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BACKGROUND

This policy brief describes the expansion of the Grade R programme in South Africa,
summarises the findings of a study evaluating the impact on learners, and makes
several policy recommendations based on the evaluation results.

The Grade R programme has expanded dramatically since 2001 so that approx-
imately 95% of children currently attend Grade R, either in a public school or an
early childhood development (ECD) centre. A recent impact evaluation conducted
by independent researchers confirmed the strategic importance of providing pre-
school educational opportunities. However, the evaluation also demonstrated that
the Grade R programme as implemented up until 2011 has had a limited impact on
later educational development.

Improving the quality of the programme, especially in schools serving poorer commu-
nities, is thus essential in future planning. Policy recommendations include develop-
ing the professionalism of teachers, practical in-service teacher support, equipping
teachers with the skills to assess the development of their learners, increasing learner
access to story books, and tightening the provincial education departments' financial
record keeping.




THE EXPANSION OF THE
GRADE R PROGRAMME

Less than 40% of five-year-old children
in South Africa were enrolled at an edu-
cational institution in 2002. This figure
rose to over 80% in 2011, and contin-
ues to rise. The largest increases were
in the poorer provinces — Mpumalanga
(138%), North West (153%) and Northern
Cape (263%).

The increase is attributed to the roll-
out and expansion of the Grade R pro-
gramme. Between 2001 and 2012
the numbers enrolled at public ordi-
nary schools increased threefold, from
242,000 to 768,000. Based on data from
a household survey, it is estimated that
95% of current Grade 1 children have
attended Grade R (at schools and insti-
tutions such as community centres).
The growing number of no-fee-paying
schools and the National Schools Nutri-
tion Programme, introduced in poorer
communities, may have contributed to
the increase.

FINDINGS FROM AN IMPACT
EVALUATION OF THE GRADE R
PROGRAMME

With such a large and rapid expansion
in @ new programme, one might expect
there to be challenges with respect to
the quality of the delivery of the pro-
gramme, especially in the early years.
Such an expansion requires extensive
infrastructural development, a new cur-
riculum, developing and supplying mate-
rial to support learning, and enough suit-
ably qualified teachers.

Therefore, the Department of Basic
Education (DBE), in partnership with
the Department of Planning, Monitor-
ing and Evaluation (DPME) in the Presi-
dency, commissioned an impact evalua-
tion of the Grade R programme. Globally,
an impact evaluation that measures the
change in outcomes attributed to a pro-
gramme is regarded as best practice in
implementing public policy. Impact eval-
uations provide valuable insight into how
to improve service delivery, and reveals if
the desired outcomes of an intended pro-
gramme are being achieved. The impact
evaluation was conducted by indepen-

dent researchers at the University of Stel-
lenbosch, and the full reports are avail-
able on the DPME website.

THE IMPORTANCE OF EARLY LEARNING

The evaluation included an extensive,
worldwide literature review detailing evi-
dence on early educational interven-
tions. This review highlights the critically
important role early childhood develop-
ment plays in cognitive, behavioural and
social growth.

ECD is critically important for
cognitive, behavioural and
social growth.

Literature shows that early educational
interventions are more cost-effective than
later remedial interventions, and can mit-
igate the educational disadvantages of
poor children. This confirms that govern-
ment made the right decision to expand
the Grade R programme and to focus its
energies on the poorer communities.

Early educational interventions
are more cost-effective than
later remedial interventions.

The literature review highlights the need
for a programme that is aligned with ECD
pedagogical practice, not one that is
merely a diluted Grade 1. The curriculum
must stipulate clear foundations for lit-
eracy and numeracy. The programme
requires active, child-centred, participa-
tory methods that are difficult to assim-
ilate into the school system. Opportuni-
ties for emergent literacy development
through exposure to reading, pictures
and mediated explanations of text are
especially important.

An earlier South African study found that
65% of Grade R learners enter Grade T
without the necessary skills or concepts
to master reading. Positive impacts for
pre-school are more consistent and
stronger than later remedial strategies,
especially for children from poor home
environments. The benefits of early edu-
cation need to be maintained through
subsequent school experiences.

Although Grade R cannot overcome
deeply rooted economic problems and
social pathologies, a quality programme
can be a powerful equaliser to reduce
disadvantages. Evidence stresses that
good quality ECD produces good out-
comes, and that weak provision may
not improve cognitive outcomes and
may even foster negative outcomes like
aggressive behaviour.

Quality is key: a quality curriculum, a
quality teacher, and a quality response to
developmental needs.

Quality is key: A quality
curriculum, a quality teacher,
a quality response to
development needs.

MEASURING THE IMPACT OF GRADE R
ON LATER LEARNING OUTCOMES

A complex statistical method was used to
estimate the effect of Grade R on learning
outcomes later in primary school. Admin-
istrative data on Grade R enrolments
between 2006 and 2011 were linked to
the test results of children in Grades 1 to
6 as recorded in the 2012 Annual National
Assessment (ANA).

The dataset included test score data and
information on Grade R attendance for
18,102 primary schools across South
Africa. With the exception of some
schools where data was missing, this
effectively represented all the learners in
South African primary schools. For each
grade in a particular primary school in
2012 it was possible to estimate what pro-
portion of children had attended Grade R.
For example: if in 2009 one school had 60
Grade R children, and in 2012 the same
school had 100 Grade 3 children — one
could roughly estimate that 60% of the
class had attended Grade R.

Although the estimates did not take into
account grade repetition or the possibil-
ity that children may have attended Grade
R at another school, they provided a pos-
sible quota. The number of children esti-
mated to have had access to Grade R
varied within schools (across grades)
as many schools were introducing and
expanding the Grade R programme
between 2006 and 2011.






RECOMMENDATIONS FOR
IMPROVING THE QUALITY OF
THE GRADE R PROGRAMME

INTERIM GRADE R POLICY

An interim Grade R policy should be
developed and submitted to Cabinet. The
policy should clearly stipulate:

+ age of admission/school readiness

+  role of community-based sites

+ funding

+ employment of teachers

+ infrastructure

+ learners with disabilities

These recommendations were proposed
in the improvement plan that was drafted
in response to the impact evaluation.

IMPROVE FINANCIAL RECORD KEEPING
OF PROVINCIAL EXPENDITURE ON
GRADER

It is difficult to establish how much gov-
ernment spends on the Grade R pro-
gramme due to the provincial education
departments' inconsistent and inaccu-
rate record keeping. Some provinces
report a very low per pupil spend, possi-
bly because of cross-subsidisation from
other spending programmes or anoma-
lies in how Grade R spending is catego-
rised. Provincial financial record keeping
should be addressed urgently and regu-
larly analysed to inform planning.
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INCREASE OPPORTUNITIES FOR
IN-SERVICE TEACHER TRAINING
WITH ON-SITE SUPPORT

In-service teacher training opportunities
need to be increased. The focus should
be on providing teachers with practical
strategies that support early learning
and opportunities to observe and prac-
tise best teaching. The training should
include observations, simulations, role-
play and practice in contextually appro-
priate model environments.

This needs to be supported with ongoing
on-site mentoring. While it may not be
feasible to provide good quality on-site
support at full scale, it could be consid-
ered in a limited section of high-priority
schools, such as quintile 1 schools, in
certain provinces. Less costly teacher
support innovations, like resource packs
with a practical focus on instructional
methods, need to be developed.

INCREASE ACCESS TO READING
MATERIALS

Culturally relevant story books in all
South African languages should be
widely available to parents/caregivers (in
particular through community libraries),
and in Grade R classrooms.

DEVELOP AND IMPLEMENT
A SCHOOL READINESS TEST

A high quality school readiness test
should be developed or identified and
used by teachers to assess the devel-
opment of their children. The use of this
tool will raise awareness among schools,
parents, and teachers that clear develop-
mental outcomes are expected during
Grade R. It is not acceptable for children
to simply attend a type of creche.
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The detailed evaluation report may
be accessed at goo.gl/5VkOxt.
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