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NAMAQUA EDUCATION DISTRICT (2016-2017)
A Basic Concepts Project for Grade R Practitioners and NCDOE Officials
Field Visit 4: 
Support and Mentoring Visit 
(13 – 17 February 2017)

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 and to ensure that they had started to implement the programme in their classes with all their learners. Unfortunately, the NCDOE officials were again not able to attend because of a departmental moratorium on travel and the use of official vehicles owing to financial constraints. It is anticipated that the financial moratorium will be withdrawn in April 2017 at the start of the new financial year and that these officials will continue with their training in May 2017. Fortunately this was a support visit and there was no formal training. The formal BCP training  will continue in the next visit when the last two conceptual domains (number and letter) will be covered.
Visit Statistics
· Number of teacher contact sessions (including teacher observations and feedback sessions with teachers): 19 out of the total of 29 teachers were seen.
· Number of contacts with schools: 12 out of a total of 17 schools
· Number of district officials involved in the visit: 1 out of 4
· One teacher has been retrenched because of a decline in the number of learners at her school (Okiep Primary School).

***See the visit programme attached in Appendix 1 at the end of the report.

Visit Overview
· A district official accompanied me on all visits except those done on the last day on my way back to Cape Town. I was able to transport the official in my vehicle which also allowed her to get to the schools while the moratorium was in effect.
· I was also accompanied by Diane Goldsmith, the project fundraiser, who is involved with several administrative aspects of the project. The main purpose of her visit was for her to gain additional insight into the project through first-hand experience of its unique context and conditions. See her observations attached in Appendix 2 at the end of the report.

· The teachers had received advance notification of the visits and were instructed to prepare for a mentoring session. The majority of the teachers who were identified to receive class visits had not yet/recently received a visit or been identified as needing additional support. 
· Several of the teachers visited were from small, multi-grade schools and in some cases had very few learners. Some of these schools were also located in the more inaccessible parts of the district which accounts for the reduced number of teachers visited during this trip.
· The teachers have been expected to implement the programme in a uniform and consistent fashion. For example, the teachers have started with the first conceptual domain (colour) for the first 5 weeks of the school year and are expected to implement the programme with all their learners in small groups on a daily basis.
· The majority (66%) of the teachers had in fact been implementing the programme regularly and were busy with the 5th colour sub-concept during our visit – they had thus been keeping pace with the implementation programme from the start of the year.

· The general structure of the class visits included an observation of the BCs colour session as well as a feedback session. The observation of the sessions was done in a consistent fashion using an observation tool that had been developed for the project. The observation tool is broken into two main categories: The physical and human environment in the class. The teachers were given a copy of the tool and several requested written feedback from their sessions.
· 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. There was no resistance from any of the teachers to our visit or to implementing the project in their classes.
· There were no difficulties gaining access to teachers.  In most cases the principals understood our time constraints. We did attempt to meet briefly with most principals after the sessions to give feedback even if this was abridged.
Outcomes from Teacher Contacts
· All the teachers who were visited had started to implement the programme in their classes. 

· While the majority of the teachers had started to implement the 5th colour sub-concept, some teachers were still busy mediating their 2nd/3rd/4th colour.
· High levels of programme implementation were found in approximately 66% (12) of the classes, while moderate and lower levels of compliance were found in approximately 16% (3) respectively of the classes.

· Even in those classes with lower levels of programme implementation, teachers had prepared theme tables, posters and vocabulary-concept  walls of the sub-concept they were mediating. The teachers had in fact complied wonderfully with the request to make their classes reflective of the content they were teaching in the programme. See pictures below.
Examples of theme tables, posters and concept walls
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· Four of the teachers were visited for the first time. These were teachers from the more isolated/far flung sites in the district. The teachers all required more support and were not implementing consistently. It had been difficult for the district officials to visit these teachers and they often experienced difficulties even contacting these teachers because of the inaccessibility of these sites. For example, the telephone lines had been stolen in Nourivier.
· It was evident that the teachers were familiar with and in some cases very comfortable with the teaching model - They no longer had to refer to their Session Planners or to the poster of the Teaching Model on their walls.
· The teachers mediated most of the steps with confidence and it was evident that they had started to interpret for themselves how to implement the steps. There was much individual variation during the sessions we observed. There was only one step where most teachers (16) continued to experience difficulties.

· It was particularly pleasing that most teachers were able to take their time to mediate the steps and were able to provide adequate detail to the sub-concept they were mediating.

· It was therefore not surprising that the majority of the project learners had started to express themselves in full sentences and were able to apply the conceptual language. Learners were at times spontaneously able to share their ideas during the sessions. 
· The learner workbooks were present in 17 of the 18 classes visited and were of a very good to reasonable quality. The majority of teachers had produced enough work in the workbooks.
· There was a significant improvement in the majority of the teachers that were visited (of those I had seen before), while there might have been a slight deterioration in a few teachers.

· I was pleased with the district official who accompanied us on the visits. Even though the mentoring was done by me during the teacher visits, she did involve herself actively in the feedback sessions. Her feedback was often excellent and showed nuanced understanding of the process.
· The district official will do follow-up visits to teachers who were not visited in the central region and also attempt to do additional support visits to those who were identified as needing more support.

Summary and Conclusion

This was a most encouraging first visit to the project. Not only had the teachers made a start with the programme, but they had made a good and efficient start. Of the teachers visited, all had started to implement the programme, while the classes had begun to resemble concept teaching environments. The Grade R classes visited were, with a few exceptions, well-organized environments that should promote effective teaching-learning. These findings are particularly impressive if one considers that some of the educators had not been paid since the start of the year!
I was also pleased to see the number of educators who had made improvements to their teaching/mediation since my last visit. Some teachers had in fact made dramatic improvements to their teaching, while others had made improvements to the physical environment of their classes. The teachers were feeling more comfortable with the concept teaching model and had started to internalize the steps. There were a few teachers who still seemed unfamiliar and/or uncomfortable with the model and these need more support. 
The teachers had mostly kept pace with the implementation of the programme and even those who had not should be able to proceed to the next conceptual domain in a week’s time. It bodes well that the teachers had started the year in such a motivated way and it is expected that they will remain motivated as they see further improvements in their learners. 
The district official who is solely responsible for the project teachers has limited opportunities to visit each of them, particularly because of distances between the sites and the total number of teachers that she is responsible for. She however remains very committed to the project and to finding ways to connect with the teachers. She has for example recently had cluster meetings with the project teachers in central locations that make it easier for them to reach. It would however be optimal if she could provide more regular classroom support particularly to those who need it.
In conclusion, this has been a most constructive start to the year and it is hoped that the teachers will continue with the regular implementation of the programme. The next visit, which includes training, should add impetus for the educators to continue with the process, particularly as the programme starts to introduce those concepts (number and letter) that are regarded as the sin qua non for their learners’ future educational endeavors.
________________________________________________
                                   APPENDIX 1
	Date
	Activity & With Whom
	Number of Participants

	13.02.2017
	School Visits: 
Pella Primary 

Francios  Visser Primary

Aggeneys Primary
	2
2

2

	14.02.2017
	School Visits: 
Kharkams Combined  School

Tweerivier Primary
	· 1

· 1

	15.02.2017
	School Visits:
Springbok Primary

Carolusberg Primary

Concordia Primary
	1

1
1 + (1 feedback only)

	16.02.2017
	School Visits: 
Kamiesberg Primary

Nourivier Primary
	· 1
· 1

	17.02.2017
	School Visits: 
Dr Izak Primary

J.J Lambert Primary
	2 + 2 (feedback only)

1

	Total
	12
	· 19


                Programme for Visit 4: February 2017
APPENDIX 2
Some Observations by Diane Goldsmith
Basic Concepts Namaqualand mentoring visit - February 2017 

Arid, harsh, desolate, poor and remote - yes, the Namaqualand towns Louis, myself and Jane visited are all of these - but within them are gems - not only in the ground but in the schools. I was amazed at the dedication shown by most of the teachers we saw. They demonstrated a sound understanding of and commitment to the Basic Concepts Programme. We could see that they were on the path to mastering the methodology. We emphasized that with further practice, daily if possible, they will see their pupils' language, conceptual understanding and thinking skills improve. 

The vast majority of the Grade R classrooms were surprisingly well-equipped and the children happy and attentive. The disparity in the number of Gr R children is great with some schools having seven pupils and others thirty five. Most of the children come from poor homes with little educational input from parents. It thus places a huge burden on the teachers. Accessibility to resources is limited but luckily the majority do have Internet access. They can therefore join the WhatsApp group and log onto the BC web sites's mediator zone to get and share ideas, inspiration and watch best practice videos. Those few teachers who were floundering should especially take advantage of these resources. 

It is exciting that these teachers are laying such a strong foundation for their pupils' formal education. The difference their frequent BC practice can make to these children is extremely exciting. It leaves me feeling hopeful that they may have a better future than their parents. 
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