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KWENA BASIN PROJECT (2014-2018)
A Basic Concepts Project for Foundation Phase Teachers in Four Schools
Field Visit 3 (04 – 08 May 2015)
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 continue with the training of the teachers and to assist with the implementation of the next conceptual domain (size) inside the classrooms. Teachers will be trained to mediate the last 3 conceptual domains (position, number and letter) in forthcoming visits. It was hoped that the visit would also give an indication of the level of implementation of the basic concepts approach inside the Foundation Phase classrooms. In addition, the visit aimed to identify and develop ways to support teachers in order to sustain the implementation of the programme between visits to the project. (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 teachers (n=14) attended a full-day training session at the Verlorenkloof Nature Reserve on the first day of my visit to the project. One teacher could not attend the session. The teachers have now received three days of training since the initiation of the project. The training aimed both to refresh and consolidate aspects of the approach as well as to continue with the introduction of a new conceptual domain (size). The training session also provided an opportunity to bring the teachers from the project schools (4) together, helping to foster broader connections and understanding between the teachers.
The teachers’ written feedback about the workshop was very positive with a few teachers complaining that the day (7hr) had been too long. The majority of teachers expressed their appreciation for the project and the support that it offered them as well as the hope that it would continue in the future. Here are some of the comments verbatim.
· ‘Thank for your support. Please come visit again so that we can help the children.’

· ‘Thank you for supporting us … we learnt a lot of things.’

· ‘Thanks for everything. I still need more help from you.’

· ‘Thank you for always helping us and supporting us… even when we make mistakes and you always show us how to do it.’
· ‘The workshop was excellent … everything was clear.’

· ‘I enjoyed this domain the most … I feel that it is all starting to click for me now. I enjoy learning through a combination of notes, PowerPoint, and practical exercises – it helps to make sense of the theory.’

· ‘I like that we can integrate the concepts with our CAPS curriculum. They fit in with maths- data handling … we are able to describe a sequence according to colour, shape and size.’
It seemed that the teachers benefited from the training session and that it  provided further impetus for the project. This was particularly so for those teachers who had not been implementing the programme in a dedicated way and had not been using the procedures or the approach consistently.
General Project Activities & Feedback from Mentoring Visits
Preliminary comments
· About half of the teachers received two mentoring visits, while the others  received only one visit (total number of visits = 18). The teachers also observed one another during the mentoring visits. 
· The teachers were required to run a size session, which had been the focus of the training session, with their focus group. While the first visit to the schools focused on the first 2 steps of the teaching model, the second visit attempted to extend the focus to the other 4 steps of the model.
·  It was evident that most of the teachers had prepared for their sessions (session planners, manuals, concrete materials were visible) and were ready to demonstrate when we arrived. However a few teachers did not seem ready. One of these teachers had not attended the training session and another only seemed prepared for her first mentoring session.
· The teachers had on average each implemented 11 sessions since the last visit to the project, which equates to about 1.5 sessions per week. We had requested that teachers implement between 2-3 sessions per week.
· The visits to the schools also included discussions with the principals, individual teachers and at one school (Klipspruit Combined School) we had meeting with all the project teachers.
· The discussions at the schools mainly focused on the regular implementation of the programme and ways to facilitate this. For example, the principal at Enkeldoorn Primary agreed to schedule the programme into the school timetable 3 times a week. Fortnightly or monthly team meetings were also recommended at each school and a suggested agenda for these meetings has been distributed.
· At least one teacher at each school has been registered on the Mediator Zone (MZ) on the Basic Concepts website. The MZ provides a range of resources and examples of best practice of the approach for registered mediators of the programme. It might also be of interest that a number of resources have been uploaded to the MZ from the Kwena Basin Project.
· The Wits students were given a detailed introductory session (90minute) about the Basic Concepts approach. Several of these students attempted  to run a BC session in their classes just four days into their practical placements.
Feedback from Mentoring Visits
· More conceptual language had been established in all classes and even in Grade R. For example, the learners were able to make relatively spontaneous reference to colour and at times to the shapes of the blocks and also did not confuse these higher order concepts.
· It was also apparent that the teachers were independently able to start their sessions and introduce the ‘new’ conceptual domain in a clear and relatively systematic fashion. It was therefore interesting to note that the teacher who had missed the training session was not able to even start the session.
· There were 4 teachers (one from each school) who could be described as having made good progress with their learners. There was only 1 teacher in this category during my previous visit to the project. 
· I would regard 7 teachers as being moderately to highly motivated about the project, while the other teachers were less committed. There are concerns about 1 teacher from Phakama who missed the training session. She did not however seem resistant and was willing to run a demonstration session.
· It was evident that the teachers had not been implementing their group sessions often enough. Many teachers actually acknowledged this. For example, not many shapes had been mediated since my last visit to the project. It was also apparent that in certain classes, the learners were still confusing the concepts ‘same’ and ‘different’ when they were used in English.

· The reasons for the lack of regular implementation varied for each teacher and/or school. The reasons given differed from personal difficulties and structural inefficiencies within the local education district to school-based difficulties in managing the curriculum.
· The teachers’ at times seemed to lack the necessary conceptual understanding of the domain (size). It was therefore interesting to note that their understanding of colour had seemed to improve in all the schools. Size, however, is a much more complex conceptual domain to mediate and would thus require much more attention from the teachers.
· It was interesting to see that the teachers had managed in most cases to introduce the conceptual domain of size and to start mediating. It will therefore be important to see if the teachers are able to transfer their knowledge to other size sub-concepts. (The teachers have been requested to mediate more sub-concepts in the conceptual domain of shape until the end of the 2nd term and only thereafter to mediate size.)
Summary and Conclusion
The visit was encouraging and the trajectory of the project is positive, but there were also some concerns. I was very pleased with the overall development of the language of the learners in the project. It seemed, even if the basic concepts sessions had not been regular, that the learners’ expressive-conceptual language had started to improve. In addition, the teachers seemed to have become more familiar with the teaching model and the questioning-mediational teaching approach. The most pleasing aspect undoubtedly was the positive way in which the teachers responded to the visit as well as the value they seemed to  place on the project. For example, teachers have started to speak positively to other colleagues and officials about the project.
The concerns were mostly related to the number of intervention sessions run per week with their focus groups. As mentioned in this report the reasons for this were varied, but attention was given to sustaining the implementation of the sessions between visits by creating additional structures (team meetings and timetabling into the curriculum the programme) and through giving the teachers revised pacing targets. Regular implementation would assist teachers with their mediation and as the approach becomes more familiar the learners should start to develop a more fluid, expressive vocabulary. The teachers also begin to feel more confident as the learners start to respond to their mediation and so the cycle continues and strengthens.
The next visit to the project will be in September. The visit will focus on the next conceptual domain (position) and I will continue to mentor teachers inside the classrooms. The visit will again monitor the level of implementation and uptake of the approach in the schools as well as formally evaluate the learners’ knowledge of basic concepts (The Test of Basic Concepts Knowledge). The data from testing will provide the first set of results after 1 year of intervention.
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Programme for Visit 3 (May 2015)

	Date
	Activity
	Target Group + Number
	Place/School

	04 May 2015
	BC Training 3: Size (Conceptual Domain 3) 
	Project Teachers = 14
	Verlorenkloof Nature Reserve

	05 May 2015
	School Visit: Teacher Mentoring 
	Project Teachers = 4
	Klipspruit Combined School
Enkeldoorn Primary School

	06 May 2015
	School Visit: Teacher Mentoring 
	Project Teachers = 5
	Pakama Primary

Umthombopholile Primary School

	06 May 2015
	School Visit: Planning meeting with principal
	Principal= 1
	Umthombopholile Primary School

	07 May 2015
	School Visit: Teacher Mentoring 
	Project Teachers = 4
	Klipspruit Combined School
Enkeldoorn Primary School

	07 May 2015
	School Visit: Planning meeting with teachers
	Project Teachers = 3
	Klipspruit Combined School

	07 May 2015
	School Visit: Planning meeting with principal
	Principal = 1
	Enkeldoorn Primary School

	07 May 2015
	Basic Concepts: Introductory session for Wits students 
	Wits Students = 12
	Verlorenkloof Nature Reserve

	08 May 2015
	School Visit: Teacher Mentoring 
	Project Teachers = 5
	Pakama Primary

Umthombopholile Primary School

	TOTAL
	
	49
	


7

