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				Navigating uncertainty: Pre-service foundation phase teachers’ reflections on readiness to teach reading

				Abstract

				South Africa faces a major challenge in improving early literacy instruction, as reading proficiency in the foundation phase is essential for later academic success. Research shows that after three years of schooling, 81% of learners cannot read for meaning in any of the country’s 12 official languages, and eight out of 10 children require support to achieve expected reading outcomes. Poor teaching quality and weaknesses in initial teacher education programmes are key contributing factors. Studies indicate that many primary school teachers have low expectations of learners and provide limited support to struggling readers, leaving pre-service teachers underprepared to teach literacy effectively. This mixed-methods study explored how pre-service foundation phase teachers perceived their preparedness to teach reading and identified areas of reading instruction requiring greater emphasis in teacher education programmes. The study involved 68 final-year Bachelor of Education foundation phase students at a South African higher education institution. Data were collected through questionnaires and focus group discussions and analysed using pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) and the framework for curriculum evaluation (FCE). Findings revealed that students were uncertain about their readiness to teach reading despite completing a four-year literacy module. While they felt more confident teaching some reading components, they reported lower confidence in phonological awareness, comprehension, fluency, and selecting appropriate children’s literature. These concerns were linked to course structure, teaching approaches, and weak integration between reading components and assessments. The study recommends strengthening literacy curricula in teacher education programmes to align with research-based literacy practices and national policy frameworks.

				Keywords: Early grade reading and writing, early literacy, foundation phase, pre-service, teacher education

				Introduction

				Research indicates that literacy education in South Africa is in crisis. This assertion is corroborated by recent the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) results, which show that 81% of Grade 4 South African 
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				learners are unable to read for comprehension (Mojapelo, 2023; Mullis et al., 2023). These poor results can be attributed to multiple factors, including low attendance rates during the COVID-19 pandemic and limited access to libraries and reading materials both in and out of schools. However, it would be a serious oversight to disregard the role of inadequate initial teacher education (ITE) programmes offered by institutions of higher education in contributing to the literacy crisis.

				Recent studies (Dlamini, 2022; Hoadley & Boyd, 2022; Mojapelo, 2023; Taylor & Mawoyo, 2022) highlight the urgent need to evaluate ITE programmes in South Africa as literacy outcomes continue to decline. Research suggests that many foundation phase teachers enter literacy classrooms without the necessary knowledge and skills to support learners’ language development (Hoadley & Boyd, 2022; Mojapelo, 2023). Taylor and Mawoyo (2022) further argue that the lack of suitably qualified teachers can be linked to weaknesses in pre-service teacher training within current ITE curricula. Consequently, teachers who do not receive adequate preparation through ITE programmes face significant challenges when teaching reading in the foundation phase (Dlamini, 2022), which may contribute to feelings of inadequate preparedness among in-service teachers.

				While much recent research has focused on learner-related factors and resource constraints in the foundation phase literacy classroom, emerging evidence suggests that the problem extends beyond classrooms to the preparation of teachers within institutions of higher education (Hoadley & Boyd, 2022). There is therefore a need to examine how pre-service teachers are prepared to teach reading and to identify gaps within foundation phase literacy curricula. Addressing these gaps is critical, as the quality of teacher preparation directly influences classroom practice and, ultimately, learners’ literacy outcomes.

				This study is particularly timely, as very few studies in South Africa have focused specifically on evaluating the Bachelor of Education (BEd) foundation phase literacy curriculum (Taylor & Mawoyo, 2022). Moreover, a national evaluation of the BEd foundation phase programme is currently underway, with the last comprehensive evaluation having been conducted in 2005 (Taylor & Mawoyo, 2022). Understanding pre-service teachers’ experiences and perceptions at this moment can therefore contribute valuable insights to ongoing debates about teacher education reform and early literacy improvement. Thus, this study aimed to explore pre-service foundation phase teachers’ perceptions of the relevance and adequacy of the literacy curriculum in preparing them to teach reading effectively. The objectives of the study were to:

				Examine pre-service teachers’ perceptions of their preparedness to teach reading in the foundation phase.

				Identify areas of strength and weakness within the foundation phase literacy curriculum as experienced by pre-service teachers; and

				Explore how the structure and enactment of the literacy curriculum influence pre-service teachers’ confidence and readiness to teach reading.

				Guided by this aim and objectives, the research question for the study was: 

				How do pre-service teachers perceive the relevance and adequacy of the literacy curriculum in preparing them to teach reading effectively in the foundation phase?
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				Literature review

				2.1	Initial teacher education programmes in South Africa

				South African ITE programmes are provided by both private and public institutions of higher education using face-to-face or distance instruction (Hofmeyr, 2016). These programmes contain academic courses, professional development, and some practical teaching experience (Hofmeyr, 2016). There are two models for obtaining ITE: the consecutive and concurrent models. In the consecutive model, one is required to obtain a bachelor’s degree, followed by a teaching qualification, the post graduate certificate in education (PGCE), through a further year of studies (Hofmeyr, 2016). One can only become a teacher if they obtain their qualification by following the consecutive model. According to the concurrent model, one completes the requirements of a four-year traditional programme to obtain a BEd degree, which aligns with the traditional international norm (Hofmeyr, 2016). To become a foundation phase literacy teacher, one must follow the concurrent model and complete four years of teacher training.

				In developing countries, including South Africa, multiple challenges may undermine the effectiveness of ITE programmes. These factors include high costs, lack of accessibility, poor integration of theory and practice, and ineffective mentors in schools (Deacon, 2012; Hofmeyr, 2016). The costs involved in testing and implementing ITE programmes are high, and without government funding due to budget constraints, it becomes difficult to implement them (Hofmeyr, 2016). Connectivity and access to resources in rural areas make it difficult for some students to participate effectively in the ITE programme, and this is a reality in South Africa despite the availability of distance ITE programmes (Hofmeyr, 2016). Among many institutions, there is poor integration between the theory taught in universities and the practice observed in classrooms (Deacon, 2012; Hofmeyr, 2016). Ineffective mentors contribute to this disconnect between theory and practice by failing to make explicit connections for students to see (Deacon, 2012). Many teachers are not trained to be mentors and lack the skills to assist students (Hofmeyr, 2016) effectively. Some of these challenges can be addressed by ensuring that teacher’ knowledge surrounding their subject is solid (Hofmeyr, 2016). ITE programmes offer many courses, including pedagogy, subject-specific methodology courses, and subject-specific content courses. This study focuses on the literacy course to understand pre-service teachers’ readiness to teach reading in the foundation phase. Based on this, it is imperative to understand the approaches and knowledge needed to teach reading in the classroom successfully.

				2.2	Teacher knowledge for successful reading instruction in the foundation phase

				Teachers are required to understand the content to be taught, the skills to be developed, and the appropriate teaching methods to ensure their learners’ success (Makeleni, 2013; Taylor and Mawoyo, 2022). They also need to understand the curriculum that needs to be followed when teaching (Taylor & Mawoyo, 2022). Rusznyak et al. (2016) clearly articulate these features into the concept of conceptually informed practice. According to this concept, pre-service teachers need to gain a deep understanding of the concepts they will teach, the pedagogical theories that inform learning, and grasp the ins and outs of what is happening in specific classroom contexts to be effective teachers. Grasping the ins and outs of specific contexts helps one understand which skills and methodologies will be most effective to implement. 
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				2.3	Knowledge of the curriculum

				Government schools in South Africa follow the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement or CAPS curriculum, and teachers need to understand it to ensure they meet the requirements set out by the Department of Basic Education (DBE, 2019). Implementing the curriculum in the classroom is not easy, and teachers need to be trained to do so effectively (Makeleni 2013). In this study, it was important to investigate whether the participants understood the foundation phase languages curriculum, the skills that should be developed when teaching children to read, and their readiness to implement or translate it in the classroom.

				2.4	Pedagogical knowledge

				Pedagogy is defined as “… an act of teaching, mediated by rules, interaction, and teaching and learning tools to achieve learning outcomes” (Shulman, 1987). This definition highlights the contextual and social nature of pedagogy (Raikou, 2019). In addition, pedagogical knowledge is one’s understanding of the methods and theories used to teach a specific idea (Makeleni, 2013). In language teaching, three major theories explain how reading can be taught in the foundation phase (Harris & Turbill, 2001). These are the interactive or transactive, top-down, and bottom-up theories. (Harris & Turbill, 2001). A teacher should be aware of these to teach reading effectively. Teachers using the bottom-up approach begin with the simplest form by focusing on letter discrimination; they then look at phonics, move on to forming words, then sentences, and finally read complete texts (Harris & Turbill, 2001). When teachers use the top-down theory during reading instruction, they provide opportunities for meaningful interaction among prior knowledge, the information’s context, and the reading materials (Harris & Turbill, 2001). This concept views reading as a whole and focuses on developing skills implicitly. Finally, the interactive approach implies that reading is a meaning-making process, but it is also important to provide explicit instruction on specific reading skills (Harris & Turbill, 2001). Teachers will explicitly teach reading skills when students need them, while also focusing on the process of meaning-making (Harris & Turbill, 2001). The lesson context determines the approach to reading instruction. While some reading skills are explicitly developed through instruction, others are developed accidentally. Hofmeyr (2016) and Perry et al. (2019) both discuss the importance of teachers having a deep understanding of content knowledge. When one has a deep understanding of specific concepts and the reasoning behind them, it becomes easier to communicate and teach the content to their students. Since this study focuses on reading, it is important to briefly discuss the key components of reading instruction: fluency, phonics, vocabulary, phonemic awareness, and comprehension. 

				First, teachers need knowledge of phonics and phonemic awareness, as these form part of one of the basic functions of reading: the formation of words through sounds (Dlamini, 2022). Secondly, knowing how to pronounce sounds correctly and understand how they blend is another vital skill, enabling teachers to teach their learners to decode and spell words effectively (Dlamini, 2022). Thirdly, fluency is an important component of proficient reading because it makes reading an enjoyable process, serving as the bridge between simply decoding words and understanding complete texts (Dlamini, 2022). Speed, accuracy, and prosody are skills that contribute to fluent reading. Without an understanding of these skills, teachers will not be able to teach them effectively. Being able to read fluently results in the learners being able to read to learn rather than learning to read (Konza, 2014). Additionally, Pre-service foundation phase literacy teachers need the skills to teach vocabulary, as this will contribute to more meaningful interactions with texts for learners (Dlamini, 2022). Finally, pre-
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				service teachers need to understand that comprehension is the end goal of reading, or else they may have learners who can decode words but are unable to make meaning and read effectively, a phenomenon referred to as barking at print (Vesay & Gischlar, 2013).

				Pre-service foundation phase teachers need to gain a deep understanding of the five key pillars of reading, as this will help them deliver successful reading instruction in South African classrooms (Dlamini, 2022; Hofmeyr, 2016; Perry et al., 2019). According to the CAPS curriculum, these skills need to be taught explicitly as part of reading instruction for learners (DBE, 2011). Having a deep understanding of this content is important for teachers to teach reading in the classroom successfully. However, as Dlamini (2022) aptly points out, these aspects have been discussed in classroom literacy instruction for decades but have not received much attention in many ITE programmes in South Africa. It is widely agreed that the five pillars of reading instruction cannot be developed in isolation (Dlamini, 2022; Hofmeyr, 2016). Components of reading instruction are taught through reading activities with children’s literature (DBE, 2020). Teachers must know how to choose appropriate literature based on the type of reading activity and the skills they wish to develop (DBE, 2019). Teachers also need to know their students’ ability levels to guide them toward literature that will develop their reading skills (DBE, 2019).

				Theoretical framework 

				The Framework for Curriculum Evaluation (FCE) is part of this study’s theoretical framework, as it provides a systematic approach to evaluating curricula within institutions of higher education (Tellioğlu, 2016). The FCE operates at two levels: the definition and execution levels. In this study, data were collected and analysed at the execution level, where the curriculum was examined in relation to fourth-year pre-service teachers nearing the end of their four-year degree and expected to be ready to apply their skills in the classroom. Questionnaires and focus group discussions form part of the data inquiry methods associated with the FCE (Tellioğlu, 2016) and were used as the primary data-generation tools in this study. The FCE guided the formulation of questionnaire items and informed the focus of the focus group discussions by directing attention to how the curriculum is experienced, enacted, and understood by pre-service teachers.

				This study also draws on Shulman’s theory of pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) as a complementary framework for analysing pre-service teachers’ preparedness to teach reading in the foundation phase. At the core of teacher education lies Shulman’s (1987) concept of PCK, which highlights the intersection of subject-matter knowledge and pedagogical strategies specific to a content area. In the context of foundation phase literacy, this includes understanding phonics, phonemic awareness, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension, as well as knowing how to teach these elements in developmentally appropriate ways. Shulman argues that effective teaching requires more than content knowledge or general pedagogy; it requires the ability to transform subject matter into forms that are accessible and meaningful to learners.

				Together, the FCE and PCK provide an integrated theoretical lens for this study. While the FCE enables an examination of how the literacy curriculum is enacted and experienced by pre-service teachers, PCK allows for an analysis of how this curriculum supports (or fails to support) the development of the specialised knowledge required to teach reading effectively. In this way, the two frameworks collectively address both curriculum enactment and teacher 
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				professional learning, enabling identification of gaps between the intended and enacted curricula and pre-service teachers’ perceived readiness to apply their learning in classroom practice. The study, therefore, explores whether pre-service teachers feel competent across key domains of reading instruction and how their learning experiences within the curriculum shape this readiness.

				Research design

				This study adopted a qualitative case study design to understand pre-service teachers’ perspectives regarding their preparedness to teach reading in the foundation phase. The study included some quantitative elements in the presentation and analysis of questionnaire data to provide contextual information and to identify patterns across the participant group. According to Rule and John (2011), a case study is a ‘systematic and in-depth investigation of a particular instance in its context to generate knowledge’. This design enabled an in-depth exploration of pre-service teachers’ real-life experiences and their perceived readiness to teach reading in the foundation phase.

				4.1	Site and participants

				This study was administered to the final-year Bachelor of Education (Foundation Phase) class of 68 students from a South African institution of higher education in Johannesburg, Gauteng. The participants were chosen because they were fourth-year students enrolled in the foundation phase English literacy course. A convenience sampling method was used to select both the university and the participants. Convenience sampling refers to selecting participants based on ease of access in terms of location, time, cost, and availability (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This site was selected because it was easily accessible to the researchers and located in a central area of Johannesburg. The chosen university is one of the largest public institutions in the province and has been offering the BEd foundation phase programme for the past 24 years. The programme includes a course specifically focused on foundation phase English literacy and is reported to align with the policy guidelines set by the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) and the DBE.

				4.2	Data-generation tools

				Data were generated through a questionnaire and focus group discussions, implemented sequentially. The questionnaire was first administered to all 68 fourth-year students enrolled in the BEd foundation phase literacy course to obtain a broad overview of participants’ profiles, perceptions of the literacy courses, and self-reported readiness to teach reading in the foundation phase. Questionnaires were used to gain insight into participants’ perspectives and the language they used to describe their experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Questionnaire data were analysed primarily using descriptive quantitative techniques, such as frequencies and percentages, to identify general trends and patterns.

				Following the analysis of questionnaire data, focus group interviews were conducted during block four, after the students had completed their final teaching experience. For triangulation and deeper exploration of the questionnaire findings, 30 participants were randomly selected from those who completed the questionnaire and were divided into four focus groups. According to Creswell and Poth (2018), focus group interviews allow researchers to ask open-ended questions that can generate discussion around shared experiences. In this study, the focus groups aimed to explore students’ perceived readiness to teach reading independently, 
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				without mentorship or supervision, and their views on how well the BEd foundation phase literacy curriculum prepared them for classroom practice.

				Data from both the questionnaire and focus groups were analysed using pedagogical content knowledge as an analytical lens. Analysis focused on participants’ knowledge of the curriculum, pedagogical approaches to teaching reading, and content knowledge relevant to early reading instruction. Qualitative data were analysed thematically, while quantitative elements were used to support and contextualise the qualitative findings.

				4.3	Ethics

				Before beginning this study, we applied for ethical approval through the University’s Human Research and Ethics Committee (Nonmedical). The protocol number is H24/06/07. Consent for the questionnaire and focus group interviews was obtained via an online Google Form and confirmed verbally at the start of the discussions. Participation was voluntary, and participants were informed that they may revoke consent at any time. When analysing and reporting the data in this study, the anonymity of all participants was ensured. For triangulation, we used member checking, which helped alleviate misinterpretation of the data. 

				Findings and discussion 

				This section presents the study’s findings, interpreted through relevant literature and theoretical lenses to deepen understanding of pre-service teachers’ readiness to teach reading in the foundation phase. Guided by pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) and the framework for curriculum evaluation (FCE), the discussion moves beyond describing participants’ responses to examine how curriculum enactment and professional learning shape pre-service teachers’ confidence and competence. Three themes emerged: teachers’ perspectives on their knowledge of the foundation phase language curriculum, teachers’ perspectives on their pedagogical knowledge of reading methodologies, and teachers’ perspectives on their content knowledge for teaching reading.

				5.1	Teachers’ perspectives on their knowledge of the foundation phase English home language curriculum

				The findings reveal uneven confidence among participants regarding their understanding and enactment of the CAPS English Home Language curriculum. While 48% of participants reported feeling comfortable with CAPS, a sizeable proportion either felt they needed further understanding (21%) or did not comment (31%), suggesting uncertainty or lack of confidence in articulating curriculum knowledge.

				Participants who expressed confidence linked this to repeated exposure to CAPS during the BEd literacy programme and opportunities to engage with the curriculum during teaching experience. These responses indicate that when curriculum expectations are made explicit and revisited over time, pre-service teachers are better able to interpret policy requirements and translate them into classroom practice. From a curriculum enactment perspective, this suggests that alignment between intended curriculum (CAPS) and enacted curriculum within teacher education supports stronger professional learning.

				However, other participants reported limited engagement with CAPS, describing exposure as superficial. Their reliance on the policy document during teaching highlights a gap between familiarity with the curriculum and ownership of it. Interpreted through PCK, this 
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				finding suggests that curriculum knowledge has not yet been fully integrated with pedagogical decision-making. As Makeleni (2013) argues, effective curriculum implementation requires more than access to policy documents; it requires structured opportunities to practise interpretation and enactment. Without this, pre-service teachers may struggle to plan, assess, and support learners effectively, particularly in reading instruction.

				5.2	Teachers’ perspectives on their pedagogical knowledge of reading methodologies

				Overall, the findings suggest moderate levels of pedagogical confidence, with 66% of participants reporting that they felt prepared to teach reading (see Table 1). Participants identified a range of reading strategies they felt able to use, indicating exposure to diverse methodologies during their training, reflecting aspects of PCK development, particularly the transformation of theoretical knowledge into classroom strategies. Focus group data suggest that confidence in reading methodologies was closely linked to opportunities for practice during coursework and teaching experience. The data reinforces the importance of experiential learning in teacher education, where theory is consolidated through repeated application. However, a critical finding is that 24% of participants were unable to identify a preferred reading strategy despite reporting confidence in teaching reading, raising questions about the depth of pedagogical understanding and the extent to which strategies have been internalised rather than mechanically applied.

				Rather than attributing this solely to individual student factors, this finding points to a possible disconnect between curriculum coverage and meaningful pedagogical integration. Similar concerns are raised by Hoadley and Boyd (2022) and Mojapelo (2023), who note that many foundation phase teachers enter classrooms without sufficiently developed instructional repertoires. Viewed through PCK, this suggests that while methodological knowledge may be introduced, opportunities to reflect on, articulate, and adapt strategies may need to be strengthened within teacher education programmes.

				Table 1:	Participants’ confidence level and preferences in reading strategies

				
					Reading strategy

				

				
					Number of participants (%)

				

				
					Group guided reading

				

				
					21

				

				
					Reading aloud

				

				
					17

				

				
					Shared reading

				

				
					17

				

				
					Phonics

				

				
					10

				

				
					Shared reading and group guided reading

				

				
					7

				

				
					Extensive reading and writing

				

				
					4

				

				
					No preferred reading strategy

				

				
					24

				

				5.3	Teachers’ perspectives on their content knowledge for teaching reading 

				Findings related to content knowledge highlight uneven preparedness across the ‘Big 5’ components of reading and children’s literature. Participants reported higher confidence in alphabet knowledge and vocabulary, while greater uncertainty was evident in fluency, 
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				phonological awareness, comprehension, and, especially, in selecting children’s literature. The fact that 69% of participants (see Table 2) felt they needed assistance with children’s literature is particularly concerning, given its central role in literacy development and learner motivation.

				From a PCK perspective, this imbalance suggests that some components of reading instruction may be emphasised more strongly than others within the curriculum, leading to fragmented knowledge. Participants’ calls for greater integration of theory and practice indicate a need for more coherent instructional design within literacy modules. The difficulty participants experienced in selecting appropriate literature further reflects challenges in applying content knowledge to authentic classroom contexts, a core component of pedagogical content knowledge.

				The finding that 3% of participants felt unable to teach four of the five pillars of reading underscores the seriousness of these gaps, particularly given that participants were in their final year of study. These results align with concerns raised in previous research about novice teachers’ preparedness to meet early literacy demands (Taylor & Mowayo, 2022). Interpreted through the FCE, this suggests that while curriculum intentions may align with policy standards such as PrimTED, execution at the level of student experience may be uneven.

				Collectively, these findings highlight the need for greater coherence among curriculum design, pedagogical practice, and professional learning in initial teacher education. While the programme provides foundational knowledge, many pre-service teachers still require structured support, mentorship, and continued professional development as they transition into novice teaching roles. Supporting teachers has significant implications for the quality of early literacy instruction and the broader goal of improving reading outcomes in the foundation phase.

				Table 2:	Participants’ self-reported confidence in teaching the ‘Big 5’ reading skills and children’s literature

				
					Reading Skill

				

				
					Number of students (%) Feeling Extremely Confident

				

				
					Number of students (%) Still needing assistance

				

				
					Phonological awareness

				

				
					66

				

				
					31

				

				
					Alphabet knowledge

				

				
					76

				

				
					21

				

				
					Fluency

				

				
					59

				

				
					38

				

				
					Vocabulary

				

				
					76

				

				
					21

				

				
					Comprehension 

				

				
					66

				

				
					34

				

				
					Children’s literature

				

				
					31

				

				
					69

				

				
					Furthermore, 3% of participants expressed that they are unable to teach four out of the five pillars of reading. These pillars include phonological awareness, alphabet knowledge, fluency, and vocabulary. 

				

				Conclusion 

				Overall, the findings of this study align with previous research indicating that many initial teacher education institutions in South Africa do not adequately prepare students to teach reading in the foundation phase. The study showed that pre-service teachers’ preparedness to teach reading was shaped by how the foundation phase literacy course exposed them to the CAPS English Home Language curriculum, the opportunities they had to understand and practise reading methodologies, and their understanding of key components of reading 
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				instruction, namely the ‘Big 5’ and the selection of appropriate children’s literature. While many participants reported feeling confident to teach reading, a substantial number of students completed the four-year BEd foundation phase programme without feeling adequately prepared to teach reading independently in their classrooms.

				These findings have important implications for initial teacher education and in-service teacher development. The results suggest that teacher education programmes should strengthen their literacy curricula by making explicit links between theory and the CAPS curriculum, providing more structured and repeated opportunities for students to practise reading methodologies, and ensuring deeper engagement with the core content required for reading with meaning. In addition, the findings highlight the importance of in-service training and mentorship to support novice teachers as they transition into classroom practice, particularly in addressing anxiety and uncertainty related to teaching reading.

				The primary contribution of this study lies in its insight into pre-service foundation phase teachers’ self-perceived readiness to teach reading at the point of graduation, highlighting specific areas of confidence as well as persistent gaps in curriculum knowledge, pedagogical application, and content knowledge. By foregrounding pre-service teachers’ perspectives, this study contributes to ongoing debates within literacy education and teacher education research on how initial teacher training can better prepare teachers for the demands of early reading instruction. These insights are relevant to the journal’s focus on teacher education, curriculum implementation, and educational practice, and point to the need for future research examining how novice teachers apply their training in real classroom contexts.
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