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How to use this book
Every book tells two stories – the story link to the content – that which you read, 
and a hidden story – one about the author(s) of the book.

The Handbook for Grade R teaching also tells two stories – the first one is about 
teaching in the reception year. When you read the first story, you will see that 
the enthusiasm and knowledge of the authors about their topics, becomes the 
second story! As you use this book, we hope that you will also be filled with the 
aspirations, enthusiasm and joy that goes with becoming the best reception year 
teacher you can be. 

This book also serves as a gateway to understanding why, how and what to 
teach in Grade R. Grade R is not a ‘watered down’ Grade 1, and neither is it ‘just 
a little upward push’ for the young learner. Its purpose, methodology and content 
are unique and specific. In this book, you will be introduced to Grade R teaching, 
with all its uniqueness, challenges and the joy of knowing that you are helping to 
shape a young learner’s lifelong journey of learning.

The first five chapters are background to the chapters in the rest of the book. 
You will find two golden threads running through the pages of the book:

1. Play and imitation are the two most important ways for learning and to teach 
the young leaner. We use them in every activity and presentation in Grade R.

2. We address the uniqueness of every learner by being inclusive (in every possible 
sense!). Inclusive education is every learner’s right and you, as the teacher, need 
to ensure that every learner’s unique needs are addressed.

• Chapters 1, 2 and 3 form the basic didactics theory, which the rest of the 
book follows. 

• Chapters 4 and 5 deal with assessment and with developing inclusive 
education in Grade R.

• Chapters 6 to 8 address the home language, including issues surrounding 
teaching learners whose home language differs from the language of 
teaching and learning in the school, as well as an introduction to teaching a 
first additional language.

• Chapter 9 deals with the teaching of emergent mathematics through play 
and games.

• Chapters 10 to 13 deal with the visual arts, music and dance, physical 
education and science in the Grade R classroom.

Visual arts and performing arts (music and dance), physical education, and science 
and technology are addressed in various chapters. In each chapter, the golden threads 
of learning, through play and imitation, as well as inclusive education, are evident. 

As this book has been written for the South African Grade R teacher with 
much hope for the future, please take note of the practical, low-cost ideas for 
under-resourced classrooms. 
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1Reda Davin and Lettie Horn

KEY TERMS

Reception year
Context
Purpose
Play
Imitation
Daily programme
Classroom planning
Outdoor play
Integrated approach
Learning content
Planning

CHAPTER 1  The ‘why’, ‘how’ and ‘what’ of Grade R teaching 1

The ‘why’, ‘how’ and ‘what’ 
of Grade R teaching

KEY TERMS

Play
Learning
Developmentally 
appropriate
School readiness
Integrated approach
Lifelong learning
Content
Attention
Perception
Foundation Phase
Environment
Concrete activities
Mathematics
Learning 
environment
Beginning 
knowledge
Barriers to learning
Fine motor
Abilities
Cognitive skills
Science
Social skills
Gross motor
Child development
Multicultural 
education
Behaviour
Strategy
Social development

 1.1 The purpose of this chapter
The year before formal schooling in South Africa is called Grade R, or the 
reception year. It plays an important role in the development of the young learner 
aged fi ve to six years. To be eff ective, Grade R teachers need to know exactly what 
is expected of them, as well was why, how and what to teach. 

This chapter aims to provide you with the knowledge you will need, and to 
help you develop the necessary skills to do the following:

• meet the requirements for the ideal Grade R teacher

• understand that the purpose of Grade R is to develop the whole learner, and to 
maintain this focus in all your teaching and learning presentations

• understand the way the young learner learns best and how to use this in your 
teaching 

• use the above knowledge to determine the best content to teach the young 
learner in Grade R.

This chapter is divided into three sections:

• Section A covers the ‘why’ of Grade R. It explores the purpose for the inclusion 
of a Grade R year.

• Section B covers the ‘how’ of Grade R teaching. The focus is on how the 
younger learner learns best and how to use this in your teaching.

• Section C covers the ‘what’ of Grade R teaching. The emphasis is on what to 
teach the young learner.

However, we fi rst have to investigate the most important element, which is you, 
the teacher.

1.2 The ‘ideal’ Grade R teacher
As mentioned above, you, the teacher are the most important resource in a Grade 
R classroom. An excellent teacher will be excellent even in an under-resourced 
classroom located in a challenging socio-economic environment. It will, however, 
require more eff ort under such circumstances. This is evident from the many 
under-resourced classrooms in underprivileged environments where Grade R 
teachers are doing excellent jobs. 

As a Grade R teacher, you have an important role to play in educating learners 
from diverse backgrounds and cultures, who have aspirations of becoming doctors, 
accountants, engineers and teachers – and they all start their journey in Grade R. 
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HANDBOOK FOR GRADE R TEACHING2

According to the Department of Education (1998:53–54), all teachers 
(including the Grade R teacher) should be: 

• qualified, competent, dedicated and caring

• a facilitator and good organiser of their classrooms to be able to meet the 
diversity of needs

• an interpreter and designer of learning material

• a role model (‘bridger’) to prepare learners to become responsible members of 
not only their community but also of their country

• a researcher and lifelong learner

• a community member, citizen and pastor

• an assessor and learning specialist.

To this, we can add that the ideal Grade R teacher must:

• have high moral standards – as a role model for the young learner

• care about their learners – take over the role of parent during school hours

• be able to recognise each learner’s strength and potential, and use it to enhance 
the learner’s development and learning

• be a good listener and give each learner time to talk about their feelings

• be a role model of how to respect diversity and appreciate diversity in 
background and richness of culture 

• create an environment rich in learning opportunities to give meaning to learning

• encourage learners to seek knowledge and learning opportunities and to be a 
shining example of these 

• have knowledge of early childhood development and plan activities that are 
focused on developing every learner to their fullest potential. 

Above all, if you love learners and want to make a difference in their lives – if you 
want to help learners fulfil their dreams, you will make an ideal Grade R teacher. 

Being the ideal Grade R teacher is not an easy task – it takes dedication from a 
very special person. However, it is also one of the most satisfying of teaching tasks 
as you are laying the foundation for all future learning and accomplishments of the 
young learner. Do you think you have what it takes to be a Grade R teacher?

Let us look at the following case study. 

CASE STUDY 1

Your next door neighbour, Reneiloe Masenya, is a qualified nursing sister 
and the education of her first-born son is very important to her. He will turn 
five in February next year and she is looking at various Grade R options. 
Because you are a qualified Grade R teacher, she asks you questions on how 
to determine if a school offers the best possible Grade R teaching and 
learning opportunities. 

The first question she asks is: “What is the purpose of Grade R?” Her 
second question is: “Why does one school emphasise play and is not able to 
indicate separate periods for language and mathematics; only for games?”

You will find the answers to these questions in Sections A, B and C. 
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CHAPTER 1  The ‘why’, ‘how’ and ‘what’ of Grade R teaching 3

In Section A that follows, we will discuss the purpose of Grade R teaching and you 
will see why a very special kind of teacher is needed for this unique year. 

  SECTION A: THE ‘WHY’

1.3 The purpose of Grade R
The importance of early childhood education as part of the learner’s whole 
learning journey is evident from the inclusion of a preschool year (Grade R) as 
part of the first years of schooling, namely the Foundation Phase. Some of the 
reasons why early childhood education is important include:

• taking care of the learner while parents are working 

• determining school readiness, including compensation for possible learning 
and developmental barriers 

• the total development of the young learner for lifelong learning.

We will look at each of these reasons to find out the most valid and important 
purpose for the inclusion of Grade R as part of the Foundation Phase.

1.3.1 Care and safety as the purpose of Grade R

Although most early childhood centres started to address the needs of working 
parents, it soon became clear that the young learners needed more than just care. 
They also needed educational programmes. However, the physical care of young 
learners in Grade R remains important. This is evident in the inclusion of routines, 
such as using the toilet, cleanliness (washing hands, brushing teeth) and what they 
eat. This is also addressed in the subject Life Skills. 

Care and safety of the Grade R learner can, however, not be the main focus.

1.3.2 School readiness as the purpose of Grade R

What about school readiness as the main purpose of Grade R? For a long time, 
school readiness has been seen as the main, and even, only, purpose for early 
childhood education. The ‘unreadiness’ of young learners for Grade 1 is often given 
as the reason why school readiness must be the main purpose and focus. 

In the next section, we will see if school readiness, as the main purpose, is valid.

1.3.2.1 Unpacking school readiness 
When one studies the concept of school readiness, it becomes evident that it is not 
easily measured or even defined. However, two important facts do become evident 
in the different views and definitions of school readiness:

• There are different perceptions around the term ‘school readiness’. The 
perceptions mainly centre around the question of who decides when a learner is 
ready for school. 

• However, common to all of the different views is the emphasis on the vital role 
of parents and other adults in the learner’s development and school readiness.
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As far back as 1977, school readiness was defined as a broad term that included 
three aspects of development, namely school maturity, social maturity and 
emotional maturity. 

You cannot force a learner to maturity, but you can encourage school readiness 
by helping them to use their senses as effectively as possible, and by providing a 
wide variety of concrete experiences. A learner is therefore ready for school when 
they can meet the formal demands of school (Grové, 1977).

This definition of school readiness was (and is) the one most accepted by 
teachers in the Foundation Phase. However, the definition is unsatisfactory because 
it emphasises the demands of the school and not the possibilities of the learner. 
Thus, school readiness is seen as a fixed state. Some researchers describe this 
viewpoint as ‘gate-keeping’ (Davin, 2003). 

According to this definition, learners can be divided into two groups: 

• the ‘ready’ group 

• the ‘not ready’ group. 

This is in direct opposition to the view of inclusive education in this book.

1.3.2.2 Readiness to learn
An alternative perspective, which takes the learner’s development into account, can 
be used in order to counter the ‘closed gate’ view of school readiness. According to 
this perspective, we emphasise readiness to learn as opposed to readiness for school.

Readiness to learn can be described as a stage of whole development when an 
individual is able to understand and grasp those concepts and skills that are thought 
necessary for a learner of a specific age to attain.

An individual learner’s readiness to learn is determined by the following factors:

• The learner’s ability to concentrate and pay attention. This also depends on the 
type of activity the learner must concentrate on.

• The learner’s own motivation to learn. This can be influenced by parents and 
other factors beyond the learner’s control.

• Health. A healthy learner has more energy and is more capable of learning.

• Emotional maturity. An emotionally stable learner learns more easily.

• Intellectual ability. Some learners learn more easily than others. All learners with 
average intellectual ability can be successful in school, depending on external 
factors, such as the environment.

• The environment in which the learner grows up. A learner who grows up in 
an environment filled with opportunities to learn and who experiences different 
things will have a distinct advantage over the learner who does not. This does 
not mean that the home environment needs to be wealthy or in a big city. Rural 
learners can be equally advantaged, and even more so, as long as there are adults 
around them to help them learn.

The bottom line is that the learner is always ready to learn – the school must be 
learner ready!

GO TO
Chapter 5 focuses 
on inclusive 
education and a 
system that is 
flexible enough to 
cater for the unique 
needs of all learners.
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CHAPTER 1  The ‘why’, ‘how’ and ‘what’ of Grade R teaching 5

1.3.2.3 What if the learner is not ready? 
According to the learning readiness perspective, the development of the learner is 
an ongoing process that starts at birth. The learner is always ready to learn new 
skills, knowledge or behaviour. This perspective also stresses the role of the adult 
(the parent and teacher). It is the adults’ task to ensure that, in order for the learner 
to develop fully, they are provided with developmentally appropriate activities 
and learning opportunities. This perspective emphasises that the learning 
environment provided by the school must cater for the needs of the individual 
learner. This is in contrast to the traditional view of school readiness where the 
onus was on the learner to adapt to the learning environment and be ‘ready to 
learn’.

Barriers to learning
As a Grade R teacher, you have a very important role in the lives of those learners 
who may have developmental delays or barriers to learning. It is important to 
identify any possible problem areas that may hinder the learner’s performance 
during Grade R, as well as in the first year of formal schooling, which is Grade 1. 
This is one reason why complete assessment of learners in Grade R is so 
important.

Depending on the severity of the barrier, the Grade R teacher will either help 
the learner by giving the learner additional activities or refer the issue to the 
departmental head, who will set up a meeting with the parents to discuss the 
situation. Additional activities are not the solution to serious learning barriers. 
However, specific activities to support specific developmental delays as an 
intervention strategy are important. 

At the end of the year, the Grade R teacher should inform the Grade 1 teacher, 
in writing, of any possible barriers to learning experienced by a particular learner. 
If the new teacher is aware of this before the learner enters their class, they can 
give special attention to these issues. 

Early identification of developmental or learning barriers is the first step to 
overcoming them. Given the opportunity to develop to the best of their ability, 
learners should be ready for more formal learning by age six. The focus during the 
Grade R year is therefore on helping each learner to develop to their full potential, 
keeping in mind the uniqueness of each learner.

For a Grade R teacher to be able to identify possible barriers, you must have 
enough knowledge of the developmental building blocks of learners and the 
assessment strategies needed. 

According to Horn (2007), these are the most critical factors in early 
identification of barriers to learning:

• Environmental and social factors. Not all learners come from the same social or 
economic backgrounds.

• Emotional factors. These learners might be prone to experiencing emotional 
distress or struggle with emotional skills. 

• Language difficulty. Some learners might struggle to pronounce or understand 
words and this causes language delays.
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• Some other early indicators that might be identified as a barrier to learning in 
Grade R could include struggling with: 
• concentration 
• gross and fine motor skills 
• visual perceptual skills 
• memory.

To be able to support the learners with specific barriers to learning, different 
methods and strategies should be planned to support the specific problem area. 

However, it is important to realise that not all learning activities will be suitable 
for all learners because of the uniqueness of learners and their possible barriers to 
learning. 

1.3.2.4 Implications of learning barriers for the teacher
The starting point is never what the young learner cannot do but rather what they 
can do!

Because the learner is continuously ready to learn, teachers must do the following:

• Find out what the learner can do and use that as the starting point rather than 
waiting for the learner to become ready for certain activities. You must play an 
active part in encouraging development.

• Create an environment full of activities that will challenge the learner, starting 
with what he or she can do at the time.

• Help the learner to develop fully, so that by the end of the Grade R year they 
are able to learn, know, do and feel what most learners aged six to seven years 
(school-going age) should be capable of achieving.

The learner should then be able to meet the demands of formal school without 
going through a ‘school readiness’ programme, which may consist of activities that 
are boring and not developmentally appropriate.

1.3.3 Lifelong learning and the development of the whole learner

One of the underlying principles of learning for the 21st century is the concept of 
lifelong learning. During the reception year, the focus should be on setting the 
young learner on the path to lifelong learning. This can be accomplished by 
enhancing the learner’s optimum development as a complete human being and by 
encouraging the learner’s natural curiosity.

The main purpose of teaching in the reception year is therefore the 
development of the whole learner. What does this mean in practice? The 
development of the whole learner means that we do not focus only on the 
knowledge and skills young learners need for Grade 1 but also on the affective 
(emotional), social, physical, and moral development of the learner. When our 
purpose is the total development of the learner, we will also address skills, such as 
creative thinking and independent and creative problem solving within a positive 
moral and social (ubuntu) environment.

Any good teaching should start with the developmental requirements of the 
learner in their entirety. For this reason we look at how we can enhance total 

GO TO

Chapter 3 takes a 
closer look at 
various aspects of 
development.
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CHAPTER 1  The ‘why’, ‘how’ and ‘what’ of Grade R teaching 7

learning and development through the use of learning materials that are suitable for 
young learners aged between five and six years. 

The purpose of Grade R will now be discussed by examining six different 
developmental aspects of the young learner. In practice, these aspects are all 
interlinked and impossible to separate. Also keep in mind that each learner develops 
at their own pace and has unique abilities and personal circumstances that will 
impact on their total development.

1.3.3.1 Cognitive development
During Grade R, we aim to develop the following cognitive skills and knowledge:

• basic mathematical concepts, such as more, less and same amount (equal), and 
simple measurement and time concepts

• a number concept of not less than ten, by using numbers up to ten correctly in 
daily activities and concrete experiences

• an understanding of position in space by using concepts, such as in front, behind, 
on top, under, left and right correctly

• basic and concrete knowledge of scientific concepts, such as observing, 
predicting, classifying and comparing, and the ability to use these in science 
activities

• basic knowledge of precautions against transmittable diseases in their immediate 
environment

• the ability to think creatively and to solve problems independently through a 
variety of creative activities.

1.3.3.2 Language development
In Grade R, we aim to develop the following language skills and knowledge:

• an ability to communicate with ease in the home language

• to use the home language to reason and to obtain knowledge

• exposure to an additional language that should preferably be English or another 
indigenous language (if English is not the home language.) The aim is to 
promote knowledge and comprehension of about 200 everyday words.

• an understanding and exposure to different emergent reading and writing 
experiences in a print-rich environment.

1.3.3.3 Social development
During Grade R, we aim to develop the following social skills and knowledge:

• an ability to have healthy relationships with members of the peer group

• understanding the right to say no to any form of abuse by others

• the ability to communicate and listen in a group situation by taking the rights of 
peers into consideration

• developing an appreciation for the cultures of peers through exposure to 
relevant stories, songs and rhymes

• appreciation and respect for authority in their daily lives.
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Figure 1.1 Two learners playing together

1.3.3.4 Affective development
During Grade R, we aim to develop the following skills that are connected with 
emotions and attitudes:

• suitable development of how learners view and feel about themselves (self-
concept) and self-confidence, which will be needed in the greater environment 
of primary school

• appropriate control over emotions and the ability to express them in a socially 
acceptable way

• the ability to take responsibility for completing activities in the Grade R class 
and to understand the difference between work and play on a concrete level

• to start appreciating literature (oral or written) and art (aesthetic development) 
through exposure to suitable children’s stories, elders sharing oral stories, and 
exposure to indigenous art, such as pottery, beadwork and paintings in their 
community

• to have a positive attitude towards reading and develop a love for reading as a 
source of information and recreation

• to have a positive attitude towards learning and to understand the importance of 
learning. In doing so, you will start the learner on the path to lifelong learning.

1.3.3.5 Physical development
In Grade R, we aim to develop these physical skills:

• Gross motor skills need to be developed to a level that can be expected of a 
young learner of five to six years. This forms the basis of formal learning and is 
accomplished by providing sufficient gross motor play opportunities during free 
play and physical education periods. (See Chapter 2 for free play outdoors and 
Chapter 12 on physical education.)
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CHAPTER 1  The ‘why’, ‘how’ and ‘what’ of Grade R teaching 9

• Fine motor skills must be developed by providing enough opportunities to 
practise them on a daily basis, for example, through educational games and art 
activities. (See Chapter 10 for information on art activities.)

• The perceptual skills needed for emergent reading, writing and spelling must be 
developed through suitable games and daily concrete activities. Concrete 
activities are those where the learner manipulates objects. Activities involving 
workbooks are not concrete. (See Chapters 8 and 9 for examples.)

• The knowledge and skills needed in order to become independent and perform 
basic daily physical activities, such as putting on clothes, brushing teeth, washing 
hands, toilet routines and eating with suitable utensils must be developed.

• An understanding of their own responsibility for personal hygiene must be 
developed.

• The basic safety rules in the classroom and home environment must be developed.

1.3.3.6 Moral development
During Grade R, we aim to develop the following moral skills and knowledge:

• knowing and appreciating the values and norms (rights and responsibilities) of 
their community

• respecting the needs of all people, irrespective of age, gender, ability or culture

• developing an appreciation and respect for personal religious beliefs and those of 
peers in the classroom.

Moral development is an important skill, which can be encouraged during story 
time and religious instruction.

As is clear from the discussion above, the purpose of Grade R is the total 
(holistic) development of the young learner. The Grade R teacher needs to fulfil 
this purpose in a way that addresses the learner’s unique abilities and needs. To be 
able to do this, teaching must correlate with the way in which the young learner 
learns best – through play and imitating others, especially the adults in their lives.

  SECTION B: THE ‘HOW’

1.4 How to teach the young learner 
In this section, we will look at different ways in which you, as the teacher, can 
impart knowledge and skills.

1.4.1 Playing
Learners must play in order to learn. No other activity in the learner’s life is as 
valuable for the purposes of learning. A Grade R programme that limits the time 
learners spend in play is one that limits their opportunities to learn. This is an 
important fact for Grade R teachers to keep in mind, because the most effective 
teaching methods take into consideration the way that learners learn. This means 
we have to use the learner’s natural way of learning in our teaching approach.

Play is often regarded by adults and teachers as unproductive and its importance 
and value for the young learner is overlooked. Play is not a mere recreational activity 
for the learner, but a learning activity that is important for their development.
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The fact that the learners are talking and moving around does not mean that 
there is no discipline in that classroom. You may have to explain to parents that play 
is both invaluable and the best method to use when teaching young learners.

1.4.2 Imitation

The fact that play is of such importance in the young learner’s development does 
not mean that the adult has no role in the learner’s life. Learners also learn through 
imitating others. Teachers should take an active part in organising the play and 
learning activities. Their input is important as it serves as a model for the learners. 
Plan activities and situations where the learner can copy you.

1.5  The teacher’s role in facilitating play and imitation
Opportunities for quality play and imitation that result in learning do not happen 
accidentally.  You should plan and take certain steps to make sure that these 
opportunities for play and imitation in your classroom are meaningful.

There are six main factors to remember for enhancing the quality of meaningful 
play and imitation in the Grade R classroom.

1.5.1 Plan for a variety of play opportunities

To achieve your teaching and learning goals, you will have to plan a variety of play 
activities so that learners can develop in many different areas. Not all activities will 
benefit all facets of the learner equally, but there should be opportunities to play in 
every activity.

Examples of play activities in the Grade R class include the following:

• Imaginative play. This gives learners opportunities to play in the fantasy area of 
the classroom according to the planned theme or topic.

• Building with blocks and other construction materials. Block play can be 
enriched with additional props to link the play to the preplanned theme.

• Manipulative play activities. These activities may include playing with clay, water 
and mud.

• Suitable games. These games are often called educational toys and they include 
games, such as memory games and colour, shape or number dominoes.

• Play apparatus for gross motor development. Opportunities to ride tricycles and 
later bicycles, and to play on outdoor climbing and hanging apparatus will all 
benefit gross motor development.

1.5.2 Safety is always important

Make sure that all play materials and equipment are in good condition because 
broken toys and apparatus can be dangerous. If there is a potentially dangerous 
situation, you must supervise at all times and explain the potential danger to  
the class.

NOTE
A topic is more 
comprehensive 
than a theme. 
‘Safety in and 
around the house 
and school’ is a 
topic under which 
you can plan 
various themes as 
needed for the 
specific lesson, such 
as ‘Fire’, ‘Water 
safety’ or ‘Safety in 
the house’.
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CLASSROOM TIPS

Safety in and out of the classroom is one of the Grade R topics for life skills. 
An example of an activity where you could teach this topic is when 
supervising the activity of using a candle to melt a wax crayon. It provides a 
unique visual experience for the Grade R learner but it is potentially 
dangerous and you must supervise this activity diligently.

1.5.3 Play takes place within certain rules

Meaningful play requires that there are rules in the classroom. These rules must be 
meaningful and developmentally appropriate for the Grade R learner. It is not 
aimed at dictating how to play or limiting the learners’ opportunities to explore in 
any way. While the rules aim to give the learners boundaries within which they 
can play freely, you remain the adult in charge of the play environment. Learners 
are free to choose what to play with and where they want to play but they are not 
free to do as they please in terms of behaviour.

1.5.4 Verbalise the learner’s play

Perhaps your most important role in ensuring that learners learn through play is to 
verbalise what is happening and to talk about the actions of the learners. Observe 
the spontaneous play in your class and when necessary ask questions about their 
play and then discuss it with your learners. In this way, the learners learn new 
words and concepts.

Playing with blocks can enhance the learner’s 
mathematical concepts in a fun way. You 
should facilitate by telling the learner that 
there are, for example, many blocks; he needs 
three more to complete the high tower or that 
the blocks are on top of each other. Without 
talking about the learner’s play, the learner 
will not learn these concepts in a concrete 
situation.

1.5.5 Give individual attention and emotional support

Some of the learners in your class still have to learn to play, especially with other 
learners. Your task is to help these learners. If a learner struggles with a particular 
activity, replace it with an easier alternative and support the learner as necessary 
during the activity.

NOTE

Discipline is 
discussed in more 
detail in the section 
on classroom 
planning in  
Chapter 2.

Figure 1.2 Playing with blocks
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1.5.6 Learners need information to play creatively

One of the first prerequisites for being creative is knowledge. Your task is to 
provide the learners with knowledge or information to enable them to play and 
act out content or information in a creative way.

Instead of making a model that learners copy during art activities, rather 
discuss ideas with them on how to make their own creations. Discuss the 
characteristics of the object, using concrete, real examples and not a 
model they have to copy. This gives learners an understanding of what 
they need to create. Then give the learners the opportunity to make their 
own visual artwork using the knowledge you have given them.

From the above, we know that the purpose of Grade R is the development of the 
whole young learner, taking their uniqueness into consideration. Therefore, you 
should use their natural way of learning, playing and imitating to reach your 
purpose. Without something to teach, there can be no teaching. You need content 
to be able to use play and imitation to help the young learner’s development and 
learning. This brings us to the third very important element in successful teaching 
in Grade R – content! 

  SECTION C: THE ‘WHAT’

1.6 Choosing content for Grade R 
Your task is to facilitate the learning of certain knowledge, skills, values and 
attitudes throughout the year using play and imitation as a means of teaching. As 
young learners are still learning basic skills and are still busy discovering the world 
around them, finding relevant content to teach is not difficult – it is all around us!

1.6.1 Using an integrated approach to present content

As the Grade R learner’s main way of learning is play and imitation, the content is 
not presented as separate subjects but as an integrated whole. To assist you to plan 
and present the content in a meaningful manner, it is presented as themes. We use 
themes to organise the learning content, rather than use separate subjects or study 
areas – in other words, we use an integrated approach. 

In Grade R, as for the rest of the Foundation Phase, the learning content can be 
divided into three subjects, languages, mathematics and life skills. However, we do 
not teach these subjects separately in Grade R, as this will be done in later grades. 
You will use themes, which include the various subjects, to plan activities. These 
activities are planned so that the learners can experience the themes in different 
ways. In other words, the subjects should be integrated in developmentally 
appropriate activities that are linked to a theme.

In Grade R, teaching and learning takes place in an integrated way throughout 
the school day. Using this approach, themes about the world around them, for 
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example, will provide a suitable method of teaching mathematics, languages and life 
skills (including beginning knowledge) in a way that makes sense to the learners. 

1.6.1.1 Why do we use an integrated approach?
Many teachers accept the idea of teaching learners under five in an integrated way, 
but they often feel that five- to eight-year-olds need to learn isolated skills in 
well-defined school subjects. This is a misconception about the way in which the 
learner in Grade R learns.

The Grade R learner still needs to:

• learn through real-life experiences

• use new knowledge in everyday situations, as ‘book knowledge’ is difficult for 
the Grade R learner to retain

• learn new knowledge by exploring it in different ways, for example, singing, 
talking about it and doing it

• experiment and become involved with the new information

• be interested in what they learn.

By using an integrated approach, we achieve all the above and the learner also 
experiences the school day (or week) as an integrated unit.

1.6.2 Selecting suitable themes for an integrated approach

There are themes and activities indicated in the National Curriculum and 
Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) (Department of Education, 2011) but you, as 
the teacher, still have the responsibility of making sure that they are relevant and 
suitable for the specific class. Having set themes has advantages, but also 
disadvantages, and Table 1.1 sets these out.

Table 1.1 Advantages and disadvantages of having set themes

Advantages Disadvantages

You know exactly where to start and what  
to do.

Prescribed themes do not necessarily meet the 
unique needs of a specific group.

It is easier to have consistency in the quality 
of education, as you have all the information 
you need to teach.

The themes cannot be changed if they prove to be 
unsuitable (i.e. themes are fixed).

It makes your task easier as you do not 
have to plan and work out relevant themes 
yourself.

There may be the impression that you are not seen 
as a trained professional, capable of developing 
suitable learning materials for your class.

Deciding what themes are suitable for Grade R is not an easy task. You should 
guard against teaching information to the learners simply because ‘it is what we 
usually teach’ or ‘I think it will be suitable’. Here are four main principles to help 
you choose suitable themes for Grade R.

Themes and activities must be:

• developmentally appropriate

• relevant and meaningful to your group
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• multicultural and unbiased

• fun and enjoyable.

Each of these principles can be used to ‘test’ the suitability of the themes and 
activities. All themes and activities must answer to all of the above principles. Each 
of these principles will now be discussed in more detail.

1.6.2.1 Developmentally appropriate themes
You must know the class well in order to choose themes and activities that relate to 
the learners’ abilities and backgrounds. Content should not be selected simply 
because the learners will need it in Grade 1, but rather because it fits with their 
current level of development (abilities) and interests. It is not only useless, but it is 
actually harmful to force learners to master work for which they are not yet 
physically, emotionally and psychologically ready.

This does not mean that the learners must only take part in easy activities. While 
it is important not to present activities that learners are not ready for, it is equally 
important to progress to more difficult themes and activities throughout the year. 

When we choose suitable themes and activities, we have to take the learners’ 
abilities and developmental level into account. This means that we help the group 
to learn and develop in ways that are compatible with their development and with 
who they are as individuals.

According to Morrison (2009), appropriate practices in teaching are:

• ‘developmentally appropriate’, which means that the learner is the starting point 
when a theme is developed. As a Grade R teacher, you should have a thorough 
knowledge of child development and on that you base all your decisions 
about content and how the content is presented. Therefore, learning must be 
meaningful to the learners and relevant to what they already know. Learners 
find things meaningful when they find them interesting.

• ‘individually appropriate’, which means that as the teacher, you will respond to 
differences between individual learners and therefore adapt the planned themes 
and activities to meet individual needs. Learners do not learn in the same way 
and are not always interested in learning the same things as everyone else. You 
must make the learning experience as individual to each year’s learner as much 
as possible.

• ‘culturally appropriate’, which means you need to respect the cultural and social 
contexts in which learners live so that the learning content is relevant to learners 
of other cultures. This means that you should include play materials, toys, books, 
pictures and posters that reflect this cultural diversity. 

Themes and activities are flexible so that they respond to the particular needs and 
interests of the learner. For example, if learners are playing outdoors and are 
suddenly distracted by a police helicopter flying overhead, you should make use of 
this teachable moment by concentrating on the new interest. Also allow learners to 
make meaningful choices about what they want to do. For example, learners 
should be allowed to choose which books they want to ‘read’ in the book area, or 
which fantasy apparatus they want to play with, as well as what they want to do 
outdoors. Make sure there are many varied and developmentally appropriate play 
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opportunities available every day. Learners should be physically and mentally active. 
They need to be actively involved in building, experimenting, investigating and 
working collaboratively with their peers. Learning should be based on real-life 
activities as opposed to relying only on workbooks and worksheet activities. 

1.6.2.2 Relevant and meaningful themes
The principle that themes and activities must be relevant and meaningful to your 
group is closely linked to the principle of developmental appropriateness. Themes 
must be relevant to the learners so that they can identify with the content. For 
example, a theme such as mealie farming will be very relevant for learners in a 
large mealie farming area like Bothaville, but less relevant for learners in a densely 
populated urban area like Hillbrow. However, this does not mean that learners in 
Mpumalanga cannot learn about the sea.

As mentioned earlier, the young learner is still discovering the world around 
them, therefore one of the best sources of relevant and meaningful themes is ‘the 
world around them’. Look at the world around the school and you will find 
various relevant sources for themes.

Table 1.2 Sources for suitable themes

Source Themes

The environment 
where the learner lives

The environment where the learner lives is a rich source of ideas for themes. For 
example, the local shop or police station and other places in the community.

Cultures and customs 
of the learners

By using themes such as ‘food that I enjoy’ and ‘special clothes for special days’, you 
can introduce the class to different cultures and customs. Here are some suggestions 
to show these:

• Ask caregivers from different cultural groups to send traditional dishes to school 
or to demonstrate to the group how to prepare a traditional dish.

• Let learners wear traditional clothes to school and let them tell the other learners 
when these are traditionally worn. Aim at developing respect between groups.

What is happening 
in the learners’ 
community?

Activities in the community can also be a source of themes. The cleaning of a river 
by a community, for example, can be used to introduce the theme: ‘We care for our 
environment’ (nature conservation).

The topics of the 
learners’ play

Use the topics from the learners’ play times as themes for your teaching. While it is 
true that you cannot rely on this as the source of themes, it will help you to keep 
your themes relevant for the learners.

The calendar Themes can be selected according to the time of year and activities that are 
associated with any particular season (for example, the harvesting of summer and 
winter fruits). Important days, such as Christmas and public holidays, such as Human 
Rights Day, can also be used as themes. Always keep your group in mind, especially 
when using religious holidays as a theme. Make sure that the holiday is relevant for 
all the learners. You can also use these days to teach the learners about the different 
cultural groups in our country.

1.6.2.3 Multicultural themes that embrace diversity
Culture refers to the system of shared values that a group of people have developed 
regarding the way they live. Multicultural education should begin with the 
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learner’s earliest experiences at school. It is your task to make sure that the learner’s 
experiences are positive and to help form a positive attitude towards their own and 
other cultures.

This means that themes selected for Grade R must be representative of all the 
different groups in the class and in South Africa. Multicultural education must:

• teach learners to recognise and value the differences between people

• stress the similarities between cultures

• develop greater understanding of different cultures.

Ensure that the teaching and learning resources embrace diversity by:

• selecting storybooks that include all groups of people. Also ensure that no book 
contains stereotypes of any cultural, age or gender group.

• using photographs and posters in the classroom that represent the diversity of 
people in the country. Games and other manipulative materials should be 
selected with the aim of including non-stereotyped characters and scenes. If you 
are unable to buy materials that reflect an unbiased approach, create your own.

Books can be a rich source of unbiased material. Before buying a new book, think 
about what you want to achieve with it. Include books on non-traditional families, 
different cultures, habits and languages. The emphasis should be on the diversity of 
people, while simultaneously showing learners that they can relate to people of 
different cultures. If your school cannot afford to buy books, try to find articles in 
newspapers or magazines that illustrate what you want to teach. 

Figure 1.3 Books are a good source of unbiased material.

For multicultural education to be successful, it must be a part of every school day. 
Learners will learn from your attitude and behaviour, and therefore it is important 
that you respect all groups and understand something about their customs.

1.6.2.4 Fun themes
One of the most important principles when choosing a suitable theme is to ensure 
that the theme is fun. If the learners do not enjoy what you want to teach them 
they will not learn from it. Try to be creative when you choose a theme.

NOTE

Not all people from 
the same cultural, 
gender, age or 
ability group are the 
same. Do not treat 
them as if they are 
– this is called 
stereotyping. Teach 
the learners that 
while people are 
different, they are 
also the same. For 
example, we all live 
in some form of a 
shelter, wear clothes 
and eat food, but 
our shelters 
(houses), clothes 
and food may differ 
as a result of 
cultural differences.
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CLASSROOM TIPS

When choosing suitable themes for Grade R learners, you have to take the 
young learner’s behaviour into consideration. Beware of themes like ‘healthy 
food’. Rather choose a theme such as ‘Food I love best!’  You can include a 
discussion on healthy food, and still capture the learners’ attention. 

Young learners:

• are egocentric (see themselves as the most important people in the world)

• learn best when they use all their senses and are actively involved

• experience the world around them as a whole.

Keeping these characteristics in mind, you should:

• regard the learner as your starting point when choosing suitable themes

• present a theme by linking most (but not all) activities presented during the 
week to that theme

• use themes that are fun, if they are to make an impact

• use the fantasy area in the class to create a make-believe hospital, home or post 
office 

• make use of a whole class activity, such as a traditional meal or celebration

• build a model in which all the learners participate.

1.7 How to plan for an integrated approach
The following steps may help you to plan for an integrated approach in Grade R. 
These steps merely serve as a guide.

Step 1: Identify the purpose of your teaching and what learning must take place
Identify what learning outcomes that you want to achieve with the theme. 
Remember the theme itself is very seldom the outcome – you use the theme as a 
vehicle to reach certain outcomes that you want to achieve.

Step 2: Decide on a suitable theme for your class
We have already discussed guidelines for choosing a suitable theme. Choose a 
relevant and meaningful theme that will help the learners to achieve the purpose 
of the teaching and learning effort.

Step 3: Do research about the theme
Learn as much about the theme as you can. For example, explore the environment 
of the learners in your group so that you can link the theme to their own world 
and experiences effectively. Visit places linked to the theme and read up about the 
theme. Make sure that you know enough about the theme to explain it in simple 
terms and answer learners’ questions about it. At this stage it is useful to draw a 
theme map, which is also called a spider web. This is a diagram of all the related 
information that you have identified in your research of the theme. Start with the 
theme in the centre and then expand on all the relevant information.
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Step 4: Consider questions your class may ask
When you plan a theme, try to identify possible questions that your class will ask. 
This is a very important step – make sure that you have sufficient knowledge to 
give correct information. There is nothing worse than teaching learners incorrect 
information!

Identify possible questions that will help you identify the key concepts of the 
theme, as well as prepare for the next step – selecting activities.

Step 5: Select appropriate activities
By using a theme map, questions and the key concepts you have identified, you can 
start to plan suitable activities. Select activities that will answer the questions you 
have identified. To ensure that you have a balance of activities, your planning 
should include the correct balance of different traditional subjects. This theme map 
then becomes a curriculum web.

Step 6: Gather all the necessary teaching and learning resources
Learning about the theme must be an active investigation for the learners. Provide 
them with a variety of teaching and learning resources to stimulate questions and 
discussions.

Collect and plan the following resources:

• appropriate trips and visits – if relevant (Ask a person from the community to 
come and talk to the Grade Rs.) 

• a walk around the school during change of season offers various learning 
opportunities

• props for play in the fantasy area

• accessories to add to the block play area

• suitable books to add to the emergent reading area (book area) and science area 

• suitable activities and presentations for the mathematics and science area

• posters for the science area or table

• recipes for food experiences (if relevant)

• pictures to use in group discussions (Make use of pictures in magazines.)

• suitable stories, poems and rhymes to read and teach to your class.

It is important to make sure that the resources represent all cultural groups; not 
stereotyping age, gender or culture.

Step 7: Plan a concluding activity that brings all the learning together
It is a good teaching strategy to end a theme with an activity where the whole 
group takes part in a group activity. The reason is that it helps to develop the young 
learners’ ability to work in a group and enhance their social development. 

This activity could be, for example:

• painting or drawing a mural

• making a class book on the themes

• working together on a project, such as building a village/town in the classroom 
with waste materials
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• setting up the fantasy area as a hospital, shop, hairdresser, restaurant by making 
relevant props during the week.

Step 8: Assess the success of the theme
Assess whether your group achieved the purpose of the teaching and learning 
effort. Also assess whether the theme was developmentally appropriate, multi- 
cultural, relevant, meaningful and enjoyable for your learners. You can assess the 
success of the theme by listening to the learners’ conversations during activities. 
Samples of the learners’ artwork can also be used to assess what they understood of 
the theme. All this information will be useful for improving the theme when you 
repeat it at a later time.

CLASSROOM TIPS

A general guide for deciding how long a theme should be used for is no 
shorter than a week and no longer than three weeks. This rule is not fixed 
and it will depend on how long the theme can hold the learners’ interest. It 
is better to end a theme too soon than to continue when interest has faded. 

1.8 Conclusion
In this chapter, we discussed the ‘why’ (purpose); ‘how’ (play and imitation) and 
‘what’ (content) of Grade R. Chapter 1 is the foundation for the chapters that 
follow, and you may have to refer back to the ‘why’, ‘how’ and ‘what’ of Grade R 
teaching and learning as you progress through the rest of the chapters. 

Hopefully all you have learned in this chapter will enable you to answer the 
questions that prospective Grade R parents may ask, and will remind you of the 
important part you, the teacher, play in Grade R teaching.

  REFLECTION

1. Can you remember the scenario at the beginning of Chapter 1? Read it again 
and write an answer in a letter format to tell your friend.
a) What is the reason and purpose of Grade R?
b) Why is play is so important?
c) What do we teach the young learner?

2. Indicate, in a table format, the differences between ‘school readiness’ and 
‘learning readiness’.

3. As play is an important way of learning and teaching in Grade R, the teacher 
has a very limited role? Do you agree or disagree with the statement? Discuss 
and substantiate your answer. 

4. The head of the Foundation Phase would like you to include a theme 
‘Democracy’ as the learners need to know why we vote every four years. Using 
the principles when selecting suitable themes, indicate why the theme is 
suitable or not suitable for Grade R learners.

NOTE

Plan for 
spontaneous play 
opportunities too 
because young 
learners must have 
time to express 
what they have 
experienced 
through play.
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