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South African Institute for Distance Education (SAIDE)
The South African Institute for Distance Education (SAIDE) is a not-for-profit organisation, established in 1992, with an overall mission to help create equitable and meaningful access to knowledge, learning, and skills through the adoption of open learning principles and distance education methods. 
We appreciate the opportunity to make the following submission, based on our professional work and experience.

SAIDE believes that curriculum and schooling, despite many attempts at reform and equitable funding, still does not adequately meet the needs of the majority of learners in our country, the mainstream. We therefore welcome this call for comment, and the intention to revise the school curriculum in the light of written submissions on aspects affecting quality outcomes in primary and high schools.
Recommendations:
1. Rationalise and clarify the functions of the various kinds of support material for the implementation of the curriculum
SAIDE supports the set of recommendations on page 27 of the Report of the Task Team for the Review of the Implementation of the National Curriculum Statement, that the NCS documents ‘should be rationalized into a set of single, coherent documents per subject or learning area per phase from Grade R to Grade 12’, and the development of ‘Clear, simple and subject-specific assessment guidelines’ (DoE, 2009, pg 37). 
We also support the idea in the Review Report (DoE, 2009, page 51) that ‘the textbook (is) one of the most effective tools through which to deliver the curriculum and support assessment.’

However, we think that there needs to be greater clarity about the functions of the various kinds of curriculum and support material. At the moment the lack of clarity in the focus of the various support material and the often contradictory messages they give result in confusion. We provide our understanding of the functions of different types of the support material in the illustrative table below.  
	Type of support material
	Function
	Comment

	Curriculum Documents 
	The function of a curriculum document is to provide the authoritative framework for teaching, learning, and assessing rather than a comprehensive explanation of everything that must be done.
Curriculum documents should set down in broad terms the subject content, outcomes and assessment standards for each grade for each subject. 


	We would caution, however, that this rationalization does not become a rigid list of syllabus items per subject. A balance has to be reached between providing sufficient guidance for teachers and allowing flexibility.

	Assessment guidelines
	Assessment guidelines should have the status and function of curriculum documents. 
	There should not be a proliferation of assessment guidelines (with each province setting its own) – there must be a single authoritative set.

	Textbooks
	Textbooks (for Grades 4 to 12) should be understood as a central means for the communication of the content and outcomes of the curriculum to the learners. Textbooks should not only be comprehensive and suitably sequenced explanations of content /topics but also contain appropriate teaching and learning activities. 
	An important indicator of a quality textbook is that the learners can understand it and work through the activities, and that the teachers can use it with the learners for daily teaching. This is particularly important in Grade 4/5 when the majority of learners transition from one language of learning to another.   

	Workbooks
	The focus for learner  workbooks for Grades 4 to 12  should be on ensuring that learners are actively engaged in enough appropriate activities to achieve the learning outcomes as well as to reflect on their learning
Learner workbooks (for Grades R to 3) should contain sequenced and comprehensive sets of learner activities, but teachers’ effective mediation of these activities is critical.
	For Grades R to 3, workbooks cannot be as central as textbooks to the communication of the curriculum at these levels, because the learners’ literacy skills are not strong enough to access them independently. 

	Teacher Guides
	Whereas curriculum documents are nationally authoritative frameworks, and textbooks and learner workbooks are directed at learners, teacher guides are meant to support the teacher in the use of the textbooks and workbooks. They interpret the textbooks and curriculum framework for teachers. They should give relevant background information and depth to the content in the textbooks. They should contain concrete clear examples of content specificity, planning, and activities which integrate areas of the curriculum. There should be an emphasis on all aspects of assessments: approaches, methodologies, strategies, planning, tasks, recording, and reporting.This must include diagnostic assessment of children to facilitate the transition between phases, particularly between the Foundation Phase and the Intermediate Phase, and mapping the progress of the children.

Teacher guides need to give concrete guidance on what is assessed, why it is assessed and how, including examples of particular subjects, phases and grades, linked to the textbooks / learner workbooks.
	We see teacher guides as a first level of teacher support and development. Additional support needs to come through teacher development programmes, both as in-service teacher education and as initial teacher education.

SAIDE would like to encourage the identification and adaptation of existing high quality materials for teacher guides and teacher development programmes. Many excellent resources (such as the GICD progress maps and illustrative learning programmes) are ignored simply because the terminology does not match that of the latest iteration of the curriculum. Instead of creating a new set of teacher guides each time there is a change in the curriculum, it would make much more sense to adapt and build on quality work that has already been done.



2. Exploit the potential of Open Educational Resources in a coordinated approach to the provision of textbooks 

The current system for selecting textbooks is not efficient. Departmental processes for approving textbooks are cumbersome and time-consuming, and schools are usually not in a position to make informed choices. Provision of a centralised national catalogue of LTSM for GET phases will not, we believe, go far enough. 
We propose the following: 

- That the Department requests a team of subject/learning area experts to 
· survey existing textbooks in each grade/subject, 
· identify strong elements across them, and 

· build from them a core textbook for each grade and subject.

- That the Department then review and nationally approve these core textbooks and release them as Open Educational Resources under a Creative Commons licence
  on their website or on Thutong. 
- That the Department request publishers to 

· customize and design textbooks for particular contexts, building on the core textbooks 

· print them, and 

· distribute them.

The publishers could also contribute a great deal in the development and distribution of detailed Teacher Guides, which could accompany the textbooks, and assist teachers to mediate them. 

This would mean that the core textbooks would be freely downloadable, and those teachers who have the skills and access to the internet could take and adapt the activities for the particular needs of their learners. However, the vast majority of teachers would have textbooks attractively designed and customized for their context which build on the nationally approved core textbook. The needs of mainstream schools would be met, while at the same time the energies/skills/creativity of teachers in more privileged contexts could be given scope. 

Publishers would compete with each other in terms of design, printing and distribution, rather than in terms of the core content. The Department would have control of the core content, and the issue of adjustment of materials ‘during periods of curriculum and assessment reform’ (DoE, 2009. page 51) would be greatly facilitated by their digital format. The Department would simply have to update the core textbooks digitally, and serve notice that this had been done.
3. Ensure that the practice of integration is retained while rationalising subjects/learning areas 

We acknowledge the challenges that the shift from learning areas to ‘subjects’ is attempting to address and we support these attempts. Nonetheless we believe that integration is an important teaching and learning principle. For this reason we recommend that examples of integrated teaching and learning are included in the teacher guides, textbooks, and workbooks. In particular, in the workbooks for the Foundation Phase, integration of literacy and numeracy into the General Studies subjects is critical. 
SAIDE also suggests that Religious and Moral Education, or perhaps more appropriately, Values Education, be included from the Foundation Phase, in an integrated manner. The current introduction of religious and moral education only from the Intermediate Phase is a little odd. 
4. Acknowledge the de facto situation in which Grade 7 is an extension of the intermediate phase rather than the first year of senior phase
We suggest that the recommendations made in the Review Report (DoE, 2009, page 50) for the intermediate phase apply to Grade 7, in line with the physical and de facto organization of Grade 7 in the intermediate phase in most schools.

5. Move to greater standardisation of initial teacher education and foreground the essentials of reading instruction methodology and teachers’ own language improvement
Many of the challenges facing schools could be addressed by greater standardisation of initial teacher education programmes. A standard core curriculum should include, inter alia:

· Specification of the level of language competence required to be a teacher, especially competence in the first additional language (usually English), and focused attention on the improvement of teachers’ English language competence for personal and professional purposes;
· For Foundation as well as Intermediate Phase teachers
, the teaching of reading instruction in an African language as well as in English first additional language;

· Understanding of and ability to teach the content of the National Curriculum Statement (higher education institutions offering initial teacher education should be required to address the school curriculum in their courses)

· Teacher agency and values in education, especially the core value of commitment to learners and learning;
· Competence in identifying and addressing socio-economic barriers to learning and development (for elaboration, see 7 below).
To elaborate on one of these points: reading instruction in African languages in teacher education programmes is crucial, but not provided in the initial teacher education programmes of most higher education institutions
. Methods of reading instruction for English and Afrikaans are not adequate for the teaching of reading instruction in African languages, because the structure and availability of resources in the languages differs vastly. 
We also support moves to provide student teachers with teaching practice experience in a range of different contexts. There seems often to be a mismatch between the type of practical teaching experience that students have while studying and the realities of mainstream schools. Graduates from programmes often find themselves unprepared for working in schools that typically lack infrastructure, lack teaching and learning resources and have high learner to teacher ratios. Trainee teachers must be equipped and supported to work in those environments through their teacher education programmes.

6. Conceptualise teacher development as a distributed responsibility across the system as a whole

The system needs to be conceptualized as a whole and how the different parts relate together, both for initial and ongoing teacher development. Teacher development recommendations should support the emerging vision for a de-centralised coordinated approach to teacher education and development:
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This diagram is from one of the presentations at the Teacher Development Summit, 30 June 2009, and was based on a draft document from the Chief Directorate, Teacher Education, in the national Department of Education.  

In terms of this vision, Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) do not work in isolation to deliver initial teacher education. Nor is it up to district personnel on their own to offer curriculum training. HEIs decentralise their provision in remotely situated campuses, associated with teaching schools (TSs). They could also work with district officials through Teacher Development Centres (TDCs) to offer curriculum training and inset.  In addition, we propose that NGOs could partner with HEIs and district officials in supporting the TDCs.  These Teacher Development Centres in turn are associated with Professional Development Schools (PDSs) which are centres of good practice for school-based teacher development and for induction of new teachers to the profession. In other words, different parts of the system work together to provide professional development for teachers from recruitment to retirement. If a whole system approach to teacher development were adopted, the current problems with the disjuncture between what happens in initial teacher training programmes and what is expected of teachers in the classroom could be resolved. 
The implications of this include a much greater role for schools. We need to develop school leaders and managers as well as district officials in curriculum leadership. We propose that Heads of Departments (HoDs) and Senior Teachers should play a greater role in curriculum leadership, with their capacity to do so being explicitly enhanced and encouraged. The competences and roles of district–level subject advisors in offering support for curriculum implementation also need to be made explicit. In both the case of HoDs and subject advisors, every effort should be made to ensure that there are sufficient numbers to play their important roles.
7. Provide structured support for addressing socio-economic barriers to learning  

The Department of Education, Education White Paper 6 on Inclusive Education (DoE: 2001) is rooted in the recognition that a range of needs exists among learners and within the education system. But a significant shift in paradigm is still needed. It is the majority of learners in mainstream schools that need support.
We believe that it is imperative that mechanisms or strategies are structured into the system to overcome existing barriers. Such mechanisms must develop the capacity of the system to overcome barriers which may arise, prevent barriers from occurring, and promote the development of an effective learning and teaching environment. All the attempts to improve and revise and streamline the curriculum will come to naught if this is not done.
Specific recommendations in this regard are 

a. Consider extending the school day to a full seven hours. This could help to resolve a number of challenges in accessing education, including:

· additional time for academic support and homework;
· appropriate resourced environments in which to do homework;
· strengthening and enhancing the national nutrition programme;

· integrating the current ‘after’ school programmes, including sport, into the school day.

b. Provide professional development to enhance the capacity of SMTs to understand the critical role that schools need to play in addressing barriers to learning and to set up supportive networks to harness key skills and resources from government and non-government organisations (no one school can do it alone).

c. Ensure that teacher development programmes equip teachers to deal with diverse needs.

d. Establish aftercare programmes that include structured academic support.
e. Ensure that psycho-social support structures are set up, including activities that challenge discriminatory attitudes.

f. Set up processes that support the involvement of learners, parents, teachers and community members in school governance as part of the notion of strengthening social agency.
g. Investigate innovative models that provide support not only to learners in schools, but those whose circumstances mean that regular attendance is compromised
. 
8. Create greater access to social support 

Investigations into various projects aimed at supporting vulnerable learners (MiET’s Schools as Centres of Care and Support, Soul City’s Schools as Nodes of Care and SAIDE’s Managing School in an Environment of HIV and AIDS) all point to the urgent need to strengthen access to social support. Given the inability of many families to meet basic needs such as nutrition and shelter, and given our knowledge that under-nourishment leads to a lack of concentration and a range of other symptoms which affect the ability of the learner to engage effectively in the learning process, the current National Schools Nutrition Programme (NSNP) needs to be considerably strengthened.

Schools should be innovative enough to develop strategies that provide more flexible ways of helping vulnerable learners remain in school and realise academic success. This role is becoming more and more important as the numbers of such “at risk” learners are increasing due to poverty and HIV/AIDS
. 
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� Open Educational Resources are digitised materials offered freely and openly for use and re-use in teaching, learning and research. Central to their ‘openness’ is that fact that they have open licences, which enable users to copy, adapt and reuse without payment or a cumbersome process of seeing permission. The authors retain the copyright and the intellectual property, but allow other people to use and build on them freely. The most frequently use open licences are those offered by Creative Commons. 





� As many Intermediate Phase learners are not yet reading, or are not reading at the levels required for study in the Intermediate Phase, initial teacher education programmes must equip them to teach reading instruction. 


� Recent research conducted by the Centre for Evaluation and Assessment at the University of Pretoria (see Zimmerman et al, 2010) found only two universities offering reading instruction in an African language. Similarly the PIRLS 2006 research found very little evidence of the dedicated teaching of reading in schools – pointing to the need for in-service courses in reading instruction. 





� For example, In a pilot study that took place in Malawi and Lesotho in 2009 (SOFIE, 2009), and in which SAIDE was involved, providing extra support to learners at the risk of dropping out of school through open and flexible ways of learning did not only result in greater retention of the learners in school, it also enhanced their academic performance. In this study, vulnerable learners were provided with a ‘circle of support’ that consisted of the following:


A class buddy who supported a learner by bringing homework from school on the occasions the learner was absent from school. The buddy also took the work back to the teacher for marking. This arrangement helped in keeping the absentee learner more or less at pace with the rest of the class, and did not lag behind.


A school-in-a-bag consisting of textbooks in English and Maths, exercise books and pens, which enabled the learner to learn and do homework from home. 


A club of ‘at risk’ peers that met once or twice per week to discuss school work and other social problems. The club meetings were coordinated by a club leader, who was a youth in the community. The club leader ran meetings for the vulnerable learners, assisted them with homework, provided additional learning material from the school-in-a-bag (such as learning guides, novels, mathematical sets, balls and a radio), and provided fun through sport, games and playing radio.


A school management committee that helped to identify at risk learners and arranged for them to be followed and given support for living and learning.


The teacher who kept a register of learners at risk of repetition or drop out and kept the students in touch with the club leader. The teacher also gave at risk learners the school-in-a-bag and sent regular homework.
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