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Abstract

This paper presents a brief historical background of teacher preparation for secondary schools in Botswana. The paper delineates courses offered to student teachers at the University of Botswana and also highlights problems and challenges encountered in the process. The paper ends by discussing challenges as well as problems beginning mathematics teachers experience in the context of Botswana.

Introduction

The historical Background

The preparation of teachers for secondary schools in Botswana can be traced as far back as 1968, two years after the country got its independence from the British colony. The advanced Teachers Certificate (ATC), a two-year program, was established in Francistown. This program was moved to the University of Botswana in 1973. The program was ultimately developed into three-year Diploma in Secondary Education (DSE). Another program, the Concurrent Certification in Education (CCE) was established for those enrolled BA and BSc degrees and are intending to be teachers. The program ran concurrently with the last two years of the degree. While those with DSE certificate were recruited for junior secondary school teaching, those with CCE were recruited for senior secondary school teaching. The CCE has since been replaced with the Post Graduate Diploma in Education (PGDE). The PGDE enrolled students who have attained their first degree. In addition to this restructuring, in 1984 a four-year B. Ed (science) program was introduced. In 1987, an in-service degree program started enrolling those who have completed their DSE pre-service program. This B. Ed. (Secondary) program recruited those who have been in the field for at least two years.

As the number of schools expanded, so was the number of teachers needed in schools. Teaches in schools. The government increased the number of teacher preparation institutions to meet the demand by opening of Molepolole College of Education in 1984 and Tonota College of Education in 1995. These two colleges are offering a pre-service program for junior secondary school teachers.

The aforementioned changes were engineered by political realities of the country. After independence in 1966, Botswana reviewed her educational system. The first national commission of 1976 revealed that there were fewer schools than expected and that fewer children had access to education (Botswana, Republic of, 1977). Also the curriculum was irrelevant to the country’s needs. As a result of these discrepancies, the commission recommended quantitative expansion in terms of schools and enrollment leading to univerzalisation of basic education—the first ten years of school. Beyond the qualitative expansion, Botswana has also attempted to address the qualitative provisions of the school curriculum. Major curriculum reviews were undertaken across all levels of schooling aiming at directing the education system in ways of inculcating values which could contribute to the development of new social and economic order, and to offer an education that does not divorce students from the Botswana society. To this end, the new mathematics curricula have embraced contemporary issues such as student active participation in learning, problem solving, investigations, and practical work, to promote learning with understanding. Thus the phenomenal school expansion and curriculum changes have corresponding aspects on the provision of teachers who are to serve in schools. It was not only necessary to supply enough teachers but also to improve the quality of their education so they can meaningfully sustain the educational goals.

Recruitment and Retention

In the past, unlike others mathematics and science student teachers did not apply directly to the university. After completing their senior secondary school, those identified as better in those subjects were recruited for a six-month course at the University of Botswana. This Pre-Entry Science Course (PESC) prepare students for science related courses at tertiary level. At the end of this course students were allocated according to the need of the government. Some were selected for three-year teaching program (DSE), others for four-year programs (BSc), and still others were selected for overseas programs. The Pre-Entry Science Course terminated in 1995 and since then students applied directly to university, and they are accepted basing on general entrance regulations. The entrance requirements of those entering at Level One is as follows: At least a C grade or better in six subjects obtained in one sitting of the Botswana General Certificate in Secondary Education (BGCSE) or its equivalent, a C grade or better in English language. BGCSE is a senior secondary school certificate equivalent to the United Kingdom’s IGCSE.

Some years ago, teaching profession was not attracting many students, a trend which later changed because of lack of jobs in other fields. Currently, we have an oversupply of teachers for the available positions. Nevertheless, the B. Ed (Science) program has continued to attract mediocre students when compared to students opting for BSc and engineering programs. The best entrants in the B. Ed (Science) also start migrating to other programs following their level one or two. 

The structure of Teacher Preparation Undergraduate Programs

The University of Botswana through the Department of Mathematics and Science (DMSE) prepares teachers at degree level while the two colleges of education prepares them for diploma level. DMSE offers two pre-service programs: B. Ed (Science) and PGDE. Those studying for the B. Ed. program take the mathematics content offered to their BSc counterparts in the Faculty of Science. They start taking education courses along side with content courses in their second year until they finish their program. Students in this program have a total of fourteen weeks (two blocks of seven weeks) of practicum offered at the end of second and third years. 

The PGDE program is one year long, and it is offered to those who have obtained a four – year Bachelor of Science degree in mathematics and the enrollment has been very low. This program has seven weeks of practicum during Winter semester.

The University through the DMSE also offers an in-service program for practicing teachings. This three-year B. Ed(Secondary) program is meant for teachers who have been in the field for at least two years after obtaining a DSE. The program offers both mathematics content and mathematics education courses. The content courses are an upgrade of the content learned at DSE level. The courses are offered in the Faculty of Science and were tailored for teachers. Those who had obtained their DSE from the university begin at level three of the program and those from the colleges start at level two. Students enrolled in this program do not undertake a practicum.

In the DSE programs offered in the Colleges, exclusively mathematics teacher educators offer both the mathematics content and professional courses. Students are given two full school terms to practice.

Teacher Preparation Undergraduate Courses

At Level One, B. Ed (Science) students follow the Bachelor of Science program in terms of content courses. Education courses are offered from Level Two concurrently with content courses from the Faculty of Science. The education courses include mathematics education, educational foundation, and the practicum. To graduate, one must have taken thirteen (13) courses from the Faculty of Education, ten (10) of which are core. All content courses are offered in the Faculty of Science. As noted previously, the B. Ed. (science) is composed mainly of weaker students and results show that a large proportion of these students perform below their B.Sc. counterparts. Most of the students record the largest course repeats in the four levels of the content courses. Practicum is taken at the end of second and third years with duration of seven weeks each. 

The PGDE take educational foundation eight (8) courses and four (4) courses from mathematics education. The thirteenth course is practicum which lasts seven weeks during Winter session.

The B. Ed. (Secondary) students teachers take mathematics content from the Faculty of Science as well as taking education courses from the Faculty of Education. They do not go for Teaching Practice.

Problems and Challenges Encountered in the Preparation of Teachers.

Challenges that are encountered while preparing teachers include shortage of university supervisors, attitude of school supervisors, fiscal constraint, shortage of material and infrastructure, content delivery in the Faculty of Science and the timing of practicum.

Challenges in the higher institutions classrooms

Some challenges that we meet as educators is the shortage of material for clinical practice, and also the time to handle a large number of students. In addition to lack of stationery, there is shortage of infrastructure. There are inadequate rooms in which microteaching can be held. In fact, we do not have mathematics laboratory. Also there is time constraint with regard to microteaching. One lecturer cannot handle all students within one semester. Added to this is students’ attitude towards microteaching. Students’ preparations are inadequate and sometimes they do not show up for presentations, a trend that manifests itself during the practicum. 

The mathematics courses offered to student teachers is part of the BSc menu jointly identified by mathematics department and DMSE. The limiting concern relate to the way the content is taught. The style of teaching is at variance with the advocated methods and strategies of teaching school mathematics. This has not helped in offering examples of contemporary ways of teaching mathematics. The situation leaves student teachers without ample support to internalize teaching models suggested in education courses.

Problems and challenges during practicum

Schools attitude towards practicum has not being pleasing recently. Cooperating teachers show indifference towards student teachers, and school administration has deemed student practicing as disrupting school schedule. Part of this problem emanate from students’ unbecoming behavior. Some student teachers do not take their practicum seriously resulting in inadequate preparations of lesson plans and scheme of work. Moreover, timetable clashes result in inadequate supervision.

The other problem that the DMSE department experience is shortage of staff. Because there are few mathematics educators in the department, we engage educators from science as well as mathematicians from the Faculty of Science for students’ supervision. This has proved to be serious omission on our part because these colleagues do not subscribe to the techniques and strategies of mathematics teaching. In most cases, student teachers are not given guidance and advice by these supervisors.

Because cooperating schools are located all over the country, the practicum exercise is expensive amounting to over a million Pula (Pula is the country’s currency; US$1.00 == P4. 00). The practicum expenses include costs for staff mileage, meals, hotel accommodation and stationery for both staff and students. 

Recruitment and Retention

As stated earlier, teacher preparation programs attract weak students in terms of mathematics and science grades obtained at the BGCSE. Some of these students lack affection for the profession, but rather take teaching because there was nothing they could do given that they could not qualify for careers of their choice. Entering university for a teaching program becomes an advantage when they have an opportunity to transfer to some lucrative programs after 1st or 2nd years of university education.

Experiences of the Early years of Teaching

When they leave institutions of higher learning, student teachers have naïve beliefs about teaching and these are challenged upon practice. Some of the challenges reported include classroom management, students’ behavior and attitudes, and teacher’s well being. New teachers are overwhelmed by the management challenges. Because of the large classes, these teachers find it difficult to control students as well as keeping them on task. When attending on one side of the class, those on the other side would be making noise. Yet connected to this issue is learners’ attitude towards learning in general, and in particular towards mathematics learning. New teachers have reported being shocked by learners’ indifference towards learning mathematics and they become devastated. 

In addition to classroom control challenges and student motivation, new teachers have difficulties in handling complex topics. Because they are inexperienced in how students learn and what works in classrooms, these teachers become embarrassed and a feeling of relinquishing. They need to be rescued by their mentors who in most cases are not available. Often times beginning teachers challenges with preparation: Sometimes it is too much, other times it is too little, and further still activities prepared are not developmentally appropriate.

The other challenge that face new teachers, but not exclusively for new teachers, is lack of accommodation. In most cases teachers share two-bedroom houses and new teachers may not find anybody to share with. Some have reported to have been without accommodation for about six months and this had affected their performance. Some of the problems reported by new teachers are inherently interwoven in the system, thus they are not exclusively for beginning teachers, and for the sake of brevity are not highlighted in this proposal.
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