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NAMAQUA EDUCATION DISTRICT (2016-2017)
A Basic Concepts Project for Grade R Practitioners and NCDOE Officials
Field Visit 3: 
Support and Mentoring Visit 
(21 – 25 November 2016)

Aim of Project
The project aims to significantly improve the quality of teaching-learning in   Grade R classes in selected clusters of the Namaqua District. The project is premised on the assumption that improved teaching and learning in Grade R will contribute towards improved learning in the Foundation Phase and particularly in Grade 1. The project focuses strongly on the development of Grade R teachers as mediators of learning experiences in order to develop learners’ language and conceptual understanding. District Officials have been trained to coach and mentor these teachers in their classes. The project also includes a team of officials from the Northern Cape Department of Education (NCDOE) who are being trained (Phase 1) to extend the project to all Grade R teachers in the province.
Purpose of Visit
The main purpose of the visit was to provide mentoring to the project teachers, while at the same time providing training for officials of the NCDOE to become mentors and to consolidate their understanding of the BCP. The NCDOE officials were however not able to attend because of a departmental moratorium on travel and the use of official vehicles owing to financial constraints. The secondary purpose of the visit was to clarify goals and expectations with teachers for next year when the project is to be implemented fully from the start until the end of the year with all learners. Additional baseline data was also gathered from the control schools during the visit. The data gathering had however not been completed by the end of my visit and will be reported on in a separate report.
Visit Statistics
· The total number of teacher contact sessions, including teacher observations or meetings with teachers: 25 out of the total of 30 teachers were seen.
· The total number of classroom observations and feedback sessions: 18 out of a total of 30 teachers.
· The total number of contacts with schools: 15 out of a total of 18
· The number of teachers who were sick at the time of the visit: 1
· The total number of district officials involved in the visits: 2 out of 4
***See the visit programme in the appendix section of the report.

Visit Overview
· A district official accompanied me on all visits; that is, with the exception of the last day on my way back to Cape Town. I was able to transport the officials in my vehicle which also helped them to get to the schools while the moratorium is in effect.
· The teachers had received advance notification of the visits and were instructed to prepare for a mentoring session. 
· The teachers could present either a size or a position session. Approximately half the teachers presented a size session, while the other half presented a position session.

· The visits to the teachers ranged from 45minutes to 90minutes in duration. The general structure of the class visits included an observation of BCs session as well as a feedback session.

· All the teachers visited were prepared with their session planners and materials and were ready to run their sessions on our arrival in their classes.  Most of the teachers had their workbooks ready for us to view on our arrival in the classrooms.
· The structure of the school visits was kept as consistent as possible from the first school to the last. Jane Fielding who accompanied me and assisted with the feedback to the teachers was also responsible for making concept wall charts in all the classes visited.

· There were no difficulties gaining access to teachers and no need to prime them to start their sessions.  In most cases the principals understood our constraints. We did however meet briefly with most principals after the sessions to give feedback even if this was abridged.
· We also arranged to meet those teachers who could not be observed in school (because of time constraints or other reasons) in the afternoon; three meetings were scheduled with 5 teachers. These meetings allowed us to touch base and update the teachers on the project plans for next year. We tried to see as many teachers as possible.  This was particularly important in light of the current restrictions on travel in the Northern Cape.
· The days were often very long because of the distances that needed to be covered between schools as well as the remote nature of the district. We would typically leave Springbok at 7am and return at 6:30pm in the evening.
Outcomes from Teacher Contacts
· It became evident that most teachers were starting to mediate and had become familiar with the teaching model. There had been a tremendous improvement since my last visit to the project.
· It was also evident that most of the teachers had been working consistently with all their learners in small groups; notwithstanding the Level 6 exams that many of the teachers had recently written.
· The teachers could continue relatively independently with their sessions and very few teachers became stuck or overawed by the visits.

· The majority of the teachers had been working in the BCs Workbooks and several teachers had already started to work on a second book. The overall quality of the work was reasonable, but additional focus still needs to be given to the BCs Workbooks.

· There was a consistent focus on the expressive language of the learners during the sessions with many learners starting to speak in full and extended conceptual sentences.

· There were however some exceptions to the above positive findings in a few classes (n=5). The main problem in these classes was a lack of consistent implementation and we also found that these classes were often in the more remote areas. In addition, the District Officials could often accurately foresee, before our visits, where we would experience problems with certain teachers.
· The District Office has also experienced problems supporting the teachers this term because of the moratorium on government travel in the province. There were teachers in the southern sector (Kamiesberg, Garies, Twee Rivieren, Nouriver, and Kharkams) of the district who expressed a need for more support.

· The teachers in the eastern sector (Witbank, Pella and Pofadder) of the district also seemed slighter weaker. I was not able to visit Pofadder, but was informed about them by the District.

· Many teachers expressed difficulties related to the demands of their studies which they will be continuing next year (2017). However, very few teachers attributed their lack of implementation of the programme to their studies.

· Even in classes where teachers were not implementing consistently or classes we did not observe, the teachers remained positive about the programme and their participation in the project next year.

Summary and Conclusion

Notwithstanding some of the reservations that had been expressed by the District Officials before the visit; I was impressed with the overall level of implementation and commitment of the teachers to the project. I found that there has been considerable growth in the mediational teaching skills and an improved understanding of the teaching process by many of the teachers. There were several teachers who have taken initiative and were able to apply the model without need for guidance. Not only did these teachers run their sessions guided by the concept teaching model, but they also used their own resources and ideas to define the concepts and apply them. I was also impressed with the learners’ understanding of the concepts and that rote recitation of prepackaged knowledge had all but disappeared. 

It would seem that the biggest threat to the project currently is not its implementation in the district, but rather the education budget in the province. This is impacting on the project and the number of agreed upon visits to the project by the NCDOE - Refer to the project MOU signed between all the parties. This problem could however easily be resolved next year - the officials would just need to schedule an additional visit. It might however be that the officials also miss the first visit to the project in 2017, before the commencement of the new financial year. This might also be resolved by adding an additional visit towards the end of the year (November 2017). 
I am also concerned about the additional demands the project is making on the Grade R specialist at the Namaqua District Office. She has recently been ill and is nearing retirement, but still has to cope with approximately 80 Grade R teachers in the district largely on her own. The support of the teachers, as I have experienced first-hand this week, requires enormous amounts of stamina and budget if all teachers are to be visited. The Grade R specialist is supported to some extent by three other colleagues at the district, but these are not dedicated Grade R officials. We rely very heavily on the Grade R specialist who has in her own right become an expert in the programme and supporting teachers to run the programme.
In conclusion, much has been achieved in this the first ‘practice’ year of the project and we now look forward to the full implementation of the project at the start of 2017 in all 30 of the Grade R classes in the Namaqua District.
________________________________________________
                                      APPENDIX 1

	Date
	Activity & With Whom
	Number of Participants

	21.11.2016
	School Visits: Dr Izak van Niekerk and Ferdinand Brecher
	· 4

· 4

(two observations at each school)

	22.11.2016
	School Visits: Matjieskloof Primary, Okiep Primary, Concordia Primary and Carolusberg Primary
	· 1

· 1

· 1

· 1

	22.11.2016
	Meeting with teachers from Springbok Primary – the teacher who was trained during the previous project also attended the meeting
	· 1 (+ 1)

	23.11.2016
	School Visits: Pella Primary, Witbank Primary
	· 2

· 1

	23.11.2016
	Meeting with teachers from  Aggeneys Primary
	  2

	24.11.2016
	School Visits: Port Nolloth Primary, Japsnoetjies Kleuterskool
	· 2

· 2

	24.11.2016
	Meeting with teacher from Port Nolloth RC Primary
	· 1

	25.11.2016
	School Visits: Kamieskroon Primary, Kharkams Combined
	· 1

· 1

	Total
	15
	· 25
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