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KWENA BASIN PROJECT (2014-2018)
A Basic Concepts Project for Foundation Phase Teachers in Four Schools
Field Visit 1: Mentoring of the Teachers Inside the Classroom
1 – 2 October 2014
Aim 

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) will be used as a common approach to develop and extend the prerequisites for learning in English (First Additional Language). The teachers will be trained as mediators of the BCP and will receive ongoing mentorship and support during the project. 

Background

11 Foundation Phase teachers from the project schools received their initial training during the first two days of my visit to the project (29 – 30 September). An additional teacher from the Intermediate Phase was included in the training as she might be moved into the Foundation Phase in the near future. The training will continue during forthcoming visits. The pace of the training and integration of training and practice will be monitored as the project progresses. The evaluation of the first two days of training - its focus on first two conceptual domains (colour and shape), rationale of the programme, and mediational teaching - will be reviewed in a separate report.
The focus of the current report is the mentoring visits to the teachers after the training on the 1 – 2 October 2014.
Mentoring Visits
Preliminary comments

· 10 out of 12 of the teachers received mentoring inside their classes
· Two teachers were not visited because of time limitations

· All teachers visited were prepared (they had Session Planners or referred to notes and/or the teaching model poster, etc.) for their Basic Concept session and cooperated without need of encouragement

· The mentoring sessions with the teachers were approximately 30 minutes in duration and in some cases slightly longer
· Some teachers had already begun with their record keeping (BC Register) and one teacher had already organized Basic Concepts Workbooks for her learners

· All teacher were shown how to pack their cognitive tool kits and how to complete the attendance register

· We received some spontaneous feedback about the training from other staff members at the schools which seemed to suggest that the teachers had benefited from the training and were excited about the programme

Observations of Mediation
· Teachers on the whole seemed comfortable and confident about their general teaching abilities – They did not seem threatened or overly anxious about the visit.
· Teachers were able to follow the Concept Teaching Model and the steps that had been demonstrated during the training sessions –We used two approaches during the visits. On the first day there was a focus on mediating the first two steps, while on the second day we encouraged the teachers to model all six steps.

· Teachers were particularly good at engaging the interest of their learners which seemed to set the process going in many of the classes. Many teachers consequently seemed to enjoy their sessions.

· The teachers seemed relatively good at pacing their sessions and were able to focus on developing the preparatory language and understandings required later in the session – this might also have been because we were so involved in guiding the sessions
· Teachers had difficulty breaking away from say-and-repeat-after-me-in-a-chorus-routine with their learners, but were open to learning to mediate in a small group of learners: one-at-a-time and allowing for individual responses
· Teachers at times had difficulty focusing on one conceptual domain at a time

· Teachers required encouragement to provide models/frames of the conceptual language needed by their learners and thereafter to give them (their learners) other ways of using this language

· Teachers seemed limited in their own use of the English language which  limited the range of options they were able to give their learners
· Teachers did not always know how to work with the concrete materials, but were again open to guidance. 
Summary and Conclusion
The visits to the teachers were encouraging in many respects, however also revealed how important classroom mentoring will be as the project unfolds. It was pleasing that the teachers were so positive and motivated while we were at the project site. It seemed that the use of mediational teaching and a dialogic approach were new to them, but it was also this aspect that seemed exciting for many of the teachers. They enjoyed the fact that their learners were able to respond in some way and also have fun during the sessions. 

I would recommend that the follow up visits to the teachers be done more intensively (2 classroom visits per teacher per visit with some spacing between the visits) and on a regular basis (2/3 times a term) during the first year of the project. It would be important to see that the teachers are implementing regularly and making progress particularly at the start of the programme with colour and shape. 
In conclusion, the project has been initiated with all the Foundation Phase teachers in the four project schools with some very encouraging feedback and positive signs that bode well for the future. I look forward to continuing the work started with the teachers and to developing support structures so that teachers can develop as effective mediators of learning.
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