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NAMAQUA EDUCATION DISTRICT (2016-2017)
A Basic Concepts Project for Grade R Practitioners
Field Visit 1: Mentoring of Teachers Inside the Classroom
17 – 19 February 2016
Aim of Project
The project aims to significantly improve the quality of teaching-learning in   Grade R classes in selected clusters of the Namaqua District. The project is premised on the assumption that improved teaching and learning in Grade R will contribute towards improved learning in the Foundation Phase and particularly in Grade 1. The project focuses strongly on the development of Grade R teachers as mediators of learning experiences in order to develop learners’ language and conceptual understanding. District Officials have been trained to coach and mentor these teachers in their classes. 

Background

31 Grade R teachers from 20 project schools received their initial training during the first two days of this visit to the project (15 – 16 February). An additional teacher from a Special Needs Unit Class in Kleinzee was included in the training. The remaining two training sessions will be held during forthcoming visits to the project in August 2016 and May 2017. The focus of the first two training sessions was on the conceptual domains of colour and shape, while the third session will focus on size and position and the fourth session on letter and number. The evaluation of the first two days of training has been presented in a separate report – See Field Visit Report 1a.
The focus of this report is the mentoring visits to the teachers which took place on 17-19 February 2016 after the training. The District Officials accompanied me on my visits to the teachers and were actively involved in the mentoring of the teachers during these visits.
Mentoring Visits
Preliminary comments

· 14 of the 31 teachers received follow-up visits 
· The remaining 17 teachers will receive follow-up visits by the District before the end of the first term
· In schools with more than one teacher, teachers were clustered together to plan, discuss and observe a session run by one of their colleagues in the group.
· The structure for each of the visits was: i) review of the planning for the session, ii) observation of a session, and iii) feedback and discussion after the session
· The visits to the schools were approximately an hour to an hour-and-an- half in duration 

· All the teachers who ran sessions were well prepared and cooperated without any need of encouragement

· It was evident that some of the teachers (particularly in schools where teachers had been trained before) had already received direct support from their colleagues and had been practising the approach.
· In most of the classes teachers had already begun to structure their activities using the BCs as a theme and had started to do work in          BCs learner workbooks
· The teachers were also shown how to complete the BCs Register which will be forwarded to the District Office on a biweekly basis

Observations of Mediation
· The teachers who were visited were enthusiastic, motivated and open to learn

· The teachers were able to start to imitate the concept teaching model reasonably well after being exposed to this for the third time at the sessions.
· The teachers mostly required support to extend the language interactions with their learners

· Learner language was generally found to be limited at the schools, with some schools having almost no learner-initiated talk
· Several teachers seemed to unconsciously fall back on rote teaching methodologies

· The teachers seemed to be genuinely impressed by the potential of the programme to develop the language understanding of their learners – Many learners were able to start to express unique and complex understandings during these sessions.  
· The teachers seemed comfortable working with small groups of learners while the rest of their class continued with other activities. The presence of class assistants in some of the classes made it easier for teachers to do this.
· The teachers were able to work relatively well with the concrete resources provided – They did not use too many blocks at a time and allowed the learners to take ‘ownership’ of the concrete apparatus
· The teachers were able to make the connection between their planning for the session and the actual session they had implemented – For example, many teachers were able to add vocabulary to their Session Planners at the end of their sessions
· Some of the teachers already seemed to have some experience with/knowledge of the process of concept teaching inside their classes and only required light redirection at times.
Summary and Conclusion
The visits to almost half of the teachers were most encouraging. Without exception the teachers were enthusiastic and willing to implement the concept teaching approach inside their classes. It seemed that some of the teachers had in fact been trying to implement the programme before they had attended the training, with the support teachers who had been trained previously. While the sessions observed were satisfactory, it also seemed that the teachers benefited much from the mentoring that was offered and particularly with respect to their interactions with their learners. 
The support that will be offered by the Namaqua District will be essential to ensure that the mentoring process of the teachers as mediators continues. The District has committed to visit teachers once per term and possibly even twice every term. The shortage of staff members in the ECD team will however constrain these visits. The commitment of the entire District to the project has in the past assisted to spread the support responsibilities around. 
In conclusion, the teachers in this project are already committed to making a difference in the lives of their learners, however it is our task to ensure that these educators are adequately mentored to become mediators of learning experiences to achieve this goal.
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