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NAMAQUA EDUCATION DISTRICT (2016-2017)
A Basic Concepts Project for Grade R Practitioners and NCDOE Officials
Field Visit 2: 
Training for Teachers and Officials 
(15+16 August 2016)

Mentoring Teachers & Training Officials to Mentor
 (17 -19 August 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. The project also includes a team of officials from the Northern Cape Department of Education (NCDOE) who are being trained (Phase 1) to extend the project to all Grade R teachers in the province.
Training for Teachers and Officials: 
· 28 teachers attended the first day of training and 29 were present on the second day. One teacher is on maternity leave while another has resigned, and been replaced by another teacher who is now also participating in the project.
· 11 officials from the NCDOE and 3 from the Namaqua District attended the training. 3 officials from the NCDOE did not attend the training. The reason for their non-attendance was not clear, but they will have to catch up the modules they missed via the BCP on-line training course.
· The two day training focused on the conceptual domains of size (Day 1) and position (Day 2) - see feedback below from these training sessions. On the first day time was also spent on developing interpersonal relations between the participants as well as revising the core components of the programme.
· The two days allocated for this training by the Namaqua District provided us with adequate time to work through the content in a more systematic and hands-on way.
· The teachers seemed to renew their bonds and enjoyed their time together at the Okiep Country Hotel, a comfortable and well-equipped venue. 

· The teachers and officials participated actively and enthusiastically in all activities which contributed to the positive atmosphere at the training. 
· The participants seemed to have renewed their interest in the programme and have started to grapple with core components of the programme.

Feedback from Day 1: Size 
‘Baie dankie dat u die wonderlike program met ons deel. Ek voel positief en wil dit toepas in my klas.’ 

 ‘Die aanbieding was baie duidelik en interessant.’
‘Die maklike manier waarop Dr. Benjamin ons leer om sulke moeilike konsepte te verstaan.’
‘Die manier waarop ons in groepe gewerk het en dat elkeen aktief deelgeneem het aan die besprekings by die tafel.’
‘Die feit dat ek meer in diepte oor grootte geleer het. Dit het meer betekenis vir my.’
‘Dit was baie leersaam en inligting oor die konsep “grootte” was baie interressant.’
‘Die groep aktiwiteite. Elkeen het hy/sy opinie gelewer en jy het by andere ook geleer.’
‘Ek het van die goeie “gees” gehou onder ons groep. Ek het dit geniet om nuwe dinge te leer veral die metodes.’ 
‘Om grootte vas te stel, moet ons pas: vergelyk, meet en pas. Grootte gaan nie vir “raai” nie. Grootte is ‘n “relatiewe konsep”.’ 

‘Dat sonder om ‘n vergelyking te doen kan jy nie die grootte van ‘n objek bepaal nie. Jy moet ten alle tye vergelyk, pas en meet.’
‘Grootte is ‘n relatiewe konsep. Met ander woorde ‘n voorwerp is nie groot/klein nie, voorwat dit nie vergelyk word met ‘n ander voorwerp nie.’
‘The facilitator was very good. He let us all participate and listen to all opinions. The session was very interesting and lively. I am empowered to do Basic Concepts, implement it the way I am supposed to do it following relevant steps.’ 

‘Dit was baie interessant en verstaanbaar. Hoe kan ons die swak kinders help in die toekoms.’
Feedback from Day 2: Position
‘Keep on doing this good work. I am proud to be part of this programme. Thank you!’

‘Hierdie opleiding was breedvoerig en baie interresant.Baie dankie vir alle moeites!’ 

 ‘The facilitator is so good and made it a point that you understand new concepts before continuing with the new work. Thanks for the interesting and lovely presentation. I have learnt a lot in these two days. I really appreciate it.’ 

 ‘Dit was baie interessant. My oe het self oopgegaan by sommige goed.’
‘Posisie beteken waar? Gebruik jou taal reg. Gee duidelike instruksies. Gebruik 3-4 posisie woorde.’

‘Dit was baie leersaam en interessant. Dit was met passie aangebied en dit was glad nie moeilik om te verstaan!’ 

‘Position depends where you are (perspective). Instructions must be correct and specific. Position is relative – children must sit in the same direction not in a circle. There is a lot of information to process when describing position.’
‘Om alle instruksies deeglik en voledig te gee met goeie beskrywings.’ ‘Posisie word bepaal deur die perspektief van die leerder.’ 

‘Dit is baie interessant. En daar is baie konsepte om in ag te neem voordat jy net posisie kan aanbied.’ 

‘Dat ons meer sulke werkswinkels kon kry, sodat daar ‘n beter nasie gebou kan word in die grondslag.’

‘Kursus is uitstekend dis net uitputtend, otherwise good.’ 

Mentoring Teachers & Training Officials to Mentor: 
· Four teams (made up of the local district officials and myself and accompanied by the provincial officials) set out on 17+18 August to visit four schools on each day, while I was able to visit another three schools on my way home on August 19th. 

· A total of 19 teachers from 11 schools were visited, while 11 teachers still need to receive follow-up visits from the district.
· A number of schools were visited during this round that I was not able to visit in February 2016: Agenhuis Laer, Kamieskroon Laer, Port Nolloth Laer and Port Nolloth RC. 

· The officials met together after their visits to give detailed feedback about their observations. Some video and photographic evidence was also presented.  A monitoring tool has been developed to assist the officials to give feedback from their visits. These were very productive sessions with high levels of participation from all the officials. 
· This was the first opportunity for the provincial officials to observe teachers implementing the programme. Some of the officials even started to assist/guide the teachers, even though this was not yet expected. The officials will start to mentor the teachers during their next visit to the project in October.
· The feedback of the officials about the teachers was on the whole appropriate, focussed and at times provided good insight into the process of mediational teaching.
· From the visits to the teachers and feedback received I was able to review their progress as mediators of the programme as well as their ability to transfer learning from the training to the actual teaching context. The teachers were requested to run a size session with their focus group.
Observations of Mediation

· It was evident that the teachers were very well prepared for the sessions (session planner and materials) and in some cases had already developed classroom resources for the session and conceptual domain.
· The teachers seemed relatively familiar with the teaching process and were ready to begin their sessions, notwithstanding their heightened anxiety when I arrived for the session together with 3 officials. 
· In certain cases it was difficult to determine how the teachers were coping with the programme, because they were so anxious during the session.
· One of the most revealing aspects of the visits to the teachers was the learners’ unsolicited use of conceptual vocabulary for colour and shape to describe the blocks.

· Many of the teachers found it difficult to get the session going, possibly because of their anxiety. 
· Initially, the teachers did not involve their learners in the session and  they did not spontaneously make use of the concrete materials. The vast majority of the teachers in fact needed to be prompted to give the learners the concrete materials in order to involve them in the session.
· The sessions generally seemed to improve at the point where the learners could start to work with the concrete materials.
· The teachers seemed to find it difficult to systematically follow the micro-steps we had focussed on during the training to teach the concept. However, after receiving some additional guidance during the session they were able to start to mediate the concept.
· Many of the teachers were able to work appropriately with the concrete materials, comparing same with same, and made use of comparatively sized blocks (holding two differently sized blocks together) when making reference to size (e.g. big and small).
· It was evident that the teachers had made much progress with the teaching of the concept by the end of the session. We saw this when the learners were requested to draw the concept. The unaided drawings of the learners reflected a deep understanding of the concept. See picture below.
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· Most of the teachers still seemed uncomfortable with the learner-centred and dialogic (mediational) nature of the sessions, but were able to start to imitate the process once they had been shown how.
Summary and Conclusion

This was a very positive visit with much achieved on a number of levels. The teachers showed greater interest in and understanding of the approach. The provincial officials increased their involvement in and support of the project. The Namaqua District continued to play an on-going role in leading this project, but also took the project to another level through their willingness and readiness to expose the project to the provincial officials.  
The level of interest in the project, both on a district and a provincial level, was high by the end of the visit. While the teachers have been very active on the What’s App group since the visit, the provincial officials have also expressed very positive sentiments about the project. The provincial officials have expressed their interest in the approach as a possible way to bolster Foundation Phase education in the province. They were most impressed with the general approach as a way for teachers to better access the curriculum. An additional official from head office joined the project during this visit. There are now 15 provincial officials involved in the project.
The progress of the teachers has been incremental, but there has been a tremendous increase in the level of their motivation. The teachers still require a lot of support and mentoring to assist them to develop as mediators of the programme. They have however developed a deeper understanding of the approach during this visit and it is hoped that they will start to become more familiar with it through ongoing practice. The role of Namaqua District officials will be critical in motivating the teachers to implement the programme regularly. 

My next visit to the project in October will focus solely on the teacher support component of the project as well as the ongoing training of the provincial officials to become mentors of the programme. 
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