Let’s give South Africa the power of reading!
Introducing

The BELLAVISTA FEED THE MONSTER APP
– we need your help …….. but keep it under wraps
(nobody loves a spoiler)
South Africa’s literacy statistics reflect an indisputable crisis in education. Children cannot read at a
proficiency level that affords them a basic comprehension of text and access to primary education
after age 10, let alone secondary and tertiary academia. There is no curriculum to offer if the
children cannot read the material. There is no Fourth Industrial Revolution to enter if the
requirement is literacy, visual or linguistic. There is no global economy to play in, if written
language isn’t engaged. There can be no scientists, entrepreneurs,
economic shape shifters, software coders or other
21st Century careers if the fundamental ability to read is lacking.
South Africans are hard at work to resolve the crisis, piloting literacy
schemes, holding academic ‘war rooms’ testing hypotheses for best
pedagogy, best school curricula, best materials, trained and committed
teachers. That is the good news.
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The bad news is that if one or more of these avenues materializes on scale, it will be 15-25years,
or more, before South African society becomes influenced by literate young people entering the
workplace.
The research is clear. Children need repeated exposure to high quality, well-structured literacy
instruction in order to learn to read. At the core of the education crisis in South Africa is poor
literacy instruction and the challenge of introducing young readers to reading in their home
language first, before reading in another language for teaching and learning. The language debate
in South Africa is understandably complex. Sadly, many languages are marginalized despite
concerted policy efforts to ensure that African languages permeate our national curriculum.
There are insufficient resources available, that being teachers, schools or materials, to afford every
child the opportunity to master reading in their home language, or any other.
Drastic times call for urgent measures. In 2017, Bellavista S.H.A.R.E., a division of Bellavista School,
put its hand up to make a difference sooner than that. It is time to introduce technology, not just
textbooks on tablets, to learners in the educational system, and get South Africans literate,
in more than one language - now. Being a school that intervenes for reading difficulty, the insight
into effective reading intervention exists within its members and associated colleagues
internationally. Bellavista set out in pursuit of a scalable, evidence based technology solution that it
could develop and share with South Africans rapidly. The desired innovation needed to be
accessible across socio-economic barriers, trustworthy and inclusive of all the languages in the
country. All eleven languages were to be regarded as equally deserving of development,
not only to preserve their heritage, but to ensure that no one gets left behind.
These objectives were realized in Feed the Monster.
Feed the Monster is a joint venture of Apps Factory,
GET - The Center for Educational Technology, and IRC - The International
Rescue Committee. This award winning app was funded by the Norwegian
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the software declared open source
following its pilot efficacy in Syrian refugee camps.
Bellavista found support from the MTN Foundation, and an tech partner
in Curious Learning, Boston USA, and localised Feed the Monster to SA
English, IsiXhosa, Tshivenda, IsiZulu, Sepedi, Sesotho, Xitsonga, SiSwati,
Afrikaans, IsiNdebele and Setswana.
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Swahili is already developed too, to support the many Swahili speakers in the region.
By deploying accessible cellular technology, a solid, research based and award winning literacy
application, Feed the Monster, presented in an instructional and gamification format, can be
delivered directly to the learners and get them literate. Readers aged between ages six and eight
can access reading instruction via a designed curriculum that can take them to an early Grade Two
level on a CAPS measurement, matching letters with sounds, and learning that sounds together
make words, then words together make sentences that carry meaning.
The app addresses the foundation of all reading. Feed the Monster bridges the gap between
literacy skills and fluent reading.

In essence, technology helps make learning the fundamentals of reading more
meaningful and fun, this reaching a wider community. Technology is not a pedagogy
or even a teacher, it is an enhancer to get South African children literate – now.
In essence, this project will ‘scale up’ literacy impact by localizing and distributing two learning
apps: the first focuses on fundamental reading skills; the second on providing a collection of
interactive e-books that act as “training wheels” for young readers – providing assistance to bridge
the gap between literacy skills and fluent reading. Together, these apps will be enough for many
children to begin their journey of learning to read.
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Here is where we need

you and your Power of One:

This is a social responsibility project - we are genuinely calling on the school community to do their
bit – your Power of One- and be part of mobilizing literacy in the country (read later to see why we
know its possible). Maybe you feel powerless to effect scaled social change. On your own, maybe,
but collectively, we can make a tangible impact. We are going to call on you a couple of times as we
launch the app in the media and society. For now though, we need you to ‘low key’ work with us –
we need social influencers to back the idea that the children in South Africa need to learn to read.
There is no money in it for the celebrity/ business leader/ activist/ community leader; there is no
money in it for Bellavista either. Its about doing the right thing!
Your next steps:
1. call up the person you know (yes, leverage all your favours to persuade them to assist)
2. request a self tape (or you can pop over with your phone) wherein they say:
“I am [name and surname] and I believe that South African kids must start learning to read –
now! Download the Feed the Monster app off the Google Play Store for free - today. Pick the language of your choice from all 11 official
languages.”
3. check the footage and make sure its great!
4. email as an mp4 to ftm@bellavistaschool.co.za
Let’s get South Africa reading, Bellavista!
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In case you are curious for more information:
Can kids learn to read from mobile software?
The simple answer is yes. Here is a summary of three studies, linked to more detailed descriptions:
Curious Learning's pilots in the US, Ethiopia, South Africa show that it's
possible for kids to learn the fundamentals of reading (letter names and
sounds, phonemic awareness, sight word reading) by playing with mobile
apps, and that these apps accelerate learning for children with access to
formal education.
Over several years, at least 6 of 20 children in Curious Learning's Ethiopia
pilot learned to decode words, read simple passages, and correctly
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answer reading comprehension questions.

An experiment in India found a personalized technology tutoring system led to greater learning
than formal education, in less time, for less cost. Cost-effectiveness is estimated to be 5-10X that of
formal education, and lower performing students benefit more than advanced students.

Another research study shows that interactive ebooks can deepen parent interactions with their
children, increasing behaviours that prompt engagement and learning by up to 9X. Our second app
will create a library of 20+ such interactive stories, to let children build on the fundamentals of
reading so they can learn.
Similar Case Studies:
A few examples of similar campaigns that have already been implemented include:

•

Orange - Preloading Devices with Learning Content. In West Africa, mobile network operator
Orange sells smartphones pre-loaded with education apps.

•

Turkcell - Brick and Mortar Marketing. Turkcell developed a free app, Hello Hope, to help Syrian
refugees learn Turkish and used its network of agents to distribute it to more than 150,000 Syrian
refugees out of the 600,000 with smartphones.

•

Google - App Store Features. Google featured the original Arabic FTM version in its app store in
Lebanon and Turkey, leading to 30,000 downloads in just a few days.

•

Vodacom - Zero-Rating Educational Apps. In Mozambique in five other countries, Vodacom is
allowing its users to download a set of education apps for free, including a free digital library.
Who is on board to make this happen?
Bellavista School, and it collective institutional experience in teaching
literacy and training educators in best practice engaged Dr Stephanie
Gottwald from TUFTS, Mass, USA, a neurolinguistic scientist who has
worked with Bellavista to improve literacy instruction in South Africa for
nine years. Stephanie is Director of Content on this project and ensures a
pedagogically sound delivery to the children. Bellavista School, with its
broad based and skilled staff local insight will work with her and the US
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based team. Bellavista has taken care of the development locally, joining The World Bank, MIT,
TUFTS, Unicef amongst others who are doing the same for other languages in other countries.

Potential partners who are set to benefit and no cost to themselves:
•

Mobile Networks and airtime vendors: Mobile network operators benefit by increasing literacy
(which increases demand for mobile data in the long term). There is good branding advantage
available to corporates in Africa who are being socially responsible and improving the lives
of future generations.

•

Community Organizations: Community organizations like NGOs, labour unions, community health
programs, or schools can improve the lives of their stakeholders by sharing apps that provide
learning opportunities.

•

Content Portals: Any organization that offers curated digital content, such as app stores/ learning
platforms, could feature early learning games, providing them for free to their users.

•

Airlines can promote the app as a smart alternative to ‘on board entertainment’

•

Celebrities / Social Media Influencers: Celebrities will share the app because they believe in the
mission, or have kids themselves and enjoy the app.

•

Government organizations: Government programs aim to improve education and can easily show
value to citizens by sponsoring or promoting learning apps.

•

Employers: Can offer a valuable benefit to employees with children.

•

Parents and caregivers: Can be empowered and become literate too.

•

Journalists: Can share an interesting story with compelling media
– especially when combined with a local celebrity, government official, or
community organization that is successfully implementing the project.
What devices are needed?
Android devices that run at least Android 5.
What are the data requirements for distribution?
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The app ranges between 50-100MB, depending on the language and how many levels are included.
It plays on most Android devices, both smartphones and tablets. Once downloaded, kids can play
offline, and the app will report very small amounts of usage data. When connected to internet, the
app will check for updates, which can be downloaded from Google. A parent or grandparent can
share their phone with their child just three times a week for ten to fifteen minutes to learn the
content well and see gains in literacy, despite or including the educational offering available at
school. There will likely be some variation depending on the language and the data gleaned will
guide this ratio.
What kind of monitoring is there? How would we know that the children are learning to read and
using the app?
The usage is automatically tracked. This includes how many people download the apps, and how
much progress is made, in terms of both time and levels completed. Over time, we intend to
conduct impact evaluations to see the impact of different levels of usage on learning outcomes like
letter sound knowledge, sight word and syllable recognition, and decoding, as well as subsequent
reading progress. As these studies are completed, we will be able to estimate the learning
outcomes resulting from usage.
A brief outline of the ‘curriculum’ or scope of literacy development:
The app is designed for native speakers of a language who cannot read or spell in that language.
The learner would begin with small clusters of consonants and a single vowel letter. The game
teaches the sounds of those letters and then presents the learner with short words or syllables built
from that cluster of letters. In English, the game covers the most common consonant sounds and
the short vowels. A second version of the game would continue teaching long vowels and other
letter patterns. More transparent languages, like isiZulu, would cover all the letter sounds and the
most common 40 - 50 syllables in a single version of the game.
Distribution strategies anyone can engage:

•

Digital promotion: share with your digital followers

•

Rate and review: the games to raise their Google profile

•

In-Person: tap into your networks of organizations that interact with
parents and children in your school community.
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•

Media: once any of these strategies is used, there’s an opportunity to approach journalists to tell
the project’s story so many more parents can learn about the app and download it.

Feed the Monster is one of the solutions to our crisis. All eleven languages are available on the
Google Play Store now. The app is free and not for profit. The innovation brings literacy,
multilingualism and language preservation with it. It can assist thousands of vulnerable learners
across SA. It quite literally will cost you nothing to get behind it.
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