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(A Project in Partnership with Rotary International and the Rural Namaqualand Education Trust)

REPORT ON VISIT TWO (YEAR TWO)
July 2007
Purpose of Visit:

1. To provide an information and feedback session to all project participants and to strengthen participation in the project.

2. To meet with the Department of Education officials to review project progress as well as to plan the support component and project logistics until the end of the year and beyond.
3. To mentor, support and monitor Grade R teachers as mediators of the Basic Concepts Programme. 
4. To integrate the content of the Basic Concepts Programme (Number and Letter) into the Numeracy and Literacy Learning Areas of the National Curriculum Statement in Grade 1 classes.
5. To continue with the introduction of a new teacher to the project.
This year the second visit to the project was conducted during the fourth week of July (23.07.2007 - 27.07.2007). The weather for this time of the year was moderate with the exception of the last day of my visit when it rained heavily. I was forced to cancel my planned school visits for this day as a result. The roads were in poor condition because of the heavy rains in June. It did however make a significant difference having a bakkie with which to negotiate this terrain.
Outcomes of the Visit (in the order they appear above- see purpose of the visit)
1. All teachers and department personnel (8 teachers and 7 department personnel) attended the Information Session at the Kamieskroon Hotel on the first day of my visit to the project. The session started with a presentation of the research data (Alphabet Knowledge) gathered at the project schools (Grade 2) at the start of the year. It was found that on average learners in Grade 2 could only reproduce 8 letters of the alphabet. Information was also provided regarding the importance of early vocabulary development in learners from disadvantaged communities.  (See Attachment 1.) The teachers’ feedback about the programme was positive and encouraging, however strong concerns were raised by the Grade 1 teachers about their workload. The introduction of Common Assessment Tasks (CATs) in the Foundation Phase has impacted significantly on the work schedules of these teachers and particularly within their multi-grade classrooms. The CATs require teachers to formally assess their learners every term. The CATs consist of 8 assessment tasks in Grade 1 and Grade 2 and 10 assessment tasks in Grade 3; that is, a total of 26 assessment tasks per term in a Grade 1-3 class. These tasks may vary in length and complexity and could take a significant amount of time to complete. Teachers’ concerns raised about the administration component of the BCP were also addressed during this session. The administration component of the BCP has been reduced significantly for Grade 1 teachers (to be discussed in Section 4) and simplified for all teachers. In addition, the BCP evaluation format has been redesigned and now permits teachers to concurrently evaluate the programme outcomes and curriculum outcomes. Teachers were adamant that the Public Servants’ Strike had had no effect on the functioning of schools in the Kamiesberg region, and that any disruptions to schools in the area at the time of the strike were due to the heavy rains and cold weather during June. I subsequently learned that children from the Nourivier Primary School were sent home during the strike as the school was not able to provide food for its learners at this time.
2. The meeting with the Department of Education (DOE) focused mainly on the difficulties raised by Grade 1 teachers as discussed in the above section. Various proposals were made to ease the assessment load of the teachers, e.g. to remove the CATs from the project schools, to reduce the number of CATs at the project schools, or to use the BCP evaluation as an official method of learner assessment. It was also suggested that the project team would (myself and department of education personnel) take responsibility for monitoring of learner progress at these schools. These proposals are to be raised by Roseline Fielding with the Circuit Manager for the schools in the area. The ongoing support of teachers in the project by the DOE was identified as a priority as it was thought that in general the programme needed to be run more regularly until the end of the year. I also requested that Mrs. Fielding monitor the anticipated turn-over of teachers involved in the project in order to limit the impact on the project (details to be discussed below). Notwithstanding the above challenges, the department personnel remain optimistic about the project and commended many teachers during the school visits.
3&4
All the schools involved in the project were visited, with the exception of the pre-school in Kamassies. (See Attachment 2 for the visit programme.) The visit to this school had to be cancelled owing to the weather. Further information was however gathered from the teacher at this pre-school through a telephonic interview. Feedback was also received during the Information Session. The general structure of the visits consisted of: - teacher demonstration session/s followed by a feedback session (±120minutes duration) and then an afternoon session with teachers (±90minutes duration). Parts of the demonstration sessions were video-recorded and photos were taken at most schools. I also perused the teachers’ records (session planners, registers, evaluations sheets) as well as the learners’ workbooks during my visits. The afternoon sessions with the teachers were mainly used to discuss changes to the BCP administration for Grade 1 teachers as well as to discuss the new BCP evaluation formats. The Department of Education accompanied me on all my visits to the schools. 
The adjustment of the project in the Grade 1 classes corresponded with the introduction of number and letter (i.e., the last two conceptual domains of the BCP) into these classes. These conceptual domains are integral to the daily curriculum and are thus not mediated alongside the school curriculum, which is the case with the first four conceptual domains. The record keeping requirements for the BCP are now (in most respects) the same as those required by the Department of Education. 
I will now provide feedback of my findings at each of the schools: -
Nourivier Pre-Primary (Grade R)

· The Teacher as Mediator – The improvements noted at the start of the year have been maintained. This teacher has in fact become comfortable with the mediation process and exudes confidence about her newly acquired skills. The teacher did however require some assistance with her use of conceptual language.
· Record Keeping – The teacher’s record keeping is up-to-date, but the accuracy of her recording needs to be improved. For example, the teacher did not take a register at the start of her session and it seemed that learners from different groups were included during this session. 
· Teacher participation in the project – The teacher seems to be strongly committed to the project, but could implement the programme more often and with more consistency.
· Learners – All the learners were at school, however a majority of learners arrived late. Learner attendance has again become erratic over the last two months. It should however be noted that learners are expressing themselves spontaneously and with confidence – unlike in any of the other Grade R classes. The quality of the work in the learners’ workbooks was good, however, more work could be completed in these books.
Nourivier Primary (Grade 1)

· The Teacher as Mediator – The teacher seemed more comfortable with the mediation process during her number session however, was still unfamiliar with the mediation process for letter. The teacher’s mediation of number was systematic and logical. The teacher acknowledged that it was difficult for her to be flexible when teaching and to adapt to the needs of her learners. 
· Record Keeping – The format for the teacher’s record keeping has changed and will be reviewed again during my next visit.
· Teacher participation in the project – The teacher seemed relieved to discover that the administration requirements for the programme had changed. The changes seemed to make sense to the teacher and should hopefully ease some of the demands that have been made of her.
· Learners – School attendance was not an issue. During the number session the learners were initially unfocussed and teacher-dependent, but by the end of the session they were able to solve subtraction problems independently. It would be difficult to comment accurately on the learners who participated in the letter demonstration session (see my comments above), however it appeared that they would need assistance in order to extend their descriptive language.
· General Comment – The teacher indicated that she wants to retire at the end of the year, however it seems that she has been speaking about retiring for a number of years.

Rooifontein Pre-Primary (Grade R)

· The Teacher as Mediator – The teacher has made good progress since my last visit. She made frequent use of open-ended questions and patiently requested her learners to express themselves and provided verbal cues if she did not receive a response. The session seemed to flow more naturally than during previous visits.
· Record Keeping – The teacher’s record keeping is up-to-date.
· Teacher participation in the project – The teacher seemed to be more positively disposed towards the programme and also seemed to have developed a better understanding of the purpose of the programme.

· Learners – School attendance is not an issue at this school. The learners were reticent to express their understanding and knowledge of the concepts, however some improvement was noted since my last visit. The teacher has continued to run the programme regularly with her learners since the start of the year. The learner workbooks are adequate, however these could be used in a more developmental way instead of just showing off the ‘finished products’.  
Rooifontein Primary (Grade1)

· The Teacher as Mediator – The teacher was calm, systematic and thorough in her mediation of number. She continually drew on the learners’ prior knowledge to establish new concepts. (This session was a good example of how to use Basic Concepts to learn more complex concepts.) The letter session seemed to make more demands on the teacher and particularly in shifting from learned ways of teaching this familiar domain, however she responded positively to guidance.
· Record Keeping – The format for the teacher’s record keeping has changed and will be reviewed again during my next visit.

· Teacher participation in the project – This is a very dedicated teacher who is an excellent example of how the programme could be integrated into the general class environment. Notwithstanding the demands that have been made on Grade 1 teachers (as discussed above) she has continued to implement the programme with consistency and regularity. 
· Learners – School attendance is not an issue in this class. The learners observed during the demonstration sessions made very good use of their expressive and conceptual language. There were in fact some learners (during the number session) who expressed themselves with exceptional confidence and accuracy. 
Kheis Pre-Primary (Grade R)

I will not make use of the regular format as special attention needs to be given to this teacher.
School attendance in general is erratic and inconsistent. From a reading of the class register it appears that absenteeism rates have been as high as 80% (for the second term). Interestingly, all learners were at school during my visit, even though some arrived late. The teacher admitted that she did not run the programme unless a majority of her learners were at school. This contradicted feedback given at the Information Session that the programme had been implemented regularly in her class. The teacher attributed the problem of poor school attendance to the learners’ parents. I was informed anecdotally by the DOE officials who visit the school that the teacher has a poor rapport with the learners’ parents and that some parents in fact do not want to send their children to school. Problems with the teacher’s youngest child exist and have still not been resolved. The teacher’s child is still in her class and requires special attention which impacts on her role in the classroom. An incident during my visit highlighted the extent of the problem. The teacher stopped her demonstration session to soothe her child and then started to breastfeed him while she was mediating. The presence of the teacher’s child in the classroom was also the reason for the conflict between the teacher and the chair of the School Governing Body - who has recently resigned. The teacher’s demonstration session again indicated a lack of familiarity with the process even though it was apparent that she had planned for this particular session. The teacher’s record keeping although present was not accurate. For example, her BCP register reflected that most of her learners had attended the BC sessions which was not possible given the high levels of absenteeism in this class. I have given this teacher an ultimatum and will not include her in my future visits to the project unless she provides evidence that the following issues have been addressed: - i) learner attendance, ii) BCP should be run on a daily basis, iii) accuracy of her record keeping, and iv) her child’s presence in her class.
Kheis Primary (Grade 1)

· The Teacher as Mediator – The teacher’s introduction to the number session was good, but thereafter she required a high level of assistance. The teacher was again daunted by the occasion and in fact handed the mediation of the letter session over to me. It appears that the approach is still novel for the teacher and that she needs to make a significant shift in this area.
· Record Keeping – The format for the teacher’s record keeping has changed and will be reviewed again during my next visit.

· Teacher participation in the project – The teacher was very positive about the programme and particularly its benefits for teaching letter (even though this was not seen during the visit). The teacher requires a lot of additional support and assistance to develop a mediational (as opposed to rote) approach to teaching.
· Learners – School attendance was not an issue. I was concerned about her learners and particularly during the number session (this was a weaker group of learners). It was evident that more attention should be given to engaging her learners in the learning process and in providing them with the necessary tools and strategies for learning. These learners responded positively to mediation, but will need on-going and intensive help if they are to make progress.
· General Comments – The teacher has indicated that she will retire at the end of the year. 
Kamassies Pre-Primary (Grade R)
The comments that follow are based on teacher feedback (Information Session and telephonic interview) as I could not visit the school.
· The Teacher as Mediator – The teacher was not observed. The DOE will be requested to visit this school.

· Record Keeping – Record keeping was up-to-date.
· Teacher participation in the project – The teacher still seemed highly committed to the project and said that she continues to run the programme regularly and consistently. There have however been gaps in her sessions since the start of June due to weather conditions as the children were not able to cross the river. A majority of this small Grade R class have to cross the river to get to school.
· Learners – School attendance was good, except for the difficulties due to the weather. The teacher in fact said that attendance this year had been better than previous years. The teacher was most pleased with her childrens’ usage of language. She in fact said that her children were talking spontaneously and spoke even when they were not sure of the answers.

5. 
Mrs. Links again attended the Information Session at the Kamieskroon Hotel and thereafter accompanied the project leader to demonstration and feedback sessions. She also attended the afternoon session with the teachers from Rooifontein. The teacher indicated that she had not had an opportunity to do an observation (as had been agreed) in the Grade 1 teacher’s class. She has begun to mediate number to her learners, but said that she does not yet feel comfortable with the process. Because of the weather on the last day of my visit, I was not able to observe a session of hers. However, this teacher is officially only scheduled to start the project at the beginning of the New Year (2008) with her Grade 2s. She has again been given the instruction to start becoming familiar with the mediation process.
CONCLUSION

I consider the overall trend to be positive, notwithstanding the challenges that the project faces. The shift of the project’s focus in Grade 1 into the curriculum was interesting for teachers and helpful in terms of reducing the administration demands that have been made on them. The shift seems to have triggered a new level of understanding of the process; that is, an insight into the instrumental nature of the programme. These teachers seemed to understand that the BCP provides a set of tools, strategies and approaches that could be transferred and applied to everyday teaching and learning situations. For the first time during the project all Grade 1’s will be tested (scholastics and basic concepts) at the end of the year. It is also my aim to obtain control data from other schools in the area. The Grade R’s at two of the three sites visited are making excellent progress and it appears that the learners at Kamassies are also benefiting. The most pressing concern at this stage of the project is the possible withdrawal of a number of teachers from the project at the end of the year and the process of integrating new teachers into the project.
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