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KWENA BASIN PROJECT (2014-2018)
A Basic Concepts Project for Foundation Phase Teachers in Four Schools
Field Visit 7 (05 – 09 September 2016)
Background 

The project aims to systematically improve the language, cognitive and scholastic functioning of Foundation Phase learners from four multi-grade schools in the Kwena Basin by focusing on the quality of teaching and learning. The Basic Concepts Programme (BCP) is being used as a common approach to develop and extend the prerequisites for learning in English (First Additional Language). The teachers are being trained as mediators of the BCP and are receiving ongoing mentorship and support during the project. 

Aim
The main purpose of the visit was to complete the training process and to assist with the implementation of the last two conceptual domains (number and letter) inside the classrooms. The training was to run over two days with a focus on one of the conceptual domains each day - as has been done since the start of the project. The training of the teachers started in 2014 (colour and shape) and continued in 2015 (size and position) and will finish in 2016 (number and letter). There have thus been a total of 6 training days. This was to be the last support visit of the year and it was hoped it would prepare the teachers to extend and generalize the approach into their general teaching over the next year (2017). 

In addition, student teachers from Wits were to be briefed on how to administer the ‘Test of Basic Concepts Knowledge’ to the Foundation Phase (Grade 1 to Grade 3) learners in order to gather the second set of intervention data since the start of the project in 2014. Additional data will again be gathered from Grade 3 and Grade 4 learners using the ‘Word Test’. The results from these data will be reported on in a separate report. 
See the programme at the end of the report for a full breakdown of activities during this visit to the project.
Feedback From Training Session

The training sessions were attended by all the project teachers (n=11) on the first and second days of my visit to the project. The project assistant also attended the training sessions. There was a delay on the first day of the training because some teachers had difficulty getting to the venue and there were also two teachers who only arrived at midday because of a meeting at the district office in Belfast. On the second day we were able to start the training on time and were also able to end a little earlier (15h45).
Based on verbal feedback and reactions at the training sessions as well as written feedback - see below - my impression was that the teachers found the sessions to be very helpful. There were several ‘aha’ moments during the training when teachers would spontaneously express their understanding of how learnings from previous domains were directly connected to the current domains. There even seemed to be some frustration that the last two domains were only being presented now and not earlier in the project, but the overall sense was that they now understood how to implement these new domains. The training also seemed to be immediately relevant to the teachers because of its focus on two of the three core learning areas of the CAPS curriculum: language and mathematics.
Here are some of the comments from the first day of training: Number 
· ‘I liked the way the trainer taught us to understand the concept and he made it so easy. It was marvellous.’ 

·  ‘I have learned so much through the Kwena Basic Education Trust and for that I would like to take this opportunity to say: thank you.’ 

· ‘Thank you for the training, this really means a lot to me. The training will help me improve my teaching of mathematics.’

·  ‘This workshop was an eye-opener on how to introduce number in the classroom.’ 

· ‘Now I know where to start especially with my weaker groups.’

· ‘This was the first time for me to learn about different ways of dealing with number.’

·  ‘I liked the way we learned to introduce this concept to the learners and that there are so many words that can be used in maths.’

· ‘I learnt that number is about gathering information. It tells us how much of something you have. Number is also designed to be exact. It helps us to sort, group, order, plan and organise. When we work with number we have to match, compare, classify and sequence the numbers. ‘

· ‘Number provides a way to quantify, sort, order, organize and plan. It also helps us to make sense of things, particularly when there is a large amount of information and when one needs to be accurate and precise. ‘

· ‘I have learned that number is not only about counting but is also about organising, patterns and comparing information. 

· ‘I learnt that when you teach number learners must be given concrete things to touch, match and compare.’
Here are some of the comments from the second day of training: Letter

· ‘Everything was superb. Thank you so much!’
· ‘Everything was very educational… I am happy and motivated by Dr Benjamin for teaching us how to do the basic concepts with our learners.’ 
· ‘Thank you so much for the good training I didn’t realise that I was going to get so much out of this… continue with the good work.’ 

· ‘I gained so much knowledge… (particularly because) I have not been trained as a teacher.’ 
· ‘The workshop was awesome! Everything was well organised and the activities were enjoyable.’ 

· ‘As we come to the end of the training, I salute my trainer … he is friendly and always willing to help’.
· ‘I really enjoyed the session it was an eye-opener… the method I was using to teach my learners was “wrong” and was not benefitting them at all. I now know that letters have names and I must show my learners how to sound them to build words. My learners will excel through this (approach)!!’ 

· ‘Today’s workshop was very interesting because it shows us where to start when you teach letter, e.g. I can see, sound, feel, touch and draw the letter A...’
· ‘The workshop helped me and from now on I know that letters makes words and words make sentences and sentence makes paragraphs and paragraphs make  stories or books.’ 

· ‘I learnt that letters are verbal codes. Letters have names and sounds, we can build words and sentences using letters. How to form letters using concrete objects like match sticks, play dough and string. Letters have meaning.’
· ‘What I like most about this workshop is that (it placed emphasis on) the teaching aids which are very important to the learners. Learners must feel things before they can name and write them.’ 
· ‘I have realised that I have not been fair to my learners. The workshop made me aware of the mistakes I make when teaching letter … we must go back to our schools and correct this… Thank you for wonderful and fruitful workshop.’ 

General Project Activities & Feedback from Mentoring Visits
Preliminary comments
· The teachers at the four project schools all received mentoring visits.  The teachers were given time for the demonstration session and thereafter for the feedback session. I spent approximately an hour with every teacher and mostly inside their classes.
· The teachers were asked to present either a ‘number’ or a ‘letter’ session but to ensure that there was at least one session presented in each domain per school.
· The classroom assistant accompanied me on my visits to three of the four schools (Phakama, Umthombophile, and Klipspruit) and was present while the teachers implemented their sessions and received mentoring.
· The teachers were very well prepared and motivated for their sessions. This was with the exception of two teachers at Phakama Primary (Grade R and Grade 1) and a Grade R teacher at Enkeldoorn.
· The teachers at most of the schools seemed eager to show off their mediational skills and what they had learnt at the training. The confidence levels of the teachers and their familiarity with the process was evident during this visit.
· Most of the learners in the classes were not involved in the small group demonstration sessions, but they were able to continue independently during these sessions. The learners in these classes did not disrupt or disturb the demonstration sessions or need to be redirected during our visits to these classes. 
· On arrival at the schools I asked the Grade 1 – 3 teachers to assess the alphabet knowledge of their learners to determine if they could write the upper and lower case letters of the alphabet unassisted. Most of the children in Grade 1 were already able to write up to 20 letters with the main exception of learners at Phakama Primary.
Feedback from Mentoring Visits
· The teachers mainly focused on the sub-concepts ‘more’ and ‘less’ for ‘number’, while for ‘letter’ teachers either introduced the domain or attempted to teach a letter (Step 2 of the Teaching Model).
· The teachers were able start to imitate the concept teaching process at their first attempt of mediating these sub-concepts. There also seemed to be more fluidity and room for variation in their sessions.

· It was evident that the core concepts focused upon during the training sessions had been internalized by the teachers.
· The mediation of the sessions has begun to look natural for many of the teachers. Not only has questioning become an integral part of the teaching process, but there is also an awareness of giving learners adequate time to respond to questions.
· The ‘softer’ mediational qualities of the teachers, such as engaging their learners in learning by being creative and showing interest, have become a part of their teaching repertoire.
· There were however two teachers who had not yet started to adopt the mediational teaching approach. It was evident that these teachers still found it very difficult to adopt a more dialogical teaching approach and would easily revert back to traditional, transmission style teaching.
· There were three teachers (the same teachers mentioned above and another teacher) who were not adequately prepared for their sessions - It was also evident that they had made considerably less progress with their learners than their colleagues. For example, it was apparent that the alphabetic knowledge in one of these classes was significantly lower than that in the other classes. The other two teachers were Grade R teachers and their learners appeared almost ‘lost’ while they were working with them.
· It was somewhat of a concern that several teachers found it difficult to judge the pacing of their sessions and tended to focus for too long on a  micro-step in the teaching process before moving on to the next step. This however is not considered as much of a problem as rushing to the next step when learners are not ready to progress to this step.
· The overall response of the teachers to the class visits, with the possible exception of one teacher, was positive – they in fact seemed to become more motived by the end of the visit and even appeared eager to continue with the teaching of the concept.
Summary and Conclusion
The visit to the project was a very busy one with a full programme of events. We completed the theoretical component of the training and the teachers have now attended 6 training sessions over 6 days x 7 hours i.e.: a total of approximately 42hours since the start of the project in 2014. Each of the training sessions has been followed by a practical stage with the application of the concept using the concept teaching model inside the classroom with support. The teachers responded very positively to the last two training sessions and have started to express understanding of the approach, and its focus on the gradual development of language, knowledge and cognitive skills. There was appreciation of the strong focus on the first 4 conceptual domains (colour, shape, size and position) which preceded the introduction of number and letter.
The teachers showed tremendous growth in the application and mediation of the latest conceptual domains in the classroom. It was evident from the feedback from the training session that much of the content as well as the approach to mediate these domains was new, or had been presented in a way that was new, to them. Notwithstanding this, the teachers were readily able to apply their knowledge of these concepts using the concept teaching approach. This seems to suggest that they had previously been teaching in a relatively mechanical way using idiosyncratic strategies not linked to a coherent teaching and theoretical framework.
The teachers will be expected to continue to implement the two new domains until the end of the year. These domains are an integral part of the CAPS curriculum and can thus be implemented within the daily mathematics and FAL language programme without any difficulty. The teachers will continue to be supported by Petrus until the end of the year. Petrus is still working on a three- week cycle at each school. The teachers will start the last formal year of the project in 2017. They will be expected to continue with the systematic implementation of the BCP, but also to start to generalize the approach in their day-to-day teaching. The teachers will receive two additional support visits in 2017 to assist with the generalization and maintenance of the approach at these schools.
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Programme for Visit 7 (September 2016)

	Date
	Activity
	Target Group + Number
	Place/School

	05 September 2016
	BC Training 5: Number (Conceptual Domain 5) 
	Project Teachers = 11
Project Assistant = 1
	Verloorenkloof Nature Reserve

	06 September 2016
	BC Training 6: Letter (Conceptual Domain 6) 
	Project Teachers = 11

Project Assistant = 1
	Verloorenkloof Nature Reserve

	07 September 2016
	School Visits: Teacher Mentoring 
	Project Teachers = 5
	Phakama Primary
Umthombophile Primary School

	08 September 2016
	School Visits: Teacher Mentoring 
	Project Teachers = 4
	Umthombophile Primary School
Klipspruit Combined School

	08 September 2016
	Meeting with representative from Dust-A-Side 
	CSI Meeting = 1
	Klipspruit Combined School

	09 September 2015
	School Visit: Teacher Mentoring 
	Project Teachers = 2
	Enkeldoorn Primary School

	06 -09 September 2016
	Wits students: Briefings to administer the TBCK
	Wits Students = 15

Project Assistant = 1
	Verloorenkloof Nature Reserve
Umthombophile Primary School
Klipspruit Combined School

Enkeldoorn Primary School 

	07-08 September 2016
	Planning with Project Assistant
	Project Assistant = 1
	en route to the project schools

	TOTAL
	
	53
	


*Note: The above programme does not include informal discussions with Dr. Jean Place about the project.
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