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ABSTRACT 

 

The Ministry of General Education introduced the Primary Language Policy (PLP) in 

the 2013 revised curriculum framework that promotes the use of a familiar language in 

the lower grades (1-4) with a view to address the low reading levels among learners in 

the lower grades as established by most researchers in the country. However, although 

most research has revealed that the use of familiar language enhances the development 

of emergent literacy skills among learners in the lower grades, there is no empirical 

evidence that the use of familiar language enhances literacy to learners with 

intellectual disabilities. Based on this premise, this study sought to investigate the 

reading levels of learners with intellectual disabilities with the goal of examining the 

extent to which the use of familiar language has addressed reading skills of learners 

with Intellectual Disabilities and if not, to suggest effective strategies. The study was a 

longitudinal design, conducted from 2018 September to 2019 September. The goal of 

a longitudinal design was to track the changes and progression of the learners since the 

same sample was repeatedly studied. This repeated study on the learners helped to 

establish the cause effect of teaching reading in a familiar language. Qualitative and 

quantitative research methods were used. A mixed research method was thought 

befitting in the sense that it captures both the ontological and epistemological 

assumption to the study. The belief and value of this triangulation is that knowledge is 

a social construct and as such, the use of the familiar language which is used in social 

interactions is perceived to enhance the acquisition of reading skills when learners are 

taught in a language they are familiar with.  Considering the research objective and the 

theoretical frame work, a constructivism/interpretivism philosophical assumption was 

the underpinning of this research. The belief is that knowledge is created through 

social interaction and interpreted by people and experienced by people through their 

interactions with each other. The conceptual frame work of the social cultural 

influence on learning, guided the study. Data collection was based on the following: 

Questionnaire for teachers teaching learners with intellectual disabilities, Basic Skills 
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Assessment Tool (BASAT) was administered to learners with intellectual disabilities, 

structured interview schedule was used for parents and head teachers from the selected 

schools and observation of the learning environment in the selected schools. 

Quantitative data was analysed by the use of IBM SPSS 25 version while qualitative 

data was analyzed by drawing themes from the data collected through the 

questionnaires administered to teachers and interview schedules for head teachers and 

parents. The results of the research revealed that there is a significant difference in the 

reading levels between the first data collected in English and the second through the 

use of a familiar language. However, it was noticed that the familiar language 

predominantly spoken in the area, is not familiar to some learners with intellectual 

disabilities, hence affecting their acquisition of the reading skills. The other factor 

affecting the enhancement of reading skills to learners with intellectual disabilities is 

lack of adequate and appropriate teaching and learning aids (LTA). It was observed 

that there is a serious shortage of reading materials in most schools sampled for the 

study. This inadequacy is a contributing factor to the low reading levels among 

learners with intellectual disabilities. Thirdly, some teachers have significant 

challenges teaching effectively using the familiar language as the language barrier is 

still a factor that affects the teaching of reading. Learners with intellectual disabilities 

also showed significant challenges on tasks to do with syllable segmentation and 

phonological awareness. The conclusion of the study was that the use of a familiar 

language to teach reading skills to learners with intellectual disabilities revealed that 

there is a significant improvement in their reading skills. Finally, but not the least, the 

researcher recommends the implementation of the sound letter object identification 

strategy of teaching phonological awareness to learners with intellectual disabilities in 

a familiar language as opposed to letter sound knowledge teaching strategy and the use 

of a multidimensional teaching of reading approach. 

 

Key words: Familiar language, intellectual disability, reading skills, learners, 

teaching strategies, parental involvement. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides background information, statement of the problem, purpose of 

the study, study objectives and the main research question. In order to focus on 

specific issues in the research question, subsidiary questions are also included. These 

questions will guide this research so that it is more focused on the specific issues to be 

investigated. The significance of the study is also stated. This is followed by 

delimitation and limitation of the study in that order. Definitions of some terms used in 

the study are also explained. The chapter also covers the data collection criteria and 

analysis of data. 

Reading is about understanding written texts. It is a complex activity that involves 

both perception and thought. Reading also involves word recognition and 

comprehension. Word recognition can be defined as the process of perceiving how 

written symbols correspond to ones spoken language while comprehension is the 

process of making sense of words, sentence and connected text. Reading plays an 

important role in the academic advancement of learners with intellectual disabilities. 

Therefore, there is a significant need for effective intervention strategies to address 

reading problems in school-aged children (Shapiro, 2010). Educators such as Haris 

(2011), Motaba (2013) and Mwila (2011) agree on the importance of teaching literacy 

skills to learners with intellectual disabilities as a way of laying a strong academic 

foundation for academic advancement. This is simply because the ability to read plays 

an important role to the academic advancement of a learner with intellectual 

disabilities. It is very important that deliberate policies aimed at enhancing the reading 

levels among learners with intellectual disabilities are put in place. Other than that, 

reading materials that can stimulate the development of emergent literacy skills in 

learners with intellectual disabilities must be made available.  
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In view of the importance of reading and the low reading levels among learners, the 

Ministry of Education in Zambia, came up with the new approach to teaching reading 

using a familiar language. The language policy is called Primary Literacy Policy 

(PLP) as opposed to the use of regional languages only to learners from grade one to 

four 1-4 (MoESVTEE,2013). Familiar language in the Zambian context means the 

language a child understands better and uses at home and during social interactions on 

a daily basis. Familiar language should not be confused with mother tongue or first 

language of the learners since the two are quite different. Muzata (2015) makes it very 

clear that the two terms, `mother tongue and familiar language` are two different 

concepts. He advocates that teaching of reading should be in the child’s mother tongue 

as there is no replacement to the mother tongue as language of instruction in school. 

This study has a different view in the sense that sometimes, the child’s mother tongue 

might not be the language a child is familiar with and hence that can be a barrier to 

learning when the same language is used as a language of instruction in class. 

However, the ontological assumption is that any language the child is familiar with is 

the optimum option to be used for classroom instruction and will enhance learning.  

 

This study, therefore, focused on learners with intellectual disabilities in the lower 

grades/levels of the primary sector. The assumption on the use of familiar language to 

teaching of literacy is that the knowledge and skills acquired from the familiar 

language will complement the acquisition of reading skills in English language at 

higher levels of education. Kamil (2000) acknowledges that there is great transfer of 

information from learning to read in one’s language to learning to read in a second 

language. However, the empirical evidence to this effect is based on learners without 

intellectual disabilities. Hence, the reason to conduct this research in order to generate 

empirical data on the enhancement of reading as a result of using familiar language to 

teach learners with intellectual disabilities. Research done by Tambulukani (2015), 

Mwanza (2012), Koch (2008) and Katims (2000) revealed the benefits of using 

familiar language to first graders as a way to enhance reading skills; it is against this 
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background that this study sought to explore if learners with intellectual disabilities 

have benefited from the use of familiar language to enhance their reading.  

 

The primary literacy policy (PLP) on education recognises the use of familiar Zambian 

languages as the official languages of instruction in the Pre-Schools and early Grades 

(Grades 1-4). Familiar language does not refer only to the seven regional Zambian 

languages such as Cinyanja, Chitonga, Icibemba, Kiikaonde, Lunda, Luvale and Silozi 

but rather to the local language of the community (Sampa, 2003; Kamil, 2000; 

Muyebaa, 2009; Mwila, 2011; Tambulukani and Bus, 2011). The policy emphasises 

that all the teaching and learning in all the learning areas at the Lower Primary level 

will be in familiar Zambian Languages. This is because there is evidence that learners 

learn more easily and successfully through learning in a language that they know and 

understand well. It is assumed that literacy skills acquired early in a familiar language 

will complement the acquisition of literacy skills in English in later grades. 

 

Therefore, the policy on teaching in the lower grades is in a familiar language so as to 

give learners in Pre-Schools and lower primary (level 1 – 4) an opportunity to learn 

and acquire initial basic literacy skills in a familiar language. English will still remain 

the official medium of instruction beginning at Grade 5 up to tertiary, after learners 

have acquired literacy skills through the use of familiar language in the lower grades. 

It is hoped that this approach will foster better initial learning of literacy among 

learners with intellectual disabilities, enhance the status of Zambian Languages and 

integrate the schools more meaningfully into the life of the local communities 

(Curriculum frame work, 2013). Reading is one aspect in the learning process that 

plays a significant role in the academic success of every learner. Hence, the need to lay 

a strong literacy foundation in the learners with intellectual disabilities.  
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1.1.1 Background to the study 

1.1.2 Zambian perspective 

The British colonial government and early missionaries in Northern Rhodesia, now 

Zambia, favoured the use of familiar language to teach in the early years of school. 

The first task undertaken by the missionaries who came into Zambia was to write the 

vernacular language of the area in which they settled and then later started teaching 

literacy to the natives (Snelson, 1974). It is important to state that the first school in 

Zambia was established by Fred Anort, a missionary in 1888 at Limulunga in Western 

province of Zambia. A special school for persons with disabilities was also opened at 

Sefula by the Paris Evangelical Missionary Societies (PEMS). 

 

Language is a key word in this study. Therefore, it is important to define what 

language is in this context. Dutton (1965) defines language as a system of arbitrary 

and vocal symbols by means of which a social group cooperates with one another. 

Chris Davison (2007) states that language is a system of communication which 

consists of a set of sounds and written symbols which are used by people of a 

particular country or region for talking or writing.  Mbozi (2018) and Kashoki (2019) 

define language as the expression of ideas by means of speech- sounds combined into 

words. After Zambia became independent from British rule in 1964, the medium of 

instruction changed from familiar language to English from grade one to the highest 

level of education which is the University (Linchen, 2004). This implies that the 

people who introduced western education in Zambia had a clear reason why they 

thought of using the familiar language to teach literacy skills at lower grades as 

effective than using the second or foreign language to teach reading skills to learners 

at an early stage of learning. This is the same concept which the Ministry of Education 

is implementing in an effort to enhance reading levels among early graders of learners 

with and without disabilities in schools. Kelly (1995), Mwanakatwe (1978) and 

Manchishi (2004) have attributed the low reading levels in Zambia to the language of 

instruction shift from familiar language to English as a medium of classroom 
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instruction. Learners are taught in a language that is not familiar. Hence, making the 

conceptualisation of concepts very difficult because of language barrier, which 

impedes learning (Diarra, 2003). 

 

The low literacy levels among Zambian school going children has been a major policy 

concern in the last decades. This includes learners with intellectual disabilities. The 

study conducted by the Southern Africa Consortium for Monitoring Education Quality 

(SACMEQ) II in all the nine provinces of Zambia, revealed that 25% of grade six 

pupils could not read at a minimum level of proficiency and only 3% could read at a 

specified desirable level ((MOE, 1995). This situation could be worse with learners 

with intellectual disabilities. The findings of the Zambia National Assessment Survey 

(ZNAs) (2016) is in consistency with the findings of the SACMEQ and early grade 

reading assessment (EGRA) on the low reading levels of most learners at the lower 

grades and that this includes learners with intellectual disabilities. 

 

Further still, research reports by William (1993), Mwanza (2012), Kasebula (2013), 

Matafwali (2010) and Lwangala (2011) also revealed that on average, pupils could not 

read text two levels below their own grade level. However, the benefits of using 

familiar language as medium of instruction to teach literacy skills to early graders is 

based on the premise that learners learn more easily and successfully through the use 

of languages that they know and understand well (Curriculum frame work, 2013). The 

Educating Our Future policy document (1996), Tambulukani and Bus (2011) and 

MOESVTEE (2013) also emphasise on the use of a familiar language predominantly 

spoken in an area to teach literacy as a way to enhance literacy levels among learners 

with intellectual disabilities and those without intellectual disabilities.  Benefits of 

language and culture-rich curriculum for children enhance academic success.  

 

In Zambia, the National Assessment Survey conducted in (2006) indicated that the 

national mean performance in reading in English among grades 5 learners was 34.5 



6 

 

percent compared to 33.9 percent in the 2003 survey. The study revealed that learners 

were able to deal with material presented successfully (Zambia’s National Assessment 

Survey Report, 2006). The study by Matafwali (2010) revealed that despite the 

existence of a rich literacy program in Zambia, the reading levels of the majority of 

Zambian children was remarkably low. This study by Matafwali further revealed that 

50 percent of grade one and two learners involved in the study scored zero or only one 

word in the reading subtest. This phenomenon shows that the literacy levels among 

school going children is very low as compared to the expected standard and it could be 

worse in learners with intellectual disabilities.  

 

The MOE (1996) policy document points out clearly on the importance of using 

familiar language to teach literacy skills to learners in lower grades. This policy 

resonates very well with Kashoki (2019) as he encourages institutions to promote the 

use of familiar languages as a tool to enhance development. The assumption regarding 

the use of familiar language to teach literacy in the lower grades is that learners will 

use the rich familiar vocabulary they have acquired in society as a basis for their 

learning of reading skills. This language learning experience approach is encouraged 

by (Kolb, 1984). 

 

The revised curriculum frame work (2013) has explained how the ministry wants to 

enhance reading to early graders by using familiar language to teach learners in the 

lower grades and learners with intellectual disabilities are not an exception. This 

assertion is advocated for on the premise that children learn well in the language they 

are familiar with. The Curriculum Framework (2000) states that the language of 

instruction in school is a pedagogical too for explaining, communicating, asking, 

responding, understanding and activating the learning process. This explains the 

significance of using familiar language to teach reading skills to learners with 

intellectual disabilities in the lower grades as they are more able to comprehend 

content in such a language better. 
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However, benefits of this approach to learners with intellectual disabilities are not 

known as most research is conducted on learners without intellectual disabilities at the 

expense of learners with intellectual disabilities. It is for this reason that this study 

investigated the effectiveness of using familiar language to teach reading skills to 

intellectually disabled learners and to ascertain the extent to which literacy levels have 

been enhanced among learners with intellectual disabilities due to the use of a familiar 

language to teach reading skills. 

 

Kelly (1995) adds that most backwardness in reading is as a result of the language 

factor. This then, justifies the importance of teaching reading skills to learners with 

intellectual disabilities in a familiar language. Benefits of using the familiar language 

as medium of instruction to teach literacy skills to early graders is based on the 

premise that learners learn easily and successfully through languages that they know 

and understand well (Curriculum frame work, 2013). The Educating our Future policy 

document (1996) also emphasises the use of a familiar language predominantly spoken 

in an area to teach literacy to all learners as a way of enhancing literacy levels among 

early graders. The significance of reading in the academic advancement of every 

learner cannot be over looked if learners are to progress in their education career. 

Banda (2008) also argues that the attainment or achievement of quality and 

meaningful education cannot be achieved only through formal education. He suggests 

that the hybridisation of African indigenous knowledge systems (AIKS) can enhance 

learning. This hybridisation of African indigenous knowledge system involves the use 

of familiar language that learners understand better. This concept is also applicable to 

learners with intellectual disabilities in order for them to improve their emergent 

literacy skills. 

 

Informed by research, the Zambian government through the Ministry of Education 

resolved to implement Primary Literacy Program (PLP) as the language of instruction 

for the teaching of reading to early graders using familiar language with the view to 
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enhance literacy skills in learners.  The language policy was implemented in 2013. 

This policy was meant to validate the enhancement of reading among learners. The 

intention is to provide an effective additive bilingual program, where literacy skills 

acquired in a familiar language support the acquisition of literacy in English and at the 

same time sustaining and strengthening literacy in a familiar language. The language 

of instruction policy demands that teachers teaching in the lower grades should use 

familiar language to teach. The policy implementation is supported by research 

findings by scholars such as (Tambulukani, 2015; Trudell and Piper, 2014; and Kafata, 

2016), whose research findings revealed that children learn well and faster when they 

learn in a familiar language as opposed to learning in a foreign language which is not 

familiar to them. Furthermore, it is hoped that learners with intellectual disabilities can 

build up on the skills earlier on acquired in familiar language even as they start 

learning in English as a second language.  

 

The enhancement of reading skills at an early stage in learners with intellectual 

disabilities is very important because reading plays a critical role to the academic 

advancement and social well-being of any individual regardless of disability or gender 

(Matafwali, 2005). Kashoki (2019) further states that the general picture that is evident 

is one that shows that while a part of the teaching process is devoted to enabling the 

learner to gain practical speaking, reading and writing knowledge of the language, it is 

critical in every sphere of life of an individual. It is stated that learner’s first language 

is the optimal language for literacy and learning throughout primary school 

(UNESCO, 2008). World Bank (2006) indicates that learners’ achievement is very low 

despite an increase in access to schooling due to the Education for All (EFA) 

campaign and the establishment of sustainable development goals. However, Global 

Reading Network (2015) states that results for early grade reading assessment (EGRA) 

in low-income countries show that presently, very few learners read at early grade 

level. Zambia’s situation to this effect is not an exception as most studies have 

revealed that the reading levels of learners are remarkably low. 
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In 2014, Zambia conducted the early grade reading assessment and results showed that 

grade 2 pupils, on average, were struggling to read fluently; the average oral reading 

fluency rate for the local languages ranged from 1.84 to 8.40 words per minute, 

indicating that the typical grade 2 pupil could sight-recognise a few words but 

struggled to string the words from a passage into a coherent sentence. This finding is 

not surprising, as learners were able to produce the correct sounds of only between 

3.68 and 9.63 letters per minute across languages, indicating they lacked the 

foundational reading skills needed to decode unfamiliar words. This finding also was 

reflected in the Reading Comprehension subtask, for which most learners were 

challenged to answer the comprehension questions of the passage they had just read. 

However, the issue was not one of inability to comprehend at all, because the learners 

could sufficiently comprehend passages being read to them, scoring on average 

between 43% and 78% correct responses across languages (National assessment 

survey, 2015). 

 

1.1.3 Global perspective 

  

Studies by Christophe and Wolfang (2013) in Germany also revealed that 29.3% of 

learners with intellectual disabilities do not read at all, 6.8% read at a logographic 

stage and 31.9% read at alphabetical while 32% read at orthographic level. These 

statistics show the extent of low reading levels of learners with intellectual disabilities. 

Studies on the reading achievements of learners with intellectual disabilities are sparse 

while present studies tend to focus on reading instructions rather than on prevalence’s. 

The low reading levels on learners with intellectual disabilities were further 

highlighted in the studies conducted by (Baylis and Snowling, 2012; Browder, 

Cantade, Wakeman and Rickelman, 2006; Mraz and Flowers, 2009). Out of a sample 

of 132 learners with intellectual disabilities (ID), only 22% showed minimal literacy 

skills. The reason behind this was attributed to the use of unfamiliar language 
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(English) when teaching literacy. Kelly (1995) adds that most backwardness in reading 

among learners at lower levels is as a result of the language factor.  

 

Further still, the impact of the language policy analysis of (2016) by the Southern 

Africa Centre for Monitoring Education Quality (SACMEQ) indicated that using 

mother tongue in the classroom enhances classroom participation, decreases attrition 

and increases the likelihood of family and community engagement in the child’s 

learning and eventually enhances learning. The studies by SACMEQ involved learners 

without intellectual disabilities from grade five (5) to six (6), however, the situation of 

low reading abilities could be worse off among learners with intellectual disabilities. 

Hence, this study was meant to explore whether the use of familiar language has 

enhanced the reading levels of learners with intellectual disabilities or not. A 

comparison of the results of the studies undertaken between the two periods by the 

SACMEQ III (2011) report, King and Mackey (2007) and UNESCO (2018), has 

attested to the low reading levels among learners in early grades. Based on research 

findings by most scholars, the inclusion of familiar language and culture in the school 

curriculum is an important factor in children’s academic achievement, retention rates, 

and school attendance (Demmert, 2000; Lipka & McCarty, 1994; McCarty & Lee, 

2014; Mmari, Blum & Teufel, Shone, 2010; Skinner, 1999; Yazzie, 1999). Gay (2013) 

notes that a culturally responsive approach to teaching reading to learners with 

intellectual disabilities connects learners’ experiences in and outside of the school, 

supports educational equity and excellence, and empowers learners by giving them the 

skills to effectively negotiate and impact the world around them. Ratz and Wagner 

(2012) also notes the importance of social cultural influence on the learning of reading 

to learners with ID. This type of teaching approach and the inclusion of familiar 

languages are not detrimental to learners with intellectual disabilities academic 

achievements; rather, it promotes academic achievement and cultural knowledge 

thereby preparing youths to be leaders of their communities (McCarty and Lee, 2014). 
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Research conducted by Flores (2006) revealed that the use of familiar language 

instructions to teach literacy to learners with intellectual disabilities improves overall 

school performance, cognitive development, problem solving and creativity. Calkins 

and Tolan (2010) noted that the demands of current technologies require all learners to 

develop greater literacy skills than previous. This simply means that there is absolute 

need for all learners to acquire literacy skills at an early stage of their academic 

advancement. A lack of reading ability limits one’s quality of life (Bradford, Shippen, 

Alberto, House, Chins and Flores, 2006). This therefore entails that lack of 

development of literacy skills in early grades or elementary school can pose long term 

difficulties in learning new information through modern technology.  

 

A study conducted by Erickson et al. (2009) revealed that most learners with 

intellectual disabilities did not improve their reading when they were taught reading by 

phonics strategy. This was due to the fact that the phonics were not strengthened with 

built in meaning to help children conceptualise the phonics with meaning. To help 

learners with intellectual disabilities improve their reading skills, congress in Australia 

in (1997) established the National Reading Panel (NRP) and consequently the 

National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) to ensure that 

the low reading levels among learners are enhanced. Waikeman and Rickemalman 

(2006) also report that most recent research tends to focus much on reading 

instructions rather than the prevalence’s of reading among learners with intellectual 

disabilities. Katims (2001) examined 132 learners with intellectual disabilities in 

Texas and found 22% of them showing minimal abilities to read.  

 

EGRA (2010) and National Assessment Surveys, in most Southern African countries 

have shown poor reading among learners and this could be worse for learners with 

intellectual disabilities as noted by Koch (2008) that most learners with intellectual 

disabilities (ID) can only read at alphabetical level (SACMEQ III, 2010). The findings 

of the assessments are meant to inform all stake holders in the education of learners 
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with intellectual disabilities to come up with effective teaching strategies in order to 

enhance reading levels among them. A study by Hunt and Marshall (2006) revealed 

that with appropriate support in place, learners with intellectual disabilities can 

achieve a high quality of life in many different aspects such as the acquisition of 

reading skills. Therefore, curriculum and instruction must be carefully modified to 

help these learners reach their full potential in both academic and other functional 

areas within the individual. Independence and self-reliance should always be primary 

goals of all instructional strategies employed to learners with intellectual disabilities. 

 

Listening comprehension is one teaching strategy for teaching reading. It is a pre-

reading skill and there is a strong link between a child’s ability to speak and 

understand a language and his or her ability to learn to read in that language. Listening 

comprehension was the only subtask in the early grade reading assessment (EGRA) in 

Ghana, in which the percentage of learners who scored zero was less than half across 

the Ghanaian LOIs (with the exception of Dagbani, for which 52.8% of pupils scored 

zero). In ten of the Ghanaian LOIs, most learners were able to correctly answer at least 

one question, with zero-score percentages in the single digits and teens in Fante 

(6.0%), Nzema (7.3%), Dangme (16.8%), and Ewe (19.1%) schools, up to just under 

half in Gonja schools (48.9%). In contrast, 81% of learners scored zero on the English 

listening comprehension subtask. Thus, learners performed better on the listening 

comprehension subtask in a Ghanaian LOI than English, as would be expected and as 

current research indicates (Global reading network, 2015). The statistics indicate that 

most learners perform well or are more able to comprehend tasks read in their familiar 

language, however not much is known regarding learners with intellectual disabilities, 

which this study sought to explore. 

 

Research conducted by Tambulukani and Bus (2015) revealed that familiar language 

instructions improve overall school performance, cognitive development, problem 

solving and creativity. Bilingual learners who have acquired initial literacy skills in 
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their first language have increased meta linguistic awareness, or knowledge ‘about’ 

languages. These Meta linguistic skills are an important piece of intellectual 

development, reading skills development, and overall academic success (Hakuta, 

1986). Meta linguistic abilities are seen in greater phonemic awareness in bilingual 

children (for example, they can answer questions like: Do cat and car have the same 

sound at the beginning?) and in bilingual learner’s ability to break words into syllables 

more successfully than monolingual learners. Teaching reading skills to learners with 

intellectual disabilities might enhance reading and also the ability to learn a foreign 

language (Lindfors, 1991). The use of a familiar language and culture-rich curriculum 

for Native children does not only benefit learners without intellectual disabilities in the 

acquisition of reading skills but also learners with intellectual disabilities (Blum & 

TeufelShone, 2010; Skinner 1999; Yazzie, 1999). Gay (2013) notes that a culturally 

responsive approach to teaching reading connects learners experiences in and outside 

of the classroom, supports educational equity and excellence, and empowers learners 

by giving them the skills to effectively negotiate and impact the world around them. 

This teaching approach and the inclusion of familiar languages are not detrimental to 

academic achievement; rather, it promotes academic achievement and cultural 

knowledge, preparing all learners to be leaders of their communities (McCarty and 

Lee, 2014). 

 

The problem of low reading levels among learners with intellectual disabilities is not 

unique to developing countries such as most African, Asian and South American 

countries. The National Adult Literacy Survey (NALS) conducted in 2004, in the 

United States of America, showed that low literacy is a common problem in the 

United States. In Britain, a study conducted by the Organisation for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD) in 2001, indicated that about seven million 

adults are unable to read, write or add up to the level they would need to communicate 

in the world of business (Garner, 2001; OECD, 2001). The SACMEQ III (2010) report 

on the quality of education and reading levels in most countries in Central and sub 
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Saharan African countries is remarkably low. Current research is demonstrating the 

efficacy of comprehensive reading instruction for individuals with intellectual 

disabilities as a way to enhance their reading levels (Mathes, Roberts, Cheatham, & 

Champlain, 2010; Allor, Mathes, Roberts, Jones, & Champlain, 2010; Browder, 

Ahlgrim-Delzell, Courtade, Gibbs, & Flowers, 2008). One overarching finding from 

these studies is that intense amounts of repetition and practice on critical literacy skills 

are needed to produce meaningful gains among learners with intellectual disabilities. 

Providing intensive instruction in the school setting is extremely challenging as it 

requires more time and patience by the teacher. 

 

The other aim of this study was to explore the various teaching strategies that can be 

used to intensify early literacy instruction for learners with intellectual disabilities, 

including methods for providing practice outside of teacher-led instruction. Learners 

with intellectual disabilities should be taught to read using strategies and techniques 

that will provide them with the skills necessary to fully process individual words in 

connected text and derive meaning from the text. Therefore, the above statement 

suggests that when learners with intellectual disabilities are given scientifically based 

and rigorously intensive reading instruction in a familiar language, over an extended 

period of time, these learners can respond positively, making important gains in 

literacy development. This is what this study sought to explore and contribute to the 

body of knowledge. Instructions must be systematic and explicit, including all reading 

components; repetitive in its use of routines and instructional language; fast paced; and 

highly motivating. Lessons should be fully implemented by teachers skilled in 

effective reading instruction. Learners with intellectual disabilities require large 

amounts of repetition to make meaningful progress. Increasing practice of critical 

skills is extremely challenging. Resources are finite; therefore, educators must find 

feasible methods for increasing the intensity of interventions to the teaching of reading 

skills in a familiar language to learners with intellectual disabilities.  
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The purpose of this study was to investigate the effectiveness of using familiar 

language to teach reading skills to learners with intellectual disabilities. Studies 

referred to in this study reveal that learners learn very well when teachers use the 

familiar language of the learners to teach reading and that parents or guardians are 

likely to take an active role in the education of their children with intellectual 

disabilities. Wagner and Torgesen (1987: 209) in their study suggested that 

phonological awareness may be difficult to train moreover the notion of 

developmental appropriateness could complicate teaching young learners with 

intellectual disabilities. This implies that due to different levels of intellectual 

disability, teaching reading to learners could be a challenge to most teachers because 

some teachers may lack the expertise to effectively teach learners with intellectual 

disabilities. However, as revealed by the Green paper of (1997), capacity building of 

teachers and schools to teach reading using familiar language to learners is vital to 

raising the achievement of learners with intellectual disabilities. Research has shown 

that learner’s first language is the optimal language for literacy and learning 

throughout primary school (UNESCO, 2008). Based on this background, there was 

need to undertake this study in order to explore if the use of familiar language to teach 

literacy to learners with intellectual disabilities had enhanced their reading levels. 

 

1.3 Statement of the problem 

Reading levels among early grade learners are substantially low as revealed by the 

studies conducted by the (Ministry of Education, 2011; Matafwali, 2005, 2010; 

Kasebula, 2013; National Assessment Survey of Learning Achievement in Grade 2 in 

Zambia, 2015, 2016; Nkamba & Kanyika, 1998). A research by Luangala (2011) 

reported that learners in the sixth grade were reading at three grade levels below their 

own level. Therefore, the Ministry of Education has introduced the use of familiar 

language to teach early literacy in the early grades. This was also based on the fact that 

learners, including those with intellectual disabilities, learn well when a familiar 

language is used as a mode of instruction in classroom teaching. Research by 
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Tambulukani and Bus (2015) revealed that most learners have improved on their 

reading abilities. Research by Ratz (2013) in Germany revealed that 29.35% of 

learners with intellectual disabilities did not read at all while 6.8% read at logographic. 

This study shows that the reading levels of most learners with intellectual disabilities 

are extremely lower as compared to learners without intellectual disabilities. 

 

Whilst some studies have demonstrated enhanced reading skills on learners without 

intellectual disabilities, the researcher did not come across empirical evidence 

indicating that the use of familiar language (PLP) to teach learners with intellectual 

disabilities has enhanced their reading skills as a result of teaching in a familiar 

language. Hence, it is against this background that this study sought to investigate 

whether the new approach to teaching reading skills in a familiar language to learners 

with intellectual disabilities has enhanced reading or not and if not, to recommend 

teaching strategies of reading to learners with intellectual disabilities. 

 

1.4. Purpose of the study 

The purpose of this study was to investigate whether the use of a familiar language to 

teach reading skills to learners with intellectual disabilities has enhanced their reading 

skills or not and if not, to recommend teaching strategies in order to enhance their 

reading skills. 

 

1.5. Objectives of the Study 

1.6.1. General Objective 

The general objective of this study was to investigate how the use of a familiar 

language among early grades learners has enhanced literacy skills/levels of learners 

with intellectual disabilities. 

1.7. Specific Objectives of the study 

i. To establish whether the use of a familiar language to teach reading skills to 

learners with  intellectual disabilities has enhanced their reading skills or not 
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ii. To assess the extent of parental involvement in the learning of reading by their 

children with intellectual disabilities as a result of using a familiar language. 

iii. To examine the appropriateness of the teaching strategies used by teachers to 

teach literacy skills to learners with intellectual disabilities using a familiar 

language. 

iv. To explore teaching challenges teachers encounter as they teach reading skills 

to learners with intellectual disabilities using a familiar language. 

 

1.8. Study Research question 

How has the use of a familiar language to teach reading skills to learners with 

intellectual disabilities enhanced their reading skills? 

 

1.8.1 Specific Research questions 

i. How effective is the use of a familiar language to teach reading skills to 

learners with intellectual disabilities? 

ii. How has the use of a familiar language to teach reading skills to learners with 

intellectual disabilities enhanced parental involvement in the learning of their 

children with intellectual disabilities? 

iii. How do teachers experience the teaching of reading to learners with 

intellectual disabilities in a familiar language?  

iv. How appropriate are the teaching strategies for teaching reading to learners 

with intellectual disabilities could be enhanced? 

 

1.9. Significance of the study 

It is hoped that the information generated from this study shall inform policy and the 

development of effective teaching strategies of teaching literacy skills to learners with 

intellectual disabilities. Most research findings in the recent past such as (SACMEQ 

III, 2011; King & Mackey, 2007; UNESCO, 2018; EGRA, 2015) point out to the fact 

that the use of familiar language to teach literacy has brought about significant 



18 

 

improvements to the reading levels among learners. However, this assumption is based 

on learners without intellectual disabilities and not specifically learners with 

intellectual disabilities. The findings of this research might help stake holders such as 

the Ministry of Higher Education to consider implementing certain mitigation 

measures in order to enhance literacy skills to learners with intellectual disabilities. 

  

1.10. Delimitation of the study 

The study area for this study consisted of two Special schools, two Special Units and 

one inclusive school. All the sampled schools are within the Southern region of 

Zambia. The reason for the selection of the schools is that it is where the required 

population is found in the Southern region of Zambia. 

 

1.11. Conceptual Framework 

A coherent idea presented in a systematic form constitutes a concept. Huberman & 

Miles (1994) define a conceptual frame work as a written or visual presentation that 

explains phenomena in a narrative form or diagrammatic form. This study is anchored 

on the concept that learners with intellectual disabilities learn concepts easily and 

faster when concepts are presented in a familiar language, meaning that much of the 

learning should be reality based. This will attach a lot of meaning to what they learn 

and in this way; they are likely to acquire the reading skills when taught in a familiar 

language consistently. It is therefore worthy to state that a conceptual frame work 

helps to illustrate the expected relationship between cause and effect. The implication 

of the social cultural interaction on learning in a familiar language advanced by 

(Bandura, 1969). Social cultural theory places much emphasis on the learning of 

behavioral patterns displayed by members of society that are to a larger extent 

acquired with little or no direct tuition but through observation of response patterns 

exemplified by various socialization agent. This is particularly true of behavior for 

which there is no reliable soliciting stimulus apart from the cues furnished by 

responses of others.  
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The social learning theory suggests that learners learn much from the social 

interactions based on what they see and hear from others, the behavior cues offers the 

stimulus for their learning. This resonates well with the use of familiar language to 

teach reading to learners with intellectual disabilities. Language is socially constructed 

and as such, using the language that is familiar to learners can enhance learning 

because learners have acquired rich vocabulary from the social context, which is also 

used for learning at school. This concept brings to light the fact that there should be 

value addition to what is already known to the learners from society and build upon 

what they need to learn in school. This is what Banda (2008) termed as the 

hybridisation of the African indigenous knowledge system as a strategy to attain 

education for all (EFA).  

 

This theory places much emphasis on behavioral patterns, ignoring what is learnt in 

the social context informally such as the acquisition of language patterns and 

vocabulary upon which learners can build upon in school when the familiar language 

is used in their learning process. The concepts referred to in this study are in support 

of the use of the learning that occurs informally in society and culture and blend it 

with the learning of reading skill by learners while using the language the learners use 

for social interaction. The assumption to this notion is that learners come with rich 

knowledge and grammatical knowledge from home to school; teachers are to tap into 

this existing knowledge to teach reading skills to learners as opposed to the previous 

approach where familiar knowledge is not made use of as a conduit to acquire new 

knowledge. Below is the diagrammatic representation of the key factors of the concept 

of how the social cultural interactions influence has on the learning of emergent 

literacy skills by learners with intellectual disabilities (Paula, 1998). 
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework 

The above representation of the framework shows that there are multiple linkages in 

the social cultural interactions in the community, homes and school and that in 

between these interactions, there is a rich interchange of knowledge among children 

and adults. It is in this interface of knowledge exchange that learners with intellectual 

disabilities stand to benefit in the acquisition of rich vocabulary in a familiar language, 

which is vital for their learning at school. The frame work identifies peers in the 

community, parents/relatives and siblings, community members and the teachers at 

school as key stake holders in the development of reading skills in learners with 

intellectual disabilities. The assumption for parental involvement in the learning of 

Family Members 

Social interaction of learners 

Acquisition of vocabulary, structures and meaning 

in a familiar language 

Consistent use of academic language in a familiar 

language to learners with intellectual disabilities 

Enhanced reading and understanding in the familiar 

language by learners with intellectual disabilities 

School Community 
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their children is that they play a very important role in bridging the gap between 

school and community. Catherine et al., (2005) states that an encouraging home 

literacy environment can produce better results in the acquisition of reading skills in 

learners with intellectual disabilities. This is because the home environment provides a 

rich foundation for learning for learners with intellectual disabilities. 

 

The conceptual frame work used in this study aims at strengthening the focus of 

teaching of reading skills to learners with intellectual disabilities by use of a familiar 

language, which is reality-based approach. This experience-based learning approach, 

postulated by Kolb et al. (2017) resonates very well with the social cultural learning 

theory. Learning based on real life experiences/situations, that provides a rich basis of 

learning as learners with intellectual disabilities can generate meaning from what they 

are familiar with in the society. Wilson (1979) advocates that language is central to 

learning in all areas of curriculum. This entails that use of familiar language to teach 

learners with intellectual disabilities is likely to enhance reading due to the fact that 

familiar language brings reality based learning as the language used is well understood 

and used by learners on a daily basis. Through scaffolded talks, the teacher supports 

learners to share ideas using familiar and expanded vocabulary, modeling ways in 

which their thoughts and words can be written down and later read.  

 

On the other hand, the framework acknowledges the Sound Letter Object 

Identification (SLOI) as being an effective teaching approach as opposed to the 

traditional Letter Sound Knowledge (LSK) approach which encourages learners to 

memories the alphabet song. The argument is that using the (SLOI) approach to 

teaching reading in a familiar language to learners with intellectual disabilities, 

learners will be able to identify the objects being referred to and familiarise with the 

name. This can even be the other way round, where learners can identify a word and 

relate it to the object because it is familiar to them. The epistemological assumption to 
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this effect is that the research findings will influence the outcome, which is objective 

about phenomena.  

 

1.12 Theoretical framework analysis 

Most researchers base their works on particular conceptual frameworks and theories. 

The main purpose of doing this is to use these theories and conceptual frameworks as 

guides to their work. In this thesis, I have used a number of theories. This approach is 

meant to offer significant guidance and some degree of control to this study so that the 

researcher remains focused on the study objectives of the research, which is to 

investigate whether the use of familiar language to teach reading skills to learners with 

intellectual disabilities has enhanced their reading skills or not. 

 

The social cultural theory of human development by Vygotsky emphasises that social 

interaction between adults and children is the basis of learning. Children learn from 

what they see and hear from adults. Furthermore, the theory is evident in the 

networking, social negotiations, and considers adults and competent peers as 

facilitators in the social and historical dimension of learning, problem solving and 

active participation. The influence of this theory to this research is that social 

interactions between peers and adults in society, homes, and school is a basis of the 

development of human cognition and that reading skills in a familiar language is one 

such intellectual development by learners with intellectual disabilities (Jaramillo, 

1996).  

 

The social learning theory is another theory that offered guidance to this study. 

Bandura (1969) suggests that behavioral patterns are learnt through social interaction 

in society. Although the theory is more tilted towards human behavioral change due to 

social interactions, there is more learning in the interface of social interactions within 

society, home, school and between adults and children. Learners with intellectual 

disabilities acquire the much needed vocabulary from interactions within society, 
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which is vital for their learning of literacy when the same language is used for learning 

at school. Oral language development has a closely correlation to reading development 

and if the learner acquires a lot of vocabulary in the familiar language, he or she has a 

solid foundation upon which literacy skills can be built on to enhance reading. The 

Early Literacy Development (ELD) framework embraces Vygotsky’s theory that 

cognitive and linguistic development is socially constructed and that children’s 

development can be “led” through appropriately mediated instruction (Berk and 

Winsler, 1995; Bodrova and Leong, 2007; Copple and Bredekamp, 2009). Vygotskian 

theory emphasises that children’s development is best understood within the cultural, 

social, and historical contexts in which it occurs (Berk and Winsler, 1995 & Garcia, 

Markos, 2013). Vygotsky’s social cultural theory of human learning describes learning 

as a social process and the origination of human intelligence in society or culture. The 

social interaction within the family, school and society plays an important role in the 

acquisition of vocabulary for the child with intellectual disabilities to build on while at 

school, when a familiar language is used when teaching literacy skills. 

 

The experiential learning theory by Kolb and David (2017) states that children acquire 

the skills and conventions of those around them and that the social environment plays 

a role in the learning of an individual. This resonates precisely well with the use of 

familiar language in the learning of reading skills by learners with intellectual 

disabilities in the sense that learners will have a rich vocabulary acquired from societal 

interactions, which will be used to learn at school through the use of the same familiar 

language. 

 

The major theme of the theoretical frame work states that social interaction plays an 

important role in the development of cognition and reading skills development is one 

such development. Therefore, this study sought to explore how the use of a familiar 

language to teach reading skills through scaffolding by teachers, parents, care givers 

and peers was used to support the learning of reading skills to learners with intellectual 
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disabilities. Scaffolding is a concept developed by Vygotsky and used by most 

psychologists to mean helping learners to achieve their objective within their zone of 

proximal development. The social interplay through the use of a familiar language 

creates a better environment for cognitive development, leading to the development of 

most cognitive skills such as reading for academic advancement. This epistemological 

argument explains the reality or justifies the belief that learners learn well and faster 

when they learn in a language they are familiar with. This theory blends very well with 

the use of a familiar language to teach learners with intellectual disabilities in the 

sense that language is socially and culturally constructed and this is more likely to 

enhance learning of reading skills among learners with intellectual disabilities. 

 

1.13. Definition of terms 

Intellectual disability:  Sub average intellectual functioning of an individual  

concurrent with deficits in adaptive behavior and 

manifested during the developmental period (AAMR, 

2002)   

Reading:    The process of identifying and understanding the  

meaning of the characters and words in written or 

printed materials 

Phonological awareness:  This is the ability to recognise that a spoken word  

consists of smaller units. 

Effectiveness:   The significant role that familiar language has on  

enhancing reading skills to learners with intellectual 

disabilities. 

Familiar language:   The language that a learner recognises and understands  

easily and uses on a regular basis. It should not be 

confused with the mother tongue or first language. To 

some learners, mother tongue is not the language they 

are familiar with. Therefore, familiar language was 
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thought appropriate for the study because it is the 

language a learner is conversant with that can be 

perceived to enhance emergent literacy skills in learners 

with intellectual disabilities. 

 

1.14 Summary 

Chapter one has highlighted the global and local perspective on the reading levels of 

learners with intellectual disabilities and those without disabilities. From the previous 

studies, it is quite clear that the reading levels of most learners with intellectual 

disabilities are remarkably low, hence the need for this study so as to establish the 

positive benefits that learners with intellectual disabilities may have accrued due to the 

use of a familiar language by teachers to teach reading skills to learners with 

intellectual disabilities. This chapter has also highlighted on the social cultural theory 

by Vygotsky, social learning theory by Bandura (1969), and also the experiential 

learning theory by Kolb (2017) as guides and also to offer control to this study so that 

the researcher remains focused on the study objectives.  The theories support the 

notion that there is rich knowledge exchange within the social cultural interactions 

within the community, school and homes, that language is socially and culturally 

constructed and that it promotes cognitive development for academic advancement of 

learners with and without intellectual disabilities. The social interactions offer a 

stimulating environment for knowledge acquisition by learners. Learners go to school 

equipped with the language required for learning and it is assumed that learning of 

reading skills can be enhanced through learning in a familiar language. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Literature review 

2.0 Introduction 

This chapter will review different literature in line with the themes generated from the 

study objectives. Both local and international literature shall be consulted for in-depth 

understanding of the topic under study. The aim of this chapter is to inform the study 

on what has been already done in the teaching of reading skills to learners with 

intellectual disabilities through the use of a familiar language and what has not been 

done. 

2.1 Intellectual disability 

Intellectual disability, formerly referred to as “mental retardation” is a condition 

characterised by significantly sub average general intellectual functioning of a child, 

existing concurrently with deficits in adaptive behavior and manifested during the 

developmental period, which adversely affects the education of the child. The severity 

of the intellectual disability is determined by the discrepancy between the individual’s 

capabilities in learning and the expectations of the social environment. Usually, 

learners with intellectual disabilities would score between 50- 70 in the intelligence 

test (IQ) (Hunt and Marshall, 2006). The discrepancy in reading skills as a result of 

being taught using familiar language is the focus of this study. 

 

2.2 Effectiveness of using familiar language to teach literacy 

The Introduction of Language of instruction is one of the primary determinants of 

effective classroom communication. Globally, many countries with multiple languages 

have required a single language to dominate their education sectors (UNESCO, 1953, 

2003). This phenomenon is particularly prevalent in Africa. Depending on different 

estimates and definitions, the number of languages spoken in Africa ranges between 

1,000 and 2,500 (Gadelii, 2004). However, only 176 of these African languages are 

used in education, and for many languages, their use is often limited to informal 

education programs (UNESCO, 2010). In formal education, most African countries 
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use the language of their historical colonisers or the language of a dominant ethnic 

group.  

 

The use of unfamiliar languages as a medium of instruction is often mentioned as an 

important source of low enrolment rates, retention rates, literacy levels and academic 

achievement (Tihtina, Zenebe and Gebre, 2014). It is against this understanding that 

government of the republic of Zambia thought of introducing the use of a familiar 

language in the teaching of early graders in order to enhance literacy levels among the 

early graders. Zambia is widely claimed to have over 72 languages, although many of 

these might be better regarded as sublanguages because they originate from other 

major languages. All of Zambia's vernacular languages are members of the Bantu 

family and are closely related to one another. This is supported by Sepell (2014) who 

states that in Zambia, the indigenous languages all belong to the Bantu taxonomic 

groups within which varieties share strong core of grammatical and lexical 

commonalities and the boarders within them are porous. Only 7 languages are used as 

lingua franca in the ten regions of Zambia and are used for learning purposes. Using 

familiar language to teach in early grades is important as also observed by the (Global 

Education and Monitoring Report, 2016).  

 

Further still, Sepell and Simatende (2016) contend that for the A, E, I, O and U, each 

consonant represents a single phoneme in each of the Bantu languages of Zambia and 

this makes initial literacy learning easier than it is in English where each of the letters 

represent different phonemes. The seven (7) regional languages in Zambia together 

represent the major languages of each province: Bemba (Northern Province, Luapula, 

Muchinga and the Copperbelt), Nyanja (Eastern Province and Lusaka), Lozi (Western 

Province), Tonga (Southern Province), and Kaonde, Luvale and Lunda (Northwestern 

Province), (Bamgbose, 1991). However, from the 2000 census report, Zambia's most 

widely spoken languages are Bemba (spoken by 52% of the population as either a first 

or second language), Nyanja (37%), Tonga (15%) and Lozi (11%) (CSO, 2000). A 
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retrospective look at the use of African languages as languages of instruction in 

schools showed that much progress has been made over the years. 

 

The government of Malawi conducted a research on Quality Education in 1996 and 

announced an extension of the existing school language policy. In a letter that was 

circulated to all Regional Education Officers, District Education Officers and heads of 

other educational institutions, government stated that, with immediate effect all 

standards 1, 2, 3 and 4 classes in the schools be taught in their own mother tongue or 

vernacular language as a medium of instruction. According to a follow-up government 

press release on this new school language policy, vernacular language and mother 

tongue was defined as language commonly spoken in the area where the school is 

located (Ministry of Education, 1996). The reason that was given in this press release 

for making this extension to the school language policy was twofold. It was stated that 

this new language policy would give learners with intellectual disabilities an 

opportunity to participate fully in classroom discussions using a language that they are 

more familiar with than to struggle in a language that they are just learning (Chilora, 

2000).  

 

Teaching and learning in an alien language had meant that for the vast majority, 

school was unrelated to real life. Rote learning was the only way to approach a 

situation where understanding was absent from school, with mindless repetition 

replacing problem solving and inventiveness. By 1995, there was a growing awareness 

within the Ministry of Education that reading and writing were better developed first 

in a language with which learners were familiar with. It follows the basic principle of 

working from the known to the unknown. That is, learning first in a known language 

(L1) and later moving onto the unknown (L2) enables learners with intellectual 

disabilities to express themselves in a meaningful way and therefore participate in 

their own learning processes. It also prevents cognitive overload in learners since they 

are concerned with only one thing at a time. That is of learning to read and write in a 
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familiar language instead of having to negotiate both the reading skill and the new 

language; it reinforces learners’ self-esteem by validating their cultural identity. It is 

also hoped that learners with intellectual disabilities can also benefit by learning in a 

familiar language.  

 

The ontological and methodological epistemological assumption on the use of a 

familiar language to teach literacy to learners with intellectual disabilities is also 

strengthened by Vygotsky’s cultural theory of learning. Learners who learn literacy 

skills in a familiar language and then English (Bilingual), have increased meta-

linguistic awareness, or knowledge ‘about’ languages. These meta- linguistic skills are 

an important piece of intellectual development, reading skills development and overall 

academic success (Hakuta, 1986).  

 

Meta-linguistic abilities are seen in greater phonemic awareness in bilingual learners. 

For example, they can answer questions like: Do cat and car have the same sound at 

the beginning? The bilingual learners’ ability to break words into syllables is more 

successful than monolingual children (Lindfors, 1991).  This implies that there is 

enough evidence that use of a familiar language in the education of learners without 

intellectual disabilities has yielded positive results in reading skills. It entails that they 

have more advantages in academic advancement and better understanding of concepts 

at higher grade levels. However, little is known on the merits of using a familiar 

language to teach reading skills to learners with intellectual disabilities, which this 

study sought to explore.  

 

A child with a language difficulty or learning disability can learn a second language, 

and becoming bilingual is not a hardship on a child with intellectual disabilities, 

including those with language-specific disabilities. Southern Africa Centre for 

Monitoring Education Quality report (SACMEQ III), (2010) indicated that there are 

strong positive correlations between speaking the language of instruction and pupil 
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achievement, especially in reading. This shows the significance of using familiar 

language to teach reading skills to learners with intellectual disabilities. Acquiring 

concepts and skills in reading is not impossible for learners with intellectual 

disabilities though very little or nothing at all is mentioned about the enhancement of 

reading skills other than the acquisition of the second language without much 

difficulties. The social learning theory by Bandura (1977) suggests that humans can 

learn automatically through observation rather than through personal experience. This 

suggests that learning can be enhanced through the use of a familiar language as it 

adds meaning to what is heard and observed. 

 

 Bradford, Shippen, Alberto, Houschins and Flores (2006) in Katims (2001) posit that 

lack of reading skill limits one’s quality of life and yet, only 1 in 5 learners with 

intellectual disabilities reach minimal literacy levels. Slow development of reading 

skills may affect more than just one academic subject but may also delay language 

acquisition, general knowledge, vocabulary, and even social acceptance. The 

development of literacy skills in elementary school can also have long-term effects. 

Thus, successful early readers usually succeed academically while those who fail to 

learn to read in elementary school frequently have lifelong difficulties in learning new 

information and this is what is referred to as the Matthew effect. Educators have called 

this the Matthew effect, a term based on the biblical message found in Matthew 25 

verse 29 and paraphrased as “the rich get richer, and the poor get poorer”. This 

explains the importance of early literacy acquisition among learners with intellectual 

disabilities in order to live a meaningful life in society (Stanovich and Keith, 1986). 

The assumption is that with failure to acquire reading skills, learners will always lag 

behind in their academic achievement and social life at large. The gap between the 

literate and the illiterate shall continue to grow wider. Therefore, the importance of 

reading to learners with intellectual disabilities cannot be over emphasised. 
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While assistive technology may become more prevalent in everyone’s world, reading 

will continue to be an essential part of school, work, and community life. Educators 

working with learners with intellectual disabilities have many reasons to include 

literacy instruction in their classrooms. Reading and literacy skills are the key to 

accessing knowledge, gaining independence, and making choices (Houston and 

Torgeson, 2004). Other than that, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

(IDEA) of 1997 (PL 105) most recently amended in 2004, is a federal law requiring all 

learners to have access to the general education curriculum.  

Since reading is part of the general education curriculum, it should also be part of the 

curriculum for learners with intellectual disabilities, only the teaching strategies might 

differ based on the different learning styles between learners with intellectual 

disabilities and those without (Houston and Torgeson, 2004). This implies that 

deliberate efforts should be made to ensure that learners with intellectual disabilities 

should also be taught reading skills in a way that their ability to read is enhanced. To 

this effect, Kauffman and Hung (2009) states that a single teaching strategy cannot be 

the best for all learners with intellectual disabilities because of different abilities and 

underlying factors such as the social cultural influence on the learner. However, a 

multi sectorial approach can help enhance their reading skills as it might meet a 

myriad of different learning abilities of learners with intellectual disabilities. This 

approach is what Wilkerson, Ruppar and Afacan (2018) called multi component 

reading for learners with intellectual disabilities. 

2.2.3 Reading performance by learners who speak the familiar language used to 

teach 

Speaking of English as a language of instruction in most SACMEQ countries, except 

in Tanzania and Zanzibar where Kiswahili is used, and Mozambique where 

Portuguese is used, the English adopted medium of instruction countries had less 

reading performance levels. A few schools in South Africa use Afrikaans. It is of 
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interest to note that past analysis of SACMEQ II data showed strong positive 

correlations between speaking the language of instruction and pupil achievement, 

especially in reading, across all SACMEQ countries. A comparative study which was 

conducted by William (1993) on reading levels between lower grades in Zambia and 

Malawi revealed that Malawians did better because the initial language of instruction 

was done in a familiar language. This information was based on learners without 

intellectual disabilities, and nothing was mentioned on the reading skills for learners 

with intellectual disabilities which this study sought to establish. 

SACMEQ has conducted four major education policy research projects between 1996 

and 2013. The  recent data published by SACMEQ suggests that South Africa and a 

number of other countries made tremendous improvements in the quality of its 

primary education between 2007 and 2013. The previous research project, conducted 

between 2006 and 2011, assessed 61,396 Grade 6 pupils and 8,026 Grade 6 teachers in 

2,779 schools across 14 countries. The research reports by SACMEQ where conducted 

on learners without intellectual disabilities and therefore it remains an assumption that 

learners with intellectual disabilities learn well by the use of a familiar language, an 

issue the current study wanted to establish. 

In Mali, as in other former French colonies in Africa, the challenges faced in education 

and in the development of African languages can be largely attributed to the legacy of 

French colonial policy. The historical dominance of the French language in the formal 

education systems despite the lack of French fluency among most of the African 

population has led to poor learning outcomes, teaching strategies that do not promote 

comprehension and the stunting of learners’ natural learning abilities. In 1979, the 

government of Mali took the radical decision to introduce the use of national 

languages in formal education as an attempt to solve critical problems of student 

abandonment, failure and grade repetition. Bilingual education began on an 

experimental basis; national languages were introduced in Grades 1 through 6 as the 

http://pmg-assets.s3-website-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/160913overview.pdf
http://pmg-assets.s3-website-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/160913overview.pdf#page=2
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medium of instruction. In this government policy, there is no specific mention of 

teaching learners with intellectual disabilities by the use of a familiar language as a 

way to enhance reading skills (Canvin, 2015). 

 

The use of national languages in basic education was first introduced in 1979 in Mali, 

but nothing else in the curriculum, such as teaching methods and content of instruction 

was changed. As a result, learning outcomes did improve for learners in the 

experimental schools, but not a great deal (Canvin, 2015). It was concluded that the 

use of the national languages in education could not be maximally successful without 

revising teaching methods and developing adequate teaching and learning materials. 

As such, this study aimed at establishing whether or not the use of a familiar language 

alone would enhance reading skills to learners with intellectual disabilities.  

 

For optimum results to be attained in the use of a familiar language to teach literacy 

skills to learners with intellectual disabilities, much more attention is required on the 

part of teaching methodology and production of learning materials for learners with 

intellectual disabilities. Teaching and learning materials keep the teacher focused on 

the curriculum and motivates learners with intellectual disabilities to engage in the 

learning process. Choudhary (2004) suggests that the provision of a visual stimulus in 

your teaching strategy can help learners with intellectual disabilities to be visually 

involved in the learning process and might find it easier to focus on what they are 

learning and are likely to grasp and master the concepts. However positive results are 

evident in most research findings on the effectiveness of using a familiar language to 

teach literacy skills to learners without intellectual disabilities “normal”. However, it 

is not known whether the use of a familiar language to teach reading skills to learners 

with intellectual disabilities has yielded positive results or not. Hence the need for this 

study. 
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In 2012 and 2014, the Program for the International Assessment of Adult 

Competencies (PIAAC) conducted a large-scale study on adults reading skills under 

the auspices of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 

(OECD). The goal was to assess and compare the basic reading skills among adults 

(OECD,, 2013). The survey revealed that most adults around the globe were lacking 

literacy skills. Although the study focused on adults without intellectual disabilities, it 

could be worse for those with intellectual disabilities. To avert the low literacy levels 

among learners with intellectual disabilities, there is every need to enhance reading 

skills in learners with intellectual disabilities at an early grade. The low literacy levels 

among parents is retrogressive to the enhancement of reading skills to their children, 

more to learners with intellectual disabilities, who need more help from their parents 

and siblings. Therefore, it is in this vein that this study sought to investigate whether 

or not the use of a familiar language to teach reading skills has enhanced parental 

engagement in the learning of reading skills of their children with intellectual 

disabilities.  

2.2.5 Zambian National Literacy Policy 

The purpose of the Zambian Education Literacy Guide is to establish a set of 

guidelines for teaching and learning literacy in all Zambian schools. Zambia has had 

experience with traditional teacher directed methodologies as well as the more 

participatory Primary Reading Program (PRP). The curriculum has moved away from 

the Whole Language Approach to one that synthesises reading instruction based on 

explicit lessons in key competence areas: synthetic phonics and daily instruction that 

offers learners opportunities to practice reading, writing, speaking and listening in the 

familiar language. It is believed that instructions in the familiar language will give 

learners a strong foundation on which to build literacy and language skills in English 

later. The intention is to provide an effective additive bilingual program where literacy 

skills acquired in familiar languages support the acquisition of literacy in English 
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while at the same time sustaining and strengthening literacy in familiar languages 

(Sampa,Ojanen and Westerholm,2018). 

 

The document was designed for all those involved in the development of literacy for 

early childhood education and primary schools in Zambia. Authors of early childhood 

education and lower primary school books will use the framework to develop 

materials in literacy courses. It is also anticipated that teachers will share this approach 

to teaching literacy with parents and other community stakeholders.  The road to 

reading begins early in life with parents as partners in the education of learners with 

intellectual disabilities. Children develop early language skills from home and 

continue to build upon them as they enter school.  The learner gathers together the 

underlying foundation of literacy instruction from homes to classrooms; pre-school to 

Grade 7 and to different levels in case of learners with intellectual disabilities (Hills, 

2012). 

 

While access to schooling in low-income countries has increased dramatically 

following the Education For All (EFA) campaign and the establishment of the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDG), evidence indicates that learner achievement is 

very low (World Bank, 2006). Results from Early Grade Reading Assessments 

(EGRA) in low-income countries such as Zambia shows that presently, very few 

learners can read at early grade level, this includes learners with intellectual 

disabilities. The Zambia National Educational cooperation (ZANEC) 2010 report 

revealed that the literacy levels are very low among the Zambian population. Reading 

is a foundational skill for learning across subject areas. Learners who learn to read can 

then read to learn content subjects.  They can become independent learners for life. 

However, if learners are not successful in learning to read in the early grades, they fall 

further behind and are likely to drop out of school (Tambulukani and Bus, 2011). It is 

for this reason that Erickson, Champlin and Cheathan (2009) emphasised that reading 

is an essential component of success in most academic subjects and functional literacy 
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is key for learners with intellectual disabilities to achieve independence (Polloway, 

2013). 

 

Unlike learning to speak a language, learning to read is not a naturally developing 

skill; it requires an adaptation of the brain to be able to recognise letters and words 

(Wolf, 2007). Carefully planned instruction is necessary; reading must be taught as a 

subject in schools; and time on task is essential if learners are to develop the cognitive 

processes to become fluent readers. Scholars in reading acquisition in multiple 

languages such as Chiappe et al., 2002; Sprenger-Charolles, 2004; Adadzi, 2006; 

Linan-Thompson and Vaughn, 2007) have found that learning to decode print,  that is, 

breaking apart or “sounding out” written words into letter sounds can be done in 

almost any alphabetic language and requires five key skills, which have been endorsed 

by the National Reading Panel (2000) of the United States of America.  

 

The emphasis on “early” in reading instruction is very important; evidence indicates 

that if a strong foundational reading skills are not acquired early, the gaps in reading 

ability and achievement grow larger over time. Stanovich (1986) called this the 

“Matthew Effect” in learning to read. This is a biblical concept over non achievers. 

Learners who fall behind in learning to read typically become entangled in a cycle of 

failure and among such children are learners with intellectual disabilities. Low 

performing readers read less, and as a consequence, they do not gain vocabulary, 

background knowledge, and information about how reading material is structured. 

Learners below a certain level of literacy competences by the end of Grade 1 are more 

likely to remain behind. If they cannot read, they are more likely to fall behind in all 

other subjects, repeat grades, or drop out. Therefore, it is important that all learners 

with and without disabilities learn to read within the first few years of schooling; once 

they learn foundational skills, they can focus on more complex comprehension 

strategies and interactions with texts across subjects (Gove and Cvelich, 2011). To 

enhance reading in learners with intellectual disabilities, Mahlburg (2013) developed a 
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readers’ workshop model tool to be used to teach reading to learners with intellectual 

disabilities. She also explains the importance of reading to learners with intellectual 

disabilities. 

 

For many learners in primary school, the language of instruction has traditionally been 

a different language from the one spoken in their homes. However, research shows 

that learners learn best in their familiar language, with a gradual transition to bilingual 

education. Moreover, research shows learners ability to learn a second language (e.g., 

an international language) does not suffer by first learning to read in their familiar 

language; literacy in one’s familiar language develops the foundational cognitive and 

linguistic structures for learning additional languages more easily (Kosenen, 2005; 

UNESCO, 2011). This smooth transition of learning a second language after a familiar 

language helps learners with intellectual disabilities to acquire reading skills more 

easily and effectively. 

 

The teacher’s role in the delivery of quality and effective instruction in literacy is 

critical to the success of this literacy program. It is imperative therefore, that trainee 

teachers in colleges of education and universities should be thoroughly equipped with 

knowledge and skills necessary to teach literacy in early childhood education and 

lower primary schools for learners with intellectual disabilities. This preparation 

should further be strengthened through school-based Continuous Professional 

Development (CPD), where teachers can work on human resource capacity building in 

the teaching of reading skills to learners with intellectual disabilities within the school; 

this applies to the in-service teachers in order to enhance their teaching skills in 

reading (Mahon, 2016) 

 

The success of any literacy program also depends on the availability of suitable 

reading materials to sustain and reinforce literacy skills (kloosterman, 2012). There is 

need to revamp libraries to make available reading materials. Schools should in 



38 

 

addition endeavor to inculcate the culture of caring for and maintaining a wide variety 

of reading materials. Communities should also be called upon to help generate reading 

materials based on oral traditions. This will enhance access to a variety of reading 

materials for learners with intellectual disabilities to interact with. The experience 

learning approach will bridge the gap between what learners are familiar with at home 

and what they interact with at school. This enables learners with intellectual 

disabilities to make sense of what they learn.  

 

One of the challenges and threats to literacy instruction is that contact time between 

teachers and learners is not sufficient. Time on task the amount of time teachers and 

learners are engaged in learning is reduced due to poor lesson planning and 

absenteeism of both learners and their teachers. It is, therefore, important that much 

time in the early grades should be dedicated to literacy instruction. Planning for extra-

curricular activities that engage learners in reading practice is an additional solution to 

providing extra learning time more especially to learners with intellectual disabilities. 

Learners with intellectual disabilities are characterised by general delays in cognitive 

development that influence the acquisition of language and academic skills. They learn 

more slowly than the typical children and hence require more time on task (Roseburg 

et al., 2011). 

 

The classroom environment in many schools provides limited opportunities to support 

literacy. In the classroom, the absence of desks, boards and storage space can hamper 

literacy development. School management teams are encouraged to develop initiatives 

that will provide the basic requirements important for teaching literacy to learners with 

intellectual disabilities as one way to enhance their reading skills while at school. The 

use of English as a medium of instruction in schools especially in the early years has 

been disadvantageous for the majority of learners. This has not only contributed to 

poor acquisition of literacy skills but also mediocre academic achievement. Reading 

instructions thrives on the learner’s knowledge of a language’s sound system, 
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vocabulary and structure. Kafata (2016) states that in order to enhance reading skills 

among learners with intellectual disabilities and those struggling to read, the 

development of initial literacy skills in a familiar language can effectively help the 

learners to acquire the reading skills faster and easily. 

 

2.2.6 Literacy Situation in Zambia 

Many research findings support the opinion that Zambian children are not gaining 

basic literacy skills.  The baseline study of the Zambian Primary Reading Program 

conducted in (1999) noted that among grade 1-6 learners that were tested, the majority 

of learners that attempted to read, read at two grades below grade level in English and 

three grades below grade level in their own regional language. The Grade 5 National 

Assessment Survey for 2006 and 2008 reflected learning achievements below 40% in, 

English 35.3% and regional languages 39.4%. These percentages have been stagnant 

since 1999.  The Grade 5 National Assessment Survey and the early grade reading 

assessment (EGRA) survey have both have shown poor reading and writing abilities 

among learners including learners with intellectual disabilities from 2010.  

 

The poor reading skills were also noted by the Southern Africa Consortium for 

Monitoring Education Quality (SACMEQ III) of 2010 among Grade 6 learners that 

were tested in reading. Only 27.4% were able to read at a basic competency level. 

These findings clearly entail that serious mitigation measures need to be put in place to 

create an environment necessary to increase learner achievement in literacy.  It is also 

very clear that the studies mentioned above did not take into account learners with 

intellectual disabilities reading skills, hence the need for this study. The low reading 

skills among learners with intellectual disabilities are attributed to the following as 

proposed by the Early Reading Program (ERP): 

a) Inadequate provision of in-service training in literacy teaching methodology. 

b) Half-hearted attempts at developing primary language skills and literacy. 
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c) Lack of parental or community participation and support for literacy 

instruction. 

d) Inadequate provision of appropriate reading materials. 

It is in light of the low reading skills among learners with intellectual disabilities that 

the Ministry of Education has taken steps to enhance the reading skills among early 

graders through the use of a familiar language.  The National Policy on Education, 

“Educating Our Future” (1996:34) states that “A fundamental aim of the curriculum 

for lower and middle basic classes is to enable all learners to read and write clearly, 

correctly and confidently in a familiar language and in English and to acquire basic 

numeracy and problem solving skills. However, learning to read and write in English 

should begin after learners have acquired basic skills in the familiar language.” 

 

Low literacy levels in primary schools can be solved by scaffolding learning through 

instructions in familiar languages. Scaffolding is the support given to a learner by the 

instructor throughout the learning process. This, together with a well-defined literacy 

teaching program will improve results. The rationale for teaching in a familiar 

language is rooted in scientific research which supports developing a learner’s 

language abilities vocabulary, intrinsic knowledge of grammar rules, and use of his or 

her language, in order to develop reading and writing skills. The use of familiar 

language to teach reading skills could help learners with intellectual disabilities as 

most of them have language delays, which affects their cognitive development and 

social development. The speed and ease at which a learner can learn in his own 

language far surpasses that at which a learner can learn in a foreign language.  

Additionally, learning to read hinges upon a learners confidence to learn and 

understand. There are far more opportunities to do so in a familiar language. The 

composite knowledge and skills of how one reads are then available to learners to use 

when learning new languages, this is the focus of this study (Mendez, 2010). 
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While many factors affect quality of education, the language of classroom instruction 

fundamentally impacts on a learner’s ability to read and learn. This is because learning 

in one’s first language is ‘essential for the initial teaching of reading.’ Learners with 

intellectual disabilities, arrive on the first day of school with thousands of oral 

vocabulary words and fact knowledge of the sound system of their familiar language, 

but are unable to use and build upon these linguistic skills because they are instructed 

in a foreign language. This change of instruction adversely affects learners with 

intellectual disabilities ability to learn to read (Manchishi, 2004). Dismissing this prior 

knowledge and trying to teach learners to read in a language they are not accustomed 

to hearing or speaking makes the teaching of reading skills difficult, especially in 

under-resourced schools in developing countries like Zambia. 

 

2.3 Teacher Competencies 

In order for teachers to teach learners with intellectual disabilities effectively in the 

lower grades, teachers need to be competent in the language that is familiar to the 

learners they are teaching. However, this does not mean that in order for one to teach 

in a particular language for instance, Bemba he or she should be Bemba by origin but 

rather the teacher should have gained some language competencies that will enable 

him to teach with less challenges in that familiar language. One important factor to 

consider is the language appropriateness. That is using language appropriate to the 

level of learners. This will make the learners gain interest in whatever they are 

learning as that will enhance comprehension of what is being taught in and outside the 

classroom (Muzumara, 2011). A study by Muzata (2015) revealed that some teachers 

interviewed were not very competent in the familiar language used for teaching. This 

has a trickle-down effect, meaning that if the teacher has inadequacies in the language 

used to teach, it is most likely that learners will not really benefit from that teachers 

teaching. Therefore, it is very important that teachers teaching in the lower grades or 

primary grades should have higher competencies in the familiar language of 

instruction if they have to impart reading skills in the learners. 
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2.4 Parental involvement 

As the culture of reading is strengthened within schools and learners make strides in 

their familiar language, which they speak at home, USAID/Read to Succeed 

is reaching out to parents and communities to build support for literacy education after 

the school day ends and keep learners on course for reading success (Creative 

Associates International, 2012). Across the six target provinces in Zambia, 

USAID/Read to Succeed schools have established 1,204 School Community 

Partnership Committees to engage community members in their children’s education 

and make key decisions in school management. The development of education system 

nowadays is not only focused on the role of teachers, but also requires involvement of 

parents and communities to help the schools. This is because parents especially can 

better understand the school system and the development of their children, thus 

preventing them from getting confused about assessment. It is hoped that most parents 

should participate more in the learning of reading skills by their children with 

intellectual disabilities due to the use of a familiar language.  

However, the pattern of parental involvement should change from traditional to more 

effective participation through collaboration (Friend and Cook, 2003). Maryln (2004) 

contends that collaboration refers to the style or approach in the interaction between 

schools, parents and community, based on the elements of voluntarism, equality 

accomplishment of common/shared goals, sharing of responsibility in making 

decisions, sharing of results, sharing of resources and finally having mutual trust and 

respect to each other. Collaboration has positive implications on learner’s academic 

achievement. Many learners, with and without intellectual disabilities have been 

successful in academics or schools and have stable emotional and social development 

because of the collaboration between schools and parents and other stakeholders. 

However, there are still some who are not willing to accept parental involvement in 

school and therefore try to prevent that from happening. The importance of 

collaboration has been acknowledged by past research (Mapp, 2002).  
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Collaboration programs can be implemented in all schools including Special Schools 

which often have to deal with costly services and are also in need of the services from 

other professionals such as psychologists, speech therapists and social workers. 

Special schools are increasing and so is the number of learners with intellectual 

disabilities. This poses great challenges to the schools as they have to deal with the 

lack of specific knowledge and skills dealing with special education need (SEN) 

learners, shortage of teaching experts and the high cost of providing services to such 

learners. Barth (1990) proposed a collaboration program as a fundamental group 

activity that can help to accomplish goals of various organizations. Therefore, schools 

that strive to succeed must be able to solve problems by using the strategy of 

approaching the students’ parents and community in order to understand the different 

cultural, socio-economic and ecological experiences among them (Patricia and Patrick, 

2007). The schools must also be willing to cooperate with other parties through 

collaboration. The schools are key actors in the implementation of collaboration 

programs. Thus, it is necessary for school administrators to act wisely in planning 

strategies to encourage the involvement of parents and community. 

The teaching of learners with intellectual disability cannot be effective without the 

involvement of other key stake holders such as parents of the learners’, Medical 

personnel, Social workers and educational professionals. The schools should establish 

a close relationship with parents and the community because a good rapport is the 

basis of collaboration (Harry et al., 1995). Schools should reflect the extent to which 

they have implemented the process of collaboration. Apart from that, schools should 

explore and master the skills and knowledge to win the hearts of parents and 

communities so that they are willing to cooperate with the schools. Needs and 

expectations of parents have to be understood to achieve more effective 

communication and interaction. It is assumed that the introduction of familiar 
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language to teach learners with intellectual disabilities in lower grades might enhance 

parental involvement in the education of their children with intellectual disabilities.  

In this study, the researcher considers a classroom, school environment and family as 

places or space for pedagogical encounters in wherever singularity. School classroom 

and home environment if well-structured and planned to inculcate literacy skills to 

learners with intellectual disabilities, has the potential to transform the reading levels 

among learners with intellectual disabilities positively. Learners with intellectual 

disabilities can integrate their cultural experiences into what they learn in the 

classroom with others to improve their reading abilities. Therefore, the engagement of 

the family and society through the use of familiar language to teach learners with 

intellectual disabilities can be an effective strategy to enhance reading skills in the 

learners. 

2.4.1 Parental involvement enhances learning achievement 

While learners’ success largely relies on factors like study habits, school attendance, 

test-taking abilities and more, research is showing that parental involvement also has a 

large impact on student achievement in the classroom. In fact, according to the 

Academic Development Institute in the USA, parents who get involved in 

their children’s education tend to demonstrate good parenting skills, volunteer their 

time in the school, communicate with faculty and take an active role in school-related 

decision-making. This involvement provides the much-needed scaffolding in 

supplementing the teacher’s efforts at home (Perriel, 2015). 

 

The Harvard Family Research Project of (2015) concluded that parental involvement 

is associated with higher learner achievement. This could be more beneficial to 

learners with intellectual disabilities since they require more teaching in order to 

internalise what they learn. They found that learner’s success was higher in a variety 

of areas including standardised test scores, grades and teacher ratings. Learners are 
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also more likely to enrol in higher-level programs, pass their classes, attend school 

regularly, and have better social skills and move onto post-secondary education. The 

types of parental involvement that had the greatest impact on learner’s success were 

reading and communicating with one’s child, as well as holding parental expectations.  

 

Learners with intellectual disabilities stand to benefit more in the learning process 

when there is full parental involvement in their learning process. The use of familiar 

language makes the acquisition of concept explicit and easy to learn. Catherine et al., 

(2005) adds that evidence suggests that an encouraging home literacy environment has 

a positive relationship with early literacy. Researchers have advocated joint parent pre-

schooler book reading, believing it to be beneficial for preparing learners with 

intellectual disabilities for formal reading instructions. This implies that the stories 

parents and peers tell to young children with intellectual disabilities create a rich 

foundation for reading. This can even be more effective if parents take an active role 

in preparing their children with intellectual disabilities for future reading. 

 

2.4.2 How to get parents involved in the education of their children 

To regularly communicate is one of the ways. It is important to keep a clear line of 

communication with parents regarding their child’s progress. If parents don't know 

how their child is doing, they may be less likely to get involved. According to research 

evidence, teachers who regularly communicate with parents generally see a positive 

effect on students' test scores (Perriel, 2015). Send home weekly newsletters with the 

students that share information regarding classroom success, what the learners are 

working on and contact information for teachers and the school. Parents to such 

learners have taken an active role in the education of their children and those children 

have made progress in their academic achievement. 

 

The other way is to provide voluntary opportunities to the parents as a way to make 

them get involved in the learning process of their children. This could range from 
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offering parents the opportunity to come and visit their child's school to finding ways 

to get them to help out, whether in the classroom or on a school field trip. One can also 

give the learners interactive homework assignments, create homework assignments 

that are going to bring parent and child together. This could involve a worksheet 

asking parents to describe their child's work or to share their understanding of 

educational concepts. According to the Centre for Public Education, teachers who 

involve parents in school work saw a boost in learners’ scores in both reading skills 

and writing.  

 

Teachers and parents are seeing success with blended learning approaches that can be 

incorporated both in and out of the classroom through the use of familiar language. 

There should be a policy to encourage parents to create a home environment 

that promotes learning to their children with intellectual disabilities and reinforce what 

is being taught at school by the teachers. This may help learners with intellectual 

disabilities to foster the life skills they need to carry with them outside of the 

classroom. 

 

2.5 Teaching Strategies 

To fully address the limitations in intellectual functioning and adaptive behavior often 

experienced by learners with intellectual disabilities, teachers need to provide direct 

instruction in a number of skill areas outside of the general curriculum. Browder, 

Courtade, Gibb and Flower (2008) state that recent research is demonstrating that with 

an integrated and systematic approach, learners with intellectual disabilities can 

successfully combine the separate skills of phonemic awareness and letter sound 

correspondence to decode unfamiliar words. The integrated approach also resonates 

precisely with malt component intervention approach as suggested by Cheatham et al. 

(2010) and Roberts and Jones et al., (2010), which has proved to be more effective in 

the teaching of reading skills to learners with intellectual disabilities unlike the 
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traditional sight word instruction. These skills are more functional in nature but are 

absolutely essential for the future independence of the individual.  

Additional skill areas include money concepts, time concepts, independent living 

skills, self-care and hygiene, community access, leisure activities and vocational 

training. Learners with intellectual disabilities learn these skills most effectively in the 

settings or activities in which they will be asked to apply these skills. Once the skills 

are mastered, then additional environments can be added to work towards 

generalisation. This is in line with Vygotsky`s social cultural theory stating that 

learning through the interface of the social cultural experience of an individual. 

Children learn better and faster through social interactions in one’s social culture. 

Muzumara (2011) noted that teachers have to be imaginative, selective and willing to 

adapt and keep on improving on their teaching strategies to accommodate a wide 

range of learner’s abilities and language limitations. Teaching through a variety of 

practical activities and use of concrete examples, maximises learning. Learners with 

limited language skills and those with intellectual disabilities may find learning easy 

and interesting if they are involved in activity-based learning and use of familiar 

language. 

Teachers need to identify barriers associated with language so that they can employ 

appropriate teaching strategies in class. Effective use of familiar language by the 

teacher when teaching reading skills to learners with intellectual disabilities is likely to 

yield a myriad of results in reading skills by the learners with intellectual disabilities. 

The use of computer games which associate Sounds to Letters and Objects 

Identification (SLOI) such as the graphor game can help to create letter knowledge 

awareness and phonological awareness. This was proved effective in the study 

conducted by (Folotiya and Richardson, 2014). Wernicke (2017) advocates that 

computer assisted learning has the potential to enhance reading among learners with 

intellectual disabilities. He further adds that other than enhancing reading only, 
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computers enhance motivation and enthusiasm, which are key factors that influence 

learning in learners with intellectual disabilities. These are key structures in the 

enhancement of reading skills in learners with intellectual disabilities. Adams (1990) 

states that “phonological awareness is one’s awareness of and access to the sound 

structure of oral language which helps an individual to manipulate individual sounds 

in words.  

Therefore, the emphasis to educators is to ensure that learners reach a desirable level 

of letter knowledge and phonological awareness. Only then can they make progress in 

their reading abilities. Gombert (2002) suggests that providing phonemic awareness 

instructions in early grades is vital for the reading development of learners with 

intellectual disabilities because they do not easily develop phonemic skills. The sound 

letter knowledge and object identification (SLOI) approach will stimulate the sense of 

hearing when a child pays attention to the sound and at the same time. The child will 

use his sight to look at the letter associated to the sound heard and also identify the 

picture of an object associated to that sound and the letter. One aspect of a letter and 

sound is that they bring together so many senses to focus on one aspect and this has a 

likely hood of higher mastery level of reading.  

This approach can strongly be reinforced and made effective through the use of 

familiar language to a learner with intellectual disabilities. The learner will also use 

the language experience approach to recognise some pictures of objects which 

eventually improves comprehension of what has been head. Previously, most 

educators in literacy concentrated on letter sound knowledge (LSK), which required a 

learner to master the letter first and then the sound it makes, which was more 

mechanical than reality based. Furthermore, due to its mechanical effect, most learners 

just know how to sing the alphabet and not relating sounds to letters and real objects. 

Therefore, it would be a good idea to strengthen this phonological awareness by 

ensuring that teachers supplement their phonological tasks through the use of sound 
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letter object identification (SLOI). This approach can be very stimulating to learners 

with intellectual disabilities to acquire reading skills in a familiar language. 

General curriculum teaching strategies of reading skills should not be neglected; there 

are some promising practices that can help to support learners with intellectual 

disabilities in a number of academic areas. One such effective teaching strategy is 

early literacy for learners with intellectual disabilities. This is a paralinguistic milieu 

teaching a technique that ties instruction to the specific interests and abilities of the 

individual learner (Fey et al., 2006). This language acquisition instructional strategy 

also helps support effective self-determination, as a key component of the training is 

frequent requesting behavior from the learner. 

Breaking down larger tasks into their specific component parts (task analysis) can be 

an effective technique for teaching any number of skills to learners with intellectual 

disabilities. More complex concepts or activities can then be taught over time, and as 

the learner masters’ one component of the task, another is added to the routine. This 

type of task analysis can be taught using a variety of instructional supports, from 

physical and verbal prompting to observational learning. Always the specific 

instructional strategies and materials used with the learner should be aligned to the 

learners own interests and strengths. 

Useful strategies for teaching learners with intellectual disabilities include, but are not 

limited to the following techniques: 

 Teach one concept or activity component at a time 

 Teach one step at a time to help support memorisation and sequencing 

 Teach learners in small groups, or one-on-one if possible 

 Always provide multiple opportunities to practice skills in a number of different 

settings 
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 Use physical and verbal prompting to guide correct responses and provide specific 

verbal praise to reinforce these responses. 

 

2.5.1 Strategies that could be used to teach reading skills 

Matafwali (2005) states that the motion in line with Piaget’s (1967) development 

sequence theory which postulates that concepts developed in children progress along a 

continuum of stages, from concrete thinking to abstract thought.  This implies that 

learners with intellectual disabilities can learn better through the involvement of 

visual, auditory and tactile senses in their learning process. Most studies have studied 

on teaching strategies to teach reading to learners with intellectual disabilities but not 

really referring to the use of a familiar language as a teaching strategy to enhance 

reading skills.  

 

Studies conducted by Afacan, Wilkerson and Rupper (2018) discussed the 

multidimensional reading intervention, while Bilgi and Ozeman (2018) propounded 

the effectiveness of modified multi-component cognitive strategy instruction in 

expository text comprehension of learners with intellectual disabilities. There have 

been substantial studies on the teaching strategies on learners with intellectual 

disabilities to try and enhance their reading levels. However there is no reference to 

the use of familiar language to teach reading skills to learners with intellectual 

disabilities. Head-Taylor (1987) states that early exposure to skills like reading to 

learners with intellectual disabilities is the most effective strategy to provide a good 

foundation for learning.  

 

Bannatyre (1971) stresses the importance of basic information received through 

senses, hearing sounds and seeing as being closely associated with language. He 

affirms what Piaget (1967) and Matafwali (2005) state regarding children’s learning 

effectively through the use of concrete objects as an effective way to teach reading 

skills to learners with intellectual disabilities.  Through concrete teaching, learners can 
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perceive the environment through several senses, through integration of information 

which might be very familiar as it will be presented in a familiar language to the 

learner. This is the approach Wilkerson (2018) has termed as multicomponent 

intervention to teaching reading to learners with intellectual disabilities. Learners with 

language problems associated with intellectual disabilities can be taught language 

skills so that they can be able to articulate properly and be able to read.  By language, 

the learner thinks and associate experiences with meaning (Pringle and Varn, 1974). 

 

Every learner is capable of learning, provided the teaching is appropriate to the 

learner’s level of comprehension.  This means that a structured approach is necessary 

in the teaching of reading skills to the learners. This structure understandably prefers 

to rely on a less formal or more intuitive approach to their “normal” pupils.  Parents 

have considerable expertise that need to be mobilized in co-operation with specialists 

so that a jointly agreed program maybe evolved (Wookey and Herbert, 1998).  Robert 

(1975:132) states that “the idea that intelligence is not fixed and immutable is 

tremendously exciting for all working with young children.  It means that you and I 

are not victims of the child’s intelligence; we are in the business of creating it”.  It is 

the teacher and other stake holders to make strategies and ensure that the child learn 

regardless of the disability.   

 

Robert (1975) states that learners with intellectual disabilities should be provided with 

opportunities to learn reading skills, that is action oriented or hands on learning so that 

they can acquire some knowledge through experience. That implies that using a 

familiar language to teach reading skills to learners with intellectual disabilities, 

creates an interface between what is being taught to what is socially known by the 

learner. However, deprivation of such important needs turns learners with intellectual 

disabilities into deviant behavior because they might not make sense from what they 

learn when teaching is in a language that is not familiar to the learner.   
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Experiences of some situations of life can make learners learn something and more 

especially the provision of some basic needs of a child; satisfied needs are a basis of 

better learning. Studies conducted by Ghaleb, Hamad and Alnahdi (2015) revealed 

that learners with intellectual disabilities are in need of receiving very intense practice 

and instruction to improve their reading skills, and it should be provided explicitly, 

systematically, and consistently in a familiar language in order to enhance their 

reading skills. The multicomponent reading intervention approach to teaching reading 

to learners with intellectual disabilities advanced by Wilkerson and Afacan (2018) 

proved to be an effective teaching strategy than the traditional sight word reading 

strategy.  

 

2.5.2 Recommended strategies for teaching reading skills 

Torgesen (2002) points out that the fact that reading comprehension is the joint 

product of language comprehension ability and word identification skills must be 

considered when setting goals for the reading attainment of all learners.  In other 

words, teachers must recognize the fact that general cognitive ability (specifically 

verbal ability and knowledge) strongly influences reading comprehension.  Therefore, 

the ultimate goal of reading instruction to learners with intellectually disabilities is to 

help them acquire the knowledge and skills necessary to comprehend printed material, 

at a level that is consistent with their general verbal ability or language comprehension 

skills. To achieve this, Matthews and Wright (2020) advance the teaching of letter 

sound correspondence to young children as an intervention to enhance the reading 

skills to learners with intellectual disabilities.  

 

The ability to relate sound to letters and letters to sounds is the basis for reading. If 

learners with intellectual disabilities are taught on phonemic awareness and 

phonology, then they will acquire the reading skill much more easily when the 

teaching and examples are in a familiar language. The familiarisation of letters to 

sounds can be enhanced by the multicomponent approach, advanced by (Wilkerson, 
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2018). Sounds on their own have no meaning however to attach meaning to learning in 

a familiar language, letter sounds should be in correspondence to a particular object 

that produces a similar sound. The experiential learning theory now helps learners to 

easily assimilate the concept taught. 

 

Difficulties in teaching reading skills to intellectually disabled learners are mainly 

characterised by late exposure to reading instructions in a familiar language. Learners 

with intellectual abilities who are destined to be poor readers in lower grade levels 

almost invariably have difficulties understanding and applying the alphabetic principle 

in deciphering unfamiliar words. Their difficulties developing good analytic strategies 

for identifying unknown words make it difficult for them to read independently. It also 

produces far too many word reading errors. This agrees with the notion that using a 

familiar language can enhance reading skills of learners with intellectual disabilities, 

an issue the study wanted to investigate.  

 

Failure to acquire good phonemic decoding skills affects the development of fluent 

word reading ability, which depends heavily on learning to identify large numbers of 

words by sight (Torgesen, Rashatte and Alexander, 2004). This is the reason why 

Shapiro (2010) suggests that there is significant need for effective intervention 

teaching strategies in a familiar language in order to address the problem of reading 

skills in learners with intellectual disabilities. Discovery of the core phonological 

problems associated with early reading difficulties has at least one unanticipated 

consequence.  The ability to assess these core language problems directly has led to 

the discovery that the early word reading difficulties of learners with relatively low 

general intelligence and verbal ability are associated with the same factors that 

interfere with early reading growth in learners who have general intelligence in the 

average range (Fletcher, 1994). 
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Instructions for learners with intellectual disabilities must be more intensive than for 

other learners.  The fact that instructions must be more explicit and comprehensive for 

those learners implies that more skills and knowledge must be directly taught, which 

logically requires a greater number of teaching or learning opportunities per day than 

typical classroom instruction.  The more they learn; they become aware of the 

phonological skills and consequently are able to learn to read. Reading skills should be 

developed and practiced using real books, real instruction cards, real receipts, real 

brochures and real comic books, as well as through graded readers, games and flash 

cards.  As far as possible the 4R Test should be applied when selecting curriculum 

content.  

 

Learners with Intellectual disabilities learn well through the use of real-life situations 

and this explains the reason why the implementation of the Sound Letter Object 

Identification (SLOI) concept can be very effective. This teaching strategy of reading 

skills  makes the teaching of reading more meaningful and reduces on challenges that 

learners encounter when taught things they are not familiar with, for instance 

phonemes, consonants and the letter sound knowledge. A study by Allor, Mathe, 

Robert, Cheatham and Alotaib (2014) revealed that the most effective teaching 

strategies for struggling learners to read, have also proved to be the most effective for 

the population of learners with intellectual disabilities. However, emphasis is placed 

on extended period of instruction and continuous monitoring in order to ascertain the 

effectiveness of the intervention strategy. 

 

Carmine et al. (2004) and Turnbull (2007) in Westwood (2002) suggest that “in 

addition to reality-based learning, learners with intellectual disabilities (ID) also need 

some high-quality direct teaching in a familiar language, with the content broken 

down into very simple steps to ensure high success.” This is what is strongly 

advocated for by the 2013 curriculum frame work. Typically, it has been assumed that 

reading is a skill beyond the intellectual capabilities of most learners with ID and that 
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at best, they might be taught to recognise a limited number of sight words (i.e., high 

frequency words). As such, four in five learners with ID never achieve even minimal 

levels of literacy (Katims, 2001). It is as a result of the low reading skills by the LD 

that this study wanted to investigate if the reading skills have improved after the use of 

familiar language to teach reading skills. 

 

Recent research by Mathes, Roberts and Jones, et al., (2010) and Browder et al., 

(2008) supports the view that learners with intellectual disabilities can as well benefit 

from the teaching strategies of teaching reading to those used on slow learners without 

intellectual disabilities. It is not clear if the teaching strategy involves the use of a 

familiar language. It is for this reason that this study wanted to investigate the efficacy 

of the use of familiar language to enhance reading skills to learners with intellectual 

disabilities.  

 

Research by most scholars such as Tambulukani and Bus (2015) revealed that learners 

learn reading skills well when taught in a familiar language. Therefore it is against 

these findings that this study wanted to find out if learners with intellectual disabilities 

have enhanced their reading skills as a result of being taught reading skills in a 

familiar language. Learners with ID should be taught reading skills using strategies 

and techniques that will provide them with the skills necessary to fully process 

individual words in connected text and derive meaning from the text. This can be 

enhanced by the use of the familiar language of the learner by both the logographic 

route and the alphabetical approach to teaching reading. The two approaches will 

complement each other and minimise their weaknesses.  
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2.6 Summary 

This chapter looked at literature review. Both local and international literature was 

reviewed in order to establish what other scholars have studied on the reading levels 

and teaching of reading skills to learners with intellectual disabilities globally and 

locally. The review of relevant literature enabled the researcher to find information 

gaps that this study could fill. Therefore, with evidence from the reviewed literature, it 

is clear that the use of familiar language to teach reading skills to learners with 

learners has a positive impact on the learners’ acquisition of reading skills. It is very 

clear that the researcher did not come across information on the use of a familiar 

language to teach reading to learners with intellectual disabilities. Learners with 

intellectual disabilities have serious deficits in reading. There seemed to be no 

evidence from the reviewed literature that learners with intellectual disabilities have 

also enhanced their reading skills due to use of familiar language. The available 

literature also revealed some possible mitigation measures that could ameliorate the 

reading challenges faced by learners with intellectual disabilities in their quest to learn 

to read. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

MEHTODOLOGY 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter is divided into the following: research design, population, sampling 

procedure, and research instruments. The last section comprises data collection 

method, analysis of data, limitation of the study and definition of terms. 

 

3.2 Methodology and methods 

 Methodology is defined as “a philosophical assumption concerned with knowledge 

creation on which researchers base their methods” (McGregor and Murname, 2010: 

420). Mackenzie and Knipe (2006) define a paradigm as the philosophical way of 

thinking by the researcher. The qualitative and quantitative methods were used to 

combine the strength of the philosophical assumption and theoretical frame work to 

provide detailed information. Methodology also includes the research design, target 

population, sample size and sampling procedures. Apart from that, it also looks at the 

data collection methods and instruments to be used, analysis of data, and limitations of 

the study. The research used both qualitative and quantitative research methods. The 

two schools of thought bring in the aspect of the nature of reality, which is the 

ontological assumption. It advances the fact that knowledge is subjective, meaning 

that with multiple interpretations of reality or experiences come multiple realities.  

 

The mixed research method was used in order to generate detailed data, which a single 

method cannot generate. In order to generate this data and know the truth, respondents 

were interviewed and this explains the epistemological assumption and the subjectivity 

of the knowledge generated. This triangulation was influenced by a research design, 

which required in depth information and also to strengthen the aspect of reliability and 

validity of result in this mixed research; hence the combination of the two methods in 

this research. The research instruments, namely the basic skills assessment tool 
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(BASAT) and the questionnaires required collection of both numeric and descriptive 

data. 

 

Triangulation is the most used research method in multiple data collection techniques 

to investigate the same phenomenon. This is interpreted as a means of mutual 

confirmation of measures and validation of findings (Flick, 1983). Denzin (1970, 

1978), recommends triangulation and Goetz and Lecompte (1984) describe the use of 

triangulation as a means of refining, broadening and strengthening conceptual linkages 

to reduce researchers own perspective. In any case, each research method reveals a 

different facet of the same symbolic reality. By combining several lines of sight, the 

researcher obtains a better more substantive picture of reality, a richer, more complete 

array of symbols and theoretical concepts, and a measure of verifying many of the 

elements.  

 

The purpose of qualitative in the research is to demonstrate the fruitfulness and often 

the greater depth of understanding we can get from qualitative procedures. Certain 

verifications to a situation are difficult to understand scientifically by the use of 

numerical values, supported by the quantitative research method. Dabb (1982) 

indicated that quality is essential to the nature of things, on the other hand, quantity is 

elementally an amount it would be impossible to capture types of count or measure. 

This implies that certain experiences cannot be meaningfully expressed in numbers 

and hence the need for adopting the triangulation research method with the view to 

capture detailed information as required answering the research questions.  

 

The other reason for triangulation of this study is to reduce on the limitations of a 

single research methodology, for instance quantitative research imposes restrictions on 

the scope of the investigation (Hebert, 1990). This is because it requires details that 

can be measured in order to produce results that could be generalised. However, this is 

done not to demerit the efficacy of a single research design but rather to give strength 
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to the research and to give in-depth understanding, which a single approach cannot 

attain (Berg, 2001).   

 

3.3 Research paradigm 

The Interpretivism/Constructivism research paradigm is the philosophical assumption 

underpinning this study. Interpretivism/ Constructivism are arguably rooted in 

postmodernism (Barrett, 2009). Postmodernism maintains that the mind is not a 

passive reflection of an external world and its intrinsic order, but is active and creative 

in the process of perception and cognition. Reality is in some way constructed by the 

mind, not simply perceived by it and that all human understanding is interpretation of 

phenomena. The paradigm considers the occurrence and implication of phenomena, in 

this case, the use of familiar language to enhance reading skills to learners with 

intellectual disabilities. The paradigm seeks to study phenomena for a much longer 

period of time in order to generate detailed information. This enabled the researcher to 

make meaning of the data collected and through cognitive processing of data be 

informed by interaction with participants.  

 

The subjectivist epistemology is realised concerning the efficacy of the use of familiar 

language to enhance reading skills in learners with intellectual disabilities. Informed 

by social interaction as a way of acquiring language structures for the purpose of 

learning, learners understanding of concepts taught are enhanced. This explains the 

reason why qualitative research designs analyse phenomena in detail due to the long 

period under which phenomena is studied. This also explains the reasons why this 

study used the longitudinal research design so that the period of study can eventually 

bring about the cause-and-effect relationship to the sample. The Constructivist 

philosophical paradigm resonated very well with the social cultural theory employed 

in this study in the sense that the paradigm was based on the relativist analogy that 

learners form or construct much of what they learn through experience (Cashman, 

2008). 
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The Constructivist philosophy portrays the idea which is the ontological assumption 

that knowledge is objective and an idea or belief that learning does not just happen 

when the teacher stands in front of the class teaching, but learning occurs when a 

learner discovers knowledge through experience. In other ways constructivists 

emphasise that knowledge emerges through the individual interaction with the 

environment in the course of experience. Oral language development is enhanced 

through social interactions in different contexts of society and it is through such 

interactions that leaners with intellectual disabilities acquire the much needed 

language structures. Social life should be fundamentally conceived as the negotiation 

of meanings and a search of meaning (Barrett, 2009). With this rich vocabulary of a 

familiar language, learners are more likely to build upon the existing language to learn 

to read.  

 

The philosophical assumption championed by the constructivist perspective is that 

learners become active in their learning process because the language is familiar. 

Merttens (2005) adds that reality or knowledge is socially constructed. This is the key 

tenet of the interpretivist paradigm that states that reality is socially constructed 

(Lincoln and Guba, 1989). This implies that, it is through play or social interaction 

that children learn both language structure and practical experiences. The interpretivist 

assumption is that interpretivism leads to the theory of understanding. Interpretation is 

to set at the meaning contained or hidden in the data obtained through scientific 

investigation (Barrett, 2009). Interpretation offers an account of the process of 

understanding the research conundrum and the data generated by the investigation 

(Aldriidge, 2018).  

 

In this study, interpretation enabled the researcher to examine signs and symbols in 

order to get meaning hidden in the data. In the process, the researcher listened to his 

own voice as analyst, and he contrives to understand the world of human experience. 
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This was the reason why interpretivists argued that each reader creates his or her own 

unique interpretation of a text. These experiences were the basis upon which children 

build their learning in school when the language they were familiar with was used 

during the teaching and learning process. The concept of accommodation and 

assimilation of information by the learners was the basis upon which learners 

constructed their knowledge as they learnt to read, using a familiar language. 

 

Learning should be established in the social context, collaboration and student to 

student interactions are inevitable. It is through interactions that every learner makes 

meaning at individual level to connect with existing knowledge. Constructivism 

enables learners to combine new ideas by interpreting new experiences in line with 

previous knowledge so that learners can make sense of new concepts (Algahtani, 

2017). The constructivist paradigm is conceptualised as having aspects of both 

interpretivist paradigm, ontological critical realism with the epistemological 

subjectivist paradigm. Therefore meaning reality and knowledge is created through 

social interaction and experience (Lincoln, 2005). 

 

3.4  Research design 

Kumar (2011) defines research design as a procedural plan that is adopted by the 

researcher to answer questions, validity, objectively, accurately and economically. 

This study implored a longitudinal study design, one of the designs used in qualitative 

research method. The reason for the choice of the study design was that learning to 

read does not just happen within a short time requires a much longer period and this is 

even worse for learners with intellectual disabilities. They take time to comprehend 

and conceptualise what they learn. The design was thought befitting, considering the 

philosophical paradigm  underpinning this study, which requires to study phenomena 

for a much longer period in order to generate detailed information, were the realist and 

relativist ontological perspectives can be reached  in order to justify the cause and 

effect of the study. 
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3.4.1 Types of research designs 

There are three types of longitudinal study designs according to Wang (2017) and 

these are: trend studies which focus on the same population of people and use opinion 

poll surveys to look at their attitudes over time. Though this design considers the same 

population, it is more tilted towards getting opinions of people and establishing the 

differences. The other design is the cohort research design. This design studies a 

specific population repeatedly in order to generate information upon which 

conclusions can be drawn from although the study centres on how a given group with 

common characteristics view social phenomena over time. The third design is the 

panel study design.  

 

The study utilises the same sample over time and repeatedly. It is the most effective 

longitudinal research design to truly find out changes over time because one is 

trucking changes and progress of the same respondents repeatedly (Belkin, 2003). This 

design was thought befitting for this study in the sense that the study was based on 

individuals taking a programme over a long period of time. These are learners with 

intellectual disabilities. We understand also that learning is a gradual process, more 

especially to learners with intellectual disabilities. The researcher required more time 

in order to generate valid data on the learner achievements in terms of reading abilities 

after being taught reading skills in a familiar language. Longitudinal studies are useful 

when you want to get factual information on a continuing basis (Kumar, 2011). This 

was a longitudinal study that compared the reading performance of learners with 

intellectual disabilities from one academic year to the next academic year of their 

schooling.  

 

A panel research design was considered to be appropriate for the study in the sense 

that improvements in the acquisition of reading skills by learners with intellectual 

disabilities is gradual and as such, required enough time frame in order to get the 
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desired results. The researcher investigated the effectiveness of the teaching strategy 

of teaching reading skills in a familiar language to learners with intellectual disabilities 

as opposed to teaching reading skills exclusively in English to learners with 

intellectual disabilities. The efficacy of the longitudinal study was that the researcher 

required repeated measurements of the same group of learners with intellectual 

disabilities over time. The philosophical paradigm underpinning this study influenced 

the selection of the study design in the sense that constructivism is mostly used in 

qualitative research method. Further still, it requires a much longer period of observing 

phenomena in order to establish changes.  

 

The only challenge with longitudinal studies is on how the researcher takes care of the 

attrition rate, which has the potential to affect the outcome of the research. For this 

study, the attrition of the information was highly minimised due to the fact that the 

duration under which data was collected was within a period of one academic year and 

to the advantage of the researcher, there were no deaths or transfers but only one drop 

out among learners and that could not affect the results. It is important to underscore 

the fact that there is no one who has control of the attrition factor due to death or 

movement and that is the reason the researcher had an advantage to this effect. 

 

 In the recent past, the Ministry of General Education has emphasised the teaching 

strategy of literacy in a familiar language to learners in the early grades (Ministry of 

Education, 2013). It is at this transition point that the researcher collected data, 

because learners were initially taught reading skills in English and that after one 

academic year, the researcher also collected data after the implementation of the 

teaching strategy of using a familiar language. This was to find out if the use of 

familiar language was an effective strategy to teach reading skills to learners with 

intellectual disabilities as opposed to using English to teach reading skills to learners 

with intellectual disabilities. First data collection was between January to March, 2018 
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and the second phase was from January to July, 2019. In the second phase, the same 

learners where followed for data collection. 

 

3.5 Population 

 Population in this context, refers to a complete set of elements (persons or objects) 

that possess some common characteristics defined by the sampling criteria established 

by the researcher (Dominik and Stephen, 2013). The target population are learners 

with intellectual disabilities, teachers teaching learners with intellectual disabilities in 

the selected schools of Southern province, head teachers of the selected schools and 

parents or guardians to the learners. The same population was followed in the second 

phase of data collection. The choosing of the population was influenced by the 

research questions. The population was very specific in the sense that the researcher 

could not replace them meaning that they were the main informants to the study. 

 

3.6 Sample size 

Sample size refers to the number of items to be selected from the universe to constitute 

a sample. White (2005) defines a sample as a group or situation selected from a larger 

population. This means sampling is the selection of an aggregate or totality on the 

basis of which judgment or inference about the aggregate or totality is made. In other 

words, it is the processes of obtaining information about the entire population by 

examining only a part of it. It can be too costly to consider the entire population for 

testing, therefore, there is need to decide how many people to study on. The greater the 

sample size, the more time and effort it will take to complete the research. At the same 

time, if the sample is small, we diminish the chance of finding statistically significant 

results and increase the relative size of error in generating the results to the population.  

 

Berkowitz (1992) comments that in social psychology, research typically relies on 

sample sizes that are too small. Researchers might miss potentially important and 

interesting findings as a result. The larger the sample the more likely you are to spot 
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differences that are real even if they are small. With smaller samples, we may detect 

larger differences but miss small ones.  

Bearing on what Berkowitz (1992) says the sample size of the learners was determined 

by the use of a formula by Slovene, which states that; n= N/I+Ne².  n, represents the 

sample size, “N” represents population size while “e” is the margin of error. 

Population size simply mean the number of people that fit your demographic, this 

number can be unknown or approximated. The margin of error or confidence interval 

implies how much higher or lower than the population mean you are willing to let 

your sample mean fall. The margin of error is the percentage difference to make a 

whole or 1, for instance the margin of error for 95% is 0.05. The most common 

confidence levels used are 90%, 95% and 99% confident. Slovene’s formula is mostly 

used when nothing much is known on the effects of the variable to the population.  

 

Below is the computation to determine the sample size; the estimated population is 

176; the confidence level is 95%, giving us the margin error of 0.05%. Therefore, we 

key in the figures in the formula as follows; 

n represents Sample size 

N represents Population=176 

Confidence level = 95 

E represents Margin of error = (0.05)² 

n = N/1+Ne² 

n= 176/1+176 (0.05)² 

n = 176/1+ (0.0025) 176 

n = 176/2.4275 

n= 72.5025(Sample size) 

n= 73 

 

To determine the sample size, the researcher considered using Slovenes’ formula 

because nothing much was known of the variable to the population. The estimated 
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population was 176, while the confidence level was 95, giving 0.05 margin of error. 

Therefore, the values were then computed using the formula and consequently giving 

the sample size of learners with intellectual disabilities a total of 73. 

 

The sample size for learners with intellectual disabilities was 73, arising from the 

computation. 20 teachers teaching learners with intellectual disabilities and five (5) 

head teachers were purposively sampled from the sampled schools. 5 head teachers of 

the selected schools and 5 parents of learners with intellectual disabilities from 

selected schools in Southern Province of Zambia. Parents were only five (5), whose 

children were day scholars. The reason for this being that two sampled schools are 

boarding schools and learners come from different parts of the country making it 

difficult for the researcher to follow all the parents for all learners who participated in 

the study. Therefore, the researcher only managed to interview few parents who were 

available to reach from the three schools with a Special Unit.  

 

The same number of learners with intellectual disabilities, who participated in the first 

phase of data collection, was again followed up in the second phase of data collection. 

However, it is important to state that it was different for teachers due to some having 

been transferred to other schools, the same with some head teachers. Data from 

teachers, parents and head teachers was collected in the second phase in order to 

justify the reading scores obtained from the learners during the two intervals of data 

collection. Because of the attrition rate for teachers and head teachers, data from 

teachers, head teachers and parents was collected in the second phase so as to cross 

check and validate the data from the learners. The researcher lost one head teacher 

who passed on during the second phase of data collection and the deputy was engaged 

in order to get data from that school. 

3.7    Sampling procedure 

Singleton and Straits (2010) noted that the sampling procedures should identify a 

sample that is representative of the population. Meaning that, the sample should 
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closely resemble the target population on all the relevant characteristics. In this study, 

purposive sampling was employed. It is worth noting here that there are several 

purposive sampling strategies. Crossman (2020) highlights on the seven (7) types of 

purposive sampling, each appropriate to a different research objective. The paragraphs 

below discuss the types of purposive sampling according to (Crossman, 2020). 

3.7.1 Types of Purposive Samples 

A maximum variation/heterogeneous purposive sample is one which is selected to 

provide a diverse range of cases relevant to a particular phenomenon or event. The 

purpose of this kind of sample design is to provide as much insight as possible into the 

event or phenomenon under examination. For example, when conducting a street poll 

about an issue, a researcher would want to ensure that he or she speaks with as many 

different kinds of people as possible in order to construct a robust view of the 

issue from the public’s perspective. 

A homogeneous purposive sample is one that is selected for having a shared 

characteristic or set of characteristics. For example, a team of researchers wanted to 

understand the significance of right handedness to students who use the right hand to 

right. This is a homogenous sample created on the basis of a specific group. 

Typical case sampling is another type of purposive sampling. This sampling strategy is 

used when a researcher wants to study a phenomenon or trend as it relates to what are 

considered “typical” or “average” members of the affected population. If a researcher 

wants to study how a learner centered teaching strategy affects learners with 

intellectual disabilities, then they choose to focus on learners with intellectual 

disabilities. 

Extreme/deviant case sampling is used when a researcher wants to study exceptional 

cases of learners considered gifted in academic performance. By studying such deviant 

https://www.thoughtco.com/what-is-robustness-in-statistics-3126323
https://www.thoughtco.com/what-is-robustness-in-statistics-3126323
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cases, researchers can often gain a better understanding and insight of the more regular 

patterns of learning style and behavior. If a researcher wanted to understand the 

relationship between study habits and high academic achievement, they should 

purposively sample students considered gifted. 

Total population sampling is another purposive sampling technique. With total 

sampling, a researcher chooses to examine the entire population that has one or more 

shared characteristics. This kind of purposive sampling technique is commonly used to 

generate reviews of events or experiences, which is to say, it is common to studies of 

particular groups within larger populations. 

Expert sampling is a form of purposive sampling used when research requires one to 

capture knowledge rooted in a particular form of expertise. It is common to use this 

form of purposive sampling technique in the early stages of a research process, when 

the researcher is seeking to become better informed about the topic at hand before 

embarking on a study. The researcher considers a certain category of experts from 

which information can be sought from and not any other source. 

For this study, critical case sampling was used; this is a type of purposive sampling in 

which just one case is chosen for the study because the researcher expects that 

studying the chosen case will reveal insights that can be applied to other like cases. 

Critical sampling was considered in this research because the sample under study is 

learners with intellectual disabilities. This sample is very specific and critical such that 

it cannot be replaced by any other and that the results generated from this sample can 

be generalized to other learners with intellectual disabilities. 

In this study, 73 learners with intellectual disabilities were purposively selected. They 

were tested on their reading levels through the use of some sub test items from the 

Basic Skills Assessment Tool (BASAT) in English during the first phase of data 

collection and then tested in a familiar language (Chitonga) in the second phase of data 
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collection using the same reading sub-test, customised into a familiar language. 

Chitonga is the most prominent familiar language spoken in the Southern Province of 

Zambia; this is according to the Central Statistics Office (2010) census of population 

and housing. The questionnaire was administered to 20 teachers of learners with 

intellectual disabilities in order to generate information on how effective the teaching 

of reading has been through the use of familiar language to learners with intellectual 

disabilities. Five (5) head teachers from the selected schools were purposively selected 

and were exposed to a structured interview schedule. 5 parents were also exposed to a 

structured interview schedule.  

The selection criterion for parents was purposive considering the low enrolment levels 

in the two Special Units. The research had a limitation on the selection of parents for 

learners in the two boarding schools, considering the diverse nature of where learners 

were coming from within the country. The researcher also took time to familiarise 

with the learning environment under which the learners learn from and took note of 

the observations. The sampling technique used in this study was purposive for the 

schools, head teachers, classroom teachers and also the learners due to low enrolment 

numbers of learners with intellectual disabilities in the schools. This critical case 

sampling is supported by Crossman (2020) who describes this kind of sampling as 

critical because significant respondents are specifically sampled because of the rich 

knowledge they have, that which the researchers is looking for. In other words, we can 

say such a sample is special to some extent because they cannot be replaced. 

3.8 Respondent’s background information 

The study sought to establish the demographic information of the teachers. A total of 

20 teachers participated in the study of which 16 were female and 4 were male. The 

following figure below represents the bio-data for the teachers who participated in the 

study. 
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Figure 2: Respondent's background information by gender 

Source: Field data 

Figure 2 represents the number of teachers who participated in the study.16 

respondents were female while 4 were male. This revelation shows that more female 

teachers are the ones teaching learners with intellectual disabilities in the selected 

schools where the study was conducted. 

 

 

Figure 3: The age range for the teachers 
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Source: Field data 

Figure 3, shows that 10 respondents were within the age range of 31-40 and 5 were 

between 20-30 years and another 5 were between 41-50 years at the time of data 

collection. 

 

 

Figure 4: Teachers professional qualification 

Source: Field data 

 Figure 4 above shows the areas of professional specialisation for the teachers who are 

teaching learners with intellectual disabilities. The area of expertise has a bearing to 

the teaching of learners and as such, the researcher thought it wise to also consider 

establishing the nature of qualifications for the teachers. 10 teachers were diploma 

holders at the time of the study, 4 were degree holders, another 4 were certificate 

holders and only 2 were masters holders all in Special Education. 
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3.9 Instruments for data collection 

Data collection was done in two phases and this was based on administering the 

questionnaires to the teachers teaching learners with intellectual disabilities. A 

questionnaire was used to generate data from teachers so as to avoid impulsive 

responses from teachers but to allow them give well thought out detailed information. 

The other advantage of a questionnaire is that the respondent is not influenced to give 

responses based on the questioning criteria of the researcher, on assumption that the 

information given is what will impress the researcher. The head teachers from the 

selected schools were exposed to a structured interview schedule. Parents of children 

were also subjected to a structured interview schedule. Structured questions were 

designed to solicit the required data; the questions comprised both closed and open 

ended questions so that the scope of the responses was not limited to the yes and no 

answer responses. The general observation of the learning environments using the 

observational checklist was made in order to assess how conducive the learning 

environment was to enhance reading among learners with intellectual disabilities.  

 

Learners were tested on their reading skills by using the sub-test items from the 

BASAT. The Basic Skills Assessment Tool (BASAT) is an individual assessment tool 

developed by the Ministry of Education in Zambia, primarily to assess the basic 

reading and writing skills of learner in the lower grades. The following reading skills 

were tested using this standardised instrument, learner’s alphabetical knowledge, 

phonological awareness, reading and picture comprehension. Learners were assessed 

individually and testing took an average time of 35-45 minutes per child. Detailed 

description of the skills assessed is presented below: 

 

Alphabetical Knowledge: Knowledge of the alphabet was assessed using two sub 

tasks: letter name knowledge and letter sound association. This was done using the 

printed cards of the 26 letters of the alphabet, presented to a child in a random order. 
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The exercise was meant to ensure that learners showed knowledge of the letters and 

not just singing the alphabet song. 

Phonological Processing: Four tasks were used to assess different types of learner’s 

phonological awareness skills: syllable segmentation; discrimination of initial and end 

sound; and blending sound. 

 

Reading Ability: The reading test from the BASAT applied, as earlier alluded to, these 

reading items referred to here to, were customised in Chitonga, the familiar language. 

Learners were asked to read a series of words and two sentences. The categories of 

words fell into four groups; two letter words; one syllable words; two syllable words; 

and three syllable words. The scores were coded on a three-point scale: 0 = to 

complete fail, 1 = attempted to read; and 2 = able to read accurately. The maximum 

score possible was 38. 

 

Reading Comprehension: The picture comprehension test from the BASAT was 

utilised. The test consists of four sentences with corresponding pictures. The 

maximum score was four (4). The reason for the triangulation of the test tasks was to 

get detailed information on the reading skills of the learners. The ability of the learner 

to identify the activity in the picture and be able to say it was what the test solicited. 

However, the word cards depicting the picture were also used as a follow up activity. 

 

3.10 Procedures for data collection 

Learners with intellectual disabilities can be so nervous with the presence of strangers 

in school and if this aspect is not taken care of, it can affect the results of the tests. 

Before the start of the tests, the assistant researchers who were the teachers to the 

learners were trained on how to use the Basic Skills Assessment Tool (BASAT). This 

orientation to the assessment tool was to ensure that the assistant researchers 

familiarised themselves with the instrument so that they confidently implemented it. In 

order to ensure that the learners felt comfortable, the researcher used the teachers 
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teaching the learners in all the sampled schools. This strategy worked well as most of 

the learners cooperated very well during the tests. 

 

The Ontological assumption influences the type of questions and data to be collected, 

therefore, quantitative and qualitative data was collected through administering 

questionnaires to teachers teaching learners with intellectual disabilities in the selected 

schools. Reading levels among the learners with intellectual disabilities were 

established through a reading tests from the basic skills assessment tool (BASAT) 

administered to learners with intellectual disabilities. Data from head teachers from the 

selected schools and parents was sought through structured interview schedules which 

the researcher organised and conducted. The learning environment was observed for 

quality assurance. An observation of the learning environment was also made in order 

to assess how conducive and stimulating the learning environment was to enhance 

reading among the learners with intellectual disabilities. This observation also 

included the observation of the actual classroom, where learners learn from. To this 

effect, field notes were taken. Mulhall (2003) complements the fact that field note as a 

research tool is very important in observational studies and ethnographies in particular. 

However, these notes take different forms as to how, when and where the researcher 

uses them.  

 

The process of observations had its own limitations as the presence of the unfamiliar 

person around the school could attract a different kind of behavior from both the 

learners and the teachers, hence giving a wrong impression to the researcher. The 

strength of the observation was that it brought the aspect of validity to the data given 

by the teachers because the researcher cross checked the data given by teachers and 

what was observed from the learning environment. There was evidence that learning 

in a familiar language was taking place as evidenced by the presence of some reading 

materials on the classroom walls. However not all schools had talking walls, some 

units hardly had such materials for the learners to interact with. 
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3.11 Reliability of data 

Reliability and validity can be well understood in the qualitative and quantitative 

research paradigm. Quantitative research attempts to fragment and delimit phenomena 

into measurable or common categories that can be applied to all of the subjects 

(Winter, 2000). The data generated from the variables in the study are fragmented into 

measurable categories so as to establish the authenticity and trustworthiness of the 

outcome. Reliability also puts the research instruments under a lens to observe if the 

research tools are able to generate the same results in a replicability and credibility 

manner so that the reliability and validity is ensured and to authenticate results. 

 

Guba et al (1986) emphasises on the trustworthiness of the results by stating that the 

findings must be credible. By credibility, he refers to the truth of the idea or the 

participant views and the interpretation and representation of them by the researcher. 

Credibility is enhanced by the researcher describing his or her experiences as a 

researcher and verifying the research findings with the participants. For the findings to 

be reliable there should be consistency of the data over similar conditions. This can be 

achieved when another researcher concurs with the decision trails at each stage of the 

research process. The research is said to be dependable if the study findings are 

replicated with similar participants in similar conditions (Koch, 2006). The 

researcher’s ability to confirm that the data represents the participant’s responses and 

not the researchers’ biases or view-points is another aspect of reliability which is 

confirmability. The findings should also be transferable, implying that the findings can 

be applied to other settings or groups. This means that the findings can be generalised 

to other groups of similar characteristics. 

 

 Apart from transferability, the research findings should also be authentic. Authentic 

refers to the ability and extent to which the researcher expresses the findings and 

emotions of the participant’s experiences in a faithful manner. When the research 

meets the reliability criterions that is when the findings are said to be reliable.  Joppa 
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(2000) defines reliability as the extent to which results are consistent over time and an 

accurate representation of the total population under study is referred to as reliability 

and if the results of the study can be reproduced under similar methodology, then the 

research instrument is reliable. Embodied in this definition are two concepts namely, 

authenticity or trustworthiness of data and replicability of results. These two aspects 

are cardinal in research under the constructivist research paradigm and the positivist 

research paradigm. To this effect, the reliability test was done by the use of the 

Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS, version 25). 

 

Table 1:Reliability 

  Item Statistics  

 Mean Std Deviation N 

 1.4247 .49771 73 

Letter knowledge 1.7671 1.69575 73 

Letter sound knowledge 1.4658 1.74867 73 

Syllable segmentation .9315 1.34710 73 

Initial sound identification 1.1918 1.34017 73 

End sound identification .9589 1.42827 73 

Sound blending 1.2740 1.20485 73 

Reading 1.6849 1.31103 73 

Reading comprehension 3.8630 .48060 73 

Source: Field data 

 

Table 1 shows the reliability test results. This test, justifies whether the results are 

reliable or not. The alpha value of .700 is symbolic enough to show the significant of 

Cronbach`s Alpha N of Items   

.700    
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the results. It entails that the results have a very high reliability on which the 

researcher can base his analysis and consideration of the outcome. In this case, the 

reading achievement scores for the learners with intellectual disabilities. 

Table 2: Item Total Statistics 

Structures used 

Scale Mean if 

Item Deleted 

Scale Variance 

if Item Deleted 

Corrected Item-

Total Correlation 

Cronbach'

s Alpha if 

Item 

Deleted 

Letter knowledge 13.1370 39.092 .151 .705 

Letter sound knowledge 12.7945 34.832 .128 .737 

Syllable segmentation 13.0959 27.866 .507 .644 

Initial sound 

identification 

13.6301 31.292 .476 .653 

End sound identification 13.3699 30.792 .517 .644 

Sound blending 13.6027 30.882 .463 .655 

Reading 13.2877 32.791 .437 .663 

Reading comprehension 12.8767 31.387 .488 .651 

Source: Field data 

 

Table 2 above shows the descriptive statistics of the test and the results in relation to 

the instruments used. A reliability test was done using SPSS and the Cronbach`s alpha 

value of .700 was arrived at such that even when one item was to be deleted for not 

giving the intended measure, the Cronbach`s alpha value would not be significantly 

affected. This entails that the reliability was very high, which is good and that the 

results attained can be reliable. In order to enhance reliability of the findings, the data 

collected was verified by using triangulation and respondent validation. Triangulation 

was used to compare data from questionnaires for teachers and data from the 

structured interview schedule. To ensure that the findings are valid, the researcher 
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cross- checked the respondent’s responses with those of other respondents in relation 

to available literature. Further validation was also done through cross checking the 

data generated from observations to that of the questionnaires and interview schedules. 

 

3.12   Data analysis 

Ader (2008:333) describes research data analysis as a “process of inspecting, cleaning, 

transforming, and modeling data with the goal of highlighting useful information, 

suggesting conclusions and supporting decision making”. Quantitative data collected 

was analysed using the Statistical Package for Social Science (IBM SPSS 25.0). The 

numerical values from the BASAT were coded according to the specified scales from 

the sub tests in the assessment tool. To understand the meanings and interpretation of 

the values, a descriptive analysis was used and Paired Student T-test was also used 

since the same sample was studied for a longer period of two intervals of data 

collection. Qualitative data was analysed thematically. By thematic analysis, it means 

that the researcher reconsidered the narrations of the respondents from the interview 

schedules and questionnaires, taking into account content of each case and different 

experiences of each respondent. Secondly the qualitative data was categorised and 

coded to represent a theme or an idea. Specific research questions and themes from the 

structured interview schedules were analysed thematically. SPSS was used in order to 

obtain frequencies and percentages. Further, to have valid analysis of data, inferential 

statistics analysis strategy was also used to systematically analyse quantitative data, 

based on the data collected in the two phases and their scores. 

 

3.13 Limitations of the study 

The research was only limited to head teachers, parents, teachers teaching learners 

with intellectual disabilities in the lower grades and levels in selected schools. This 

research was also limited to learners with intellectual disabilities in the selected 

schools in the Southern Region of Zambia. The other limitation to this study was 

inability of the researcher to reach all parents of the learners who participated in the 
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study due to the diverse nature of the regions within Zambia where learners come from 

except few day scholars from the Special Units whom the researcher took advantage to 

engage their parents for the interview. Another limitation was on the language barrier. 

Some learners’ familiar language was not the language considered familiar for the 

research study. To mitigate this limitation, the researcher had to consider other 

languages the learners could use to identify pictures under the comprehension. 

 

3.14 Ethical consideration 

An ethical approval letter was sought from the University of Zambia ethical committee 

(HSSEC) before commencement of data collection. This was done to facilitate and 

underpin the observance of ethical considerations. Permission was also sought from 

the District Education Board Secretary (DEBS) office to visit the selected schools for 

data collection. In the schools, permission was also sought from the head teacher. The 

data collected was absolutely kept as secrete and for the intended purpose which is 

academic, In other words, confidentiality of all participants was highly upheld before 

and after the research. Learners were not forced to take part in the study and were 

allowed to leave at their own discretion. Names were not included in the data collected 

and questions that may cause discomfort to the respondents were avoided. Parental 

consent for the learners to take part in the study was sought through the school 

management who communicated to parents and informed them about the activity 

which involved their children. Considering the nature of the activity, all parents were 

willing that their children be part of the study. Two parents expressed concern that 

their children should not be used for charity purposes implying that the activity should 

not use their children to raise funds in the name of disability advocacy. An explanation 

was given, emphasising that the activity was purely academic and not an economic 

venture and to validate this; a few among the students talked to, also took part in the 

study and appreciated the initiative. 
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3.15 Summary 

A longitudinal study design was implemented in the study; both qualitative and 

quantitative research methods were used. Purposive sampling procedure was also used 

in order to generate detailed information. Specifically critical purposive sampling was 

employed; this was done to establish the cause effect relationship. The same sample 

was repeatedly studied for a period of time. The purpose of the mixed study design 

was to strengthen the ontological and epistemological assumption and also to show the 

effect of the theory to the study. Quantitative data was analysed using the statistical 

package for social sciences (SPSS) while qualitative data was analysed thematically 

by drawing themes from the data generated. The study was delimitated in some 

selected schools in Southern Province of Zambia, the principle of confidentiality was 

upheld throughout the study. The philosophical assumption underpinning the study 

was the interpretivism/constructivism. The philosophy advocates that knowledge is 

socially created by the people and also interpreted by the people. This philosophy 

resonates precisely well with the social cultural theory, which also supports that 

learning occurs through social interactions. A reliability and validity test was 

implemented using (SPSS), which gave the Cronbach`s Alpha value of 0.700. This 

value indicates the high validity and reliability of the results. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



81 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 PRESENTATION OF RESEARCH FINDINGS 

4.1. Introduction. 

Chapter four presents the research findings. The research was conducted from selected 

schools in Sinazongwe, Choma and Livingstone districts. The presentation will be in 

form of tables, charts and bar graphs, the data presented will be in line with the 

research objectives. It is also important to note here that data was collected using four 

instruments and these are, the questionnaire for teachers teaching learners with 

intellectual disabilities, the structured interview schedule for head teachers of the 

sampled schools, structured interview schedule for parents and finally the sub tests 

from the Basic Skills Assessment Tool (BASAT) for learners with intellectual 

disabilities from level one to level 3.  The standardised sub tests from the BASAT 

where later translated into Chitonga so as to assess the reading levels of the learners in 

a familiar language in line with the language policy by the Ministry of Education. The 

reason for the use of four instruments was that one instrument could not provide in-

depth information. The data being presented is in line with what other scholars stated 

in their studies. Presentation of the information will be in line with the study questions 

in order to enhance coherence. 
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Reading scores 

 

 

Figure 5: Reading scores for phase 1 in English 

Source: Field data 

Figure 5 represents the reading scores on the reading sub test from the BASAT during 

phase 1. As shown above, letter knowledge had a total of 26 items. Learners were 

required to sing the alphabet song, identify, and name the letters of the alphabet. The 

highest score on this subtest was 10 out of 26 and the lowest score was 5 out of 26. 

The other two subtests under alphabetic knowledge were identification of letter 

sounds, and letter sound association each of which had a total of 26 test items. The 

highest scores on these sub tests were 5 out of 26 and 3 out of 26. Furthermore, 

phonemic awareness was assessed through syllable segmentation, discrimination of 

initial and ending sounds, as well as blending the sounds into words. Syllable 

segmentation had a total of 4 tasks and the highest score was 3 out of 4, the lowest 

score was 2 out of 4, discrimination of initial and ending sounds had a total of 10 tasks 
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each. The highest score was 3 out of 10 and 2 out of 10 was the lowest score. Blending 

sounds into words had a total of 5 tasks, and the highest score obtained by the 

participants was 2, and 0 was the lowest score. 

 

The researcher further assessed reading skills using a number of test activities such as, 

reading names, reading two letter words, reading two syllable words, reading three 

syllable words, reading short sentences, and reading comprehension. The overall total 

was 38 scores. The highest scores on individual subtests ranged from 0-2. Performance 

on basic skills was relatively poor as shown by the low scores. The total number of 

learners who took part in the study in the first phase were 72, comprising of 34 girls of 

ages ranging from 8-15 and 38 boys with similar age range. 

Table 3: Reading levels of learners in a familiar language phase 2 

Descriptive Statistics 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Letter knowledge 73 .00 10.00 7.1806 7.58859 

Letter sound knowledge 73 .00 26.00 5.9167 7.55590 

Syllable 73 .00 10.00 1.2361 2.08612 

Initial sound 73 .00 20.00 3.3194 4.07613 

End sound 73 .00 10.00 2.6528 3.54909 

Sound blend 73 .00 6.00 1.5211 1.51053 

Reading 73 .00 38.00 9.0417 10.64066 

Comprehension 73 2.00 4.00 3.8889 0.42972 

 

Source: Field data 

Table 3 shows the descriptive statistics of the reading scores of the reading sub test of 

the BASAT for phase 2 of data collection, which was the post- test administration of 

the reading sub skills in a familiar language. The computation was done using SPSS.  
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4.1.1 Paired Sample Test 

The first objective of the study sought to examine whether the intervention 

administered would enhance learners’ reading skills. To do this, a pre- test was 

administered to a sample of learners in English in the eight pedagogical content areas 

namely: Letter Sound knowledge, Syllable segmentation, Initial sound knowledge, 

End sound knowledge, Sound blending, Reading, and Comprehension. After one 

academic year, the learners were then tested in the same reading sub tests from the 

BASAT, now translated into a familiar language. This was done with the view to 

observe if the reading skills could have improved with the use of the familiar language 

to teach reading to learners with intellectual disabilities. 

 

In order to determine if the intervention was effective in increasing learners’ scores, a 

paired samples t-test was conducted for each reading sub test area. The following table 

presents descriptive statistics on the pre-test and post-test scores with regard to letter 

sound knowledge. 

Table 4: Letter Sound Knowledge-Paired Samples Statistics 

    Mean N Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Pair 1 Pre-test 1.7917 72 1.69454 0.19970 

Post-test 7.1806 72 7.58859 0.89432 

Source: Field data 

Table 4 shows that the score mean in the pre-test on letter sound knowledge was 

1.7917 and standard deviation of 1.69454 while the mean score of the post- test was 

7.1806 with standard deviation of 7.58859. The mean score value was higher at post-

test (M = 7.18) than at pre-test (M = 1.79). The descriptive statistics shown above 

suggest that learners improved their test scores after the implementation of the 

language policy (familiar language).  
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Similarly, a paired samples t-test was also used in order to determine whether this 

difference in learners’ mean scores was statistically significant. The results of the test 

are as indicated below. 

 

Table 5: Letter Sound Knowledge-Paired Samples Test 

  Paired Differences 

t df 

Sig. (2-

tailed) 

  

Mean 

Standard 

Deviation 

Std. Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

  Lower Upper 

Pair 

1 

Pre-test  

Post-test 
-5.3889 7.20242 0.84881 -7.08137 -3.69640 

-

6.349 
71 0.000 

Source: Field data 

Table 5 shows that the difference is statistically significant as demonstrated by the p-

value being p < 0.05. Therefore, the results of the test indicates that there was a 

significant difference between learners’ performance on pretest and on post-test (𝑡 =

6.349, 𝑑𝑓 = 71, 𝑝 < 0.05) with learners performing better on post-test (M = 7.18) 

than on pre-test (M = 1.79). This suggests that the intervention administered was 

effective in enhancing learners’ test scores in the letter sound knowledge reading sub 

test. 
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Table 6: Sound Letter Knowledge-Paired Statistics 

  Mean N Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Pair 2 Pre-test 1.4861 72 1.75221 .20650 

Post-test 5.9167 72 7.55590 .89047 

Source: Field data 

Table 6 shows the descriptive statistics on the sound letter knowledge sub test. It is 

statistically evident from this table that the sample mean score was higher at post-test 

(M = 5.9167), with the standard deviation of 7.55590 than at pre-test (M = 1.4861) and 

the standard deviation of SD= 1.75221. The descriptive statistics shown above suggest 

that learners improved their test scores when a familiar language was used to teach the 

reading skills to learners with intellectual disabilities. A paired samples t-test was also 

used in order to determine whether this difference in learners’ mean scores was 

significant. The results of the statistical Paired sample test are as indicated below: 

 

Table 7: Sound Letter Knowledge-Paired Samples Test 

  Paired Differences 

T df 

Sig. 

(2-

tailed

) 

  

Mean 

Std. 

Dev. 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

  Lower Upper 

Pair 2 Pre-test   

Post-test 
-4.43056 6.86249 0.80875 -6.04316 

-

2.81795 
-5.478 71 0.000 

Source: Field data 
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Table 7 shows the mean scores for the sound letter knowledge for the pre-test and the 

post-test. The alpha value of 0.000 shows that the statistical difference in the test score 

in the pre-test and post test score is significant. Learners mean score was high in the 

sub-test for sound letter knowledge in the post-test. This entails that the use of a 

familiar language to teach sound letter knowledge is very effective as compared to 

teaching this reading skill in English. The knowledge of sounds that the letters make is 

the prerequisite to reading and that if learners are effectively taught this reading sub 

skill, there is a likely hood that learner with intellectual disabilities can improve their 

reading skills. 

 

Table 8: Syllable Segmentation Paired Samples Statistics 

  

Mean N Std. Deviation 

Std. Error 

Mean 

Pair 3 SYLLABLE 

SEGMENTATION PRE-TEST 
0.9444 72 1.35198 0.15933 

SYLLABLE 

SEGMENTATION POST- 

TEST 

1.2361 72 2.08612 0.24585 

Source: Field data 

Table 8 shows the statistical difference in the mean scores in the syllable segmentation 

for the pre and the post-test score. The post-test mean scores were higher (1.2361) and 

a standard deviation of 2.08612 than the pre-test mean scores (0.9444), with a standard 

deviation of 1.35198. However, to determine whether the difference was significant or 

not, the paired sample test was used as indicated below in table 9. 
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Table 9: Paired Samples Test 

  Paired Differences 

t df 

Sig. 

(2-

tailed) 

  

Mean 

Std. 

Deviati

on 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

  Lower Upper 

Pair 3 Syllable 

Segmentation 

Pret-Test – 

Syllable 

Segmentation 

Post-Test 

-.29167 1.35769 0.16000 -.61071 0.02737 -1.823 71 0.073 

Source: Field data 

Table 9 shows the statistical difference between the pre-tests mean scores and the 

post-test mean scores on syllable segmentation is insignificant. The difference in the 

mean scores is (-29167). The confidence level shown by the paired sample test score 

was (p = 0.073), suggesting that the difference was insignificance. The p-value or level 

of significance is higher than 0.005. In this category of syllable segmentation, the use 

of a familiar language to teach reading skills to learners with intellectual disabilities, 

has not proved to be effective. Hence, more effective teaching strategies need to be 

implemented in order to enhance the reading skills in learners with intellectual 

disabilities. 
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Table 10: Initial Letter Sound Knowledge Paired Samples Statistics 

 

  

Mean N 

Std. 

Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Pair 4 Initial letter sound knowledge 

pre-test 
1.2083 72 1.34203 0.15816 

Initial letter sound knowledge 

post-test 
3.3194 72 4.07613 0.48038 

Source: Field data 

Table 10 shows the descriptive statistics, indicating the statistical difference in the 

mean scores between the pre-test scores and the post-test score in the initial letter 

sound knowledge. The pre-test mean score was 1.2083 and the post-test mean score 

was 3.3194. However, to determine whether the difference is statistically significant or 

not, the paired sample test was implored as indicated in table 9 below: 

 

Table 11: Initial Letter Sound Knowledge Paired Samples 

  Paired Differences 

t Df 

Sig. 

(2-

tailed) 

  

Mean 

Std. 

Deviat

ion 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

  Lower Upper 

Pair 

4 

Initial letter sound 

knowledge pre-test 

initial letter sound 

knowledge post- 

test 

-

2.11111 

3.550

66 

0.4184

5 

-

2.94548 

-

1.27675 

-

5.04

5 

71 0.000 

Source: Field data 
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Table 11 shows the difference in the mean scores between the pre-test scores and the 

post-test score. This suggests that there is a positive impact in the use of familiar 

language in the teaching of reading skills to learners with intellectual disabilities. The 

negative sign on the mean value should not be considered as literally, however it 

shows the difference between the values since we are subtracting the scores from the 

pre-test which is a smaller value from the post-test , which is a higher value. The P-

value of 0.00, less than 0.005, suggests that there is a significance difference and that 

the use of a familiar language to teach the initial reading skills to learners with 

intellectual disabilities is quiet effective as compared to the use of English to teach 

initial letter sound knowledge to learners with intellectual disabilities. 

 

Table 12: End Letter Sound Knowledge Paired Samples Statistics  

  

Mean N 

Std. 

Deviation 

Std. Error 

Mean 

Pair 5 End letter sound knowledge pre-test 0.9583 72 1.43828 0.16950 

End letter sound knowledge sound 

post-test 
2.6528 72 3.54909 0.41826 

Source: Field data 

Table 12 shows a descriptive statistics, showing the difference in the mean scores for 

the end letter sound knowledge. The learners performed very well in the end letter 

sound knowledge sub test from the Basic Skills Assessment tool (BASAT) in the post 

test (2.6528) than the pre-test (0.9583). However, the sample paired test below was 

used to justify the difference whether the difference was significant or not. 
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Table 13: End Letter Sound Knowledge Paired Sample Test 

  Paired Differences 

t df 

Sig. 

(2-

tailed

) 

  

Mean 

Std. 

Dev 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

  Lower Upper 

Pair 5 End letter sound 

knowledge pre-test  

End letter sound 

knowledge post-test 

-

1.69444 

3.1338

2 
0.36932 

-

2.43086 
-.95803 

-

4.588 
71 0.000 

Source: Field data 

Table 13 shows that the difference is statistically significant as it can be noted from 

the P-value of 0.000, which verifies that the difference observed in the descriptive 

statistics is very positive. In this category, the results show that the use of a familiar 

language to teach this component of reading skill to learners with intellectual 

disabilities is very effective since it has enhanced the scores as compared to the pre-

test results. 

Table 14: Sound Blending Paired Samples Statistics 

  Mean N Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Pair 6 Sound blending pre-test 1.2917 72 1.20372 0.14186 

Sound blending post-test 1.5000 72 1.51053 0.17802 

Source: Field data 

Table 14 shows the difference in the mean scores in the pre-test and the post-test under 

sound blending. The difference is quiet minimal between the pre-test and the post-test, 

which suggests that there was not much improvement from the pre-test to the post-test. 
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The paired sample test below was computed to ascertain if there is any significance in 

the difference noticed from the descriptive statistics above. 

Table 15: Sound Blending Paired Samples Test 

  Paired Differences 

t df 

Sig. 

(2-

tailed) 

  

Mean 

Std. 

Deviatio

n 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

  Lower Upper 

Pai

r 6 

Sound blending pre-

test  

Sound blending post-

test 

-

.20833 
0.87109 0.10266 -.41303 -.00364 -2.029 71 0.046 

Source: Field data 

Table 15 shows the results of the paired sample test on sound blending, which 

suggests that the difference is significant although much still needs to be done in the 

teaching strategy in order to enhance the reading skill of sound blending among 

learners with intellectual disabilities. The mean score difference from the paired 

sample test is 0.20833 and the p-value of 0.046. This confidence level of 0.046 

suggests that the difference is significant. 

 

Table 16: Reading Paired Samples Statistics 

  Mean N Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Pair 7 READING PRE-TEST 1.7083 72 1.30479 0.15377 

READING POST-TEST 8.6528 72 10.06340 1.18598 

Source: Field data 
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The descriptive statistics in table 16 shows a very significant difference in the mean 

scores between the pre-test (1.7083) and the post-test (8.6528). However, to ascertain 

the degree of significance, the paired sample test was done as illustrated below: 

 

Table 17: Reading Paired Samples Test 

  Paired Differences 

t df 

Sig. (2-

tailed) 

  

Mean 

Std. 

Deviatio

n 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

  Lower Upper 

Pair 7 Reading pre-test  

Reading post-test -6.94444 9.70246 
1.1434

5 
-9.22441 -4.66448 -6.073 71 0.000 

Source: Field data 

The difference in the mean scores after computing the paired sample test in table 17 is 

6.94444 and the P-value or alpha value is 0.000. This suggests that most learners 

performed very well in the post-test where a familiar language was used to teach, and 

tests done in the familiar language as well. It is clear to state that use of a familiar 

language is very effective in the teaching of reading skills to learners with intellectual 

disabilities. 

Table 18: Comprehension Paired Samples Test 

  

Mean N 

Std. 

Deviation 

Std. Error 

Mean 

Pair 8 Comprehension pre-test 3.8333 72 0.53074 0.06255 

Comprehension post-test 3.8889 72 0.42972 0.05064 

Source: Field data 
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Table 18 shows that Learners with intellectual disabilities performed well when they 

were exposed to a comprehension reading sub test both in the pre-test and the post-test 

as scores can be noticed from the descriptive statistics above. The mean score 

difference is very minimal, showing that there was not much difference in 

performance. 

Table 19: Comprehension Paired Samples Test 

  Paired Differences 

t df 

Sig. 

(2-

tailed) 

  

Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

  Lower Upper 

Pair 8 Comprehension 

pre-test  

Comprehension 

post-test 

-.05556 0.33098 0.03901 -.13333 0.02222 -1.424 71 0.159 

 

Source: Field data 

Table 19 above presents the comparative statistics between the pre-test scores and the 

post-test scores on the comprehension abilities of learners with intellectual disabilities. 

The Paired Sample Test correlations statistics test was used to assess whether the 

medians were different across the two phases and results show that there was a 

significant difference in the reading levels between the two phases. F (1, 14) = 0.159 

and P > 0.159. The difference is significant although there are minimal variations in 

the figures, suggesting that with more intense instructions in a familiar language to 

teach reading skills to learners with intellectual disabilities, there is room for 

improvements in their reading skills. 
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4.1.2 Benefits of using familiar language to teach reading (teachers’ view and 

observations) 

 

 

Figure 6: Benefits of using familiar language to teach reading (teachers’ view and 

observations) 

Source: Field data 

Figure 6 above presents the information on the benefits of using familiar language to 

teach reading skills to learners with intellectual disabilities. 12 teachers stated that the 

effectiveness was average, implying that not much gains were made by the learners as 

a result of learning in a familiar language. Four (4) teachers said that teaching in a 

familiar language was very effective as it made most learners to improve their reading 

ability. Another 4 teachers said they were not sure whether the use of familiar 

language is effective in the teaching of reading to learners with intellectual disabilities. 

None stated that nothing at all was enhanced in terms of reading skills improvement 

among learners with intellectual disabilities. 
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4.1.3 Teachers’ competences 

 

Figure 7: Teachers competence in the familiar language used to teach reading to 

learners with intellectual disabilities 

Source: Field data 

The rating scale was on a 4-point scale in the following order: not at all = 1 point, not 

sure = 2 points, average = 3 points and very much = 4 points. Therefore, 7 respondents 

stated that they were very conversant with the familiar language they were using to 

teach the learners,11 were average while none were not sure and only 1 said was not 

competent in the use of the familiar language used to teach the learners. 
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4.1.4 Skills enhanced as a result of teaching in a familiar language 

 

 

Figure 8: Skills enhanced as a result of teaching in a familiar language 

Source: Field data 

Figure 8 presents the responses from the respondents (teachers) on the reading skills 

they have observed in the learners with intellectual disabilities during the time that 

they have been teaching using the familiar language. Eight (8) out of the total number 

of the teachers who took part in the study stated that most learners are able to read 

simple words and understand, 1 teacher said the use of familiar language has enhanced 

social interaction and participation in class by the learners,5 said that learners are able 

to read words with pictures while 4 observed that use of familiar language has 

improved the skills of speaking and listening and 2 said that none of the skills have 

been enhanced. 
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Parental involvement in the learning of children with intellectual disabilities 

 

 

Figure 9: Parental involvement in the learning of their children with intellectual 

disabilities as a result of teaching in a familiar language 

Source: Field data 

Figure 9 above shows responses from respondents on the enhancement of parental 

involvement in the education of their children with intellectual disabilities as a result 

of the use of familiar language to teach reading skills. The majority of respondents 

stated that parents are not often involved in the learning of their children and this 

amounted to 14 while 3  said very often, 2 said always parents are involved and only 1 

respondent said not at all. 
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4.2.1 Means by which parents are involved in the learning of their children with 

intellectual disabilities 

 

 

Figure 10: Means by which parents are involved in the leaning of their children 

Source: Field data 

Figure 10 presents ways in which parents are being involved in the learning of their 

children with intellectual disabilities. Four (4) respondents said home visits amounting 

to 16 points, 7 teachers responded that parents are involved through the homework 

assignments given to pupils, amounting to 35 points, another 7 teachers stated that 

parents are engaged in the learning of their children through Parents Teachers 

Association (PTA) meetings, scoring 14 points. Two (2) stated that parents are 

involved through open days amounting to 6 points and non-stated that they are not 

involved in any way, giving 0. 
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1.5 Challenges experienced by teachers due to use of familiar language to teach 

 

 

Figure 11: Challenges experienced by teachers due to use of familiar language to 

teach 

Source: Field data 

Figure 11, presents some of the challenges teachers have noticed during the process of 

teaching using familiar language. Evidence from consulted participants validates the 

notion that the teacher is the most critical participant in an educational reform though 

not sufficient condition for effective learning to take place have been forwarded. There 

are other prevailing conditions which pose a challenge to the teacher hence, impeding 

learning. Core among the challenges that teachers face as they teach in a classroom is 

limited classroom language. This limitation by the teacher adversely affects learners to 

learn effectively. One (1) respondent stated that explaining certain concepts which are 

in English in familiar language is a challenge, 2 respondents pointed out that lack of 
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suitable teaching and learning materials for this category of learners is a challenge to 

teach them in a familiar language, 3 said speech problems in some learners with 

intellectual disabilities is also a challenge to teach them reading, another 3 said the 

short memory span of children with intellectual disabilities is yet another problem to 

the teaching of reading in a familiar language.  

 

Language barrier scored the highest. 9 respondents alluded to the fact that language is 

a major barrier to teach reading to learners with intellectual disabilities as most of the 

learners do not use the language used to teach when at home, hence causing challenges 

for the child to learn. The language barrier does not only affect the learners but also 

some of their teachers. The findings revealed that some teachers were not very 

competent to teach effectively in the familiar language used. Explaining certain 

concepts so that learners can clearly understand is usually a challenge when a teacher 

is inadequate or language handicapped. In order to ameliorate this situation, there 

should be more emphasis during training by teacher trainers. Above all, the teacher 

training curriculum should embrace the inclusive concept so that the teachers are well 

equipped with skills in the language of instructions to be able to teach learners with 

intellectual disabilities effectively.  

 

The language barrier among learners was also revealed from the findings. Some 

learners had language barriers because the language thought to be familiar was not 

actually very familiar to some. Schools in the cosmopolitan towns experienced such 

language problems because of the many languages used during social interactions. 

However despite many languages in the towns, there is always one language mostly 

used by many people for business and social interaction. The assumption is that 

learners become familiar with such languages as a result of social interactions as 

advanced by the social cultural theoretical frame work and the philosophical 

assumption (interpretivism/constructivism) employed in this study to offer guidance to 

the study.  
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Two (2) respondents stated that some learners have specific learning disabilities in 

addition to the intellectual disability and this myriad of disabilities makes it more 

difficult for them to learn in a different language. The underlying disability conditions 

such as speech disorders and other specific learning disorders are among other factors 

that impede or enhancement of reading when learners with intellectual disabilities are 

taught in a familiar language. Speech, which is oral language, has a close correlation 

with the ability to read and so when a learner has a speech problem which 

consequently affect oral language, reading also gets affected.  

 

4.4 Teaching strategies recommended by teachers 

 

Figure 12: Teaching strategies to enhance reading among learners with 

intellectual disability 

Source Field data 
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Figure 12 presents the teaching strategies that most teachers felt could be more 

effective to teach learners with intellectual disabilities. Teaching using concrete 

objects came out quiet prominently as one strategy that felt very effective in the 

teaching of learners with intellectual disabilities. This approach correlates so well with 

the theoretical assumption of the study because it is also grounded in the concept of 

social interaction and learning through experience. What learners see and hear as well 

as manipulate is not easily forgotten. This is the efficacy of a multicomponent teaching 

strategy advanced by Wilkerson, Ruppar and Afacan (2018) and also (Bilgi, 2018). 

The involvement of more than one sense of the learners in one’s teaching approach to 

reading is effective as opposed to sight and recognition strategy (Roberts, Tyler and 

Michael, 2020). 

 

4.4.1 Interview schedule with head teachers on the reading levels and parental 

involvement  

The head teachers from the sampled schools where subjected to an interview schedule 

just to solicit detailed information on the reading levels of the learners with intellectual 

disabilities and actually to validate the data collected through the questionnaires and 

the BASAT. The following where the responses from the head teacher of a Special 

School in Sinazongwe District: 

Reading levels of learners 

The school has a total enrolment of 40 learners with 

intellectual disabilities. Out of this figure, 22 are boys and 18 

are girls. Tonga is mostly used to teach in class, and it has 

been observed to be effective because most learners are able to 

read simple words and they show familiarity to most of the 

words. However, the challenge is on application. Mostly 

content presented in pictorial form is easy to read for most 

children with intellectual disability. We have also observed 

that from the time we started using Tonga to teach, most 
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parents have shown more commitment in the learning of their 

children. Some parents have reported that they have observed 

some changes in their child as they are able to interact more 

with other children and also able to read some simple words, 

something which never used to happen. Apart from reading, 

the children are also able to do some daily activities like being 

sent to the market and transact with less challenges. 

He however, emphasised the need to concentrate more on the letter sounds teaching 

approach. 

 

At one school in Choma District, the head teacher stated that the school has the 

following statistical enrolment of children with intellectual disabilities: forty-seven 

(47) pupils of which 24 are boys while 23 are girls. Chitonga was used to teach in 

class and parental involvement was good. His explanation was that, 

Previously parents could not open up to give information 

regarding their child but now, there is more interaction 

between teachers and parents of learners with intellectual 

disabilities. Parents even make follow-ups on some of the 

school programs and activities. This is as a result of using the 

familiar language where parents freely express themselves. 

Very few learners are able to read and write, most of them are 

still below average. The challenge to some learners could be 

the use of other languages since some of the learners learn the 

familiar language here at school; it is not the language they 

use at home. However, the use of familiar language has 

enhanced social interaction among learners with intellectual 

disabilities in school.  

Another head teacher added that 
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Some learners who use the familiar language at home have 

really improved and their participation in class has improved. 

To some extent, we still have challenges with some parents 

who still want donor aid for the education and well-being of 

their children. The teaching strategies that seem to work well 

are actually the use of concrete object as teaching aids as 

learners familiarize themselves to such materials. Matching of 

words to pictures is also effective. However, the most 

noticeable challenge is with learners with multiple disabilities 

such as those with speech problems, it affects them to read 

properly.  

The head also said that “When you tap into their interest, children become very active 

and participation in class is very high.” She also alluded to the speech/ language 

development problem in most learners with intellectual disabilities as the factor that 

affects reading among learners with intellectual disabilities and hence, the need to 

concentrate on language development skills first in their learning. At an inclusive 

school in Livingstone District, the head teacher stated that, 

Being a pilot school for inclusive education, most cases of 

learners with intellectual disability are mild and very few. The 

few learners are in cooperated in the main stream. However, 

the use of familiar language to teach in the lower grades has 

helped most learners to improve their reading ability and there 

is more feedback from parents each time you give work to 

learners to be helped at home. The reading levels generally 

are still low though there is a likely hood that most of them will 

break through in literacy. Parental involvement is still very 

low as most parent show very little concern for their children. 

The response is very bad even when they are called to school 

by the teachers, they wouldn’t come. 
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Language barrier is another source of concern in the implementation of the familiar 

language. The familiar language to most learners is Silozi and Chitonga. So, the two 

languages contradict each other when it comes to reading. However, familiarisation of 

things talked about in class and participation class is good despite the two languages at 

play. One participant said: 

David Livingstone Secondary Special unit only has 26 learners 

with intellectual disability and most of them are dyslexic. Due 

to this condition, it makes it very difficult for them to learn to 

read and worse with the use of familiar language.  

This is what the head of department said, whom the head teacher advised me to talk to. 

Teaching using Tonga as a zonal language is a challenge as 

most of the learners do not use Tonga as their home language 

or language of play. Most of them use Chinyanja. Therefore, to 

avoid this language barrier, we use English when teaching 

because changing the language of instruction would confuse 

the learners and impede learning. So, we feel consistent use of 

English can enhance reading skills. To us, the most effective 

teaching strategy is to teach these learners according to their 

pace groups and constantly use English to teach. Secondly it is 

also important to observe the interests and strengths of the 

child and then teach them basing on that. 

 

 

Most parents interviewed stated that they always find time to help their children with 

homework. Out of the five parents exposed to the interview schedule, three stated that 

they use Chitonga at home as their language while two use Chinyanja. They all 

expressed satisfaction on the use of familiar language as it has made it easy for them to 

communicate with their children. One parent said, “I find it easy to help my child with 

school work because I explain in a language my child understands better. This helps 
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him to get some concepts with fewer challenges.” All parents said that their children’s 

social behavior had improved as they were able to interact freely with friends, family 

members and visitors who visit them. However, they still have challenges with reading 

but do better with content matched with pictures. There is an improvement unlike 

before. This is what she said,  

Previously we could not send him to go and buy things at the 

market but now, since he has improved in his communication 

skills, he is able to go to the market and buy the items sent. He 

is also able to explain certain things clearly by using the 

language we use at home unlike in English. 

 

The other parent expressed happiness on the use of familiar language to teach their 

child stating that, 

tandiyiide mebo taata onoo kubelesia chisyobo chesu iinga 

chaubauba kugwasya mwana ooyu kupandulula. Chkuwa 

chilashupa chitabakaiya chikolo. 

Meaning, “am not educated therefore it is easy for me to 

explain to my grandchild the reading text with pictorial 

presentations in our language, English is difficult.  

 

It is easy for them to explain to the child and that the child is able to identify pictures 

without problems. However, she said that the child has just started school and that it is 

difficult to comment of the reading improvement. Nevertheless, she was very 

optimistic the child will soon be able to read. One participant said:  

Most of the time, we give him some books with pictures 

because that’s what he likes most. 

 

Other parents expressed sadness over the non-availability of reading materials in a 

language their child was familiar to. This made it difficult to find reading materials 
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suitable for their children. On average, most parents interviewed tried to help their 

children with school work. However, the economic status of most homes visited attest 

to the fact that most children with intellectual disabilities were coming from homes 

which were economically disadvantaged and that could be one factor that can 

significantly affect their reading improvements due to unavailability of reading 

materials for the learners to interact with other than the work given by the teachers as 

home work. Reading materials are there although not adequate and appropriate for 

learners with intellectual disabilities. Therefore, it was important that appropriate 

teaching and learning materials in a familiar language are produced and made 

available to schools by Curriculum Development Center (CDC). The other response 

from a teacher at one school was that, 

Parental involvement is still very bad as most parents do not 

respond effectively even when it comes to help their children at 

home with homework activities. 

 

4.4.3 Observation of the learning environment 

The learning environment was an important factor in the enhancement of reading and 

acquisition of reading skills as it stimulates and motivates the learners’ interest to 

interact with reading materials. To this effect, the researcher thought it wise to observe 

and analyse the learning environments inside classrooms and outside surroundings of 

the school premises. The learning environment in all the sampled schools was very 

conducive as most classes show evidence that learners are provided with reading 

materials in terms of charts and word cards for them to interact with at any time during 

and after the official learning time. This kind of learning environment helps learners to 

maximise their efforts to learn to read on their own and with friends. The walls are 

designed in such a way that learners interact with reading materials all the time. Word 

picture matching was mostly used in all the schools selected for the study. However, 

the general surrounding was just like any ordinary school with nothing for learners to 

read once out of the classrooms. The teacher pupil ratio in most classes observed was 
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almost 1-5, in levels 3-4 and in level 1and 2 the ratio was about 1-8, with the majority 

of them being male. 

 

4.5 Summary 

This study has revealed that despite the use of familiar language to teach reading skills 

to learners with intellectual disabilities, reading levels remain low. However, there is 

significant improvement in learners’ reading skills in most of the reading sub-tests 

from the Basic Skills Assessment Test (BASAT). Learners showed insignificant 

improvement in the phonological awareness category and the syllable segmentation. 

Improvements were noted on letter knowledge, letter sound knowledge and pictorial 

reading comprehension. The difference on the improvement is very significant 

between the two academic years under which this study took place. The responses 

from the head teachers and parents during the interview schedule indicate that the use 

of familiar language to teach learners with intellectual disabilities at the lower grades 

is a very good strategy as it is helping learners with intellectual disabilities to develop 

their reading skills and also social interaction with other learners in school. The use of 

familiar language to teach has also helped learners with intellectual disabilities to 

generate meaning from what the teachers talk about in class since the language is very 

familiar. Furthermore, parents also find it very easy to help their children with school 

work while at home. Some challenges teachers encountered have also been discussed 

in this chapter. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 DISCUSSION OF RESEARCH FINDINGS 

5.1. Introduction 

This chapter discusses the findings of the study undertaken to investigate the efficacy 

of using a familiar language to teach reading skills to learners with intellectual 

disabilities. The discussion will be in line with the study question as well as the study 

objectives so as to enhance coherence and novel readability of the content. In order to 

ascertain the whether the use of familiar language has enhanced the reading skills in 

learners with intellectual disabilities, learners with intellectual disabilities were tested 

both in English and in a familiar language of the region (Chitonga). The sub tests from 

the BASAT were administered to learners with intellectual disabilities in order to 

establish their reading levels in a familiar language. Responses from the questionnaires 

were also used to present the reading skills that the teachers observed from the learners 

since the use of familiar language to teach reading skills. The chapter will also discuss 

whether the use of familiar language has enhanced parental involvement in the 

learning of their children with  intellectual disabilities or not. Challenges to the 

teaching of reading to learners with intellectual disabilities shall also be discussed and 

finally mitigation measures will also be discussed since challenges always call for 

solutions for the sake of progress. 

 

5.2 Reading levels of learners with intellectual disability in familiar language 

The reading sub tests from the BASAT were used to test the reading skills of the 

learners. The reading sub tests were customised into Chitonga, which is the most 

familiar language in the region. Each child took about 30-45 minutes to complete the 

test. This implies that adequate time was given to every learner to read without 

interference. 

 

The findings clearly reveal that learners with intellectual disabilities have significantly 

improved their reading levels though not to the expected standards. They still face 
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some challenges in reading some words with more than two syllables despite being 

taught in a familiar language and this is actually in line with the findings of Neuman 

(1999) who agrees to say most learners with intellectual disabilities lack the skill and 

knowledge of letter sound knowledge and alphabetical awareness. The two factors 

play a very significant role in the acquisition of early emergent literacy skills in 

learners. Therefore, it is against this premise that the researcher recommends that 

instead of the letter sound knowledge, teachers should concentrate so much on sound 

letter object identification (SLOI) presented in a familiar language of classroom 

instruction. This will help learners to acquire the concept of identifying objects in 

relation to sounds and letters as opposed to letter sound knowledge. This strategy has a 

likelihood of enhancing phonemic awareness and phonological awareness. These are 

two components which are very important for a learner to acquire reading skills. The 

score in letter knowledge was very good (32%) but very poor in letter sound 

knowledge which was 6%. This means that there is little learning when learners just 

memorise the letters of the alphabet without relating the sound to letters. 

 

Letter sound knowledge was tested as follows: in the first place, the examiner had to 

say the sound in relation to the letter for the child and then later own, the examiner 

says the sound and the child had to point to the corresponding letter and then vice-

versa. The total score in this category was extremely bad such that only five scores 

were made out of the possible maximum of 50.  However, the scores in this category 

are not surprising because if learners in level three (3) do not have adequate 

knowledge on the foundation skills for reading such as alphabetic knowledge, letter 

sound knowledge and sound letter knowledge, how can a learner learn to read? This 

performance is a true reflection that borders around the reading difficulties of learners 

with intellectual disabilities. The picture is similar to the data collected in the second 

phase under the letter sound knowledge. Most learners performed far much below the 

expectation though most researchers such as (Tambulukani et al., 2001; Sampa, 2003; 

Heugh, 2016; Kashoki, 1990) assume that it is easy to relate the phonology of the 
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word to its written form when the word is part of the Childs vocabulary (Tabors et al. 

2001 and Whitehurst, 2001). The case is different to learners with intellectual 

disabilities. Therefore, this is the area where teachers need to work hard if the 

intellectually disabled learners can learn how to read using familiar language. 

 

Under phonological knowledge, four skills were tested, and these are syllable 

segmentation, Reading can be enhanced through the use of familiar language only 

when phonemic awareness and phonetic knowledge is substantiated with reality based 

learning as advanced by (Wernick, 2017). There is a close correlation in the 

performance of learners with intellectual disabilities in the tests in the four skills as 

alluded to above. All the scores learners got were far below the average. However, 

within the lower level of score, it is clear to notice that there was a significant 

improvement in the performance between the pre-test and the post-test scores. This 

implied that the use of familiar language to teach reading to learners with intellectual 

disabilities is effective. For syllable segmentation, the maximum score was 4 in the 

first phase and the mean score in the second phase was 1.2361 with a standard 

deviation of 2.08612 better than the other scores, probably it is because one syllable 

words and two syllable words are quite easy to repeat after someone as compared to 

words with more than two syllables. Further still, it is important to mention here that 

word cards in Chitonga were also used to reduce on the memory work load for the 

learners. Particularly this worked well with the blending task. When a word has been 

read to the child, it was then placed in front of him or her so that he or she can form a 

word. This brings out the fact that breaking some tasks into smaller units when 

teaching learners with intellectual disabilities helps them to learn better. Carmine et al. 

(2004) suggested that in addition to reality based teaching and direct teaching, content 

for learners with intellectual disabilities should be broken down into very simple steps 

to ensure high success. Because of memory deficits, simple steps help them to grasp 

the concepts easily. Some scholars have also attributed reading deficits to problems 

with phonological processing in learners with intellectual disabilities (Conners, 
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Atwell, Rosenquist and Sligh, 2001). Gombert (2002) adds that deficits in 

phonological processing, contribute to the reading problems. Teachers have a task to 

work on the phonological aspect of the learners with intellectual disabilities, if they are 

to impart reading skills to them. Despite the reading difficulties, learners with 

intellectual disabilities have the ability to learn how to read though at a slow pace as 

compared to the typically developed peers. 

 

A reading test from the BASAT resonates so well with the study by Wagner (2011) 

that advocates for cultural sensitivity teaching strategy as a way that effectively 

impacts on the learning of emergent reading skills to learners with intellectual 

disabilities. Learners were asked to read a series of words and two sentences. The 

categories fell into four groups: two letter words; one syllable words; two syllable 

words; and three syllable words. The scores were coded on a three-point scale: 0 

complete fail, 1 attempted to read and 2 able to read accurately. The maximum score 

was 9 points out of 38.  The mean performance in the pre-test was 1.7083, with the 

standard deviation of 1.30479 and the inferential score of 0.15377. The performance 

of learners in this category was below expectation considering the level of the tasks 

presented to them. It really shows how low the reading levels are for learners with 

intellectual disabilities as compared to “normal” pupils (MoE, 2008). In the second 

phase of data collection, the same reading sub test was applied to the learners, in a 

familiar language. However, the points were coded on the three points scale namely 0 

stands for complete fail, 1 for attempted to read and 2 able to read correctly. The 

maximum score was 24 points out of 38, slightly better than the first scores in the first 

test.  The mean score was 8.6528 with a standard deviation of 10.06340 and the alpha 

value of 1.18598. This resonates well with the findings of Sampa (2005) and Nyimbili 

and Mwanza (2020) who reported that the use of local language to teach literacy 

provided benefits to learners whose first language was a different one from the 

language of instruction as well as it increased learner participation in class. 
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Reading comprehension was the only category where learners showed greater 

improvement. Most pupils scored highly in reading comprehension. The average score 

was actually 2 out of the maximum score of 4 in the first phase and in the second 

phase, the average score was 4 out of the maximum score of 4. The descriptive 

statistics for the pre-test was 3.8333 mean and standard deviation was 0.53074 with 

the inferential value of 0.06255, while the post-test descriptive statistics show that the 

mean value was 3.8889 and standard deviation was 0.42972 with the alpha value of 

0.05064. This result shows that there was minimal improvement in a positive sense 

because in the entire tests, pre-test and post-test, learners performance was above 

average. To the researcher, this outcome indicates that learners with intellectual 

disabilities can learn reading better if the basic reading materials for them are 

presented in a familiar language with pictures. This form of presenting reading tasks 

makes more sense to them than just words without pictures, which depict social 

scenarios which learners are familiar with. They relate well with words to pictures, 

and it assists them to read and at the same time get the meaning of what they read 

because they are able to see and familiarise what they see in a picture with what is 

written. This is evidence enough that the concept of sound letter object identification 

(SLOI) could be the most effective teaching strategy if presented in a familiar 

language. This concept resonates very well with the hybridisation concept by Banda 

(2008) where he stated that the attainment of education for all cannot be achieved 

without the hybridisation of the African indigenous knowledge system (AIKS). 

Westwood (2007) also suggests that the curriculum for learners with intellectual 

disabilities should be reality based. This is to ensure that there is meaning attached to 

what learners see and read in a familiar language.  

 

Curriculum Frame Work (2013) also adds to the fact that the use of familiar language 

to learners with intellectual disabilities will enhance reading skills and eventually 

academic success of learners. The findings are still consistent with the Zambia’s 

National Assessment Survey of 2006 and also 2016 report on the low reading levels of 
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most school going children in the lower grades and learners with intellectual 

disabilities are not an exception. The results for this study show that learners have 

improved although much more needs to be done in order to change the current status 

of the reading levels of learners with intellectual disabilities because the reading levels 

are still low. Table three (3) shows the comparative correlation statistics between the 

pre-test reading levels and the post-test reading levels in a familiar language. The 

findings reveal that there is a significant difference between the previous and the 

current although with minimal variation, showing signs of insignificance in some sub 

tests. This entails that there is still more to be done by both the teachers of learners 

with intellectual disabilities and the learners. However, in some sub tests in post-tests, 

learners showed some strength and if well explored, there can be improvement in the 

reading abilities. Otherwise, the descriptive statistics suggest that there was significant 

difference in the reading abilities during the post-test phase of data collection, with 

post-test score showing improvement in the reading levels of the learners. 

 

5.2.1 Significance of using familiar language to teach learners with intellectual 

disabilities 

In order to establish the significance of the use of familiar language to teach reading 

skills to learners with intellectual disabilities, teachers were exposed to a questionnaire 

and the following were the responses; figure 6 presented the information on whether 

teachers felt the use of familiar language had an impact on the enhancement of reading 

skills to learners with intellectual disabilities or not. 12 teachers stated that it was 

average, meaning that the difference was very minimal as compared before using the 

familiar language. 4 teachers said that teaching in a familiar language was very 

effective in the sense that most learners were able to participate in the learning process 

during classroom contact periods unlike in the past. This is also alluded to by other 

researchers such as (Afacan et al., 2017; Gombart, 2002; Tambulukani, 2011; 

Mkandawire, 2017; Dennis, 2008; Kashoki, 2019) who also stated that learners learn 

well in the language they are familiar with. The other 4 teachers said that they were 
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not sure whether using familiar language to teach learners with intellectual disabilities 

was effective or not effective. 

 

The researcher also wanted to establish the teachers’ competence levels in the 

language they were using to teach learners. This was done because teacher’s 

competences in the language used to teach, has a direct correlation to his or her 

classroom input while teaching. The responses were coded on a 4-point scale as 

follows; not at all= 1, not sure = 2, average = 3 and very much = 4 points. 7 

respondents stated that they were very conversant with the language used to teach 

culminating into 28 points. This means that they had less challenges to teach learners 

with intellectual disabilities in a familiar language and the likelihood that they were 

very innovative and resourceful in ensuring that they provided the necessary resources 

to the learners, which eventually trickles down to high achievements. Eleven (11) 

respondents said they were average, translating into a total of 33 points and only 1 said 

they were not competent with the familiar language used to teach the lower grades at 

the school coming to 2 points, none said was not sure. The level of mastery of the 

language the teacher uses to teach has a bearing effect on the learners’ learning. This 

means that learners cannot learn effectively because the teacher too requires learning 

the language. However most of the respondents were very competent with the familiar 

language meaning that they render the best of their service to the learners with 

intellectual disabilities in terms of teaching reading skills. The researcher would like to 

challenge teacher training colleges and universities to ensure that the would-be 

teachers of language, be well equipped with communicative skills during their training 

so that they are able to effectively and competently teach learners in the lower grades 

in a familiar language where ever they are deployed within Zambia for the benefit of 

young learners and more to learners with intellectual disabilities. 
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5.2.2 Reading skills enhanced as a result of teaching in a familiar language 

Through their observation and interaction with learners, teachers confirmed that 

despite the low reading abilities in a familiar language, learners exhibited some 

reading skills that they have acquired as a result of using familiar language to teach 

them reading. 40% of teachers who took part in the study stated that most learners are 

able to read simple words. This success can be enhanced by creating a rich reading 

environment where learners with intellectual disabilities can interact with reading 

materials even outside classroom time. This is in line with what Mwanza (2012), 

Morrow (1990) and Newman (1993) reported on the need for a rich literacy 

environment. 5% said that the use of familiar language has enhanced social interaction 

among learners with intellectual disabilities. This is supported by what one parent said 

when she stated that, “My child is now able to interact with friends and family 

members and visitors more than previously”. This is evident enough that use of 

familiar language to teach can also enhance language development in the learners in 

the lower grades other than just reading proficiency. 25% are able to read words 

matched with pictures. Matching pictures with words does not only help learners to 

read but also develops analytical and comprehension skills in learners, which is very 

necessary in the academic advancement of learners. 20% postulated that most learners 

with intellectual disabilities have improved the skills of listening and speaking because 

they understand what the teachers says and are able to participate in class discussions 

and 10% said none of the skills have been enhanced as a result of using familiar 

language to teach the learners with intellectual disabilities. Catherine et al. (2005) 

states that, it is easy to apply phonological skills to reading in any language, meaning 

that, when learners with intellectual disabilities acquire the knowledge of sound letter 

knowledge, they can apply the skill to their reading (Allor et al., 2014). 

 

The findings above suggest that when given scientifically based and rigorously 

intensive reading instruction in a familiar language over an extended period of time, 

learners with intellectual disabilities can respond positively, making important gains in 
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literacy development. Instruction must be systematic and explicit, including all reading 

components; repetitive in its use of routines and instructional language; fast paced; and 

highly motivating. Lessons should be fully implemented by teachers skilled in 

effective reading instruction. Learners with intellectual disabilities require large 

amounts of repetition to make meaningful progress (Al Otaib et al., 2014). 

 

5.3 Parental involvement in learning of their children with intellectual disabilities 

Figure 8 reveals the extent to which parents to learners with disabilities get involved in 

the learning of their children with intellectual disabilities from the sampled schools. 

The majority of respondents stated that most parents are very often involved in the 

learning of their children; these were 14 while 3 teachers said that parents were often 

involved in the learning of their children from the time familiar language was 

implemented in school. Two (2) teachers said parents were always involved in the 

learning of their children and only 1 stated that parents were not involved at all. It is 

very clear that the study revealed that most parents were actively engaged or involved 

in the learning of their children. This positive response could be as a result of the use 

of familiar language to teach their children at school.  

 

While learner’s success largely relies on factors like study habits, school attendance, 

test-taking abilities and more, research is showing that parental involvement also has a 

large impact on the learner’s achievement in the classroom. In fact, according to the 

Academic Development Institute, parents who get involved with their children’s 

education tend to demonstrate good parenting skills, volunteer their time in the school, 

communicate with faculty and take an active role in school-related decision-making. 

The Harvard Family Research Project of (2015) concluded that parental involvement 

is associated with higher learner achievement. They found that learner’s success was 

higher in a variety of areas including standardised test scores, grades and teacher 

ratings. The types of parental involvement that had the greatest impact on learner’s 
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success were reading and communicating with one's child, as well as holding parental 

expectations.  

 

Learners with intellectual disabilities stand to benefit more in the learning process 

when there is full parental involvement in their learning process. The use of familiar 

language makes the acquisition of concept explicit and easy to learn for learners with 

intellectual disabilities. Catherine et al. (2005) adds that evidence suggests that an 

encouraging home- literacy environment has a positive relationship with early literacy 

development. Researchers have advocated joint parent pre-schooler book reading, 

believing it to be beneficial for preparing children for formal reading instructions. This 

implies that the stories parents and peers tell to young children create a rich foundation 

for reading and this can be effective if parents take an active role in preparing their 

children with intellectual disabilities for future reading. Therefore, it is important to 

encourage parents to take keen interest in the learning of their children with 

intellectual disabilities so as to enhance the acquisition of early reading skills in 

learners. Parents and siblings, including peers can create a rich literacy home 

environment that can encourage the development of emergent literacy skills in learners 

with intellectual disabilities. The study revealed that parents are not always involved 

and this has an impact on the learning of reading enhancement of learners with 

intellectual disabilities. 

 

The study revealed that most parents were not always involved in the learning of their 

children; however, it does not mean that they are not involved at all. Figure 8 presents 

the responses from the teachers on how they get parents involved in the learning of 

their children. Four (4) respondents, (16) points said that home visits were one of the 

strategies used to involve parents to take part in the learning of their children with 

intellectual disabilities. Seven (7) teachers stated that parents get involved in the 

learning of their children through homework assignments given to pupils by teachers, 

this amounted to 35 points, another 7 teachers stated that parents get engaged in the 
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learning of their children through attending the Parent’s Teachers Association 

Meetings (PTA), this amounted to 14 points. Two (2) stated that parents were involved 

through open academic days and this response amounted to 6 points while none stated 

that parents were not involved in any way giving 0 points.  

 

From the findings, it is clear that schools and teachers in particular have not done 

much in trying to get parents involved in the learning of their children with intellectual 

disabilities. Therefore, it is important to come up with strategies that can get parents 

involved in the education of their children. According to Maryln (2004), collaboration 

refers to the style or approach in the interaction between schools, parents, and 

community based on accomplishment of shared goals. Therefore, it is important that 

parents play an active role in the education of their children with intellectual 

disabilities. This collaboration has positive implications on learner academic 

achievements. With appropriate support in place through collaborations with other 

stake holders such as parents in the learning of their children with intellectual 

disabilities, children can achieve high life in many different aspects. This collaboration 

does not only mean that parents need to go to school and see how their children learn, 

but what activities do they engage their children into while at home as a way to 

supplement the teacher’s efforts in teaching the child to read. It is very clear from the 

findings that very little has been done in this area of parent /teacher collaboration for 

the common good of the learners with intellectual disabilities. Schools should design a 

program, which will compel parents to engage into academic reading activities that are 

deliberately aimed at enhancing reading skills for their children whilst at home and to 

be evaluated by the school periodically. 

 

5.4 Challenges teachers experience while teaching in a familiar language 

Figure 10 presents some of the challenges teachers have noticed during the process of 

teaching using familiar language. One (1) respondent stated that, explaining certain 

concepts which are in English into familiar language is a challenge. This experience 
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by the teacher entails that there are also gaps in the training of teachers of languages. It 

is possible that the teacher education curriculum for languages does not adequately 

address the issue of using familiar language to teach learners how to read. Therefore, 

some teachers might be incompetent to teach effectively. This empirical evidence 

should help the teacher trainers to ensure that the much-needed competencies by 

trainee teachers in Zambian languages must be inculcated in them before they graduate 

so that they are able to teach with confidence. If teachers are not very conversant with 

the language when teaching reading to learners with intellectual disabilities, it 

subsequently affects the learners as well. Therefore, teacher’s competence in language 

use is cardinal to the learning achievements of the learners. Three (3) of the 

respondents pointed out that lack of suitable teaching and learning materials for this 

category of learners is a challenge to teach them in a familiar language. Kioko (2004) 

stated that teaching learners with intellectual disabilities requires the adaptation of the 

entire general school curriculum so that the work presented to learners with disabilities 

is suitable according to their learning. Therefore, the inadequacy of suitable teaching 

and learning materials for learners with intellectual disabilities in schools, defeats the 

efforts of trying to improve their reading skills through the use of familiar language.  

 

The assumption that learners learn well when actual objects or semi abstract situations 

like pictures are made available to them cannot be achieved if there are no suitable 

learning materials in schools. Schools, government and other stakeholders should 

work together to ensure that the suitable teaching and learning materials for this 

category of learner are made available to schools so that the implementation of 

familiar language is further strengthened. Going by the theoretical frame work and the 

philosophical assumption, the suitable materials can actually be found within the 

social context where children come from. These are materials learners are familiar 

with and they interact with on a daily basis. The experiential learning theory can work 

very well in this regard in the sense that the concrete objects used as teaching and 
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learning aids are things children are familiar with. This approach will enhance learning 

because structures to be learnt based on concrete objects are not strange to learners.  

 

Four (4) teachers said that speech problem in some learners with intellectual 

disabilities is also a challenge to teach them reading. It is important to define what 

speech is and justify how the speech impairment affects learning of reading to learners 

with intellectual disabilities. Speech is referred to as the production of language (Van 

Riper, 1996). Most children with intellectual disabilities exhibit a myriad of language 

and speech problems. Regardless of that, they are still able to communicate with 

others including teachers. However, the speech problem cannot be over looked as 

speech and language development or language proficient is an attribute to reading 

proficiency in learners. It is therefore important that language or speech development 

skills go side by side with the reading activities in order to attain reading proficiency 

in learners with intellectual disabilities. Another 4 respondents said that short memory 

span of learners with intellectual disabilities is yet another problem to the teaching of 

reading in a familiar language.  

 

Language barrier scored the highest, 9 respondents alluded to the fact that language is 

a major barrier to teach reading in learners with intellectual disabilities since some of 

the learners do not use the language used to teach when at home, hence causing 

challenges for the child to learn in a language considered familiar. This language 

barrier was also observed by Mwanza (2012). It is common in most cosmopolitan 

settings such as towns. The language that children are most familiar with, is not the 

familiar language used for teaching at school. However, there is a strong link of 

similarities in Bantu speaking languages of which Zambian languages are part of the 

Bantu speaking people. Sepell (2014) postulates that even if there are some 

differences, most pronunciations of lexical items and consonant and vowels are almost 

the same and that it should be easy for learners with intellectual disabilities to learn 

and teachers to teach effectively. On the other hand, the approach should be very 
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flexible to accommodate other languages in the teaching so that learners can 

understand what the teacher is explaining. For instance, in Chinyanja a dog is called 

Galu, while the urban Nyanja a Dog is called Imbwa. In chitonga, a dog is called 

Mubwa while the Tonga of the Zambezi valley calls a dog as Munkala.  However, 

using the sound language object identification (SLOI), an audio and visual approach to 

teaching reading, children will familiarise the words by identifying the object. This 

will still help learners with intellectual disabilities to understand the concept regardless 

of the home language one speaks, otherwise the assumption remains that the familiar 

language concept still works when effectively implemented.  

 

One (1) respondent stated that some learners have specific learning disabilities in 

addition to the intellectual disability and this myriad of disabilities makes it more 

difficult for them to learn in a different language. However, the presence of other 

disabilities in learners with intellectual disabilities can only be a challenge to learning 

certain things but it does not mean that they cannot learn in familiar language. The fact 

that the assumption of this study is based on familiar language as a tool to use in order 

to enhance reading skills among learners with intellectual disabilities, let the learners 

be taught reading skills in a language familiar to them regardless of the presence of 

other learning disabilities such as dyscalculia and dysgraphia. Reading is a pre-

requisite for learning in most of the other academic areas and hence the need to 

enhance reading in learners.   

 

5.5 Teaching strategies to enhance reading among learners with intellectual 

disabilities 

Figure 11 clearly shows that learners with intellectual disabilities learn well and faster 

when content is presented in a familiar form meaning in a pictorial form of concrete 

objects. Eight (8) of the respondents (teachers) stated that reality-based teaching to 

learners with intellectual disabilities does not only enhance reading, but also 

comprehension. This revelation strengthens further the assumption that sound letter 
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object identification (SLOI) could be an effective teaching strategy to teach emergent 

reading skills to learners with intellectual disabilities at early grade level. Phonology 

and letter knowledge are very important pre-requisites to reading proficiency and that 

the strategy of sound letter object identification can greatly help learners to learn how 

to read if well presented in a familiar language to learners with intellectual disabilities. 

What they see in the community and at home is then brought in class and then written 

in worlds that sound exactly in their language he or she understands better. This can 

really enhance the rate at which learners with intellectual disabilities learn how to read 

in a familiar language because a lot of meaning is attached to what they hear and see 

in and outside class time, when words are matched with concrete objects or pictures. 

 

 Kioko (2004) adds that the use of real materials or actual tools in natural 

environments is an essential component in the effective instruction to learners with 

intellectual disabilities. An illustration is given that a high school learner would use a 

calculator to work mathematics problem where as an elementary learner may be more 

likely to use counting blocks. Three (3) respondents stated that the use of flash cards is 

also one teaching strategy that can enhance reading to learners with intellectual 

disabilities, another 3 stated that intensive use of remedial work and also use of 

suitable teaching and learning materials can enhance reading proficiency among 

learners with intellectual disabilities. One respondent expressed confidence that 

constant use of English is the only way to enhance reading skills among learners with 

intellectual disabilities. Four (4) respondents acknowledged the use of familiar 

language to be effective in the teaching of reading skills to learners with intellectual 

disabilities and not the regional language, referred to as zonal language. This was 

confusing to the researcher in that its implication was that each child be taught in a 

language he or she is familiar with. However, the concept and its assumption is that 

the language most learners use is the optimal language to be used for teaching and 

learning, since it is understood by most of the learners. In any case there is still need to 
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further explore the possibility of teaching every child in the language familiar to that 

child in the near research by researchers.  

 

Others said that lessons should be modified by applying the concept of task analysis. 

This is where larger chunks of content are broken into simpler units so that learners 

with intellectual disabilities can learn one thing at a time. Gombat (2002), Romski and 

Morris (2010) further state that a multi-component intervention can improve learners’ 

phonemic awareness skills, which can help learners with intellectual disabilities to 

develop their emergent literacy skills. This is also in line with Kauffman and Hung 

(2009) who states that a single teaching strategy might not be effective to all learners 

with intellectual disabilities and hence the need for a mult-sectorial approach in the 

teaching strategies of reading, that are responsive to the needs of learners with 

intellectual disabilities and social cultural diversity of learners.  

 

Recent research is demonstrating that with an integrated and systematic approach to 

teaching reading to learners with intellectual disabilities, learners can successfully 

combine and separate skills of phonemic awareness and letter sound correspondence 

to decode unfamiliar words (Courtade, Gibbi and Flower, 2008). The phonemic 

awareness was also noted by Sampa et al., (2018) who stated that most children have 

inadequacies in phonemic awareness and as such, are an able to acquire basic reading 

skills of the transparently written language they are familiar with. Instructions of the 

sounds of letters require special attention where digital tools such as Graphogame may 

provide the most effective help to learners. In order to further enhance the reading 

skills of learners with intellectual disabilities (LD), Shapiro (2010) emphasises on the 

need to implement effective intervention to address the reading challenges experienced 

by learners with intellectual disabilities. Thomas acknowledges that reading is a 

challenging skill for learners with intellectual disabilities. However, it is the most 

important skill for academic advancement of learners. 
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The use of Chinyanja in Livingstone District is one language barrier affecting the 

teaching of reading to learners with intellectual disabilities just as rightly noticed by 

the head teacher and this also came out in the study conducted by Muzata (2015) in 

which he stated that although Chitonga is the familiar language, a good number of 

learners also use Chinyanja or Silozi. Generally, the use of familiar language has 

enhanced reading skills among learners with intellectual disabilities as revealed by 

most of the descriptive statistics on the data obtained from the sampled schools. 

However, there are still some challenges in other reading sub skills such as enhanced 

phonological awareness and syllable segmentation, where learners scored very low. 

This affirms what Thomas (1996) explained that reading is a complex task to learners 

with intellectual disabilities although it is the most important skill for academic 

advancement. Therefore, there is absolute need to come up with effective teaching 

strategies in a familiar language in increasing awareness in phonology and syllable 

segmentation. 

5.5.1 Head teacher’s perceptions on the use of familiar language to teach reading 

to learners with intellectual disabilities 

The head teachers from the sampled schools where subjected to an interview schedule 

just to solicit for detailed information and actually to validate the data collected 

through the questionnaires and the BASAT. At one school in Sinazongwe district, the 

head teacher attested to the fact that Chitonga, the familiar language in the district is 

used to teach in class or rather it is the medium of instructions. He further stated that 

the use of Chitonga, a familiar language has proved to be very effective in classroom 

instructions because most learners with intellectual disabilities are able to read simple 

words, a thing which was difficult to attain when English was used as a medium of 

instructions. Learners also show familiarity to most of the words used when learning.  

This is evident and in line with the study by Tambulukani (2015), which revealed that 

learners learn initial literacy skills more effectively when a familiar language is used 

to teach. The use of a familiar language to teach, creates a conducive learning 

environment for all learners, with and without intellectual disabilities  
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Task analysis, is the breaking down of content into simpler tasks as a teaching strategy 

works well when teaching reading skills to learners with intellectual disabilities. The 

head teacher also stated that when content is presented in pictorial form, learners with 

intellectual disabilities find it easy to read because what they see is familiar and the 

sound associated is equally familiar and hence making it easy to learn with enhanced 

comprehension to what they read, see and hear (Hills, 2012). 

 

The head teacher also acknowledged that the use of familiar language to teach reading 

skills has also enhanced parental involvement in the learning of their children with 

intellectual disabilities. He stated that it was observed that some parents have 

acknowledged that their children are more able now to socialize with friends while 

using the familiar language and that they are more able to transact when sent to buy 

something from the market because of language use. 

 

The head teacher however, emphasised the need to concentrate more on the letter 

sounds. It is evident enough from the responses that learners are making progress more 

on the social domain unlike cognitive. However, like the head said, there was need to 

enhance the sound letter knowledge and object identification in order to enable learner 

with intellectual disabilities make progress in their reading skills. 

 

At one school in Choma district of Southern Zambia, the head teacher expressed 

satisfaction that the use of familiar language to teach initial literacy skills to learners 

with intellectual disabilities has enhanced parental involvement in the learning of their 

children. Parental involvement has also enhanced academic progress in most learners. 

This is in line with the study by Perriel, (2015), which revealed that parental 

involvement in the learning of their children yields academic achievements. 

 

Furthermore, the head teacher also stated that there is more interaction and 

collaboration and information exchange regarding the learners between parents and 
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teachers. However despite the achievements made, most of the learners are still 

struggling to read and write fluently to the required standard. She expressed concern 

that the delay in making progress by some learners could be the language factor. Some 

learners who still have significant challenges to read despite the use of the familiar 

language is that the language used for teaching is no the language that children use at 

home and for social intercourse. She also acknowledged that the use of Chitonga 

which is the familiar language have improved learner participation in class during 

learning time unlike in the past when English was used as a medium of instruction in 

class. The researcher also observed that some learners with intellectual disabilities 

were even able to learn sign language and were able to communicate with their 

hearing impaired fellow learners. This explains the extent and effectiveness of social 

interaction in facilitating learning as supported by the social interaction and cultural 

discourse. 

 

The head teacher also noted that teaching strategies that seem to work well are actually  

those that involve the use of concrete objects as teaching aids as children familiarise 

themselves with such materials. Matching of words to pictures is also quiet effective. 

This aspect of word matching was also acknowledged by another head teacher who 

stated that there is more comprehension because of the experiential learning due to the 

use of familiar language. However, the most noticeable challenge is with learners with 

multiple disabilities such as those with speech problems that affect them to read 

properly. The head also said, “When you tap into their interest, learners with 

intellectual disabilities become very active and participation in class is very high”.  

 

She also alluded to the speech/ language development problem in most learners with 

intellectual disabilities as the factor that affects reading among learners with 

intellectual disabilities and hence there is need to concentrate on language 

development skills. She further explained that, most learners with cerebral palsy have 

significant challenges with producing intelligible speech, meaning that speech sounds 
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that can be understood clearly. This also slows down the rate of learning regardless the 

language used. So there is need also in the teaching strategy to such learners that 

attention is also directed toward oral language development. Oral language 

development plays a very important role in the reading ability of a child. However 

when you use the language that a child is familiar with, you can tell from the gestures 

that the child has actually understood what you are saying despite the challenge of 

speech. 

 

The head teacher of one school in Livingstone district of Southern Province of Zambia 

alluded to that fact that most learners with intellectual disabilities enrolled at the 

school have mild intellectual disabilities since the school is just a pilot school for 

inclusive education. These learners are in cooperated in the main stream. His statement 

on the efficacy of the use of familiar language to teach emergent literacy skills to 

learners with intellectual disabilities were similar to the other head teachers the 

researcher interviewed. He also pointed out that the use of familiar language  to teach 

in the lower grades have helped most learners to improve their reading ability and 

there is more feedback from parents each time you give work to children to be helped 

at home. The reading levels generally are still low though there is a likely hood that 

most of them will break through in literacy. 

 

On the part of parental involvement, he stated that it is still very low as most parents 

show very little concern for their children such that even when they are called to 

school by the teachers, some parents do not even come to hear why they are being 

called. This entails that there is still more to be done in order to help some parents to 

understand the importance of their involvement in the learning of their children. The 

reason to the bad attitude can be attributed to the humble education back ground of 

some parents who do not value education. If a parent or guardian is not well educated, 

they might not see much value of helping the child with school work.  As a result of 
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this noninvolvement by some parents, it affects the collaboration between parents and 

teachers aimed at enhancing the academic welfare of the learner. 

 

Language barrier is another prominent outcome of the findings. The language of 

instruction (familiar language) is not the familiar language to some learners. Most 

learners speak Silozi, one of the 73 three languages of Zambia. However this language 

is not the familiar language used for teaching and hence such learners are 

disadvantaged.  Generally, the use of Chitonga (familiar language has enhanced 

reading abilities in most learners with intellectual disabilities. 

 

The case was different at one special unit within Livingstone district. At this school, 

the head oif section for the Unit stated that teaching using Chitonga which is the 

familiar language to most learners cannot enhance the acquisition of emergent literacy 

skills in learners with intellectual disabilities. The reason advanced was that some 

learners do not speak Chitonga so we just teach using English, because most earners 

use chinyanja to communicate or rather for social interaction. Livingstone is a 

cosmopolitan kind of town where most people speak different languages. However 

Chitonga remains the most dominant language in the region as revealed by the study 

conducted by (Muzata, 2015).  

 

From this response by the head of the Special Unit, it means that the teacher’s attitude 

towards teaching literacy in a familiar language is not well received and teachers are 

not willing to make adjustments at the expense of the learners. The possibility that 

learners are familiar with Chitonga (familiar language) is very high due to the fact that 

during play or social interactions, they use the language although they might not be 

using it at home. The philosophical assumption of the study is that learners create 

knowledge through social interactions and also interpret phenomena. This explains the 

effect of social interaction on learning. Therefore, it is important that educators are 
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flexible in their teaching and explore many teaching strategies that might be effective 

to learners with intellectual disabilities.  

 

There is controversy of familiar language to use at this school. The school is just in the 

heart of Livingstone a cosmopolitan town and the issue of language becomes a 

problem more to the challenge of learners with intellectual disabilities. The languages 

used at homes are different for most children and when subjected to read in Chitonga 

for a reading test, the performance was extremely poor. The researcher adopted 

Chitonga being in the Southern region of Zambia, where Chitonga is so dominant and 

by policy, it is the language learners learn as a subject other than English in all the 

schools. However, this phenomenon helps to understand that what is familiar language 

to others might not be familiar to some despite being in the same locality but what is 

common should be adopted for the good of the learners. It is important that future 

research should take the issue of the criteria to be used to choose the familiar language 

to be adopted for instruction in school for teaching in the lower grades in line with the 

Primary Literacy Policy (PLP). 

 

5.5.2 Researchers observation of the learning environment 

The learning environment was assessed through observation and a check list. It is 

important to note that in all the sampled schools, the learning environment is very 

conducive as most classes show evidence that learners are provided with reading 

materials in terms of charts and word cards for them to interact with at any time during 

and after the official learning time. This kind of learning environment helps learners to 

maximise their efforts to learn to read on their own and with friends. The walls are 

designed in such a way that learners interact with reading materials all the time. The 

word picture matching is mostly used in all the schools selected for the study. 

However, the general surrounding is just like any ordinary school with nothing for 

learners to read once out of the classrooms. This should not be the case; learners with 

intellectual disabilities need a rich literacy stimulating environment so that the 
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development of emergent literacy skill is stimulated by the environment. The teacher 

pupil ratio in most classes observed was almost 1-5 in levels 3-4 and in level 1and 2 

the ratio was about 1-8, with the majority of them being male. The language used to 

teach was Chitonga. The researcher observed that most learners were participating 

during the learning time although some learners did not use the Chitonga to 

communicate with the teacher, but some could be head talking in Nyanja.  

 

At one school, the teachers taught their learners in English as opposed to familiar 

language as advocated for by the ministry. When asked the reason why they were not 

teaching using the familiar language, the researcher was told that it was the language 

most learners know better and even use at home. Socially, the learners were able to 

talk in English but reading is still a problem. The teachers in the Unit were advised to 

explore other teaching strategies that can help learners improve their reading skills 

such as the use of familiar language. The researcher also took interest to look at most 

of the teaching and learning materials that learners with intellectual disabilities used, 

there is a serious shortage of learning materials and that the only available books are 

not very suitable to learners with intellectual disabilities. 

 

The books where just adopted from the books the ordinary learners “normal” use 

without taking into consideration the typical development nature of learners with 

intellectual disabilities. To this effect, the materials are not helping this category of 

learners to learn to read. The need for quality and appropriate teaching and learning 

materials for learners with intellectual disabilities cannot be over emphasised. 

Learners with ID require adequate access to quality learning materials more especially 

reading materials if they are to enhance their reading skills. Effective reading materials 

help to supplement the teacher’s efforts once learners are at home or playing within 

the school environment.  
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5.5.3 Parents’ responses on the use of familiar language to teach children with 

intellectual disabilities 

Most parents interviewed stated that they always find time to help their children with 

homework and also with other academic works like teaching them how to do certain 

thing like activities for daily living (ADL), each time they are at home. Out of the five 

parents exposed to the interview schedule, three stated that they use Chitonga at home 

as their language while two use Chinyanja. This parent was interviewed from Choma. 

All the parents interviewed were literate except for one who happened to be the 

grandmother to the child who was illiterate. They all expressed satisfaction on the use 

of familiar language as it has made it easy for them to communicate with their 

children.  

 

All parents interviewed said that their children’s social behavior had improved as they 

were able to interact freely with friends, family members and visitors who visit them. 

However, they still have challenges with reading but do better with content matched 

with pictures. There is an improvement unlike before 

 

The other parent expressed happiness on the use of familiar language to teach their 

child stating that she is not educated and hence the use of English is a challenge but 

the use of Chitonga (familiar language), has made it easy for me to explain certain 

things to my child in a language he also understands better. It is easy for the illiterate 

parents to explain to the child the meaning of some pictorial presentations, matched 

with words and that the child is able to identify pictures without problems. However, 

she said that the child has just started school and that it is difficult to comment of the 

reading improvement never the less she was very optimistic that the child will soon be 

able to read.  

Other parents expressed sadness over the non-availability of reading materials in a 

language their child is familiar to. This makes it difficult to find reading materials 

suitable for their children. On average, most parents interviewed, try to help their 
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children with school work. However, the economic status of most homes visited attest 

to the fact that most children with intellectual disabilities, were coming from homes 

which are economically disadvantaged and that could be one factor that can 

significantly affect their reading improvements due to unavailability of reading 

materials for the learners to interact with other than the work given by the teachers as 

home work. 

 

5.6 Summary 

This chapter has revealed that there is significant improvement in the reading levels of 

learners with intellectual disabilities after the use of familiar language to teach reading 

skills. The social cultural theory and the learning theories used in this study lead 

culmination to the efficacy of social interaction influence on learning as the conceptual 

frame work. The constructivist philosophical assumption has offered immense 

guidance and control to the study, to the actualization of the research objectives and its 

subsidiary research questions being answered. Although reading levels remain low 

than expected, there is statistical evidence that the reading levels of learners with 

intellectual disabilities have been enhanced by the use of familiar language to teach 

reading skills. This is the importance of the qualitative research paradigm that justifies 

reliability and measurability of the outcome of the findings in an authentic manner. 

The responses from the head teachers and parents during the interview schedule 

indicate that the use of familiar language to teach learners with intellectual disabilities 

at the lower grades is a very good strategy as it is helping learners with intellectual 

disabilities to develop socially and also to generate meaning to what the teachers talk 

about in class since the language is very familiar. This is in line with what most 

teachers suggested as a teaching strategy.  

 

Furthermore, parents also find it very easy to help their children with school work 

while at home; this advances the scaffolding concept by Vygotsky where he places 

much emphasis on helping learners to achieve something at the point when the help is 
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much needed, Zone of proximal development (ZPD). Some challenges that teacher’s 

encounter as they teach in the familiar language have also been highlighted such as 

inadequate materials suitable for learners with intellectual disabilities and language 

barrier to some learners and teachers as well. Some mitigation measures to some 

challenges have also been suggested in this study.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

6.1 Introduction 

This final chapter has attempted to show that the research questions highlighted in 

chapter one have been addressed and achieved. The chapter has endeavored to fill the 

knowledge gap that has been brought to light on the efficacy of using familiar 

language to teach reading skills to learners with intellectual disabilities. The main 

research findings are highlighted, recommendations have been suggested, 

contributions to the body of knowledge have been discussed and suggestions for future 

research have been made. 

 

6.2 Conclusion 

This research study looked at the use of a familiar language to enhance reading skills 

to learners with intellectual disabilities in primary school in Southern province of 

Zambia. The research was a mixed study that implored a longitudinal study design and 

incorporated the qualitative and quantitative research methods. The 

interpretivism/constructivism was the philosophical underpinning of this study. The 

philosophical assumption resonates very well with the theoretical frame works 

employed in this study, which are the social cultural theory by Vygotsky, experiential 

learning theory by Kolb et al., (2017) and the social learning theory by (Bandura, 

1969). The argument advanced is that knowledge is socially constructed and that in the 

interface of social interactions in the society between children and adults, there is 

much learning that takes place, among others is oral language learning among 

children. When the language learnt is the instructional language at school, and then 

children with intellectual disabilities have a basis upon which to build their reading 

skills in a familiar language. The implication of the findings in this research is that the 

use of familiar language to teach reading is translated into enhanced reading levels of 

learners with intellectual disabilities. The conclusion of the study is that the use of 
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familiar language has enhanced the reading abilities of learners with intellectual 

disabilities. 

 

6.3 Summary of the findings, guided by research questions 

 Below is the summary of the main research findings presented and guided by the 

research questions.  

How effective is the use of familiar language to enhance reading skills to learners 

with intellectual disabilities 

The findings revealed that the use of familiar language to teach reading skills to 

learners with intellectual disabilities is very effective. When learners were pre-tested 

in reading and post-tested in reading after learning in a familiar language, the scores 

indicated that learners performed well in the post test. These findings are in line with 

the results of (Mwanza, 2012; Tambulukani and bus, 2015). The use of familiar 

language to teach reading skills is enhanced by the social interaction that goes on in 

society among adults and children and among peers. What is important with this 

strategy is that language is socially constructed and it is the most important aid to 

learning to read because reading is associated with oral speech development which in 

the actual sense is language. Through social interactions, learners acquire very rich 

language structures, which are instrumental to the learning to read in school when the 

language used for social play is used in the learning process. The ontological 

assumption to the effect of social interaction to learning is that learners learn well and 

faster when they learn in a language familiar to them. Most teachers who participated 

in the study affirmed the fact that the use of familiar language to teach reading skills is 

effective; it should be strengthened more by including concrete objects to learning and 

the in-cooperation of a multidimensional approach as suggested by (Wernickson, 

2018). 

 

This research has uncovered evidence based on the benefits of familiar language to 

learners with intellectual disabilities that has hitherto gone unreported for some time 
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since the implementation of the language policy in schools in Zambia. Research 

findings on the use of familiar language to learners with intellectual disabilities have 

shown that there is great improvement in reading when learners are taught in a familiar 

language.  However, despite the improvement recorded between the pre-test and the 

post-test due to the use of familiar language to teach reading to learners with 

intellectual disabilities, there are other factors that impede the rate of the acquisition of 

the reading skills, among them are the inadequacy of suitable teaching material and the 

language barriers bearing in mind the 73 languages that Zambia have (CSO, 2010). It 

was also discovered that some teachers are not very competent in teaching literacy in a 

familiar language. Therefore, teacher education should consider revisiting the 

languages curriculum for teachers in college so that the will be teachers are well 

equipped with skills and knowledge to teach literacy.  

 

However, there is empirical evidence from this study that there are improvements on 

letter knowledge, letter sound knowledge, initial sound letter knowledge, end sound 

letter knowledge and reading comprehension, where content is presented in pictorial 

form. The scores under this category were very high during the BASAT sub test on the 

learners during the post-test. Most learners scored very low scores on the syllable 

segmentation and letter sound blending sub-tests. A paired sample test was computed 

using the scientific package for social sciences (SPSS, IBM version 25), when scores 

for a pre-test were compared to the post-test, it showed that learners performed better 

in the post test than the pre-test. Social skills for interaction have been enhanced due to 

the use of familiar language, meaning that learners are able to speak freely in a 

language they feel comfortable with in class and that this has enhanced participation of 

learners in class. Most responses from parents and teachers revealed that learners with 

intellectual disabilities were able to interact and participate during learning and play 

time.  
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How has the use of familiar language to teach reading to learners with intellectual 

disabilities enhanced parental involvement in the learning of their children?  

This research has revealed that parental involvement in the learning of their children 

with intellectual disabilities has also improved. Most parents interviewed attested to 

the fact that the use of familiar language has made it easy for them to explain certain 

concepts to their children. However, to further enhance the participation of parents in 

the learning of their children with intellectual disabilities, most teachers and schools in 

general should scale up their efforts and strategies of getting parents involved in the 

learning of their children. Parents are key stake holders in the learning of learners with 

disabilities, hence every effort must be made to ensure that they also play an active 

role in the learning process of the child. The conceptual framework is based on 

learning through social interaction and the most effective interaction is the one that 

takes place in the home. Therefore, if parents take interest in the learning of a child, 

the child will benefit more from the contributions that parents can make to help their 

children learn how to read. 

 

How do teachers experience the teaching of reading to learners with intellectual 

disabilities? 

The findings further highlighted a number of challenges that teachers encounter as 

they implement language policy as enshrined in the new revised curriculum of 2013. 

Among some of the challenges is the language barrier. Some of the learners do not use 

the familiar language used for teaching at school and as such, it is still a challenge for 

them to improve their reading abilities. This challenge is not only with the learners, 

but also the teachers. The researcher took interest to find out how conversant and 

competent the teachers were with the language used to teach; in this case it is 

(Chitonga). Some teachers are not very competent with the language and that has an 

effect on the learning of the learners with intellectual disabilities when being taught in 

a familiar language. Most teachers need help to learn the familiar language so that they 

can effectively execute their duties of teaching learners with intellectual disabilities. 
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Another challenge alluded to by most teachers was luck of suitable and adequate 

teaching and learning resources for learners with intellectual disabilities. Suitable 

learning materials play a very important role in the learning of process in the early 

grades and more to learners with intellectual disabilities. They need to interact with a 

lot of reading materials in a familiar language in order to familiarise with what they 

learn in class to what they know from home. The presence of other disabilities in 

learners with intellectual disabilities was also another concern raised by the teachers. 

Most of the learners with intellectual disabilities have other disabilities such as 

language difficulties, Autism, and other specific learning disabilities like Dyslexia, 

which make the learning very difficult.  

 

The research also revealed that despite Chitonga being the familiar language 

predominantly used in the region, to some learners it is not a familiar language since 

the language barrier and interference is still at play in their learning. Some learners use 

Nyanja and Silozi to communicate, hence making the learning of reading skills in a 

different language difficult although Sepell and Simatende (2016) suggest that 

learning in other languages after initial learning in a familiar language is easier as most 

of the lexical items across the Bantu speaking people are similar. However, to most 

learners that use Chitonga as a familiar language has shown improvements in their 

reading skills, though much more effort is still required in some skills such as syllable 

segmentation and sound blending where the scores were very low. However, the 

reading results after being computed on a paired sample test of the entire reading sub 

test from the pre-test to the post-test showed that learners with intellectual disabilities 

learn well with the use of a familiar language. The variations in figures in the reading 

abilities of the learners, show that with time and effective teaching strategies in place, 

most learners have the potential to acquire reading skills. Further still, some teachers 

also stated that they find challenges to explain certain terminologies from English to a 

familiar language. Last, but not the least, the inadequacy of teaching and learning 

materials are not available and if there are, they are inadequate for the learners and 
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teachers to interact with. This research has pointed out some of the measures and 

strategies that can be employed in the teaching of reading in learners with intellectual 

disabilities in order to enhance their reading levels.  

 

 

How teaching strategies can be enhanced 

Despite the challenges experienced by teachers as they teach using the familiar 

language, teachers suggested some of the teaching strategies that they think could be 

most effective to enhance reading in learners with intellectual disabilities. Amongst 

the strategies is word picture matching which most teachers suggested as being a very 

effective approach as most learners are able to identify the object and say it or name it 

in the language they know. In the process they learn to read the names of such objects 

easily. Based on this principle, the researcher suggested that phonological knowledge 

and letter sound knowledge are important aspects in the learning of reading of any 

child. Therefore, the letter sound knowledge advocated for by most scholars is quiet 

mechanical and encourages children to just sing the alphabet and not really coming to 

the knowledge of phonemes and phonology in their reading lessons. Therefore, 

employing the Sound Letter Object Identification (SLOI) approach could help enhance 

the development of emergent literacy skills in learners with intellectual disabilities. 

The reason is that learners will familiarise themselves with the sound to a letter of the 

alphabet, and then associate that sound to an object, at the same time, able to identify 

that object. Now, because the language is familiar, it makes it easy to identify most of 

the words associated with objects that they know. Furthermore, this approach could be 

more effective to the teaching of reading skills in a familiar language because most of 

the senses in the child are activated or rather concentrate on one aspect, hence 

maximising the time spent on learning of one aspect. 

 

 From this research, it is clear that the use of familiar language has enhanced the 

reading levels of learners with intellectual disabilities, although most learners showed 
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challenges with syllable segmentation component, where scores remain very low 

although there are slight improvements which suggest that there is room for 

improvement if the language policy is well implemented on learners with intellectual 

disabilities. 

 

6.4. Recommendations 

Based on the research findings, below are some of the recommendations made by the 

researcher: 

(i)  There should be scholarly debate and research to advance the possibilities of 

teaching learners with intellectual disabilities in their familiar language. One of 

the findings of this research is that the familiar language of a particular place or 

region might not be familiar to a learner and that has an effect on his or her 

learning. 

(ii) The Ministry of Education should consider implementing the primary language 

policy throughout primary education to learners with intellectual disabilities; 

this will enable them to learn effectively as opposed to implementing the 

policy from grades 1-4. Quick transition into English could seriously affect 

their learning for they take long to conceptualise concepts. 

(iii) Parental involvement in the learning of their children should be strengthened 

further. The home environment can positively impact on the learning of a child 

with intellectual disabilities if parents work in collaboration with teachers. 

(iv). Effective teaching strategies for learners with intellectual disabilities are crucial 

areas of investigations. Therefore, Ministry of Education should endeavor to fund 

research under this category of learners as this research has established that most 

studies are conducted  on learners without intellectual disabilities while policy 

implementation is on all learners which is not helpful. 
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6.5 Suggestions for further research 

I. In future, there should be research on the selection criteria of the familiar 

language to use more in urban schools in order to minimize the effects of 

language barrier to learners and their teachers. 

II. In future, there should be research on trainee teacher competences in teaching 

Zambian languages in Zambia. 

III. There should be research on the school’s preparedness to enroll learners with 

intellectual disabilities under the inclusive education system in Zambia. 
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RESEARCH TOOLS 

APPENDIX 1 

(Questionnaire for teachers teaching learners with intellectual impairment) 

The University of Zambia 

School of Education 

Department of Educational Psychology, Sociology and Special Education. 

Directorate of postgraduate studies 

Questionnaire to be completed by teachers teaching learners with intellectual 

disabilities in Sinazongwe, Livingstone, and Choma districts in Southern Province. of 

Zambia 

 

Title of the research: Use of familiar language to enhance reading skills to learners 

with intellectual disabilities in early grades 

Dear respondent, I am a PhD student in Special Education at the University of Zambia, 

conducting a research project. You are one of the respondents purposively chosen 

because you are directly involved in the implementation of the use of familiar 

language to teach learners with intellectual disabilities in the early grades.  Be assured 

that the information you will give out shall be strictly kept secret.  The aim is not in 

any way meant to investigate you, but it is purely academic. You are free to choose to 

be part of the study or not. So feel free to complete this questionnaire or not without 

being forced 

 

INSTRUCTIONS 

You are kindly required to put a tick where you think the response is most appropriate. 

Give your views where necessary. 

 

PART A: RESPONDENTS BIODATA 
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1. ID: [Mr.]   [Mrs.]  [Miss]    [Dr] 

2. Gender : Male [  ]    Female    [  ]   

 

3. Age:  a [20-30]    b [31-40]   c [41-50]   d [50+] 

 

4. Highest qualification attained: certificate [  ] Diploma [   ]   Degree    [  ] Masters [    

] 

 

5. Nature of training specify: a [Special Education] b [Non special] c [Special and 

ordinary training] 

 

6. Degree of intellectual disability of the children you teach: [Mild]     [Moderate]   

[Severe] 

 

7. Number of pupils with intellectual disability by gender: Boys [   ]     Girls [    ] 

PART B 

8. Has the use of familiar language to teach literacy enhanced literacy levels among 

learners with intellectual disabilities? 

[Very much]       [Average]      [Not sure]   [Not at all] 

9. Have the learners with intellectual disabilities improved their reading skills as a 

result of learning in a familiar language? 

 [Very much]     [Average]     [Not sure]     [Not at all] 

10. Is the teaching of literacy in familiar language to learners with intellectual 

disabilities beneficial? [Very much]     [Average]     [Not sure]      [Not at all] 

11. To what extent has the use of familiar language enhanced reading proficiency 

among  learners with intellectual disabilities? 

12. Has the use of familiar language to teach literacy enhanced parental involvement 

in the  learning of their intellectually disabled children? 
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 [Very much]     [Average]     [Not sure]      [Not at all] 

 

13. How often do you involve parents in the learning of their children with intellectual 

 disabilities? [Very often]   [Always]    [Not often]  [Not at all] 

14. How do you get parents involved in the learning of their intellectually disabled 

children? 

 [Giving homework] [Home visitation] [Calling them to attend open days]  

  [Through PTA meetings] 

15. State some of the challenges you have encountered in your teaching of literacy in a 

familiar language ……………………………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

16. What other mitigation measures do you think can enhance the reading levels 

among  learners with intellectual disabilities? 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

 

 

THANK YOU FOR YOUR CO-OPERATION 
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APPENDIX 2 

STRUCTURED INTERVIEW GUIDE (HEAD TEACHERS) 

Title of the research: Use of familiar language to enhance reading to learners with 

intellectual disabilities in early grades 

Dear participant, 

You have been purposively been selected to participate in this study because you are 

directly involved in the implementation of familiar language to teach learners in early 

grades.  Feel free and be truth full as you respond to the questions in this interview. 

1.  How many pupils with intellectual disabilities do you have by gender ___ Boys 

____  Girls? 

2 Has the use of familiar language to teach literacy enhanced literacy levels among 

 learners with intellectual disabilities? 

3.  How effective is the new policy on teaching literacy to early graders more 

especially learners  with intellectual disabilities? 

4.  To what extent has the use of familiar language to teach literacy enhanced reading 

 proficiency among learners with intellectual disabilities? 

5.  Has the new policy on the teaching of literacy to early graders encouraged parental 

 involvement in the learning of their children with intellectual disabilities? 

6.  How do parents to your pupils contribute to the learning of their children? 

7. What other strategies has the school put in place to enhance reading among the 

learners with  intellectual disabilities?  
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APPENDIX 3 

STRUCTURED INTERVIEW GUIDE (PARENTS) 

Title of the research: Use of familiar language to enhance reading to learners with 

intellectual disabilities in early grades 

Dear participant, 

You have been purposively been selected to participate in this study because you are 

directly involved in your children’s use of familiar language as medium of instructions 

by the school in early grades.  Feel free and be truth full as you respond to the 

questions in this interview. You are not forced to take part, you are free to withhold 

your participation at any time. 

1. Do you find time to help your child with academic work when he/she is at home? 

2. What language do you speak with your child at home? 

3.  What language does the teacher use at school when teaching your child? 

4.  If the language used to teach at school is that which is familiar to your child and 

yourself, how has it helped you to help your child to learn to read? 

5.  Do you find it easy or difficult to help your child with school work by using the 

language you use at home? 

6.  Is your child improving to read from the time you started using the language he/she 

is familiar with 

7. What strategy of teaching do you think your child can learn better? 

8. How is the social behavior of your child? 

9. What type of literacy materials do you give your child to read? 

 

End of the interview thank you very much for your time and cooperation 
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APPENDIX 4 

BASIC SKILLS ASSESSMENT TOOL (BASAT) 

 

 

BASIC SKILLS ASSESSMENT TOOL (BASAT) 

Reading and Writing Skills  

 

Name:___________________________ 

 

School:__________________________ 

 

Grade:__________________________ 

 

Teacher: ________________________ 

 

Examiner: _______________________ 

 

 Year Month Day 

Date    

Date of birth    

Age    

 

 

Province:________  District:_______



 

Sex: Female Male Time begun_________ Time ended___________ 

3. Summary of the BASAT (Fill in this table after completing the assessment) 

Area Score and Skill Level 

A. Letter knowledge  

B. Letter-sound knowledge  

C. Phonological tasks: 1.Syllable segmentation  

2. Initial Sound Identification  

3. End Sound Identification  

4. Sound blending  

D. Reading  

E. Reading comprehension  

A. Letter knowledge 

Indicate and count the letters the child knows and estimate the 

average number of letters the child knows which means that the 

child can write them and identify them.  

                            Indicate the letters the child knows here  

Average 

Number 

of Letters 

Known 

1.  Writes letters.    

2.  Names letters.  

3.  Identifies letters.  

 

B. Letter-sound knowledge 

Indicate and count the letter-sound relations the child knows and 

estimate the average number of letter-sound relations the child knows 

which means that the child can relate the letters to the sound and the 

sound to the letter 

                           Indicate Letter-sound relations here 

Average 

Number 

of Letter-

Sound-

Relations 

Known 1.  Relates letters to letter sounds.   

2.  Relates letter sounds to letters.  

 



 

C. Phonological tasks: 

For each item in section C, mark “1" if the child answers the item 

correctly otherwise mark "0". Calculate the total score for each section! 

 

 

 

 

C1.  Segments words into syllables:  (e.g. un-der, re-mem-ber): 

                                                                                                                                 Score        

a. Teacher (teach-er) c. September (sep-tem-ber)  

b. Answer (an-swer) d. Everyone (eve-ry-one)  

 

                               TOTAL SCORE: SYLLABLE SEGMENTATION (max.4) 

 

 

C2.  Discriminates initial sounds in                        

Words: 

                                                         Score 

C3. Discriminates ending sounds in 

words:  

                                                      Score a. bbaama  a. mubwa  

b. Nakasya  b. Bbolopeni  

c. Mayi  c. Tomu  

d. belesya  d. Heete  

e. Vwalangisi  e. Nkapu  

f. Izuba  f. Bbaasi  

g. Bbokesi  g. Mulimo  

h. Mali  h. Salala  

i. Mpaipi  i. Bunji  

j. Kiti/kaaze  j. Buumi  

TOTAL SCORE: INITIAL 

SOUND DISCRIMINATION 

(max.10) 

 TOTAL SCORE: END SOUND 

DISCRIMINATION (max.10) 

 



 

 

C4. Blends sounds into words:                                                Score 

a.     Im/po/to  Impoto d. Kka/la    Kkala  

b. d /i/ g  (dig)      Sya e. ma/da/kaMadaka  

c. r /a/ t  (rat)       Si/ko/sweSikoswe f.Ma/nka/ndyamankandya  

 

TOTAL SCORE: SOUND BLENDING (max.5) 

 

 

D. Reading: 

For each item mark “2” if the child reads the item perfectly and "1" if the 

child commits only one minor error, otherwise mark "0". Calculate the 

total score for the whole reading section! 

 Score  Score 

1.  Recognizes own name.    

2.  Combines two 

letters/sounds/both into a syllable 

or word:  

 3.  Reads 1-syllable words:  

 

 

a. ku  a. kala  
b. ba 

 

 b. zuza  

c.   c. cembele  

d.   d. concho/supunu  

4.  Reads 2-syllable words:  5.  Reads 3-syllable words:  

a. maanzi  a. muzovu  
b. jilo  b. kusala  
c. tata  c. komana  
d. bbola  d. muzoka  
6.  Reads sentences:    

a. Musa a Maria bayakucikolo 

 

   

b. Musa usamine cibakicabbulu    

 

TOTAL SCORE READING SECTION (max.38) 

 

 

 



 

 

 

E. Reading Comprehension:                                                                                                  

Tick the child’s response for each item and calculate the number of items 

correctly understood! 

 

 

a. Ibbola ilaatebule 

 

b. Ibbola ilimunsi a tebule. 

 

c. Ibbola ilimunsi a mootokala. 

 

 

a. Uliimvwi. 

 

b. Uleenda. 

 

c. Uloona. 

 

 

a.Upanga mukozyano wa cuuno. 

 

b. Ulemba mukozyano wabulo. 

 

c. Upanga ngoma. 



 

 

 

a. Izuba talibali. 

 

b. Izuba lilabala. 

 

c. Imwezi ulabala. 

 

       Number of Reading Comprehension items understood correctly (max.4)    

 

 

 

 


