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Introduction 
As early childhood care and education (ECCE) policy and reform initiatives begin to gain 
importance and momentum in South Africa, one questions how these initiatives construct and 
normalise the school ready literate child. School readiness, growth, child development, lifelong 
learning and desired results are mantras that permeate policy documents and reform initiatives 
(Department of Basic Education 2001, 2009, 2012, 2014, 2015). Accompanying these reform 
initiatives are programmes and practices that constitute best literacy practices that complement 
the early childhood curriculum and effectively prepare children for formal schooling. These 
efforts appear rational – early intervention in children’s lives enhances their knowledge, skills 
and behaviours that later lead to academic and economic success (Brown 2017). A clear example 
of this is the claims that South African ECCE policymakers make that early childhood interventions 
can reduce poverty, mitigate social problems, prepare young children for formal schooling and 
later (as adults) enable them to become active participants in the global economy (Atmore 2018). 
However, the question that needs to be asked is: how do these reform initiatives play itself out in 
teachers early literacy practices? This article investigates the ways in which ECCE teachers’ 
literacy practices work to produce the literate child. It questions what it means to be literate in 
early childhood education by tracing how disciplinary power operates through everyday 
routinised literacy practices. It attempts to show how children begin to reposition themselves 
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within the literacy space pointing to the productive effects of 
disciplinary power. Foucault’s (1977) construct of discipline 
is central to this study and shows how literacy (as a 
disciplinary body of knowledge) and its ensuing literacy 
practices (as a mechanism of social control) was used to 
discipline the school ready child. Viewing literacy practices 
in this way is under researched in South Africa and there is a 
paucity of research that uses a Foucauldian lens to explore 
how teachers’ literacy practices construct the school literate 
child (Dixon 2011) and the different positions that children 
take up in these relations of power.

Teachers early literacy practices
Early childhood teachers’ literacy practices are pivoted on 
understandings of what constitutes literacy. As argued by 
Street (1984) in his seminal work, Literacy Theory and Practice, 
literacy practices have meanings, intentions and actions and 
are related to broader social and cultural models. There are 
two competing views of early literacy practices within early 
childhood education. The first view is grounded in cognitive 
psychology and assumes that literacy development occurs in 
linear, sequential steps and children need to be taught 
specific skills at specific ages through individual, repeated 
training (Larson & Marsh 2015). Specific skills such as ‘sound-
symbol correspondence, phonemic awareness, understanding 
of decontextualised language, familiarity with print and 
conceptual development’ are examples of some of the skills 
that children need to be taught (Flewitt & Clark 2020:449). 
Once these knowledge, skills and understandings are in 
place, it becomes easy to normalise the literacy development 
of the school ready child. The second view, influenced by 
sociocultural theories of learning, the social practices 
approach, argues that whilst decoding skills, meaning 
building and immersion in print rich environments are 
important, these skills alone cannot be construed as literacy 
(Abdulatief et al. 2018:5). Sociocultural research evidenced 
that early literacy is interwoven into the daily lifeworld of 
children where they use a variety of symbols systems in 
different contexts and engage and use literacy in meaningful 
ways (Gillen, Flewitt & Sandberg 2020; Street 1984). In 
contrast to the cognitive view, this approach sees literacy not 
as linear and unidirectional but rather as instances of agentic 
behaviours and complex meaning making in real world 
contexts. Agentic behaviour foregrounds children as rational, 
competent beings who shape their childhood experiences in 
the conditions available to them (eds. James & Prout 2015). 
As such, children use different strategies to be influential in 
their daily lifeworld.

Viewing literacy as a process that is embedded in the daily 
lifeworld of children is in stark contrast to the current political 
focus in many early childhood settings. South African 
researchers claim that the cognitive approach to literacy 
practices is often tied to school readiness and is influential in 
many early literacy settings (see Chetty 2019; Dixon 2011; 
Excell & Linington 2011; Fleisch & Dixon 2019; Martin & 
Ebrahim 2016; Prinsloo & Stein 2004). They argue that this 
approach has several limitations: it does not consider the 

complexities of early literacy development, the diversity of 
children’s motivations to learn and the diverse literacy 
practices that children encounter in different social and 
cultural contexts. Additionally, what is noticeable is the 
failure of the skills-based approach to impact positively on 
the literacy levels of young children. South African children 
continue to perform poorly in international, regional and 
local literacy assessments (Motilal 2021).

Notwithstanding, framing ECCE as an instrument for school 
readiness has become a universal feature for literacy 
practices, both in South Africa and internationally (Brown 
2015; Brown, Barry & Ku 2021; Lemphane & Prinsloo 2014; 
Martin & Ebrahim 2016; Moss 2019; Sims et al. 2018). Within 
the South African context, an example of this is the National 
Early Learning Development Standards (NELDS), a curriculum 
related policy initiative which focuses on the educational 
needs of children from birth-to-4 year of age and contains 
validated age-specific indicators focusing on what children 
should know and be able to do within a specific developmental 
domain (Department of Basic Education 2009). Martin and 
Ebrahim (2016) contend that the NELDS can be seen as a tool 
to advance the neoliberal discourse of school readiness, as 
well as monitor and evaluate the progress of children on a 
national scale.

Additionally, there is an implicit formulation of what 
constitutes quality literacy practices in ECCE policy:

The early years of a child are critical for the acquisition of 
concepts, skills and attitudes that lay the foundations for lifelong 
learning. These include the acquisition of language, perceptual/
motor skills required for learning to read and write, basic 
numeracy concepts and skills, problem-solving skills, and a love 
for learning. With quality early childhood provision, education 
efficiency would improve, as children would acquire the basic 
concepts, skills and attitudes required for successful learning 
and development prior to or shortly after entering the system. 
(Department of Basic Education 2014)

This perception reveals a blinkered version of literacy which 
privileges school literacies and particular kinds of literacy 
practices. The ‘acquisition of language, perceptual/motor 
skills required for learning to read and write’ points to a 
particular construction of literacy, where literacy is defined 
as a set of discrete and autonomous skills which can be 
implemented if children first acquire language, perceptual/
motor skills’ as these ‘basic concepts, skills and attitudes are 
needed for school success and lifelong learning’. Basic 
literacy training privileges and authorises literacy practices 
that shape what is counted as literacy, and brings into effect 
the school ready literate child (Martin & Ebrahim 2016).

Whilst there is evidence that the teaching of pre-literacy skills 
is important for later literacy development, the concern is 
that ECCE literacy programmes seem to be moving away 
from the original supporting goals of promoting children’s 
rights, needs and participation in quality ECCE provisioning 
(Rudolph, Millei & Alasuutari 2019). The focus appears to be 
on teaching a specific set of knowledge and skills, implying a 

http://www.sajce.co.za


Page 3 of 11 Original Research

http://www.sajce.co.za Open Access

single and linear standard of development and learning. 
Such a parochial framing of readiness, where formal 
schooling is outmanoeuvring early education and care, 
creates a situation which sidesteps the current truths about 
how children develop, and discounts aspects such as young 
children’s positioning as social actors, issues of diversity and 
socially situated literacy practices.

Additionally, these neoliberal discourses have a debilitating 
effect on the ECCE sector with its focus on a ‘push-down 
curriculum from formal schooling and standardisation of 
learning opportunities and positioning of children as 
investments for future economic productivity’ (Sims et al. 
2018:1). Atmore (2018) criticises this narrow understanding of 
early childhood education that focuses on the young child’s 
performance in meeting rigid developmental outcomes set by 
regulatory authorities, whilst ignoring other aspects of child 
growth and development. The consequences of positioning 
children in terms of school readiness have led to ECCE 
teachers providing learning environments and learning 
experiences that mimic formal schooling. Moss (2019) asserts 
that early childhood settings become places where society can 
apply powerful human technologies on children to produce 
predetermined outcomes. As such literacy practices operate 
as disciplinary technologies measuring and assessing children 
against the norm of school readiness. Additionally, there are 
evidence-based arguments that a curriculum that focuses on 
formal skills in preparation for the next stage of education is 
misinformed, developmentally inappropriate and potentially 
damaging (Brown et al. 2021; Moss 2019; Neaum 2016).

Foucault and disciplinary power
In this article, the operation of disciplinary power (Foucault 
1977) was intentionally sought by observing teachers’ literacy 
practices to understand how the school ready literate child 
was made up and normalised. Foucault (1988) maintains that 
power can be both productive and transformative in nature, 
and that whenever power exists, opportunities for resistance 
also exist. Consequently, the concept of disciplinary power 
provided a useful framework for understanding how teachers’ 
literacy practices worked to produce the school ready literate 
child as well as how children begin to [re]produce and  
[re]constitute themselves within the web of power relations of 
teachers’ literacy practices.

Disciplinary power is a technology of power that connects 
the triple axes of Foucault’s writings: the concept of discourse 
which works to produce power and knowledge relations; 
and the constitution of the subject in the dual sense of both 
agent and object of regimes of truth and the interaction 
between power and knowledge. Within the context of this 
study, a regime of truth is a dominant way of thinking 
and  speaking about literacy, literacy practices and who a 
literate child is. Disciplinary power explains how docile 
bodies  are  produced, disciplined and self-regulated whilst 
simultaneously being normalised and subjectified. Following 
Foucault, Dixon (2011) argues that disciplinary power is a 
technique that provides procedures and practices for training 

the early literate child. Henning (2019) argues that these 
literacy practices operate as disciplinary technologies that 
work to produce docile literate bodies that conform to certain 
expectations of what constitutes literacy. These technologies 
have been found by researchers working in the field of 
literacy teaching from different contexts: from home-school 
literacy connections (Dantas & Manyak 2011) to primary 
school literacy in Australia (Luke 2018) to early literacy 
contexts in South Africa (Dixon 2011; Fleisch & Dixon 2019). 
Foucault (1977) identifies three disciplinary mechanisms 
through which disciplinary power operates: hierarchical 
observation, normalising judgements and the examination. 
Early literacy practices can be seen as a site where children 
are subjected to controlling mechanisms, and in turn begin to 
discipline themselves into productive, docile bodies: the 
embodiment of a successful school ready literate child.

Hierarchical observation
Observation is central to early literacy practices and requires 
that early childhood teachers must know and care for the 
child (Palaiologou 2016). However, observation in early 
years settings can also be construed as a technology of power 
used to control the behaviour and performance of the child to 
prepare them for formal schooling. Foucault (1977) maintains 
that disciplinary power situates individuals in time and 
space where ongoing observation and surveillance give them 
visibility. During the day, children are observed and 
measured in time and space, that is, in every aspect of their 
work and play. Thus, observation (Foucault 1977):

[I]s inscribed at the heart of the practice of teaching, not as an 
additional or adjacent part, but as a mechanism that is inherent 
to it, and which increases its efficiency. (p. 176)

As such, it is part of the technology of power that allows the 
ECCE teacher to know everything about the child.

Normalisation
The disciplinary technology of observation allows for 
teachers to make normalising judgements about children’s 
literacy learning. The power of normalisation defines the 
‘normal’ by allowing ‘ a penalty of the norm’ to be brought 
into effect as it ‘ compares, differentiates, hierarchizes, 
homogenizes, and excludes’ (Foucault 1977:183). The power 
of normalisation ensures homogeneity and allows for 
children to be compared, differentiated and fixed according 
to the norm of school readiness.

The examination
The examination allows for the combination of observation 
and normalisation to come into play. Foucault (1977) views 
the examination as an instrument of power that makes it 
possible to qualify, to classify and to punish. The ECCE 
centre can be construed as an apparatus of examination 
where children’s literacy learning is judged, and performance 
is assessed and measured against the norms of school 
readiness. The ECCE teachers teach whilst simultaneously 
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gaining information about children’s literacy performances 
and readiness for schooling. This information is then used to 
describe, measure and train to bring about improvement in 
children’s literacy learning (Foucault 1977). In essence, 
children’s literacy learning becomes normalised against the 
standards of school readiness.

Research design and methods
The study was qualitative in nature and drew on post-
structural conceptions of literacy as a situated practice. 
Qualitative researchers are specifically interested in studying 
typical individual perspectives and experiences by developing 
an understanding of the meanings people place on the events 
and structure of their lives (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011). 
This approach enabled a deeper understanding of how 
literacy practices worked to construct the early literate child. 
The choice of ethnography as a methodological approach was 
motivated by the assumption that literacy practices take their 
meaning from the context of which they are part. Ethnography 
can be viewed as a kind of ‘deep theorising’ based on the 
premise that literacy practices can be understood as real-
world practices, situated in and shaped by different actors 
operating in specific social and cultural contexts (Blommaert 
& Dong 2010; Papen 2018). Consequently, the use of 
ethnography allowed for an understanding of the 
particularities and complexities of the early literacy context: 
the ‘thisness’ of the research context. The ‘thisness’ of the 
research context is seen by Thomson (2003:73) as a ‘distinctive 
blend of people, happenings, resources, issues, narratives, 
truths, knowledges and networks, in and through which the 
combined effects of power saturated geographies and 
histories are made known’. The particularities of the early 
childhood centres (ECCs) and the early childhood teachers 
form a significant component of the research approach, and in 
the sections that follow it discusses the ‘thisness’ of the 
research.

The study site
The study was conducted in two ECCE centres located within 
the greater Bloemfontein metropolitan area. Cohen et al. 
(2011:156) maintain that a researcher makes judgements 
about the sample ‘based on their typicality or possession of 
particular characteristics being sought’. The research sites 
were purposively selected as they were in diverse racial, 
class, gender and language social contexts. Additionally, the 
researcher knew the principals at both the centres, and this 
made gaining access to the centres easier.

The language of learning and teaching was English at both 
the centres. Cheerful Tots ECC catered for children from 
affluent and middle-class backgrounds. This centre was 
representative of the trappings of wealth associated with 
class positioning with well-trained teachers, large indoor and 
outdoor learning spaces, as well as being well-resourced. It 
had also gained the reputation of being a ‘good’ English 
medium centre which explained the large influx of upper 
and middle-class Black children.

Universal ECC was also indicative of social class and race 
positioning development (Zippin, Sellar & Hattam 2012), 
with a mixture of black and coloured1 children. Many black 
people from the nearby township had moved into the area 
which was previously designated for coloured people. The 
home language of the coloured children was Afrikaans and 
black children spoke Sesotho. Whilst the centre was poorly 
resourced, the ECCE teachers made attempts to create a 
print-rich literacy learning environment by adorning the 
walls with charts pertaining to the alphabet and phonetics, 
numbers, days of the week, seasons and the daily timetable.

The research participants
The two teachers who participated in the study were female 
and were teaching children between the ages of 3 and 4. 
These two teachers were purposively selected as I had a pre-
existing professional relationship with them. My personal 
and professional relationship with the teachers was initially 
made when I was supervising student teachers at the centres 
during their teaching practice programme. Dee (pseudonym) 
was a white, middle-class, English-speaking teacher 
employed at Cheerful Tots ECC. There were 15 children in the 
3–4-year-old setting. She had an honours degree in English 
and Drama and had 18 years of teaching experience in the 
field of ECCE.

Shari was a black, Sesotho-speaking teacher and worked at 
Universal ECC. Shari had attended a 2-week training course 
offered by the Free State Department of Education. She was 
in the process of completing a Level 5 early childhood 
qualification at the local technical and vocational college. 
Shari had 3 years of teaching experience at the centre. There 
were 28 children in her group. The two participants proved 
ideal to study early literacy practices and the various ways in 
which teachers in quite disparate contexts worked to 
construct the school ready literate child. Data were collected 
through observations of teachers’ literacy practices over a 
period of 9 months for 3 days per week. The intention was to 
‘observe participants in their natural settings, their everyday 
social settings and their everyday behaviour’ (Cohen et al. 
2011:465).

Throughout the article, the terms, teachers are used to 
address the two early childhood participants regardless of 
their level of qualifications. Whilst policy (Department of 
Basic Education 2001) makes use of the term practitioner, 
the  ECCE ‘teachers’ thought of themselves as teachers. 
Additionally, the children at both centres referred to them as 
teachers.

Data collection
Data were collected using ethnographic methods of 
participant observation. Observations were video recorded 
and field notes compiled. The video recordings were 

1.The Population Registration Act (1950) produced fixed and stable categories for 
racial categorisation of people. People were classified into racial groups, namely 
white, coloured, Indian and native (renamed ‘Bantu’ and later ‘black’).
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important as they reflected socio-culturally situated practices 
embodied in the spatial organisation and layout of the 
setting, routines, everyday literacy practices and the 
relationships between teachers and children.

Data were collected over a period of 9 months for 3 days per 
week. The intention was to ‘observe participants in their 
natural settings, their everyday social settings and their 
everyday behaviour’ (Cohen et al. 2011:465). After every 
observation session, the video recordings were transcribed 
and read to identify key literacy practices and routines in 
each setting.

Data analysis
Data analysis was influenced by Foucault’s genealogical 
tools of disciplinary power, which enabled a record of the 
‘history of the present’ literacy practices and mapped 
teachers’ literacy practices as they ‘appear as events on the 
stage of historical process’ (Foucault 1984:86). Genealogy 
allowed for an exploration of the conditions of power: how 
disciplinary power operated through teachers’ literacy 
practices, the systems of relations where power operated and 
where certain literacy practices were formulated and 
promoted. Data were analysed in three stages. At each stage 
of the analysis, questions were asked of the observation data 
that enabled an in-depth and intricate understandings of the 
teachers’ literacy practices. Such questions related to 
problematisation where the analysis focused on locating the 
techniques teachers used to govern and construct the early 
literate child; locating the history of present-day literacy practices 
to understand how the past influenced present-day 
behaviours and practices and finally looking at how 
normative literacy practices position both the child and the 
teachers.

‘Thinking problematically’ allowed for continuous movement 
between theory and data (Foucault 1977:185). Problematisation 
allowed for an examination of how literacy practices were 
constituted at the centres at specific times and under specific 
circumstances, locating these practices within wider 
discourses such as school readiness and child development 
and identifying how literacy practices worked to [re]produce 
and [re]position the school ready literate child. The analysis 
of literacy practices and the presentation of the data are 
structured around everyday literacy practices and routines 
that were considered ‘usual’ at the ECCE centres: the early 
morning ring, small group and whole group teaching. The 
analysis reduced the data to the following three themes: The 
early morning ring as a normalising literacy practice; 
Disciplining the body and mind: small group teaching and 
Disciplining the body and mind: whole group teaching.

Ethics and issues of trustworthiness
Because of the participatory nature of ethnographic methods 
to produce data, key ethical issues were considered. Firstly, 
permission was sought and granted from the university’s 
Ethics Committee before the commencement of data 

production. Informed consent was also requested and 
granted from the ECCs’ managers, parents of children at the 
centres and the early childhood teachers. Participants were 
informed at the beginning that the researcher would always 
respect and recognise teachers’ self-worth, dignity and 
teaching endeavours. They were also informed that they 
were free to withdraw from the study at any stage of the 
research process without being penalised in any way. Once 
data were transcribed, these were presented to participants 
to allow them to authenticate, revise, amend or elaborate on. 
In this way, power differentials that potentially existed were 
circumvented, thus concretising the participatory nature of 
ethnography. Anonymity was ensured using pseudonyms 
for participants and centres – these were chosen by the 
teachers themselves. An agreement was reached that the 
centres would be called by pseudonyms, Cheerful Tots ECC 
and Universal ECC. The teachers chose to call themselves 
Teacher Dee and Teacher Shari as they were constructed as 
‘teacher’ by the children at the centres. Member checking 
using critical friends was also an attempt to ensure that 
misrepresentation was avoided.

The findings in this study relate to just two ECCE teachers at 
two ECD settings and the results might be different in other 
contexts. However, whilst the sample is small, it does provide 
some insight into how teachers’ literacy practices are 
interrelated with systems of literacy knowledge and 
disciplinary practices that work together to produce a literate 
child in different ways.

Findings and discussion
The analysis below shows evidence of disciplinary 
technologies, of dualisms of what constituted literacy, the 
regulation of knowledge, space and bodies and the 
positioning of children as particular kinds of school ready 
literate subjects. Three key indoor literacy activities are 
discussed as they are representative of everyday literacy 
practices that foreground the construction of the school ready 
literate child. These include the early morning ring at both 
centres, small group teaching at Cheerful Tots ECC and whole 
group teaching at Universal ECC. At Universal ECC, the small 
early learning space, large numbers and lack of teaching 
assistants placed challenging demands on Teacher Shari. 
Teacher Shari had to ensure that she created a learning 
environment that was conducive to early literacy learning for 
all children. Whole group teaching was, therefore, a 
management response to the contextual realities of centre-
based provisioning at Universal ECC.

The early morning ring as a normalising literacy 
practice
The early morning ring at both centres can be construed as an 
instrument that was used to normalise children’s bodily 
positions and movements, and this functioned as a warm-up 
to participation and getting ready for learning. The ECCE 
teachers employed several strategies that focused on the 
children’s physical aspects, dispositions and attitudes. This 
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included controlling the physical and sonic environments. 
The following excerpts are examples of literacy practices that 
highlight a normative on task body as silent and still.

The children at Cheerful Tots ECC were sitting on the floor in 
the carpeted area directly in front of Teacher Dee. Teacher 
Dee was seated on a chair:

‘Everybody look at me! Sit on your bottoms. Sit up straight. 
Show me you are ready? [Children look at the teachers and then sit 
up straight]. I speak inside, you speak outside. Can you hear a car 
outside? (Children respond by saying yes). That’s because we 
are awake, and we are listening. Kian and Jan Hendrik you are 
not listening! You should be looking at me and not talking to 
each other.’ (teacher Dee)

The children at Universal ECC were seated in their chairs 
directly in front of Teacher Shari. Teacher Shari was standing 
in front of them:

‘Good morning children [children respond by greeting her back]. 
Show me your eyes [children point to their eyes]. Show me your 
ears [children point to their ears]. Show me your mouth [children 
point to their mouths]. Now all of you look at me ... you must listen 
to me and keep your mouths closed. Fagan, look at me! Do not 
look at your friend. Listen to me! You can talk to your friend 
when you go outside.’ (Shari)

The above literacy event is an example of how children’s 
bodies were arranged into the correct school ready, literate 
bodily positions through a ‘ composite set of bodily inscriptions’ 
and through the reading of the children’s bodies ‘as a surface 
of the mind’ indicative of a psychologically based pedagogy 
(Luke 2018118–120). Teachers were able to assess children’s 
participation in the lesson by reading and directing their 
posture movements and visual gazes: Sit on your bottoms, Sit up 
straight, look at me – all reveal how the disciplinary technology 
of hierarchical observation and examination allowed teachers 
to make normalising judgments about children’s’ participation 
in the literacy event. This also reveals a particular kind of 
power-based hierarchical relationship with the teachers in 
firm control of the teaching and learning relationship. In this 
relationship, children do not have autonomy as every action is 
directed and determined by the teachers. Bodily inscriptions 
such as listening, looking at the teacher, following instructions 
for example keeping ‘your mouths closed’ and ‘not talking to 
your friends’ are preludes to normalising a school ready 
literate child. The literacy practices position the teachers as the 
one who knows and the primary responsibility of the children 
is to listen and look at the teachers.

When children did not demonstrate appropriate bodily 
dispositions, their bodies were ‘micro-managed to extract 
value from every moment’, allowing the norm to be brought 
into effect (Bragg 2018:126). Examples include I speak inside, 
you speak outside; you must listen to me and keep your 
mouths closed; Listen to me! You can talk to your friend 
when you go outside. In addition, children unconsciously 
learnt that the indoor learning space remains the teachers’ 
domain, and the arena for teaching and learning and the 
outside space is their arena for socialisation and play.

However, children attempted to challenge these restrictive 
boundaries as depicted in the following excerpt:

‘Began her lesson by talking about the days of the week, numbers, 
colours and shape. Micah was not paying attention. He turned to 
Ethan and began to nudge him. Ethan nudged him back. They 
looked at each other, giggled and then quickly turned to check if 
Teacher Dee was watching them. They continued participating 
in the lesson but kept on nudging each other. Teacher Dee did 
not notice what was going on.’ (teacher Dee)

The above excerpt reveals that Micah and Ethan had become 
accustomed to constant observation and examination. They 
checked to see if Teacher Dee was watching them, participated 
in the lesson to some degree but continued to nudge one 
another. This transgression on their part parallels that of 
observation on the part of the teachers who also subjected the 
children to observation. The children have learnt that they 
need to at least demonstrate some semblance of listening (e.g. 
look at me, listen to me) even though they might not have been 
listening to what was being said. It also shows how the 
children who knew they were being observed, displayed 
resistance by nudging each other and not listening. This form 
of resistance is an example of how they in turn watch the 
teachers’ reaction to their attempts at displaying individual 
agency. When she does not do or say anything, they continue 
to nudge each other thus displaying their own power and 
agency in this literacy event.

At the end of the morning ring, the teachers at both the 
centres organised themselves and the children so that the 
transition from one literacy event to another was smooth and 
efficient. Throughout this transition, children’s behaviours 
were observed, regulated and supervised as shown in the 
following extract:

‘We are going outside … line up … softly like butterflies. Don’t 
push each other or else we will hurt each other.’ (teacher Dee)

‘Where must your finger be?’ (teacher Shari)

‘On your mouth.’ (Children)

‘Stand up straight. Girls line up first, then the boys … No 
pushing.’ (teacher Shari)

These intense routines and transitions from one activity 
to  another ensured that children were disciplined and 
normalised into a gentle, quiet and schooled literate body. 
The formation of lines for children separated by gender is an 
example of how children were subjected to the teachers’ 
control and compliance to rules. Being silent, not pushing 
and moving softly like butterflies, can be construed as 
civilising schooled behaviour where a ‘civilised body is a 
schooled body, one that stays silent, walks in line, keeps its 
hands to itself’ (De Palma, Membiela & Suarez Pazos 2011:81). 
Children learn docility and submissiveness, and they 
discover their place in the ECCE centre through the 
submission of their bodies. Varvantakis (2016:250) argues 
that children ‘lining up and standing up straight are 
representative of psychological development … if bodies are 
put in order, thoughts are put in order’. Additionally, being 
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silent, moving in a particular way and being still were 
considered important for the training and normalisation of 
school ready literate children as they are ‘ preludes to gestural 
and linguistic imperatives’ (Luke 2018:120). Furthermore, the 
individual subjectivity of the school ready literate child was 
[re]constructed and [re]produced as a collective subjectivity 
where the movements, postures and silences were embedded 
into the child’s body and mind in relation to the other children 
in the group. This was displayed in: We are going outside ... 
line up. Don’t push each other or else we will hurt each other.

Disciplining the body and mind: Small group 
teaching
A key literacy pedagogical practice at Cheerful Tots was small 
group time. Teacher Dee spent 10–15 min a day with small 
groups of between 2 and 4 children and this formed part of 
the daily routine. During small group time, she was able to 
teach and explain a new concept, determine if the child 
understood the concept and provide support if needed. 
During small group teaching, the body and mind became a 
target of control where children’s learning was ‘manipulated, 
shaped and trained’ to become literate (Foucault 1977:136). 
Whilst Teacher Dee was busy working with the small group, 
the two teaching assistants observed and monitored the rest 
of the children in the outdoor learning space.

Teacher Dee was working with three children at the table. 
She wanted the children to create a visual representation of 
birds’ eggs in a nest by sticking crushed eggshells onto the 
eggs in the picture:

‘How many eggs can you see? Count with me. [The children count 
with her]. What shape is the egg? Remember, we did this shape 
this morning.’ (teacher Dee)

‘Oval … it is like a long circle.’ (Ethan)

‘Very good, Ethan. I want you to put some glue on your picture 
and then you must stick these things on the picture. What are 
these things called? [pointing to the egg shells].’ (teacher Dee)

‘Eggshells. I had eggs in the morning.’ (Monica)

‘That’s nice Monica … now listen to me! Touch the eggshells. 
How does it feel? Is it hard or soft?.’ (teacher Dee)

‘Soft.’ (Shannon)

‘Feel it again. Do you think it is hard or soft?’ (teacher Dee)

‘Hard.’ (Monica)

‘Yes, it is hard, but you can still break it. What colour are the 
eggshells?.’ (teacher Dee)

‘White.’ (Ethan)

‘Very good … now put some glue on your picture and stick your 
eggshells on the picture. Shannon, don’t go outside of the line. 
Stick the shells inside the egg.’ (teacher Dee)

‘It looks nice like this … see I made butterflies and birds with the 
shells.’ (Shannon)

‘No listen to me! Stick the eggshells on the eggs in the nest.’ 
(teacher Dee)

[The children continued to work on their own whilst being observed by 
the teachers].

The above literacy event is an example of how each stage of 
learning and development was prioritised hierarchically into 
discrete steps where the child’s individual participation in 
the literacy event was assessed and ranked according to 
expectations determined by the teachers. She questioned the 
children, asked for clarification by probing and then observed 
what children were doing. Teacher Dee reinforced pre-
literacy and pre-numeracy concepts of shape, number, colour 
and texture, thus directing children’s literacy learning and 
development. The regulation of children’s individual 
performances also functioned as a means of individualisation 
and examination of children in relation to their participation 
in the literacy event. Teacher Dee directed learning through 
questioning, directives and information. Her control over 
learning processes was reinforced in that she already 
envisaged how she wanted the children to answer as 
indicated in: feel it again and do you think it is hard or soft?

What is evident is that children’s ways of knowing were 
almost invisible in this literacy event as they were only 
classified according to knowing if they were able to work 
within the boundaries of Teacher Dee’s outcomes for the 
lesson. These ritualised practices positioned Teacher Dee as 
the key transmitter and constructor of knowledge, and the 
children as recipients of the teacher’s knowledge. This is 
exemplified in the exchange between Monica and Teacher 
Dee where Monica commented that she had eggs for 
breakfast, but Teacher Dee cut her off by saying: That’s nice 
Monica…now listen to me. She thus positioned herself as the 
expert and the only source of support concerning children’s 
academic performance. Hierarchical observation was evident 
in the repeated commands (count, touch it) and questions 
(what colour is it, and how many eggs are there? etc.). These 
initiation-response-evaluation (IRE) sequences (Luke 2018) 
are examples of how children were trained and shaped to 
become literate. The literacy practice normalised and 
constructed what counted as literacy and what a literate child 
should be able to do, to be legitimated as a school ready 
literate subject – namely, answering questions and obeying 
commands as directed by the teachers. However, within this 
IRE pattern, Monica was able to play the language game by 
guessing the word hard prompted by Teacher Dee (feel it 
again, and do you think it is hard or soft?)

One of the ironies of this literacy event is that even though 
Shannon’s output matched Teacher Dee’s expected outcomes 
(namely, sticking the eggshells on the eggs), her ability to use 
the eggshells to visually construct and represent butterflies 
and birds was immediately remarked upon (No, listen to me! 
and stick the eggshells on the eggs in the nest). Shannon was 
positioned as an unknowing subject and therefore needed to 
be given directives by Teacher Dee (e.g. stick the eggshells on 
the eggs in the nest). The children in this literacy event were 
expected to produce a particular kind of visual product as 
determined by the teacher. Shannon had taken the thinking 
aspect of the literacy event seriously by sticking the eggshells 
into shapes of butterflies and birds. However, her contribution 
to the construction of knowledge was essentially side-
stepped, thereby positioning the teachers as the expert. The 

http://www.sajce.co.za


Page 8 of 11 Original Research

http://www.sajce.co.za Open Access

children in this literacy event assumed that their thinking 
and ideas behind their drawings were not important, but the 
appearance and a specific kind of visual product were, and 
that this constituted significant literacy learning. More 
importantly, the child’s subjectivity as a meaning-maker and 
co-constructor of knowledge was negated, where the child 
was constructed and socialised to just doing and being a 
‘literate learner’ rather than being a full member and 
participant at the early literacy setting.

Additionally, Teacher Dee’s practices became normalised 
based on pre-assumptions of sameness in relation to how 
children learn and develop. This enabled her to identify 
individual differences, and measure educational gaps in 
terms of universal norms of the school ready literate child. 
Cutting, pasting, answering questions, sticking objects within 
the line, amongst others, are all normalising pre-literacy 
skills that Teacher Dee believed children needed to become 
school ready. Through observation and under the ‘ 
classificatory eye’ of the teacher, Teacher Dee was able to 
‘work with’ the child to identify differences in understandings, 
and to ensure that there was no deviation from the norm of 
school readiness (Foucault 1977:147). Small group work thus 
functioned as a means of individualising and training 
children’s body and mind under the ‘classificatory eye’ and 
normalising judgements of the teachers (Foucault 1977:159).

Disciplining the body and mind: Whole group 
teaching
During whole group teaching, Teacher Shari explicitly taught 
the same concept to the entire group, assigned individual tasks 
to children at their tables for practice purposes and assessed 
individual performances. Whole class teaching was thus a 
highly regulated space where the teacher was able to train, 
individualise, observe and assess the literate body and mind.

In this literacy event, the children were seated at their tables 
and Teacher Shari was standing directly in front of them:

‘Be quiet and let’s pray. Close your eyes, fold your arms. Thank 
you, God, for this day. Keep us safe always. Amen [children 
repeated after her]. (teacher Shari)

‘Let’s sit still … don’t wriggle in your chairs. Look at me and 
listen. (teacher Shari)

At the outset of the literacy event, children’s bodies were 
arranged into the correct articulation and instantiation of 
bodily discipline (Luke 2018). Showing readiness to learn by 
praying, sitting still, looking at the teacher and listening are 
bodily demonstrations that functioned as prerequisites to 
learning, showing the intersection of the body and mind. 
Teacher Shari began the whole group teaching by pointing to 
a chart on the wall and asking the children to count with her 
from number 1 to 20. After the children had finished counting, 
she took out a book based on the number one:

‘All of you look at this book. I can see who is not looking at the 
book. What number can you see?.’ (teacher Shari)

‘Number 1 [children shout].’ (Children)

‘Don’t shout out! Lift your hands. Lerato, what is this? [pointing 
to a tomato in the book].’ (teacher Shari)

‘I see a tomato.’ (Lerato)

‘That’s good. Ezra, how many tomatoes can you see?.’ 
(teacher Shari)

‘1 tomato.’ (Ezra)

‘Good boy. Cameron, what colour are the tennis balls? [Cameron 
looks at the teacher but does not respond]. Josh, what colour are the 
tennis balls?.’ (teacher Shari)

‘yellow, yellow, it’s yellow. I have that ball at home. Me and my 
sister … we play with my ball. [Other children begin shouting out 
saying that they also have tennis balls at home].’ (Josh) 

‘Okay, listen everyone … be quiet and pay attention. How many 
tennis balls can you see?.’ (teacher Shari)

‘[shout out] One.’ (Children)

‘Kyle and Alicia, I can see that you are not listening  … stop 
talking. How will you learn if you don’t listen? Ashley, stop 
looking at your worksheet and pay attention.’ (teacher Shari)

[She continued paging through the book and asked different children to 
count, identify the objects and the colours of the different objects in the 
book].

The above literacy event shows how Teacher Shari was 
operating within the normative definition of what 
constituted literacy which was grounded in the cognitive 
model of initiation response and evaluation (Luke 2018). In 
addition, these literacy skills were divorced from children’s 
everyday real-life experiences and excluded children’s 
ways of knowing. This was evident in the way in which 
Josh and other children’s comments about the toys they 
have in their homes were ignored. Children’s participation 
and co-construction of knowledge were thus restricted, and 
their participation was limited to that of the hearer and 
listener.

In this literacy practice, when Cameron did not keep up 
with the pace of the lesson, she ignored him and instead 
asked Josh to answer the question. She did not attempt to 
probe further to ascertain if Cameron understood what she 
was teaching, nor did she use his everyday knowledge to 
scaffold his learning to the new knowledge that had to be 
learnt. This could be because the emphasis in this literacy 
appeared to focus on children’s compliance with different 
actions aimed at regulating how they answered questions, 
their body positions, movements and vocalisations. The 
repetitive nature of the literacy event revealed the 
procedures for the sequence of operations that children had 
to perform. They had to identify the object in the picture, 
identify the colour of the object and finally count the number 
of objects. This is in keeping with child development 
discourse where children learn and develop in stages and 
through repetition (Flewitt & Clark 2020). Whilst this may 
represent the child’s developmental step towards getting 
school ready, these procedures can be construed as 
constructing a docile, literate individual who embodies 
respect for the positional power of the teacher and the early 
childhood institution.
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After Teacher Shari had formally taught the concept by using 
the book as a resource, she modelled the way in which she 
wanted the children to complete their individual activity:

‘Ok boys and girls, look at my worksheet. Pay attention and 
watch what I am doing. You are going to do the same thing on 
your worksheet. (She demonstrated the task by joining the 
dots to form the number 1). When you are writing number 1, 
you start from the top of the line to the bottom of the line. 
Colour in the elephant grey because the elephant is grey. (She 
then coloured in the picture of the elephant). Now copy what I 
have done.’ (teacher Shari)

Instructional directives (look at my picture, you are going to do 
the same thing and copy what I have done) position the teacher 
as the expert and sole authority of this literacy activity. The 
words, you are going to do the same thing and copy what I have 
done, are examples of normalisation where children’s 
production of their written text was based on conforming to 
the standard of Teacher Shari’s text. In setting the standard, 
children’s role in this literacy event shifted from hearer and 
listener to copier of the teacher’s demonstrations.

Whilst the children were busy, Teacher Shari walked around 
and observed what they were doing. She constantly intervened 
if the children were not performing the task according to her 
prescriptions. Through observation, normalising judgements 
and examination of children’s work in progress, Teacher Shari 
positioned herself as the expert, knower and evaluator. The 
following are examples of this: Lebo, colour in between the 
lines … don’t go outside of the lines … look at my worksheet 
and ‘Katlego put your crayon on the top of the number and go 
straight down’. [She demonstrated by holding Katlego’s hand 
over the crayon and together they formed the number]. Now 
you do what I did. In addition, she was able to assess and 
monitor the children’s performance according to the norm of 
school readiness skills of counting, colouring, joining the dots 
and identifying the numbers. The continuous ‘ visible, 
authoritative gaze’ of the teachers is to ensure that children are 
able to accomplish their tasks efficiently within a specific period 
of time (Foucault 1977:173).

Whilst children were constantly observed, Teacher Shari was 
also subjected to surveillance and constant supervision from 
the principal and parents of the children at the centre. 
Keeping records of children’s performance in the form of 
children’s books and worksheets was used as a disciplinary 
technology, which enabled the principal and parents to 
monitor and regulate the work of the teachers. Teacher Shari 
said: When we have parent meetings, we show the parents what 
their children can do. The principal also checks our lesson plans and 
the children’s books. The children’s books, worksheets and the 
lesson plans highlight the ‘power of writing as an essential 
mechanism of power’ where the subjectivity of the literacy 
teachers and the school ready literate subject is captured and 
fixed onto a page (Foucault 1977:189). These artefacts 
contained all the information that was considered important 
to the teachers, the centre principal and parents; hence, 
children’s performances were under constant observation 
and therefore assessable. In addition, the documentation of 

the teachers’ and children’s work guaranteed that these 
records were easily available to those who needed them, 
including parents and the principal at the centre.

Concluding remarks
The excerpts presented in this article provided evidence that 
teachers’ literacy practices were used as disciplinary 
technologies to [re]construct the school ready literate child. 
Within these early childhood contexts, children were 
observed, regulated and normalised into becoming school 
ready. With school readiness as a benchmark indicator for the 
development of the school ready literate child, hierarchical 
observation, normalising judgements and examination thus 
became a normalising literacy practice. During the early 
morning ring, children’s body posture and movement were 
organised to get them ready for learning by sitting still, 
looking at the teachers and demonstrating some semblance of 
participating in the lesson. The small group and whole group 
activities became the space where learning and development 
were hierarchised into small steps, and children’s participation 
was either qualified or disqualified based on the teachers’ 
expectations of what was considered a school literate child. 
As a result, literacy practices were reduced to teaching skills 
that were required for children to become school ready. In 
doing so, children’s individual agency and meaning making 
were silenced. However, during this process of normalisation, 
children also began to regulate themselves, the teachers and 
their peers by managing their participation in collective and 
individual activities, in addition to managing their own 
regulation, thus displaying their individual agency. Within 
this complex early literacy space, children are learning to 
relate to one another, their teachers, as well as expectations 
associated with different literacy practices and routines. 
Kervin, Comber and Baroutsis (2019) argue that this requires 
significant discipline as children learn how to regulate their 
bodies and their learning as well as try to attend to what is 
important in their teachers speak, read or draw. This has 
important implications for how literacy and children are 
conceptualised in practice: are children seen as meaning-
makers with capacity and agency or in terms of what are they 
to become in terms of school readiness.

The aim of this article was to explore ECCE teachers’ literacy 
practices and to gain insights into how the literate child was 
produced. The intention is not to critique or pass judgement 
on the ECCE teachers who were observed in the study but 
rather to gain insights into what it means to be literate in 
early childhood settings. Taking cognisance of this situation, 
a reconceptualisation of the readiness processes should 
consider, via authentic evidence, what in reality prepares all 
children for learning (Brown 2017). It is important to recognise 
that children enter ECCE settings with a range of resources 
from their families to communities which have not previously 
been acknowledged as valuable and effective (Flewitt & 
Clark 2020). According to Manyak and Dantas (2011), these 
resources should be incorporated into early literacy practices 
rather than being replaced with school literacy instruction. 
Hence, we need to question embedded practices within the 
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competence model of school readiness so that we do not 
create new doxa (Kalliala 2014) but rather dissect incisively 
what and who are advantaged and disadvantaged through 
ECCE teachers’ literacy practices. Perhaps, literacy practices 
that consider the kinds of literacy knowledge that children 
bring to the ECCE setting together with the ways in which 
children learn, in combination with the cognitive approach to 
early literacy might be a starting point.
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