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Bridge Community for Effective Practice - maths and science learner support 

Record of the Saturday Schools Focus Group Meeting 

Classroom 2B, SciBono Discovery Centre, Newtown 

 20 November 2012, 12h00 – 14h00 

Dear Community Member 

The third Saturday Schools focus group meeting of 2012 held at the SciBono Discovery Centre was 
facilitated by Zanele Twala of Bridge, with support from Carlene Gonzo and Lethabo-Thabo Royds. 
The following members of the focus group participated: 

Penreach    David Gear 
Sci-Bono    Hemant Waghmarae  
Siyakhula Education Foundation  Andrew Barrett 
Thandulwazi Maths&Science Academy   Bev Johnson 
Student Sponsorship Pgm   Laurence Corner  
Student Sponsorship Pgm   Sibongile Khumalo 
 
This meeting of the focus group was led by David Gear from Penreach. Penreach is a 21-year-old 
whole school development programme. He introduced the group to Penreach’s work in its entirety 
before specifically describing its learner interventions in maths and science.  
  
Penreach works primarily in Mpumalanga between White River and Nelspruit. There is also work 
taking place in Limpopo and the Free State. This organisation’s interventions are multifaceted and 
seek to improve and fill gaps in schools from the lowest level, for example building toilets in the 
school. Penreach provides infrastructure development support, leadership training for education 
department officials and school leaders, teacher development support to approximate 2 400 rural 
teachers, psycho-social initiatives for learners, academic support for students in after hours and 
Saturday school programmes.  
 
In 2012, Penreach created learning communities for locals. These communities have the school units 
at the centre and are supported by an all-encompassing list of stakeholders around the school. They 
comprise a high school, its feeder primary schools and early childhood development centres. The 
school governing bodies, department officials, parents, unions, learners, teachers, local 
businesspeople, faith-based organisations, non-governmental organisations, etc. all come together 
to find ways to ensure that schools are safe environments, particularly for young girls.  
 
Penreach has taken a special interest in psycho-social support issues and hired a qualified 
psychologist.  This person was tasked with creating girls clubs. In 2012 alone, 600 girls are actively 
participating in these clubs.  
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Maths and Science learner support  
 
The Maths and Science programme reaches thousands of learners each week with 120 teachers 
involved in this work. Saturday school tutorials are conducted at two centres reaching 330 learners. 
Each Saturday school session runs for six hours during school terms, approximately 31 days a year.  
There are afternoon tutorials conducted at four centres which assist 1000 learners; these afternoon 
lessons run for four hours for 30 weeks of the year. While learners are led they are also expected to 
lead.  Penreach selects 15 learners per school in each grade to lead learning circles with other 
students. Learning circle leaders assist other students during afternoon tutorial sessions.  
 
Five target high schools in the area receive class support visits. 
 
David shared impact data for one Saturday School support programme Penreach is involved in for 
one school with historically fair results but which has declined in recent years. The school was 
unfortunately displaced by one of the world cup stadiums and learner performance declined 
thereafter. David showed data from the June and September assessments at this school. Physical 
Science marks in the Grade 10 class increased by 18% on average and as much as 35% for some 
individual learners. In the same class Maths marks improved by 3% on average and 25% for the 
student who registered the greatest shift. David noted that, at this level, an understanding of English 
had a great impact on science marks while it had limited impact on maths marks. Similar results 
were noted at the Grade 11 class at the same school. For this school, a single year’s intervention 
showed a steady increase in marks across the board all the way to preliminary exams.  
 
The focus group went on to view comparisons of physical science and maths results at Grade 12 in 
two other schools, one in which Penreach has intervened for 3 years and the other in which a one 
year intervention was applied. Viewing Penreach’s colour-coded assessment data, it is apparent that 
an intervention over three years has yielded a better learner performance than over a shorter 
period, although improvement has even been noticeable over the course of a year. Marks 
progression for all learners on Penreach’s tutorial programmes showed the majority of learners 
achieving level 3, 4 and 5 passes in August 2012 where most learners were at levels 1, 2 and 3 in 
February 2012. In summary, David stated that extended teaching hours, quality teachers and 
structured interventions all assisted this performance shift.  
 
The results following a one-year intervention in Physical Science at the Mkhulu Science Centre were 
similarly impressive. From a sample of 34 learners, all except one learner moved to marks beyond 
40% for this one-year project. David indicated that this shift was indicative of the impact made by 
the fully-equipped Penreach mobile science laboratory that gives many learners exposure to science 
experiments.  
 
Penreach maintains a range of monitoring data on its students and other beneficiaries. The Grade 12 
learners who benefit from the organisation’s work are between the ages of 17 and 23. In addition, it 
appears that the older the students are, beyond 19 years of age, the less likely they are to succeed in 
gaining the matric passes they need to progress to other studies. Penreach’s student cohort is 
composed of 55% girls and 45% boys. Girls appear to perform consistently better than boys.  
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Plans for the future 
 
Penreach has established the Penreach Shalakamuka Science centre; it is a fully-fledged science 
discovery centre that currently has 20 exhibits. It is anticipated that at least 100 exhibits will be 
housed in the centre by the time that it opens in March 2013 and that it will receive 50 000 visitors a 
year. All the exhibits under development will be mobile. In addition, storage spaces have been 
created in the centre that will make it possible for the centre to be used for other community 
activities.  
 
There are many other resources set up in this centre including two large science laboratories that 
take up to 60 students and 20 teachers at once. A careers unit and skills unit will also be housed in 
this centre. Given the provisions of the mining charter which requires that any new employees must 
have a mapped-out career path should they take on employment at one of the local mines, these 
two units will go a long way in supporting career development in the area.  
 
This organisation is now developing an exciting Interactive Distance Learning initiative that is in the 
pilot phase of development.  It will bring together video conferencing capability of Skype or Google 
hangouts to share lesson and discussion material from Penreach. Learners can interact with these 
“webinars” and respond to them via Mxit. A Penreach Mxit portal already exists and carries various 
applications such as QuizMaths, Siyavula and career guidance material.    
 
Progress   
In working with communities for effective practice, Bridge has the following objectives: 

 The contribution of the community to the whole system; 
 Creating common purpose, peer support and trust among stakeholders; 
 The maximising of resources by the community; 
 The spread of effective practice within the community and its associated stakeholders 

(horizontal integration); and 
 The vertical integration of policy and practice. 

 
David Gear’s presentation is just one example of the way this community and its focus groups are 
spreading working practice from their interventions. This presentation will be further disseminated 
to members of this community and other stakeholders through short video clips and postings on 
social media platforms. Penreach’s work is a contribution to the whole system on running whole 
school development initiative while individual projects each have significant a direct impact on the 
communities they serve. Penreach makes an effort to maximise available resources in its 
communities by leveraging partnerships and collaborations with a majority of its stakeholders as 
seen by development of the local learning communities.  These communities also show the 
significant influence the presence of trust, peer support and common purpose can have in 
supporting the development of collective initiatives where a diverse group of stakeholders exists.  
 
Best wishes 
The BRIDGE Team  
December 2012  


