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Abstract 

Schools are meant to be the epicentre for literacy formation and development of learners to 

fulfil their goals, however, most learners with reading difficulties fail to reach minimum 

literacy standards. This qualitative inquiry embedded in interpretive paradigm investigated 

teaching strategies used by teachers to support learners with reading difficulties in Grade 4 in 

East London (Buffalo City district). The study focused on four selected primary schools in 

East London. Purposive sampling was used with twelve Grade 4 teachers, one Natural 

Science to establish what strategies they use to support Grade 4 learners with reading 

difficulties and two English teachers from each school. Interviews and observations guided 

by interview protocol and observation schedule using thematic analysis were used. The major 

findings revealed that some schools have inadequate facilities and obsolete infrastructure for 

example; some teachers experienced ill-disciplined learners due to big numbers. It was clear 

from the findings that emancipated from the study that teachers need more knowledge on 

reading strategies. Lack of training for teachers in reading strategies also exacerbates the 

problem as teachers voiced out that they are unable to support learners with reading 

difficulties due to limited knowledge of reading strategies.  

Keywords: Reading difficulties, Grade 4, Intervention strategies 
 

Introduction 

      Worthington (2013, p. 2) states that “children need lots of opportunities to build spoken 

language by talking and listening, learn about print and books, learn about the sounds of 

spoken language, identify the letters of the alphabet, and listen to books read aloud.” 

Subsequently, reading is a skill that needs to be enhanced at an early age hence; it is required 

in order to find a considerable job (Heckman, 2011). In line with the view above, Davis 
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(2014) added that the failure to master reading skills could result to dawdling job 

performance. Fesi (2018) views reading as a global problem since even in developed 

countries learners find difficulty to read. Fesi (2018) further submits that in United Kingdom 

approximately 30% to 35% of learners have difficulties with reading in the fourth-grade. 

The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) (2016) revealed that fourth-grade 

learners in United States got 36% Proficient level in NAEP reading.  

      Researchers such as Commeyras and Mazile (2011 cited by Ruterana, 2014) reveal in 

their study that the reading culture in Africa is poor or simply does not exist; in Rwanda, 

there is a prevalence of oral communication more than reading of stories. Ndikubwayezu 

(2009) concurs that lack of a reading culture in Rwanda is protuberant. Kenechi (2010 cited 

in Fesi, 2018) reiterates that Rwandans are not interested in reading because they are not 

aware of the advantages of reading. Fesi (2018) states that parents are not involved in 

their children’s education. Ruterana (2011) accentuates that home and parents are 

important primary educators. This is not the case in Rwanda and this makes reading 

difficulties to continue unabated. 

      South African Institute of Race Relations (2018) surmise those learners who attend in 

South African schools are struggling to read. Howie, Combrinck and Roux (2017) submit that 

of the 50 countries in South Africa that participated in the reading tests, 78% of South 

African grade four learners could not reach the minimum reading benchmark, compared to 

4% internationally and nearly 80% of South African learners in grade four cannot read. 

Globally, literature has indicated in the above statistics that indeed there is a need for teachers 

to support learners with reading difficulties in grade four. The teachers need to use various 

teaching strategies in their classrooms to support learners who are struggling to read in Grade 

Four English First Additional Language (EFAL). Reading plays an important role in any 

educational system, thus enhancement of reading skills is essential and possible with the 

support of effective reading strategies. Medina (2007, p.4 cited in Ulker, 2017) defines 

reading comprehension strategies as "a complex process involving interactions between the 

reader and the text, using multiple skills." Teachers need to equip themselves with new 

strategies (Karimi & Veisi (2016)).  Training and workshops on relevant strategies is 

essential so that teachers will impart the knowledge to grade four learners. Ahmad (2015) 

also added that visual aids and technology assist learners and teachers to improve reading and 

reading comprehension. However, some schools still have inadequate infrastructure and 

obsolete facilities that hinder the progress to improve reading with struggling learners.  
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      Despite the proliferation of studies on reading in the English language, there are relatively 

few studies on strategies to support learners with reading difficulties in Intermediate Phase 

hence; I attempt to fill the gap as this study examines the strategies used by teachers to 

support grade four EFAL learners with reading difficulties. This study will add value to the 

body of knowledge hence it will inform English teachers on the strategies to use in dealing 

with the issues of reading and writing to learners with reading difficulties. This study will 

also benefit English language teachers, language practitioners, policy makers and learners as 

it will be used as reference material. The Ethical clearance no MOO 041 SFES 01 was from 

the University of Fort Hare. 

 

Purpose of the study 

      The purpose of the study was to examine strategies used by teachers to support Grade 4 

EFAL with reading difficulties.  The failure to achieve academic outcomes in Intermediate 

Phase with Grade 4 in particular in South Africa, is well distinguished. The poor results of 

this nature are attributed to learners’ inability to read with comprehension and teachers have 

limited use of strategies to teach reading at this level (Department of Basic Education, 2014). 

The following question was followed in order to achieve this goal: 

 

Main research question  

What strategies do teachers use to support Grade Four learners with reading difficulties? 
 
Sub research questions: 

• What kind of support can teachers give to struggling readers in Grade Four English 

First Additional Language learners?  

Theoretical Framework 

Social Cognitive Theory 

      The theoretical framework underpinning this study is anchored on the social cognitive 

theory and the proponent of this theory is Bandura 1986. Poor readers are found to be lacking 

in various reading processes, such as decoding, cognitive processes, metacognitive processes 

and working memory processes (van Steensel, Oostdam, van Gelderen, & van Schooten, 

2016). The use of cognitive and metacognitive strategies promotes the efficiency of reading 

process to learners who experience reading difficulties. 
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Literature Review 

Support for learners with reading difficulties. 

• Cognitive and Learning Strategy 
Phatudi (2014, p.41) emphasizes that a “learners’ mental or intellectual ability p l a ys  a role 

in language learning.” In cognitive learning strategy, teaching is tailored according to the 

learners’ needs (Yilmaz, 2011). Basic characteristics of a classroom instruction based on 

cognitive strategies can be summarized as follows: Adapted from (Yilmaz, 2011, p.208). 

Emphasis on the active involvement of the learner in the learning process 

(learner control) 

Metacognitive training (e.g. self-planning, monitoring and revising techniques) 

Use of hierarchical analyses to identify and illustrate prerequisite relationships 

(cognitive task analysis procedures) 

Emphasis on structuring, organizing, and sequencing information to facilitate 

optimal processing (use of cognitive strategies such as outlining, summaries, 

synthesizers, advanced organizers, etc.) 

Creation of learning environments that allow and encourage students to make 

connections with previously learned material (recall of prerequisite skills; use of 

relevant examples, analogies). 

• Metacognitive strategy in teaching reading and reading comprehension 

According to Chow, cited in Lang (2012), metacognition is the manner of how a person 

becomes aware of his or her developed level of understanding. Benchmark Education (2015, 

p.4) states that it is imperative “to teach metacognitive reading strategies in the primary 

years.” Benchmark Education further states that good readers learn how to use cognitive 

and metacognitive strategies together, with the purpose of cultivating a profound 

understanding of a content-area topic and to construct knowledge through a variety of 

different settings. Balcikanli (2011) posits that teachers should be in a position to know 

their own teaching. Metacognitive reading strategy awareness has become one of the current 

techniques used to teach reading comprehension to English First Additional Language 

Learners. 

 

Intervention strategies for Learners with Reading Difficulties 

      Grade 4 learners whose reading ability is below normative expectations are the focus of 

this review. The interventions below aimed to assist these learners to improve their reading 
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proficiency. The eight reading intervention strategies for struggling learners are adapted 

from the National Reading Panel (2000 cited in Ness, 2016, p.4-6) such as follows: 

Comprehension monitoring in which the reader learns how to be aware or conscious 

of his or her understanding during reading and learns procedures to deal with 

problems in understanding as they arise. 

Cooperative learning in which readers work together to learn strategies in the 

context of reading. 

Graphic and semantic organizers, which allow the reader to represent graphically 

(write or draw) the meanings and relationships of the ideas that underlie the words in 

the text. 

Story structure from which the reader learns to ask and answer who, what, where, 

when, and why questions about the plot and, in some cases, maps out the time line, 

characters, and events in stories. 

Question answering in which the reader answers questions posed by the teacher and 

is given feedback on the correctness. 

Question generation in which the reader asks himself or herself why, when, where, 

why, what will happen, how, and who questions. 

Summarization in which the reader attempts to identify and write the main or most 

important ideas that integrate or unite the other ideas or meanings of the text into a 

coherent whole. 

Multiple strategy instruction in which the reader uses several of the procedures in 

interaction with the teacher over the text. Multiple strategy teaching is effective when 

the procedures are used flexi bland appropriately by the reader or the teacher in 

naturalistic contexts. 

 

Methodology 

Design 

      This study investigates the strategies used by teachers to support grade four EFAL 

learners with reading difficulties.  The study focused on four primary schools in the East 

London, Buffalo city district, Eastern Cape Province of the Department of Education. The 

study used a qualitative research approach embedded in an interpretative paradigm and a case 

study design. Merriam and Grenier (2019) state that qualitative research approach allowed 

the researcher to research about the problem at hand holistically, taking into considerations a 

few variables involved by using interviews and observations with twelve (12) teachers.  
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Participants 

       The sample for this study comprised twelve (12) Grade 4 teachers who were purposively 

selected from 4 public schools. Three educators from each school made up of two language 

teachers and one Natural Science educator. The participants were selected on the basis that 

they were teaching English and Natural Science in Grade four. 

 

Data collection method 

        Data was collected from twelve (12) Grade 4 teachers. We used an in-depth, semi-

structured interviews using same interview protocol to probe further to get clarification of 

answers. Observations were also conducted with the same teachers in their classrooms using 

observation schedule. Data presented in this study were taken from a bigger scale on reading 

problems. Ethical issues concerning anonymity, confidentiality, trustworthiness and access to 

the data were discussed with the participants who gave informed consent prior to data 

collection. Ethical clearance no MOO 041 SFES 01 was from the University of Fort Hare.  

 

Data collection procedure 

       Assent to conduct the study was received from the Department of Basic Education 

(Eastern Cape). The respondents who were involved in the study gave their informed consent 

and acceptance to participation prior to data collection. Prior permission from the 

interviewees to record the interviews responses who took 50 minutes with tape recorder was 

requested and it was granted. The participants were all provided with feedback on the 

transcriptions of their responses to check if that was the true reflection of their rejoinders. 

Notes taken from observations were checked for omissions or errors.  

 

Data analysis 

       Thematic analysis was used in analysing the data (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). Codes 

were used to protect schools and teachers’ identity for confidentiality purposes as Codes were 

used, for example, EPI (English Participant 1), NSP2 (Natural Science Participant 2). In this 

study, recurrent instances were identified and grouped together. Two themes emancipated 

from the interviews and observations to answer the research questions below:  
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Findings  

Theme 1: Support provided to learners with reading difficulties.  

      The researcher was interested in establishing if the teachers support learners with reading 

difficulties. These are the responses of teachers on the support they provide to Grade Four 

learners with reading challenges. For example, participant from school A responded as 

follows. 

EP2 had this to say, 

I give them more reading extracts to be taken home so that they 

can practice reading. I give them extracts on things they do in 

everyday life that are interesting to them. For example, when 

his or her mother is cooking samp at home she will read to her 

the recipe. I also allow them to cut the adverts and pictures that 

are in those magazines for cooking which we normally get them 

on everyday basis. I support them by bringing magazines and 

let them cut the piece of papers to compile simple sentences for 

reading extracts. 

 

Further, EP1 disclosed,  

I develop summaries after every reading we have done in the 

classroom. I assist with homework and building of 

vocabularies. I think it would be appropriate if we can get 

Remedial teachers in our schools, as we have no idea on how to 

deal with the learners who are unable to read. This is a big 

problem in almost all the schools.  

 

Concurring with the above sentiments, EP3 reiterated, 

I support them by providing newspapers and magazines for 

extra reading I develop summaries after every reading we have 

done in the classroom. I assist with homework and building of 

vocabularies. I think it would be appropriate if we can get 

Remedial teachers in our schools to assist us. 
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In addition, NSP1 who is teaching Natural Sciences commented, 

The support that I am giving them is that when a child tries to 

read I reward them with stars. Whenever they get these stars, 

they become motivated. With those who cannot read it is not 

easy I do not want to lie, as they are unable to write as well. At 

least we got the Science kit as it helps with reading in Natural 

Sciences as these Science kits have names, labels, concepts that 

I let them to read. I let them summarise and compare their work 

with the peers. 

EP2 indicated, 

I give them individual attention although it is so difficult due to 

the big classes. Sometimes I let them do individual reading and 

let their peers to assist them. If the peers fail, I intervene as a 

teacher. I assist with the pronunciation of words and give them 

the meanings of the words. I also give them tasks as extra 

homework. I make use of sight words and phonics to improve 

learners reading difficulties 

 

The researcher observed lesson introduction, interaction with learners and 

logical progression of the lesson; reading intervention strategies used, 

resources and question techniques. EP1 participant was teaching and the 

researcher was observing, 

The teacher grouped the learners into four big groups. The 

desks were against the wall and the learners were seated down 

in those groups. While the learners were trying to organise the 

seating arrangement the noise they caused alarmed the teacher 

who was using the next-door class. He came to discipline them. 

They simply laughed at the teacher. The teacher distributed 

eight books to be shared amongst the learners, some found it 

difficult to have access to the books, and, as a result, these 

learners were not attentive at all. They were instructed to read 

any story silently. This was very awkward. Some learners 

remained passive throughout the period. The teacher asked the 

http://www.ijiset.com/


IJISET - International Journal of Innovative Science, Engineering & Technology, Vol. 7 Issue 2, February 2020  

ISSN (Online) 2348 – 7968 | Impact Factor (2019) – 6.248 

www.ijiset.com 

235 
 

learners to share stories. One group tried to read and share the 

story. Other groups asked for extra time. 

 

NST 1, teacher was doing a lesson on energy. The researcher observed the following, 

She instructed the learners to take out their textbooks. She 

requested the learners to do skimming to identify difficult words. 

She wrote those words on the blackboard. The teacher read the 

words one by one and explained each of the words. The teacher 

explained the lesson using code switching. There were Science 

pictures that were in the walls and there was a notice board as 

well. During the observation, the researcher also noticed that 

there were many learners in a classroom.  

 

The lesson would be more effective if the teacher was using practical examples however, due 

to lack of resources the teacher was somewhat restricted. There was  

a bit of noise in this class. 

 

Theme 2: Strategies to support learners with reading difficulties  

Information was solicited from the participants to find out strategies to be recommended for 

proficient reading. The researcher was interested to elicit the strategies teachers employ when 

teaching reading to support learners with difficulties, EP2 remarked, 

I make it a point that many different types of reading materials 

are available for use to my learners. Walls are filled with 

literacy materials, pictures and media. Summarizing, 

comparing and contrasting, inference, drawing conclusions and 

expressing opinions were strategies that were recommended for 

to improve proficiency in learners. 

 

 

In concurrence, EP3 pointed out,  
I support my learners by using different strategies for the same 

lesson. I assist my learners with the building of new vocabulary, 

give the meanings to the new words and let them use the new 

words in the sentences. I ask my learners to read the story after 
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I have modelled it to them. I let them re-tell the story and I 

assist and support them if they are stuck. I let them summarize 

everything and I give necessary support on how to write 

summaries. I make it a point that my classroom has a space for 

small groups’ arrangement so that I will be able to apply 

individualisation. Technology assists us a lot, as I just sent my 

learners to the computer laboratory to be given a support with 

e-reading program.  

 
EP4 noted,  

I normally organise the mobile library and assist on how to get 

cards for them to borrow book so that they can be able to read 

for fun and enjoyment and be assisted by parents and siblings at 

home. I let them read the storybooks where I will generate 

discussion before reading. We start by analysing the title of the 

book. We look at the pictures of the extract and support them 

when predicting what is in the story. We use pointers. I create a 

climate that promotes interest in the reading text. I continually 

assess my learners pre-reading discussion and try to support 

them by making some adjustments. I prepare a space in my 

classroom where learners are encouraged to read. I encourage 

them to go and get books in the school library every week 

preparing for Fridays that are set aside for reading discussions. 

I support them when identifying the purpose of reading and 

when reviewing the text, making predictions, reading of a title 

and analysing it. I give them a good support when we discuss 

the content of the text. Lastly, I let them go to the computer 

room to use the programs that are in the computers.  

 

Discussion of the findings 

        The findings in this study revealed that most teachers indicated that they bring extra 

reading materials to support learners with reading. Some teachers said they let the learners 

summarise what they have read. Some teachers revealed that they compile difficult words and 

let their learners predict the meanings. Some teachers used dictionaries to explain the 
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meanings of the words to the learners while others assisted them on how to use a dictionary 

alphabetically. Some teachers split their class according to the learners’ capabilities so that 

they will be able to concentrate on those who are lagging. The information gathered from this 

study revealed that the few numbers of teachers said they use visual arts and technology to 

support learners with reading. The findings noted by Ahmad (2015) also indicate that a 

teacher needs to use the visual materials and technology to equip learners with reading skills. 

The findings of the study revealed that teachers lack training in reading strategies. Most of 

them are unable to support their learners due to insufficient knowledge. Teacher training is a 

concern in South African schools.  

       The findings of the study are in line with what Karimi and Veisi (2016) who pointed out 

that teachers need to equip themselves with new strategies of teaching reading to meet the 

learner academic demands, linguistics as well as social needs. During observation, some 

teachers failed to support the learners who are struggling with reading. Some teachers simply 

ignored them, while others were trying to apply individualisation, but, due to large numbers 

in the classrooms, it was not easy at all. The Findings revealed that learners were inattentive 

and de-motivated hence, the teacher was unable to control the classroom, and it was very 

chaotic due to big numbers, limited knowledge of reading strategies and lack of resources. 

Most teachers recommended phonics instruction and sight words. Some teachers further 

recommend the before reading, during reading and after reading strategies to promote reading 

in Grade Four English First Additional Language Learners. Summarizing, comparing and 

contrasting, inference, drawing conclusions and expressing opinions were strategies that were 

recommended to improve proficiency in learners. The other teacher recommended the use of 

close reading of the text supported by the teacher, inference, language use, imagery or 

formulating mental pictures, focus on word choice, Identifying the most important ideas and 

restating them on their own. Prior knowledge and prediction of the text was also 

recommended. Lastly, this is not enough, as it was clear that most teachers need more 

intervention on the knowledge of reading strategies. 

 

Conclusion  

We conclude on the basis of the findings discussed above that teachers need to support 

learners with reading difficulties at Grade 4 level by employing a variety of reading 

strategies. However, most teachers were incompetent to implement reading strategies hence, 

Grade 4 learners showed inability to read with comprehension. It was evident from the 

findings of the study that some efforts are made to support learners with challenges by most 
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teachers in schools. Even those teachers who do not have libraries improvise with teaching 

friendly materials. Some teachers decided to make summary notes of every story to simplify 

it so that the learners with reading difficulties will benefit. Some utilise the space and group 

learners according to their abilities and let their peers assist them, that is, those who can read 

fluently and with understanding. However, teachers should be adequately trained to employ 

teaching strategies to enhance reading skills to learners. Schools need to be resourced, 

inclusive of school libraries, to provide functional educational environments to facilitate 

teaching and learning. This speaks to government intervention in the enhancement of school 

environments. Peer mentoring is another important area that requires focus. Teachers should 

be trained to encourage and facilitate peer-mentoring, so that learners form reading groups 

where they will be able to discuss what they have read and ultimately once exchange reading 

material amongst themselves. 

 

Recommendations 

• Teachers should expose Grade 4 leraners to assortment of reading strategies  to 

prepare them for proficient reading.  

• Robust training for teachers in reading strategies is needed to improve their own 

reading skills. 

• Learners to use digital innovative skills as we are leaving in the 21st century. 
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