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				Examining reading cultures at home: A PIRLS 2021 comparative analysis of South Africa and Brazil 

				Abstract 

				Parental involvement is crucial in fostering children’s literacy development and overall academic achievement. Learning to read is complex and dynamic, necessitating early engagement to cultivate a robust reading culture. PIRLS 2021 results indicate that 81% of South African Grade 4 learners struggle to read for meaning, highlighting the urgent need for effective interventions. On average, Brazilian Grade 4 learners scored 133 points higher than South African learners. This study seeks to identify what Brazilian parents do in home that South African parents can adopt to help their children improve their reading abilities. In turn, this can strengthen T&L in the FP, as learning also occurs at home. This study is a secondary data analysis of PIRLS 2021 data from South Africa and Brazil. Using the communities of practice, social capital theory and social cognitive theory as theoretical underpinnings. IDB-Analyser, in conjunction with SPSS, was used to analyse the data and calculate descriptive statistics and correlations between variables. The results revealed that in all the variables analysed, there seems to be a trend of Brazilian learners performing higher than South African learners. Inferential statistics indicated a relationship between the variables analysed and Grade 4 learners’ reading achievement in both countries. Based on the study’s findings, actionable strategies are recommended for what parents in South Africa can learn from parents in Brazil. By fostering a shared commitment to reading within families and creating a reading culture, an environment conducive to literacy development can be established, ultimately improving learners’ reading comprehension and academic success. 

				Keywords: Brazil, parental reading, reading culture, reading literacy, PIRLS 2021, South Africa, 

				Introduction and background

				Literacy is the cognitive process of deriving meaning from written or printed material through critical analysis. Individuals can acquire and possess the skills required to read both written and printed texts and symbols and to convey these meanings from one person to another (Uzomba, 2014). Uzomba (2014) further explains literacy as a process that incorporates a continuous learning process that enables an individual to accomplish a set 
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				objective, grow in knowledge and actively engage in the community as a whole. Exposure to early reading is crucial for laying the foundation for learners to receive basic literacy skills, enabling them to succeed at school and in life. Reading is recognised as one of the activities that benefits readers. Despite reading’s significance in literacy levels that impact a nation’s development, little is being done to enhance reading activities or instil reading habits in the community (Samsuddin et al., 2021). 

				More important is parental involvement in children’s early literacy skills development (Sukhram & Hsu, 2012). Parental involvement in developing their children’s reading literacy is a concept based on the shared responsibility of educators and parents (Someketa et al., 2017). The early involvement of parents in their children’s literacy development sets the tone for future success in the future; thus, it is important to involve parents in their children’s early literacy development (Someketa et al., 2017). Parents can participate in their children’s reading literacy and develop reading culture by promoting access to different sources of reading materials, modelling reading behaviours and engaging in reading literacy tasks with them (Mojapelo, 2023). 

				This manuscript focuses on parents’ reading culture and its impact on the reading literacy development of Grade 4 learners. The manuscript analyses the parents’ responses to the PIRLS 2021 home questionnaire items. Few studies have also been conducted in this area on how developing nations can learn from one another to improve education systems. The analysis is structured in compare the reading cultures of parents in Brazil and South Africa. The aim is to learn from what Brazil, as a nation, is doing to promote literacy, and for South African parents to adopt some of these methods, which in turn might strengthen teaching and learning in FP classrooms. Analysing the data for this manuscript, factors such as the slight differences in data collection, sample sizes, differences in languages and missing data were taken into consideration when comparing the scores. These factors differ across countries, so the results should be interpreted with caution, given the countries’ variance. 

				Problem statement and rationale 

				South Africa, with its diverse linguistic landscape and historical disparities, faces significant challenges in literacy development despite ongoing reforms in education policy and curriculum (Almeida, 2024). PIRLS 2021 achievement results showed that South African learners performed below the international average and also below the low international benchmark. Specifically, 81% of the Grade 4 learners in South Africa cannot read for meaning (DBE, 2023). South African Grade 4 learners scored 288 (SE=4.4)1 points. By implication, South African Grade 4 learners cannot read to retrieve basic meaning from the text they are reading. It is concerning that South African Grade 4 learners cannot read for meaning, as at this level they are expected to progress from learning to read to reading to learn (Mullis & Martin, 2021). On the other hand, in Brazil, at least 61% of the Grade 4 learners can read for meaning. In the PIRLS 2021 international scale, Brazil scored 419 (SE=5.3), higher than South African learners, although below the international mean of 500. By implication, these findings imply that, on average, South African Grade 4 learners are approximately 133 score points behind the Brazilian Grade 4 learners. Mullis et al. (2023) reported that the mean score of Brazilian Grade 4 learners was significantly higher than that of South Africans. 

				
					
						1	When interpreting PIRLS scores, it is important to note the standard error values (Mullis et al., 2023), as they indicate the accuracy of the scores. 

					
				

			

		

	
		
			
				104

			

		

		
			
				2026 44(2): 104-120

			

		

		
			
				 https://doi.org/10.38140/pie.v44i2.9170

				
					
						[image: ]
					

				
			

		

		
			
				Perspectives in Education	2026: 44(2)

			

		

		
			
				The PIRLS 2021 international report cautioned that the results should be interpreted with caution, given that the data were collected during an international pandemic (Mullis et al., 2023). 16% of schools in SA reported not being affected by the pandemic, whereas 19% of schools in Brazil reported not being affected. Furthermore, Brazil indicated that 65% of its schools were affected by the pandemic for more than 8 weeks, compared to SA, which indicated that 28% of its schools were affected by COVID-19 for the same period. Of concern is that despite Brazilian learners being affected by the pandemic more than South African learners, they still performed relatively higher than the South African 4 learners. However, various factors, such as sample sizes, missing data, and translations and adaptations into different languages, were also at play and may have affected the reading achievement results. 

				Based on the above, a question arises: what are they doing differently that South Africa can learn and possibly adopt in an attempt to enhance Grade 4 learners’ reading literacy? In this research, the focus is on the home environment. Therefore, the investigation centred around what Brazilian parents are doing that can be adopted by SA parents in their context. The rationale behind this paper is that it is continuously reported in the PIRLS cycles (Howie et al., 2006, 2017) that South African learners cannot read for meaning. Recently, the PIRLS 2021 cycle (DBE, 2023) revealed that the majority of South African learners cannot read for meaning. Therefore, it rests upon South Africans to investigate how Grade 4 learners’ reading literacy can be improved. For this study, this implies examining what other developing countries, such as Brazil, are doing in the home environment to strengthen Grade 4 reading literacy skills. Although Grade 4 learners in Brazil scored below the international mean, they performed relatively better than the learners in South Africa. Perhaps the findings of this study can help shape teaching and learning (T&L) in foundation phase (FP) classrooms. 

				Understanding Brazil and South Africa

				Brazil and South Africa are members of BRICS, an informal grouping of emerging economies, and now five new members are hoping to increase their sway in the global order. However, Brazil and South Africa differ in social indicators, economic performance, and demographics. Brazil has a population of approximately 211 million people and is classified as an upper-middle-income country. It has a Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of $1.86 trillion, ranking it as the ninth-largest economy in the world and the largest economy in South America (Metreau et al., 2024). Despite its size and diversity, like South Africa, which is also an upper-middle-income country, racial and gender inequalities persist in these countries and keep many families in poverty. Although both countries face challenges such as inequality and poverty, Brazil generally scores higher on various quality-of-life indicators, including life expectancy and access to healthcare (Metreau et al., 2024). Investment in education is important in both countries, with Brazil allocating a higher share of its GDP to education than South Africa. 

				In Brazil, education is compulsory and free from age four onward, which is one year before primary school begins. While only one year of pre-primary education is mandatory, Brazil provides a legal entitlement to early childhood education and care (ECEC) from birth if requested by parents, making it one of only six countries in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), partner, or accession groups to offer such a provision. Although enrolment in this age group remains below the OECD average, it has increased from 16% to 25% over the past decade (OECD, 2025). Brazilian early childhood policies are among the most advanced globally (Bortot et al., 2023). Nevertheless, the lives of young 
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				Brazilian children are significantly influenced by factors such as racial/ethnic background, family income, access to good nutrition, and the presence of supportive and stimulating home environments (De Oliveira et al., 2021).

				South Africa, in a similar vein, has made significant strides in advancing the quality of early learning. The country is implementing a National Development Plan (NDP) (2012) that aims to improve the quality of early childhood development (ECD) services, a key objective. Progress in creating a supportive ECD environment can be seen through several initiatives, including the establishment of the National Integrated Early Childhood Development Policy (NIECDD) in 2015 and the South African National Curriculum Framework (NCF) (2015). Additionally, in April 2022, responsibility for ECD provision for children aged 0 to 4 years transitioned from the Department of Social Development (DSD) to the DBE. According to the DBE, enrolment in Grade R rose sharply from approximately 300,000 in 2003 to 779,370 in 2013. Access and coverage have significantly expanded, particularly in schools located in poorer areas (Van Der Berg & Hofmeyr, 2018). 

				Both countries experienced setbacks in reading literacy due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Brazil experienced one of the longest periods of school closures during the pandemic, with schools closed for an average of 78 weeks (World Bank, 2022). Between 2019 and 2021, the proportion of children aged six and seven who were unable to read and write increased by 15% (Todos Pela Educação, 2021). Disadvantaged learners were affected by this, as fewer than 50% had access to remote learning, compared to 92% in wealthier areas of the country (World Bank, 2022). As a result, between 2019 and 2021, the percentage of children unable to read and write rose by 17% among the poorest families, while increasing by only 5% among the richest families (Lichand et al., 2022). In South Africa, school closures in 2020 led to an average loss of 54% of in-person learning time for that year (DBE, 2023). Even after schools reopened in mid-2020, many continued to implement rotating attendance schedules for over 18 months, resulting in further reductions in face-to-face teaching (Wills & van der Berg, 2024). 

				The 2016 legal framework for ECE in Brazil emphasises the importance of programmes that strengthen families’ roles in their children’s education (Brazil, 2016). Although this is outlined in federal law, families’ participation in ECE is not always considered significant. Rodrigues and Muanis (2020) reviewed 22 papers published in Brazil on the relationship between ECE schools and families. Most of these publications highlighted a misalignment in perspectives between families and teachers regarding children’s education. Some families expressed little interest in learning about their children’s school activities, while teachers reported limited opportunities to communicate with families about their children’s development. However, research on parental engagement is limited. Notably, during the global pandemic, teachers collaborated more closely with families to coordinate remote learning. This collaboration enabled them to understand better home environments and the challenges families face (Raikes et al., 2023). Table 1 shows the overview of the different PIRLS 2021 characteristics of the two countries.

				Table 1:	Overview of South African and Brazilian PIRLS 2021 characteristics

				
					Category

				

				
					South Africa

				

				
					Brazil

				

				
					Number of parents sampled learners

				

				
					12 422

				

				
					4941

				

				
					Number of learners sampled parents

				

				
					12 422

				

				
					4941

				

				
					Number of schools sampled 

				

				
					321

				

				
					187
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					Category

				

				
					South Africa

				

				
					Brazil

				

				
					Reading achievement mean score

				

				
					288 (SE=4.4)

				

				
					421 (SE=3.1)

				

				
					Language of Test

				

				
					English, isiZulu, Afrikaans, isiNdebele, Setswana, Sesotho, Sepedi, siSwati, Tshivenda, Xitsonga,

				

				
					Portuguese

				

				
					Data collection period

				

				
					One year later (August-December 2021

				

				
					One year later (November - December)

				

				Source:	PIRLS 2021 International Results in Reading User Guide for International Database by Mullis et al., (2023), Boston College, TIMSS & PIRLS International Study Center. Copyright 2023 by Boston College, TIMSS & PIRLS International Study Center). 

				Brazil did not participate in previous PIRLS cycles. As shown in Table 1, Brazil and South Africa collected data one year later than scheduled (Mullis et al., 2023). In South Africa, 12 422 parents and learners were sampled, while 4941 were sampled in Brazil. In Brazil, the PIRLS instruments were translated into only one language, Portuguese, whereas in South Africa, they were translated into 10 languages.

				Literature review 

				4.1	Early literacy skills 

				Literacy is the ability to read, write, understand and express language (Maureen et al., 2022). Research shows that acquiring early literacy skills offers many benefits (Labajo, 2024). These benefits include school readiness, language and communication skills, cognitive development and lifelong learning. Thus, the development of early literacy skills is critical for children’s learning and later school achievement (Labajo, 2024). Early literacy skills begin well before a child enters preschool, and parental involvement is critical to ensure the child does not fall behind before he or she even starts school. ECE studies have identified various categories of early literacy skills. Early literacy skills include oral language comprehension, print awareness, and phonological skills (Maureen et al., 2022). Early literacy skills also entail being able to hold a book, follow the written words on a page and understand where the story begins and ends (Dennis & Horn, 2011). 

				Activities to acquire these skills include, but are not limited to, songs and rhymes, picture books, drawing, reading aloud, and exposing children to letter shapes and sounds (Meoded Karabanov & Aram, 2024). There is a direct relationship between reading aloud, storytelling and singing to young children and school-readiness (Dennis & Horn, 2011). Before children formally start learning to read and write in school, young children often show interest in the writing system and explore it through drawing (Silinskas et al., 2020). While literacy is taught in school through a planned curriculum, at home, it is integrated with everyday communication (Silinkas et al., 2020). Parents sometimes join their children and help them understand the writing system or initiate literacy interactions (Maureen et al., 2022). Both children’s literacy explorations and parents’ formal literacy activities with children are related to children’s early literacy skills. Parents may believe they lack the knowledge to work with their children on literacy, but they have a wealth of knowledge from their backgrounds and cultures that can benefit their children (Dennis & Horn, 2011). This draws a link between school and home literacies. 
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				According to Mendelsohn et al. (2020), low literacy levels are often associated with exposure to multiple socio-economic adversities. Parents from lower socio-economic backgrounds in Brazil also believe they cannot engage in literacy activities such as read-aloud exercises. In South Africa, many children, especially from less privileged backgrounds, are denied access to quality early childhood development programmes (Almeida, 2024). In Brazil, much like South Africa, there are disparities in literacy skills across regions and socio-economic status (Almeida, 2024). This lack of access is a primary barrier to forming the foundational literacy skills necessary for future academic success. Therefore, this study seeks to find out the parental reading practices of Grade 4 learners in Brazil. The aim is to see whether South African parents can attempt to adopt the practices in Brazilian parents. This study will compare how parents in South Africa and Brazil view the importance of early literacy skills. 

				4.2	Parents’ perception of reading 

				Parents’ own beliefs about reading motivate children to read more than the standard frequency of reading, or activities such as library visits. Parents in South Africa have expressed a desire to help their child, but they are unable to do so because of their lack of education (Someketa et al., 2017). The same is true for Brazil, where parents are less educated (Piccolo et al., 2021). Studies have shown that when parents create an environment that values reading by engaging in reading themselves and discussing books with their children, this may promote children’s feelings of competence and reading for pleasure (van Steensel & Jongerling, 2025). 

				A study by Piccolo et al. (2021), conducted with low- and middle-income households in Brazil, showed a positive relationship between parents reading aloud and improvement in their child’s reading. Through an intervention, parents were shown the importance of participating in literacy activities with their children and how these activities strengthen the parent-child relationship. A Family Literacy Project was rolled out in rural KwaZulu-Natal, a province in South Africa (Le Roux, 2020). This project aimed to improve adult literacy skills, which in turn would better equip parents to engage in reading activities with their children. In South Africa and Brazil, many learners come from low-income households where parents with low literacy and little or no understanding of English are unable to provide their children with the necessary academic support (Nawas, 2019). According to PIRLS 2021 (DBE, 2023), parents who enjoy reading model good reading habits to their children, which positively influences how their children read later in life and encourages learners to read for pleasure. 

				According to Someketa et al. (2017), parents also experience challenges in the education of their children, including a lack of role models, language barriers, cultural differences, time constraints, and emotional and economic constraints (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001). Moreover, other constraints include mistrust of schools, lack of understanding of how to help children, and lack of knowledge on the subject (Someketa et al., 2017). However, according to Kamala (2022), facing economic and education challenges should not deter parents from creating a reading environment at home. A study by Mendelsohn et al. (2020) in Brazil showed that parents with low literacy levels could still create home environments conducive to learning and engage in reading interactions with their children. 

				Learners with more educated parents have greater access to educational opportunities than learners with less educated parents (Olive & de Dieu, 2022). Parents with higher levels of education find different ways to promote their children’s learning. These parents are aware of 
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				the disadvantages of not being involved in their children’s literacy and learning development, as well as the benefits of creating a stimulating environment (Nawas, 2019). 

				Theoretical Framework 

				Reading culture is a holistic concept which requires multi-level insights to explore and determine how to foster its application. Hence, three frameworks were utilised, including the social capital theory as a lens to investigate the role of parent-child relationships in facilitating access to resources and opportunities to foster reading cultures in the Brazilian and South African contexts. The community of practice framework aimed to examine parents’ engagement in early literacy tasks with their children, and social cognitive theory was used to examine parents’ perceptions of reading and how they contribute to the reading culture at home.

				5.1	Social capital theory 

				According to social capital theory, social associations among individuals are seen as a resource (Thomas & Gupta, 2021). Social capital describes the relationships among individuals in a given society. Social capital is then defined as the sum of resources derived from an individual’s or a social unit’s network of relationships. Thus, the social capital theory emphasises the importance of networks, relationships, and social connections in facilitating access to resources, opportunities, and support systems (Thomas & Gupta, 2021). Within this theoretical perspective, this framework examines the home socio-economic status of Brazilian and South African parents and its bearing on the reading culture in their homes.

				5.2	Communities of practice theory 

				The communities of practice theory emphasises social participation and the co-construction of knowledge through social interaction and engagement with others (Sarid & Levanon, 2022). It facilitates social learning, which occurs when people with a common interest in a subject or area collaborate over an extended period, sharing ideas and strategies, determining solutions, and developing innovations (Sarid & Levanon, 2022). Groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly (Farnsworth et al., 2016). Through social interactions with their children, parents can engage in activities such as shared reading, which may foster a stronger reading culture at home. 

				5.3	Social cognitive theory 

				Social cognitive theory proposes that human behaviour is the product of interactions among personal factors, environmental influences, and behavioural patterns. The theory describes how individuals learn through observation, imitation, and social interaction (Solichah et al., 2023). Therefore, this theory was used to explore how parents who enjoy reading can create a culture of reading at home, which in turn supports their children’s learning and reading literacy (Solichah et al., 2023). 
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				Figure 1:	Theoretical framework for examining reading cultures at home

				Research methodology

				The main aim of this study was to investigate what can be learnt from Brazilian parents that South African parents can adopt and practise to enhance the reading literacy abilities of South African learners in the FP. This study followed a quantitative approach to reanalyse the PIRLS 2021 data

				6.1	Participants

				Since this study is a secondary analysis of the PIRLS 2021, the sample comprises the parents of Grade 4 learners who participated in the PIRLS 2021 survey in South Africa and Brazil, along with their learners’ scores. Across all participating countries, PIRLS 2021 used a stratified two-stage cluster sampling design (Almaskut et al., 2023). The first sampling stage involved schools, whereas the second involved classes within schools. In South Africa, 12 426 Grade 4 learners were sampled to take part in the study (DBE, 2023). In Brazil, 4941 Grade 4 learners took part in the study. By default, this implies that each learner sampled automatically has their parent sampled as well. However, due to missing data, each variable analysed has a total number of parents who responded to the item. In South African the 
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				stratification of the sample was done along language lines (DBE, 2023) to ensure that the sample is nationally representative of the national languages. For Brazil, stratification of the sample meant it needed to be representative of the different geographical regions, types of schools, and locations (urban or rural) in Brazil. 

				6.2	Data collection instruments

				As this study draws on the PIRLS 2021, the data collection instruments and strategies discussed here are those used by PIRLS 2021. The PIRLS 2021 used two data collection instruments: background questionnaires and achievement booklets (Mullis & Martin, 2021). The purpose of the background questionnaires was to gather information about the learners’ social and educational environments (Howie et al., 2017). The questionnaires were used to make sense of the PIRLS achievement data collected through achievement booklets. Specifically, this study focuses on the home questionnaire, which collects data in learners’ homes to address the research question adequately. Johansone and Flicop (2023) noted that PIRLS had validity and reliability checkpoints in place to ensure that the data collected were comparable and of a high standard. PIRLS 2021 included quality assurance procedures, such as the appointment of international quality control monitors (IQCMs) to ensure that data collection procedures were followed. Taking into cognisance that the instruments were designed in United States English and had to be translated into the different countries’ national languages, PIRLS put in place instrument verification procedures to make certain that the instruments were still up to the international standards after the translations and adaptations were made (Ebbs et al., 2023; Von Davier et al., 2023). Since this study is a secondary analysis of the PIRLS 2021 data, it adopts the validity and reliability procedures put in place by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) as the international handlers of PIRLS 2021.

				6.3	Data analysis procedures

				After the data collection was done and the data was captured in the IEA system, different organisations such as IEA Hamburg, Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) & PIRLS International Study Centre, Statistics Canada and the National Research Coordinator (NRC) of the different participating countries worked together to ascertain the integrity of the PIRLS 2021 datasets. These organisations were responsible for ensuring that the data is valid, reliable and comparable across countries before preparing the international database (Cockle, 2023). They engaged in extensive processes, including data cleaning, data verification, and data preparation for analysis. Therefore, the PIRLS data used in this study were quality assured. 

				This study used PIRLS 2021-indexed items. These are the types of items that combine multiple items into a single item, and PIRLS changes the measurement scale (cf. Mullis et al., 2023, p. 94-97). Before the analysis, the variables of interest were recorded in the item scale’s traditional order. The issue of missing data across all participating countries was handled by IEA Hamburg in accordance with strict IEA guidelines (cf. Cockle, 2023). This study adopted the quality assurance mechanisms used by PIRLS in creating the international database. 

				The IEA PIRLS data set includes a set of standardised programmes that are prescribed when analysing the PIRLS 2021 data sets (Foy, 2018). The International Database-Analyser (IDB-Analyser) in conjunction with the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was recommended by IEA PIRLS and used in the current study to reanalyse the PIRLS datasets. 
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				This study used descriptive statistics to examine the mean scores of Grade 4 learners in relation to their parents’ attitudes towards reading, socio-economic status, and engagement in early reading literacy activities. Inferential statistics, such as the correlation, were used to test the relationship between the learner’s reading literacy achievement score and the home variables. Therefore, students’ weights were used. PIRLS has five plausible values, namely: (1) overall reading, (2) literary purpose, (3) informational purpose, (4) interpreting and (5) straightforward. This study used the overall plausible value because it is a combination of the other four values. The other four values represent the four PIRLS comprehension processes (Mullis et al., 2023). To obtain unbiased estimates of the sampling variances of means, totals, and percentages, PIRLS uses jackknifing, a statistical technique for repeated sampling from the observed sample (Foy & Almaskut, 2023). 

				6.4	Ethical considerations

				The PIRLS 2021 data used in this investigation were available on the IEA website, which contains the international database. As such, no clearance was required, as the IEA publicly shared the data. 

				Results and findings 

				This manuscript asked: What can South African parents learn from Brazilian parents in relation to reading cultures?

				This section of the study focuses on the results and findings of the analysis. Table 2 below shows the Home Socio-Economic (HSE) results of the two countries.

				Table 2:	Home socio-economic status results for Brazil and South Africa

				
					Countries

				

				
					HSE Status

				

				
					n

				

				
					n%

				

				
					Mean score

				

				
					Mean score (SE)

				

				
					Brazil

				

				
					Lower

				

				
					2431

				

				
					63.78

				

				
					389.63

				

				
					6.54

				

				
					Middle

				

				
					1552

				

				
					31.02

				

				
					474.00

				

				
					4.95

				

				
					Higher

				

				
					306

				

				
					5.19

				

				
					545.98

				

				
					10.13

				

				
					South Africa

				

				
					Lower

				

				
					6287

				

				
					61.07

				

				
					264.72

				

				
					4.18

				

				
					Middle

				

				
					3036

				

				
					33.95

				

				
					334.07

				

				
					6.80

				

				
					Higher

				

				
					363

				

				
					4.98

				

				
					444.81

				

				
					16.02

				

				As shown in Table 2, of concern is that learners with a lower HSE status in Brazil performed relatively better than learners in the same class in South Africa. Grade 4 learners in Brazil obtained a mean score of 389, whereas in South Africa, learners obtained approximately 264 mean score points. The trend is similar to that of the higher HSE class in both countries. In the higher HSE status Grade, learners obtained an average score of 545, whereas in the same category, the Grade 4 learners in South Africa obtained a mean score of 441. An interesting trend emerged from the results: the higher the socio-economic status, the higher the mean score in both countries. The trend in these results indicates that immediate attention is required in the lower HSE to support both parents and learners in reading comprehension. Table 3 shows the correlation between the reading achievement scores and the variables of interest. 
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				Table 3:	Correlation between reading achievement and the variables explored

				
					Home-socio

				

				
					Country

				

				
					R

				

				
					r (se)

				

				
					T-value

				

				
					Correlation

				

				
					Brazil

				

				
					.39

				

				
					.02

				

				
					19.5

				

				
					Moderate positive

				

				
					South Africa

				

				
					.35

				

				
					.03

				

				
					11.6

				

				
					Moderate positive

				

				
					Parents like reading

				

				
					Brazil

				

				
					.15

				

				
					.03

				

				
					5

				

				
					Small positive

				

				
					South Africa

				

				
					.18

				

				
					.02

				

				
					9

				

				
					Small positive

				

				
					Early reading literacy

				

				
					Brazil

				

				
					.30

				

				
					.03

				

				
					10

				

				
					Moderate positive

				

				
					South Africa

				

				
					.23

				

				
					.02

				

				
					11.5

				

				
					Small positive

				

				Correlations conducted revealed that there is a statistically significant positive medium relationship between Grade 4 learners’ reading literacy mean scores and the HSE status of both countries2By implication, as the learner’s HSE increases, their reading literacy scores may increase. Table 4 shows the results for early reading tasks.

				Table 4:	Early reading tasks

				
					n

				

				
					n%

				

				
					Mean score

				

				
					Mean score (SE)

				

				
					Brazil

				

				
					Not well

				

				
					1656

				

				
					42

				

				
					385.39

				

				
					7.61

				

				
					Moderately well

				

				
					1454

				

				
					34

				

				
					441.36

				

				
					5.90

				

				
					Very well

				

				
					1047

				

				
					24

				

				
					474.79

				

				
					7.12

				

				
					South Africa

				

				
					Not well

				

				
					2681

				

				
					27

				

				
					247.83

				

				
					5.81

				

				
					Moderately well

				

				
					3809

				

				
					40

				

				
					303.17

				

				
					5.89

				

				
					Very well

				

				
					3164

				

				
					33

				

				
					329.17

				

				
					6.05

				

				When parents were asked how well their children performed early reading tasks, data revealed that, among South African parents, 27% reported that their children did not perform well in the early reading task. Their mean score was 247 (SE=5.8), while in Brazil, 42% of the parents indicated that children could not perform well in the early reading tasks, and their mean score was 385 (SE=7). When looking at the findings in Table 4. It is evident that parents in South Africa are more likely to think that their children read moderately and/or very well than parents in Brazil, but this conflicts with their children’s reading achievement scores. 

				The correlations presented in Table 3 revealed that in Brazil, there is a significant, moderate, positive relationship between learners’ degree of engagement in early reading literacy tasks and their reading literacy mean score. For South Africa, the data revealed a significantly small positive relationship between the two variables. The trend that emerged from these results is that when Grade 4 learners are perceived by their parents to perform well in early reading literacy tasks, they achieve higher scores. By implication, the results indicate that early home reading tasks are crucial to in child’s development of reading comprehension in both countries. Table 5 shows the results for parents’ liking of reading variables. 

				
					
						2	Statistically, if the T-value is greater than 2.58, the coefficient is significant at the 95% confidence level. 
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				Table 5:	Parents like reading

				
					n

				

				
					n%

				

				
					Mean score

				

				
					Mean score (SE)

				

				
					Brazil

				

				
					Do not like

				

				
					1198

				

				
					29.39

				

				
					401.44

				

				
					8.21

				

				
					Somewhat like

				

				
					2282

				

				
					51.39

				

				
					423.14

				

				
					5.79

				

				
					Very much like

				

				
					831

				

				
					19.21

				

				
					455.84

				

				
					7.46

				

				
					South Africa

				

				
					Do not like

				

				
					1383

				

				
					14.64

				

				
					270.22

				

				
					9.44

				

				
					Somewhat like

				

				
					6323

				

				
					61.56

				

				
					283.39

				

				
					4.80

				

				
					Very much like

				

				
					2154

				

				
					23.79

				

				
					341.83

				

				
					6.77

				

				A total of 4311 (87%) parents responded to this item in Brazil, whereas 9860 (79%) in South Africa. 29% of Brazilian parents reported not liking reading, and their children achieved a mean score of 401 (SE=8). In contrast, approximately 14% of South African parents also reported not liking reading, but their children achieved a mean score of 270 (SE=9). In Brazil, even when parents do not like reading, their learners’ mean score is relatively higher and above the international low benchmark of 400 points. Therefore, it can be asked what the Brazilian parents are doing that South African parents can adopt, even when they do not like reading. In both countries, a sizable percentage of parents like reading. 

				Correlations calculated for this variable showed that in both countries, there is a small positive relationship between the reading literacy mean score of Grade 4 learners and parents’ liking to read (cf. Table 3). Parents’ enjoyment of reading might contribute to their child’s reading literacy levels. It remains to be learnt from Brazilian literature what exactly Brazilian parents are doing that South African parents can adopt to increase reading literacy among FP learners.

				Discussion

				It is important to note that neither South Africa nor Brazil reached the international mean score of 500. What prompted this analysis, though, is that both countries are upper-middle-income countries with similar educational backgrounds, including colonial-era legacies, inequality, and ongoing educational reforms. However, Grade 4 learners in Brazil still performed relatively higher than learners in South Africa. Therefore, it is imperative to investigate what we can learn from countries with characteristics similar to South Africa before adopting practices from more developed countries that participate in PIRLS, such as Singapore and Russia. Reading culture at home is fostered by an interplay of diverse factors. These factors include the level of social capital available in the home, measured by the family’s HSE status, parents’ engagement in early literacy tasks with their children, and parents’ perceptions of reading and its role in the home’s reading culture.

				It was important to consider the HSE statuses of the two different countries. The literature has argued that this variable plays a role in learners’ reading literacy (Hemmerechts et al., 2017). More often than not, parents from lower socio-economic status tend to have lower reading interests than parents from higher socio-economic status. As such, it may be argued that the parental reading culture (engagement in early reading literacy with the children and their overall interest in reading) may depend on their HSE. 

				Social capital theory, rooted in sociology and economics, posits that structural factors can shape educational performance and status attainment (Bourdieu, 1998). In line with this 
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				framework, researchers study the quality and nature of parents’ and children’s engagement as social capital resources that may serve as a basis for certain educational achievements (Lareau & Weininger, 2003; Ball, 2003). From table 2, in Brazil, approximately 64% of parents have in lower socio-economic status compared to South African parents (61%), although the difference is not large. On average, Grade 4 learners in South Africa, both in the lower and middle classes, did not reach the PIRLS 2021 Low International benchmark, whereas those in the higher HES did. On the other hand, in Brazil, Grade 4 learners in the middle class are at the intermediate international benchmark.

				In contrast, those in the higher HES have reached the international mean score of 500 points. Although learners in South Africa did not meet the low international benchmark, learners from middle-income homes scored 70 points more than those from lower-income homes, while learners from high-income homes scored 110 points more than those from middle-income homes. These findings are consistent with social capital theory, which suggests that when learners come from families with low economic resources and cultural resources (such as education), and the lack of access to resources from other community members (who often face similar challenges), these families are unable to provide their children with the necessary support for success.

				Since Brazil and South Africa are developing nations, what is still prevalent is early childhood poverty in both countries. However, recent studies by Mendelsohn et al. (2020) and Piccolo et al. (2021) showed that in Brazil, interventions with parents from low-income households focus on encouraging them to create a reading culture at home, despite their low literacy levels. The intervention strategies showed that parents and learners benefited, despite being from low-income households. Similarly, in South several the FLP being implemented in rural KwaZulu-Natal province was aimed at strengthening adult literacy skills, which in turn will better aid them in reading with their children. Interventions like these can be rolled out to reach other parts of the country (Le Roux, 2020). 

				Perhaps South African parents can attempt to engage more in early reading literacy with their children because literature shows (Olive & de Dieu, 2022) that when parents engage in early reading tasks with their children, the children have better chances of developing better reading literacy skills. Furthermore, the data analysed revealed that the more parents engage in reading literacy with their children, the more likely their children are to attain the reading literacy skill (Nawas, 2019). Therefore, to enhance the FP reading literacy skills, South African parents are encouraged to engage more with their children in early reading literacy tasks. The association between the two variables also supports this relationship, although it is not strong; parents are encouraged to foster a culture of reading as early as possible. The community of practice framework enables parents and their learners to share experiences through reading literacy tasks. It fosters increased participation through active engagement (Laluvein, 2010).

				Wenger’s concept of the community of practice could serve as a template for examining parent-teacher relationships within a social theory of learning that views learning as an expression of social participation. One of the key characteristics of the parent-teacher community of practice is the continual striving for new and better ways to work with the child.

				Parents must engage in early reading literacy activities with their children because Hemmerechts et al. (2017) argued that when parents engage with their children in early reading literacy before they start formal school, it increases their chances of developing strong reading literacy skills. Social cognitive theory emphasises the critical role of parents as 
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				models of behaviour in fostering a reading culture at home (Solichah et al., 2023). Through observational learning, children can cognitively retain and produce the modelled behaviour. Although the data showed a weak relationship between parents who like to read and their children’s reading literacy achievement, the relationship was statistically significant.

				Limitations of the study 

				With any investigation conducted, there are limitations; for this study, they are as follows: 

				Caution should be taken to note that the PIRLS 2021 data were collected during a global pandemic. As a result, there were variations in data-collection timelines across the two countries studied. From the onset, it was made clear that this study aimed to learn from Brazilian parents, not critique learners’ performance. Although that is the case, caution should be paid to the fact that the reading achievement and the response rate differ by country, and as such, findings reported in this study should be interpreted with caution. 

				With PIRLS 2021, it is acknowledged in the international technical report (Mullis et al., 2023) that, for the home questionnaire, there is a sizable number of missing data. For instance, PIRLS 2021 sampled 12 426 Grade 4 learners and parents to participate in the study (DBE, 2023). In Brazil, about 4941 Grade 4 learners participated in the study. However, due to missing data, each analysed variable reports the total number of parents who responded to the item. As shown in the tables, there is a sizable difference between the sampled parents and the number of valid cases. Therefore, the results should be interpreted with caution, given the number of missing cases. 

				While correlation does not equal causation, it is worth noting that other variables may contribute to the learner’s reading achievement. It is important to note that the scope of this study included three variables. Additionally, when interpreting the results, the issue of language, more specifically translations and adaptations, should be considered, because Brazil had to translate and adapt the instruments into one language. In contrast, South Africa had 9 other languages. 

				Conclusion and recommendations

				The main purpose of this investigation was to investigate what South African parents can learn from parents in Brazil. Literature has revealed that parental involvement is crucial in the learner’s academic activities. The theories used in this study inform the study that developing a culture of reading occurs within a community of practice and that learning occurs through parents modelling good reading habits to their children. This article drew on data from the PIRLS 2021 parent home questionnaire on parents’ views of reading, early literacy skills and HSE. The data and the literature reviewed showed that, despite Brazil and South Africa not reaching the international benchmark of 500 score points, Brazilian parents are more involved in their children’s educational activities, and educational interventions aimed at promoting reading cultures at home occur regularly. Through this, South Africa can investigate the methods used in Brazil in greater depth and adapt them to the South African context. Based on the findings, this investigation makes the following recommendations:

				The data analysed revealed that the more parents engage in reading literacy with their children, the easier it is for their children to acquire reading literacy skills (Nawas, 2019). Therefore, South African parents are encouraged to invest more in their children’s education, regardless of their literacy levels.
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				It is recommended that non-profit organisations focus more on learners with low HSE status by providing additional resources, as the intervention cannot really change the HSE status, but providing more books and resources may help. 

				Lastly, future studies could investigate the link between reading outcomes and the number of languages used in South Africa for translating the PIRLS passages, which may be considered a limitation, as Brazil translated the passages into English and Portuguese.
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