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Abstract 

Literacy development is needed by every Nigerian child to function well in 
the society. The child needs to be guide, encouraged and motivated to acquire 
this. Unfortunately, the rural Nigerian child is handicap in this direction. 
This paper assesses the challenge and situation in the rural areas as it affects 
literacy development in children. The paper also suggests ways children in 
these areas could be assisted to overcome such challenges 
 
 
Literacy in this context is limited to the ability to listen, speak, read and write. 

Children use language to communicate for various purposes: to request, control, 
comment, reject, express emotion, gain attention, and acquire information, among 
others. Oral language development is a necessity for early literacy development.  
Epirinosa, (2010) stated that oral language skills include the following abilities: 
To listen and comprehend spoken language, 
To use language to communicate with others, 
To use age-appropriate vocabulary and grammar, 
To hear and distinguish the sounds of language (any language).  
 All these constitute oral language skills and development needed by every child as a 
panacea for literacy development. 

The learning of English language is a necessity for every Nigerian child, it is 
important to the child just like the acquisition of the first language.  After the first 
language acquisition which the child utilizes for easy communication and socialization 
in the immediate environment, the child needs the English language to participate 
effectively in school and in the larger society.  The mode of learning the English 
language is significantly different from the mode of acquiring the first language.   
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English language learning is demanding, it entails effort, commitment, and 
training; whereas first language acquisition occurs effortlessly, it comes naturally.  The 
environment in the rural areas is not conducive for literacy development.  The parents 
hand over the training of their children to teachers some of who are not trained.  The 
children here are not helped, encouraged or motivated by their parents since the 
parents are preoccupied with the responsibility of providing food for the family.  Many 
of these children have no access to literacy materials like picture books, story books 
and language games.  Where some of the children have these materials, nobody is 
available to guide and assist them to learn from them.  The reason is not far fetched – 
the socio-economic status of parents in the rural area. 

Researches conducted nationally and internationally have shown the influence 
of socio-economic and educational disadvantage on developmental outcomes for 
children.  Evidences abound to link such disadvantage with an increased risk of low 
levels of literacy attainment (Free body and Ludwig, 1997; Hill, comber, Louden, 
Rivalland and Reid 1998, Burs, Griffin, and snow, 1999; Koplan and Walpole, 2005), 
this later results in low self-esteem, delinquency and unemployment among others. 

The early years of life are very important to children.  It is at this time that the 
social and emotional interconnections that give children the power and strength to 
withstand challenges in later life are established.  According to scientists, the 
development and growth of a child’s brain is highly dependent upon the child’s 
experiences (his environment) (shore, 1997, McCain and Mustard 1999).  Therefore, 
the child’s environment has a significant impact on his learning abilities.  Since 
children learn through observation, the activities in the environment act as catalysts 
that spur and provoke learning.  The environment determines the activity type children 
are likely to engage in, the tasks demanded from them, the participants in the tasks and 
of course the expected outcomes.  These activities are full of learning experiences.  
The learning outcomes will vary according to the activity settings, local practices, 
values and the opportunities they are provided to engage with language and literacy.  
However, where such activities are absent, learning should not be expected. 
 
The Situation in Rural Area 

In Nigeria, it is sad to note that children from the rural areas are faced with the 
challenge of low literacy.  The children are disadvantaged educationally, 
economically, medically and socially.  Children who do not have the needed care 
cannot learn.  If they are sick, hungry, and lack the basic learning materials, they find it 
difficult to even interact with others.  On the other hand, children who are well 
nourished and who live in homes and communities where they are properly cared for 
are most likely to become competent readers following the introduction of formal 
instruction on school entry (National Research Council, 1998).  Children’s first 
learning experiences are primarily in the home, and that it is developmental in nature 
(Zulzby, 1985, 1994bb; Zulzby and Teale, 1991).  During this period, literacy centres 
more on relationships and such relationships begin with children and their parents, 
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helpers and family members talking together, singing, reading, playing, and observing 
the world around them (Speeding, s. Markin, L. and Whiteman p. 2007).   

For a child to have a good start in English language learning, the environment 
he is in should give him opportunity to speak the language, listen to others around him, 
and have access to visual literacies such as viewing and drawing.  These things are 
conspicuously absent in the rural areas.  English language learning is enhanced by the 
frequency with which children are formally and informally exposed to language and 
literacy in the home, school, and community.   

Children who rarely have access to learning materials like picture books and 
other reading materials, whose parents do not encourage them through parent – child 
shared story book reading experiences have more difficulty learning and acquiring  the 
English language compared to children with more frequent literacy opportunities (Raz 
and Byant, 1990; Wells, 1995).  Many studies have indicated the effectiveness of 
shared book reading to early language and literacy development for all children 
including those with language and hearing impairment (Eg. Aram, Most and Mayafit, 
2006; Roudreau, 2005; Ruachew, 2006; Staddler and McEvoy, 2003).  Unfortunately, 
the rural children do not have such opportunity.   
 
Socio-Economic Status of Children in the Rural Area and Its Effect on Literacy 
Development 

Children from the rural area are predominantly of low socio-economic 
backgrounds.  These children have little or no exposure to oral or written English.  
Most of the parents here do not use the English language, neither do their siblings.  
Comparatively, children from the urban area acquire the English language faster and 
better than those from the rural area.  One reason for this difference is that children 
from the urban areas are provided with many learning materials and this is usually 
backed up with parents’ encouragement and motivation. 

This is not the case with the rural children. The rural children lack the basic 
learning materials, they are neither motivated nor cared for; rather, these children are 
forced to be co-bread winners for the family. Therefore, the capacities for English 
language learning in the two groups cannot be the same. For instance, Dickson and 
Snow (1987) compared the performance of young children form low and middle SES 
(socio-economic status) households on a series of written language awareness tasks, 
finding that middle SES children performed significantly better than low SES children 
on measures of print production, book reading concepts, and environmental print 
decoding. 

Also, children’s performance on measures of phonological awareness has 
consistently been shown to be influenced by SES (e.g. Chaney, 1994, Nitrover, 1996) 
with low SES children performing poorly in comparison to their more advantaged 
peers.  However, in a meta-analysis of over 200 studies, white (cited in Van Kleeck, 
1990) found that it was not SES that contributed most directly to reading achievement, 
but other family and community characteristics such as: 
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academic guidance 
attitude toward education 
language used and opportunities  for interaction 
Availability of reading and writing materials. 
The presence or absence of literacy activities evidenced by older models. 
parents expectations for their children 
Cultural activities. 
All these characteristics may not be important to either the parents or the children from 
low SES backgrounds most of who are from the rural areas. 
 
Literacy:  A Social Practice 

Currently, literacy has been defined not only as a cognitive skill, but also as a 
social practice manifested in many different ways (Cainey, 1995; Luke 1993; 
Matthews and Cobb, 2005). 
Literacy is, in essence, a set of cultural practices situated in socio-cultural contexts 
defined by members of a group through their actions with, through and about language 
(Cainey, 2002).  Literacy is linked with historical, political, economic and social 
circumstances and is affected by such factors as occupation, class, gender, race and 
age.  Most times the level of literacy attainment is influenced by environmental 
factors.  The families and communities need to understand and also appreciate what it 
means to be literate.  

Creekie, Camborne and Camphell (1999) while describing learning , including 
learning to be literate as social, collaborative and cultural, put forward seven principles 
of literacy development as follows: 
Learning is often a mutual accomplishment 
children learn through guided participation 
Children profit from the support of more competent people. 
Effective instruction is contingent instruction. 
it is not interaction itself but the quality of the interaction that contributes to better 
learning  
language is the means through which self-regulation of learning behaviour develops 
Learning depends upon the negotiation of meaning. 

Therefore, it is important that we move from an adult – directed model of 
learning in which adults (experts) transmit knowledge to learners, to a ‘community of 
learners’ model in which experts and novices are jointly involved in learning 
experiences. 

Different contexts (or settings) facilitate different communicative functions 
and different interactions.  For instance, an investigation of home literacy environment 
and phonological awareness revealed direct and indirect relationships between some 
aspects of the home environment and phonological awareness (Foy and Mann, 2003). 
Certain factors of the home environment may influence literacy activities in various 
ways.  For example, family size, mother’s educational level, home writing and parental 
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assessment of their children’s skills have been shown to be predictive of writing 
competence in 4 to 7 year olds (Dunsmuir and Blatchford, 2004). Likewise, other 
home literacy experiences such as frequency of storybook reading enhances reading 
competencies of young children.   
 
What Constitutes a Literary Rich Environment 

A literacy rich environment is considered not only quantitatively but 
qualitatively.  Foy and Mann, (2003) present three related aspects of the home 
environment frequently employed to provide a measure of home environment and 
literacy practices thus: 
Shared reading experiences between parents and children. 
Parental beliefs about literacy 
The parents own literacy practices. 

Frequency of shared story-book reading has often been used as a means of 
quantifying the home literacy  environment, with differences in the frequency of book 
reading for middle and lower income children well documented (Kuo, Franke, 
Regalado and Halfon, 2004); Brody and Munsternman, 1996).  However, it should be 
noted that the frequency of story-book reading may not be entirely related to parental 
values or beliefs, but may be as a result of availability or non availability of books.  
Limited resources can influence this activity (Cooter, 2006; Wilson, 1987). This is the 
situation in the rural area. Again, the frequency of story-book reading or other specific 
literacy-related practices in isolation are not the only indicators of later literacy 
accomplishment.  Roberts, Jurgens and Burchinal (2005) found that a global measure 
of overall responsiveness and support of the home environment was a stronger 
predictor of children’s early language and literacy skills than were specific literacy 
practices such as shared book reading. 
Activities such as story-telling have potential to influence children’s interest in reading 
and development of early literacy skills (Britto, Brooks-Gunn and Griffin, 2006).  But, 
how many of the rural parents still create time for story telling? 

Children learn better through observation, interaction and reflection during 
naturalistic play activities.  This has greater potential to recognize and encompass 
learning complexities and potential in young children and is more appropriate than 
assessments designed for school age children.  (Coyne and ham, 2006; Hintze, Ryan 
and Stoner, 2003).  Unfortunately, many children in Nigerian rural areas are not 
opportuned to explore such potentials.  Many parents are interested in engaging the 
young ones as co-bread winners, and so they acquire the skills of fending for 
themselves earlier and better than acquiring literacy skills.  In addition, in the rural 
area, teen parents who have not completed their education at least up to SSCE level 
abound.  So, they can never be good role models to their children. 
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Conclusion 
Literacy development is needed by every child.  It is that which will enable the 

child to live meaningfully in a technologically competitive society such as Nigeria.  
Irrespective of the environment, or the nature of skill acquisition chosen by the child, 
the development of literacy is the foundation of all.  If learning is influenced by the 
social situation, by familiarity of the task materials and by the cognitive operations 
associated with them, the need to ensure all children have access to a literacy rich 
environment and opportunities to engage in meaningful and enjoyable experiences on 
a regular basis is apparent. 
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