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 Bridge Community for Effective Practice – Maths and science learner support 

A Summary of the Saturday Schools Focus Group Meeting  

VIP Boardroom, Sci-Bono Discovery Centre, Newtown 

12h00 – 14h00, 24 October 2011 

Dear Community Member 

On Monday 24 October 2011, the Saturday Schools focus group met at Sci-Bono to learn more about 
the after-school programme run by Learnthings Africa. In the previous session, this group expressed 
a desire to hear about the projects run by innovators in this area in order to extract working practice 
and share learning. Barbara Dale-Jones facilitated this session with support from Linda Vilakazi, 
Carlene Gonzo and Lethabo-Thabo Royds.  

Aldi Smith    University of Johannesburg   
Blessing Zwane   University of Johannesburg   
Carol Wyeth  Alexandra Education Committee 
David Kramer  Sci-Bono 
Hemant Waghmarae Sci-Bono 
Kim Robinson  Renaissance Strategic Solutions 
Lawrence Jacobson Learnthings Africa  
Linda Giuricich  St Mary’s School Waverley  
Margaret Sehlabane  Girls and Boys Town 
Michael Peter  SciBono 
Mphoya Thobela DeBeers 
Rochelle Lyner  Learnthings Africa  
Thembeka Xipu  Brain Gain 
 
Mr Lawrence Jacobson led the group through an overview of the blended learning project while his 
colleague Ms Rochelle Lyner shared some of the insights from the second phase of the project.  

 
Lawrence explained that this project was a result of a concept developed in 2009 which sought to 
support Maths and Science learners through a combination of computer based training and face to 
face instruction. The original concept sought to reach 300 “learners with potential” from 12 schools 
in Gauteng from grade 10 to grade 12. In each school approximately 25 learners were to benefit 
from mid-week and Saturday school sessions run by external teachers. In addition, Learnthings 
content delivered through Computer-Based Training would provide a large repository of teaching 
tools developed over time and closely aligned to the current curriculum; the programme also makes 
use of Apple Macs Applied Learning tools.  The anticipated project lifespan was three years.  
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The initial phase of this project was run in 2010 and several adjustments were made over time to 
accommodate changes in the project environment. Following an extensive review of learnings from 
the first phase a second phase of the project began in January 2011.  

 
Project Pilot Phase - 2010 
The Ekhuruleni schools selected for the project in early 2010 responded positively. However, 
concerns were expressed regarding the limited number of learners who would benefit, i.e. only 8 
learners per grade, and the fact that only “learners with potential” were considered. Eventually 
schools and the project came to the shared understanding that only learners with a certain aptitude 
could participate and the programme tentatively began in February.  

 
In March, the SSIP programme was introduced by the Gauteng Department of Education, which 
targeted grade 12 learners who were part of the group Learnthings hoped to work with. As a result 
the Learnthings project opted to exclude Grade 12 learners but included grade 9 learners along with 
the grade 10 and 11 learners. A second change was that Learnthings eliminated the Saturday School 
component of its work due to conflicts with other programmes.  

 
The adjusted Learnthings programme focused on two guided 2-hour midweek sessions using 
Learnthings content and a 2-hour independent self-paced learning session using the Apple 
Macbooks.  Unfortunately, it was difficult to access Gauteng Online; this was a problem because the 
Learnthings content could only be accessed through the Gauteng Online labs. This challenge was 
only resolved in August 2010. A second major problem Learnthings faced was the protracted 
teachers’ strike in September 2010. During this period, the project team could not conduct any of 
the mid-week sessions at the school. By the time the strike was concluded, schools began to focus 
on classes for all learners to make up for lost time. At this point in October 2010, the project leaders 
stopped their work in the schools and took time to reflect on their work. 

 
Although the project was hampered by so many factors, it made progress with training for both 
learners and teachers on Learnthings content and the application of the Macbooks. This training was 
a first step in supporting the schools in taking ownership for the programme in future by 
empowering teachers in e-facilitation; this was a step away from initial plans to bring in external 
parties to conduct teaching. The project managed to host two successful holiday school sessions in 
April and June.  The team also developed strong relationships with school officials and district 
officials.  

 
The project leaders noted the key challenges which affected the pilot programme. It took an 
extended period to enable learner access to Learnthings content, although this was eventually 
resolved; programme officers’ contact time with the learners was very limited; the project needed to 
move back to its original approach incorporating all aspects of blended learning and project sponsors 
needed to be more present.  
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Pilot Project – 2011 
Prior to running the new phase in 2011, Learnthings conducted a monitoring and evaluation exercise 
with FeedbackRA. The following changes were made to the programme as a result of the evaluation 
exercise:   

 
1. Saturday school sessions  were reintroduced and an  arrangement to use Sacred Heart College 

for this purpose was made;  
2. It was decided mid-week sessions would focus on Learnthings content;  
3. Apple Macs were used for the mid-week programme; 
4. A dedicated project manager was appointed by the project sponsor; and 
5. The new programme would now focus on 8 schools and 4 Schools were taken off the 

programme, leaving 128 learners on the register.  
 

The learners went through a baseline testing exercise. The results of this test, along with the 2010 
exam results, were used to select learners who would benefit from the programme. In the previous 
year baseline tests were only used to provide a comparison between performance at the beginning 
and at the end of the year. Learnthings then realised that there were not enough learners 
performing at the required level (at least 60%). As a result, the programme took on learners with 
marks as low as 20% in the selection tests. The new programme for 2011 commenced on 29 January 
2011.  

Rochelle explained that the two mid-week sessions focused on e-content and utilised the Gauteng 
Online learning portal with Learnthings content and secondary content provide by subject 
specialists. A programme teacher would be present to assist in the laboratory at all times while 
Learnthings staff visited these sessions at least once a week. Learner attendance is monitored as 
well as access to the back-end of the portal. It is anticipated that learners use these sessions and 
engage in individual self-paced learning sessions for revision, review and further examples of work 
covered during the previous Saturday session.  

The Saturday school takes place each Saturday of the term except school and public holidays. Each 
session is two hours long with a focus on Maths and Science for grade 10 and 11 learners. Some 
attrition in numbers has been noted from 103 learners in February to 88 learners in October across 
all 8 schools. This aspect of the programme includes four teachers, one dedicated to each subject 
and grade and small groups of approximately 20-22 learners per class. Teachers are provided with a 
work plan which is closely aligned to the GDE work schedule for each term and they attempt to work 
in tandem with the recommended plans. One assessment test is conducted each term and here too 
attendance is closely monitored. Learners are transported to Scared Heart by bus, and each receive 
a mid-morning snack. All costs are carried by the project.  

The last two aspects of the programme are the holiday school and MacBook Sessions. The holiday 
school was conducted in March and July of 2011. Learners attend four days a week and follow the 
Saturday School timetable, as often as possible with the same teachers; transport and food costs are 
once again carried by parents. Macbook Sessions take place during the school week. This aspect 
allows learners to put together a Maths and Science project with guidance from their Saturday 
School teachers on content areas. To aid this endeavour, learners are provided with Apple products: 
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Macbooks, iPods, cameras and one roaming data projector (per district).  The members of the focus 
group were impressed by three learner project videos which were screened during the session.  

Rochelle rounded off her section of the presentation by showing the group the monitoring tools 
which they use to monitor performance and attendance.  

 
Discussion  
During the open discussion session the following points stood out: 
 
1. The need to include teachers and parents to ensure project sustainability in the long-term 

through training and continued engagement; 
2. The need to consider methods of ensuring learner commitment, be it in monetary or in another 

form; 
3.  A note that often the use of the recommended work plans left some learners behind; 
4. The reality that often teachers at after-school programmes have to teach to the lowest common 

denominator of understanding; and 
5. The need to support the development of teachers with delivery using methods that they may 

not necessarily be familiar with.  
 
Community Objectives  
 
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. 

 
In this community, we have noted the creation of common purpose, peer support and trust among 
stakeholders. Members, as is the case with Learnthings on this occasion, continue to be open to 
sharing the details of their projects and learnings, on the one hand. On the other hand, members of 
the community continue to provide constructive feedback on each innovation shared.  
 
Members of this community also actively seek opportunities to maximise resources through 
suggesting and initiating partnerships that build on content or methodologies that have been 
developed among them. In this meeting St Mary’s and Girls and Boys town indicated interest in the 
Learnthings computer-based content, and both Rochelle and Lawrence highlighted that 
opportunities exist to make it available to both entities.  
 
The Bridge Team 
31 October 2011  


