture on understandings of child
development and school readiness (Ngwaru 2012; Ward et al.
2015; Webster-Stratton & Taylor 2001).

Theme 2

Adverse experiences

Adverse experiences included experiencing the effect of
violence, trauma and substance abuse in their home or
neighbourhood.

Violence, trauma and substance abuse: Most of the
stakeholders acknowledged that violence and abuse have a
directimpact on family functioning and child-rearing practices
that, in turn, impact school readiness. They were able to
identify the link between unemployment and social problems,
like violence, abuse and neglect in homes and schools:

‘Children are exposed to sex and violence too early. My child
knows when they are shooting outside and tell me to be careful.
I need to be so careful that my child is not exposed to abuse. She
has witnessed violence a few months ago but was too scared to
tell me about it.” (C6, female, single mother, low SES)

‘The child was exposed to drinking, swearing and drugs. When
the child got to Gr. 1 the child practiced the same at school, he
started bullying other children. He will most probably drink and
fight someday.” (C8, female, low SES, unemployed)

The above quotes illustrate how caregivers in lower socio-
economic areas spoke about violence in their neighbourhoods
and how this impacted their behaviour at home and school.
One single, unemployed mother (C5, female) shared the
story of her child that witnessed a rape in the neighbourhood,
but that she only became aware of it several days later. Thus,
caregivers in low socio-economic communities are often not
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able to track exposure to violence that, in turn, impacts the
child’s emotional well-being and functioning. Most mothers
felt that parents, who engage in destructive or aggressive
behaviour, model this behaviour to their children, who
replicate the behaviour at school (for example swearing,
bullying). Educators (T) illustrated how exposure to swearing
and violence affects the behaviour of children at school:

‘Children are exposed to group pressures and risks; they come
face to face with bullying and violence. Maybe if a parent’s
language is all about swearing, every second word a swear
word, the child is going to bring it across. The child will accept it
in their language, there is nothing wrong with it.” (T7, female,
community based school)

One teacher (T8, female) commented on how a child uses
foul language at school because such language was being
used at home. Teachers were able to convey excerpts of
situations in class where children’s behaviour reflected their
experiences at home and in their community.

One psychologist (P9) who works across settings emphasised
that children are shaped by their environment and that
challenges in their environment usually manifests in
emotional and behavioural difficulties. The psychologist
commented that not all children are affected in a negative
way and that some children become resilient. The quotes
below emphasise that contextual challenges and socio-
economic contexts impact children’s readiness:
‘Trauma, death and divorce impacts children’s emotional
development. Some children develop notwithstanding these
issues; others find it difficult to cope.” (P3, female, social worker,
community based setting)

These findings reiterated the importance of a safe environment
and early stimulation for optimal development (Barbarin,
Richter & DeWet 2001; Dawes, Donald & Louw 2000;
Kumpulainen et al. 2016; Mistry et al. 2010; Vorster et al. 2016).

Theme 3

Educational factors

Educational factors included the lack of early stimulation,
teacher support, barriers to learning, collaboration between
stakeholders and early stimulation in the learning context.

Early stimulation: Stakeholders saw exposure to an early
stimulating academic environment as essential for school
readiness. Mothers across SES contexts were able to recognise
that children needed exposure to formal learning contexts
such as creches and preschools, to develop physical,
emotional and social skills.

‘Early stimulation prepares children to go to school. It is
important that children go to creche or pre-school. They get used
to being with teachers and many children, playing and learning.’
(C2, female, middle SES)

Professionals saw attendance of creches and preschools as
synonymous with the opportunity for early identification of
factors that might impact school readiness. They emphasised
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the importance of early intervention to enhance children’s
chances to be school ready.

‘Earlier exposure to formal teaching from Gr. R provides the
opportunity for earlier assessment; and an opportunity to see
if the child is able to adjust to the formal structure of school,
thus ensuring earlier intervention if necessary.” (P8, female,
psychologist, governmental and non-governmental school
based)

Teachers emphasised the importance of early stimulation to
optimise emotional and social skills. One teacher spoke about
the importance of social frameworks other than the family.

‘Initially it is important to include children in social
frameworks to prepare them for school. They have to attend
creche or get used to playing with friends.” (T4, female,
governmental school based)

It becomes evident that environments other than the home
could provide opportunities for development. The findings
echoed research that reported early exposure to a conducive
learning environment fostered academic and emotional-
social skills (Jones, Bailey & Jacob 2014; Webster-Stratton &
Reid 2004).

Role of teachers: Teachers were seen as key figures in the
development of children’s skills and abilities in preparation
for the formal academic environment. Teachers were seen as
educators, role models and facilitators of optimal growth,
and they serve as guides in the process of learning. Teachers
were described as partners that support children to acquire
the essential building blocks for academic, emotional and
social skills.

Mothers’ perceptions of the contribution teachers make to
children becoming school ready were based on their personal
experiences with educators and school systems. For example,
a single, unemployed mom living in a low SES environment
(C8, female) felt that teachers could act as ‘substitutes’ for
parents to stimulate and educate the child in situations where
they are unable to do so:

‘If parents are absent teachers can act as replacements, they
cannurture children.” (C8, female, single mother, unemployed,
low SES)

Another single mother (C9, female) from the same area,
expressed concerns about teachers being ‘bad role models” as
they swear and resort to hidings if the children do not comply
with their demands:

‘Some teachers are bad role models; they swear, give hidings and
are abusive towards children.” (C9, female, single mother,
unemployed, low SES)

Teachers saw their role as supportive and corrective. For
example, to assist children in the classroom to acquire
cognitive, social and emotional skills and to act as role models
if parents are not able to set an example for their children.
One teacher (T5, female), teaching in a low SES community
setting commented:
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“A child whose mother is always shouting and screaming, in the
classroom you will say, no, no, my darling that is not the way to
doit, don’t shout like that, it scares me. If the child stops you will
praise him and say well done, praising the child for what he did.’
(T5, female, low SES, community based)

Teachers underscored that they play a supportive role to
parents who are the primary educators of the child. One
Teacher (T6, female) mentioned that her primary focus is to
build on existing skill sets in the classroom:

“The parent’s contribution is essential. They have an equal role to
play in their child’s education. Learning starts at home. We build
on the basic skills in the classroom.” (T6, female, non-
governmental school)

Professionals saw teachers as important facilitators of
learning. For example, an occupational therapist mentioned
the essential role that teachers play to facilitate optimal
development on all levels:

“Teachers need to help children to acquire the basic skills needed
for school entry’ (P7, female, occupational therapist,
governmental and non-governmental schools)

Professionals also identified that teachers must hold the
balance between being change-oriented and validating of
children’s performance and learning. Professionals stressed
the importance of teachers being ‘in sync’ with children’s’
abilities, and to not “push children’ too hard:
‘It is important for teachers not to push children too much.” (P2,
female, social worker)

Professionals also felt that teachers should identify early
barriers through assessment practices that inform decisions
about intervention practices:

‘Teachers observe, make notes on what the child find easy or
struggle with. They have themes weekly that is used to teach and
assess where children is at. Themes have cognitive, social,
emotional or behavioural contexts. They observe what the child
finds easy and what the child struggles with.” (P4, female, social
worker, community based)

The findings in this theme highlighted the quality of the
relationship between teachers and children, and how teachers
take up their role in order to facilitate school readiness.
Research similarly emphasised that a close, nurturing
relationship between children and teachers plays an important
role in the acquisition of academic as well as, social and
emotional skills (Howes et al. 2008, Mashburn et al. 2008;
Yoleri 2016).

Barriers to learning: Role players agreed that the educational
context is in constant flux. They identified lack of teacher
qualification and the lack of infrastructure in preschools as
important barriers to learning that, in turn, affects teaching
practices and ultimately school readiness.

Mothers raised concerns about teacher qualifications. For
example, one caregiver (C3, female) from a high SES
preschool commented:
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‘Not all teachers are qualified teachers.” (C3, female, married,
part-time employed, high SES)

The mothers from low SES areas in particular felt that
unqualified teachers lacked important skills. For example, C7
(a caregiver from a low SES educational environment)
commented that:

‘Not all teachers are trained teachers. They lack the skills to
teach. They don’t know how to help them to learn. We need
trained teachers and teachers that are good for our children.’
(C7, female, low SES, unemployed)

As a result, the mothers felt that unqualified teachers could
not provide optimal stimulation or conducive learning
environments for children in order to prepare them to be
school ready:

“We need teachers that are good for our children. Some teachers
are just there for the money but they treat our children badly.
They swear, and hit them, they do not want to help them when
they need it. They need to learn how to help our children.” (C9,
female, low SES, unemployed)

Teachers mentioned other barriers, such as difficulties
with infrastructure in the school environment —big classes,
lack of qualified and motivated personnel, unrealistic
expectations from their superiors, changing curriculums
and unrealistic demands from caregivers. They agreed
with caregivers that this impacted negatively on children’s
chances to benefit optimally from learning. Teachers also
expressed concern about differential teaching strategies
and a lack of resources as factors that affect their ability to
assist in readying children:

‘Not all schools are the same, the methods of teaching are not
the same, it is hectic on the child if he needs to change schools.”
(T11, female, governmental school)

Professionals, more specifically social workers, commented
on the lack of infrastructure and resources in schools, such as
inadequate classrooms, unqualified personnel and the
number of children per class and how this impact on teachers’
ability to assist in children’s learning:

‘Children also fail to learn the basic skills such as reading and
writing in the foundational phase [Gr. 1-3] this highlights
challenges with infrastructures at school, a lack of resources.’
(P6, female, social worker, low and middle SES)

The above quotes emphasise the importance of teacher
qualification in the provision of optimal stimulation of
children. This confirms the importance of policy and action
plans such as the Policy on Minimum Requirement for
Programmes leading to Qualifications in Higher Education
for Early Childhood Development Educators to
operationalise training (DHET 2017). The availability of a
more conducive environment to teach children, such as the
provision of adequate infrastructure in schools, will also
enhance optimal learning, which in turn affects school
readiness. The operationalisation of action plans such as the
National Action Plan for Children 2012-2017 (DWCPD
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2012) and the National Audit of ECD policies and services
1994-2004 (Williams et al. 2001) needs ongoing attention to
provide a conducive environment for children to learn.

Collaboration and cooperation between stakeholders:
Stakeholders agreed that ongoing collaboration is paramount
to children’s school readiness. The importance of ongoing
collaboration between caregiver, parent and professional was
a focus in most of the discussions. Stakeholders felt that clear
and continuous communication and collaboration would
ensure that the child has the best possible chance to acquire
skill sets necessary for optimal development and school entry
and that this would create a balanced upbringing.

All mothers acknowledged the importance of a close
collaborative relationship between caregiver and teacher
with the primary focus on the child’s need. One mother
stated that both teacher and caregiver are ‘raising the same
child” (C8, female). Another mother (C7, female) reflected
that the parent must actively enquire about the child’s day
at school:

“You need to ask as a parent, what did you do at school today?
You need to work hand in hand with the teacher. You are raising
one child and this is the future of the child.” (C7, female, low SES,
unemployed)

Teachers echoed the perception of caregivers and emphasised
the importance of a collaborative relationship between school
and home:

‘Teachers are usually in tune with the children’s behaviour and
will call the caregiver if they note something noteworthy or any
changes in the child’s behaviour.” (T9, female, governmental
school)

Teachers and parents commented that effective
communication is not always forthcoming and that they
sometimes struggle to maintain a collaborative relationship,
because of other chronic environmental pressures. Viewpoints
from caregivers and teachers on professional involvement
were not so prominent, most probably because professionals
are mainly involved once assessment and intervention
became the focus point.

Professionals stressed that communication between home
and school is essential to foster optimal development of
children’s abilities. One social worker (P3) reflected that good
communication contributes to an effective monitoring that
covers the home and school environments:

‘Communication between caregivers and teachers about
children’s behaviour at school and at home will foster reliable
and valid monitoring of children’s development and growth.’
(P3, female, social worker, community based school)

The importance of collaboration between the different role
players in child development has been the focus of various
studies. Findings from these studies emphasised that
collaboration between the different ecological systems
(parents, educators, community) is of paramount importance
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for the optimal development of the child’s academic and
social skills (Janus & Offord 2007, Mashburn et al. 2008;
Rimm-Kaufmann, Pianta & Cox 2000; Rimm-Kaufmann &
Sandilos 2017).

Theme 4

Familial factors

Stakeholders identified parents as role models as the most
important factor in the child’s immediate family of origin or
caregiving that affects school readiness. Other factors were
variation in child-rearing practices and caregivers literacy.

Parents as role models: Stakeholders emphasised that
caregivers act as primary role models for children to acquire
academic and emotional-social skills. They felt that the home
environment and relationship between parents are essentially
the building blocks of children’s general attitude towards
school and others. Most stakeholders felt that skills (for
example, emotional and social skills) can be taught, primarily
through parental example.

Mothers were aware of the impact that their behaviour has
on their children’s general attitude towards others. One
mother with a child in a governmental school stated that the
example that she sets becomes the basis for her child’s general
attitude towards relationships and learning:

“A child learns through modelling, parents’ attitude towards one
another is the basis of the child’s attitude towards peers and
teachers.” (C3, female, married, part-time employee, high SES)

Teachers conveyed that children learn from their parents and
that parental attitude and values are transferred to children
who will display these attributes through their behaviour in
the school environment:

‘Social skills are taught through behaviour. Parents set clear
examples of what is acceptable and non-acceptable behaviour.”
(T7, female, community based school)

Similar to teachers’ viewpoints, professionals felt that
children would show the same attributes in their relationships
in the school contexts that were shown to them by their
caregivers in the family context:

‘Children will gravitate towards other children that have the
same type of experiences in social context.” (P1, female,
paediatrician)

Stakeholders emphasised the importance of parental
attitude and involvement in the development and
education of children. Parents wittingly or unwittingly
model attitudes to education through their involvement in
readying the child and education. These findings were
similar to findings reported in the literature (Ngwaru 2012;
Ward et al 2015; Ward & Wessels 2013). These authors
agreed that a lack of involvement, under-stimulation, and
a lack of cooperation with other role players to foster
cognitive, emotional and social skills in children hamper
healthy development.
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Variations in child-rearing practices: Stakeholders agreed
that parental styles in the home environment have an
important impact on children’s stance towards academic and
socio-emotional development and children’s readiness to
learn. Parents’ availability and ability to express warm and
accepting behaviour and to respond to the needs of children
were the strongest facilitator of learning. Parents being
unavailable, uninvolved, critical or overprotecting were
identified as potential barriers that might affect children’s
ability to learn.

All mothers expressed awareness that they had to be present
and responsive to their children’s needs in order to facilitate
school readiness:

“As parents, we have to play a vital role in our children’s lives to
teach them what is right and what is wrong, they have to be able
to say no to abuse, feel comfortable to speak to us about emotions
or things that happened at school that they are unsure about. If
they can’t trust us whom are they going to tell?” (C8, female,
single, unemployed, low SES)

Mothers expressed concerns about their ability to be
responsive to children’s’ needs. One mother (C5, female)
from alow SES environment said that an abusive environment
sometimes makes it difficult for her to attend to her child’s
needs, and that it causes a break in trust between herself and
her child, which would then affect relationships at school:

‘Children also learn from their parents. The father works all
week, the father gets paid by the end of the week and drink the
whole weekend. The mother needs to take care of the father and
his drinking. She is not able to care for her child, the child turns
to others for attention. The child never feels that the mother is
there for her.” (C5, female, single, unemployed)

Teachers identified that parents who are unable to set
appropriate boundaries for their children might cause
children to display inappropriate behaviour at school. They
also expressed concern about parents’ inability to teach
children to be independent and responsible:

‘Most parents are just not interested. No discipline, children
don’t learn what is right and wrong. They never learn to do
homework, to say thank you or to help others.” (T5, female, low
SES, community based).

Professionals agreed that parents’ actions at home have a
direct effect on children’s behaviour at school:

‘Parental viewpoints and behaviour impacts school readiness.
Parents need to act responsible and set appropriate boundaries,
if they are overprotective or neglectful this might impact
children’s behaviour at school. Some parents over stimulate their
children whilst others do nothing.” (P5, female, psychologist)

Teachers and professionals highlighted that parents need to
be able to provide the ‘blueprint” for their children through
modelling and effective discipline. This would assist the
child to build character and develop values such as respect
and responsibility. Overall stakeholders underscored the
importance of an immediate supportive family context to
optimally develop school readiness in children.
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The findings here indicated that involvement, appropriate
attunement and responsiveness were important for
developing school ready children that resonated with the
notion of ‘responsive parenting’ in literature. Responsive
parenting includes components of warmth and sensitivity,
support for the child’s emerging autonomy and active
participation in learning (Sheridan et al. 2010). Research
findings generally underscored that responsive parenting
was beneficial and enhanced academic abilities in children
(Landry et al. 2001; Sheridan et al. 2008). Similarly,
unresponsive parenting, such as being overcritical,
overinvolved and distant, acted as barriers to the
development of academic and social-emotional skills
(Denham & Weissberg 2004).

Caregiver literacy: All stakeholder groups identified
caregiver literacy as an important factor that affects school
readiness. Caregiver literacy summarised multiple references
to parental education that was seen as an important factor
influencing parents’ ability to prepare and support their
children to become school ready:

‘Some parents might also not be educated enough in terms of
what is required to help their children, generally, parents are
not well read in terms of raising their children. This influence
their ability to help their children with, for instance homework.”
(C5, female, single, unemployed)

The above quote from a caregiver, who lives in a low SES
area, illustrates that the fund of knowledge and level of
education of parents impact the extent to which they are able
to support their children’s educational development.
Similarly, teachers identified that parents lacked the academic
skills to assist with their children’s education. Teachers
working in low socio-economic preschools further identified
that children turn to siblings and peers for guidance and help
when caregiver literacy is compromised as illustrated in the
quote below:

‘In our community a lot of parents never learned to read and
write. We have a staggering number of children in the family
where the older ones teach the younger ones, children learn
faster from peers than from the adult that are in their
environment.” (T4, female, governmental school)

In contrast, an educator teaching in a high SES environment
(T2, female, community based) felt that parents, that are
more educated, were generally more aware of their children’s
needs and were able to assist their children to become school
ready. In addition, these caregivers were also actively
involved and pursued knowledge and information to provide
for their children’s development:

‘Parents [from high SES environments] seem more driven to be
involved and to educate themselves in terms of development
and the contribution that they can make in their child’s life.”
(T2, female, community based)

Stakeholders mirrored research findings that caregivers’
literacy and education are important facilitators of
development and school readiness (Albino & Berry 2013;
Case, Fertig & Paxson 2005; Hall 2015).
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Discussion

The findings are distilled into a graphic representation of
four quadrants that represented each of the thematic
categories extrapolated from stakeholders. Figure 1 depicts
the themes as mutually influencing.

The first quadrant represented community factors that
impact the development of school readiness. This theme
emphasised that unemployment, SES and culture act as
important barriers that might affect children’s school
readiness. The important role that broader ecological and
societal factors play in preparation for school at a macro
level is underscored. These factors are pervasive in the
local context.

The second quadrant referred to adverse experiences that
affect the development of school readiness. The focus is
placed on factors such as violence, trauma and substance
abuse. The importance of a safe environment for child
development and wultimately school readiness was
highlighted. This quadrant logically extends from the first.
Adverse experiences and communal factors are intricately
connected in the same manner that school readiness is a
logical outflow of dynamic development.

The third quadrant related to educational factors that impact
school readiness. Educational factors constitute an important
component of school readiness. Role players emphasised the
importance of educational factors in facilitating school
readiness. The important role of early stimulation, teacher
support, barriers to learning and the importance of a working
relationship between caregiver and parents were identified.
Education can be a natural extension of the familial system.

The fourth quadrant, related to familial factors. Caregivers,
parental styles and caregiver literacy were identified as
important components to facilitate school readiness. The
fourth quadrant underscores the essential role of caregivers
in providing a supportive context for development.

¢ Unemployment e Violence
® SES
e Culture as

moderator

e Trauma

¢ Substance

Community Adverse abuse

factors experiences

Educational Familial
factors factors
e Early stimulation'

e Teachers as
role models

® Parents as
role models

e Variation in child
rearing practises

e Barriers to learning
e Lack of collaboration

between role players e Caregiver literacy

SES, socio-economic status.
FIGURE 1: Themes that impact school readiness.
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The above factors impact children’s overall development
and readiness for school. The child in the context of his or her
family (quadrant four) lives in a particular environment
(quadrant two) and community (quadrant one), and is being
educated in a particular educational system (quadrant three)
that perpetuates contextual challenges. The themes constitute
as a whole in which the factors are mutually influencing in
the context of ready communities, ready schools, ready
families and ready children. Figure 1 illustrates how these
factors act as barriers or facilitators of readiness for
mainstream school and preschool child development.
Figure 1 illustrated stakeholder insights into the various
socio-cultural, ecological, communal and familial factors
affecting school readiness. Findings provide affirmation that
understandings of school readiness are situated in
community, environmental, educational and familial factors
and that these factors interact. Decisions around school
readiness should therefore not be separated from broader
contextual issues that affect the child, caregivers, schools and
the community in which the child functions.

To conclude:

e A developmental and contextual awareness of school
readiness is essential and needs to inform policies and
strategies to address the identified challenges. Such an
understanding could facilitate optimal early stimulation,
education and intervention strategies for children.
Contextually sensitive interventions should address
barriers and facilitators at the level of the family,
community and educational system.

e At the level of community, the impact or consequences of
adverse circumstances such as poverty, violence and abuse
must be mitigated. Engagement in programmes, such as
feeding schemes, are practical examples addressing social
challenges. A higher level of integration and collaboration
between programmes might increase the reach.

e Attheeducational level, teachers and health professionals
must add screening measures of barriers to readiness to
batteries used for school readiness assessments. This
would assist in developing a contextual understanding of
the factors that impact readiness. It would also assist in
classroom management and collaboration with parents to
try to reduce or alleviate the challenges that children face
in cognitive, emotional and social domains. This might
also assist parents to develop coping and intervention
strategies to enhance children’s skills.

e At the level of the family, responsive and attuned
parenting must be promoted to strengthen caregiver’s
relationships with their children. This will enhance
children’s readiness to learn and their emotional and
social skills to contribute to autonomous and empathic
children that are able to relate to peers and teachers in the
classroom.

Limitations of the study

During the recruitment phase, only female caregivers and
educators responded. The gendered pattern to participation

Page 11 of 13 . Original Research

http://www.sajce.co.za . Open Access

was reflective of the pattern to engagement with the education
structure or school on behalf of the child and who teaches in
the foundational phase. Male perspectives were excluded
and thus remain a limitation.

Trustworthiness of data could have been improved by using
member checking. This limitation was off-set by the triangular
nature of the multiple role-player groups.

Non-governmental schools included community-based and
private schools that are not allocated to quintiles like
governmental schools. The electoral wards were used as a
proxy for quintiles based on provincial census data. However,
census data also contain error and thus classification might
have been flawed. The distribution of schools per quintile
was relatively even. This was a function of the response to
the invitation to participate rather than an explicit
stratification for recruitment purposes. A more intentional
consideration of quintiles would have strengthened the
sample stratification.

The health professionals’ subgroup consisted of mainly
psychologists and social workers providing psychotherapeutic
services. Recruitment from other health professions would
have been beneficial.

Recommendations

A replication of this study is recommended to explore the
perceptions of under-represented subgroups. In each of the
stakeholder groups, there were specific subgroups identified
as the focus for future research, including teachers at private
schools, speech and occupational therapists as professionals
and parents or caregivers.
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