
1 

 

LITERACY EDUCATION: A PANACEA FOR EARLY-CHILDHOOD EDUCATION 
 

Augustine Okereke Ogwudire; Robert Nchege Ukpai and Sussan Nkechi Okorie 
 
 
Abstract 

The complexity of early-childhood education has been a case for worry for 
educationists and participants in education. This paper examined literacy 
education as a panacea for early-childhood education. The paper discussed 
the relationship between the literacy and the child. The paper also made an 
attempt to examine the importance of literacy and the problems of literacy in 
Nigeria. Recommendations were made and the paper finally concluded that 
a child who fails to acquire literacy at the early stage may suffer emotional, 
social and intellectual challenges.    

 
Literacy to a layman is just the act of reading, writing and being able to do simple arithmetic. 

This could be equated with the basic literacy which is the minimum but adequate ability to read and 
write. It is however important to note that literacy goes beyond activities designed to teach adults to 
read and write simple sentences. Essien (2005) maintains that literacy is concerned with the ability to 
read and write in a language. In other words a literate person is someone who is able to read and write 
in a language or languages. UNESCO (2004) saw literacy in the light of the prevailing circumstances 
as the ability to identify understanding, interpret, create, communicate and compute using printed and 
written materials associated with varying texts. 
 

Literacy can be viewed as the product of an array of component skills, all of which are 
necessary to high-level performance. For example phonological awareness, letter sequences and 
lexical access could be identified key component reading skills. In an attempt to emphasize their 
commitment to a notion of literacy, Hamilton & Ivanic, (2006) looked at this concept as being social 
community-base culturally defined, varied and potentially transformational. This view of literacy 
explicitly rejects the focus of literacy on individual skills, downplays the necessity of schooling or 
formal institution, and tends to ignore information about development, e.g. differences on how novice 
and exert readers interact with print. It accepts participation in a multiparty literacy event as evidence 
of being literate, without worrying about disparities in the skill levels or contribution of different 
individuals. 
 

Shifting from what is asserted above, literacy as embodied in many of the policies associated 
with “No Child Left Behind” is viewed as an instructed skill, accomplished by the child operating 
individually, as a technical achievement exercised primarily and most crucially in school settings, 
analyzable into component skills and unconnected to political or cultural commitments (Reyna, 2004). 
This is the view of literacy that might lead someone to say, “If you test a child on basic reading skills, 
and you are, “teaching to test”, you are teaching reading (Bush, 2001). It is a view of reading that 
promotes giving teachers explicit guidance about instruction focused on specific components within 
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the reading process (Moats, 2004), and that operationalizes reading comprehension with tests of 
forced choice answers to questions about brief passages. 
 
Literacy and the Child 

Literacy is a complex and multifaceted skill which changes enormously as it is acquired. The 
typical three-year-old child can recognize books by their covers, knows how to hold books upright 
and turn the pages, listens when read to, expects to be  able to understand pictures in books, may 
distinguish pictures from print, may recognize some letters and produces purposeful-looking 
scribbles. The typical four-year-old has learned to recite the alphabet and recognize several letters, 
connects events in stories to real life; understands that stories are different from notes or lists, may 
produce rhymes or alliterations, and may scribble or draw with a communicative purpose. The typical 
kindergarten knows about titles and authors of books, may track the print when being read to from 
familiar simple books, can name all and write most of the letters, can recognize and spell some simple 
words, spontaneously questions events in stories and information books, and users mostly invented 
spelling in writing. 

 
Of course literacy growth continues after kindergarten – the capacity to read with different 

purposes, to learn from reading, to compare and contrast points of view when reading, and in other 
ways to produce and process complex tests which may continue to develop through adulthood. 
 
Importance of Literacy 

With society and technology rapidly evolving, people must have the basic level of literacy to 
being their lives in society. The literacy experiences and outcomes promote the development of skills 
in using language, particularly those that are used regularly by everyone in their everyday lives. The 
United States Department of Education (2003) in its programme tagged “Promoting Educational 
Excellence for All Americans” has as its maxim “No child left Behind”. The stress here is functional 
literacy that would enable Americans to be gainfully employed and survive effectively in the global 
labour market. 
 

Literacy enhances the status of women, reduces population rate, enhances environmental 
protection generally raised the standard of living of individuals and societies. Literacy is also 
associated with health. In his study on functional health literacy among patients at two public 
hospitals in the United States, Parker (1995) found that 2.36% of patients with inadequate functional 
health literacy did not know how to take medication four times a day compare to 9.4% with marginal 
functional literacy and 4.5% health literacy. It was also reported that in Kerala, India Female and child 
mortality rates declined drastically in the 1960’s when girls were exposed to the country’s literacy 
reform after 1948 began to raise children (UNESCO, 2005). 
 

In Nigeria, education is perceived as the passport for good life. To fulfill this, many families 
sacrifice a large part of their income for their children’s education in institutions with better teaching 
facilities. Ayodele (2001) maintained that national unity, economic growth and technological 

Augustine Okereke Ogwudire; Robert Nchege Ukpai and Sussan Nkechi Okorie 



3 

 

development in the country cannot be forged without resource to literacy and effective 
communication among citizens. 
 
The Problems of Literacy in Nigeria 

Literacy is very common in developing countries. South Asian Arab and Sub-Saharan African 
Countries are regions with the highest illiteracy rates at about 40 to 50%. East Asia and Latin America 
have illiteracy rates in the region of 10 to 15% while developing countries have values of a few 
percent (UNESCO, 2005). Nigeria as one of the countries in Sub-Saharan Africa has illiteracy rate of 
25.6% adult males and 40% adult females. Literacy is a good indicator of educational achievement of 
nations and may also be a better indication of enrolment in schools, since it usually reflects a minimal 
successfully completed schooling. 
 
Early Literacy and Precursor Skills 

Young children, before they have had any formal instruction, display many capacities and 
skills which can be viewed as directly relevant to their literacy development. Brief about exactly 
which of those capacities are crucial preliteracy skills and which should be promoted by parents and 
preschool teachers are of course, determined by one’s view of the nature of literacy itself. 
 

There is general consensus that early emerging literacy-relevant skills include the capacity to 
recite the alphabet, to name and print letters, to spell simple words including one’s own name, to 
recognize letters and signs in the environment, to identify books and other literacy artifacts 
appropriately (Reyna, 2004). These sorts of capacities are seen by more holistic thinkers as evidence 
that children are participating in authentic literacy activities, enacting the literacy practices they see 
their parents engaging in, or displaying cultural routines their parents value (Teale & Sulzby, 1986). 
 

These same capacities are seen by componential thinkers as of varying importance. Certainly 
naming letters correctly and writing by using memorized or invented spellings are seen as important 
accomplishments; The scribbings of the child helping his mother with a shopping list would be 
analyzed as representing a very early stage of literacy development – one in which the child 
understands that the graphic symbols which represent speech have unique features but has not yet 
incorporated specific knowledge about letter shapes into his writing (Sulzby, 1985). 
 
Literacy Development at Home and in the Classroom 

There have been many efforts to mount and evaluate prevention and early intervention 
programmes designed to reduce the risks of poor literacy outcomes associated with poverty and 
minority status. These programmes vary in the age range of the children they target, in the mode of 
delivery of services, and in sources of funding. They also differ in the theories that inform them. A 
few of these prevention/intervention efforts going by the perspective of their guiding presupposition 
about literacy development are as follows: Early Head Start (EHS), Home Instruction for parents of 
Preschool Youngstar (HIPPY, Head Start and project EASE (National Research Council, 1998). 
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These interventions are of interest because of what they reveal about the covert or implicit 
theories of literacy development on which they are based. The original design of HIPPY and the 
central focus of project EASE arise out of a componential view of early literacy development, but a 
componential view in which language skills are identified as the domain in which children at risk for 
literacy, failure most need support and enrichment. Early Head Start is highly convergent with the 
Holistic view, that improving familiar resources across board including parental finances, 
employment, and health status, should generate improvement in child outcomes. 
 

A study carried out in United States in 2003 has it that Head Start Programmes has impact on 
instructional activities with the Head Start classroom is not quite known, but it is very likely that 
teachers  will start spending considerably more time on measurable skills such as reciting the 
alphabet, counting and recognizing letters and numbers. So far, this shift of attention has 
unfortunately mot generated impressive increments in the skills of Head Start Children (Whitelurst & 
Storch, 2004). 
 

The HIPPY model was devised first in Israel, as a way of intervening with Immigration 
groups with limited literacy and educational achievement (Lombard, 1994). It involves direct 
instruction to mothers about ways of using various toys and literacy materials – providing a rather 
structured set of activities and a relatively scripted way of interacting. A feature of HIPPY is that the 
material instructional is delivered by mothers from the same social class as the participants; this 
presumably promotes effective communication, ensures that the activities are not seen as being 
imposed by a distant group, and also provides newly enrolled mothers with evidence that people just 
like them learned and enjoyed such activities. 
 

HIPPY has been internationally disseminated as a model for early intervention (Westheimer, 
2003). It has been used, for example, in the United States with low-income families, in the 
Netherlands with immigrant families, and in Turkey with rural and low-education mothers. 
 

Project EASE was devised by Gail Jordan as a prevention programme to improve literacy 
outcomes of kindergarteners. It embodied the principle that the major domain in which parents could 
help their children was language, and that even low income parents could be shown was to engage in 
longer, lexically richer and more extended conversations. Jordan devised curricular materials to 
support the desired types of interactions. A quasi-experimental study of the first implementation of 
Project EASE showed significant effects on children’s language skills, including vocabulary, 
comprehension, and story telling(Jordan, Porche & Snow, 2000). 
 
Conclusion  

The task of societies is to transform their educational system and schooling practices to align 
with, the demands of globalization and technology driven world. For Nigeria to join other countries in 
this trend of globalization, high literacy education must be given priority attention. Early-Childhood 
education experiences according to Bornard (2001) positively affect later home and school 
involvement in education. A child who fails to acquire early education may suffer emotionally, 
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socially, intellectually and even physically if he is trusted into the Primary School with sustainable 
early-childhood education experience that will give him a solid foundation in the Primary School. 
Therefore for the effective and efficient unlocking and development of a child’s latent abilities, 
attitudes and other forms of behaviour of positive values in the society in which he lives, literacy at 
early stage becomes imminent. 
 
Recommendations 

 Literacy in early-childhood education should be encouraged by the government by 
providing pre-primary educational facilities needed for the success of the programme. 

 There should be proper enlightenment campaign on the importance of literacy in early-
childhood education. 

 Planners of education should provide adequate programmes, policies and curriculum for 
early-childhood education. 

 Parents should be involved in their children’s early education experience by providing 
necessary materials. 
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