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About the EGRS: Background
●
●
●

●

●

●

Early Grade Reading Study is the successor program to the GPLMS.
The EGRS are a series of evaluations conducted by the Department of
Basic Education (DBE) that concluded favourably towards coaching
EGRS I focused on the instruction of Setswana Home Language
piloting a randomised control trial of three different intervention
arms to facilitate the impact evaluation.
Of all the treatment arms, the teachers receives cluster based
training and high quality LTSM mediated through a literacy coach
resulted in learners with higher learning gains.
It established how a Structured Learning Programme (SLP) makes
available much needed core methodologies and routines through
lesson plans while integrating quality LTSM.
It established how effective the face-to-face coach, coupled with
lesson plans and other resources solidify teacher’s pedagogical
knowledge.

Lessons learned from EGRS 1
! EGRS 1 was a success, but not without limitations
! Questions were raised on its scalability and feasibility as a
coaching methodology to catalyse large-scale literacy
improvements.
! The chief concern was the seemingly prohibitive costs of having
teachers receive individualised support directly in their
classrooms.
! The largest cost item in face-to-face coaching has been coach
salaries.
! The other big challenge was the now acknowledged lack of
available expert reading coaches in all 11 official home languages
to fill this void.
! The lack of systemic norms and standards to guide their effective
practice and conditions of employment.
! The EGRS 2 was an attempt to respond to these challenges, this
time supporting EFAL through a randomised control trial
evaluating two different coaching models.

EGRS 2, and Virtual Coaching (VC)
!

Like the EGRS 1, EGRS 2 provides the standard “Triple Cocktail”
of Training, resourcing and coaching.

!

The difference now in this case is that teachers receive support
in the instruction of EFAL.

! The second group of teachers also receive lesson plans and
quality LTSM but these are made available on a tablet.
! Instead of receiving an on-site coach, they are provided with a
Virtual Coach (VC).
! Paper-based LTSM such as Big Books, posters, graded readers/
anthologies, flashcard words, theme vocabulary illustrations, and
teacher and SMT support tools (trackers) are provided to both
interventions. It is only the lesson plans (and additional audio and
video LTSM) that are provided on the tablet.
! Both groups of teachers receive cluster based training at the start of
every school term providing them with the opportunity to meet and be
trained by their coaches.

Virtual coaching…

!

VC never visits a school nor is she able to directly observe a
teacher in action, it’s virtual or digital.

!

A VC is best described as a dedicated literacy expert who
maintains constant contact with teachers through telephonic
conversations and instant messaging applications on their
tablets.

!

VC supports all the teachers in all the schools in her treatment
arm.
In EGRS 2 she supports 50 schools across two districts within the
province of Mpumalanga. She supports an average of 85 teachers
per year in a single grade.
Unlike the onsite coach, VC remains based in Johannesburg,
conducting her everyday coaching from the Service Provider’s
head office.

!

!

How
will our
model improve
Grade 1-3 educational outcomes?
Virtual
coaching
components…
The specific components of the VC’s practice can be broken down as
follows:

1. Training
Teachers meet with the coach at beginning of the year at the first
term training.
! Virtual coached teachers spend an extra day at orientation training
to allow the VC an opportunity to meet all of them, but also to
provide dedicated ICT orientation for teachers to the tablets and
electronic materials over and above orientation to the paper based
LTSM.
! The VC is supported by the Quality Assurance Manager and a third
trainer to cover all the schools. Thereafter, term training occurs
three more times during the year but for one day.

VC Coaching components…continued
2. Structured Phone Calls with Teachers
!
!

!

!
!
!

Bulk of the coach-coached conversations occurs through the routine
bi-weekly phone calls
Each teacher receives a phone call to discuss their progress with the
lesson plans and enacting the routines, core methodologies that a
teacher may still feel awkward or unsure about and the overall progress
in her curriculum pacing
VC makes use of structured monthly questions or activities that extend
the training focus themes to ensure the methodologies are emphasized
and discussed further.
Teachers provide evidence of progress through pictures, audios and
videos.
The coach keeps a tracker on hand where she notes down key issues
raised by the teachers during phone calls,
The breadth covered by the virtual coach in a two week period of phone
calls allows her to see broad trends and patterns of issues across her
entire cohort which helps her develop the next term’s training and
refocus the themes dealt with during the next round of phone calls.

VC Coaching components…continued
3. Phone Calls with School Management Team (SMT) members
!

Virtual coach has direct communication lines with members of the SMT to
help build a sense of whether teacher commitment, and to solicit support
for the teachers from their leadership.

!

Careful not to be seen as playing an inspector role, phone calls with SMT
occur less frequently and try to be as general as possible while also
ensuring they are valuable enough for the school HOD to better support
their teachers with implementing the programme.

!

Communication with SMTs also helps reduce possible resistance by some
teachers

VC coaching components…
4. Lesson plans and LTSM
●
●
●

●

●

Lesson plans and LTSM anchor virtual coaching providing the
conversation with a common base to speak from.
Being behind on a particular lesson or multiple indicates to the coach
that all is not well,
Provides the coach with an opportunity to help the teacher develop her
catch up strategy or probe a bit deeper to understand what issues
could be causing the slow pace of teaching.
Where teachers are unsure or need further support in using resources
or in teaching specific content or pronunciation of certain sounds,
teachers are redirected to instructional videos and sound clips
available on their tablets.
Often the biggest challenge that emerged with teachers was in keeping
their tablets functional, trouble shooting network and data issues, and
ensuring devices were virus-free and used strictly for educational
purposes.

VC coaching components…
5. WhatsApp Engagement
●

●

●

●

VC keeps constant contact with teachers in between phone calls and
training sessions through the WhatsApp Group Chat.
The inputs take the form of motivational quotes, weekly routine
reminders, key top tips for enacting certain methods, or questions that
elicit deeper reflection on practice or theory.
Inputs are structured well in advance of the term and are sent at prearranged intervals.
All are encouraged to respond, or to share their own inputs like
motivational messages of their own or questions they may have.

Challenges and Innovation: Bridging the gap
• The idea that VC supports teachers whose practice she rarely
sees is a big challenge.
• The self-reported stuff is not good enough, we need to
triangulate it with little glimpses of practice.
•

Video clips on the teacher tablets and through WhatsApp
communication are a popular feature for teachers, and they
love them.
• The excitement about the videos has meant that the VC can
now send specific sections of practice for certain
methodologies that a teacher is struggling with.
• The hope is that these videos can continue to form a sort of
digital library to be used by not just the virtual coach but all
the coaches as a tool to direct specific support for teachers.

Virtual Coaching Skills
•

Virtual coaching can be a very lonely and sometimes
frustrating enterprise. It relies partly on goodwill of
teachers.

•

A VC must be able to build relationships, without
needing direct face-to-face.

The virtual coach has to be an expert practitioner (even
better than an instructional coach) given how much of
her coaching lies outside of her ability to observe in
real-time teachers practice.
• VC must be able to quickly glance at a photo or video
and pick up trends so she can review her support plan.
•

•

VC requires organisation and data management skills.

Personal observations
● Coaching of teachers through personalized visits is important but
unaffordable.
● Virtual coaching cannot replace face-to-face coaching or vice
versa, at least for now.
● But Virtual coaching can be a great alternative to face-to-face
coaching.
● Younger teachers enjoy virtual coaching, perhaps because of their
technology savviness.
● Virtual coaching provides entry level into the Fourth Industrial
Revolution
● It would help if the VC could occasionally do a face-to-face
coaching, or verification
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