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KWENA BASIN PROJECT (2014-2018)
A Basic Concepts Project for Foundation Phase Teachers in Four Schools
Field Visit 6
24 May – 27 May 2016
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 the visit was to provide the teachers with additional support and mentoring as well as to review progress since the last visit in February 2016. The visit also aimed to give the teachers additional information about the conceptual domains of Size and Position. These are the domains that the teachers will be working with until the next visit in September. Another purpose of the visit was to review the structures that were put in place during the last visit. For example, the teachers are now expected to run multiple intervention groups three times a week inside their classes, while the newly appointed classroom assistant (Petrus) has been tasked with running basic concepts activities inside the project classes. Petrus works in one school for a period of three weeks before rotating to the next school. He works in three of the four project schools (Klipspruit Combined, Umthombopholile and Phakama Primary). He does not go to Enkeldoorn Primary because of difficulty getting to the school.
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 
Nine teachers attended the meeting at Klipspruit Combined School on the first day of the visit. Two teachers could not attend the meeting because of a union meeting. The Grade R teacher from Klipspruit Combined who had informally joined the project during the second year has left the school. She had participated in the group meetings and some training sessions, but had not yet started to receive mentoring. The Grade R class at the school has also been disbanded because of a lack of space at the school. The project now has 11 teachers. The meeting was also attended by a group of ten education students from Wits as well as three teachers from a local school in Macchadodorp. Jean invited a Phd student from the Wits school of education to accompany us during the visit.
The main purpose of the meeting was for the teachers to give feedback about those aspects of the programme that are working well and aspects that are not. There was a lot of positive feedback from the teachers who had broken up into three groups to discuss the positive aspects and challenges of the programme – A number of very similar comments were made about the development of the language, listening and communication skills as well as the confidence of their learners. There were also shared concerns about time- and class management when the teachers run the programme inside their classes.
The meeting also gave the teachers the opportunity to ask detailed questions about the implementation of Size (which they are currently busy with). I also took the opportunity to give a brief overview of Position which will be implemented at the start of the third term. The teachers were reminded about the project implementation plan for the rest of the year as well as the final training session in September which will focus on the conceptual domains of Number and Letter.
General Project Feedback From School Visits and Other Activities
· All the project teachers received one visit, while the teachers at Klipspruit Combined received two visits.
· It was immediately apparent that the language of the learners had developed since my last visit. Learners had started to speak in full sentences and have begun to spontaneously make use of the conceptual language being taught. 

· The language usage in several classes was in fact very impressive. The Wits Phd. student mentioned informally to us that the expressive language in the Kwena classes was better than the matriculants she had recently observed at other schools in the area. 
· It was apparent that the confidence levels of learners to express themselves in English had increased to the point where they are no longer felt afraid of taking risks or making errors.

· The learners’ knowledge of colour and in particular shape had increased impressively. Most of the learners who were randomly selected to describe and draw different shapes were able to do so with high levels of accuracy and precision.  See pictures from visit on the website.
· The motivation and commitment to the programme was evident in most of the classes and certain teachers who previously seemed to be struggling now appeared motivated.

· Even though the teachers required some assistance with the mediation of Size, particularly with the clarity of their instructions and in working with the materials (multiple blocks), they seemed to have internalized some of the basic principles and made some progress mediating this complex domain. 
· It was however a concern that many teachers had become confused when teaching the concept ‘medium’ which they regarded as a constant dimension rather than a relative dimension.
· There was also some concern expressed from the classroom assistant that a few teachers were not implementing the programme with all groups inside their classes and/or were not implementing as often as they should. There was one teacher in particular who told Petrus not to come inside her class. I am aware of this teacher and have been aware of her resistance for some time. In addition, there has been a long history of dissatisfaction with this teacher and her approach/attitude towards her work in general.
· The class assistant has had some difficulties with the classroom activities for Size. This is understandable for at least three reasons: i) he has not yet received any formal BC training, ii) we only worked out activities for colour and shape activities during our first meeting, and iii) teachers have not assisted him with the development of activities that would be appropriate for their classes. In addition, it might be that some teachers have expected Petrus to play roles that are not necessarily related to running BCs activities while they implement the programme with their intervention groups.
· We did have an opportunity to meet with Petrus to brainstorm possible classroom activities and to discuss his role over the next three months. Petrus has also had problems with his phone and his connection with the What’s App group which it appears will be resolved soon. He will attend the next training session with the teachers in September which should assist him to better link with the teachers and to generate appropriate activities.
· We have had some preliminary discussion with Annie (Wits Phd. student) about doing some qualitative research with the project teachers at Kwena Basin. Annie is very interested in doing such a study, however finding the funding for this research will be challenging. Such a qualitative research study would be greatly welcomed at this stage of the project, particularly because much of the focus of data gathering to date has been quantitative. 

Summary and Conclusion
There was much to be encouraged about during this shortened visit to the project. The visit was very productive and in fact allowed me to interact with over            39 participants during 7 events (see visit programme below). The highlight of the visit was, without a doubt, the overall improvement in motivation of most of the teachers and language development of the learners at the project schools. 
There has been a systematic focus on developing the conceptual language of colour, shape and size at the schools. These improvements could be attributed in the main to the increased frequency and consistency of programme implementation. I would suggest that Petrus’s role as class assistant has been critical to this improved implementation through sharing of visuals of what is happening with the teachers and just through his presence in the classes. Petrus has a knowledge of what is happening in all the classes in the project, except at Enkeldoorn Primary.
The project teachers are ready to proceed with the last training day in September. The teachers’ implementation of the programme is on-track and they should be ready to start with the implementation of number and letter midway through the third term as planned. The learners of 2016 will be the first cohort to have completed the entire programme by the end of the year.
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Programme for Visit 6 (May 2016)

	Date
	Activity
	Target Group + Number
	Place/School

	24 May 2016
	School Visit: Review Visit (colour, shape, size) 
	Project Teachers = 3
	Klipspruit Combined School 

	24 May 2016
	Teacher Meeting
	Number of participants = 
9 project teachers

10 wits students
3 teachers from Macchadodorp

3 others (Jean, Annie, Petrus)
	Klipspruit Combined School

	25 May 2016
	School Visit: Review + Mentoring visit
	Project Teachers = 3
	Umthombopholile Primary School


	25 +26 May 2016
	School Visit: Review + Mentoring visit
	Project Teachers = 3
	Phakama Primary


	26 May 2016
	School Visit: Mentoring visit
	Project Teachers = 2
	Klipspruit Combined School

	26 May 2016
	Planning meeting with classroom assistant
	Classroom Assistant= 1
	Verloorenkloof Estate

	27 May 2016
	School Visit: Review + Mentoring visit
	Project Teachers = 2
	Enkeldoorn Primary

	TOTAL
	
	39
	


*Note: The above programme does not include informal discussions with Jean as well as discussions with Annie about her possible involvement in the project.
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