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Executive Summary 
The Learning Crisis   

Reading, writing, and literacy in general are foundational to modern education. Recognizing the importance of 

literacy development and education more broadly, the global community came together in recent decades and 

committed enormous resources to ensuring all children globally had access to primary education. These efforts 

worked to increase school enrollment: bȅ нлмрΣ фм҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿŜǊŜ ŜƴǊƻƭƭŜŘ ƛƴ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

(UNESCO, 2015). However, evidence suggests that merely attending school does not guarantee an education. 

Approximately 250 million children cannot read regardless of school attendance, and 200 million young people finish 

their schooling without basic skills (UNESCO, 2013).   

Study Motivation: Testing the Difference between School-Only & Life-wide Learning Approaches to Education  

What is fueling the ΨƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŎǊƛǎƛǎΩ? Some hypothesized that the crisis arose because most efforts to improve 

education adopted a School-Only approach to address literacy issues and learning obstacles. In a School-Only 

approach, children receive supports for learning predominantly or even exclusively during school hours and within 

the school walls, while ignoring learning opportunities in homes and communities. To better address the real 

challenges that children face in learning both within and outside of school, Save the Children (SC) developed an 

alternative approach called Life-wide Learning. This approach combines enhanced school experiences with wider 

community activities to help children build a broader, stronger, and more sustainable foundation for learning.  {/Ωǎ 

Literacy Boost intervention is an example of its Life-wide Learning approach: Literacy Boost enhances instruction 

through teacher training while simultaneously educating families and communities to better support learning 

outside the school and engaging children in fun learning activities at home and in the village.  

The motivation for the study was to test which approach worked better: a School-Only or a Life-wide Learning 

approach. The difference between the two is illustrated by analyzing the hours a Rwandan child spends in a 365-day 

year. First, of the total 8,760 hours in a year, subtract 3,650 hours total for sleeping (10 hours/night), leaving 5,110 

hours in which a child is awake in a year (14 hours/day). According to the Rwandan school calendar for the 2015 

academic year, students spend a maximum of 720 hours in class (4 hours/day for 180 days). It follows that children 

spend a minimum of 4,390 hours out of school (12 hours/day). Therefore, as shown in the figure below, the School-

Only approach supports learning during 15 percent of a childΩǎ ȅŜŀǊΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ Life-wide Learning approach expands 

ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǿŀƪƛƴƎ ƘƻǳǊ, all year long. The report offers evidence for which of these 

two approaches most helps children learn. 

 

Literacy Boost in Rwanda 

In Rwanda, Literacy Boost is part of the Advancing the Right to Read Programme, which aims to ensure that all 

children leave school with solid foundations in literacy. To provide more rigorous analysis and a stronger evidence 

base concerning the effectiveness of Literacy Boost, SC collaborated with researchers from Stanford University, in 

partnership with the Rwanda Education Board, to conduct a Randomized Control Trial (RCT) of Literacy Boost in 
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Rwanda. An RCT is generally considered to be the most effective way to determine the impact of an intervention on 

outcomes of intehirest. 

[ƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ .ƻƻǎǘ ƛƴ wǿŀƴŘŀΩǎ w/¢ ǊŀƴŘƻƳƭȅ ŀǎǎƛƎƴŜŘ ŀƭƭ ǎŜŎǘƻǊǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƻƴŜ wǿŀƴŘŀ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ ǘƻ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘǿƻ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ 

groupsτTeacher Training only (referred to as TT), Teacher Training combined with Community Action activities 

(referred to as LB) τ or a Control group. Creating these three groups helped to answer two high-level questions:  

мύ 5ƻŜǎ ¢ŜŀŎƘŜǊ ¢ǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŀƭƻƴŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΚ   

2) Do community activitƛŜǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ƻǾŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŀōƻǾŜ ¢ŜŀŎƘŜǊ ¢ǊŀƛƴƛƴƎΚ    

In short, this study found that the answer to both questions is yes. In particular, involving families and communities 

creates greater numbers of readers who read fluently and with comprehension than simply training teachers alone. 

This report presents the results of a mixed-methods study evaluating the impact of assignment either to Teacher 

¢ǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƻǊ ǘƻ [ƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ .ƻƻǎǘ ŀǎ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŀ /ƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ learning outcomes.  The 

report uses advanced statistical methods to isolate the effect of TT and LB on learning outcomes and qualitative 

methods to explore the impact in greater depth. The report concludes with a general discussion of findings and 

recommendation for action and future research.  

Data and Methods 
Data Collection. All instruments and research protocols were developed or adapted from existing tools. Data were 

gathered from a wide variety of sources: Reading Assessments, Head Teacher/School Surveys, Teacher Surveys, 

Teacher Observations, Literacy Ecology Surveys, and Ethnographic observations in homes and communities. The 

overall sample size included in the analysis of this report is seen in table below. 

Data Analysis. vǳŀƴǘƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ǿŀǎ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀƴ άLƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ¢ǊŜŀǘέ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜ 

produces a conservative estimate of impact, as it does not estimate impact according to the actual treatment that 

participants received. Rather, it measures impact according to the assigned treatment status, regardless of the 

degree to which participants engaged in the program. Qualitative data from an ethnographic sub-study helped 

ŘŜŜǇŜƴ ƻǳǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǊǳǊŀƭ wǿŀƴŘŀƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎΣ ǘƘŜ opportunities it provided 

ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘǎ ƛǘ ƛƳǇƻǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ 

Major Findings 

1. Treatments had an impact on reading skills, with LB producing stronger impact than TT. Children in the LB and TT 

groups showed improvements compared to children in the Control group. The LB condition, which combined 

teacher training with community action, had a larger observable impact than teacher training 

alone.  Moreover, two years of treatment had a higher impact than one year alone. 

2. Many students struggle to gain basic skills. Despite these encouraging results, however, too many students 

struggled to gain basic skills. Overall, 31% of students tracked over two years did not meet a Basic Literacy 

Threshold (BLT) at endline. 

3. Treatment had an impact on primary level promotion rates. The LB and TT treatments significantly increased the 

number of students promoted into P.3 by endline by approximately 44%, compared to Control students. The 

difference between LB and TT was not statistically significant. 

4. Early primary level repetition rates are still very high. Although the annual rate of student repetition in P.1 to P.3 

was significantly lower in the LB or TT group (37% and 36%, respectively) than in the Control group (44%), nearly 2 in 

5 students repeated at least one early primary level. 

 Reading Assessment Study Teacher Study Literacy Ecology Study 

Year Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Survey Observation Survey Observation 

2013 
2,041 P.1 
students 

-- 
452 

teachers 
42 

teachers 
466 families of 

students in Cohort 1 
2 families 

2015 
1,668 students 

assessed in 2013 
1,926 P.1 
students 

561 
teachers 

42 
teachers 

344 families from 
the 2013 survey 

4 families 

Longitudinal? Yes No Yes No Yes Yes 
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5. Print Environment. Classrooms in schools who received LB Teacher Training (those in the LB and TT sectors) had 

significantly more print materials visible on their classroom walls.  

6. Teacher Knowledge, Beliefs, and Practices. Teachers in the SC-Trained group had significantly higher scores on 

their knowledge, beliefs, and practices regarding reading instruction.  

7. Differences between groups in the Literacy Ecology factors. Students in the LB group experienced improved 

Literacy Ecologies at home, especially on three of the five Literacy Ecology factors: Reading Habits and 

Interactions, Reading Materials, and Child Interest/Engagement. Literacy Competency of the Caretaker and 

Religious related Reading Activities were comparable across groups.  

8. Using the non-school Literacy Ecology to predict reading outcomes. The most consistent predictor of ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ 

literacy outcomes was student interest and engagement in literacy activities. The higher a student scored on the 

interest/engagement factor, the better that student performed on the reading assessments.  

фΦ 9ǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ŎŀǎŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ Ƙƻǿ [. ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ƎǊƻǿǘƘΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ 

ideal home conditions. For example, a child in the LB group from an impoverished home with dim prospects for 

developing adequate literacy skills in 2013 became a confident reader by endline. A mother who could not read 

assumed an outspoken role in supporting her children to learn, following her attendance at Reading Awareness 

Workshops. At the same time, case studies also demonstrated that there are some home environments that can 

negate any potential effect of LB, again suggesting that promoting literacy growth in the developing world requires 

a compreƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƻǳŎƘŜǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ. 

Next Steps 

Advocacy: The findings in this study suggest that more active community and child engagement in literacy-related 

activities outside the school is critical to help children learn and progress through school.  

Sustainability: The program will run through the end of 2017, giving the research partners a rare opportunity to 

understand how participation in the program has affected participants years after the end of direct implementation 

of activities. 

Further Analysis: This report presents findings from an Intention-to-Treat analysis. Future analyses will look at the 

impact of treatment on those who actively participated, and will systematically compare the reading skills of 

students in Cohort 1 and Cohort 2. These future analyses will allow a more precise estimation of the relative impact 

of the LB and TT treatments. 

Conclusion 

5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǎǘǊƛŘŜǎ ƳŀŘŜ ōȅ wǿŀƴŘŀΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 

school, there are challenges that must be overcome if Rwanda is to become a nation of readers. This research 

demonstrated the power and efficacy of expanding the conceptualization of a learner from a narrow focus on a 

ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ (the School-Only approach) to a broader focus on all of the learning potential that a child 

has throughout her day and life (the Life-wide Learning approach). Integrated, systems-level interventions to help 

ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΣ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩs learning are needed for Rwanda to foster a reading 

culture to transform itself into a knowledge-based economy.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
CHAPTER AUTHORS1: 

Elliott Friedlander, Stanford University 
Claude Goldenberg, Stanford University 

Richard Germond, Save the Children 
 

 

We need, all of us, to develop the habit of reading every day for life-long learning and pleasure. 

We share a common vision of a stable and vibrant country where life quality is defined not only by 

ƛǘǎ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŘǊŀǿ ǳǇƻƴ ƻōƧŜŎǘive knowledge, critical thinking and creativity to find 

original solutions to the development challenges ahead, but where each of us is enriched by the 

passions, ideas and dreams that have been set down in print across time and borders by others just 

like ourselves, dreaming of a bright future for the generations to come.2  

- Minister of Education, Rwanda (Rwanda Reads, 2016) 

 

Providing relevant, quality education for all children is a global challenge. While education access continues to 

improve, there are too many children in classrooms across the world who are not learning what they need to thrive 

ƛƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ Despite increased access to schooling, there are many contexts in which children are not mastering 

the basic skills they need to learn. It is estimated, for example, that there are 250 million children in primary school 

who have not learned the basics in reading and mathematics (UNESCO, 2014).  

 

Governments, bilateral aid agencies, and non-governmental organizations are trying to address the learning crisis in 

a variety of ways. The international non-governmental organization Save the Children believes that the ability to 

read and write is the foundation for all future learning. To address the learning crisis, it is essential that children 

ƳŀǎǘŜǊ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŜŀǊƭȅΦ wŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ŀ ŎƻǊŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻŦ {ŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ global education strategy.  

 

In 2013, Save the Children, in partnership with Rwandan organization Umuhuza, launched its Education Signature 

Programme, Advancing the Right to Read in Rwanda. The program ōƻǘƘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ {ŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŎƻǊŜ 

organizational priorities around education and learning and also helps support ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ wǿŀƴŘŀΩǎ 

commitment to improve ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ, and its overall goal of creating a strong culture of reading 

throughout the country3.  

 

Advancing the Right to ReadΩǎ strategy is to address the many and interlinked factors which conspire to prevent 

children from becoming confident learners who can read fluently and with comprehension. The ARR program 

therefore provides children with a series of holistic interventions from birth through early primary school by working 

with children and their families, communities and schools. Within the Advancing the Right to Read programme, 

there are four connected objectives. 

 

                                                           

 
1 Recommended citation for this chapter:  

Friedlander, E., Goldenberg, CΦΣ ϧ DŜǊƳƻƴŘΣ wΦ όнлмсύΦ άChapter 1: LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴέΦ In Friedlander, E., & Goldenberg, C. (eds.). 

Literacy Boost in Rwanda: Findings from a 2-year Randomized Control Trial. Stanford, CA: Stanford University. 
2 Quote taken from the Rwanda Reads website (Rwanda Reads, 2016). 
3 CƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ƻƴ {ŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ wǿŀƴŘŀΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŜ !ŘǾŀƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ wƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ wŜŀŘ ƛƴ wǿŀƴŘŀ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜΣ Ǿƛǎƛǘ 

http://rwanda.savethechildren.net    

 

http://rwanda.savethechildren.net/
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¶ Improving pre-ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅΥ !ŘǾŀƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ wƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ wŜŀŘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ 

include helping parents to support their childrenΩǎ early cognitive development from birth onwards, and 

offers comprehensive family education and classroom-based early learning and math skills development to 

ensure children are ready for school.  

¶ Improving the teaching of reading: teacher training and support aims to improve the teaching of reading in 

primary schools and ensure that teachers can effectively use and manage books in their classrooms.  

¶ Creating a culture of literacy and learning outside of school: Along with family education and support for 

teachers, the program creates opportunities for children to play and practice reading in the communities 

where they live. It has established book clubs, community book banks and reading buddy activities.  

¶ Creating a rich, literate environment:  The program strengthens every stage of the book chain, working with 

local authors, illustrators, editors, publishers and sellers to increase availability and access to high quality, 

ŀƎŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ YƛƴȅŀǊǿŀƴŘŀ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ōƻƻƪǎΦ 

 

The programme is piloting approaches and interventions in each of these four areas. It aims to generate evidence 

about what works and why, and use this evidence to help inform policy development and practice at a national level. 

 

Literacy Boost, a significant ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ !ŘǾŀƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ wƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ wŜŀŘΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ, is a randomized 

control trial of its core intervention for primary school-aged children. Specifically, Literacy Boost is an approach to 

improving the teaching of reading while simultaneously increasing community and family support for developing and 

strengthening cƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ literacy skills. 

 

This comprehensive impact evaluation of Literacy Boost is the result of a collaboration of nearly a dozen program 

implementers, researchers, and others. It consists of the following chapters.  

 

Chapter 2 provides an in-depth description of Literacy Boost in Rwanda. This description includes contextually 

important information on Rwanda and the district in which the project was implemented. Included in this chapter is 

a description of the Literacy Boost approach as designed by Save the Children for global adoption, as well as the 

adaptations made by RwandaΩǎ implementation teams. 

 

Chapter 3 describes the research question, the research design, and the methods used to randomly assign different 

groups to participate in different treatments. 

 

Chapter 4 covers the data sources, sampling frameworks, and other procedures used to collect the data used in this 

report 

 

Chapter 5 presents evidence on the impact of Literacy Boost on Primary school students. This chapter begins with 

descriptive statistics, before describing the methods of the analysis used and the key findings. The chapter ends with 

a summary and discussion of its findings. We consider this the key chapter in the report since it documents the 

ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ [ƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ .ƻƻǎǘ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ present data and 

findings related to teachers, families, and communities. These following chapters serve to illuminate plausible paths 

of influence that help explain the outcomes we observed in Chapter 5. 

 

Chapter 6 ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ƻƴ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΣ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ŀƴŘ 

practices, as observed in classrooms and reported in survey. Similar to the previous chapter, this chapter begins with 

descriptive statistics, before describing the methods of analysis used and the findings. The chapter ends with a 

summary and discussion of its findings. 

 

Chapter 7 presents evidence on the impact of Literacy Boost community activities on the Literacy Ecology of 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƘƻƳŜǎ ƛƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ wǿŀƴŘŀΦ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ōŜƎƛƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛǾŜ 
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statistics, before describing the methods of analysis used and the findings. The chapter ends with a summary and 

discussion of its findings. 

 

Chapter 8 departs from the predominantly quantitative evidence presented in the three preceding chapters by 

qualitatively investigating the culture of reading and literacy in the lives of Rwandan children. This chapter begins 

with a description of the homes of four children, and examines how each child interacts with literacy in their daily 

lives, as well as the literacy ecology that surrounds them. The chapter ends with a summary and discussion of its 

findings. The end of this chapter provides a discussion on the findings presented in Chapter 8 only.  

 

Chapter 9, the final chapter, synthesizes the findings presented in Chapter 5 through Chapter 8. In bringing together 

the diverse findings, central themes emerge that indicate specific actions or advocacy points that are likely to 

improve the reading of children in Rwanda. It also lists the limitations and explores questions of implementation and 

sustainability.  

 

Following Chapter 9 are the lists of works cited and the Appendix.  
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Chapter 2 The Literacy Boost Program and its Implementation in Rwanda 
CHAPTER AUTHORS4: 

Elliott Friedlander, Stanford University 
Avrile Pacifique Niyibizi, Save the Children 

Sofia Cozzolino, Save the Children 
Saima Malik, Stanford University 

 

This chapter5 first provides contextual information about Rwanda overall and the project site specifically. It then 

provides a detailed description of Literacy Boost, both globally and how it was specifically adapted for the Rwandan 

context. 

Image 1: Map of Provinces and Districts in Rwanda 

 
(Image taken from National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda, Rwandan Ministry of Health, & ICF International, 2015, p. 4) 

 

2.1 Rwanda Overview 

The Republic of Rwanda is an extremely hilly country, approximately 25,000 square kilometers in area, which, to put 

into a United Kingdom-context, is about 25% larger than the country of Wales. The capital, Kigali, lies virtually in the 

center of the country. According to the National Institutes of Statistics of Rwanda (NISR), 83 percent of the 10.5 

million inhabitants of Rwanda live in rural areas, and 50 percent of all Rwandans are under the age of 20. The official 

                                                           

 
4 Recommended citation for this chapter:  

CǊƛŜŘƭŀƴŘŜǊΣ 9ΦΣ bƛȅƛōƛȊƛΣ !ΦtΦΣ /ƻȊȊƻƭƛƴƻΣ {ΦΣ ϧ aŀƭƛƪΣ {Φ όнлмсύΦ άChapter 2: The Literacy Boost Program and its Implementation in 

Rwandaέ Lƴ CǊƛŜŘƭŀƴŘŜǊΣ 9Φ ϧ DƻƭŘŜƴōŜǊƎΣ /Φ όŜŘǎΦύ Literacy Boost in Rwanda: Findings from a 2-year Randomized 

Control Trial. Stanford, CA: Stanford University. 
5 Portions of this section first appeared in the baseline and midline reports on Literacy Boost in Rwanda,  published by Stanford, 

as well as a thesis that analyzed the baseline data (Friedlander, Habimana, & Goldenberg, 2014; Friedlander, 2015; Malik, 

Gasana, Raab, Cha, & Goldenberg, 2014; Tusiime et al., 2014). 
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literacy rate6 for individuals aged 15 to 59 stands at 80.2 of the female population, and 82.4 percent of the male 

population, with slightly lower rates of literacy in rural areas as compared to urban areas (National Institute of 

Statistics of Rwanda et al., 2015). 

 

2.1.1 Administrative & Political Organization of Rwanda 

Rwanda is divided into provinces, which are further divided into districts, sectors, cells, and villages, which then 

comprise individual households. These various administrative levels are described below, and depicted in Figure 1. 

 

Provinces & Districts 

Rwanda has five provinces τNorthern, Eastern, Southern, and Western, and Kigali Cityτdivided into 30 districts 

(see Image 1). An elected District Mayor leads each district. The decentralized system in Rwanda means that districts 

are autonomous administrative entities with legal status and financial autonomy (Republic of Rwanda, 2013). The 

purpose of the district is to promote democracy and serve as a basis for socio-economic development. That is, 

district authorities are responsible for promotion of solidarity among the population in its development efforts. A 

District Council and an Executive Committee are responsible for the administration of the population and 

safeguarding its interests.  

 

Sectors 

Districts are further divided into sectors. Citizens of Rwanda participate politically at the sector level through elected 

representatives. Two bodies, the Sector Council and the Sector Executive Committee are responsible for overseeing 

administrative and technical issues within the sector.  

 

The Sector Council is a political organ for policy-making decisions. The number of cells contained within the sector 

determines the number of Sector Council membersΦ ¢ƘŜ {ŜŎǘƻǊ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŀƭ ƻŦ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ 

plans and programs as well as ensuring the follow-up of their implementation. The Sector Council is also responsible 

for electing the Sector Executive Committee, which supports the preparation and implementation of the Sector 

/ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΣ ǇƭŀƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎΦ 

 

Cells 

Sectors are further divided into cells, which are managed by an executive secretary and an officer in charge of social 

and economic development. Also at the cell level is a team that serves as decision makers and advisors to the 

executive secretary and the development officer. Technical and key political matters are handled and addressed at 

the cell level. The key organizational bodies of the cell are the Cell Council and the Cell Executive Committee. 

                                                           

 
6 LƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘŜ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ άŀǘǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƻǊ ƘƛƎƘŜǊέΣ ƻǊ άŎŀƴ ǊŜŀŘ ŀ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜ ƻǊ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜέ 

(National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda et al., 2015, p. 40) 
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Figure 1: Administrative Schematic of Rwanda 

 
 

Villages 

Finally, cells are divided into villages. The village is the smallest political/administrative entity in the country, made 

up of individual households, and hence are the closest political unit to the people of Rwanda. The village is the entity 

through which the problems, priorities and needs of the people at a grassroots level are identified and addressed. 

Leaders at the village level are volunteers who are elected to serve their country, through a direct and universal 

suffrage by all villagers aged 18 and older. Village leaders do not handle any technical issues, such as deciding 

agricultural priorities, infrastructure development, or other areas that require skills and abilities acquired through 

education and experience. 

 

2.1.2 National Focus on Literacy 

In the policy document Vision 2020, the leaders of Rwanda envisioned a modern, middle income country with a 

knowledge-based economy (Republic of Rwanda, 2000). To achieve this by the year 2020, the government 

acknowledged ǘƘŜ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘȅ ǘƻ άŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ wǿŀƴŘŀέ(Rwanda Reads, 

2014). Educators in Rwanda have expressed their intention to use the published research in reading and literacy to 

reform the early acquisition of reading skills. As an example, the 2013-2017 Education Sector Strategic Plan (Rwanda 

Ministry of Education, 2012b) Ŏŀƭƭǎ ŦƻǊ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ƻƴ άŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎέ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ 

άŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ-ōŀǎŜŘ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎέ (Rwanda Ministry of Education, 2012b, p. 53). The Literacy, 

Language, and Learning (L3) Initiative, a collaboration between the Ministry of Education, the Rwanda Education 

Board, Education Development Center, Concern Worldwide, Never Again Rwanda, VSO and other partners, and 

funded by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), have been working since 2012 to 

completely overhaul the early grades reading curriculum and classroom pedagogical practices to more closely align 

with the established research-based best practices on early reading acquisition (Education Development Center, 

2014). 

 

The limited but informative existing research on the culture of reading in Rwanda points to some challenges that 

must be overcome: a general lack of reading materials, a strong oral culture, and an education system that does not 

foster good reading habits nor a love of reading in young students (Ruterana, 2012). 
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2.1.3 The Ministry of Education & the Rwanda Education Board 

The Ministry of Education (MINEDUC) in Rwanda oversees all education in Rwanda. According to its website,  

 

The mission of the Ministry of Education is to transform the Rwandan citizen into skilled human 

capital for socio-economic development of the country by ensuring equitable access to quality 

education focusing on combating illiteracy, promotion of science and technology, critical thinking 

and positive values. (Rwanda Ministry of Education, 2012a) 

 

The Rwanda Education Board (REB) is the agency within MINEDUC responsible for implementing education policy. It 

sets quality standards, oversees curriculum development, trains teaching staff, and performs many other functions 

within the education system. 

 

2.1.4 Schooling in Rwanda 

The schooling system in Rwanda is composed of pre-primary, primary, secondary, and tertiary levels. As this report 

focuses solely on primary school, we review here the pre-primary and primary levels. Pre-primary education in 

Rwanda is encouraged but is not compulsory. Widespread access to pre-primary education has not yet been 

achieved, with only 14.2 percent of three to six year olds attending some form of pre-primary school (National 

Institute of Statistics of Rwanda, 2015). Primary school, unlike pre-primary, is compulsory. Children start their 

primary school education in Primary 1 (P.1) at age seven (Rwanda Ministry of Education, 2016), and continue 

through Primary 6 (P.6) at which time they should be twelve years old (National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda & 

Ministry of Finance and Economic Planning, 2012). P.1 is the equivalent of the 1st grade in the United States of 

America (USA) or Year 1 in the United Kingdom (UK); P.2 is the equivalent of 2nd grade in the USA or Year 2 in the 

UK, and so on.  

 

School Catchment Areas7 

As some cells contain more than one school, while other cells do not contain any primary schools, students may 

attend schools that lie outside their village, cell, sector, or even district. As such, the actual school catchment areas 

exist independent of administrative boundaries. Catchment areas are defined in a very simply and utilitarian way: a 

school catchment area encompasses all the villages in which enrolled students live. School catchment areas may 

therefore change year to year. Anecdotal evidence suggests that some students can walk up to one or even two 

hours to reach school each day (and another one or two hours on the return trip), indicating that school catchment 

areas likely overlap to varying degrees. 

 

Language of Instruction 

The language of instruction for the first three years of primary school is Kinyarwanda. English is taught as a separate 

subject in these early primary school years. In P.4, teachers transition to using English as the language of instruction 

for all subjects except for instruction in the Kinyarwanda language subject. Starting in P.1, teachers specialize in 

teaching one or more subjects and hence do not stay with one class for the entire school day, but rather move from 

classroom to classroom to teach one or more specific subjects.  

 

                                                           

 
7 The term School Catchment Area is not one commonly used in Rwanda.  Indeed, the research team did not locate a definition 

of this term published by Rwandan authorities.  Therefore, the research team sets forth a simple definition here, as the term will 

be important for understanding decisions regarding the research design. 
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Alleviation of Overcrowding in Schools 

Given the large difference in the size of the youth population versus the adult population, the government employs 

two techniques to alleviate overcrowding in primary school. First, multiple different classrooms of the same primary 

grade may exist in one school. That is to say, for example, there may be two or more Primary 1 classrooms in a large 

school, each of which has a distinct student population. The second technique to combat overcrowding is the two 

school shifts conducted each school day ς one in the morning and one in the afternoon. That is, in many schools, one 

set of students attend school in the morning from 7:20 to 11:40, while a second distinct set of students attend 

school in the afternoon, from 12:40 and staying until 17:00. These sets of students alternate which session they 

attend, meaning that at times one set of students will attend in the morning, and at other times the same set will 

attend in the afternoon. 9ŀŎƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŘŀȅΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ƭŀǎǘǎ п ƘƻǳǊǎ ŀƴŘ нл ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎ, which includes 4 hours 

for direct instruction and a 20-minute recess or break period. 

 

Length of the School Year and Hours Available for Instruction 

According to the official school calendar in 2015, primary schools in Rwanda were open for five days a week for 36 

weeks in total.  This equals 180 official school days in 2015. This total number of days includes holidays when school 

is closed and exam periods (during which time instruction is limited), so that the total number of days during which 

instruction is occurring is likely less than 180 days. 

  

We will use the 180 days in which school is open in order to calculate the number of hours of possible instruction. In 

this way, we demonstrate the very maximum number of hours available for instruction. When we multiply 4 hours of 

direct instruction by 180 days, we see that the official Rwandan school year comprises 720 hours of instruction. 

Given that there are 8,760 hours in a year, children who attend primary school are in school for a maximum of 8.2 

percent of the total time in a year.  

 

Education Oversight within Districts 

All districts in Rwanda are part of a decentralized education system. Each district is assigned a school Inspector, who 

is employed by the REB to provide inspection across all schools within the district. 

 

In addition, at the district level there is a Director of Education, District Education Officers, and Sector Education 

Officers. The Sector Education Officers complement the REB inspector by providing additional human resource to 

increase ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ inspection and supervision. It is important to note that the District Education Officers and 

Sector Education Officers answer not to REB authorities, but rather to their respective District Mayors and Sector 

Executive Secretary. Head Teachers (the equivalent of principals in the United States) are not directly line-managed 

by the SEOs, but are accountable to the sector executive secretaries and the District Mayor. 

 

2.2 Gicumbi Overview 

The Literacy Boost project, the subject of this report, was implemented in the district of Gicumbi.  

 

2.2.1 Gicumbi Administrative Organization 

Gicumbi (pronounced Gi-chu-mbee) is in the Northern Province and one of the northern-most districts of Rwanda. It 

is bordered by Uganda to the north and shares borders with seven other districts, as seen in Image 2. Gicumbi 

contains 21 sectors, 109 cells and 630 villages (Republic of Rwanda, 2013).  

 

2.2.2 Population and Socioeconomic Status of Gicumbi 

Gicumbi is one of 30 districts of Rwanda, with a population of just under 400,000 residents (National Institute of 

Statistics of Rwanda, 2012b) and slightly more women (52.3 percent) than men (National Institute of Statistics of 

Rwanda, 2012b). In terms of age groups, the population in Gicumbi is young, with 62 percent of the population 

under 25 years old. It is also predominantly rural, with 91 percent of the population residing in rural areas. The 
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average household size in Gicumbi is 5.1 persons, which is slightly above the national average of 4.8 persons per 

household (National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda, 2012b). 

 

Poverty levels in the district are high compared to the national levels, with 49 percent of the population living under 

the poverty line and 34 percent of the population in extreme poverty. In comparison, the national levels of poverty 

and extreme poverty are 45 percent and 24 percent, respectively. When compared with other districts of Northern 

Province, Gicumbi has the highest percentage of extreme poverty (National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda, 2012a). 

 

The overall employment rate is 86 percent of the resident population aged 16 years and above. This rate is slightly 

higher than the national average of 84 percent (National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda, 2012a). 

 

The EICV3 survey shows that household income in Gicumbi comes primarily from agricultural activities (76 percent), 

followed by trade (7 percent) and government jobs (5 percent) (National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda, 2012a).  

 

Finally, data presented in a thematic report on population size, structure, and distribution indicated that Gicumbi has 

the second highest population of foreign residents, with nearly 14 percent of Gicumbi residents classified as non-

Rwandan nationals (National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda & Ministry of Finance and Economic Planning, 2014). 

This statistic is not surprising given that Gicumbi district both shares an international border with Uganda and hosts a 

refugee population. 

 

2.2.3 Schooling and Literacy Statistics in Gicumbi8 

From 2010 through 20159, the Net Attendance Ratio in primary school for Gicumbi ranged from 91.8 percent to 97.9 

percent depending on the source of the data. The Gross Attendance Ratio ranged from 133.0 percent to 152.8 

percent. The Net Attendance Ratio reflects that nearly all of the entire population of 7 to 12 year olds that live in 

Gicumbi are enrolled in primary school, but that somewhere between 2.1 to 8.2 percent of children of the 

appropriate age still do not attend primary. The Gross Attendance Ratio implies that the total primary school student 

enrollment is between 33 and 53 percent greater than the number of children who should be enrolled in primary 

school based solely on the ages of children (NISR 2012a, 2015, 2016; Rwanda Ministry of Education, 2016).  

 

Similar to the Net Attendance Ratio and Gross Attendance Ratio reported above, the promotion and repetition rates, 

both within Gicumbi and nationally, vary depending on the source of the data and the year in which the data were 

collected and analyzed. Promotion rates (the percentage of students who move up one primary level from the level 

in which they studied the previous year) vary from a low of 67.6 percent of primary school students to a high of 76.4 

percent. Repetition has a similar range, between a low of 12.5 percent and a high of 30.3 percent (NISR 2012a, 2015, 

2016; Rwanda Ministry of Education, 2016).  

 

In 2014, 78 percent of primary leavers in Gicumbi (those students in P.6, which is the highest level of Primary school) 

passed end-of-year national examination in 2014 (Rwanda Ministry of Education, 2015).  

 

In 2014, Gicumbi had a total of 95,848 primary pupils, 1,434 primary school teachers, 102 schools and 1,164 

classrooms (Rwanda Ministry of Education, 2015). These figures imply a student to teacher ratio of 67 to 1, and a 

                                                           

 
8 Depending on the data source and year of data collection, the rates of enrollment, promotion, repetition, and drop-out vary. 

Refer to the Appendix for the officially reported statistics and the source and year for each statistic. 
9 Note that the references cited at the end of this paragraph extend through 2016.  However, the statistics reported in these 

publications extend only through the 2014 school year at the latest. 
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student to classroom ratio of 82 students for every 1 classroom. Though official statistics for 2015 have not yet been 

released, one more primary school opened in Gicumbi, as observed by the Stanford research team and its partners, 

for a total of 103 primary schools. 

Image 2: Gicumbi Administrative Map  

(Gicumbi map reproduced from National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda, 2010) 

 

2.2.4 Other Non-Governmental Organizations & Charities/Initiatives in Gicumbi 

DƛŎǳƳōƛΩǎ 5ƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ tƭŀƴ όнлмо-2018) defines a set of priorities for the five years between 2013 and 2018 

(Republic of Rwanda, 2013). In the Development Plan, officials define three types of critical stakeholders or actors in 
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specific domains. We present this table to give an idea of the official, registered organization working in Gicumbi. 

Table 1 indicates the classification of stakeholders/organizations and their respective domains of intervention. 

Table 1: Stakeholders and Intervention Domains, & Sectors Covered in Gicumbi 

Org 
Type Organization Name  Domain of intervention Sectors 

In
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l 

N
o

n-
G
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e

rn
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n

ta
l O

rg
a

n
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a
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n
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 ADEPR (The Pentecostal Church of Rwanda) Education 1 

American Refugee Committee (ARC) Health in Gihembe refugee camp 1 

Association of Volunteers in International Service 
(AVSI) 

Hygiene & Sanitation 3 

Family Health International 360 (FHI 360) HIV / AIDS at Gatuna border 6 

Help a Child (HAC) Education 3 

Save the Children Education, Literacy Boost 21 

SOS Education 21 

Volunteer Services Overseas 
Mentoring / coaching of teachers & Head 
Teachers 

3 

Winrock/Reach Tea Education & IGAs 4 

World Vision Education, Health, Nutrition 7 

L
o

ca
l N

o
n-G

o
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rn
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n
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l 

O
rg

a
n
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a
tio

n
s 

Action pour le Development du Peuple (ADEPE) Education & IGAs 4 

African Evangelistic Enterprise (AEE) Education, Agribusiness 3 

Appel pour l'Avenir des enfants du Rwanda Water, Shelter, Library 6 

Caritas Byumba OVCs, IGAs 21 

Hannah Ministry 
OVCs and mother girls [sic], HIV AIDS, 
Education 

1 

Red Cross 
OVCs, Historically Marginalized People 
(HMP) 

3 

Transformational Leadership Center Peace Building and Library [sic] 1 

Umuhuza Literacy Boost 21 

ZOE (Zimbabwe Orphan Endeavour) Ministries OVCs 6 

Imbuto Foundation 
Support girls to life skills thru 12 PLUS 
project 

21 

F
a
ith

 B
a

se
d 

O
rg

a
n
iz

a
tio

n
s 

ADEPR (The Pentecostal Church of Rwanda) Evangelization, education NS 

Adventiste Evangelization  NS 

Catholique Evangelization, education NS 

Eglise Anglicane au Rwanda  
(Anglican Church of Rwanda) (EAR) 

Evangelization, education, OVCs NS 

Eglise Presbyterienne au Rwanda (Presbyterian 
Church in Rwanda)  (EPR) 

Evangelization, OVCs NS 

ISLAM Evangelization  NS 

RODCC Irembo Evangelization  NS 

Org = Organization; NS = Not Specified (Information reproduced from original pdf file provided by the Joint Action 
Development Forum, 2015) 
 

2.3 About Literacy Boost  

Literacy Boost comprises three components: 1) Teacher Training, 2) Community Action, and 3) Assessment. Program 

implemeƴǘŜǊǎ ǳǎŜ ŀ ΨǘƻƻƭƪƛǘΩ ς separated into three parts corresponding to each of the three components ς to roll 

out and implement the program. The following sections describe: the development of Literacy Boost; then an 

overview of each component as it appears in the toolkit; and finally the adaptations and variations made by program 

implementers in Rwanda.  

 

http://www.arcrelief.org/site/PageServer?pagename=programs_rwanda
http://kellogg.nd.edu/students/idf/avsi.shtml
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The information presented in this section is distilled from the Literacy Boost Toolkit (Save the Children US, 2012c), as 

well as conversations with program staff and monitoring data, collected by SCI in Rwanda and partner staff during 

the day-to-day routines of Literacy Boost10.  

 

2.3.1 Impetus behind Literacy Boost Development 

In order to get children into school, countries around the world abolished school fees for primary schools. This action 

achieved the intended consequence of opening up primary school for a vast population of students whose families 

previously could not afford to enroll their children in school. While an undoubted achievement, the mass drive 

towards universal primary enrollment also had unintended negative consequences around the world. School 

systems were not ready to cope with the surge in enrollments, leading to crowded classrooms and high ratios of 

students to teachers across the developing world. 

 

Towards the middle of the last decade, a new and alarming trend emerged: many students reaching Primary 5 were 

unable to read a simple text. The efforts of international education experts quickly moved away from the enrollment 

issue and focused in on learning. Experts called for empirically proven methods to support learning, often with a 

focus on reading development. The evidence base clearly showed that many of the efforts being enacted by partners 

ǿŜǊŜ ǿŜƭƭ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎΣ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊƭȅ 

trained teachers who have properly scoped and sequenced textbooks and other materials in classrooms that are 

extremely overcrowded, students will have a harder time learning to read in school. Hence, common programs 

across a range of development organizations emerged that targeted curricula, textbooks, teacher training, school 

ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƭƭ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ.  

 

2.3.2 The Life-wide Learning Framework 

Save the Children, too, set out to improve students learning. However, rather than focusing solely on the research 

supporting student learning in schools, researchers and program designers looked for proven methods aimed at 

supporting ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ Řŀȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛŦŜΦ The research clearly stated that in 

order for a child to become litŜǊŀǘŜΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ όōƻǘƘ ƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭύ should 

support their literacy development (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998)Φ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘƭȅ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ 

education, family socio-economic status, the number of books present in the home, and family participation in 

ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŀǊŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ ƭanguage and literacy 

skills (Hess & Holloway, 1984; Payne, Whitehurst, & Angell, 1994; Purcell-Gates, 1996; Snow, Barnes, Chandler, 

Goodman, & Hemphill, 1991).  

 

This relationship holds true both in the high-income countries as well as lower or low-income countries. 

Understanding that the ŀƛƳ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ both inside and outside of the schools, 

throughout their day and life, Save the Children adopted an educational approach that they termed  ΨLife-wide 

ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩ (Friedlander, Dowd, Borisova, & Guajardo, 2012). 

 

Life-wide learning posits that children are capable of learning not just during school hours, but during every waking 

moment of their day, from the day they are born. Educational efforts that align with the life-wide learning 

philosophy go beyond traditional efforts of teacher training, curriculum design, or school accountability measures in 

                                                           

 
10 In 2016, Save the Children program designers have revised the toolkit into Literacy Boost 2.0. The description of the Literacy 

Boost program contained in this section is reflective of the original program, and does not mention the changes or 

improvements made in Literacy Boost 2.0. 
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ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦ [ƛŦŜ-wide learning seeks to involve parents, siblings, community members, as 

well as traditional school staff to improve ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ (Friedlander et al., 2012).  

 

Using a larger and more holistic research base upon which to base a literacy program, Save the Children developed 

the Literacy Boost toolkit and began initial pilots of the program. With its position in communities and schools 

around the world, Save the Children was an organization uniquely situated to address ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ΨƭƛŦŜΩ obstacles 

children face in their learning outside as well as within the confines of the school.  

 

As described below, Literacy Boost is an example of a program embracing Life-wide learning through its spectrum of 

activities. Specifically, Literacy Boost both trains teachers to teach reading more effectively and helps family and 

communities provide support for childrenΩǎ nascent literacy skills. Vital to these efforts is the development of local 

language reading materials to help children practice their skills. First we will describe the creation and general 

implementation of Literacy Boost and then describe the program in depth. 

 

2.3.3 Literacy Boost Creators 

In 2007, Dr. Amy Jo Dowd at Save the Children created the original Assessment Component in order to assess 

whether students in Save the Children program sites were experiencing the challenges in their learning. This 

assessment was conducted in Haiti, Nepal, Ethiopia, and Guatemala. As results came back showing low levels of 

learning, she enlisted Carol da Silva to develop the Teacher Training Component and Elliott Friedlander to create the 

Community Action Component. This Community Action Component built on activities that had been implemented 

across a range of Save the Children counǘǊƛŜǎΣ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ .ŀƴƎƭŀŘŜǎƘΩǎ Reading for Children program, 

as well as incorporating new ideas for activities in the home and community. Several others at Save the Children, 

most notably Cecile Ochoa, spent several years refining the toolkit, adding features to make it more adaptable, 

easier to use, and filling in gaps that existed in the original toolkit.  

 

2.3.4 Worldwide Implementation of Literacy Boost 

Literacy Boost was first implemented in Malawi in 2009. Nepal, Mali, and Pakistan quickly followed with their own 

pilot projects. Since then, communities and schools in more than thirty countries around the world have participated 

in Literacy Boost activities. Image 3 provides a global overview of countries that have participated in Literacy Boost. 

Note that none of these countries have implemented the full Literacy Boost program on a national scale. 

Nonetheless, over one and a half million children have participated in Literacy Boost worldwide since the start of the 

program (Dowd et al., 2016). 
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Image 3: Literacy Boost Countries as of October 2015 

 
Image reproduced with permission from Save the Children USA 

 

A Literacy Boost pilot/proof of concept is generally implemented over the course of one school year. An impact 

evaluation ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ [ƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ .ƻƻǎǘ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ 

a counterfactual group. These evaluations follow experimental research designs where feasible, and quasi-

experimental designs otherwise. Schools and students that serve as comparison schools are generally invited to 

participate in Literacy Boost programming the subsequent year. 

 

Implementers include Save the Children International staff, staff from partner non-governmental organizations, staff 

from the Ministry of Education or associated agencies, and local volunteers. Internationally, Save the Children also 

has licensed World Visƛƻƴ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘƻ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ [ƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ .ƻƻǎǘ ƛƴ ²ƻǊƭŘ ±ƛǎƛƻƴΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ǎƛǘŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

world. Some of the shaded countries included in Image 3 are in fact among the 13 countries in which World Vision 

implements Literacy Boost. In some places, including Rwanda, Ethiopia, and Nepal, both World Vision and Save the 

Children had separate locations where each organization was implementing LB. 

 

2.4 Component 1: Teacher Training  

The teacher-training ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ŀƛƳǎ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅΦ This component provides in-service 

teacher training to all early primary teachers over the course of an academic year. All of the information provided in 

this sub-section is summarized from the Literacy Boost Teacher Training Toolkit (Save the Children US, 2012d). 
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2.4.1 Teacher Training sessions 

The teacher training toolkit is organized according to the teacher training sessions set out for delivery. The toolkit 

contains nine sessions in total. Those are: 

 

Session 1: Introduction to Reading Development and Instruction for Young Children 

Session 2: Formative Assessment 

Session 3: Addressing Language Issues in the Literacy Classroom 

Session 4: Letter Knowledge / Alphabetic Principle 

Session 5: Phonemic Awareness 

Session 6: Reading Fluency 

Session 7: Vocabulary 

Session 8: Reading Comprehension 

Session 9: Conclusion 

 

Session 1 provides an orientation to the training methods as well as ideas on how to create print-rich classrooms 

using locally resourced materials (e.g. discarded cardboard cartons, string, etc.). Sessions four through eight cover 

skills that have been shown to be related to success in reading in English, as highlighted in a landmark meta-analysis 

(National Reading Panel (US) & National Institute of Child Health & Human Development (US), 2000). 

 

2.4.2 Structure and Schedule of TT sessions 

Sessions 4 through 8 each contain the following six activities: 

 

Activity 1: Reflection from Previous Training 

Activity 2: Introduction to the Session Topic (e.g. reading fluency) 

Activity 3: Model Lesson 

Activity 4: Assessment 

Activity 5: Lesson Planning 

!ŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ сΥ wŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 5ŀȅΩǎ ¢ǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ 

 

Training sessions are spread out over the year, allowing teachers to learn specific skills on a focus topic within the 

field of reading pedagogy. As laid out in the toolkit, each session is roughly four to five hours long. Teachers then are 

given two to four weeks to put their training into action in their classrooms. Following this period, teachers 

reconvene for a new training session on a new topic. The first activity in each session, the reflection activity, provides 

teachers a forum in which to discuss their successes and challenges in teaching reading and in teaching the specific 

skill they had learned in the previous training session. Activity 2 provides teachers with the content knowledge 

needed to understand the skill being introduced and its importance. Activity 3 and 4 allow teachers to see how the 

target skill is taught and how to use formative assessment to gauge the success of their teaching. Activity 5 provides 

teachers a chance to plan their own lessons and to share these lesson plans with their peers. Activity 5 is important 

as it provides teachers a set of lesson plans for immediate use in their classrooms.  

 

2.4.3 Guidance for Local Adaptation 

Literacy Boost Teacher Training is not a rigid, prescribed curriculum. Indeed, it is not a curriculum at all, but a 

training program to improve teachersΩ reading pedagogy. As described in the paragraphs below, the training sessions 

adapt to the local needs and context in four ways: first, by coordinating their lessons with the government 

curriculum, second, by meeting the needs of learners who may speak a language at home that is different from the 

language of instruction, third, by encouraging implementers to adapt the foreign content of sessions, and fourth, by 

encouraging implementers to change the order of the sessions, add new sessions, or combine sessions to meet their 

local needs. 
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The first adaptation to local context is designed to support teachers in their teaching of the government curriculum. 

This is an acknowledgement that many teacher trainings encourage teachers to teach an alternative curriculum, 

placing the trained teachers in a difficult position. Literacy Boost Teacher Training avoids this situation by providing 

teachers with the skills, techniques, and ideas to adapt and include the existing, official curriculum, regardless of the 

ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ reading pedagogy. For example, if the curriculum requires that students learn about different 

animals, the methods for teaching vocabulary learned in Session 7 might be put to use to accomplish the dual goals 

ƻŦ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅΦ 

 

The second adaptation is an acknowledgement of the reality that many learners across the world come to school 

with variable mastery of the language of instruction. Tips and techniques for teacher learners who speak a different 

language or dialect at home than the language of instruction are offered in a separate session, and mentioned in 

other sessions as well. While the life-wide learning approach endorses the well-researched and generally accepted 

theory that children learn to read best when they learn to read in their own language (August, Shanahan, & 

Escamilla, 2009), Save the Children does not generally engage in direct advocacy to change languages of instruction 

or shift other policies within the classroom. Rather, the LB Teacher Training sessions provide teachers the tools and 

skills necessary to address the diverse needs of learners across the world while abiding by rules and guidelines set 

forth by national Ministries of Education or other education policy makers.  

 

The third adaptation involves the content of the model lessons within each session. The goal of the model lessons is 

to demonstrate best practices in teaching the target skill or topic of the session. Save the Children very explicitly 

recognizes that each country, each language, each culture is not only different, but contains a treasure trove of 

knowledge, stories, and traditions. By incorporating this treasure trove into the trainings, the sessions become more 

engaging and relevant to the local context. Indeed, the toolkit suggests ways to incorporate this local knowledge and 

tradition. For instance, when the story Rumpelstiltskin appears in Session 4, the toolkit authors point out that this 

story can and should be replaced with another story that might be more appropriate for the context.  

 

The fourth adaptation involves revising the order and/or frequency of the implementation of sessions. If Teacher 

Training sessions occur once per month, and the session order is explicitly followed, teachers will not receive the 

requisite in-depth training on reading comprehension skills until the ninth month, though the skill will be touched 

upon in other sessions (e.g. formative assessment). As such, the toolkit suggests that implementers decide which 

skills they want to emphasize early and in which order they want to implement the sessions. 

 

2.4.4 Teacher Trainers 

The toolkit does not specify who can and cannot be a teacher trainer. Rather, it encourages implementers with deep 

knowledge of local systems to identify their own group of trainers. This could be staff members of Save the Children, 

local education officials, senior teachers, or other individuals with deep knowledge of the local context. 

 

2.4.5 Guidance on the When & Where of Literacy Boost Teacher Training 

The Literacy Boost toolkit recommends that one full month elapse between training sessions, allowing teachers 

enough time to practice the skills they have learned in the training. The toolkit also encourages implementers to 

provide trainings locally. That is, Teacher Trainings should occur in the schools or in neighboring schools in which the 

teachers actually teach. This reduces the potential travel burden on teachers as well as keeps costs lower by avoiding 

room-and-boarding fees for teachers who would have to travel significant distances to attend a centrally based 

training.  

 

2.4.6 Literacy Boost Teacher Training in Rwanda  

Literacy Boost Teacher training in Rwanda was provided to all lower primary (P.1 through P.4) teachers regardless of 

the subject they taught, including sport teachers, who taught in schools located in sectors assigned to either the 

Teacher Training Condition or the Literacy Boost treatment (treatment conditions and random assignment are 
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described in detail in Chapter 3). This meant that the teachers of то ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ мп ƻŦ DƛŎǳƳōƛΩǎ нм ǎŜŎǘƻǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

trained in Literacy Boost pedagogical techniques. Training was led by eight full-time SCI-staff members who were 

specifically hired to train and monitor teachers. The eight staff members were managed and supported by two 

Literacy Boost coordinators.  

 

Trainers & the Training of Trainers 

Eight new Rwandan SCI staff members were recruited to train the treatment groups over the course of the two-year 

trial. These eight Literacy Boost Program Officers (LBPOs) were each responsible for the training of approximately 9 

schools. The LBPOs were all university graduates who had experience as teachers. In order to train the LBPOs on the 

delivery of the training sessions, staff members from SCUS and SCUK conducted a Training of Trainers workshop in 

2013 for all LBPOs, LB Coordinators, and 6 Head Teachers. This first Training of Trainers lasted five days. A refresher 

Training of Trainers was held in May 2014 following a request by LBPOs for refresher trainings for 

phonemic/phonological awareness and issues related to students who did not speak Kinyarwanda at home. Staff 

members again led this training from SCUS and SCUK, and all LBPOs and 6 Head Teachers were again in attendance. 

During this second training, the group also reflected on the teacher training sessions as a whole and discussed 

various issues that had arisen during the implementation of Teacher Training workshops.  

 

In addition to this training, and prior to the random assignment of sectors to treatment conditions, LBPOs served as 

data collectors for the teacher survey and teacher observation baseline studies. This provided the LBPOs a chance to 

observe the baseline pedagogical practices around reading in Rwandan classrooms. Due to potential conflicts of 

interest, LBPOs were not involved in subsequent data collection efforts. 

 

Teacher Training Sessions in Rwanda 

Prior to the commencement of training, the SCI team in Rwanda, with the assistance of staff from SCUS, SCUK, and 

Volunteer Services Overseas (VSO) adapted the toolkit to fit the Rwandan context. The SCI team decided to group 

the nine sessions listed in the original toolkit into six sessions. Those six sessions were: 

 

1. Introduction to Reading Development and Instruction for Young Children & Letter Knowledge 

2. Reading Comprehension & Formative Assessment 

3. Phonemic Awareness 

4. Reading Fluency 

5. Vocabulary 

6. Conclusion  

 

All six of these sessions were delivered over the course of 2014. However, there were a sizeable number of targeted 

teachers who could not attend some of the sessions. In 2015, the sessions were offered again for teachers who did 

not attend them during 2014, and for teachers who were new to the treatment schools in 2015. In some instances, 

teachers who had been trained in 2014 returned to participate again in the same training session in 2015. Also in 

2015, three new training sessions were introduced ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ wǿŀƴŘŀ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ .ƻƻƪ LƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ 

(RCBI). Those training sessions were: 

 

1. Effective Use & Management of Storybooks in the Classroom 

2. Creating a Classroom Culture of Reading 

3. Creating a Classroom Print Rich Environment  

 

This inclusion was made following positive results from an impact evaluation of RCBI, published by Save the Children 

in 2014 (Malik et al., 2015). These sessions were offered to all teachers regardless of the previous ȅŜŀǊΩǎ training. 
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Implementation of and Participation in Teacher Training 

Sessions were conducted on Saturdays, Sundays, and days when schools were officially closed. Teachers were not 

paid to attend the training sessions, but received travel stipends of RWF 4000 ($5.36 USD as of May 2016) per 

training. As per the guidance provided in the toolkit, sessions were held in schools scattered through the treatment 

sectors. Schools were grouped into clusters, and one school was selected to host the training within each cluster. 

Teachers from all schools within a given cluster would then attend the training session on a given day. 

 

During the first training session in early 2014, teachers within each sector voted for one of their peers to be a Model 

Teacher of Kinyarwanda (MTK). MTKs then helped the LBPOs to co-facilitate the training sessions. MTKs also acted as 

a resource for teachers during the interval between training sessions, so that teachers could ask questions and 

immediately discuss issues that arose. MTKs participated in the extra training of trainers, quarterly or semi-annual 

refresher trainings, and received additional transport allowance to help the LBPOs co-facilitate in schools or clusters 

outside of their own cluster. In December of 2014, it was decided to expand the number of MTKs to provide more 

resources for teachers who were trying to incorporate better literacy pedagogy into their practice. It was decided to 

designate two teachers per school as MTKs. 

 

Since there were only eight LBPOs to train teachers, and since trainings could not occur on days in which school was 

in session, each of the six sessions was delivered to clusters of schools over time across the full school year, 

delivered on weekends or during days when school was not in session. All clusters within the treatment sectors were 

given a training session before the subsequent training was given. This exposed all teachers who attended the 

trainings to roughly the same amount of training over the same amount of time.  

 

The participation goals for teacher training were for one LBPO and a MTK to train between 30 to 35 teachers. Some 

attendance data that SCI collected indicated that this was largely on target, but attendance had a slightly larger 

range of 15 to 40 teachers. LBPOs and MTKs used PowerPoint presentations (printed out when electricity was 

unavailable) to train teachers as well as summary handouts to give to teacher to take home with them. The 

Appendix contains a checklist used by SCI to monitor the quality of the training sessions. Table 2 provides a list of 

teacher training sessions and the date that the session was conducted for the first time and for the final time. 

 

 LBPOs also visited schools during weekdays between sessions. The purpose of these visits was to support teachers in 

applying the skills they had just learned and to get a sense of how well teachers understood the content of previous 

trainings. LBPOs conducted lesson observations using a standard lesson observation form (different from the one 

created and used by Stanford), and then met with the teacher following the lesson to offer feedback. These 

observation forms and the data they generated were used solely for the purpose of supporting the teachers as they 

learned new skills and to help inform the SC team on the efficacy of training. According to monitoring documents 

shared with the Stanford research team, LBPOs were aiming to conduct 1508 observations over 33 weeks that school 

was in session and LBPOs were available for observing in 2015. At the time of the writing of this report, the data on 

actual observations conducted was not available. 
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Table 2: LB in Rwanda Teacher Training Schedule 

Year Session name 
First day of 
session training 

Final day of 
session training 

2014 

Introduction to Reading Development and Instruction for Young 
Children & Letter Knowledge 

Sat., Mar. 1 Sat., Apr. 5 

Reading Comprehension & Formative Assessment Sat., Apr. 5 Thu., Apr. 17 

Phonemic Awareness Sat., Jun. 7 Sun., Jul. 27 

Reading Fluency Tue., Aug. 5 Sat., Aug. 23 

Vocabulary Sat., Aug. 23 Sat., Oct. 4 

Conclusion Sat., Oct. 11 Tue., Nov. 18 

2015 

Introduction to Reading Development and Instruction for Young 
Children & Letter Knowledge  

Sat., Jan. 17 Sun., Jan. 25 

Phonemic Awareness Sat., Feb. 7 Sun., Feb. 15 

Reading Comprehension Sat., Feb. 21 Sat. Mar 8 

Reading Fluency Sat. Mar. 21 Sun. Apr. 5 

Effective Use & Management of Storybooks in the Classroom Sat. Apr. 18 Sat Jul. 11 

Creating a Classroom Culture of Reading Thu. Aug. 6 Sun. Aug. 23 

Creating a Classroom Print Rich Environment Sat. Sep. 5 Sun. Oct. 4 

Addressing Second Language Issues Sat. Oct. 10 Sun. Nov. 8 

Conclusion Tue. Nov. 10 Thu. Nov. 26 

 

2.5 Component 2: Community Action 

The Community Action portion of Literacy Boost seeks to fulfill {/Ωǎ commitment to the education approach called 

Life-wide learning. All of the information provided in this sub-section is summarized from the Literacy Boost 

Community Action Toolkit (Save the Children US, 2012b). 

 

The Community Action component provides implementers a list of potential activities to ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

opportunities to engage in quality reading activities outside of school hours. The Literacy Boost Community Action 

component is separated into the following three sections: 

 

Section 1: Enhancing the Literacy Environment 

Section 2: Community Reading Activities 

Section 3: Reading Awareness Workshops 

 

For reasons explained below, we only describe ǘƘŜ Ψ/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ wŜŀŘƛƴƎ !ŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨwŜŀŘƛƴƎ !ǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ 

²ƻǊƪǎƘƻǇǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ψ9ƴƘŀƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ [ƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΩ ŦƻǊ {ŜŎǘƛƻƴ 

2.6, below. 

 

2.5.1 Community Reading Activities 

The toolkit describes four potential activities that implementers may choose to implement within a given Literacy 

Boost site. Those four activities are: 

 

Activity 1: Reading Camps / Reading Clubs 

Activity 2: Reading Buddies 

Activity 3: Story Time 

Activity 4: Community Read-A-Thon 

 

Reading Camps are regular (occurring anywhere from a few times a week to a few times a month), village-based 

gatherings for children. Led by a trained local volunteer, children who attend Reading Camps / Reading Clubs 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŘŜǾŜlopment, including reading 

storybooks aloud, playing games that involve letters, words or oral language, storytelling, and singing. There are also 
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recommendations for a Make-and-Take activity to occur during Reading Camps, to provide children with materials 

that they can bring home to encourage their continued engagement with reading throughout their day. 

 

Reading Buddies pairs up competent readers with other children who are struggling to read. The Reading Buddies 

then borrow books together to read and share. This activity provides children with a fun and engaging way to have 

one-on-one exposure to reading and print. 

 

Story Time is an activity open to all villagers, regardless of their literacy abilities. During Story Time, villagers tell 

stories to children. This has many functions: it provides children exposure to oral language, questions and 

discussions of the story encourage critical thinking skills, and the telling of the stories themselves encourage 

intergenerational transfer of cultural knowledge, local traditions, and the local folklore. 

 

Community Read-a-Thons track the number of books children read over a specific period of time. As laid out in the 

toolkit, these Read-a-Thons can be competitive, or can simply recognize all children for the effort they put forward in 

reading. 

 

Country offices and program implementers are not limited to these four activities, but rather are encouraged to add 

in different activities to fit the local context and communities. 

 

2.5.2 Reading Awareness Workshops 

The Reading Awareness Workshops are workshops whose target audience is not the children themselves, but rather 

the families of students. These workshops build off of earlier work done by Save the Children around the world, and 

particularly in Bangladesh.  

 

In the toolkit, seven workshops are outlined. Those seven sessions are: 

 

1. /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ [ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ [ƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ 

2. Everyday Activities for Reading Readiness 

3. Reading for Children Part 1 

4. Reading for Children Part 2 

5. Reading for Children Feedback and Reading with Children 

6. Creating Reading Materials to Help Children Learn to Read 

7. Reading Corners 

 

Each Reading Awareness Workshop occurs locally, where family members can easily attend. Sessions last for 

approximately 90 minutes. They are led by Save the Children staff members, partner organization staff members, 

trained volunteers who live in or close to the village, or some combination thereof. Different countries remunerate 

volunteers according to local norms and customs. Workshops are recommended to occur over a short timeframe 

and, similar to the teacher trainings, participants in the Reading Awareness Workshops are encouraged to practice 

what they learn in the workshops and return to the next session ready to discuss their success and challenges with 

the previous weŜƪΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΦ 

 

Three of the seven sessions focus on shared reading. This is a tacit recognition of the fact that the common 

developed-world tableau of a parent reading a storybook to a child is not a common practice in places where 

storybooks are rare, electricity is non-existent, and the habit of shared reading has never fully taken hold. These 

sessions therefore provide family and community members scaffolding upon which to build their skills in reading 

stories that engage children interest, and later, reading with children in such a way that supports their skill 

development. 

 



21 

¢ƘŜ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀƭƭ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŜŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƛǇǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƻǊŀƭ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ 

development, thereby enabling family and community members who may struggle to read themselves with an 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜŘ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ language development11.  

 

Literacy Boost program implementers are also encouraged to add sessions that they think are relevant to their target 

population. 

 

2.5.3 Community Action in Rwanda 

The Community Action component of Literacy Boost is implemented at the village level by a local partner 

organization called Umuhuza. Founded in 2005, Umuhuza is a non-governmental organization that aims to promote 

a culture of peace through peace education and peaceful conflict management (for more on Umuhuza, visit 

www.umuhuza.org).  

 

The Community Action component is challenging to implement for a number of reasons:  

 

1) Unlike Teacher Training, which works in existing school systems, there is no single institution through 

which to deliver trainings and activities in a given community.  

2) Schools are generally easy to locate, with maintained roads and signposts that direct visitors to the 

school. The boundaries between sectors, cells, and villages on the other hand are easy to miss (if they 

are signposted at all).  

3) Teachers are all skilled readers who congregate in one place five times weekly, so it is easy to 

disseminate messages. While village meetings do occur regularly, passing on messages about what 

activities are occurring when can at times be challenging given a wide range in reading abilities.  

4) Whereas teachers have a steady income from a job with very explicit working hours, many community 

members are subsistence farmers, or may work long hours in a factory or elsewhere to meet their daily 

needs. For many of these community members, time is a very precious commodity, and recruiting 

individuals to meet once weekly may be challenging.  

 

Given the challenges described above, Umuhuza made important decisions and adaptations to the Literacy Boost 

Community Action Toolkit. This section describes the personnel responsible for implementing the activities, 

UmuhuzaΩǎ implementation approach to ensure all villages received community activities, and finally the adaptations 

made to the Community Activities from the toolkit.  

 

Umuhuza Personnel and Training 

The individuals on the ground who were responsible for direct implementation or monitoring of Community Action 

activities were 16 Community Facilitators (CF). These 16 CFs, full time employees of Umuhuza, had all completed a 

minimum of Secondary 6 (the final year of Secondary School) and were all residents of the Gicumbi district. 

Preference was given to individuals who had motorŎȅŎƭŜ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƭƛŎŜƴǎŜ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ƳƻǾŜ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǎƛǘŜǎΦ 

 

Similar to the LBPOs, Umuhuza CFs received training from experienced trainers at SCUS and SCUK. They also 

participated in baseline collection of the Home Literacy Environment survey, providing them insight into the homes 

                                                           

 
11 Following the principles laid out in the Reading Awareness Workshops, Save the Children also created a flipbook titled 

Community Strategies for Promoting Literacy Flipbook, freely available for download in 14 languages at 

http://resourcecentre.savethechildren.se/library/community-strategies-promoting-literacy.  

http://www.umuhuza.org/
http://resourcecentre.savethechildren.se/library/community-strategies-promoting-literacy
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and communities in which they would be working and insight into both the challenges as well as the opportunities 

that children already had in their efforts to learn to read. 

 

Staged Implementation & Cohort Creation 

The original proposal called for immediate implementation of Community Action in all 237 villages in the 7 sectors 

participating in Community Action. Umuhuza quickly realized that this original plan was not feasible given the large 

geographic spread of the sectors and challenges in accessing the sites, combined with limitations of gatherings only 

being possible in the afternoons to allow communities time to tend their gardens and crops in the morning. Instead, 

Umuhuza grouped villages into six village groups and staged the implementation so that only one village group was 

participating in Community Action training and start-up activities at a given time. In this staged implementation, one 

group of villages (distributed across the seven sectors included in the Literacy Boost treatment group) would receive 

a complete cycle of LB community-based activities over the course of approximately three months. Once this cycle 

was completed, a new group of villages (again distributed across the sectors) would participate the Community 

Action activities, while the former group of villages would continue the activities that had been started up. In total, 

the villages were divided into six different village groups, with plans to reach all the villages by the end of the 2015 

school year. 

 

To assign villages to the seven groups, Umuhuza brought together local leaders and randomly selected which villages 

to include in the first village group. To select villages for the second group, Umuhuza first set aside cells that 

contained villages from the first group (for more on relationship between villages, cells, and sectors, see Figure 1). 

Then, Umuhuza examined the populations of the remaining cells and villages. Those villages with a larger population 

of early primary students were selected to participate in the second village group to provide LB community based 

activities to the most students and families as soon as possible.  

 

For the third village group, those villages and cells that participated in the second village group were set aside, and 

new villages were selected according to the same procedure described above (using population of students to assign 

villages) to ensure maximum coverage and largest number of participants. 

 

As seen in Table 3, the first five village groups for Community Action contained approximately 45 villages, and the 

final contained the remaining 11 villages that had not yet participated in Community Action. 

 

To implement these activities most efficiently, CFs were provided with motorcycles and were asked to live in the 

sector to which they were assigned to lead activities. CFs were free to choose the village in which they would live 

within that sector. This enabled the CFs to form close ties with the villages and community members with whom 

they worked. 
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Table 3: Village Group Size and Implementation Schedule for Community Activities 

 

Village 
Group 1 

Village 
Group 2 

Village 
Group 3 

Village 
Group 4 

Village 
Group 5 

Village 
Group 6 

N of Sectors  (Total Possible: 7) 7 7 7 7 7 7 
N of Cells       (Total Possible: 37) 25 18 22 21 34 7 
N of Villages  (Total Possible: 237) 48 42 44 44 48 11 

Book Banks 
Delivery Jun-14 Jun-14 Oct-14 Mar-15 Jun-15 Nov-15 
Replenishment, if any Apr-15 Apr-15 Apr-15 -- -- -- 

Reading 
Clubs 
(RCs) 

First RC Jun-14 Jun-14 Oct-14 Mar-15 Jun-15 Nov-15 
Monitoring 1 Jun-14 Jun-14 Oct-14 Mar-15 Jun-15 Nov-15 
Monitoring 2 Jul-14 Jul-14 Nov-14 Apr-15 Jul-15 Dec-15 
Monitoring 3 Aug-14 Aug-14 Dec-14 May-15 Aug-15 Jan-16 

Reading 
Awareness 
Workshops 
(RAWs) 

First RAW Feb-14 May-14 Sep-14 Jan-15 May-15 Sep-15 
Final RAW May-14 Aug-14 Dec-14 May-15 Aug-15 Nov-15 
Monitoring 1 Feb-14 May-14 Sep-14 Jan-15 May-15 Sep-15 
Monitoring 2 Mar-14 Jul-14 Oct-14 Mar-15 Jun-15 Oct-15 
Monitoring 3 May-14 Aug-14 Dec-14 Apr-15 Aug-15 Nov-15 

Reading Buddies Feb-15 Feb-15 Feb-15 Apr-15 Jul-15 Sep-15 

 

Community Mapping 

For the first village group, it was necessary to account for the number and location of villages within each sector, and 

then to identify and select parents to target for attendance in the Reading Awareness Workshops (RAWs). Umuhuza 

staff members did this mapping themselves for the first village group, and then hired enumerators to continue the 

process for the subsequent five village groups. This mapping was critical for the later success of their outreach 

efforts. 

 

Reading Awareness Workshops 

The first activity that Umuhuza implemented was the RAWs. As mentioned above, the Literacy Boost toolkit provides 

guidance for seven RAW sessions. Umuhuza adapted the existing content and added new content to create a series 

of 10 RAWs to implement in Rwanda. Those sessions were: 

 

1. Brain Development 

2. Emotional wellbeing/ Social Competence / Positive Images 

3. Cultural & Spiritual Roots 

4. /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ [ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ϧ [ƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ  

5. Every day activities for reading readiness 

6. Reading to / Telling Stories to Children (Part 1)  

7. Reading to / Telling Stories to Children (Part 2)  

8. Reading to Children Feedback & Reading with Children 

9. Creating Reading Materials to Help Children Learn to Read   

10. Reading Corners 

 

The new content added by Umuhuza came from their previous experience conducting similar work with parents who 

had just had their first child. These sessions were selected as critical pieces to both engage parents and families with 

interesting and culturally relevant knowledge, as well as to ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

growth.  

 

The target population for RAW participation was parents. That is, Umuhuza staff set out to enroll both the mothers 

and the fathers of early primary students within a village. In single parent households, households where no parents 

lived (e.g. the child lived with a relative), or in households where one parent was simply not interested in attending, 

other family members/caregivers attended the RAWs. The RAW participants attended sessions once a week over the 
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course of ten weeks. Each RAW was attended by an average of 61 parents/caregivers participating in each village. 

The CFs who led the RAWs also conducted home visits, for the purpose of monitoring whether the knowledge and 

skills that were shared and practiced during the RAWs were being applied. CFs were trained to use monitoring forms 

during home visit observations. CFs sought to determine what areas of support that they could provide specific 

families. The monitoring form identified four specific areas: 1) Establishment of Reading Corners/ Home Libraries, 2) 

Learning Materials Production by s. Parents and Children, 3) Frequency of Parents Reading to Children, 4) Other 

Literacy Activities. ²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ƎŀǇǎ ƻǊ ŀǊŜŀǎ ŦƻǊ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ 

growth, the Umuhuza CFs provided families with technical support to better apply the skills that had been covered 

during the RAWs. Further, home visits enabled facilitators to help parents establish Reading Corners in their homes. 

In addition to immediate feedback to the families, Observation forms were also collected and summarized by 

Umuhuza Monitoring Staff to see whether there were trends in the areas that needed support across village.   

 

Reading Clubs 

After the first two or three RAW sessions in each village, facilitators explained the new activity of Reading Clubs to 

participants, and asked if any of the participants would like to volunteer to lead the Reading Clubs. Umuhuza decided 

to wait until after the first few RAW sessions were completed before recruiting Reading Club Volunteers, to give the 

RAW participants time to better understand the goal of the RAWs and the Literacy Boost project as a whole. RAW 

participants were asked to identify a pair of individuals who would serve as good Reading Club Volunteers, and who 

would have time to volunteer to lead children in Reading Club activities. . The two volunteers were then trained by 

the RAW facilitator in how to lead the Reading Club, which was open to children in Primary 1 through Primary 3. 

Note that children of all ages attended the Reading Clubs due to curiosity and the public setting of the Reading 

Clubs. Even though volunteers led the Reading Clubs, Umuhuza Community Facilitators maintained oversight, 

support, and monitoring responsibilities for the Reading Clubs. Reading Club Volunteers were instructed to conduct 

the Reading Clubs outside, but with shelter close by in case of inclement weather. 

Image 4: A Building Near a Church (Ibibeho) Used for Reading Clubs 

 
Photo credit: Dr. Michael Tusiime 

 

Umuhuza staff reported during conversations that being selected to be a Reading Club Volunteer seemed to confer a 

higher social status to the person selected. At times these volunteers also expected compensation for their efforts. 

To incentivize Reading Club Volunteers, Umuhuza took on the cost of national health insurance for the volunteer and 

three relatives, a total cost of RWF 12,000 per leader per year (£10.92 GBP or $16.08 USD as of May 2015). 

 

Reading Festivals 

Umuhuza also introduced Reading Festivals, a different type of Community Activity that relates to the Read-a-Thon 

activity detailed in the Community Action Toolkit. Reading Festivals consisted of a set period in which children 

practiced reading storybooks, newsletters and other reading materials. Reading Clubs then engaged in competitions, 

starting at the village level and working up to the district level. These competitions were also a time for Umuhuza to 

informally gauge the ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ improvement in the quality of their reading, as well as provide community members 

in general a sense ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΦ 
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Reading Buddies 

Reading Buddies in Rwanda was at first implemented at the school level in 2014. LBPOs set up a Reading Buddy 

program in schools, pairing older students in upper primary levels (i.e. P.4, P.5, & P.6) with younger buddies in early 

primary. However, the program was set up late in the school year, the buddies were not necessarily matched 

according to the proximity in which they lived, and by the start of the school year in 2015, there was no evidence 

that the Reading Buddy program set up in the schools in 2014 was still in operation. 

 

In 2015, Umuhuza restarted the Reading Buddy activity. In this incarnation, Reading Buddies were paired during 

Reading Clubs by the Reading Club Volunteer, ensuring that the pairs of students lived close to one another to better 

support reading practice outside of school. 

 

2.6 Literacy Boost Reading Materials Creation & Provision  

Underlying both the Teacher Training Toolkit and the Community Action Toolkit is a foundation of local language 

reading materials for children. In the Literacy Boost toolkit, the creation of these materials is included officially in the 

Community Action Component. However, we separate it out here as it is critical feature of the program and the 

activities involved or recommended extend far beyond the boundaries of a village. 

Image 5: Reading Material Creation Idea from the LB Community Action Toolkit 

 
(Image reproduced with permission from Save the Children US, 2012b) 

Literacy Boost provides children access to local-language reading materials through the Literacy Boost Book Banks. 

These Book Banks are essentially mini-libraries, and are placed in both schools and communities. Implementers may 

purchase professionally printed books to fill the Book Banks. In many places, however, there are few high quality 

chƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ōƻƻƪǎ ŦƻǊ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜόǎύ. As such, the Community Action toolkit details several different 

techniques to create content to fill the Book Banks, including:  

 

¶ simple letter or topic primers, containing a few words per page and a corresponding image downloaded 

from the public domain, 

¶ purchasing materials available in the marketplace, 
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¶ laminated one-page stories that are easy to create and durable, 

¶ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ōƻƻƪǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǇƘƻǘƻŎƻǇƛŜǎ όƻƴƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ 

permission of the original publisher), 

¶ convening a writing/illustration workshop to generate locally authored and illustrated stories, and 

¶ compiling a magazine/newspaper with content generated from Literacy Boost school and community 

activities. 

 

The Community Action component also contains ideas for creating reading materials from locally available 

resources. These ideas are found in the Appendix of the Community Action Toolkit. Image 5 is a toolkit excerpt of 

one of these possible ideas. 

 

2.6.1 Reading Material Creation & Provision in Rwanda  

Another unique aspect of Literacy Boost implementation in Rwanda was the approach to reading material 

development and provision. As in other countries, the Teacher Training and Community Action components were 

supplied with Book Banks containing age-appropriate stories that were read aloud to children during Story Time 

activities. However, rather than having the Literacy Boost implementers responsible for creating reading materials, a 

separate initiative took over the task of ensuring the quality provision of books. TƘŜ wǿŀƴŘŀ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ .ƻƻƪ 

Initiative (RCBI), a concurrent project funded by Comic Relief and the Department for International Development 

(DfID), under the Advancing the Right to Read program described in Chapter 1, set out not only to increase the 

availability of engaging reading materials for young children in their local language, but also to do so in a sustainable 

ƳŀƴƴŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōǳƛƭŘ ŀ ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎΣ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƻǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

storybooks without direct support from Save the Children.  

 

As commonly observed in nearly every country in which Literacy Boost is implemented, ŀ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ōƻƻƪ ƎŀǇ 

existed in Rwanda. Apart from school textbooks, there was a limited number local language reading materials 

available for children. The few available storybooks were often poorly written, edited, illustrated and designed, or 

frequently not age- or level- appropriate for children in early primary years (Malik et al., 2015). In Rwanda, most 

attempts to address the lack of reading material or improve its quality had been narrow interventions that procured 

books in English or privately developed and printed materials for intervention schools12. While this approach is 

understandable within the parameters of school-focused literacy improvement efforts, it fails to address the longer 

term, systemic issue of a lack of a sufficient supply of qualityΣ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ōƻƻƪǎ which are available to 

populations outside the boundaries of the project. 

 

To address the broader, systemic problem of a lack of quality materials, RCBI piloted a unique, whole-system 

approach to book supply, working with the local stakeholders throughout the publishing process, including writers, 

illustrators, editors and graphic designers. Through formal training as well as on-going coaching, a cadre of local 

book sector actors built their knowledge, skills and confidence to produce high-quality and age-appropriate 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ōƻƻƪǎΦ To financially empower local publishers to continuously reinvest in new book production, advance 

purchase commitments were offered to stimulate production. Purchasing consortia, or cooperative purchases, were 

also organized to combine Literacy Boost book orders with the book purchases from other projects within the 

Advancing the Right to Read program. Other independent organizations also participated in this cooperative 

purchasing. By combining simultaneous orders, publishers planned for larger print runs of newly developed titles and 

therefore could offer significantly reduced unit costs.  

                                                           

 
12 This latter approach of privately developing and printing materials is the default method for Literacy Boost in contexts where 

no local language and/or age appropriate books are available. 
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Additionally, the RCBI pilot provided technical assistance in the selection of books for use in Literacy Boost activities. 

A book review committee reviewed new story drafts and provided publishers with suggestions on ways to improve 

ǎǘƻǊȅƭƛƴŜǎΣ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊƳŀǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ōŜǎǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ōƻƻƪ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΦ After revisions, 

books were resubmitted and those meeting minimum quality standards were officially endorsed by the committee 

and added to the RCBI-endorsed list of titles. With support from RCBI staff, books from this list were then 

strategically selected for use in Literacy Boost activities, with efforts made at providing unique books in the school 

and community-based Book Banks. That is, Book Banks placed in the villages and communities contained different 

titles from those placed in the school. As a result, the children who lived in sectors assigned to LB had access to the 

largest amount of books to read.  

 

Through the activities of the RCBI pilot, Literacy Boost in Rwanda has both benefitted from and contributed to the 

establishment ƻŦ ŀ YƛƴȅŀǊǿŀƴŘŀ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ōƻƻƪ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΦ 

 

2.7 Component 3: Assessment  

An important feature of Literacy Boost is the focus on rigorous, longitudinal assessment. The third component of 

Literacy Boost is the Assessment Toolkit. This component differs from the Teacher Training formative assessment 

training session in that this component describes how to conduct summative assessments. Summative assessments 

ǘǊŀŎƪ Ƙƻǿ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ƎǊƻǿ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΦ ¢ƘŜ !ǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ¢ƻƻƭƪƛǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ {ŀǾŜ the Children staff guidance 

on how to assess children longitudinally to estimate program impact. The Assessment Toolkit offers guidelines on 

how to create a reliable and valid reading assessment in the language of instruction as well as other languages that 

program staff think appropriate. In addition to creating tests of students reading skills, the Assessment Toolkit 

ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ŀǎƪ ǘƻ ǇƛŎƪ ǳǇ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ōŀǎƛŎ 

demographics such as the sex and age of the child, as well as socioeconomic status, the ecology of literacy in the 

home and community (also referred to as the Home Literacy Environment), and other questions of interest to the 

program implementers and researchers. 

 

The reading skills subtests included in the Assessment Toolkit, independently created by researchers at SCUS, 

resemble some subtests found on the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS), used widely in the 

United States) and the Early Grades Reading Assessment (EGRA), used widely in low income countries (RTI 

International, 2009). However, the LB Assessment component has important differences that distinguish it from 

similar assessments and provide program staff with the most useful and actionable information possible. 

 

The Assessment toolkit also outlines methods to collect baseline data as well as endline data from the same 

students, meaning that estimates of impact by Save the Children researchers are based on longitudinal samples.  

 

The toolkit calls for teams of assessors to visit schools at baseline and endline to collect data on student reading skills 

and other relevant information. The assessments are usually led by researchers employed by Save the Children, and 

employ local data collectors who speak the language and know the context very well. 

 

2.7.1 Assessment in Rwanda 

The assessment of LB was led by Stanford University, in partnership with REB. Details on this assessment are 

described in the next chapter. 

 

2.8 Partners/Funders 

Table 4 details the partners involved in the project, including funders, implementers, researchers, and regulatory 

bodies. 
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Table 4: Funders, Implementers, Researchers, & Regulatory Bodies of LB in Rwanda 

Funders 

Private Donation This charity provided financial support to purchase books for Book Banks. 

Comic Relief 
The U.K.-based charity Comic Relief provided the vast majority of funding for 
all activities across the entire five-year life span of the project, covering both 
implementation and research-related costs. 

Private Donation This charity provided financial support to purchase books for Book Banks. 

James Percy 
Foundation 

This foundation provided matching funds for all activities supported through 
the Comic Relief Grant in 2015. 

Jersey Overseas 
Committee 

JOAC provided funding to complement the Comic Relief grant, specifically 
supporting the Community Action aspects of Literacy Boost from 2015 to 2017. 

Isle of Man 
This organization provided funding to complement the Comic Relief grant, 
specifically supporting the activities of RCBI to improve the quality of local 
language children's books produced by publishers in Rwanda. 

Save the Children UK 
(SCUK) 

SCUK received the overall grant from Comic Relief for its Advancing the Right 
to Read programme. SCUK enlisted Stanford as independent researchers for 
the Literacy Boost portion of the larger program, and provided Stanford the 
funding to conduct the independent evaluation and research of the project. 

Roy A. Hunt 
Foundation 

Annual contributions from the Roy A. Hunt Foundation provided financial 
support to for classroom book collections, and tablet computers to improve 
the efficiency and accuracy of data collection. 

The Schwartz 
Foundation 

A grant from the Schwartz foundation supported hiring a full time Research 
Director to assist the Principal Investigator starting from June 2015. 

Stanford Graduate 
School of Education 
(SGSE) 

The SGSE provided in-kind support to this project by way of funding extra 
graduate students to work part-time on the project, as well as publicizing the 
project through two articles featured on the Stanford website.13 

Stanford Office of 
Sponsored Research  

The Office of Sponsored Research provided in-kind financial support by 
allowing a reduction in standard indirect cost recovery charges to the grant.  

 

  

                                                           

 
13 For the two articles, see: https://ed.stanford.edu/news/reading-rwanda-researchers-map-state-literacy-rural-africa and 

https://ed.stanford.edu/news/two-families-same-region-yet-worlds-apart-reading  

https://ed.stanford.edu/news/reading-rwanda-researchers-map-state-literacy-rural-africa
https://ed.stanford.edu/news/two-families-same-region-yet-worlds-apart-reading
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Table 4: Funders, Implementers, Researchers, & Regulatory Bodies of LB in Rwanda (Continued) 

Imple-
menters 

Save the Children 
International (SCI) in 
Rwanda 

SCI in Rwanda is the lead implementing partner with overall responsibility for 
implementing Literacy Boost as part of Advancing the Right to Read (ARR). The 
SCI team in Gicumbi was responsible for the implementation of the school-
based elements of Literacy Boost. The team leading the Rwanda Children's 
Book Initiative (RCBI), another component of ARR, was responsible for 
enabling authors, illustrators, and publishers to be able to produce and publish 
local language storybooks and other materials. 

Umuhuza 
Umuhuza is a Rwanda non-governmental organization responsible for 
implementing the Community Action portion of Literacy Boost, described 
above. 

Save the Children UK 
(SCUK) 

SCUK, in partnership with SCI, was responsible for the initiation, overall design 
and development of Advancing the Right to Read. SCUK provided technical 
assistance for Literacy Boost activities alongside SCUS. 

Save the Children US 
(SCUS) 

SCUS were the original developers of Literacy Boost. SCUS supported the grant 
writing process and gave technical assistance in implementation planning and 
training of trainers. 

Research 
Partners 

Stanford Graduate 
School of Education 
(SGSE) 

A team of researchers at the SGSE oversaw all research related activities for 
this project.  

SCI Monitoring, 
Evaluation, 
Accountability, & 
Learning (MEAL) 

The MEAL team within SCI in Kigali helped SGSE coordinate all research 
activities, including but not limited to: hiring & managing the data collection 
team, liaising with government officials, timely submission of paperwork & 
securing clearances for the multiple research activities that have taken place 
since 2013. 

Rwanda Education  
Board (REB) 

REB, and particularly Janvier Gasana, the project co-researcher and now the 
Director General of REB, played a key role in the research. REB ensured the 
data collection tools were relevant to the Rwanda context and reflected 
expectations for children, and provided thorough reviews of baseline and 
midline findings. 

Prof. Michael Tusiime, 
University of Rwanda - 
College of Education 

Prof. Tusiime was a partner on the project, specifically responsible for 
conducting the ethnographic observations and co-authoring the write-up of 
that data. 

Oversight 
& Ethical 
Review 
Bodies 

Rwanda National 
Ethics Committee 
(RNEC) 

RNEC reviewed the research protocols to ensure that the planned research 
ƳŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƛƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 
involving human subjects. Further, their comments and questions about the 
protocol refined and improved the study. 

Directorate of Science, 
Technology and 
Research (DSTR)  

The DSTR further reviewed SGSE and SCI plans for the Literacy Boost project, 
ensuring that proper clearances and permissions were obtained from relevant 
bodies/organizations. 

Stanford Internal 
Review Board (IRB) 

The Stanford IRB provided a second layer of ethical review and approval. 
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Chapter 3 Research Questions, Research Design, & Random Assignment 
 

CHAPTER AUTHOR14 
Elliott Friedlander 

 

Since the first implementation of Literacy Boost in Malawi in 2009, Literacy Boost has predominantly been evaluated 

by internal evaluators at Save the Children and partner staff15. These evaluations have been relatively small proof of 

ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ǘŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ [ƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ .ƻƻǎǘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ŦƻǊ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ functioned as intended. In a 

large majority of the evaluations, Literacy Boost groups outperformed their comparison peers on reading scores. 

These evaluations almost always compare the impact of the full Literacy Boost model (Teacher Training and 

Community Action) versus a counterfactual group that did not participate in Literacy Boost activities. The research 

design of these completed (and still ongoing) evaluations range from quasi-experimental to fully experimental, 

randomized control trials, with classrooms, schools or clusters of schools randomly assigned. Despite post-hoc 

analyses that try to tease out the added benefit of one component over another, none of these evaluations to date 

have planned to examine ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ from the outset of 

the project. That is, as of 2013, no evaluation assessed whether teacher training alone was sufficient for improving 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎΣ ƻǊ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ !Ŏǘƛƻƴ ŀƭƻƴŜ ǿŀǎ ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘΣ ƻǊ Ƙƻǿ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ 

with the other to produce improved reading. 

 

Given the need for better information about how the ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ 

development, the Stanford research team proposed a randomized control trial of Literacy Boost to get better insight 

ƛƴǘƻ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ 

 

Literacy Boost in Rwanda represents the first time an external academic partner has led the research and impact 

evaluation. This chapter16 details the research design and methods used to generate the data necessary to evaluate 

the effectiveness of Literacy Boost. 

 

3.1 Motivation for the Study   

The expansion of free access to primary education and the introduction of laws compelling families around the world 

to enroll children in primary school have been linked with an overall decline in education quality around the world. 

Many interventions in dozens of countries have sought to address the decline of quality by addressing issues 

systemic to schools. Better teaching, better curricula, better reading materials, have shown limited results in 

                                                           

 
14 Recommended citation for this chapter:  

FrieŘƭŀƴŘŜǊΣ 9Φ όнлмсύΦ άChapter 3: Research Questions, Research Design, & Random Assignmentέ. In Friedlander, E. & 

Goldenberg, C. (eds.). Literacy Boost in Rwanda: Findings from a 2-year Randomized Control Trial. Stanford, CA: 

Stanford University. 
15 Note that in academic settings, it is commonplace for academics to evaluate programs which the academics themselves 

designed and helped implement (for examples, see Lesaux, Kieffer, Faller, & Kelley, 2010; Saunders, Goldenberg, & Gallimore, 

2009; Slavin, Madden, Karweit, Livermon, & Dolan, 1990). In the realm of international development, however, this is often 

deemed to be less rigorous than engaging external evaluators. Conflicts of interest certainly exist in both academia and 

international development: successful programs are easier to publish in academic journals and garner more publicity and 

funding for both academics and international organizations. Such conflicts of interest must be open acknowledged, as we do 

here and in the Appendix. 
16 Portions of this section first appeared in the baseline and midline reports on Literacy Boost in Rwanda,  published by Stanford, 

as well as a doctoral thesis that analyzed the baseline data (Friedlander, Habimana, et al., 2014; Friedlander, 2015; Malik et al., 

2014; Tusiime et al., 2014). 
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boosting achievement. The research team at SGSE hypothesized that this is because actors in international education 

ŜƴǾƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƛƳŜ ŦƻǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǎƻƭŜƭȅ ǿƘŜƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƛǎ ƻǇŜƴ. In Figure 2, this is represented 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ά{ŎƘƻƻƭ hƴƭȅ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέ ǎŜŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǳǇǇŜǊ ōŀǊ. Using the hours that Rwandan schools 

are open (see Chapter 2 for how we calculated the number of hours in a school year), the figure estimates that the 

education interventions that provide support to children only during school hours target less than 15 percent of a 

ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ waking day. This estimation assumes that both students and teachers have perfect school attendance, and 

that school is never closed or instruction is never cancelled for events, holidays, exams, or other reasons. That is, the 

720 hours per year of instruction (4 hours per day for 180 days) is likely an overestimation of the hours children 

spend in school. IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀǎ ǎǘƛǇǳƭŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ {ŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ [ƛŦŜ-wide Learning framework, opportunities for 

learning are available evŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŘŀȅΣ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƭŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǿƘether the school is open or not. This is 

represented in the lower bars in Figure 2. In the figure, we assume that of the 8760 hours in a year, children in 

Rwanda spend 3650 hours (10 hours per night) asleep, leaving 5110 hours awake. Children spend 720 hours per year 

in school and, therefore, spend 4,390 hours (12 hours per day) when the child is not in school, on average. Even with 

this allowance for sleep and school, more than рл҈ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǘƛƳŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǳǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

learning.  

Figure 2: Research Motivation ς Life-wide Learning 

 
 

{D{9Ωǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ǘŜǎǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 

can be achieved: through school support alone or through a holistic model supporting children both within and 

outside school. 

 

3.2 Determining the Treatment Conditions for Impact Analysis  

During the grant proposal writing in 2012, a few Rwandan districts were identified for potential participation in 

Literacy Boost. These were districts wherein Save the Children had been working and had existing relationships with 

ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎΦ {/LΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ wǿŀƴŘŀ ƘŀŘ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǳǇ 

Early Childhood Development (ECD) centers in some of the most disadvantaged cells and districts in Rwanda.  

 

Of the four possible districts, Gicumbi had the largest number of sectors, 21 in total. When it became clear that 

effective evaluation of the Literacy Boost project would require assignment at the sector level, Gicumbi was selected 

as the project district. For more on why the unit of assignment had to be the sector, see section 3.4, below. 
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With only 21 units to randomize, SCI, SCUK, and the research partners had to decide how many groups the trial 

would have. The options were to combine the 21 units into two, three, or four groups, including a group designated 

as control).  

 

Option 1: Create a 1-treatment/1-control group design  

Option 2: Create a 2-treatment/1-control group design 

Option 3: Create a 3-treatment/1-control group design 

 

Option 1 would have provided the best statistical power to detect effects of Literacy Boost (refer to the Appendix for 

more on power calculations). When the team considered the existing literature, it was clear from Save the Children-

led evaluations of Literacy Boost (including both experimental and quasi-experimental designs) demonstrated that 

the entire Literacy Boost program impacted student learning (Brown, 2013; Dowd, Wiener, & Mabeti, 2010). Given 

these strong, existing findings, Option 1 would have provided little additional learning. 

 

Option 2 would have provided insight into the differential impact of one part of the program versus another. The 

drawback of Option 2 would be ŀƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ǎƛȊŜ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǘƻ ŘŜǘŜŎǘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

outcomes (i.e. an effect size of approximately 0.5 of a standard deviation). 

 

Option 3 would have provided more insight into the impact of different treatments, but would have dramatically 

increased the effect size needed to detect significant impact (an effect size of approximately 0.75 of a standard 

deviation). 

 

The team at SCI, SCUK, and the research partners decided Option 2 was the best use of the research opportunity. 

 

The next step was to decide what the two different treatment groups would be. Possible treatments that were 

considered included a group of sectors that received only Literacy Boost Teacher Training activities, a group that 

received only Literacy Boost Community Action activities, and finally, a group that received the full Literacy Boost 

program. The research and implementation partners discussed these possibilities and decided to create the 

following treatment groups: 

 

Treatment Group 1: The first group of sectors was assigned to receive Literacy Boost Teacher Training 

ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƭƻƴŜΣ ǘƻ ǘŜǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ 

training was provided to all lower primary (P.1 through P.4) teachers regardless of subject taught. Hereafter, 

this group will be referred to as the Teacher Training (TT) group.  

 

Treatment Group 2: The second group of sectors received both Teacher Training activities and Community 

Action activities. This treatment tested ǘƘŜ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

literacy development, over and above any benefit derived from improved teaching. This group received the 

full Literacy Boost program as it was originally conceived and as it has largely been implemented in other 

countries. Therefore, this group will be referred to as the Literacy Boost (LB) group.  

 

Control: A third group of sectors was assigned to the Control group, to serve as a counterfactual for causal 

analysis. 

 

The approach that Literacy Boost takes to supporting learning is fundamentally a holistic approach that requires 

support both in school and out of school. A project that only provides in school support is not a Literacy Boost 

project. For that reason, we call the group that receives only Teacher Training as TT, while the students that receive 

both in-school and out of school activities and support as LB. 

 




















































































































































































































































































































































































