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Learning Against the Odds: Reading and Writing Challenges of Adult Learners in Levels One to Three in the Manyeleti Circuit, Mpumalanga Province, South Africa

Abstract
This study highlights the reading and writing challenges faced by adult learners at Levels One to Three in Community Learning Centres (CLCs) within the Manyeleti Circuit, Bohlabela District, Mpumalanga Province. The researchers applied a qualitative research design and conducted semi-structured interviews with three adult learners and three adult educators. They also analysed documents such as lesson plans, assessment records, and policies. The findings show that literacy development is limited due to a wide range of barriers that are closely linked. On the one hand, socio-cultural factors like traditional norms and family responsibilities demotivate learners and reduce their participation in the literacy program and, on the other hand, technological barriers such as lack of access to devices, bad network connection, and low digital literacy limit learning opportunities.  Poor support networks, inadequate infrastructure, and shortage of teaching and learning materials have deepened these problems thus, the learners have become isolated and less privileged. The research recommends the use of comprehensive measures that would combine community participation, infrastructural development, resource mobilization, digital literacy training, psychological support, and educator professional development. By addressing these issues in the context of rural South Africa, the study offers practical insights that can help improve adult literacy provision and create fairer access to education.
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Proficiency in reading and writing is essential for meaningful participation and success in both professional and social life. These skills equip people with the means to express their ideas clearly, develop critical thinking, and get stronger in the skill of making convincing arguments (Bruce, 2022). Adult learners at Levels One to Three have been continuously found to be struggling with literacy acquisition despite the interventions that have been implemented over time. Among the contributing factors identified are stigma, shame, limited competence, socio-economic disparities, lack of educational opportunities, and restricted access to resources (Brand, Gruwel, Kirschner, & De Bouter, 2005).
A study by Malabar, Husain, Andini, and Pakaya (2025) states that dyslexia, low literacy from childhood, or neurocognitive hurdles that impair comprehension, spelling, and fluency are common causes of ongoing reading and writing challenges for adult learners. Globally, these obstacles restrict social interaction, job advancement, and everyday life (Goodacre & Sumner, 2021). Adults encounter challenges of  understanding complex texts, reading slowly, and decoding multisyllabic words; they frequently guess based on context or omit unfamiliar terminology (Heggie & Wade-Woolley, 2017).  Problems with following directions or remembering information are caused by persistent dyslexia (Smith-Spark & Gordon, 2026).
According to Peter, Albert, And Gray (2021), adults with dyslexia have severe spelling deficiencies, which are characterized by more mistakes, slower productivity, and a dependence on sublexical methods rather than orthographic memory. Spelling is a major indicator of lifelong literacy problems, and writing assignments show lower quality and higher error rates when compared to peers. These issues hinder professional written communication by affecting dictation and transcoding (Galuschka, Görgen, Kalmar,  Haberstroh, Schmalz & Schulte-Körne, 2020) . A study by Degu (2016) indicates that 30-35% of adult learners in Sub-Saharan Africa are illiterate due to factors such as poverty, shame, cultural challenges, inequality and lack of resources.
 Adult literacy remains a persistent and pervasive challenge worldwide. To mention a few, large number of adults in the United States do not have adequate reading skills, and they often find it difficult to understand even the simplest texts. This lack of reading proficiency is a major obstacle in the acquisition of functional literacy skills. Adults with low literacy levels are often unable to perform daily tasks, have less competitiveness in the labor market, earn less, become more dependent on social and economic support systems, and find it difficult to understand basic health, related information (Emily, 2023). However, the issue of literacy among children has been the focus of extensive research, while adult learners have been largely neglected by scholars. This research, therefore, prioritizes the experiences of adult learners and investigates the impact of low literacy levels on their personal lives and community. The results of this research are expected to be a valuable resource for educational consultants and government agencies in charge of policy formulation and implementation, thus facilitating more informed and responsive adult literacy interventions.
2.Aim of the study

This study aims to explore reading and writing challenges that are encountered by adult learners from level one to level three in the adult education sector in Manyeleti circuit, Bohlabela district, Mpumalanga province, South Africa.

3. Research question

What are the factors that contribute to adult reading and writing challenges?

4.Literature Review


Adult learners in South Africa continue to struggle with the acquisition of adequate reading and writing skills. In addition to this, they face numerous structural and socio, economic challenges. These issues are most severe among individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds and those who have not completed formal schooling. Within this situation, the adult education centre in the Manyeleti Circuit, Bohlabela District, Mpumalanga Province, is offering basic education and training to adult community members. This literature review analyses recent research that documents the challenges adult learners face in developing reading and writing skills and considers the strategies that have been suggested to overcome these challenges.

One of the most pressing challenges confronting the adult education sector in South Africa is the persistent and widespread prevalence of low literacy levels among adult learners. This situation can be linked to a chain of interrelated factors including systemic poverty, lack of good quality support mechanisms, and limited educational opportunities. Furthermore, lack of access to quality teaching and appropriate learning materials is the main contributor to illiteracy in adults (Buddeberg, 2019). People living in the remotest areas have to face and overcome the following problems: insufficient educational provisions, poorly developed infrastructure, and shortage of qualified teachers (Cun, McGee & Vasquez, 2019).

4.2 Challenges in Adult Literacy Education

Pretorius and Spaull (2020) raise the point that literacy rates in South Africa, particularly in rural areas are still very low. Past injustices and a poor education system are the main reasons for these problems that have been going on for a long time. Mncube et al. (2021) also point out that adult learners lack basic reading skills which is a result of limited access to quality education when they were growing up. 

4.3 Socio-cultural Dynamics

Socio-cultural dynamics have a major influence on the literacy level of adults. According to Mkhize & Nduna (2022), the dominant culture norms and values have been found to generally reject adult learning, especially that of women. Community resistance of this kind can both prevent people from registering up and being active in adult education programs. On top of that, language differences have been a major barrier as most adult learners speak their native languages better than English which is the main language used in teaching.

4.4 Barriers Related to Technology

Technology plays a critical role in adult education; however, it continues to face significant challenges and limitations. Technology based tools may be the enablers of the pedagogical processes, however, adults' learners in under, resourced centres are highly likely to see the existing challenges in education becoming more (Nkosi & Pretorius, 2021). Insufficient supply of technological resources deepens the digital divide and therefore makes it very difficult for adult learners to take advantage of.

4.5 Psychological Factors

Psychological factors of learning such as anxiety, motivation, and low self-esteem are equally important in adult literacy acquisition. The study conducted by Patel and Singh (2022) reveals that adult learners with low self-esteem and high levels of anxiety are the most common scenarios that have a negative impact on their educational progress. These mental barriers are deeply ingrained, especially if they originate from academic failure situations and the social stigma which is rife thing in adult learning.

4.6 Instructional Methodologies
Effective teaching strategies are essential for addressing and overcoming the challenges faced in adult education. Maseko and Maphosa (2023) A learner-cantered strategy that fully acknowledges the requirements and considers the past experiences of adult learners. They believed that literacy levels might be significantly increased by utilizing culturally relevant materials and providing more psychological support.
5. Theoretical framework
The research study is guided by an Interpretivist theoretical framework. The theory that guides the study is Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) by Albert Bandura (1960).  SCT is a model that concerns the interaction between the individual's actions, i. e. , what is happening inside the person, and the external environments, i. e. , the world, thereby affecting behaviour. The behaviour of an individual is dependent on the dialogue that goes on between the personal factors, environmental factors, and behaviours. In this study, the adult literacy issues, the theory provides a mechanistic explanation for how self, efficacy, the belief in one's capability, can lead to general involvement in reading and writing. Bandura (2023) made an identification of some of the self-efficacy sources, one of which was the experience of others, and he also included the past situations, emotional and physical states as well as verbal suggestions.
Bad experiences with literacy can shake one's belief and increase the likelihood of the person being unmotivated, while good encounters with literacy such as mastery, constructive feedback, and imitation will bring to the fore the confidence and tenacity of the person. In addition, SCT offers a view to assess how cultural expectations and social contexts can affect learners' motivation and, therefore, provide insight about the ways that support self, efficacy. 
[bookmark: _Toc172950513]6. Research methodology

6.1 Research Design

This study employed a qualitative methodology, situated within an interpretive paradigm, and utilized a case study design to gain an in-depth understanding of the phenomena under investigation. This design enabled the gathering of detailed information on reading and writing problems of adult learners at levels one to three. In addition, it was instrumental in the study of adult educators in the adult education sector in the Manyeleti circuit whereby the participants were allowed to express their personal experiences.
6.2 Sampling 
Purposive sampling was used in this study to select participants who were most relevant to the research focus. The population of the study was educators and adult learners in the Adult Education sector in the Manyeleti Circuit. The circuit has six Adult Education centres, and one centre was purposively selected as the research site. Three educators and three adult learners from the selected centre were purposively selected to participate in the study. Purposive sampling was appropriate as it allowed the researcher to select participants who had firsthand experience and knowledge of the phenomenon, thus ensuring the collection of rich and meaningful data.
6.3 Data Collection

In this study, data were gathered using semi-structured interviews complemented by a comprehensive review of relevant documents. The educators and adult learners were interviewed to identify the challenges they faced in reading and writing. Moreover, documents like adult learners’ assessment activities, the relevant policy documents, individual timetables, and lesson plans were reviewed to give the background and additional information.

6.4 Data Analysis

In this study, interviews and documentary data were rigorously analyzed using thematic analysis to identify and extract the central themes underpinning the research. All the data which were gathered through interviews and documentation were transcribed, coded, and categorized in a detailed manner. The statements of the participants were then collated and summarized on the basis of the recurring patterns and similarities that had been found.
6.5 Ethical Considerations
The researchers adhered to stringent ethical protocols throughout the study, obtaining formal permission to conduct the research from TREC, the principal of the adult education sector, and the district manager. Informed consent was obtained from the participants, and anonymity and confidentiality were preserved by giving no names to the participants and ensuring that all the information was for research purposes only. Participation was free, and the participants were made aware of their right to discontinue the research at any time without giving any reason and without facing any consequence. The data collected were kept in a safe place, and the principle of not causing any harm was at the centre of the researcher’s attention. The researchers were responsible for the continuous monitoring of the participants well, being, and if there was any issue, they were there to solve it. Those who were in distress or had a psychological impact were taken to social workers or psychologists to get the right support. By being transparent, protecting privacy, and giving the highest priority to the welfare of the participants, the study has observed the highest ethical standards in research.
7. Findings
7.1 Theme 1: Educational Background and Literacy Levels
Adult learners are often enrolled in programs despite having a history of interrupted schooling, which frequently results in a deficiency of fundamental literacy skills.
Student 1: "I left school in the 8th grade... now I struggle to read a simple text" .
The records confirmed this gap showing low performance in writing tests and lesson plans which were designed for very basic literacy. Teachers observed that most of the students have no fundamental abilities because they are not of school age.  This situation causes a loop where learners have to learn the basics again before they can move forward.
7.2 Theme 2: Lack of Supportive Learning Environment
Students said that they had little support and encouragement from their families and friends. 
Student 3: "My family doesn't understand why I want to learn... I don't have anyone to practice reading with".
Document review showed that attendance was not regular due to family and work commitments, thus, there was no social reinforcement. Teachers pointed out that learners without support from peers or family may lose their motivation, thus, they emphasize the need for community, based support.
7.3 Theme 3: Socio-Cultural Challenges
Financial difficulties make the students choose survival first and education second. 
Teacher 2: "If they have to choose between food and study materials, they will always choose food. " 
Curriculum were mostly for nighttime classes with irregular attendance as many learners were employed during the day. The cultural norms also lower the value of formal education: 
Teacher 1: "We say that practical talents are more important than schooling". 
This cultural attitude, supported by poverty, creates a circle of low literacy levels that is hard to break.
7.4 Theme 4: Stigma and Psychological Barriers
Feelings of shame and lack of confidence are the main reasons for weak participation. 
Student 2: "I am afraid that people will see me as a fool because I don't know how to read and write properly" . Student 1 confessed, "At times I feel so intimidated when I see my colleagues’ writing letters or reports. " Various forms of evidence pointed to the writing exercises as the source of anxiety: Student 3 :"Writing in front of people is very difficult for me. I worry that people will see my mistakes. 
Teachers noticed through their observations that the fear of being judged lowered the performance of the learners, thus indicating the need for psychological support.
7.5 Theme 5: Technological Barriers
Adult learners do not have the necessary gadgets and knowledge required to access the web. Student 3 said, "I don't have a computer or a smartphone... it limits me". Student 2 stated, "I'm afraid of technology in general". Teachers 1 confessed: "Many of my students are barely familiar with the use of computers. " Document review reflected that most of the activities were done by writing with a pen on paper, and there were very few digital activities. Poor internet connection was an excuse for not using the internet too: Student 1 said: "The internet can be so slow that even when I want to access online resources, I just give up". This digital divide separates the adult learners from modern educational opportunities more and more each day.
7.6 Theme 6: Teachers' Training and Fear of Technology
Even teachers were not provided with the needed training: Teacher 1 said: "I have never got a formal training on how to use technology in the classroom”. The policy documents confirmed the few professional development opportunities available. Both teachers and students were fearful of doing the wrong thing when using technology thus the hesitant behaviour towards adoption. If teachers do not receive training, they will not be in a position to use digital tools in their teaching, therefore students will not be equipped for a technology, driven world.
7.7 Theme 7: Infrastructure and Resource Constraints
The classrooms were poorly equipped and suffered from inadequate lighting conditions. Teacher 3 said: “We don’t have good classrooms; sometimes it’s really hard to concentrate" . Students also talked about materials that were old or that there were not enough of:  Student 3 said: “The reading materials that we have in the class are very old and they don’t attract the student’s attention”. Teachers similarly said:  Teacher 1: “We are always forced to use very old methods, which probably will not be attractive to adult learners”. Document review showed a heavy dependence on borrowed or old resources, thus illustrating the direct link between infrastructure and learner engagement as well as confidence.
7.8 Theme 8: Financial Constraints
Insufficient funding in the adult education sector has been the main source of many challenges that adversely affected adult learners and educators. A Level 1, participants mentioned that they were dependent on second-hand textbooks, while at Level 2 participants pointed out that there were even shortages of basic learning materials, such as paper and pens, which were used for writing exercises. Teacher 1 stated: "The money is so little we are barely able to buy new textbooks". Similarly, the data sources pointed out that there were very small budgets allocated for professional development, school trips, and the provision of individualized support. Teacher 2 expressed the opinion: "If we were given money for more staff, then we could provide individualized attention to students". Financial problems have become such a great obstacle to children's growth that these issues also affect the educators' performance to a significant extent.
7.9 Theme 9: Weak Support Networks and Community Involvement
Students expressed that they were isolated: Student 2 said: "I wish we had more connections to community programs or tutors... we're all alone right now". Teachers also agreed with the statement: Teacher 3 disclosed that: "Community libraries and local organizations are not well connected to our programs. "
Document analysis revealed a shortage of mentorship and the absence of external support systems. Stronger community partnerships could provide learners with the support they need from outside the classroom, thus reducing their feeling of isolation and increasing literacy outcomes.
8. Discussion of the Findings
The study concentrated on the reading and writing challenges experienced by adult learners at levels one to three within the Manyeleti Circuit. The integrated data from interviews, documentation, and the previous research resulted in the identification of six deeply intertwined themes that the learners experienced: socio, cultural factors, technological barriers, psychological factors, lack of support networks, inadequate infrastructure, and insufficient teaching and learning materials.
8.1 Theme 1: Socio-Cultural Factors 
The findings reveal that cultural norms and social expectations were some of the major reasons adult learners, especially women, were discouraged from continuing with education. Learners recounted that they were stigmatized and felt embarrassed when facing literacy tasks, they did not understand, whereas teachers observed that people were valuing practical skills more than academic learning. The documentation also confirmed that attendance was irregular due to family and work commitments. Matsela (2020) and Ndlovu (2022) give the examples that sociocultural obstacles such as gender roles and traditional beliefs reduce participation and motivation in adult education, which is consistent with the situation at Manyeleti.
8.2 Theme 2: Technological Barriers 
Limited access to devices, poor internet connection, and low levels of digital literacy have hindered learners from tapping educational resources through modern tools. The represented words of a sample population of learners and teachers indicate that they were uneasy and scared when using technology, while lesson plans and assessments showed that traditional pen and paper methods were still prevalent. Hlongwane (2021) argues that inability to access computers and the internet is a major obstacle in the acquisition of literacy skills, and Nkuna and Mphela (2021) concur that lack of technological resources exacerbates the problem of educational inequality.
8.3 Theme 3: Psychological Factors 
Low self-esteem, anxiety, and fear of being judged were the main factors that hindered literacy development, based on the documentary evidence. Compared to their peers, learners often regarded themselves as the least capable, and the documentation revealed that they did not perform well in writing tasks because they were anxious. Teachers observed that students' past failures in education led them to disengage from the problem and lose their motivation. Ngwenya (2021) argues that anxiety resulting from bad prior educational experiences is among the factors that impede literacy progress, and Smith (2021) points out that demotivation and avoidance caused by past failures can slow down literacy development.
8.4 Theme 4: Lack of Support Networks
Findings indicate that learners frequently share the feeling of being disconnected and lonely as a result of the absence of peer support, mentorship, and community involvement. Teachers have recognized that community resources such as libraries and organizations that provide local services are not being utilized in adult education programs. The recorded data has shown that there is a considerable difference between education programs, which can be seen in the shortage of collaborative learning structures.
The study of Moeketsi (2020) is in line with the learners' feelings and emphasizes the need for peer and mentor support, while Dube (2022) mentions that a collaborative learning environment challenges learners' persistence and engagement, which were hardly present in Manyeleti.
8.5 Theme 5: Inadequate Infrastructure
The study findings reveal that learners were demotivated and struggled to maintain focus, largely due to the substandard physical learning environment, which included inadequately lit and poorly equipped classrooms. The learners said they had a hard time participating in lessons in such conditions, while the teachers pointed out the lack of proper facilities. The documentation was a confirmation of the community's dependence on borrowed and outdated resources. Both Radebe (2021) and the Department of Basic Education (2020) concur that inadequate infrastructure diminishes the capacity of learners to perform literacy tasks effectively, which is a mirror of the circuit's situation.
8.6 Theme 6: Lack of Teaching and Learning Materials
Findings reveal that the lack of insufficient and old resources not only hampers learners from having more practice opportunities but also limits the teacher’s ability to try new things. Learners stated that there were few basic supplies and that they had to use old textbooks, whereas teachers were speaking mainly about the lowest budget for new materials. The report confirmed that there was a strong dependence on the resources that were borrowed.
Shabalala (2021) emphasizes that the lack of necessary resources dramatically limits the opportunities for practice and understanding, while Mishra and Koehler (2006) argue that the quality of pedagogical effectiveness is one of the main factors, which, however, is directly influenced by the provision of high, quality materials.
10.Conclusion
The study demonstrates that adult learners in the Manyeleti Circuit face interconnected challenges that collectively impede the development of their reading and writing skills. On the one side, they face socio-cultural pressures, technological exclusion, psychological barriers, and weak support networks. On the other side, there is inadequate infrastructure and a shortage of teaching and learning materials. All these factors, which not only reinforce each other but also constitute a vicious circle of illiteracy and limited educational outcomes, impede the progress of adult learners. It would take a comprehensive approach, involving community engagement, improved infrastructure, access to resources, digital literacy initiatives, psychological support, and professional development for educators, to tackle these issues. Adult education in the circuit could, therefore, become a vehicle for creating a more supportive and empowering environment if these barriers were removed simultaneously. As a result, learners would be able to build their self, confidence, improve their literacy skills, and broaden their personal and social development opportunities.
9.Recommendations 
Addressing the challenges of adult education in the Manyeleti Circuit necessitates a comprehensive and holistic approach. Firstly, community awareness campaigns should not only confront cultural norms that hinder adult education, especially that of women, but also propagate literacy as a means of empowerment. Basic digital infrastructure accompanied by training should be introduced to gradually eliminate technological barriers. This can be done through partnerships that provide affordable devices and connectivity. Besides psychological support like counselling, learners’ confidence can be boosted through workshops and supportive teaching practices. These can help learners overcome fear and low self, esteem. Peer groups, mentorship, and links with community organizations can be strengthened to reduce learners’ isolation and create strong support networks. Improving infrastructure through safe, well, lit classrooms or mobile learning spaces is necessary to foster concentration and motivation. Additionally, proper funding for updated textbooks, workbooks, and diverse teaching materials, along with professional development for educators, will ensure that learners have the resources and guidance required to advance in reading and writing.
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