How the Family Literacy Project has contributed to the lives of its members, their families and communities

Jenny Aitchison

The Family Literacy Project (FLP) began its work in the southern Drakensberg in 2000. Since 2002, it has been evaluated annually to assess the contributions it has made to the lives of its members, their families and their communities. In addition, research has been done into different aspects of the project’s work to establish whether or not they have been successful. 

Different research methods have been used by the evaluators and the researchers and results show that FLP is having a positive impact on the communities in which it works.

Important findings of the research and evaluations are highlighted below in chronological order. Additional detail is available in the reports listed, some of which are available in pdf format or on request from FLP. 

What are the most significant findings of the FLP evaluations and research projects?

FLP’s programme of reading storybooks to pre-school children developed the literacy skills that would help them learn to read and write

FLP introduced a programme in reception classes in the areas in which it works. Storybooks were read to the children on a regular basis at school by their teacher and in some cases, at home by mothers who were attending adult literacy classes. Researchers from the University of South Africa (UNISA) conducted tests of the literacy skills of these children and of children who were already in the first year of school. The results showed that the pre-school children scored better than the children in Grade 1 at the same school.

· Machet, Myrna and Lilli Pretorius. 2002. Report on the Family Literacy Project, February 2001 – November 2001. Family Literacy Project / Masifunde Njengomndeni update 4/02 (27 June): [3]-6.

Learners in FLP’s child-to-child reading enrichment programme improved their literacy skills

Each of the five FLP facilitators introduced reading enrichment programmes for the first time in 2001. They are intended for any pupils interested in attending after normal school hours. The sessions take place in primary schools in the areas in which FLP operates and each focuses on a theme with activities that include discussion, singing, art, the completion of worksheets, role-plays and listening to stories read by the facilitators. In the eight weeks of the programme that was researched, each child was required to borrow a storybook at the end of each session and, depending on their age, to look at and discuss it with, or read it to, a family member. In 2001, researchers from UNISA and the two FLP facilitators they trained as research assistants, assessed the literacy development of Grade 1 and Grade 4 children in the programme and control groups of children who did not attend. Those who had attended the programme, particularly at Grade 1 level, out-performed those in the control groups, particularly in reading. 

· Pretorius, E.J. (comp.) 2003. Research report on the child-to-child programme of the Family Literacy Project, KwaZulu-Natal, 2002. Research and report commissioned by Family Literacy Project.

FLP has started a culture of reading amongst its members

Members of FLP groups spent more time reading, writing and engaging in activities that improved their children’s literacy skills

An evaluation of FLP groups conducted towards the end of 2002 used a combination of Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) methods and semi-structured interviews showed that members used the numeracy and literacy skills they had learnt at group meetings more confidently in different aspects of their lives. They read on a more regular basis than they had previously done, often borrowing books from the project’s box libraries and discussing the books at meetings and they wrote letters to penfriends and to FLP newsletter and had written stories. In addition, they enjoyed making a contribution to the development of children’s literacy skills by reading to them, talking with them and recording responses, playing with them by introducing numeracy and literacy activities into their everyday activities. The relationships between mothers and other carers and children also benefited from changed attitudes to child-rearing. 

Members of FLP groups recognized and valued a wide range of other things that they had learnt in their twice-weekly meetings, for example the rights of women and children. They also felt that they had been able to share some of the things they had learnt with non-members in their communities and that as a result, there was more respect for the project than they had when FLP first began its work.

· Labuschagne, Sonja. 2002. Family Literacy Project evaluation, October 2002. Evaluation and report commissioned by the Family Literacy Project.
In discussions about pictures, FLP members were able to interact with their children more fluently and frequently and cover more content than non-members

In 2003, researchers from the Child, Youth and Development unit of the Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) were commissioned by FLP to qualitatively evaluate parents’ or other caregivers’ skills in developing the literacy skills of their pre-school children. Three groups of dyads (parent or caregiver and child) consisting of a) FLP members of more than two years b) FLP members of less than two years and c) non-members were set up. 

Parents were interviewed about the literacy environment of their homes and the dyads were observed and video-taped engaging in activities such as discussing two pictures, handling a book and drawing. Analysis of the video-taped interactions was qualitative and showed that the children whose parent or caregiver had attended FLP meetings regularly and for a longer time, talked more than children in the other two groups and that the parent or caregiver was more skilled in engaging and keeping the child’s attention and used the three main components of mediated learning namely: 

· emphasis, in this case on aspects of the picture

· elaboration of the aspects and

· relating the aspects to the child’s own experience.    

· Kvalsvig, J.A., Qotyana, P. and G. McLennan-Smith. [2003] The Family Literacy Project: bringing literacy skills to young children: a qualitative evaluation. Unpublished HSRC client report commissioned by the Family Literacy Project.

An attempt to spread FLP methods by training facilitators from other non-governmental organisations (NGOs) met with limited success

Because of FLP’s success in implementing its aims in the communities in which it worked, an attempt was made to extend the impact of its message. Agreements were entered into with five other NGOs in the region. Facilitators selected by the NGOs were trained by FLP to introduce family literacy in their target communities. 

The evaluation found that family literacy methodologies would have to be better understood and integrated into the projects and programmes of partner organizations before they could promote family literacy more successfully. 

· Labuschagne, Sonja (comp.) 2003. Family Literacy Project evaluation of partner organisations, October 2003. Unpublished evaluation and report commissioned by Family Literacy Project. 

Training in health-related matters such as caring for people suffering from HIV- and AIDS-related conditions empowered FLP members 

Keeping a family journal helped FLP members improve their reading and writing skills   

FLP members felt that the project could continue making a positive contribution to improving their English and other skills

The establishment of community libraries by FLP was seen by members as significant in the lives of their communities

Visits by FLP members to the homes of neighbours helped the latter to develop their parenting skills and improve their children’s literacy skills

The evaluation that took place at the end of 2004 attempted, amongst other things, to establish what members thought were the highlights of the project’s year, what they were doing with their knowledge and skills and what impact they thought FLP was having in their communities. 

Qualitative and quantitative methods were used. A programme employing a Participatory Learning and Action approach was used at each of the five venues where groups meet. Of a possible 102 group members, 50 and the five facilitators were able to take part and quantitative data was recorded. In addition, members of the communities in which FLP is based, the facilitators, two coordinators and the Director were interviewed. 

Findings were generally positive, indicating that the project was having a significant impact in the ways listed above.

· Frow, Jill. 2004. Family Literacy Project evaluation 2004. Evaluation and report commissioned by Family Literacy Project.
FLP members and their children found that reading books can be a pleasure rather than a chore and that the pleasure can be shared 

The responsibility of being their child’s first teacher was recognized and acted upon by FLP members
Membership of FLP groups made mothers feel more able to support and help their children with homework

A case study by FLP director assisted by the five facilitators found that the project’s goals to create a synergy between its literacy work with adults and children were succeeding. The method included the creation of Family Books by 36 members and their families, 15 interviews of members administered by facilitators using an interview schedule and 7 questionnaires completed by teachers from schools where the child-to-child reading promotion programme was being run by FLP facilitators. 

Results showed that group members and children read together for pleasure; had books and other printed materials in their homes; the members were also reading themselves, felt more able to help their children with school work and knew how important it was to be good role models of lifelong learners to their children. 

· Desmond, Snoeks. 2004. Exploring the links between adult education and children’s literacy and education: a case study of the Family Literacy Project, KwaZulu-Natal. Unpublished report commissioned by  Africa-wide Reflect Network, PAMOJA.
The children of FLP members were proud of their parents’ membership of FLP and value the contribution the project makes to their lives.

The 2005 evaluation focused on the impact of FLP on the families of its members. Group members (mainly mothers), their children and other family members, the facilitators, the coordinator and the director all contributed to the evaluation that used participatory methods such as games, storytelling and writing as well as semi-structured interviews. 

In their stories about family interactions and activities, the adult learners described ways in which what they had learned at FLP meetings had helped them to help their children with school work, inculcate a love of books, improve their parenting skills and their ability to understand, interact with and help children of all ages and had generally contributed positively to the happiness and well-being of their families.

Information gathered from the families of group members showed that they were proud of the parent who was learning new skills, appreciated their help with school work and the books she borrowed and read to them and noted their greater understanding of the needs of children of differing age groups. They believed that their parent’s or caregiver’s involvement in FLP activities had had a positive impact on the happiness and well-being of the family.

· [Frow, Jill.] 2005. Family Literacy Project end of year evaluation. 2005. Evaluation and report commissioned by Family Literacy Project.

FLP’s joint adult-child literacy activities give caregivers opportunities to encourage the curiosity and extend the knowledge of the children in their care

Researchers from the HSRC (see above) observed the interactions between caregivers and three to five year old children in an activity in which they looked at and spoke about pictures together. Members who had belonged to FLP groups for several years showed more experience in communicating with the children and used a variety of opportunities to extend their knowledge and understanding of the world.   

· Kvalsvig, Jane. 2005. Building family relations around literacy. In: Land, Sandra (comp. and ed.) Conference proceedings: bringing literacy home: conference held by the Centre for Adult Education at the University of KwaZulu-Natal, Pietermaritzburg, 19-21 September 2005. Pietermaritzburg: University of KwaZulu-Natal, Centre for Adult Education. pp. 12-20.

The activities of FLP have changed reading patterns of members, their families and their communities

Basing the research on an innovative participatory method of assessment called Photo Voice, FLP facilitators were given disposable cameras to monitor and record incidences of reading patterns amongst learners in their adult and child groups, their own families, families visited by adult learners, other members of their communities and where relevant, in the community libraries. Interviews with representatives of all these groups and with the director gave more detail about the reading practices photographed and resulted in a fuller picture of the reading culture that is developing in the areas where FLP is active.

· Frow, Jill. 2006. Family Literacy Project evaluation 2006. Evaluation and report commissioned by Family Literacy Project.
FLP members who are part of the Home Visiting programme successfully share important information about early childhood education and health with other members of their communities

At the end of 2006, FLP’s Home Visit programme was evaluated. The purpose was to ascertain what progress had been made and whether there had been changes in the households that were visited. A monitoring and evaluation technique called Most Significant Change was used. Each home visitor records the number of homes visited and the frequency of visits in a book. In group discussions chaired by the evaluators, details of households, visitors’ understanding of the messages to be shared, the methods they used and barriers to sharing messages as well as the responses of those visited, were all examined with additional input from facilitators and the volunteer workers. 

· Kerry, Claire. 2006. End of year evaluation: home visits (dissemination of health messages), Underberg, KwaZulu-Natal, 2006. Evaluation and booklet commissioned by Family Literacy Project.
Research and evaluations planned and in progress

The work of researching and evaluating the outcomes of the FLP’s work is ongoing. 

In follow-up research to that done into the Home Visiting programme in 2006 (see above), a more intensive evaluation of the health and early childhood development (ECD) messages transmitted during home visits is being undertaken. In all, 80 households, 40 of whom are being visited by FLP members and 40 who have not been visited, are being surveyed. In addition, researchers are holding focus groups with some members of households who have been visited by members of the FLP Home Visiting Programme. 

In April, an evaluation of the use by FLP of the REFLECT approach in developing literacy skills and empowering communities, will be undertaken by Actionaid.

The end of year evaluation for 2007 will once again employ the Photo Voice method of participatory research.

