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Chapter 31. SOUTH AFRICA

Schools us learhing hubs for family support
....................................................................................................................................................................... Shirley Eudie

ABSTRACT

Together In My Education (TIME) is an intervention conceived of and delivered during the
COVID-19 pandemic in South Africa. The TIME project supports the development of skills,
knowledge, confidence and belief systems (Mapp & Kuttner, 2013) of both schools and
families, so that they are empowered to work in partnership and share responsibility for young
children’s learning to achieve improved learning outcomes. It demonstrates the potential for
system take-up and policies that prioritize community involvement and use schools as leaming
hubs. This case study shows that, in contexts characterized by digital exclusion and poorly
resourced schools, highly structured at-home approaches that foster caregiver involvement
in early-grade leaming are achievable via targeted professional development, building

networks of collaboration and scaffolded family engagement.

KEYWORDS

At-home learning, early childhood education, guides for leaming at home, school-community

relations, parenting education/parenting support, feacher mindsets.

B ] G 1 D /A S —— .

What is the future of remote and digital learning for early-grade
learners, in education systems battling significant digital exclusion and
poorly resourced school and home environments? Here we explore !
the potential of highly structured home-school learning programmes
- that equip caregivers, educators and learners with the tools for

learning at school and at home - and how home-school parinerships

can centralize student learning and enable schools as learning hubs.

INTRODUCTION

Prior to the onset of COVID-19, the South African basic education sector was known as
'bi-modal, a term used to describe two parallel, yet distinct, schooling systems. One is
functional, wealthy, and equips learners with globally competitive skills. The other, made up of

over /5 per cent of schools, is dysfunctional, poorly resourced, and unable to equip learners
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with the skills they need (Spaull, 2013). The 2016 Progress in International Reading Literacy
Study (PIRLS) found that 78 per cent of fourth-grade leamers cannot read for meaning in
their home language (Howie et al., 2017). less than half of children who start school in
kindergarten, go on to complete twelfth grade (Spaull &Jansen, 2019). In a country batiling
the highest levels of inequality in the world, this schooling system is replicating and deepening

the poverty and privilege divide.

Like the world over, these inequities have been exacerbated by COVID-19. Children
attending fee-paying public or private schools were largely able to continue their learning
remotely, thanks to digital access, adequate levels of digital literacy, and a home environment
conducive to leaming. Most students, however, were not so fortunate, and learning came to
an abrupt halt. Children in non-fee schools leamed 50-75 per cent less in 2020 relative o

normal leaming (Spaull ef al., 2021).

Providing a continuation of learning opportunity across this vast economic and social spectrum
of 13 million learners and 25, 000 schools was, understandably, a significant challenge.
COVID-19 response measures ranged from online learning for the minority of learners with
access fo devices and connectivity, fo national free-to-air lesson broadcasting for learners
reliant on TV and radio access, or WhatsApp and SMS “classrooms’ with teachers engaging
learners remotely. One segment of learners, however, fell outside of the range of these efforts.
Poorer, younger learners were in a friple bind - unable to lead their own leaming, in home
contexts with severe structural barriers fo digital learning, and at the age where learning loss
matters most.

In this case study, we will explore one innovation that delivers remote learing opportunities
for this vulnerable group, unpacking why this approach matters now and how it might shape

the way we reconsider education in the future.

A HYBRID HOME-SCHOOL EARLY-GRADE LEARNING MODEL

Together In My Education (TIME] is a high-quality, sfructured home learning programme
used by parents and caregivers®® with kindergarten and first grade learners. It aims to
develop a culture of leaming at home, to improve relationships between schools and homes
and, ultimately, to close early learning gaps by advancing learners’ language, literacy,

mathematics and socio-emotional skills.

The TIME intervention, endorsed by the Western Cape Education Depariment (WCED),

was designed and delivered by Wordworks, a non-profit organization that focuses on early

63. Given the high incidence of households with neither parent available to the child, the term ‘caregiver’ will be used rather than
‘parent’ throughout the case study.
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language and literacy development in the first eight years of children’s lives. Costing 50
ZAR (approximately 3.50 USD) per year per learner, for the weekly provision of hard-copy

materials for 32 weeks, this initiative shows potential for scale.

Families receive hard-copy materials via their school, organized in weekly activity cycles,
each based on a story theme. Each week consists of five 20- to 30-minute activities that
develop language, mathematics and socio-emotional skills, while promoting engagement via
games, physical play, contextual learning and creative expression. Teachers are equipped
to support caregivers to guide the learning process via weekly broadcast messages using
WhatsApp and Moya (a data-free messaging platform), linking to text, audio and video
on a data-free website. A physical activity record helps learners develop metacognition
by tracking their learning progress and builds connections between home and school by
sharing regular updates with teachers. Packs are provided in the three major languages for

the Western Cape: English, Afrikaans and isiXhosa.

A network of non-governmental organizations (NGO's| plays an important partnership role
in programme delivery, bringing local expertise to support school leadership, community

development, materials development ¢* and early learning®”.

While this intervention addressed a crifical need during learning disruption in South Africa, the
longer-term transformative potential of such an approach must be considered as rebuilding
education post-pandemic begins. After all, what is innovative about distributing hard-copy
materials? The innovation here lies in establishing a highly structured approach to creating
the conditions for reimagining schools as leaming hubs, where home-school partnerships

prioritize student learning.

Llooking at the initial leamings emerging from TIME, in the second half of 2020 more
than 40,000 leamers were reached monthly, increasing to 47,682 leamers per month in
2021, across 219 schools (Together In My Education report, 2021). While it is too early
to understand the impact of the TIME intervention on child learning and development, a
comprehensive exploratory field study has provided insight into programme effectiveness.
The following learning emanates from research conducted from July to September 2020,
where 548 teachers from 159 schools provided feedback (Wordworks, 2021). Teachers
estimated that 82 per cent of participating homes received the materials - 57 per cent of
which collected from schools, and 32 per cent sent home with children. Most teachers
(81 per cent) rated the home leaming materials as an effective way of teaching early literacy

and mathematics skills, as outlined in the annual teaching plans. Nearly all feachers (92

64. REDINK is a key partner in early-grade resource development
65. Updated list of TIME partner NGOs is available here


https://wwhomeliteracy.org.za/timeack
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per cent) felt the materials were accessible, rafing them as very easy, easy (60 per cent) or
somewhat easy (32 per cent) for caregivers to understand. Acknowledging the complexity in
understanding the take-up of materials ot home, teachers were asked to use their professional
judgement on the matter. Teachers felt that over half the class was using the materials at home

(70 per cent), with a 37 per cent return rate of the activity records.

Turning to support provided to teachers and caregivers, 84 per cent of teachers said they
found the weekly messages very helpful or helpful, with a further 15 per cent saying they were
moderately helpful. Teachers expressed a slight preference for video and text format over
voice notes. More than half of teachers (63 per cent) said they always passed the messages
on fo parents, while 26 per cent said they sometimes did. Almost 60 per cent of teachers
reported relying solely on WhatsApp to share messages with caregivers. In summary, these
survey results indicate that teachers assess the TIME materials as being accessible and pitched

at the right level for learners and caregivers, with an appropriate level of teacher support.

There are several challenges and limitations of the TIME intervention to consider (personal
interview with S. O'Carroll, founder of Wordworks, 2021). For example, caregivers whose
home language differs from the language of schooling are likely to find their ability to
support learning at home limited. Another issue concerns assessment of impact. Many of the
schools participating in TIME were involved in preexisting programmes to support parental
involvement, it is not clear the extent to which take-up of TIME depends on previous cultivation
of this 'fertile ground’. It also become clear that programme success depends on teacher
motivation, as they are primary mediators of materials and messaging. Furthermore, the at-
home approach of TIME makes quantifying learer outcome gains challenging. Finally, and
criically, the most vulnerable learners and families are less likely to have time and resources to

bring to this programme. To ensure equity, these families require addifional resourcing and support.

UNDERSTANDING WHY THE TIME PROGRAMME
MATTERS NOW

At a fime when education has been disrupted to the extent that it has, governments and
communities the world over are rethinking how, where and why we educate. Here we consider
how the TIME programme has contributed to laying the foundation for a transformational
and sustainable approach fo building back better, and why it matters at this juncture in our

educational evolution:

* Reshaping the social contract between schools and communities: Significant
change in society requires planned and coordinated adjustments in the implicit agreement

between members of a society fo cooperate (Deming, 2020). Central to the TIME model

Learning to Build Back Better Futures for Education
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is the formation of a social contract between schools and communities, that sets the
expectation that learning can happen from home, requiring mindset and behaviour shifts
by all involved.

* Providing appropriate scaffolding in the midst of change: Careful consideration
was given to the provision of appropriate levels of support for teachers and caregivers, as
all embarked on a format of learning that was enfirely new and unchartered.

* Expanding the notion of the educator: Increasing caregiver involvement in active
learning requires that both teachers and caregivers rethink their roles. The teacher’s
role extends beyond the classroom to reach the home, and caregivers are called to
acknowledge the significant confribution they can and must make to support their child’s
learning journey (Mopp & Kuttner, 2013).

e Centring relationships in learning: The TIME model centralizes relationships in the
learning process, acknowledging that leaming is, at its core, a social process (UIL, 2020).
TIME encourages affirming inferaction between caregivers and children, discouraging
punifive responses to mistakes and creating positive learning routines in homes.

* Prioritizing engagement: It was widely acknowledged that children who felt
disengaged from school during the pandemic were more likely to drop out of school.

One key goal of TIME was to keep learners and families engaged in leaming.

AT-HOME LEARNING BEYOND A PANDEMIC

The TIME programme has taken an approach to innovation that starts where the South African
education system is and opens the door for increasingly rapid and sustainable change over

time, thanks fo the school-community ties established af the heart of the infervention.

Perhaps though, prior to considering future possibilities, it is worth pausing fo consider the
argument for at-home learning beyond the pandemic. Why, if schools are open, should
education systems consider confinuing home learning approaches with early grade studentse
At the heart of the argument is the potential to influence early childhood development
through active caregiver involvement, as well as the opportunity to dilute the overreliance
on resource constrained school environments, where increasingly overcrowded classrooms
limit the teacher’s ability to provide quality individualized learner attention. Finally, there is an
opportunity to embrace inherent cultural capital and honour families’ funds of knowledge
(Mapp & Kuttner, 2013) in the home by supporting caregivers — many of whom might not
have completed high-quality education themselves — to confidently involve themselves in the

child's leaming.

Fernando M. Reimers HARVARD UNIVERSITY / Renato Opertti UNESCO-BIE (Editors)--
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FUTURE IMPLICATIONS AND POSSIBILITIES

As we look forward, and in the spirit of the Futures of Education initiative, we allow ourselves
to imagine several implications of, and possibilities arising from, the foundation laid by TIME
and similar programmes, and how this might confribute to building education back better,
with the goal of producing lifelong learners who are equipped to actively and purposefully
parficipate in society (Dede & Richards, 2020).

* Schools as learning hubs: As the lines between school and home become
increasingly porous, so the idea of schools evolving into hubs of learning becomes a
possibility (McShane et al., 2012). Such a school would be a place where leaming hours
are extended, and students of all ages can learn anytime, in various hybrid formats; a
place where the notfion of an educator is expanded to include community members and
caregivers, and where valuable knowledge and skills are exchanged amongst lifelong
learners. To house such reconfigurations to our concept of schooling, the school itself
needs to become a learning organization. Schools must move from rigid, bureaucratic
and hierarchical to spaces that embody collaboration, adaptability and autonomy. These
spaces should take cues from, and interact with, their evolving environments and modify

behavior to reflect new knowledge or insights (Kools & Stoll, 2016).

Augmentation of teacher effectiveness: Teachers' effectiveness will be
augmented by their ability to embrace blended leaming methodologies that enable and
enhance learning at school and af home. The pedagogical repertoire of teachers will
expand to weave asynchronous instruction with synchronous and face-to-face leaming,

supplementing how teachers operate and how information is shared with caregivers and

children (Kimmons et al., 2020).

Developing a breadth of competencies: By deliberately and systematically
infusing the development of socio-emotional skills and twenty-first century competencies
(e.g. creativity, critical thinking, communication, curiosity) info mathematics and literacy
learning at school and at home, students are better prepared for a fast-changing world
(Fadel et al., 2015). This acknowledges, at this early age, the importance of developing our
learners not simply fo be, but to become (UNESCO, 2019).

Problem-based, contextualized education: As the education ecosystem
broadens fo include at-home learning, so the opportunity for relevant, context-specific,
problem-based education becomes increasingly accessible. Students engage in real-
world problem recognition and solving in their surrounding context (Resnik, 2017),
developing competencies that are crucial for a more equitable and sustainable world, as

envisaged by the UN Sustainable Development Godls.

Learning to Build Back Better Futures for Education
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CONCLUSION

As the global community reflects on a profound opportunity to reconsider an outdated
education system, education leaders are presented with the choice of remaining roofed in
traditional policies and practices, or taking a leap into unchartered territory. Reconsidering
schools as learning hubs to enhance learning opportunity for children in the early grades,
is just one such opportunity. To make this possible, decision-makers will need to systematize
these approaches into school, district and provincial workplans and key performance
indicators. As transition occurs, feedback mechanisms for continued refinement will be critical
fo success. May this case study provide food for thought, and opportunities for ideation and

implementation, as we collectively ‘build back better’.
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The COVID-19 pandemic caused serious disruptions to education around the world. On
short notice, and without a playbook to draw on, teachers, schools, and education systems
had to quickly create alternative education arrangements to sustain the right of education
during the crisis created by the rapidly spreading plague. While the shortcomings of these
quickly improved arrangements to educate remotely are becoming increasingly obvious,
less attention has been given to the ways in which these novel ways to educate represent an
innovation with implications for the efforts to build a more relevant and effective education
system.

The goal of this book is to examine the potential of the innovations generated during the pan-
demic. Drawing on a systematic analysis of 31 educational innovations that emerged during
the pandemic, we examine their value not just to mitigate the impact of the crisis, but to build
back better.

The result of a collaborative effort of UNESCO'’s International Bureau of Education and of the
Global Education Innovation Initiative at the Harvard Graduate School of Education, this book
makes visible some of the innovation dividend generated by educators during the pandemic
while offering a methodology for others to advance knowledge about what education systems
learned during the pandemic.

The new report of UNESCO's International Commission on the Futures of Education Reima-
gining our Futures Together: A new social contract for education calls for broad based and
inclusive social dialogue on how to transform education to address the most significant challen-
ges of our times. This book is a contribution to that dialogue that shows that the transformation
of education environments that address such challenges began amidst the deep disruptions
caused by the greatest education calamity in the history of public education.
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