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KWENA BASIN PROJECT (2014-2018)
A Basic Concepts Project for Foundation Phase Teachers in Four Schools
Field Visit 9 
04 September – 08 September 2017
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 my second visit to the project in Maintenance Year 1 was to assist teachers with the transition to the last two conceptual domains (letter and number) as well as to prepare for Maintenance Year 2 (2018). In 2018 the teachers will be required to work more independently, with less guidance from the project leader, in preparation for 2019 when they take full ownership of the project. It was also important to oversee the data collection process by students from Wits during the visit. The data collection was concluded during the visit, however it will be reported on in a later report once the test scripts have been scored and the data captured and analysed.

See the programme at the end of the report for a full breakdown of activities during this visit to the project.
Feedback From Teacher Meeting And A Teacher Update
Eight teachers and the project assistant attended the meeting at Klipspruit Combined School on the first day of the visit. Two teachers from Enkeldoorn Primary were not able to attend the meeting for logistical reasons. In addition, two of the multi-grade teachers from Umthombopholile and Phakama who have been part of the project since its start have recently resigned. Two new teachers have been appointed, but only one of these (from Umthombopholile) was able to attend the meeting. The new teacher from Phakama was on sick leave. 
This means that three teachers and the project assistant are fairly new to the project and intervention programme (joined in 2017). The new teachers who were present expressed a positive attitude and willingness to learn more about the project. They attended their first training session and received mentoring inside their classes. It was evident that the project assistant had already developed a reasonable working knowledge of the programme and started to assist the new teachers to implement the programme. 
Overall the teachers responded positively to the meeting and generally seemed optimistic about the progress of their learners during this year. They shared many common benefits of the project, while a few teachers had also experienced challenges. A number of these challenges were linked to the content which their learners still seemed to find difficult to internalise, while other teachers found it difficult to get their learners to speak in full sentences. See summary of the evaluative comments made by the teachers in Appendix 2. The teachers were receptive to the implementation plans for the rest of the year as well as the plans for 2018. Forms for planning and presentation notes were handed out during the meeting.
General Project Activities and Feedback from School Visits
Preliminary comments
· The project teachers received two class visits each (with the exception of the new teachers). Some teachers received their visits on different days, while other teachers received their visits on the same day.

· The teachers were asked to run two demonstration sessions: one session for letter and one for number, however most of the teachers ended up running a follow up session in the same domain.

· Only at Klipspruit were both the Grade 2 and Grade 3 classes seen during this visit. At the other schools with multi-grade classes not all learners were seen. A teacher from one of the multi-grade schools was on sick leave.
· The teachers were mostly prepared and ready to start their demonstration sessions, but a few teachers needed some prompting to start. This might be related to transition difficulties at the start of new conceptual domains.
· The teachers were however open and welcoming at the schools and seemed willing to learn.

· Some of the teachers seemed a little unpractised at the start of their sessions. As teachers started to mediate however, it became evident that they were in fact familiar with the teaching model as well as with the mediational teaching approach. I was in fact very impressed with the fluency of the teacher questions during their sessions.
· The learners in most of the classes were able to respond reasonably well and confidently during the sessions and in some classes the responses of the learners were very impressive. The learners that responded more comprehensively were mainly in Grade 2 and 3, while learners in Grade R at one of the schools were also very impressive.

Feedback from School Visits
Grade R: i.Enkeldoorn (n=6), ii.Phakama (n=20), iii.Umthombopholile (n=15) 
· The visits to these classes were varied, but one could infer that there has been a reasonable level of programme implementation at these schools.
· It should be noted that a new, untrained teacher has been appointed at one of the schools (Phakama). It was however evident that she had been given a lot of guidance by the project assistant. For example, it was notable that all the Grade R learners that I saw in this class were able to distinguish their left - from their right hand and had learnt much of the vocabulary for working with the position materials.
· The learners in one of the classes seemed to experience more difficulties when trying to verbalise than in the other classes, while in another class it was pleasing to see the consistent progress of the learners and the educator.
Grade 1: i.Enkeldoorn (n=13), ii.Phakama (n=12), iii.Umthombopholile (n=29), iv.Klipspruit (n=30)
· I was not able to see the learners at Enkeldoorn because they were at a rehearsal at the time of the visit.
· The learners in the classes visited were similarly unresponsive and/or found it difficult to express themselves in full sentences and made limited use of conceptual language. 
· The general inference I made was that the programme was not being implemented as regularly or consistently as it should have been in these classes. At two of the schools the teachers are also the principals and are often not available to teach their learners. For example, in the month of August one of these teachers was absent from her class for at least 10 days because of official meetings/training sessions/etc. 
· I did however find that the mediation of these teachers in their classes was very good. In addition, after they (the teachers) had received a follow up visit, the sessions seemed to progress much more fluently.
Grade 2 + 3: i.Enkeldoorn (n=12 + n=13), ii.Phakama (n=15 + n=18), iii.Umthombopholile (n=23 + n=22), iv.Klipspruit (n=25+23)
· With the exception of Klipspruit the above schools have multi-grade classes.
· I did observations in 4 of the above 8 classes at these schools, but was not able to visit one of the multi-grade schools because the teacher was on sick leave. I was however able to observe either a Grade 2 or a     Grade 3 session at the other schools, while at one school I observed both classes. 
· The learners were responsive and were able to express themselves very well in most of these classes. The learners responded fluently and spontaneously and generally required very little prompting. The overall letter knowledge of these learners also seemed to be very good.
· The mediational teaching in these classes was of a high standard and in addition it seemed that these teachers were starting to enjoy their work with their learners.

· I did however find that in some of these classes/schools the teachers were more comfortable working with their stronger learners and were not doing enough differentiated intervention with their weaker learners.
Summary and Conclusion
The visit achieved its aims and again placed additional attention on the project and its implementation in the schools. The evaluative feedback of the teachers about the project was very encouraging and matches their positive reactions to my class visits. The teachers in fact seemed to have become increasingly motivated and interested in the project year after year. The quality of the mediational teaching witnessed in most classes during this visit was particularly impressive and would compare well with some of the most effective teaching practices. The learners would however benefit from more consistent and regular interventions. It has therefore been encouraging that the What’s App group has been more active this year and is used by a broader cross section of the teachers. It should also be noted that several teachers (5) do not always have access to What’s App, but the class assistant is able to post from these classes when she visits these schools.
The tentative plans for next year include another 2 visits to the project. It has become essential to provide in situ training of the new teachers and to consider the effects of the new teachers on the outcomes of the project. The impact of the teacher rotation has been significant, particularly as two of these teachers have the largest classes in the project that include approximately 1/3 of the learner population. Another challenge will be to address teacher rotation issues at the end of Maintenance Year 2. It is also recommended that we arrange a certification ceremony during my second visit to the project in September next year to acknowledge the project educators. This would also be an opportunity to promote the project to role players within the district and beyond.
_____________________________________________
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Programme for Visit 9 
(September 2017)

	Date
	Activity
	Target Group + Number
	Place/School

	04 September 2017
	School Visit:  Teacher Mentoring 
	Project Teachers = 2
Project Teachers = 2
	Phakama Primary

Umthombopholile Primary School

	04 September 2017
	Teacher Meeting
	Project Teachers = 8 + Louis + Mapule
	Klipspruit Combined School

	05 September 2017
	School Visit: Teacher Mentoring
	Project Teachers = 3
	Klipspruit Combined School

	05 September 2017
	Meeting With Wits Students
	Students = 9
	Klipspruit Combined School

	06 September 2017
	School Visit: Teacher Mentoring
	Project Teachers = 2
	Enkeldoorn Primary

	07 September 2017
	Teacher Training

School Visit: Teacher Mentoring
	New Project Teachers =2 + Mapule
Project Teacher= 1
	Umthombopholile Primary School
Phakama Primary

	08 September 2017
	School Visit: Teacher Mentoring
	Project Teacher = 1

Project Teachers = 3
	Phakama Primary

Umthombopholile Primary School

	TOTAL 
	8
	36
	10


*Note: The above programme does not include informal discussions with Dr. Jean Place about the project.
APPENDIX 2
‘My experience has been positive because my learners love and enjoy the basic concepts and I as a teacher have also gained a lot from the Basic Concepts Programme.’

‘I like the Basic Concepts Programme because I have learnt that you can start teaching learners at an early stage… I thought that it would not work, but it does work. I will continue using it (the programme) in my teaching.’

‘I have learnt a lot of things from the Basic Concepts Programme and I am very happy with the information that I have accumulated.’
‘My involvement with the Basic Concepts Programme has been positive. It has been a long journey and there have been times when I felt like quitting and not teaching my learners the basic concepts. But I would like to thank you for your encouragement and for training us. I now know how to teach my learners.’
‘I have learnt to be patient with my learners and to listen to them when they talk and to build good relationships with them… they will then also listen to what you have to say.’ 

‘The programme has had a positive impact on our learners and their reasoning, vocabulary, confidence and their use of conceptual language.’

‘The programme has made a very big difference to my learners. Learners can sort, compare, draw and name and write as many words in English as they can in their mother tongue.’

‘Most of my learners are able to speak and read fluently and to express themselves in English.’

‘The programme has helped me to know the strengths and weaknesses of my learners…they are not all the same…it has become easier to assess them especially when working with them in small groups.’

‘I recommend that the project be continued as it was very helpful to our learners.’
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