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KWENA BASIN PROJECT (2014-2018)
A Basic Concepts Project for Foundation Phase Teachers in Four Schools
Field Visit 10 
12 – 16 March 2018
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 this first visit to the project in Maintenance Year 2, the final year of the project, was to set goals with the teachers based on the 2017 year end test results. In order to achieve these goals several new focus areas and interventions were introduced from the start of the year. The visit also aimed to assist teachers with their classroom groupings and the arrangement of the teaching-learning environment. There was a sustained focus on the implementation of the Basic Concepts Programme at the schools, but also a broader focus on the Grade 4 learners and teachers. The new teachers to the project (n=3) were given further assistance to induct them into 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 Teacher Meeting And A Teacher Update
Nine teachers and the project assistant attended the meeting after school hours on the first day of the visit at Klipspruit Combined School. Two teachers from Enkeldoorn Primary were not able to attend the meeting for logistical reasons. All the new teachers were able to attend and this was the first teacher meeting for one of the new teachers (from Phakama).
Thus, three teachers and the project assistant are still fairly new to the project and intervention programme (joined in 2017). A special training session was held during this visit for the new teachers. It became evident during this visit that the project assistant had gained considerable knowledge and skills in implementing the programme with different groups of learners over the last year. The project assistant had independently decided to run a basic concepts session in two of the classes.
The teachers responded positively to the discussion about the project results and especially with respect to their overall progress. They seemed to understand the need for the introduction of the new focus areas, particularly the development of alphabetic knowledge from the start of the year and word writing/spelling in Grades 3 and 4. 
The teachers seemed genuinely motivated to improve their results during the final year of the project. The general implementation plan for the Basic Concepts Programme in each of the grades was also discussed. An information pack was handed to the teachers that included: i) results from testing in 2017, ii) forms for planning, and iii) notes from the presentation delivered at the meeting.
General Project Activities and Feedback from School Visits
Preliminary comments
· The project schools each received two/three visits with the exception of Enkeldoorn that received only one visit. The project leader spent approximately 4-7hrs at each school.
· The main focus of the visits in Grade R was an observation of the mediation of a Basic Concepts session and the associated use of conceptual vocabulary by learners as well as their understanding of increasingly complex instructions. The learner workbooks were also checked during the visits.
· The main focus of the visits in Grade 1 - 3 was: i) assessment of learners’ knowledge of the sequence of the alphabet as well as the identification of random letters, ii) review of the learner groupings, and iii) demonstration of a basic concepts session.
· In Grades 3 and 4 there was also a focus on the learners’ ability to write and spell words.

· It took time to demonstrate how to assess the learners’ knowledge of the alphabet and how to form groupings based on these results. The project assistant was also able to assist the teachers with these assessments.
· It also took time for the Grade 3 and 4 teachers (many of whom I had not yet met) to prepare their classes for the spelling tests and in certain cases we had to assist with the administration of the test. We scored the tests and thereafter helped the teachers to interpret the results. In addition, we explained the rationale of the tests to the Grade 4 teachers and requested them to continue with the spelling tests on a weekly basis.
· At one school (Umthombopholile Primary) it was difficult to meet with the Grade 1 teacher, who is also the principal of the school. She was either in meetings with external organizations or had to accompany an official from the Department of Education around the school. On one of the mornings that we visited she was urgently trying to prepare the school to write an exam.
· The visits to each of the classes proved highly productive, particularly as we could follow up on the progress after our initial baseline visits.
· The majority of the classes seemed to be functioning reasonably well for this time of the year (end of the first term). 

· It was however evident that little care had been taken with respect to the physical environment of the majority of the classes s (e.g. the walls of the classrooms and the general tidiness of the classrooms). In certain cases I asked the teacher to make changes to the seating arrangements of their learners as well as to the physical environment.
Feedback from School Visits
Grade R: i.Enkeldoorn (n=10), ii.Phakama (n=21), iii.Umthombopholile (n=15) 
· The rate of progress with the Basic Concepts Programme in these classes has been slow, however not significantly different from the other grades. Most teachers had only recently started to mediate shape.

· There was evidence of the implementation of colour - This was evident in learners’ verbal feedback about the blocks as well as their confidence when working with the materials and their familiarity with the primed questions.

· I do however suspect that there has been erratic implementation of the programme in the schools and particularly at two of the schools.

· It was difficult to determine the level of verbal expression of learners at this stage of the year, however in one of the classes the children were more verbal and confident in their responses than their peers in the other schools.
· In two of the three classes there was evidence of work that had been completed in workbooks. The quality of the work was generally very good, but not enough work had been done in these books.

Grade 1: i.Enkeldoorn (n=11), ii.Phakama (n=27), iii.Umthombopholile (n=23),    iv.Klipspruit (n=23)
· The knowledge of the alphabet sequence in these classes was reasonably good at this stage of the year. There was one school with learners who were significantly weaker than at the other schools.
· The teachers at the schools had applied themselves to the above task - this was particularly evident during our second/third visit to the classes.
· It was also evident that the learners had found this task very enjoyable and took pleasure and pride in showing off their newly acquired skill.
· Demonstrations of basic concept sessions were done at three of the four schools. At one of the schools I was not able to do an observation because the teacher, who is the principal, was busy at the times we were at the school. I was impressed with all three of the shape sessions that we observed and particularly with the quality of the mediation of the sessions.
· The general impression was that the programme was not being implemented as regularly or consistently as it should have been in these classes. 
Grade 2 + 3: i.Enkeldoorn (n=11 | n=13), ii.Phakama (n=16 | n=18), iii.Umthombopholile (n=22 | n=22), iv. Klipspruit (n=27 | n=26)
· With the exception of Klipspruit the above schools have multi-grade classes.
· The Grade 2 learners generally had a good working knowledge of the alphabet sequence yet they still made some errors and also struggled to identify random letters of the alphabet. The Grade 3 learners made almost no errors while reciting and pointing to the letters of the alphabet and could randomly identify most letters of the alphabet. Notwithstanding, the Grade 3 learners still needed additional reinforcement of the alphabet.
· We also asked some of the stronger Grade 2 and 3 learners to write the alphabet in sequence, but they still required assistance.

· Following the assessment of the learners, the groupings in both grades needed to be refined somewhat. 

· I observed only two basic concepts sessions in these classes. This was mainly because of time constraints and also because the teacher at one of the schools had not yet been trained.

· The Basic Concepts sessions that I observed in Grade 2 and 3 were run by the Project Assistant and were excellent sessions. These sessions reflected a reasonably good working knowledge of shape as well as the learners’ ability to express their understanding with relative fluency. 
· One concern I had was that these sessions were run a few weeks ago by the Project Assistant and that there had not been much progress since her time at the school.

Spelling Test:  Grade 3 and Grade 4 

· All the Grade 3+4 learners at the project schools had to write a spelling test - This was done in order to start a new weekly routine at the schools.
· It was also recommended that the learners write sentences and even possibly stories once a month using their weekly spelling words.

· The word banks for Phakama and Umthombopholile were found to be very similar, while those for the other two schools (Klipspruit and Enkeldoorn) differed and also from each other. The Grade 3 and Grade 4 words at Klipspruit and Enkeldoorn were also not comparable The learners at the first two schools performed very poorly on a very basic spelling test (cvc words only) and at both of these schools the Grade 3 learners scored higher than the Grade 4 learners.

· The learners at Klipspruit scored better than the learners at the other schools with slightly more complex words, but the learners at Enkeldoorn seemed to struggle more with the difficult words that they were given by their teachers.
Summary and Conclusion
This was a very busy and productive visit to the project with over 43 contacts with different teachers and people. I visited two schools per day; that is, with the exception of the last day when I visited Enkeldoorn on my way home. The teachers responded very positively to the visit and were willing to engage with requests as well as with the additions to their daily intervention programme. The teachers seemed to think that the changes would be beneficial for their learners. I found that the teachers had on the whole embraced the new structures that had been put in place. For example, the learners in most of the classes wanted to show off their alphabetic knowledge when we visited their classes.
I found that the teachers were generally very comfortable with the Basic Concepts programme and if requested to run a session, were able to do so spontaneously without much preparation. I did however have an overall concern about the consistency of the implementation of the programme in most of the classes. While it is evident that teachers are constructively engaged with their learners when I or the Project Assistant area the schools, it appears that this is not happening sufficiently when we are not there. There is very little evidence that teachers continue to make significant progress when we are not at the schools. Although it was very pleasing that we could achieve so much in a short visit, it was also concerning that so little seems to be achieved between visits. 
I had many constructive discussions and opportunities to direct the Project Assistant during my visit. She seemed very willing to learn and to continue to support the project at the schools and she seems to be doing excellent work inside the classes. It is however my hope that the teachers will start to assume more responsibility for the interventions inside their own classes and particularly during this, the last year of the project. The teachers all have new goals to achieve by September 2018 and we hope that they are now more motivated to work consistently on a daily basis towards achieving these goals.
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Programme for Visit 10 
(March 2018)

	Date
	Activity
	Target Group + Number
	Place/School

	12 March 2018
	School Visit:  Assessment + Class Groupings + Class Environment
	Project Teachers = 2
Non-Project Teacher= 1

Project Teachers = 2

Non-Project Teacher= 1
	Umthombopholile Primary School
Phakama Primary

	12 March 2018
	Teacher Meeting
	Project Teachers = 9 + 2  (Louis + Mapule)
	Klipspruit Combined School

	13 March 2018
	School Visit:  Assessment + Class Groupings + Class Environment + Mentoring
	Project Teachers = 3
Non-Project Teacher = 1
	Klipspruit Combined School

	14 March 2018
	School Visit:  Review + BC demonstration sessions + Assessment
	Project Teachers = 3
Non-Project Teacher = 1

Project Teachers = 3

Non-Project Teacher = 1
	Phakama Primary
Umthombopholile Primary School

	14 March 2018
	Teacher Training
	New Project Teachers = 3 + 1 (Mapule)
	Umthombopholile Primary School

	15 March 2018
	School Visit:  Review + BC demonstration sessions + Assessment
	Project Teachers = 2
Non-Project Teachers = 1

Project Teachers = 3

Non-Project Teachers = 1
	Umthombopholile Primary School
Klipspruit Combined School

	16 March 2018
	School Visit:  Assessment + Class Groupings + Class Environment + BC demonstration sessions
	Project Teacher = 2
Project Teachers = 1
	Enkeldoorn Primary

	TOTAL 
	
	43
	10


*Note: The above programme does not include informal discussions with the principals at the school as well as daily discussions with the Field Worker (Mapule).
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