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Abstract:  The study sought to establish what primary schools were doing to ensure that parents had access to 

Capacity Building Opportunities aimed at enhancing their involvement in their children’s literacy learning. 

Data were collected through interviews, focused group discussions and document analysis. The study found 

that primary schools managed to create parents’ access to capacity building mainly by working with 

cooperating partners. With the help of NGOs such as Read To Succeed and World Vision, some parents were 

able to have access to knowledge and information which enabled them to get involved in their children’s 

initial literacy learning. However, the study established that primary schools did not include Parental 

involvement related topics in Parents and Teachers’ Association (PTA) organized meetings; a situation that 

rendered these meetings to be missed opportunities thereby inhibiting PI in children’s initial literacy learning.  

The study recommends that Primary schools’ staff should make use of capacity building opportunities such 

as PTA to create parents’ access to capacity building. Schools should also conduct needs assessment to 

determine capacity building needs suitable for a particular area. The study further recommends the need to 

conduct workshops and seminars for school administrators to help them know and understand how school 

structures and programs such as PTA meetings can be used as capacity building opportunities for parental 

involvement in children’s literacy learning. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Studies on strategies for building school-parent relationships have shown that the earlier parents get 

involved in literacy learning activities of their children the better the results and the longer the effects lasts 

(Mullis, et al.2004; Mc Coy & Cole, 2011). Empirical studies on early reading have also reviewed that early 

grade reading enhances academic success (Gove & Cvelich 2011; Smith et al. 2013). According to Lesnik et 

al. (2010), fluency in third grade reading is highly predictive of children’s long term success in school 

performance as well as college enrolment.  Besides, failure to attain a certain level of reading fluency in the 

fourth grade increases learners’ higher chances of relapsing into illiteracy (USAID, 2011); a situation primary 

schools can prevent by involving parents to supplement their efforts in children’s initial literacy teaching and 

learning. Although in some cases it is possible to have children who did not attain a certain level of fluency 

in the fourth grade attain fluency in later grades, this can only be attained with extra effort and commitment 

of teachers and parents as noted by (Gove & Cvelich, 2011).  In addition to this, children who do not attain 

reading skills at the primary level would have challenges in advancing in their education; a situation which 

may hamper economic advancement (USAID, 2011). Thus, PI in early grade literacy learning is meant to 

enhance early literacy acquisition in order to secure future literacy attainment and education success.  
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In Zambia, the goal of the 1996 National Policy on Education (Educating Our Future) for lower 

primary is to ensure that pupils acquire essential literacy and communication skills (MoE, 1996). According 

to the 2013 National Curriculum Framework, the Ministry of Education has allocated much time to teaching 

initial literacy in the first and second grades so that learners acquire the competencies for further learning 

(MESVTEE, 2013). The ministry acknowledges that literacy is a tool that society uses in the “social, economic 

and political development” (MESVTEE, 2013 p.18). In the 2013 National Curriculum Framework, the 

Ministry of Education noted with concern that one of the reasons learners were failing to learn content 

materials is that many were not able to read and write (MESVTEE, 2013). This task cannot be achieved by 

teachers alone. Parents may need to support their children but to do this, they may need some guidance from 

primary schools the issue this study focused on.  

           Generally, the Parents Teachers’ Association (PTA) forms part of the formal structure through which 

parents participate in the education of their children. The assumption is that through this structure, children’s 

learning can be enhanced (World Bank, 2008). In 2010, the Minister of Education’s policy statement to 

parliament committed the ministry to continuing engaging parents and communities to actively participate in 

actual learning of their children by focusing on the actual teaching and learning processes (MoE, 2011). 

Although the statement did not focus on literacy learning in particular, literacy learning is one of the education 

concerns that can be enhanced by PI. In 2013, however, the Ministry of Education observed that one of the 

key reasons for poor literacy performance of Zambia’s school going children was lack of PI in children’s 

literacy learning (MESVTEE, 2013). This raised an interest to establish how primary schools ensured that 

there was PI in children’s literacy learning.  

              Parental involvement in school activities such as those supporting initial literacy learning in primary 

schools is one  of the ways of pursuing measures that ensure that children acquire literacy skills from the early 

grades a stance well aligned with the education sector’s strategic focus for the attainment of the ‘Vision 2030’ 

in Zambia (Republic of Zambia, 2006). .Primary schools in this study included school administrators and 

teachers, Teacher Education at pre-service and Continuous Professional Development (CPD) levels and 

Standards offices at District Education Board Secretary’s (DEBS) office and the Provincial Education’s Office 

(PEO).  

II REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

2.1 Conceptualising Parental Involvement 

In literature, there seems to be no consistent definition of the term ‘parental involvement’. Different 

scholars have tried to define the concept using different points of view. Some view parental involvement (PI) 

as being aware of and having an achievement in school work, while others view it as having an understanding 

of the interaction between parenting skills and learner success in school and still others as a commitment to 

consistent communication with educators about learner progress (Pate &Andrew, 2006; Mncube, 2010).  For  

Holloway et al. (2008), PI is the initiation of family behaviors such as monitoring of homework, providing a 

literacy-rich environment, reading to children with cognitive stimulation being at the center as well as 

participating in other school-based activities.  

Botha et al. (2006), view PI as the participation of parents in a wide range of school activities with the 

aim of improving their children’s education. Consistent with this view, Ngozi (2012) views it as the 

participation and support that parents engage in at school or at home which has a direct and positive impact 

on their children’s educational performance. This, according to Harris and Goodall (2007) may entail 

harnessing what parents can do to help the school realize its outcomes. However, for some people the term 

‘parental involvement’  refers only to parents’ participation in activities such as volunteering, meeting with 

teachers, attending school events and parent-teacher meetings within the school (Hill &Taylor, 2004).  For 

the purpose of this study, PI encompasses activities parents engage in, within and outside the school, that are 

focused on improving literacy outcomes for children in the lower primary grades.  
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2.2 How Parents Promote Children’s Literacy Learning 

  There seems to be a broad consensus that parents greatly influence the literacy development of young 

children through the interaction they share with them. While scholars such has Epstein (1995) and Georgiou 

(2007) proposed different forms of PI, Serpell et al. (2005) summarized parents’ promotion of literacy in the 

following activities shown in the table below: 

Table: 2.1 Activities through Which Parents Promote Children’s Literacy Learning 

1  Engaging in shared book reading 

2 Providing frequent and varied oral language experiences 

3 Encouraging self-initiated interactions with print 

4 Visiting the library regularly 

5 Demonstrating the value of literacy in everyday life 

6 Promoting children’s motivation for reading 

7 Fostering a sense of pride and perceptions of competence in literacy 

8 Communicating with teachers and being involved with the school 

 Serpell et al. (2005). 

However, it must be noted that forms of family involvement may differ in different contexts. It is 

obvious that an average Zambian child may not be exposed to all the outlined experiences above but there are 

other culturally related practices such as story-telling and literacy related games (Ealdama et al. 2013) that 

parents can use to stimulate their children’s learning of literacy as shown in the previous studies (Zimba, 

2012; Musonda, 2011; Kabali, 2014; Mubanga, 2012, Tambulukani, 2015). What seems to be the guiding 

principle is that parents may need the guidance and orientation by the school to make them aware of the 

resources within their reach and what they can do to enhance their children’s learning of literacy as Serpell et 

al. (2005) put it, “…we cannot assume that schools and families share a set of beliefs about what success is 

and how best to foster it (p.220). This study was set to find out if primary schools in Mungwi District were 

doing anything to enhance parents’ involvement in their children’s initial literacy learning of their school 

going children as usually the practice of many parents is to leave everything to teachers to accomplish and 

blame them in an event that the children do not break through to literacy as suggested by Banda (2012). 

2.2 Capacity as a Basis for Parental Involvement in Children’s Learning  

Studies on good practice have shown that meaningful PI in children’s learning can only develop and 

thrive if stake-holders have the capacity (Adelman & Taylor, 2007; Warren & Mapp, 2011; Mapp & Kuttiner, 

2013). In education, the term ‘capacity’ is used to refer to skills, abilities and expertise required to accomplish 

a specified task (Hidden Curriculum, 2014). The capacity of an individual is generally enhanced by having 

access to capacity building opportunities. Capacity building may be understood as a process through which 

local actors are helped to acquire and use information to perform a specified task (OECD, 2012). The key 

elements in capacity building are access to information, the ability to use the information efficiently and to 

reinforce desired changes in behavior (Ibid. OECD; 2012). For PI in children’s literacy learning, this means 

that; schools may need to have established programs specifically designed to empower parents with skills, 

knowledge, attitude and motivation to enhance their involvement. A study review by Goodall et al. (2011) on 

best practices in parental engagement found that engagement of parents in learning related activities is 

enhanced when parents receive “clear, specific, and targeted information” from schools. They also concluded 

that intervention programs whose efforts had a focus on aspects of literacy such as training parents to teach 

reading skills to their children was more likely to be effective than efforts focused on aspects such as 

encouraging parents to listen to their children reading.   

 Primrose (2010), in a study that looked at factors that influence PI in the development of children’s 

literacy in South Africa found that among other challenges faced were parents’ lack of understanding of their 

role and absence of guiding documents and illiteracy. However, these challenges can be reversed by parents’ 

access to empowerment in terms of knowledge on PI as a desirable practice, empowerment in terms of skills 

which may include techniques and strategies parents can use to support their children’s initial literacy learning 
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and empowerment in terms of resources which may include assisting parents with learning materials that they 

may need in the process of supporting their children’s initial literacy learning. Murungi et al. (2014) in Kenya 

suggested that school administrators needed to conduct regular workshops for parents to guide them on how 

they could be helping their children to acquire literacy skills, for example, sensitizing them on the “importance 

of reading to children, listening to children read as well as checking of their children’s homework.  Murungi 

& Muthaa (2015) also suggested that parents needed to be sensitized on the importance of their involvement 

in their children’s literacy learning and on how to assist their children in the acquisition of literacy skills.  

Lawler (2009) and Musonda (2011) have also indicated that programs that are effective have trained parents 

on how to create a literacy-rich home environment. 

A study by Mapp and Kuttner (2013) observed that lack of attention to training and capacity building 

of parents and teachers make well-intentioned partnership fail. According to UNICEF (2007), meaningful 

involvement of parents especially those from poor communities would require some training and equipping 

stating that when parents or caregivers are not equipped, they fail to participate in the education of their 

children and this diminishes their children’s chances of gaining access and remaining committed to education. 

Thus, provision of training and guidance to parents may be critical in ensuring that there is parental 

involvement in children’s literacy learning. Whether primary schools in Mungwi district were sensitizing 

parents on the importance of their involvement in their children’s initial literacy learning, and on how to assist 

their children to acquire literacy skills is what this research sought to establish. 

2.2.1 Essential Aspects in Capacity-Building for Parents’ Involvement in Children’s Learning 

 Mapp and Kuttner, (2013) suggest that before an effective partnership of schools and parents can be 

meaningfully established and sustained, there are four components of capacity which must be enhanced 

among the district, school staff and the families. These four components are capabilities, connections, 

confidence and cognition.  

Capabilities are concerned with knowledge and skills about children’s learning and how schools work. 

According to Hoover-Dempsey et al. (2005), parents should be provided with information on the importance 

of their involvement in their children’s learning as well as knowledge and skills on the range of activities they 

can be involved in to support their children’s learning.  

 

Connection has to do with interventions that link parents to social capital (organizations that offer 

social services) through strong and cross-cultural networks that have their basis on respect and trust. These 

may include forming family teacher relationships, parent to parent relationships as well as establishing links 

to community agencies and services. This is in line with Bitsko et al (1997) who suggest that schools can help 

parents support their children’s learning by linking families to support programs such as health, nutrition and 

other related services that advance the well-being of children. 

 

 Self-confidence is critical if parents are to perform support roles with self-efficacy (parent’s personal 

conviction of their capabilities to support children’s learning). Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler (1995) states that 

parents’ belief that they can successfully make a contribution to their children’s learning and the knowledge 

of what they should do is what motivates them to be involved in their children’s learning. Mapp and Kuttner 

(2013) adds that capacity building opportunities when utilized help build knowledge, attitude and skills of 

stakeholders to engage in partnerships that supports learner achievement and development. Goodall et al. 

2011) also noted that training of parents had significant outcomes which included parents’ realization that a 

problem exists, the gaining of knowledge and skills to influence children’s behavior as well as confidence and 

empathy for effective use of the skills. This means, if schools make parents aware of these facts and their 

abilities to help their children, parents may get involved in their children’s literacy learning. The key question 

is “Do primary schools play such roles; an issue this study pursued. 

 

Building of parents’ cognition entails enhancing parents’ beliefs on the roles they can perform to 

support children’s learning. When parents believe that they have the knowledge and skills to support their 

children’s learning and that their children value their contributions, their involvement in children’s learning 

is enhanced (Leithwood & Jantzi; 2006). This is important because efforts aimed at building the capacity of 

parents give participants a chance to view themselves differently as well as their responsibilities as 

stakeholders in their school and community (Warren & Mapp; 2011). Below is a diagram summarizing the 

essential aspects of capacity building that school may need to address to promote parents’ involvement in 

their children’s literacy learning. 
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Figure: 2.1 Essential Components of Capacity Building 

 
Adapted from Mapp & Kuttiner, 2013. 

2.2.2 Opportunities for Capacity Building  

 Capacity building opportunities for parents have their place in school structures and processes such 

as training and professional development, teaching and learning, curriculum and community collaboration 

through which they are connected to school activities (Weiss et al. 2011; Mapp and Kuttiner, 2013). The 

following table outlines some strategies that schools can use to create parents access to capacity building 

opportunities within the school structures and processes as proposed by the Barnardos National Children’s 

Resource Center.  

Table: 2.2 Strategies that Schools can Use to Create Parents’ Access to Capacity Building in Schools 

1 Engagement of schools in social gatherings with parents and the wider community during which 

parents and teachers can build trust in each other. 

2 Having sessions with parents on children’s entry into school in order to provide them with 

information on how they can help their children manage the transition from home to school as well 

as providing an insight on how parents can support their children’s literacy learning. 

3 Holding discussions with parents to help them understand their role in their children’s learning and 

development both at home and in school.  

4 Explaining to the parents how children benefit from collaborative learning between stakeholders and 

how children learn through play by “exploring parent’s experiences” 

5 Getting parents informed on policies that affect parents and children (for example, the use of familiar 

language for initial literacy) as well as discussing the needs of parents in the area of education and 

parenting. 

Adapted from The Barnardos National Children’s Resource Centre (2006) 

The above stated strategies are in conformity with Lumpkin (2010) who suggests that it may be effective for 

schools to conduct regular orientation sessions with parents during which teachers can explain to the parents 

how they can provide meaningful support to their children. 

 

 

 

COGNITION

CAPABILITIESCONFIDENCE

CONNECTIONS
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2.2.3 Benefits of Access to Capacity Building Opportunities  

          Results of studies on parent training workshops have shown that parents who are assisted to become 

more effectively involved in reading related activities engage more in interactions on reading with their 

children and the learners improve their reading and writing skills. For instance, a research review on 

‘Improving Student Outcomes with School; Family and Community Partnership’ with a focus on parent 

training workshops confirmed this assertion in showing that parents who were assisted to become more 

effectively involved in reading related activities engaged more in interactions on reading with their children 

and the learners improved their reading and writing skills (Sheldon, 2009). Research has also shown that 

children learn more from their parents when parents are trained to use specific exercises to teach reading to 

their children as well as when parents receive training on how to listen to their children read (Darling & 

Westberg, 2004). Consistent with this view, results obtained in the meta-analysis on parental involvement 

activities at home also showed that the amount of training for parents yielded positive results on home literacy 

activities on children’s early literacy skills (Seneschal, 2008; Jeyness, 2012). This is why parents’ access to 

capacity building opportunities meant do improve children’s literacy success is critical, hence the need for 

this study. 

III RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1 Population and Sample  

 Population in this study included all primary schools in Mungwi District. The sample for the study 

was drawn from 4 schools and this was conveniently done as the researcher wanted 2 urban schools that were 

within the radius of 12 kilometres from the District Education Board Secretary’s (DEBS) office and 2 rural 

schools beyond 12 kilometres from the total number of schools in the target district. This was to make the 

study more representative of typical schools. Purposeful sampling was used to select participants. At school 

level, 4 teachers teaching Grades 1-4 were chosen. This translated into 16 teachers and 4 head teachers in the 

study.  The study also included 2 standard officers from the District Education’s office and the Provincial 

Education Offices (PEO) offices respectively. One (1) District Resource Centre Coordinator (DRCC), 1 

Provincial Resource Centre Coordinator (PRCC) and a Head of Department (HOD) teaching language and 

literacy in one primary College of Education were also part of the study. This brought the number of 

participants from teacher education to 3.   

2 parents from the Parent Teachers’ Association (PTA) top leadership positions and 8 parents of pupils in 

Grades 1-4 were included in the sample. This translated into ten parents per school and the total number of 

parents in the study came to 40. Parents’ educational level ranged from 4 to 12 years in school with the 

majority having reached the ninth grade. The expected number of participants in the study was 65. However, 

one teacher was out of the station at the time of the research.  

 

3.2 Data and Sources of Data 

Secondary data was obtained from The University of Zambia Library and other online data sources. 

Primary data was obtained through interviews with primary school heads and teachers, focus group 

discussions with parents and document analysis of minutes of PTA meetings. 

3.2.1 Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted face to face with heads of primary schools, teachers of 

Grades 1-4, the District Education Standards Office (DESO), Senior Education Standards Officer (SESO) 

Languages, District Resource Centre Coordinator (DRCC), Provincial Resource Centre Coordinator (PRCC) 

and a college lecturer. Collecting data through interviews was advantageous for interviews are known to be 

reasonably objective (McMillan and Schumacher, 2010) and flexible (Patton, 2002). Besides, semi-structured 

interviews leave room for probing (Hancock, et al. 2007) thereby allowing for clarity and detail. For all 

participants, the interviews took place at their places of work (offices) except for one who opted to be 

interviewed at home for convenience purposes. The following process was followed to conduct the interviews: 
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The researcher started by welcoming the participants and introducing herself as a way of calming the 

participants. Thereafter, the researcher introduced the research to the participants explaining the topic and the 

reason for the research with adherence to ethical guidelines (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005). After participants had 

given their consent, the researcher began the interview starting with the more general questions to allow 

participants open up and provide answers in full (Richie & Lewis, 2003) and then coming to specific ones. 

During the interview, the researcher made hand written notes verbatim coupled with recording in the 

case of participants who permitted the researcher to tape record. The researcher made an effort to enhance an 

in-depth elicitation of information by trying to frame the questions clearly and by probing. Towards the end 

of the interview, the researcher notified the participants that the interview was coming to an end to easy the 

atmosphere and return to normal interactions (Richie and Lewis, 2003). The interview ended with thanking 

the participants for their participation and reassuring them that data collected would be put into safe custody 

and that it was purely for academic purposes. 

3.2.2 Focus Group Discussions 

Focus group discussions were conducted for parents (Creswell, 2007). Each of the focus groups 

comprised 10 people; a number that the researcher felt was small enough to warrant participants’ adequate 

sharing of views and big enough to warrant divergent views (Marshall and Rossman, 2011). Like for the 

interviews above, the researcher began by introducing herself and the topic of the research as well as its 

purpose. The participants were also taken through the ethical guidelines after which they gave their consent 

in willingness to take part in the study. All focus group discussions were conducted in Bemba since it was the 

language that all participants were fluent in. Later, the responses were translated to English by the researcher. 

During the process, the researcher was mindful of group dynamics knowing that some people can dominate 

the discussion (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005). This helped the researcher to involve everyone. Individual 

participants were given a chance to “express their views without any interruption” in the way their responses 

were coming out (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005 p. 145). All the responses were recorded verbatim. 

3.2.3 Document Analysis 

The records of the Parent Teachers Association (PTA) meetings conducted at school level were 

analysed to establish whether meetings conducted included any topics on parental involvement in children’s 

initial literacy learning. Invitation letters used to invite parents to school were analysed to help ascertain 

whether the language used to invite parents was cordial. 

3.3 Data Analysis 

Data was thematically analysed by coding significant themes in the participants’ thoughts and 

reflections (Clark, 2006, Kombo & Tromp, 2006).  The cut and paste in Microsoft word coding procedure 

was used to help discover recurring patterns (Suter, 2012) in the data and from these, develop themes 

following a back and forth process.  

IV RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

4.1 Research Question 1: How Primary Schools Provide Access for Parents to Participate in Capacity 

Building Opportunities that Aim at Improving their Children’s Literacy Skills 

The study found that primary schools managed to create parents’ access to capacity building mainly by 

working with cooperating partners. With the help of NGOs such as RTS and World Vision, some parents and 

teachers were able to have access to knowledge and information. This included sensitization of parents on the 

importance of PI in children’s literacy learning, sensitization of parents on literacy promoting behaviors such 

as the need to give children time to read at home, good parenting and its importance in children’s literacy 

learning, importance of sending children to school regularly and showing parents their children’s progress in 

literacy learning. This was done through meetings that primary schools conducted at school and in villages 

and during review meetings held for parents and teachers at district and Zonal levels. 

On the sensitization of parents, one teacher had this to say: 

We hold sensitization meetings in villages through the School Community Partnership 

Committee. In collaboration with USAID and Netherlands Development Cooperation (SNV), 

we sensitize parents to send children to school regularly.  
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One school administrator put it this way: 

Through Read to Succeed Program, we talk to parents to encourage them to participate in their 

children’s learning. As a school, we have School Level Improvement Plan (SLIP) which deals 

with the involvement of parents in their children’s learning. Through this, we hold meetings 

with parents. 

Some officials from TED at DEBS and PEO were also in agreement with this idea and one PEO official from 

TED had this to say;  

Through the school community partnership, we discuss the welfare of children at home. In 

review meetings, we also discuss parenting, for example, how to organize the home 

environment. In collaboration with Read to Succeed, we sensitize teachers and parents on the 

importance of parental involvement in children’s literacy learning. As Provincial Resource 

Center Coordinator (PRCC), I facilitate and the interest is on early grade reading. 

 Parents were also of the same views. For example, some parents in a focus group discussion said, 

Ba Read To Succeed abasakamana ukusambilila ukubelenga kwa bana balalanda pamulandu 

wa wakupela abana inshita yakubelenga kung’anda. Ba Read to Succeed balalanda pa 

mulandu wa kulofwa kwabana kusukulu nefyo kuleenga abana ukukanaishiba ukubelenga. 

           English:   

Read To Succeed which supports early grade reading talk about the need to give children time 

to read at home. Read To Succeed talks about children’s absenteeism and its effects on 

children’s attainment of literacy. 

It was also found that sensitization of parents on PI was not restricted to parents with school going 

children only, but was open to all members of the community. 

In regard to showing parents their children’s progress in literacy learning, school administrators, and 

officials from Teacher Education Department stated that they showed children’s literacy progress charts to 

parents to give them information on how their children were progressing in their literacy learning. Through 

this, parents were able to compare their children’s performance in their school with the performance of 

children in other schools. 

It was also found that with the help of cooperating partners, primary schools were able to provide 

material support such as exercise books and readers to individual pupils through their parents and schools as 

a whole. For example, one school administrator stated that World Vision had given them a Television Set 

(TV) which parents were supposed to watch with the children. The parents also mentioned that World Vision 

was helping them with children’s exercise books. 

It was further found that parents’ access to material support was also achieved by teachers lending children 

literacy books.  For example, a teacher in one schools said,  

We give children story books for parents to read to them. If the child is in yellow, I lend 

children books for parents to read to him or her.  

This view was also shared by some parents who said: 

 “Limolimo bakafundisha balapeela abana amabuku pakuti tulebabelengelako mumayanda”   “Sometimes 

teachers give children books for us to read for them at home. 

However, it was established that teachers were not visiting children’s homes to interact with parents. 

Only 1 out of 15 teachers agreed to have regularly visited children’s homes as a capacity building strategy 

with one having visited the child’s home only once when the child stopped going to school. The rest stated 

that they did not visit children’s homes to interact with parents. For example, one teacher in response to a 

question on whether teachers were visiting children’s homes to interact with parents on their children’s initial 

literacy learning said, “Not really. Only once when the child stopped coming to school”. The rest simply 

indicated that they had never visited children’s homes to interact with parents. Parents also made the same 
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observation that teachers did not visit children’s homes to interact with parents. They explained that teachers 

only visited villages as a group and only when called by the headman to attend community events.  

4.2 School Organized Parents and Teachers’ Association Meetings Inclusion of Components that 

Facilitate Involvement of Parents in their Children’s Initial Literacy Learning  

Generally, primary schools did not use PTA meetings to facilitate PI in children’s initial literacy 

learning. Many teachers and school administrators indicated with emphasis that there was no deliberate 

inclusion of PI issues in school organized PTA meetings unless something came up on any other business. 

They stated that they only discussed learner performance and how best they could improve it. 

However, teachers and school administrators in one school agreed that PI issues were discussed in 

PTA meetings. On further probe of what components were being included in PTA meetings, the school 

administrator said: 

We talk about the need for parents to assist their children in literacy and the need to encourage 

learners to attend classes regularly. 

A teacher from the same school also said: 

During school organised PTA meetings, we talk about children’s progress in literacy, using a 

progress chart we have introduced and give parents results to compare their child’s with other 

children’s results. 

Parents from three schools were also in agreement that PTA meetings did not cover PI in literacy learning. 

Some felt that PTA executive committee members had more access to information than ordinary members. 

In one school, however, parents were of the view that PI was being included in school organized PTA 

meetings. They stated that teachers showed them their children progressed (in literacy). They also stated that 

teachers talked about how they could help their children learn how to read and write.  

The document analysis guide was another instrument used to check for inclusion of PI issues in the 

PTA record of meetings that had been conducted in the previous four years. Out of the four schools sampled 

in the study, only one school had evidence showing components of PI in children’s literacy learning in only 

one of its PTA meetings that had been held the previous year in four years from the time of the study. 

Nevertheless, the records had detailed and diverse components on PI in children’s literacy learning. Below is 

the table showing parental involvement related topics that were covered in one Parent and Teachers’ 

Association Meeting in one primary school. 

Table: 2 Parental Involvement Topics Covered in a Parents and Teachers’ Association Meeting 

1 Showing of Grade 2 Literacy Progress reports to parents 

2 Participation in literacy-related activities at school. 

3 Discussion of the importance of school with the children  

4 The need for parents to buy story books for the children 

5 Writing stories for children 

6 Reading to children 

7 Need for parents to listen to their children reading daily 

8 Allowing children to do homework by giving them time 

9 Encouraging parents to be coming to school regularly 

10 Explanation of things parents should do to support children’s literacy learning 

Source: Field Work 
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However, other meetings only addressed resource mobilization for the development of the school, 

general performance of children and discipline. The school is the same one in which teachers, parents, and 

school administrators mentioned that PI in children’s literacy learning was being covered in school organized 

PTA meetings. 

Working with cooperating partners was in itself a capacity building opportunity through which parents 

had access to capacity building on PI children’s initial literacy learning. Through sensitization meetings held 

by Read to Succeed (RTS) in collaboration with Opportunities, Invitations and Demands for Parental 

Involvement Inviting parents to participate in literacy events at school Engaging parents in the preparation of 

children's reading materials Encouraging parents to attend their children's literacy learning sessions 

communication of children's performance, literacy progress and literacy related problems Giving children 

home-work Monitoring children's work and teachers' preparations 89 primary schools, some parents were 

able to have access to capacity building which empowered them with some knowledge, skills, and information 

to help them get involved in their children’s initial literacy learning. This is consistent with Mapp and Kuttner 

(2013) who concluded that utilization of capacity building opportunities help build knowledge, attitude, and 

skills of stakeholders to engage in partnership that support learner achievement and development. However,  

primary schools appear to have limited parents’ access to capacity building by non-utilization of other capacity 

building opportunities available within the structure of the school and its routine. For example, activities such 

as PTA meetings, School Open days, school opening and closing days can be good capacity building 

opportunities that primary schools can utilize to create parents access to capacity building as advanced by 

Weiss et al. (2011) & Mapp & Kuttiner, (2013). Although most of these activities were already taking place 

in all the primary schools visited, it appeared that teachers and school administrators were not aware that such 

activities could be used as access points for capacity building of parents. One of the reasons could be limited 

knowledge and information on how activities that fall within the school structure can be used as capacity 

building opportunities for parents. In most cases, schools may want to look for time and resources outside the 

structure of the school and this is usually difficult and in some cases impossible. In this case, there may be 

need to make teachers and school administrators aware of this reality.  

In terms of creating access to material support, primary schools were able to link parents to social 

support programs such as World Vision, the Churches Health Association of Zambia (CHAZ) and other 

cooperating partners. Through these linkages, parents were able to access material support such as uniforms, 

exercise books, and other literacy support tools. These findings are in line with Bitsko et al. (1997) who 

suggest that schools can help parents support their children’s learning by linking families to support programs 

that advance the learning of children. Although support such as uniforms may seem not to be directly linked 

to literacy learning, lack of good uniform and books can have a negative impact on the motivation of the child 

to attend school regularly and this can in due course impact negatively on a child’s literacy learning. 

Therefore, any support that enhances children’s literacy learning indirectly or directly can have a positive 

impact on children’s initial literacy learning in primary schools. However, it may be important to identify the 

kind of support suitable in a particular environment. Some of the support that some schools had received did 

not serve the 91 intended purpose due to other factors. For example, the TV donated to one school so that 

parents could watch with their children could not be used due to lack of electricity in the area. Some schools 

also indicated that some of the books (readers) schools received were advanced for the level and could not be 

lent to the children so that parents could read to them. This means attention was not paid to the form of support 

suitable in that particular context. On the contrary, PI is context based (Patrikakou, 2008; Riley, 2009). It may, 

therefore, be necessary to undertake a needs assessment for a particular area to determine the suitable support 

that can enhance children’s literacy learning. Heneveld and Craig’s (1996) categories of parental support to 

children’s learning suitable in the sub-Sahara Africa may in this regard be of help in coming up with suitable 

support. This does not mean that primary schools should not be open to other support strategies and methods. 

For example, the new technological advancements such as mobile phones which are accessible by most people 

in this age and time can be instrumental in enhancing PI in children’s initial literacy learning. What is 

important is to assess the practicality of the proposed support. 

The failure to include topics on PI in children’s literacy learning in school organized PTA meeting 

appeared to limit parents’ access to information on children’s initial literacy learning in primary schools. 

Some parents believed that PTA executive members had more access to information than ordinary members. 

Out of the four schools visited, only one primary school showed evidence of including PI in children’s initial 

literacy learning issues in one of its PTA meetings in four years with one school only making a mention of 

some aspect of PI in one of its meetings. The other two schools did not have anything at all. Contrary to this, 

Patrikakou (2008), suggested that systematic planning of parent- teacher conferences can be good 
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opportunities for teachers and parents to share particular information about a child. In this regard, the absence 

of PI topics on the agenda of the school organized PTA meetings rendered these meetings to be missed 

opportunities which consequently curtailed PI in children’s initial literacy learning. Therefore, primary 

schools may need to include topics on PI in school organized PTA meetings to help increase parents‟ 

involvement in their children’s initial literacy learning. 

 In addition to this, non-inclusion of topics on PI in children’s initial literacy learning in School 

Organized PTA meetings limited parents’ access to capacity building and involvement in their children’s 

initial literacy learning in primary schools.  These findings are at variant with Ealdama et.al. (2013) who 

suggested that PTA meetings can be used as an opportunity for training and increased parent participation in 

children’s learning. Using Hoover-Dempsey’s and Sandler’s major constructs that motivate parents to be 

involved in their children’s learning, it can be argued that primary schools did not use school organized PTA 

meetings to create demand for PI in children’s initial literacy learning as components of the agenda did not 

have anything to facilitate PI in children’s initial literacy learning (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler 1997).  

While resource mobilization for the development of the school, general performance of children and 

discipline can indirectly enhance children’s initial literacy learning, particular focus on some aspects of PI in 

children’s initial literacy learning may create opportunities and strengthen demand for PI in children’s literacy 

learning. Therefore, deliberate inclusion of topics related to PI in children’s initial literacy learning in PTA 

meetings is what is needed as it can enhance PI in children’s initial literacy learning in primary schools. 

However, the non-inclusion of topics on PI in school organized PTA meetings can in part be attributed to lack 

of knowledge on how school organized PTA meetings could enhance PI in children’s initial literacy learning 

or lack of appreciation of the role PI plays in the initial literacy learning of children. Critical in all this is the 

role played by school administrators. Although Anderson & Minke (2007) observed that teachers have the 

largest effect on PI at home, in school, and in Parent-Teacher Associations, school administrators are in this 

case the key players in ensuring that PI in children’s literacy learning topics are captured on the agenda for 

school organized PTA meetings as advanced by Price-Mitchell (2009) who stated that the leadership of the 

school is key in establishing and developing relationships between families and the schools. This is why, it 

may be necessary to conduct workshops, seminars and CPDs for school administrators to help them know and 

understand how school PTA meetings can be used to enhance PI in children’s literacy learning (Benson and 

Martin, 2003).  

 However, the study appreciated PI topics that were found to have been included in one of the School 

organized PTA meetings appeared to have made an impact although they were only covered in one meeting. 

The topics which included showing of the second graders’ Literacy Progress reports to parents, explanation 

of things parents should do to support children’s literacy learning, encouraging parents to be visiting  the 

school regularly, allowing children to do homework by giving them time, need for parents to listen to their 

children reading daily, reading to the children, writing stories for children, need for parents to buy story books 

for the children, discussion of the importance of school with the children and participation in literacy-related 

activities at school reflected a wide range of topics which if consistently covered can enhance meaningful 

involvement of parents in their children’s initial literacy learning. This finding is in conformity with Hoover-

Dempsey et al. (2005) who suggest that parents should be provided with information on the importance of 

their involvement in their children’s learning as well as knowledge and skills on the range of activities they 

can be involved in to support their children’s learning.  

The use of Literacy Progress Charts to explain to the parents the performance of their children in 

comparison with other children in other schools was an effective way of providing parents with tangible 

evidence that could be seen, weight and evaluated for practical solutions. However, the Literacy Progress 

Charts used by primary schools to communicate children’s literacy progress to parents only reflected the 

collective progress of individual schools in comparison with other schools within the Zone or District. This is 

contrary to Serpell et al. (2005) who suggested that there was a need for parents to have an “understanding of 

how well their child is progressing” (p.226). To have an understanding of how well one’s child is progressing 

may demand bringing out information on the performance of individual children. Therefore, it may be 

desirable to make individualized literacy progress reports for children if parents‟ support is to be enhanced. 

Parents’ access to capacity building was mainly made possible with the help of NGO’s such as RTS 

and World Vision. With the help of such NGOs, some parents and teachers were able to have access to 

Knowledge, information and material support necessary for the teaching and learning of literacy.  In this way, 

some parents were able to be involved in their children’s initial literacy learning. Primary schools did not 

utilize other capacity building opportunities available within the structure of the school to create parents’ 
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access to capacity building. This limited parents’ access to capacity building. The reason could be that teachers 

and school administrators lacked knowledge and information on how the school structure could be used to 

create parents’ access to capacity building. Equally, primary schools did not use PTA meetings to facilitate 

PI in children’s initial literacy learning. Generally, School Organized PTA meetings did not capture topics 

that could enhance involvement of parents in their children’s literacy learning. This rendered School 

Organized PTA meetings to be missed opportunities which reduced parents’ access to capacity building and 

involvement in their children’s initial literacy learning.  

Based on these findings, the study recommends that primary schools’ staff should make use of capacity 

building opportunities available within the school structure and routine, for example, PTA meetings and 

School Open Days to create parents’ access to capacity building. Besides, there is need for primary schools 

to conduct needs assessment to determine capacity building needs suitable for a particular area since parental 

involvement is known to be context based. The study further recommends that workshops and seminars should 

be conducted for school administrators to help them know and understand how school PTA meetings can be 

used as capacity building opportunities for parental involvement in children’s literacy learning. Schools 

should also help difficulty communities by taking advantage of public gatherings such as Monthly markets 

and Church gatherings to sensitize parents on the need to be involved in their children’s literacy learning and 

how this can be done. 
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