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Abstract: Children come to school with emergent literacy which teachers need to build on to enhance early literacy
acquisition in both the first language (L1) and the target language (L2) which in the case of Ghana is English Language. One of
the supporting systems used to enhance effective teaching and learning is meaningful gestures such as iconic, metaphoric,
deictic, and beat. The aim of the study is to find out how teachers use meaningful gestures to enhance effective teaching and
learning of literacy in early childhood centres. Ten early childhood centres in the Cape Coast Metropolis in the Central Region
of Ghana, consisting of 5 public and 5 private schools were selected. Observation and interviews were used for the data
collection and analysed. The result indicated that most teachers use meaningful gestures only when they are teaching recitation.
Little attention is paid to the use of gestures in other literacy lessons such as storytelling, reading, listening and speaking, and
community circle time. Based on the findings, it has been recommended that early childhood education teachers should be
educated on the use of meaningful gestures alongside speech in promoting early literacy acquisition.
Keywords: Meaningful Gestures, Emergent Literacy, Early Childhood Education, Multimodality

1. Introduction
Learning to read and write at a high level of proficiency is
an on-going process, however, it is established that the early
childhood years serve as a vital foundation for subsequent
literacy development (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998;
Whitehurst & Lonigan, 2001; Vukelich, Christie & Enz,
2012). This is in line with the assertion that, quality early
childhood education programmes for young learners usually
have long-lasting and positive consequences for children's
success in school and later in life (Barnett, 1995; Frede,
1995). This means that the degree to which young learners
acquire requisite literacy skills is mostly a strong predictor of
future academic success (Collins, 2010; Gregory & Cahill,
2010; National Reading Panel, 2000; IRA/NAEYC, 1998;
Werner & Smith, 1992) thereby making literacy the bedrock
of other subjects. This implies that the success of education
depends on the foundation young learners acquire from the
Early Childhood Education (ECE).
Early childhood education (ECE) refers to the formal

teaching of young children usually from age 0-8 by people
outside the family or in settings outside the home. It focuses
on children learning through play. This belief is centered on
the "power of play". It has been thought that children learn
more efficiently and gain more knowledge through playbased activities such as dramatic play, art, and social games.
Looking at the ages of pupils at the ECE, it could be seen
that, most of the learners have low language skills especially
at the initial part of their education thereby will need gestures
(an aspect of multimodality) alongside verbal communication
to enable them deal with what they hear and what they want
to express to others, hence this study. The gestures we are
dealing with in this study are not the everyday
communicative gestures but the specific ones, which have to
be clear and unambiguous in order to help pupils understand
the verbal input the gestures illustrate.
The use of gestures is culturally oriented. Ghanaians,
among other groups of people use gestures to express variety
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of feelings and thoughts, from contempt hostility to approval
and affection. In Ghana, pointing of fingers can be expressed
in so many ways. Using the right hand to point at something
could mean that the person is showing a way or something,
or wants people to look at something. Ghanaians normally
use the right hand and not the left hand to point at something.
It is inappropriate (a taboo) to use the left hand or finger to
direct something or use it to eat (Crayner, 1969). If someone
shows all the five fingers it means all hands are not equal. It
is an indirect way of telling the society to avoid
covetousness, and also to appreciate people the way they are
and how they do their things because we are not the same.
In Ga, a child showing all the 5 fingers towards his/her
friend is an insult. S/he is saying, “your mother” (Thus,
insulting your mother’s ass). In Akan, usually, children and
sometimes villagers insult children, saying ‘your mother’ by
folding the fingers and pressing the thumb up and down.
The use of gestures in schools emphasize on the positive
usage. During instruction, teachers do not select insulting,
taboo or offensive gestures but those gestures that are
meaningful to the classroom teaching and learning. The study
is guided by the multimodality approach to teaching and
learning, as McNeil (1992) categorized as iconic, metaphoric,
deictic and beat gestures. Teaching a rhyme like ‘A lion’ in a
Ghanaian early childhood classroom for instance, requires
the use of meaningful gestures (meaningful actions)
alongside the sounding out of the words to make the words
meaningful to the children who are English language learners
(ELLs). By so doing, the teacher and the children would be
describing how a lion looks like or the physical features of
the animal through their recitation and they use gestures to
show the part of the lion they are referring to. For example,
when they say, “A lion, a lion, a lion has a tail (they pretend
to have a tail and so they hold it at their back). It has a big
head (they all touch their head) and a very small waist, and a
very small waist (they hold their waist with their two hands
and pretend pressing it in to make it small by shaking their
waists). Such meaningful gestures alongside speech actually
help pupils who are learning the English language in addition
to their first language (as in the case of Ghanaian children) to
understand concepts better.
A child at the ECE level of education understands things
better when teachers use the combination of gestures and
speech in their classroom communication. The reason is that,
most of these pupils have not developed language enough to
enable them communicate effectively with speech only.
Therefore, the introduction of gestures alongside speech
enhances communication since gestures convey additional
meaning or information to the accompanying speech
(Morford & Goldin-Meadow, 1992; Stanfield, Williamson &
Özçalişkan, 2013).
The curriculum for most of the ECE centres in Ghanaian
schools includes reading, recitation, storytelling, community
circle time and listening and speaking. However, worship has
indirectly become part of the education curriculum in Ghana,
in that, almost all the basic schools in Ghana do worship on
every Wednesday. On Wednesdays, before the school starts
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lessons, they all gather in a classroom and conduct ‘church
service’. They pray, sing, dance and listen to the word of
God.
Storytelling plays a major role in Ghanaian culture and for
that matter. People tell stories at home, at school, media, etc.
Abdolmanafi-Rokni and Qarajeh (2014) explains storytelling
as a creative art which entertains people over centuries and
across cultures and its instructional potential continues to
serve teachers. Storytelling is regarded as a comprehensive
device because speakers use their background and linguistic
knowledge to create a message that will be meaningful to the
intended audience in all cases. Speakers activate relevant
schemata from specific context to convey meaning for a
definite purpose with an intended audience in mind. They
further explained that storytelling helps speakers (1) to be
able to comprehend meaning that is conveyed at a level
beyond that of sentence, (2) to have a purpose, which is to
bridge some information gap, (3) to have the choice of what
to say and how to say it, (4) to have an objective in mind
while talking and (5) to attend to many factors at the same
time. They believe that storytelling helps students improve
their speaking skills, their communication skills, their
language knowledge, vocabulary, grammar, pronunciations,
accent, etc. For this reason, teaching and learning of
storytelling is more effective if accompanied with the use of
meaningful gestures.
Another area of concern in Ghanaian culture which has
gained root in the ECE curricula is community circle time. In
the great majority of pre-school classes, the circle times is an
activity that recurs daily, usually in the morning, but even at
lunch or in the afternoon. Most children attending pre-school
classes at some point experience and participate in a circle,
perhaps with mixed feelings. Most children participate in the
circle time and have their own ideas about its content. Circle
time is thus the educational arena as differences in teaching
methods may vary (Svensson, 2014) but it become more
effective if the teaching goes with meaningful gestures.
1.1. Statement of the Problem
The quality of education young learners receive in their
early years of schooling (ages 0-8) is often a critical indicator
of their long-term academic success (Piaget, 1959). Research
has shown that early literacy is crucial to future academic
success and as such attention must be given to early literacy
acquisition (Collins, 2010; Gregory & Cahill, 2010; National
Reading Panel 2000; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 2001; Vukelich,
Christie & Enz, 2012). The importance of assisting young
learners to acquire the appropriate literacy skills in the early
childhood cannot be overemphasized. Learners at this stage of
schooling do not have enough language for communication.
This demands that other modalities be combined with verbal
communication to enhance literacy comprehension. One such
multimodal is the use of gestures. However, the use of gestures
alongside speech in literacy instruction has not received the
needed attention it requires in the ECE classrooms to assist
young learners improve language skills, hence, this study. The
study examines the extent to which ECE teachers in the 10
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selected schools in the Cape Coast Metropolis use gestures
alongside speech in their literacy instruction to assist young
learners in the acquisition of early literacy since it is the
bedrock of other subjects.
1.2. Purpose of the Study
The main purpose of the study was to examine how
teachers used gestures to enhance effective literacy
instruction in early childhood centres in the Cape Coast
Metropolis in the Central Region of Ghana. Specifically, the
study was to:
1 find out the kind of experience ECE teachers have in
teaching literacy;
2 identify the emergent literacy behaviours young children
bring to school;
3 examine the extent to which gestures are used in the
teaching of literacy in ECE, and
4 to find out how the use of gestures enhances teaching
and learning of literacy in the classroom.
1.3. Research Questions
To achieve the above objectives, the following research
questions were formulated to guide the study:
1 What experience do ECE teachers have in teaching
literacy?
2 What emergent literacy behaviours do pupils bring to
school?
3 To what extent are gestures used in the teaching of
literacy in ECE?
4 How does the use of gestures enhance teaching and
learning of literacy in the classroom?

2. Literature Review
The literature review focused on emergent literacy, the
theoretical framework which is the multimodality approach
to teaching and how gestures; as one of the modes of
communication enhances comprehension of literacy in ECE.
2.1. Emergent Literacy
Literacy learning begins early in life and is ongoing. It
does not wait for kindergarten or Basic one. Starting from
infancy, the informal and playful things that adults do to
promote children’s language and literacy really count
(Strickland, 2005). Due to this the children carry some
emergent literacy to the classroom. Holtzheuser et al. (2012)
define emergent literacy as the developmental period from
birth through age six. Emergent literacy is ‘the skills,
knowledge and attitudes that are presumed to be
developmental precursors to conventional forms of reading
and writing’ (Whitehurst & Lonigan 1998: 849; NCCA,
2009:54). It is also said to be the literacy behaviours of
children that precede conventional reading and writing.
Emergent literacy suggests that the development of literacy
takes place within the child in a gradual process. Holtzheuser
et al. (2012) agree that as there has been an increasing focus

on literacy among young children, there is not a specific
point of time in life that literacy begins, but that at any point,
children are in the process of becoming literate. It should be
noted that for something to emerge it needs to be there at the
beginning (the child’s own natural learning ability), under the
right conditions (Hall, 1987). Concern for quality pre-schools
and developmentally appropriate activities support the
importance of an understanding of emergent literacy
(Freeman & Hatch, 1989). One such developmentally
appropriate practice is the use of appropriate gestures
alongside speech which falls under multimodality approach
(NCCA, 2012).
2.2. Multimodality Approach to Teaching
Multimodality is the mixture of textual, audio, and visual
modes in combination with mediums and materiality to
create meaning. According to National Council for
Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA 2012), the term
‘multimodality’ describes approaches to representation that
assume communication and meaning-making that are more
than just a spoken or oral language. It takes into account the
many different modes in printed and on-screen texts (such as
image, layout, colour and language and also the different
modes that people use as they engage in face-to-face
interaction such as gesture, gaze, artefacts and language, and
considers how these modes work together to create meanings
in a ‘multimodal ensemble’ (NCCA, 2012).
Theories relating to multimodality have challenged the
privileging of language in the education system especially in
the early years. Communication has always been multimodal.
That is, humans make meaning through various modes,
including images and gestures but schooling has focused
primarily on oral and written language. There is a need to
attend to other modes such as gestures when it comes to
classroom communication with children with low language
skills to enhance literacy acquisition in Early Childhood and
Primary Education (Kress, 2003; 2010; Pahl, 2009; Rowe,
2008; Lancaster 2001). The attention of this study is on
literacy because it is the bedrock of other subjects.
Research in early years in classrooms suggests that
children are engaged in multimodal production and analysis
in unofficial activities (Björkvall & Engblom, 2010), and that
teachers need to draw on their skills and knowledge in order
to embed multimodality in the official literacy curriculum
(Flewitt, 2011; Wolfe & Flewitt, 2010).
2.3. Gestures as Comprehension Enhancement
Communication normally takes place at the nonverbal
level. According to Behjat, Bayat & Kargar (2014), nonverbal Communication takes various forms, one of which is
oral or speech. They observed that when people speak, they
normally do not confine themselves to the mere emission of
words. They also use their hands or gestures, head
movements, eye contact, through smiling, body postures and
symbols to communicate.
Gesture is a form of non-verbal communication made with
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a part of the body, used instead of or in combination with
verbal communication. Gesture is sometimes used to refer to
any of a variety of movements including movement of hands
and arms, adjustment of posture, the touching of oneself
(e.g., stroking one's hair), various (nervous) ticks, and other
fiddling movements that people use while talking (Kendon,
1996). Different gestures have different meanings. Gestures
constitute a central feature of human development, knowing,
learning, and communication across cultures (Roth, 2001;
Kendon, 1997; Levinson, 1997); even congenitally blind
individuals’ gesture when they communicate (Iverson &
Goldin-Meadow, 2005).
Gestures play an important role in learning, development,
and communication of children (Piaget, 1959). Research has
it that children’s understanding of the significance of gestures
would benefit them in meaning making; therefore
competence should include gesture awareness (McCafferty,
2008). Early research show that almost all the rules children
verbalize while explaining a board game to an adult are
accompanied by gestures; the gestures provide cognitive
support when children attempt to talk about difficult tasks
(Evans & Rubin, 1979). This means that if teachers combine
gestures with verbal communication, early learners’ literacy
acquisition will be improved tremendously, thereby helping
children to succeed in their future academic endeavours
(Muramoto, 1999).
The use of gestures is a universal feature of human
communication. Numerous studies have proved that gesture
plays a role in speech production, word retrieval, cognitive
activity, learning, and memory (Carahaly, 2012). Children
who gesture during learning retain the knowledge gained
from instruction better than children who do not use gesture
(Cook, Mitchell, & Goldin-Meadow, 2008; Krauss &
Morsella, 2002).
Studies that looked at gestures used by children proved
that they are important in accessing stored knowledge. It has
been revealed that children who are instructed to gesture
while recalling an event are able to report more details about
the event compared to children who do not have that
opportunity and are made to use just oral language. Gesturing
clearly enhances the overall performance of the memory
process (Stevanoni & Salmon, 2005; Alibali, Kita & Young,
2000; Xu et al., 2009; Bernardis & Gentilucci, 2006).
2.4. Meaningful Gestures
McNeil (1992) offers four different categories for gestures
in spontaneous interaction:
1) Iconic gestures: These depict the content of speech, both
objects and actions, in terms of their physical
characteristics. In other words, Iconic gestures are closely
linked to the semantic content (i.e., the lexical
components) of the talk (see also Schegloff, 1984). Iconic
gestures may be: kinetographic, representing some bodily
action, like walking fast, or pictographic, representing the
actual form of an object, like outlining the shape of an
object. Iconic gestures are the different from other gestures
in that they are used to show physical concrete items. They
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are useful in such a way that they add detail to the mental
image that a person is trying to convey. They also show the
first person or second person point of view/ view point that
the person is taking.
2) Metaphoric gestures: Similar to iconic gestures, these
gestures may be kinetographic or pictographic, but they
represent an abstract idea rather than a concrete object or
action. That is when using iconic gestures a concept (an
abstract entity) is being explained. Gestures are in three
dimensional spaces and are used to shape an idea being
explained either with specific shapes such as finger
pinches and physical shaping or more general waving of
hands that symbolizes that complexity of what is being
explained.
3) Deictic gestures: These are pointing gestures which
indicate either concrete entities in the physical
environment, or abstract loci in space. Deictic gestures can
be either actual or metaphoric. For example, we may point
to an object in the immediate environment, or we may
point behind us to represent past time.
4) Beat gesture: These are gestures in which the hand moves
with a rhythmical pulse that lines up with the stress peaks
of speech. A typical beat gesture is a simple flick of the
hand or fingers up and down, or back and forth; the
movement is short and fast. Although beats may serve a
referential function, their primary use is to regulate the
flow of speech (Schegloff, 1984; Taleghani-Nikazm,
2008). We call these categories of gestures, meaningful
gestures. Beating and repetition plays to primitive feelings
of basic patterning and can vary in sense according to the
context. The beat creates emphasis and graphs and grabs
attention.

3. Methodology
The study was a case study in which observation and
interviews were used to gather data from the selected Early
Childhood Education (ECE) Centres in the Cape Coast
Metropolis in the Central Region of Ghana. Participant
observation was used to enable the researchers have first
hand information regarding the use of gestures alongside
verbal communication in literacy instructions. The
observation was done by both researchers with
language/literacy studies and applied linguistics background.
All the classrooms were observed by both researchers at the
same time. As explained above, the observation was based on
how teachers used gestures as described by McNeil (1992)
alongside speech in their literacy instruction. Interview
(semi-structured) was also used to crosscheck data from the
observation. Both researchers did the interview together (One
did the oral interview and the other took the notes).
Purposive sampling technique was used in the selection of
the subjects. There are uncountable Early Childhood
Education centres in the Cape Coast Metropolis. Most of
them are private. The private ones normally start from
Crèche, Nursery 1 and 2, and KG 1 and 2. In the private
schools the children can start pre-school as early as 3 months.
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Such schools are usually called Day Care Centres. The public
school centres are normally KG 1 and 2 where the children
start at age 4. Each level of class normally has about 2
teachers and attendants. Sometimes the number of teacher
and attendants depend on class enrolment.
In all, 10 Early Childhood Education centres, made up of
five public and five private schools in the Cape Coast
Metropolis were used. Cape Coast, the capital city of the
Central Region of Ghana was selected as the research area
because it is noted as the centre of education in Ghana. It has
the oldest Secondary school and also most of the renowned
schools in the country. It has quite a number of schools more
than most towns and cities in Ghana. In each of the schools,
only nursery and KG classes were chosen because the focus
of the study was on the literacy acquisition of the very young
learners. Before we went to the schools, we wrote to them to
seek their consent, which they gave us the nod. Each school
was observed once a week for eight weeks. We selected one
classroom per school to observe. In all, 10 centers made up
of 1 Nursery 1, and 9 KG 1 and 2 classrooms were observed.
We joined the selected classes in the classroom or play
grounds where the various lessons were taught. The
observation was conducted with an observation guide. Our
major interest was the use of meaningful gestures in lesson
delivery. We interviewed the teachers observed. Mixed
methods were used to analyse the data. Descriptive statistics
was used to analyze the quantitative data while the
qualitative data were grouped according to themes and
patterns. SPSS version 16 was used to find the mean of the
rating and also used to draw the graph

4. Discussion of Findings
The findings of the study were categorized according to
the research questions.
4.1. Experience ECE Teachers Have in Teaching Literacy
The first research question sought to find out the
experiences the ECE teachers had acquired to teach literacy.
The results from the interview showed that most private
school teachers had little knowledge about literacy. Out of
the five teachers in the private schools, only one had a
Diploma in ECE. The other four who had West African
Senior Secondary Certificate of Education (WASSCE) as
their highest level of education did not have any professional
experience so far as teaching of literacy is concerned.
However, in the public schools, it was found out that only
one teacher was a Certificated ‘A’ teacher. Two teachers had
Diploma in Basic Education as the other two had Bachelor of
Education Degree in Basic Education. This indicates that
teachers in the public schools are more professionals than
their counterparts in the private schools. The question that
emerges from this is if the public schools have better
qualifications than those in the private schools, then how
come the performance of private schools are better than the
public schools? This shows that, supervisions, monitoring
and other factors come in when it comes to teaching and

learning in schools. During our interviews, it became clear
that supervision in private schools is more intensive than the
public schools. In the public schools, most of the teachers
know what to do but feel reluctant to give their best.
In terms of the number of years taught in ECE centres,
teachers in private schools range between one to six years.
When asked why they spend few years at the private schools,
they commented that they mostly use that place as a transit.
Other reasons were that, some went there because they were
waiting for their WASSCE results; to better their results; as a
solution to their economic needs and so some left at the
slightest opportunity somewhere. At the public schools, it was
realized that teachers stayed longer. For instance, the result
indicated that the number of years that teachers spent at ECE
public school ranged from three to ten years. This was because
it was their chosen profession and also felt more secured
because they were paid by the central government and the
condition of service was sometimes better than some private
schools. This shows that in terms of qualification and
experiences, public school teachers who teach in KG used for
the study are far ahead of their counterpart in the private
schools.
One notable issue was that most of the teachers in the
public early childhood centres are females and they are either
wives or relatives of lecturers teaching in the University of
Cape Coast, policemen who are on transfer to Cape Coast, or
other public servants working in and around the Cape Coast
Metropolis. Most of these spouses or relatives have
overstayed in such schools for long and that they have
become redundant in such schools, hence, their inability to
perform better in such centres.
4.2. The Emergent Literacy Behaviours Learners Bring to
School
The second research question was to find out teachers’
knowledge about the emergent literacy behaviours young
children bring to school. The results showed that out of the
10 respondents, as high as 8 (80%) of them did not even
know what emergent literacy behaviour are, as a result, they
could not identify them in children. Out of the 10
respondents, only 2 were able to provide some answers to the
questions asked at the first instance. Upon further
explanations, the answers that were given were pretend
reading, scribbling and drawing.
This is surprising because before a child goes to school,
there is some emergent literacy behavior he or she exhibits
even in the house. Sometimes the child is seen to be opening
books, writing or scribbling with anything he or she lays hands
on. The children writes or scribbles on walls, floor, tables,
books, sand, and so on. Before teaching, teachers must know
these to guide them in their teaching. We suggest that, the
Ghana Education Service and the Ministry of Education in
Ghana take notes of this and organize series of workshops for
the early childhood teachers to learn more about the emergence
literacy behavious of these children in order to use meaningful
gestures alongside speech in teaching them. This will help
build proper education foundation for the children.
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4.3. The Extent to Which Teachers use Gestures in
Teaching Literacy
This was mainly based on the observation data to find out
the extent to which ECE teachers use gestures to teach
literacy. The findings were categorized under literacy
oriented lessons. These include reading, recitation,
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storytelling, community circle time, listening and speaking.
Worship was later added due to its peculiar nature, in that
learners need the concepts taught to mould their lives. Almost
all the Basic Schools in Ghana have ‘worship’ time once in
the week, usually on Wednesdays. They mainly sing, dance,
and share the word of God during the worship time. The
observation was guided by the rubrics below:

Table 1. Rubrics for Observation Data.
Rubrics

Rating

Interpretation

Excellent (E)

4.6 - 5

Those who used gestures meaningfully throughout the lesson delivery.

Very Well (VW)

3.6 - 4.5

Those who used gestures meaningfully most times in the lesson delivery.

Well (W)

2.6 - 3.5

Those who used gestures meaningfully sometimes in the lesson delivery

Fairly Well (FW)

1.6 - 2.5

Those who partially used gesture meaningfully in the lesson delivery

Not at all (N)

0.5 - 1.5

Those who did not use meaningful gestures in the lesson delivery at all.

---

0

The subject was not seen teaching.
Table 2. Observation Data.

Type of School

Reading

Recitation

Story Telling

Community Circle Time

Listening & Speaking

Worship

PR 1

FW

E

W

FW

N

N

PR 2

N

VW

FW

FW

FW

N

PR 3

FW

VW

FW

-

FW

N

PR 4

FW

E

W

FW

FW

FW

PR 5

FW

VW

FW

FW

FW

FW

PU 1

N

VW

FW

-

FW

N

PU 2

N

VW

FW

-

N

N

PU 3

N

VW

FW

FW

FW

N

PU 4

N

VW

FW

FW

N

N

PU 5

N

W

FW

FW

N

N

Code
Private Schools - PR
Public Schools – PU

From Table 2, it could be seen that teaching in 4 schools
made up of teachers in 3 private and 1 public schools fairly
used gestures alongside speech to explain things to learners.
Teachers in the remaining six schools did not use gesture at
all in the teaching of reading during the observation. For
recitation, teachers in all the ten schools visited used gestures
very well teachers in two schools were outstanding in the use
of recitations. This made the recitation lessons very
interesting and participatory. In Storytelling lessons, almost
all the teachers in the schools observed used gestures fairly
well with teachers in 2 private schools using them well.
Teachers in these 2 schools in addition to the gestures, used
other prosodic features like tone variation and stress to
enhance comprehension.
For Community circle time, all the teachers observed used
gestures fairly well while 3 of them did not use them at all. In
listening and speaking lessons, 4 private schools used gestures
fairly well with 1 not using them at all. In the public schools
only 2 teachers used gestures fairly well, with 2 teachers not
using them at all in their lesson delivery. The result also
showed that ‘worship’ was the programme that teachers
scarcely used gestures. Only 2 teachers in private schools used

them fairly well during worship. This indicates that most of the
schools delivered their messages through only verbal
communication. It was only when they were singing and
dancing that some gestures were added. Figure 1 and 2 below
show how gestures are being used in teaching all the six areas
outlined in private and public schools respectively.
Table 3 and figure 3 below interpret how gestures were used
by teachers in private and public schools respectively. For
reading, teachers in private schools used gestures averagely with
the mean of 1.8 which is in the range of fairly well (see rating at
Table 1). This means that teachers in those centres partially used
gesture meaningfully in their lesson delivery, whilst their
counterparts in the public schools did not use meaningful
gestures in their teaching. On the average, ECE teachers did not
properly use meaningful gestures in teaching reading. Again, on
recitation, it was clear that teachers spent their time and energy
to use meaningful gestures very well, but still did not attain an
excellent mark. Teachers in private schools were more effective
in the use of gestures during recitation lessons. Meaningful
gestures as used by both teachers in private and public schools in
storytelling, community circle time, listening and speaking
lessons were fairly well, which is not encouraging. As for
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worship, the teachers did not use meaningful gestures in the

lesson delivery at all.

Table 3. Gestures as Used in Private and Public Schools.
Types of School
Private
Public
Total

Reading
1.8
1.2
1.5

Recitation
4.4
3.8
4.1

Storytelling
2.4
2.0
2,2

Community Circle Time
2
2
2

Listening and Speaking
1.8
1.4
1.6

Figure 1. Showing the use of gestures in private schools.

Figure 2. Showing the use of gestures in public schools.

Figure 3. Showing gestures as used in public and private schools.
Code
1 - Reading
2- Recitation
3 - Story Telling
4 - Community Circle Time
5 - Listening & Speaking
6 - Worship

Worship
1.4
1
1.2
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In order to confirm the result from the observation, the
teachers observed were interviewed to check whether all
their pupils could speak fluently. The response to this
question showed that not all children could use language
effectively at the early years. A follow up question which
sought to examine what teachers did to help young learners
to understand what they taught was asked. Almost all of the
respondents said they added body language to the verbal
communication. This was followed by a question to specify
the actual body language used. The respondents confirmed
that they used gestures alongside speech in their instruction
to enhance children’s understand of what they taught. When
respondents were asked to tell literacy lessons in which
they used gestures their responses were in line with the
result from the observation. Lessons mentioned were
recitation, storytelling and community circle time.
‘Recitation’ was the prominent subject that was mentioned
by all the respondents.
4.4. How Gestures Enhance Teaching and Learning of
Literacy in the Ece Classroom
This research question was to find out how gestures
enhanced literacy acquisition in the classroom. All the
respondents said it helps pupils especially those who did not
have enough language to express their thought. Some of the
teachers had this to say:
“The pupils use it to help adults understand what they want
to say” (Nursery teacher)
“I use gestures alongside verbal communication to enable
pupils understand what I am teaching” (KG 1 teacher)
Some teachers were of the view that the use of gestures
enhanced classroom interaction thereby hastening pupils’
language development. They also said it made teaching and
learning interesting. All the respondents said it helped
pupils, especially those who did not have enough language
to express their thought. Also, gestures help teachers to
make their explanation clearer to the pupils. When
respondents were asked whether they would advise ECE
teachers to use meaningful gestures alongside verbal
communication in their entire lesson, they all responded in
the affirmative and the reasons for their answers included
the following:
1 It promotes interactive and fully participated lessons.
2 It enhances language development.
3 It enhances comprehension.
4 It makes teaching and learning interesting.
This result is in line with McNeil, (1992); Schegloff,
(1984); Taleghani-Nikazm (2008) that meaningful gestures
enhance classroom interaction, fosters comprehension as well
as hastening language development.

5. Conclusion
The study explored the power of meaningful gesture in
improving early children literacy learning. The analysis
indicated that the use of gestures alongside speech promoted
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comprehension as children grasp the meaning of concepts
and improved their understanding with age. Overall, the
study highlighted the important role meaningful gestures play
in language comprehension as children learn to unpack
increasingly complex communications addressed to them at
the early years. On the whole, the study revealed that, private
school teachers who were mostly untrained used meaningful
gestures in their teaching better than their counterparts in the
public schools who were trained.
Based on the findings, it can be concluded that most of the
teachers and the attendants were not conversant with the
emergent literacy behaviours pupils bring to schools. Also,
most teachers used meaningful gestures mainly during
recitation but scarcely used them in other literacy lessons.
Moreover, teachers knew the importance of meaningful
gestures in lessons but lacked the expertise in their usage in
other aspects of literacy instruction.

Recommendation
It is recommended that teachers at the ECE who do not
have the requisite qualification should try as much as
possible to enroll in Sandwich and Distance ECE
programmes in the universities, especially University of cape
Coast, and University of Education, Winneba, all in Ghana to
upgrade them to enable them work effectively. Training
institutions like Colleges of Education, Universities and other
training centres should include the appropriate use of
meaningful gestures in their training programmes for ECE
teachers.
Also, headteachers and proprietors / proprietresses should
organize regular in-service training to equip teachers
adequately on the use of meaningful gestures as they mostly
handle pupils who are developing language.
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