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Project Evaluation
1. Purpose
The project aimed to train and support Grade R teachers to implement an intervention programme (Basic Concepts Programme) in their classes throughout the Grade R year. It was contended that learners with limited language and conceptual understanding at the start of school would benefit from an explicit focus on these areas in Grade R, and that this benefit would extend to formal school learning in Grade 1.
The purpose of this report is to evaluate the effects of this intervention on learners’ scholastic functioning and conceptual knowledge at the end of Grade 1 (2012).

2. Context:

The project was implemented in two circuits of the Namaqua District in the Northern Cape (Hantam-Calvinia and Springbok).  The majority of the schools were situated in remote towns and villages with moderate to high levels of unemployment and poverty.
3. Method

Overview of Intervention
The project commenced in July 2010 with 42 Grade R practitioners. The practitioners received 4 days of training and on average 6 classroom mentoring visits during the project. The expectation was that they would implement the programme on a daily basis.  In practice, it was found that they implemented on average 3 times per week during the school year. The programme was implemented with all learners in their class during school hours. 
Research Design
A *representative, randomly selected baseline sample of Grade 1 learners  was tested at the end of 2010 (non-intervention group) in 9 of the 23 schools. At the end of 2012, testing was done for Grade 1 learners from these same schools, who had received intervention in Grade R in 2011. See table below for a summary of the study sample. 
Study Sample: Grade 1
	
	Baseline Sample (2010)
	Intervention Sample (2012)

	
	Number of learners
	Number of learners

	School 1
	25
	25

	School 2
	22
	21

	School 3
	16
	13

	School 4
	29
	25

	School 5
	28
	23

	School 6
	37
	16

	School 7
	31
	32

	School 8
	5
	10

	School 9
	27
	16

	TOTAL
	220
	181


*Note: The study sample represents approximately 20% of the learners who received the intervention. The population consisted of approximately 1000 learners.
Test Battery
Two tests were administered to baseline and intervention learners, however an additional norm-referenced test* was added to the battery for the intervention group in 2012. 
The following tests were administered -
· Word Test: A literacy test designed to determine the number of words written in 15 mintues. Children are encouraged to continue writing until the end of the test, but they are not rushed. Children receive credit for words with correct and incorrect spelling, provided the words are understandable. A correlation exists between the number of words a child can write and the words that he/she can read. 
· Boehm Test of Basic Concepts: A standardized test used to determine knowledge of 50 commonly used basic concepts. The American norms were not used, but reference was made to the appropriate levels of performance for children in South Africa based on the author’s experience with this test. The test provides insight into the learners’ understanding of conceptual content used for classroom instruction.
· *UCT Ballard (One Minute Addition and Subtraction Test): A standardized test with age and grade norms for young South African learners. The test evaluates the development of number concept in young children based on their level of automaticity for the two operations (addition and subtraction) assessed during the test.
Data interpretation

District officials gathered the first set of data from the baseline sample in 2010, while the final set of data from the intervention sample in 2012 was gathered by the researcher. The results below reflect the differences between the learners who received intervention in Grade R and those who did not. An additional test was administered (UCT Ballard) to the intervention sample. The results for this test will be compared to the norm scores for this test.
4. Results
Word Test
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The word test results indicated that baseline learners could write on average 25 words, while the intervention learners could write on average 40 words. There was thus an increase of 40% in the number of words learners could write at the end of Grade 1.
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The intervention sample results where higher in 7 of the 9 schools. There was an average increase in 14 words compared with the baseline sample. The largest increase in the number of words written was 38 (School 7), while the largest decline was 9 words (School 3). The largest percentage increase in a score for a school was 78% (19 words, School 8) while the second largest percentage increase was 73% (38 words, School 7).
Boehm Test of Basic Concepts
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There were no significant differences in the Boehm test scores for the intervention and baseline learners. A mean score of 40 is regarded as a good score for Grade 1 learners in a South African context.
UCT Ballard (See Figures below)
Addition - The mean score was slightly below (1.06) grade level. Three schools scored above grade level, while two other schools scored slightly below grade level (0.44). The remaining four schools were below grade level.
Subtraction – The mean score was slightly above (0.24) grade level. Four schools scored above grade level, while two other schools scored slightly below grade level (0.25). The remaining three schools were below grade level.
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5. Discussion

The Word Test results suggest that the average word knowledge of intervention learners was almost double that of baseline learners. One might infer from these results that the general reading and writing levels of the intervention learners would also be higher. This in turn should result in significant improvements in the overall literacy levels at the project schools. There were however two schools (both in the Hantam-Calvinia circuit) that experienced a decline in their word scores (5 & 9 points). It might be that because the baseline results at these schools were already relatively high (above average) it was more difficult to improve on these scores at the end of the study. However, there might be many other reasons for these declines. Interestingly, these same schools also experienced a decline in their Boehm Test of Basic Concepts scores and attained average scores that were below grade level for the UCT Ballard (addition and subtraction).
The Boehm Test of Basic Concepts results were unexpected at first glance. One might have expected these results to improve. It should however be noted that the results of the baseline sample at the start of the project (40.96) were already thought to be strong and at a level expected of the average Grade 1 learner. In the researcher’s three past projects, learners in Grade 1 had attained scores of 38 (Lowryville), 39.6 (Hantam Community Trust) and 39.2 (Kamiesberg) after intervention. It is postulated that the Grade 1 teachers had adequately supported the intervention learners, but had not exclusively focused on extending their already well-established conceptual language and understandings. 
The Ballard results were most encouraging even though no baseline data had been gathered. The results suggest that the learners were on average functioning above grade level for subtraction and close to grade level for addition. There were in fact several schools that were functioning above grade level for both these operations. These results were remarkable and indicated that the intervention learners had developed a good understanding of number concept and were competently able to solve mathematical problems.
The test results for the intervention learners were very promising, yet there was substantial variability between schools. While some had made significant gains during the project (73%, 63%, 49% and 20% increase in scores), two had declined (16% and 21%), while another two schools had still attained relatively low scores. There can be numerous reasons for this which need to be further explored. The most encouraging finding of this project is that the learners’ overall literacy, numeracy and conceptual understanding has been securely established. While the conceptual knowledge was found to be at the same level as the baseline group, the intervention group of learners seemed better able to learn at school.
Conclusion

The outcomes of this project appear very encouraging. Based on the project results it was found that 54% of the intervention learners compared with 20% of the baseline learners would be functioning like an average to high performing Grade 1 learner in South Africa. It would in fact be interesting to compare the intervention learners when they are in Grade 3 with learners from previous years. The evaluation of the project also raised an interesting question regarding the continuity of the intervention into Grade 1. Many of the Grade 1 teachers in fact requested that the project be continued into the Foundation Phase. This might also assist to address some of the possible weaknesses identified in certain of the project schools in this report by reinforcing the intervention in certain Grade R classes and assisting Grade 1 teachers to focus more effectively on the language, conceptual and cognitive development of their learners. 
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