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ABSTRACT: Causes of reading difficulties in English as a second language have been a subject of discussion 

for a long time because of the interest it generates. Research has shown that mother tongue, to some extent, 

interferes with learning a second language. This study investigated the causes of reading difficulties in English 

as a second language at a school in the Katima Mulilo Circuit. The objectives of the study were to identify 

causes of reading difficulties in English as a second language among Grade 4 learners at a school in the 

Katima Mulilo Circuit and to find out how their reading ability in their home language influences their reading 

in English as a second language. The study employed a qualitative design because of the nature of the topic, 

i.e. to understand the causes of reading difficulties in English as a second language. Data was purposefully 

selected using interviews as a data collection instrument. The study revealed that the teacher-learner ratio at 

the school is higher than the one prescribed by the Ministry of Education. This has a negative impact on 

teaching and learning. Another finding of the study is that there is no relationship between learners’ reading 

abilities in mother tongue and the acquisition of reading abilities in English as a second language.Pre-primary 

education did not lay a strong foundation for these learners as they and teaching aids. The lack of facilities 

such as libraries, computers laboratories as well as textbooks, and posters were also mentioned as causes of 

the reading difficulties experienced by learners.  

 

KEYWORDS: Reading difficulties, Pre-Primary Education, Teaching Aids, Katima Mulilo Circuit, English 

as a Second Language 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Reading is defined as a number of interactive processes between the reader and the text, in which the reader 

uses their knowledge to interpret something that is written or printed (Hornby, 2005). Depending on the 

purpose of reading, different people read from different sources. Linderholm, (2006) observed that school 

learners and university students read from textbooks with the aim to memorize and hopefully capture 

substantial information to pass and proceed to the next grade. This kind of reading is different from the kind 

in which these same learners and students read a newspaper or a novel (Linderholm, 2006).  Reading is 

undertaken very differently depending on the reader’s purpose for reading. Readers have been shown to 

display different interpretation which influences what is remembered from a text as a function of their purpose 

of reading. Most students fail to change their thinking to meet specific educational goals of the texts they read. 

These students are therefore able to memorize the material thus struggle when required to generalize the 
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captured information to fit new situations to which the same information might fit and be of greater used (van 

Den Broek at al., 2001).  

 

The inability and lack of skills to read and write English as a Second Language have been previously 

documented in Namibia. In 2011 it was discovered that a staggering 98% of Namibian teachers could not read 

nor write English well enough. This came to light after a report was compiled following an English language 

proficiency test which was written by all Namibian teachers. The report showed strong evidence that the low 

performance of teachers and other educators overall has a negative impact on learners’ performance in English 

(Kisting, 2011). The poor performance from teachers coincided with disappointing results from the Grade 7 

learners’ standardised achievement test for the same year. According to Sasman (2011), the standardised 

achievement test for grade 7s showed an overwhelmingly poor performance in English and the science 

subjects.  

 

The study took place at an unnamed school in Katima Mulilo Circuit in the Zambezi Region. The region is 

home to more than 5 different tribal groups namely the Subia, Yeyi, Mafwe, San, Totela, and Mbukushu. 

Despite the diversity in mother tongues, the region adopted the Lozi language from Zambia as a common 

medium of communication (The Cardboard Box, 2015). Silozi was then incorporated into the learning sphere 

and was implemented and taught in schools as a first language. Even without proof, it might be easy to come 

to an agreement that these learners are not as much challenged reading their mother tongue. The same cannot 

be said about their abilities to read English. The researchers observed that Grade 4 learners at the school of 

concern could not read English Second Language properly. The study was therefore motivated by this 

identified challenge; thus the researchers embarked on the study to establish the causes of reading difficulties 

among Grade 4 learners at the school of concern.  

 

Problem Statement 

The importance of acquiring the skill to read and write in English as a second language cannot be 

overemphasized. English is a globally recognized and used language thus making it essential for the success 

in globally English dominated the business world (Gene & Bada, 2010). The purpose of this study was to 

investigate the causes of reading difficulties in English as a second Language among Grade 4 learners at a 

school in Zambezi Region. The study was set to explore any other factors which may lead to this problem as 

well as ways in which these problems can be addressed. 

 

Objectives of the Study 

The following is the objective of the study: 

 To identify the causes of reading difficulties among Grade 4 learners of English Second Language. 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

According to Nehafo (2011), big class sizes make it difficult for teachers to give sufficient attention required 

to ensure the learners develop their ability to read and write properly. Nehafo (2011) further discovered that 

there is a great shortage of reading materials as well access to well-equipped library facility to afford learners 

access to a variety of books to read from. The report from the study states that irregular giving of homework 

by teachers accompanied by lack and poor parental supervision of learners’ home works inhabits the 
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development of fluent reading abilities of learners. The basis for the proper reading of English starts from 

kindergarten, thus the researchers argues that the majority of study subjects did not get proper kindergarten 

education (Nehafo, 2011). 

 

A similar study undertaken by Mule (2012) in Okongo circuit in Ohangwena Region of Namibia discovered 

that the inability to read in English second language was attributed to the lack of reading materials available 

to the learners. The researchers cited the absence of posters containing, textbooks and as some of the factors 

that inhibit the participation of learners in class thus limiting their learning (Mule, 2012). Mule (2012) further 

argues that the Grade 4 syllabus dictates that posters are very important tools in learning among primary 

learners, therefore, the barren wall do not in any way promote the learning.  

 

From pre-grade learners through to university students learning the English language, the ability to read in 

English is the most important skill to acquire (Alsamadani, 2011). The ability to read provides pleasure to the 

listeners and readers as well as serving as an escape from daily problems. The ability to read properly without 

hiccups and with proper understanding helps English Language Learners (ELL) develop and build important 

vocabulary needed to succeed in school (Asamadani, 2011). The mental ability to read and comprehend what 

is being read in English has a major effect on knowing what the specific passage means. Crystal (2003) states 

that although English may not be the most spoken language in the world, a large number of countries has 

adopted it as an official language. He further states that English is a dominant business language and therefore 

it has become very important for people around the globe to be able to speak and read English. The importance 

of learning English cannot be understated as most of the countries around the globe have adopted the language 

to be taught in schools and most of the world’s top book publishers produce their books in English therefore 

learning English allows the reader access to global information. Although learning English can be challenging, 

frustrating and time-consuming, it is a very valuable language to learn as it creates many opportunities for 

those that have the ability to read and write.  

 

The Urban Trust of Namibia (UTN) held a consultative workshop on linguistic challenges. From the workshop, 

it was found that there is a lack of clear policies to translate into actions which leads to poor educational results 

in Namibia. Taking the above mentioned into considerations, this study aims to investigate causes of reading 

difficulties in English Second Language among grade 4 learners at a school in Zambezi region (Harris, 2011).  

 

According to Harris (2011), the lack of clear policy that is translated into actions is one of the factors 

contributing to poor education results in Namibia (Harris 2011). He further argues that in relation to other 

countries in East and Southern Africa, Namibia performs poorly in literacy and this has been attributed to 

linguistic challenges related to the implementation of language policy for schools. The Ministry of Basic 

Education Sports and Culture (MBESC) Language Policy for schools in Namibia for 2003 states that lower 

primary phase (grade 1-3) is taught through their mother tongue or predominant local language. The study by 

Harris (2011) reports that there has been resistance to fully implement the policy from political leaders, 

educational managers, school boards and some parents who believes that English is the key.  

According to the Language Policy (2003) for schools in Namibia, the Ministry of Basic Education Sports and 

Culture (MBESC) requires that lower primary phase (grade 1-3) is taught through their mother tongue or 

predominant local language (MBESC Language Policy for Schools in Namibia, 2003). The majority of 

learners are equipped with the required abilities to be able to read and write excellently in their mother tongue 

by the end of the phase. Furthermore, he maintains that during this phase, the development of reading and 
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writing skills in English is encouraged although it is not made a priority as in the case of the dominant local 

language.  

 

There seem to be many causes related to reading difficulties. Some researchers identify neurological factors 

to cause reading difficulties while others say it is caused by environmental factors. Discussions have been held 

to find out whether reading difficulties may be caused by psychological or neurological factors (Maruyama, 

2007). The causes of reading difficulty are very hard to point out.  

 

According to Maruyama (2007), there are three thoughts that support neurological factors to cause reading 

difficulties. There are the following; disorientation and disorganisation of visual patterns. Mando (2008) 

argues that reading difficulties are mainly caused by failure to gain skills in alphabetical coding. Ojanen (2007) 

declares that reading difficulties can be caused by poor teaching methods, teachers have to work hard in 

teaching literacy skills so that learners would become good readers. One factor which may also contribute to 

reading difficult is the environmental factor which consists of the school and home environment. It will be 

very difficult for a child to have interest in reading if she/he is not motivated at home or school. Furthermore, 

teachers also have their own causes or ideas of what causes reading difficulties. 

 

According to Paananen (2009), the home environment plays a role in learner’s reading ability; this can 

positively or negatively affect the child. In the home environment there are many issues which may cause a 

child to have reading difficulties. These comprise of; mother tongue interference, reading materials, lack of 

textbooks and lack of motivation. The parents’ reading level and poverty e.g. lack of proper furniture for 

studies, poor nutrition, lack of support by parents or guardians, and the community at large.  

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 
The framework for this study is Early English Language Development (E-ELD) Standards grounded in 

Vygotsky’s theory of cognitive and linguistic development. The E-ELD embraces Vygotsky’s theory which 

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

can be “led” appropriately mediated instruction (Berker & Winsler, 1995). Vygotsky’s theory is best 

understood within the cultural, social, and historical contexts in which it occurs (as cited in Berker & Winsler, 

1995). The paradigm for early second language acquisition limits children’s use of the home language to the 

earliest stage of second language acquisition. While children will indeed rely on their home language before 

the cognitive leap of figuring out that a language different than their own is being spoken, it is not the only 

time during in which the English acquisition process that they will use this important linguistic resource 

(Tabor, 2008). Research has demonstrated that bilingual children continuously use their home language to 

negotiate and construct meaning throughout the English language acquisition process (Beeman 7 Urow, 2013. 

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 
Research design 

A research design is defined as a detailed plan drawn by the researchers which shows how the different 

components of the study shall be integrated in a coherent and logical way with the primary purpose of 

addressing the research question effectively. The components include a plan for the collection of data, 
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measurement and analysis of data (University of South California, 2017). This section, therefore, discusses 

the methodology that was used to carry out the study. It discusses aspects such as the research design, 

population, sample and sample procedures, data collection instruments and procedure undertaken in analysing 

the data.  

The qualitative approach was preferred because it was considered to provide detailed information as to why a 

certain group of people act or behave in a certain way and how they feel about their actions. Qualitative method 

is said to have a goal of generating new avenues for perceiving the collected data (Atieno, 2009). Employing 

a qualitative method enables the researchers to know how people make sense of their lives and experiences. 

The fact that the researchers physically go to the people and gets the information first hand in the natural 

setting is an added advantage to the research (Atieno, 2009). The data can be simplified making it more 

understandable without destroying the complexity and content (Atiero, 2009).  

 
Population 

A population is defined as a group of individuals or items that share similar features from which data can be 

gathered and analysed (Investor Words, 2017). The study population was teachers who taught English as a 

second language to the Grade 4 learners. Although learners are the ones directly affected by the problem of 

not being able to read English, the data for the research was only collected through interviews with teachers. 

The school had a population of 208 Grade four (4) learners in total.  

 
Sample and sampling procedures 

Six (6) Grade 4 English teachers served as the sample. They were selected because they were teaching those 

learners who have reading difficulties. They are information-rich because of their positions as English teachers 

at the said school as they experience these difficulties on a daily basis. The teachers were interviewed to 

establish and identify the main causes of reading difficulties among Grade 4 learners.  

 
Data collection 

Data was collected by means of one-on-one interviews with the teachers. An interview is a conversation in 

which one person referred to as an interviewer asks questions while the other person referred to as interviewee 

responds to the asked questions (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994). The researchers conducted one on one 

interviews with the teachers. The main aim of the interviews within the research agenda was to establish and 

identify the causes of reading difficulties in English Second Language. Maykut and Morehouse (1994) points 

out that it is very important to provide the opportunity for a detailed dialogue between the interviewer and the 

interviewee which goes deeper into discussions that engages their thoughts and feelings completely. The 

respondents were interviewed in English and were therefore assured that their identities were not going to be 

revealed in the interview. To ensure that the interview was not interrupted and cut-off halfway, the respondent 

was asked to turn off their phones and were assured that the interview was not going to be long. The researchers 

noted down the main points as the interviewee responded. Follow up questions were asked to further 

understand and capture the main points being conveyed by the respondent. To ensure the main ideas can still 

be connected to form up the main story, the researchers wrote the detailed response immediately after the 

interview while the information was still fresh and remembered.  

 

In ensuring that all the possibilities available information was captured during an interview, the interview was 

structured in such a way that they are conducted for period not less than 5 minutes and not more than 15 
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minutes. This allowed the interviewees the freedom to communicate freely and enough time to recall in case 

some aspects were overlooked during the questioning phase. The questioning did not rely heavily on the set 

questions but was open to other inputs deemed of value to meeting the objectives of the study.  

 
DATA ANALYSIS 

 

According to Struwig and Stead (2001), good analysis of data requires proper understanding of the gathered 

data. The researchers devoted time to read texts and listened to recorded interviews repeatedly and noted down 

important information from texts which proved useful during the report compilation process. Struwig and 

Stead (2001) further explains that before beginning with any analysis, the data needs to be checked for quality 

therefore on this note the researchers invested time in analysing data to establish whether the collected data 

met the objectives of the proposed study. From the interview question list, the questions in line with the 

objectives of the study were identified and noted. This was done to avoid spending so much time on 

information which might not be of much importance to solving the research problem. The data were analysed 

by drawing up descriptive understanding of the identified patterns from data collected through interviews. The 

findings were described with the purpose of making the findings meaningful and in line with meeting the 

objectives of the study. The descriptions are detailed and encompass all the important aspects gathered from 

the respondents.    

 
PRESENTATION OF RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

This chapter presents and discusses the findings of this research project as obtained from the teachers who 

were interviewed.  

 
The causes of reading difficulties among grade 4 learners in English Second Language 
The teachers who were interviewed revealed that there are too many learners in the Grade 4 classes at the 

school. Each class had 52 learners contrary to the 40 learners per teachers as prescribed by the Ministry of 

Education. They pointed out that this number is high and as such inhibits their ability to give proper attention 

to each learner. The findings are consistent with current literature on the topic of investigation. For example, 

Kambunga (2013) argues that a teacher is an important tool who brings quality improvement in the process of 

teaching and learning. These improvements are therefore achieved maximally in environments which are 

enabling and supportive thus offering learners and teachers the opportunity to actively engage in a learning 

process to ensure continued development and growth. The Ministry of Education (2010) maintains that for the 

successful implementation of the National Curriculum for Basic Education (NCBE) there is a need to have a 

manageable level of learner-teacher ratio. The Education Management System of the MoE (2012) stated that 

the recommended learner-teacher ratio and class size for primary schools in Namibia is 40 learners per teacher 

and 40 learners per class respectively. The learners-teacher ratio that exists at the school of concern is higher 

than the recommended ration. The researchers is in agreement with the finding from the study conducted by 

Kambuga (2013) which found that there interaction between teacher and learners in overcrowded classes 

negatively affected by the congestion which results in restricted spaces and restricted movement of the teacher. 

Bronzak (2017) states that properly managed learner-teacher ratio enable the teacher to provide each learner 

with enough attention required to increase their academic development and enhance their learning. Bronzak 
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(2013) further argues that reduced learner-teacher ratio works effectively in pre-primary phase as the pupil at 

this level requires much-needed attention to build a strong foundation in maths as well as the development of 

abilities to read.  The overcrowded classes do not encourage participation from all the learners as the shy and 

low confident learners tends to hide and avoid participation which results in poor academic achievement 

(Bronzak, 2013). 

  
The teachers also indicated that the pre-primary phase was not well established and it is also accompanied by 

the lack of qualified teachers and teaching aids. They pointed out the lack of facilities such as library and 

computer labs. The teacher further said that the school was affected by the lack of learning materials such as 

textbooks and posters.  

 

The National Curriculum for Basic Education in Namibia emphasises that in order to achieve successful 

implementation of the curriculum, teachers need to be equipped with teaching aids and all the materials 

required to ensure effective learning and development of required skills to learners (MoE, 2010). The 

researchers observed that the school has a shortage of teaching and learning materials such as textbooks, 

computers and screen or projectors. Textbooks are used as a very important teaching tool and instructional aid 

which are needed in ensuring transmission of knowledge and success at schools (Unesco, 1989). The shortage 

of textbooks can be attributed to the abnormally large class size. The NCBE in Namibia states that the learners 

to teacher ratio are 40:1 while the recommended class size ranges between 35 and 40 (MoE, 2012). The grade 

4 classes at the school of concern are stocked with learners more than the school resources can support thus 

leading the shortage. These high number of the pupil enrolled in the grade 4 learners thus induce strain on the 

already limited resources therefore negatively impacting the development of learners. 

 
HOW MOTHER TONGUE AFFECT THE ACQUISITION OF ENGLISH LANGUAGE 

The teachers said from what they observed from their learners during their teaching days, the ability to read 

in mother tongue does not in any way assist learners in the acquisition of the abilities to read in English.  

 

Mother tongue can be simply defined as the language spoken by the child’s mother that the child acquires as 

their first language. From the interview with the teachers, it was observed that the teachers maintained that no 

relationship exists between being able to read properly in mother tongue and acquisition of the ability to read 

English. The English language teachers argued that some learners are well established in their mother tongue 

but struggle much when it comes to reading in English. The findings of this study go hand in hand with the 

study conducted by Van Wyk and Mostert (2016) which found that being well educated in mother tongue or 

not being educated has no influence on the development of a child’s abilities to read properly in English. 

However, Van Wyk and Monstert (2016) argues that it is important for a learner to learn how to read in their 

mother tongue before they can be introduced to second language (English) because the ability developed in 

the mother tongue can become handy while developing similar skill in English.  

 

IMPLICATIONS TO RESEARCH AND PRACTICE  

According to Van Wyk and Monstert, (2016), there isn’t any guarantee that since learners are able to read well 

in their mother tongue that they may as well read quite well in English as a second language. However, these 

learners should be encouraged to continue practising reading as at some point the ability they developed during 

mother tongue may automatically become handy while trying to acquire a similar skill in English (ibid). More 

so, they should be encouraged to overcome this challenge because they need English as a national language in 
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Namibia. The classroom environment at the school also discourages participation as they are too overcrowded 

in classrooms resulting in some shy learners not participating. 

 
CONCLUSION  

 
The aim of the study was to identify the causes of reading difficulties in English Second Language among 

Grade 4 learners at the selected school. The research concluded that high enrolment at the school caused 

reading difficulties among grade four leaners. The researchers concluded that having more learners in one 

class than recommended, leads to the reduced attention given towards learning and the development of every 

learner and therefore, causes reading difficulties. The researchers further concluded that the shortage of 

learning materials such as textbooks as well as the lack of library facility causes reading difficulties among 

Grade 4  

 

Arising from the findings of the research, the following recommendations were made:  

 

a) The researchers recommend that the school where the research was done should implement the teacher: 

learner ratio as per the policy of the Ministry of Education. The class enrolment needs to be reduced to the 

recommended number of 35-40 as per class in accordance with the National Curriculum for Basic Education. 

An additional classroom could be added to take care of the extra learners if there is no other school near-by. 

b) The researchers recommend also that parents share the responsibility of ensuring successful learning 

process of their leaners. In this regard it is recommended that parents should buy textbooks for their children 

to curb the shortage of textbooks and other related learning materials.  

c) The researchers further recommends that schools should create awareness either on local radio or by 

calling meetings to sensitize the importance of kindergarten to a child’s academic development. The 

researchers recommends that parents be educated on this aspect and be encouraged to bring their children to 

school at a younger age to encourage their development of abilities to read and write.  

 

Future Research  

Based on the findings from this study, we recommend future studies in this area particularly on: The causes of 

reading difficulties in English 2nd language in grade 4 at many schools in Katima Mulilo Circuit. This will 

give the Directorate of Education an overview of these challenges in the whole region and he can then take 

prompt remedial action. More research could be conducted on the feasibilities of using English as a medium 

of instruction beginning from Grade one. If this is solved, then the grade five to seven, will be able to read for 

themselves with ease in English. 
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