A LANGUAGE AND BASIC CONCEPTS PROJECT

IMPROVING TEACHING-LEARNING IN

FOUNDATION PHASE LEARNERS AT THE HANTAM COMMUNITY EDUCATION TRUST SCHOOL (HCET)
Project Evaluation (2003-2006)

 A Summary Report
1. CONTEXT OF THE PROJECT: HANTAM COMMUNITY EDUCATION TRUST 

The HCET was established in 1989 to respond to the needs of farm communities in the Hantam district of Colesberg. The Trust has developed into a holistic rural development project. The activities of the Trust encompass six main components: a school (from Pre-school and Grade R to Grade 9), teacher development programme, skills training programme (for youth and adults), bursary programme and a primary health clinic and pharmacy. The Trust services 22 farms in a radius of 50 Km, providing quality education, training, development and health care services. 

2. RATIONALE OF THE PROJECT:

The need for the project was identified as a result of the pervasive language difficulties experienced by learners at the HCET school. The school was concerned that learners were not able to cope with English as the language of instruction from Grade 4 onwards. The home language of a majority of learners at the school was Xhosa and Afrikaans, while a minority of learners spoke English at home.
3. PROJECT OBJECTIVES:

· To establish an intensive language environment for Foundation Phase learners (Grade R - Grade 3) in order to promote and enhance their cognitive and scholastic functioning.

· To facilitate change within the entire teaching-learning environment of the Foundation Phase in order to develop a language-rich learning milieu.

4. PROJECT AIMS:

· To identify the language and scholastic competencies and weaknesses of the Foundation Phase learners.

· To provide teachers with information and the appropriate support and training in order to improve the language, cognitive and scholastic functioning of their learners.

· To monitor and evaluate the outcomes of this project in order to make recommendations for interventions as well as to determine the overall benefits of the project.

5. BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE PROJECT:

The Language and Basic Concepts Mediated Learning project was implemented over four years. The stages of the project’s development are outlined below:

   2003                  2004                 2005                  2006                     (2007)
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Learners who entered the project in 2003 were in Grade 3 in 2006. The goal of the project was that these learners would be ‘ready’ (vis-à-vis language and scholastic functioning) to be promoted to the intermediate learning phase in 2007.The project systematically aimed to improve the language and scholastic functioning of learners in order to prepare them for future learning in a setting where English is the medium of instruction.

The project set the following goals for each of the grades:

· Grade R- Mother tongue instruction was promoted and consolidated through the introduction of a focussed teaching programme (The Basic Concepts Mediated Learning Programme). Scholastic markers for this grade included a developing knowledge of colour, shape, size, position, number and letter concepts.

· Grade 1- English as a language of instruction was introduced to learners through a specially designed teaching programme (The Basic Concepts Mediated Learning Programme) and a thematic vocabulary programme. Scholastic markers for this grade included knowledge of basic conceptual systems, vocabulary, and literacy, numeracy and life skills outcomes (consistent with the Revised National Curriculum Statement for Grade 1 learners).

· Grade 2&3- English vocabulary which was taught in the previous grades was expanded to teach literacy, numeracy and life skills. An interconnected thematic approach (used throughout the Foundation Phase) provided the content for language and literacy teaching. Approximately 80-120 new vocabulary words were taught to learners with every theme (6 themes were taught per year). Scholastic markers for this grade included the development of vocabulary, as well as literacy, numeracy and life-skills outcomes (consistent with the Revised National Curriculum Statement for Grade 2 & 3 learners).

A decision was taken shortly after the initiation of the project to extend it to Grade 4. This was considered necessary in order to establish linkages between the learners in the project (in the Foundation Phase) and the next phase of their educational life (in the Intermediate Phase). The core components (conceptual language introduced through a thematic approach integrated into learning areas) of the project remained unchanged in this intermediate phase class.

6. THEORETICAL BASE

The project was grounded in the interrelated conceptualisations of three prodigious psychological theorists; namely, Jean Piaget, Lev Vygotsky and Reuven Feuerstein. The inter-linked perspectives of these theorists, expressed in their evolutionary developmental view of the formation of mental structures, have their origin in the on-going interactions between maturational and environmental factors. All three theorists stressed the primacy of cognition in human development, but also acknowledged the role of social aspects in this development. It could be argued that Piaget’s influential, groundbreaking theory of cognitive development provided a platform for both Vygotsky and Feuerstein. Vygotsky and Feuerstein, however, also diverged from Piaget in a number of important respects. The most significant distinction was the role of the environment (socio-cultural factors) in development and learning, whereas Piaget was more concerned with the biological aspects of development. Both Vygotsky and Feuerstein stressed the importance of language as a mediational tool, seeing language as the means to advance thinking and to lead learners to new relationships between objects and words. Integral to both these theorists was the optimistic view that learners (given appropriate mediation) could advance beyond what they already knew. This view was different from Piaget’s more traditional stance that the learner could only advance when his/her spontaneous ideas were developed enough to resist cognitive conflict. 

7.  SAMPLE 

The number of learners per grade who participated in the project is reflected in the table below. However, the rural nature of the school (a rural education project for learners in the *Hantam Karoo district), results in learner population changes from year to year because of movement between farms in the area. For example, out of a class of 18 Grade 1’s in 2003 only 8 of the original learners continued at the school in 2004. New learners have also joined the project since its inception in 2003. Approximately 20% of the learners in the project (Grades 2-4) were new to the school (2004). These new learners often enter the school with considerable educational and language backlogs. In 2005-2006 the movement of old learners out of the school and the addition of new learners to the school was limited. The main influx of new learners in 2005-2006 was in the Grade R and Grade 1 classes. Each year approximately 33% of Grade 1 learners are new to the project; that is, these are children who come from town (Colesberg) and not from farms in the area.
Table 1

Number Of Grade R To Grade 4 Learners At

The Hantam Community Education Trust School
	Grade
	2003
	2004
	2005
	2006

	Grade R
	16
	12
	15
	17

	Grade 1
	18
	18
	14
	22

	Grade 2
	12
	9 
	18
	10

	Grade 3
	20
	14
	11
	21

	Grade 4
	14
	12
	12
	10

	Total
	80
	65
	70
	80


*FOOTNOTE:
A remote rural farming district in the Northern Cape.
8. METHODOLOGY 

A quantitative single group design was used to gather data during the study. An extensive, diverse test battery was used during the project (see below). The purpose of the test battery was to track the progress and development of learners (Grade 1-Grade 4) with respect to their scholastic and cognitive functioning as well as their knowledge of conceptual systems. The paucity of an appropriate South African test to determine the preparedness of Grade R learners to start formal schooling necessitated the development of a new test (see below). Since the inception of the project, the test battery was implemented at the end of the year with all learners. In the first year of the project the test battery was administered both at the start and at the end of the school year. During the following years of the project (2004-2006), only learners in Grade R and Grade 1 were assessed at the start and end of the year (a large number of these learners were new to the school) while learners in all other grades were only assessed at the end of the school year. 

Test Battery 

i) UCT Graded Spelling Test: a norm-based test developed for learners in the Western Cape. Administered to Grade 1-4 learners.

ii) UCT Graded Reading Test: a norm-based test developed for learners in the Western Cape. Administered to Grade 1-4 learners.

iii) Ballard One-Minute Test (Addition & Subtraction): a norm-based test developed for learners in the Western Cape. Administered to Grade 1-4 learners.

iv) Boehm Test of Basic Concepts: a norm-based test, however, used without making direct reference to these American derived norms. This test was developed to assess the understanding of 50 high frequency basic concepts in young learners. Administered to Grade 1-4 learners.

v) Basic Concepts Complex Figure Test: a dynamic assessment test (test-teach-test) developed to assess the ability of younger children to learn to reproduce as well as recall from memory a complex figure. This is a test of visual memory, spatial relations, cognitive functioning and cognitive modifiability. Administered to Grade 2-4 learners.

vi) Graduated-Prompt Assessment of Basic Conceptual Systems (GP-ABC): a test to determine the preparedness of Grade R learners for formal schooling. The test assesses the ability of learners to accurately identify and name 30 subordinate concepts (e.g. rectangle, triangle, square) and 6 superordinate concepts (colour, shape, size, position, number and letter). Learners are also required to categorize blocks according to different superordinate classes. Administered to Grade R learners.

8. RESULTS 

The results from the scholastic and basic concepts batteries for each grade will be presented and discussed in this report. Findings from the Grade R assessments will be not be discussed as the data for some of these learners was still outstanding at the time of writing this report.

Grade 1
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There has been a steady and systematic improvement in the results for Grade 1 learners from 2003 to 2006, with the exception of the reading results in 2006 and spelling results in 2005+2006. In 2003 31% learners were on or above Grade level for reading, whereas in 2006 64.7% were on or above grade level. There were no learners in 2003 who were on Grade level for spelling, whereas in 2006 17.6% were on or above grade level. The results of the mathematics test found that only 15% (for addition) and 0% (for subtraction) of learners were on or above Grade level in 2003, whereas in 2006 47.1% and 70.6% of learners respectively were on or above Grade level. In conclusion, the mean scholastic functioning of these learners is comparable to an average child in Grade 1. (Refer below to pg.11 for Additional Information about the Grade 1 results.) There has been an improvement in the knowledge of conceptual systems. While in 2003 learners were able to correctly identify 73% of concepts assessed, in 2006 learners correctly identified 80% of the concepts assessed.
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Grade 2

There has been a steady and systematic improvement in the project results for Grade 2 learners from 2003 to 2005, however, a decline in results has been noted for learners in 2006. In 2003 there were no learners on or above Grade level for reading and spelling, whereas in 2006 40% were on or above grade level for reading and spelling. The results of the mathematics test found that only 9% (for addition) and 0% (for subtraction) of learners were on or above Grade level in 2003, whereas in 2006 50% and 10% of learners respectively were on or above Grade level. In conclusion, the mean scholastic functioning of these learners was not comparable to an average child in Grade 2. It is, however, important to note that the mean scores for all areas assessed fell within a four point range of the norm scores for Grade 2 learners. There has been an increase in the knowledge of conceptual systems. While in 2003 learners were able to correctly identify 67% of concepts assessed, in 2006 learners correctly identified 74% of the concepts assessed.
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There has been a steady and systematic improvement in the project results for Grade 3 learners from 2003 to 2006. In 2003 there were no learners on or above Grade level for reading and spelling, whereas in 2006 62% and 43% respectively of learners were on or above grade level. The results of the mathematics test found that only 28% (for addition) and 0% (for subtraction) of learners were on or above Grade level in 2003, whereas in 2006 67% and 57% of learners respectively were on or above Grade level. In conclusion, the mean scholastic functioning of these learners is comparable to an average child in Grade 3. (Refer below to pg.11 for Additional Information about the Grade 3 results.) There has been an increase in the knowledge of conceptual systems. While in 2003 learners were able to correctly identify 73% of concepts assessed, in 2006 learners correctly identified 88% of the concepts assessed.
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There has been a steady and systematic improvement in the project results for Grade 4 learners from 2003. In 2003 there were no learners on or above Grade level for reading, whereas in 2006 40% of learners were on or above grade level for reading. There were still no learners on or above grade level for spelling in 2006, however, 20% of learners were functioning within a 6-12month range of Grade level. The results of the mathematics test (addition and subtraction) found that there were no learners on or above Grade level in 2003, whereas in 2006 60% and 50% of learners respectively were on or above Grade level. In conclusion, the mean scholastic functioning of these learners was not comparable to an average child in Grade 4, however, in two areas assessed (addition and subtraction) these learners were functioning like an average learners in Grade 4. In addition, the reading scores were within three points of the mean score. There has been an increase in the knowledge of conceptual systems. While in 2003 learners were able to correctly identify 74% of concepts assessed, in 2006 learners correctly identified 94% of the concepts assessed.

Additional Information: 
1. Results of Grade 1 learners from the Hantam Community Education Trust In Context

[image: image2]
Learners from the Hantam Community Education Trust (n=17) attained higher scholastic scores when compared with a sample of learners from schools on the Cape Flats (n=170). This is with the exception of one result for spelling. The average scores for learners from the Hantam Community Education Trust were all on or above the norm scores for Grade 1 learners with the exception of spelling. In contrast, the average scores for learners at the comparison schools were all below the norm scores for Grade 1 learners, with the exception of spelling and reading for learners Willows Primary (n=24).
2. Scholastic Scores for Grade 3 learners at the HCET (2003-2006)


[image: image3]
The mean scholastic scores of Grade 3 learners at the HCET are comparable to an average learner in Grade 3. This is with the exception of their scores for spelling, which fall within a 6-12 month range of Grade level. There has been a marked improvement in the scholastic functioning of these learners. This is especially evident when one considers that a learner in Grade 3 in 2003 could only attain scores of a Grade 1 learner.
9. DISCUSSION

The project results for different learners in the same Grade over the past four years are indicative of a positive trend towards the norm. Thus, irrespective of individual learner characteristics and the possible effects of certain group differences on the project results, it is evident that a majority of learners in Grade 1-4 made impressive gains towards the norm. It would be expected that certain groups of learners might be stronger/weaker than other groups of learners (for example, the scores of the Grade 2s of 2005 were suggestive of a stronger learner grouping), however, irrespective of the possible strengths/weaknesses of particular groupings of learners, the overall trend towards the norm was clearly apparent. In three of the four areas assessed (reading, addition and subtraction), a majority of learners were *close to, on or above the norm at the end of the project. The spelling scores of learners in Grade 1 and Grade 2 were **close to grade level, while the spelling scores of learners in Grades 3 and Grade 4 fell five and 11 points respectively below the norm. Spelling, is therefore the only area that remains a concern at the school. Deficits in the spelling levels did however progressively narrow in the grades during the project. Spelling is an important indicator of the learners’ general understanding of language; that is, if learners can also express themselves in writing then they have demonstrated their internal understanding of the structure of the language. Therefore, if learners are exposed to and immersed in the language of instruction in a meaningful way on a daily basis, it should follow that their written expression should also improve. (It would be of interest to continue to monitor the spelling levels of the Grade 3 & 4 learners to determine if these improve towards the norm.) Learners at the HCET were intensively exposed to language in their classes, but it was not possible during this project to quantify the frequency and quality of the language used (by teacher and learners) in these classes. 
Footnote: 

*Close to = 4 points or less from the norm.

**Close to = 4 & 2 points from the norm respectively.
The systematic improvement in the learners’ knowledge of basic concepts could also provide an indicator of their improved language and conceptual functioning. There still, however, remains some room for improvement in the knowledge of conceptual systems, particularly in Grade 2. Furthermore, it could not be inferred that these encouraging project results for a majority of learners were attributable to the efforts of an individually talented teacher, rather it is contended that the results reflect the overall effect of the language and basic concepts mediated learning project on the general teaching-learning milieu in the Foundation Phase. 
10.  CONCLUSION

The project was premised on the belief that language prerequisites are essential for learning. Learning of language (with an emphasis on the conceptual language required for formal learning) was emphasized during the project and was simultaneously linked with the learning areas at the school. The progress of learners in this project, as discussed in the above section, is therefore attributed not only to structured and effective teaching-learning interventions, but also to the systematic development of the language of these learners. Language is regarded as the central mechanism used to direct the teaching-learning process, where words are used to develop meaning and consequently provide a stimulus for the advancement of thinking and learning. The positive findings of this project suggest that learners from disadvantaged, rural areas who are exposed to a language of instruction (which for a majority of learner is not their home language) in a purposeful, meaningful and systematic way are able to attain scholastic outcomes expected of any child in the same grade in South Africa. These findings indicate that learners can learn and continue to make improvements in their learning, however, if they continue to be exposed to the language of instruction in a purposeful, meaningful and systematic way.
Louis Benjamin (Ph.D.) 
Project Consultant
Email: louisben@iafrica.com ; Tel: 021-797 9110 ; Cell: 084 857 8763
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