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KWENA BASIN PROJECT (2014-2020)
A Basic Concepts Project for Foundation Phase Teachers in Three Schools
Phase 2: Field Visit 12  
26 – 30 August 2019
Background 

The project aims to systematically improve the language, cognitive and scholastic functioning of Foundation Phase learners from two multi-grade schools and one combined school in the Kwena Basin by focusing on the quality of teaching and learning. The Basic Concepts Programme (BCP) has been used as a common approach to develop and extend the prerequisites for learning, particularly in English (First Additional Language). The teachers have been trained as mediators of the BCP and received ongoing mentorship and support during the project. In Phase 2 of the project, the teachers will continue to build on the first phase of the project and will deepen their understanding of how BCP underpins the implementation of the National Curriculum.
Aim
The main purpose of this second visit in Phase 2 was to evaluate the interventions of the teachers at the *three project schools. The learners' knowledge of basic concepts was independently evaluated by students from the University of the Witwatersrand.  The word knowledge of the Grade 3 and Grade 4 learners was also evaluated during this visit. The data will be compared with previous years and will be reported on in separate reports.

*Note: One of the project schools (Enkeldoorn Primary) was withdrawn at the start of this year as it was going to be incorporated into a new ‘mega-school’ in the area. However, it appears that this might only happen next year (2020).

An additional aim of this visit was to do a more qualitative assessment of the alphabetic and basic concepts knowledge of the project learners in Grades 1-3. An adapted version of the word test has been developed together with a set of novel visual stimuli to elicit discussion about basic concepts. The results of these observations and assessments will be presented in this report. (See the visit programme in Appendix 1 of the report.)
Results

1. Alphabetic Knowledge
· The overall alphabetic knowledge of the Foundation Phase (FP) learners, including Grade R, has improved dramatically since 2018 when we started to formally focus on this area.
· FP learners (Grade 1-3), with very few exceptions, could track and recite the alphabet as well as identify random letters of the alphabet. Grade R learners could also recite the alphabet, but were still learning to track the different letters. 

· There were still some children who struggled to identify certain letters and some who tended to confuse letters with other letters (C and S; G and J).

· The learners could generate multiple words beginning with the letters that were assessed during the visit. It was evident that the learners’ spontaneity and fluency (as seen in their ability to generate words) improved as they progress through the FP. The Grade 1s could independently generate their own words, but it generally took them longer and they sometimes needed additional prompting. In contrast, the Grade 2s and 3s had access to a far more impressive range of words and also needed very little encouragement. See image below.
· The FP learners participated actively in these assessments and seemed to become more enthused as the assessments progressed – even learners who were not able to provide appropriate responses tried to participate and give answers.

· It was evident that the alphabet routine had become a relatively well established part of the teaching-learning cycle in the project schools.
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Grade 2 words generated at Umthombopholile Primary. The activity was facilitated by one of the project Field Workers, Mapule Kutu.
2. Word Knowledge
FP learners were asked to write as many words as they could, beginning with 4 letters (see image of a test protocol on page 5) and were given 4 minutes to do so. The learners had been given an opportunity to generate as many words as they could with these letters prior to the assessment – see above image. These words were then erased before the written part of the test was administered.
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Grade 1
· Phakama learners on average generated only .57 words per letter, whereas learners from Klipspruit and Umthombopholile could generate 3.94 & 2.82 words per letter respectively.
· The highest word score for a learner from Phakama was 8, while the highest scores for learners at Klipspruit and Umthombopholile were 39 and 53 respectively. 

· 54% of the learners from Klipspruit and Umthombopholile could write more than 10 words, whereas there were no learners from Phakama who could write more than 8 words.
Grade 2
· The average word knowledge of learners at Phakama was again much lower than their peers from the other project schools. Phakama learners on average could only generate 2.47 words per letter, whereas learners from Klipspruit and Umthombopholile could generate 6.13 & 7.4 words per letter respectively.
· Whereas only 17% of learners from Phakama could write 20 or more words, 63% of learners from the other project schools could write 20 or more words. 

· The highest word scores achieved by learners from the project schools were: - Phakama: 34, Klipspruit: 60, and Umthombopholile: 65.
Grade 3
· The average word knowledge of learners at Phakama was again much lower than their peers from the other project schools. Phakama learners on average could only generate 4.92 words per letter, whereas learners from Klipspruit and Umthombopholile could generate 13.36 & 11.31 words per letter respectively.

· Whereas 17% of learners from Phakama could write 30 or more words, 84% of learners from the other project schools could write 30 or more words. 

· The highest word scores for learners from the project schools were: - Phakama: 56, Klipspruit: *101, and Umthombopholile: 82.

*Note: A child who writes 101 words in 16 minutes, is writing at a rate of around 6 words per minute.
An example of a word test from a Grade 2 class.
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3. Basic Concepts Picture Assessment

A set of novel visual stimuli was created to elicit discussion about basic concepts. The learners' verbal fluency and usage of conceptual language were captured during these discussions. The learners received systematic guidance and were asked questions about a picture in order to elicit some understandings about the content of the picture. Key words were captured and thereafter learners were asked to represent the picture in a drawing and finally to prepare a short presentation about the picture. See images below.
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The picture assessment task was unfortunately only administered to two groups during the visit, mainly because of time constraints, but also because of a disruption to the programme at one of the schools. This basic concepts integration task will nevertheless be taken to the remaining FP classes by the project field workers. The task showed that the learners had access to a relatively large range of vocabulary (as discussed above), however it was also evident that they had difficulties transcending the concrete stimuli in the picture to create a narrative that linked the information gleaned into a more coherent description. This might reflect a lack of attention given to storytelling, imagination and reading within these classes, but also a difficulty with the development of abstract ideas in these learners.
General Feedback, Observations and Recommendations
· A meeting was arranged with the project teachers at Klipspruit Combined on the first day of my visit. Two teachers were not able to attend due to unforeseen circumstances, but all the other teachers and field workers (x2) did attend. Dr. Jean Place was also at the meeting.

· The meeting tried to ascertain the teachers’ impressions about the project - what they were doing and what could still be improved upon. It was especially interesting to note that many of the teachers felt that English should be the language of instruction at their schools, but they (the teachers) also felt ill-equipped to teach in English. 
· All schools were visited twice during my visit, while one school was visited three times. Intervention could not be done at one of the schools because the teachers had made alternative plans and had not informed us.
· I visited both Grade R classes, but was not able to spend an extended amount of time inside these classes. I did however interact a lot with the field workers who work with these teachers.

· The teachers were accommodating and welcomed the class visits as well as the testing of their learners. I was also accompanied by the project field workers to the classes.
· The teachers showed an interest in the assessments and associated interventions that were run inside their classes. Many of the teachers in fact immediately started to apply some of the interventions that had been suggested.

· There were however a few teachers (2-3) who required more assistance than their colleagues and it will be the role of the Field Workers to provide this support – see below for more information.

· The project Field Workers were comfortable working inside the classes and quickly took initiative and were able to lead the assessment activities that had been prepared for the visit.
· While it seemed that the classroom support programme for Josephine was adequate and well-focused, Mapule’s programme should be extended more evenly to the other schools. We also recommend that Josephine visit Phakama once a month.

·  The role of the Field Workers as facilitators of change (and not as fill-in teachers) was raised during the visit. Recommendations were made to assist them in this role and to this end, a proposed training opportunity was discussed. 
· BCP intervention sessions were not directly observed during this visit because of time constraints, but it is envisaged that Mapule will continue to play a more direct role with the teachers in this regard, while Josephine will work more directly with Literacy/Letter interventions as well as with the integration of basic concepts into the curriculum.
Summary and Conclusion
This was my first visit to the project in 2019 and my first visit of Phase 2. While I had been kept abreast of project developments throughout the year, this visit allowed me to understand first-hand how the teachers and field workers had been functioning during the year. Although my visit focused almost exclusively on the assessment of learning outcomes, one could also envisage the type of interventions that were happening in these classes which had led to these outcomes. 
I was pleasantly surprised by learners’ familiarity and fluency with the alphabet and their overall alphabetic knowledge (recitation, tracking, identification, writing, naming and sounding of letters). In addition, I was impressed by their ability to retrieve words associated with the letters of the alphabet that were being assessed. The learners’ expressive vocabulary was extensive and varied –this was particularly evident in the Grade 3 classes, but it was also evident that this word knowledge had started to develop in Grade 1s. The most impressive result was for the ‘word knowledge’ assessment for two of the three schools. Most of the Grade 3s’ scores in particular reflected an accumulated knowledge base built over the first four years at school and also their involvement in the project. This was a significant finding for the project learners who are learning a second language and the task to write words required them to: i) access words that were still being learnt and were not yet fully internalized and ii) to select only those words that could be easily written. One might have expected that these processing requirements of the task would have a significant effect on the word output with resultant lower scores however this was not the case. Some anecdotal data suggests that first language learners in Grade 3 from a private school could generate on average 49 words per learner which is comparable with the project learners. However, it should be noted that in most classes there are still relatively large groups of learners that are still very weak and require intervention.
The results at Phakama Primary were of concern. Additional time and input needs to be given to the intervention programme at this school. We therefore suggest that the teachers receive enhanced support from the field workers. However, it is important to note that support should only be provided in tandem with the existing efforts of the teachers in these classes and that additional support might not always be helpful if the teachers, for example are not compliant. It is evident from the visit that the field workers have had a positive impact on the schools that they support. Josephine, who has only been supporting since the start of the year, has an exemplary work ethic and has been able to foster positive working relationships in the two schools she works with and has unrestricted access to the classes.
The visit showed that additional support and consultation were still required to nudge the project forward and to consolidate gains that have been made thus far. While the results generated during this visit were very promising, we still need to wait for the summative assessments to provide some comparative data. It is my recommendation that I visit the project again towards the end of the year in 2020 to review the initial and newer interventions and support structures that have been put in place to ensure that there is ongoing progress in the teaching-learning environment at the project schools.

APPENDIX 1
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Programme for Visit 12 - Phase 2
(August 2019)

	Date
	Activity
	Target Group + Number
	Place/School

	26 August
	School Visit:  Word Knowledge and Alphabet assessment
	Project Teachers = 2
Field Workers = 2


	Phakama Primary



	26 August
	Meeting with Project Teachers
	Project Teachers = 7    Field Workers = 2

Other = 2


	Klipspruit Combined 

	27 August
	School Visit:  Word Knowledge and Alphabet assessment
	Project Teachers = 3

Field Workers = 2


	Klipspruit Combined

	28 August
	School Visit:  Word Knowledge and Alphabet assessment
	Project Teachers = 2

Field Workers = 2


	Umthombopholile Primary 


	29 August
	School Visit:  Follow-Up Visits and Basic Concepts Picture Assessment
	Project Teachers = 2

Field Workers = 2

Project Teachers = 3 

(This was a short meeting. The teachers were not visited in their classes. They were traveling to JHB to visit a learner who had been injured in an accident.)
	Umthombopholile Primary
Klipspruit Combined

	30 August
	School Visit:  Follow-Up Visits and Basic Concepts Picture Assessment
	Project Teachers = 3

Field Workers = 2

Project Teachers = 3

Field Workers = 2
	Phakama Primary

Umthombopholile Primary 


	TOTAL 
	
	41
	8


Note: The above programme does not include informal discussions with the principals at the schools as well as daily discussions with the Field Workers (Mapule & Josephine) and with Dr Jean Place.
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