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KWENA BASIN PROJECT (2014-2018)
A Basic Concepts Project for Foundation Phase Teachers in Four Schools
Field Visit 4 (07 – 11 September 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 (position) inside the classrooms. Teachers will be trained to mediate the last 2 conceptual domains (number and letter) next year. This was to be the last support visit of the year and it was hoped it would motivate teachers and prepare them for continuing implementation next year (2016). 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. This would be the first set of intervention data gathered since the start of project in 2014. The results from this 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 teachers (n=13) attended a full-day training session at the Verlorenkloof Nature Reserve on the first day of my visit to the project. Two teachers could not attend the session. One teacher had a bereavement in her family and the other teacher stayed at school to take care of her learners. The teachers have now received four days of training since the initiation of the project. The training aimed both to continue with the team building process and to introduce the next conceptual domain. 
The teachers’ written feedback about the workshop was overwhelmingly positive with only four teachers who made comments about something that they did not like about the workshop (see question 3 in the attached feedback questionnaire). Two of these comments were about the length of the workshop and the breaks, while the other two comments were about the content. The majority of teachers expressed their appreciation for the workshop and the benefits that it might have for them as teachers. Here are some of the comments verbatim.
· ‘The workshop was very educational … these are things we take for granted … I think that if we use the knowledge and skills… we will get amazing results from our learners.’

·  ‘I liked the way you taught us today it was enjoyable … it was short and sweet.’

· ‘I liked the demonstrations and the games… it was so refreshing.’

· ‘Today was definitely interesting and thought provoking. Learning about each conceptual domain is a challenge and I continue to learn new things that change my perceptions of how children learn and how I should teach them.’

·  ‘I really enjoyed the workshop … it shows why we have learners who are still struggling to read or write… the problem is (related) to position.’

· ‘We should have more workshops like this in the future because it will improve our teaching method(ology).’

· ‘There was order (in what was taught) and we learnt a lot. The trainer was very clear and we understood everything that was taught … it was actually great.’
· ‘The workshop was so fruitful… in the olden days we used to cram work which we could not transfer to our kids.’
· ‘I have learnt how to give accurate directions and to give instructions in detail.’
General Project Activities & Feedback from Mentoring Visits
Preliminary comments
· The teachers at three of the project schools received two mentoring visits, while most teachers from Umthombophilile received only one visit per teacher. There were a total of 20 mentoring visits to teachers during this visit.
· The teachers were required to run position sessions, which had been the focus of the training session, with their focus groups. The teachers were given an open brief for their demonstration sessions. Most teachers however decided to teach what they had been exposed to at the workshop - Introduction to the position board as well as the conceptual domain of position and thereafter an introduction to the sub-concepts: top-middle-bottom. In their second sessions the teachers followed up on aspects that they had experienced difficulties with in the first session and/or continued with the implementation of the teaching model.
·  Most of the teachers had prepared for their sessions and were ready to demonstrate as soon as we arrived. Some teachers did not seem particularly ready for the first session, but were much better prepared for the second session. There was only one teacher who struggled a lot during both of my visits to her class.
· With the exception of one teacher (see above bullet) the teachers seemed motivated and enthusiastic to run the demonstration sessions 
· It appeared that the teachers’ implementation of the programme with their focus groups had been inconsistent since my previous visit to the project, but it was also apparent that their learners’ use of conceptual language had improved and was good in certain cases (see more comments below).

· The visits to the schools also included discussions with the school principals. Most of these discussions focused on the future of the schools – with the recent news that the Mpumalanga Department of Basic Education was intending to close two of the project schools on private farm lands (Phakama Primary and Umthombophile Primary). The principals at both of these schools were not in favour of this decision, but also seemed powerless to prevent the closure of their schools.
· The Wits students were given a detailed briefing with respect to the administration of the ‘Test of Basic Concepts Knowledge’. The students were also given the opportunity to pilot the test and to ask additional questions about the testing process while I was still visiting the schools. 
Feedback from Mentoring Visits
· It was again evident that the learners were able to make use of a wider range of conceptual language in the classes, including colour, shape and size vocabulary. It was therefore very pleasing to receive some unsolicited feedback from one of the Wits students about the language fluidity of the Grade 3 learners compared with non-project learners in Grade 6 at one of the schools. 
· The majority of the project teachers have started to become more comfortable with the interactive and engaging style of teaching being modelled in the programme. The learners had also in turn started to anticipate the cognitive challenges associated with this kind of teaching during the sessions.
· In most cases the teachers were able to initiate the BCs session and to independently continue with the teaching model. Most of the teachers seemed able to transfer their learning from the first mentoring session to the second. 
· The biggest challenge for the teachers was continuing to introduce new concepts in a gradual and systematic fashion.
· For a majority of the teachers the new conceptual domain of position helped to consolidate the conceptual knowledge acquired thus far. 
· The introduction of novel materials for teaching position also seemed to stimulate renewed interest among the teachers.

· The programme also seemed to make more sense to the teachers because of its proximity to the literacy and numeracy learning areas of the curriculum.
· The teachers also seemed to enjoy the perceived flexibility of the teaching model - they have also started to become more familiar with it. 
· The biggest concern still seemed to be with the consistent implementation of the programme with their focus groups in each class. While there has been a general focus on developing conceptual language in most classes, this has not been done in a slow and systematic fashion in the smaller focus groups.
· With the exception of one teacher it was evident that the teachers have remained positive about the programme. It in fact seemed that the teachers responded more positively during this visit to the project than during previous visits.
· The two teachers who were absent from the training are to receive support from their colleagues with the new conceptual domain. One of the teachers in fact already started to receive some input during my visit to the project.
Summary and Conclusion
It was my general sense that the project had solidified in all schools and that teachers’ interest was piqued during the current visit. With the exception of one the teachers, all seemed eager to demonstrate their newly acquired knowledge and show off their developing teaching skills. Many of the teachers had independently decided to construct additional resources for their sessions. There was a developing sense of mastery of the process (teaching model and mediational teaching) and an increased confidence in the teachers. It was evident that the learners’ FAL skills had developed significantly since the start of the project - At the start of the project there was virtually no English being used at all. 

The main concern at this stage of the project is with the consistency of implementation of the programme by the teachers with their focus groups. It has been recommended that teachers start to do daily work with their small groups; this has however been difficult to implement. It is thought that with our ongoing visits to the project and with the development of a shared set of project expectations between the teachers that the consistency of implementation might start to improve. We also think that the feedback teachers have started to receive from their learners as well as from others might have a motivating effect on their implementation in the future. 

A big concern is the mooted closure of two of the schools which might have unanticipated effects on most of the teachers in the project. There might at worst be a change in the project teachers or even a movement of the current teachers to a new school might be very disruptive. Both these scenarios might have a major negative effect during the next phase of the project. Next year the teachers will be expected to work more independently with the approach in their classes and to involve all their learners. We will also complete the formal training process with the teachers during the 2nd visit to the project in 2016.
_____________________________________________
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Programme for Visit 4 (September 2015)

	Date
	Activity
	Target Group + Number
	Place/School

	07 September 2015
	BC Training 4: Position (Conceptual Domain 4) 
	Project Teachers = 13
	Verlorenkloof Nature Reserve

	08 September 2015
	School Visit: Teacher Mentoring 
	Project Teachers = 5
	Enkeldoorn Primary School Klipspruit Combined School

	08 September 2015
	Wits student: Briefing to administer the TBCK
	Wits Students = 14
	Enkeldoorn Primary School Klipspruit Combined School

	09 September 2015
	School Visit: Teacher Mentoring 
	Project Teachers = 5
	Umthombopholile Primary School
 Phakama Primary

	10 September 2015
	School Visit: Teacher Mentoring
	Project Teachers = 5
	Enkeldoorn Primary School Klipspruit Combined School

	11 September 2015
	School Visit: Teacher Mentoring 
	Project Teachers = 5
	Phakama Primary
Umthombopholile Primary School

	TOTAL
	
	47
	


5

