
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Power99 Foundation is a nonprofit development organization in Pakistan. The foundation has a 
mission of transforming the Pakistani education system into an effective tool for providing 
knowledge, critical and scientific thinking, and peaceful coexistence.   

In Pakistan, all public and private schools were closed at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 
an attempt to contain the spread of COVID-19.  This has disrupted the education of over 46.8 
million children, which has long-term implications for their learning journeys. This is especially for 
the most vulnerable children who lack access to alternative education solutions.   

The spread of COVID-19 and ensuing school closures has placed learners worldwide in a 
compromising position as pertains to their ability to continue learning effectively. In the absence 
of viable schooling alternatives, vulnerable learners are especially at risk of experiencing learning 
loss and the disruption of their learning journeys given their limited access to e-learning resources 
and other solutions. 

To address the newfound challenges imposed by the spread of COVID-19, the Ministry of Federal 
Education and Professional Training has introduced the first-ever tele-school in Pakistan to 
support the learning of public schools’ students and minimize learning loss due to COVID-19 
school closures. The majority of students in rural areas, however,  do not benefit from tele-school 
due to several barriers, including the limited availability of electricity, the acceptance of TV as a 
medium of communication, and socio-economic conditions. Additionally, the need for wide-
reaching and easily accessible educational content is especially pronounced for Pakistani girls, 
many of whom are forced to quit education after primary or secondary school and lack access to 
such content. 

Compared with television, radio offers a cheaper and faster alternative. It also helps with more 
localized content and community interaction in a specified geography. Also, where electrical 
infrastructure is lacking, radio offers an advantage over television since it can be powered through 

POWER99 FOUNDATION 



 

 

Beyond School Walls: Inspiration from Disruption 
 

2 

the use of batteries. Radio has been used effectively to spread information and awareness in 
areas of governance, health, politics, and education. Besides, since most mobile phones have a 
radio as a plug-in, radios are used increasingly as an individual device, making it easy to access the 
radio without purchasing a device. 

To contribute to the national efforts to mitigate the effects of the pandemic on education, 
POWER99 Foundation redesigned its already developed program “Broad Class - Listen to Learn” 
as an emergency radio education program called “Parhai Caro Na,” (Let’s Learn). This distance 
learning initiative is a stop-gap arrangement that uses radio to disseminate educational content 
given its accessibility, thereby allowing learners to safely continue their education amid the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Keeping in view the challenging time and the effectiveness of radio program 
for educational outreach, POWER99 Foundation launched another educational program through 
radio titled “Radio, My Best Friend” for children of grade 1-3 in 18 districts of Pakistan. 

Power99 Foundation began developing the program after they were approached by Madaris 
(religious schools) to develop content beyond religious education for their learners who were left 
without access to any schooling after schools were closed. Radio was selected as a medium of 
dissemination for several reasons. In Pakistan, 4G coverage is not universal, which means that 
internet-based interventions would have limited reach. Sharing lessons via television also proved 
challenging as it requires additional capacity and resources to design and disseminate rigorous 
learning content that the POWER99 team lacks. Radio offered an affordable and accessible 
alternative. With the help of a partner organization, the Power99 team curated content from 
third-party sources and conveyed radio lessons and activities to learners through a daily 30-
minute broadcast segment. The lessons were broadcast daily and covered English and Math 
concepts using  English as the language of instruction given. They were presented by radio 
reporters and broadcast in 3 segments by grade level (KG to Grade 2). In addition to the lessons, 
the program also included 30-minute sessions that featured feature riddles and other activities 
that added an interactive and stimulating element to the program. 

The program “Broad Class – Listen to Learn” combines radio broadcasts and active learning to 
maintain learning, increasing girls’ achievement in learning, closing the rural/urban education gap, 
and increasing access to educational content for out-of-school learners. To date, the program has 
reached more than 200,000 children in Islamabad Capital Territory, Abbottabad, Battagram and 
Haripur districts of KPK province, Quetta district of Balochistan province, and Vehari district of 
South Punjab in Pakistan. 60% of the beneficiaries of the program are girls. 



 

 

Beyond School Walls: Inspiration from Disruption 
 

3 

 

SOLUTION 

 
Criteria Category Details 

Technological 
Readiness 

Radio The “Broad Class – Listen to Learn” program is 
executed fully through radio.  

Content availability  Yes Content is developed by POWER99 Foundation 
team based on all basic skills in national curriculum 
(including literacy, numeracy, English and life 
skills). The content is aired through partner FM 
radios. 

Personalization Yes Content is created in alignment with the Student 
Learning Outcomes (SLOs) of the national 
curriculum based for children of primary grades 
according to the specific learning needs of children 
according to the age groups and grades. 

Interactivity Yes The program combines radio broadcasts with 
active learning and interactive teaching practices. 
The program requires teachers and students to 
react verbally and physically, participate in group 
work, experiments, and activities suggested by the 
radio characters. 

Mode Synchronous Students receive their lessons through radio 
broadcasts. 

Feasibility to replicate 

Time Short The time needed to replicate the program is short 
since the content is available and only needs to be 
contextualized. 
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Effort Medium Due to pandemic, it was a big effort to approach 
communities, identify volunteers and mobilise 
them to listen radio lessons.  Before airing of 
lessons through radios, to get the word out, 
POWER99 Foundation initiated running of 
promos/promotions on radio, alerting students 
about the broadcast/schedule of the educational 
package. In order to ensure that students remain 
engaged in learning, the team was regularly in 
contact with Volunteers through radio messages, 
WhatsApp groups, SMS and follow-up telephone 
calls.  Weekly live call-in interactive radio programs 
for awareness on Corona virus (Prevention & 
response mechanism) for communities were 
organised during which the communities shared 
their feedback on program and its impact on 
learning of children during pandemic.  The team 
maintained a data base of their interaction with 
volunteer, students and communities through 
WhatsApp, SMS, live calls and feedback on 
program Facebook page. 

Money Medium Most households, especially in rural and far flung 
areas have radios or can easily access radios 
through mobile phones or in cars. The NGO is likely 
to incur costs during the development or curation 
of content and broadcasting it. 
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FOLLOW-UP AND IMPLEMENTATION 

 
Criteria Category Details 
Preparedness of 
teachers to design 
and facilitate 
learning 
 

 The already developed content was redesigned by 
POWER99 Foundation team according to the 
pandemic situation.   The volunteers were trained 
through Social media to mobilise and facilitate 
communities for continued learning of their children 
during pandemic. 

Availability and 
ability of parents or 
caregivers to 
facilitate effective 
home-based 
distance learning 
 

  High Parents involvement in learning of their children was 
ensured.  The volunteers had sessions with 
communities on awareness and prevention during 
Covid-19, during which they were asked to ensure 
that their children listen to radio lessons.   Even in 
most of the target communities, parents and elder 
siblings of children assumed the role of volunteer 
educators 

Monitoring and evaluation capacities 

Monitor distance 
learning processes 

 POWER99 Foundation team conducted rapid 
assessment through sampling of target communities 
to get data and explore the child engagement 
alternative during pandemic, ascertain level of 
knowledge of children and; to ascertain their current 
level of knowledge, attitude & Practice of 
communities on COVID-19 Prevention and Response. 

 

The team-maintained record of phone calls and 
messages received from students, their parents and 
communities.  The volunteers also shared data of 
children who attended radio lessons with their 
attendance sheets on weekly basis.  The data was 
entered in organisational data base.  
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IMPLEMENTATION CHALLENGES 

 
1. The ability of many parents to support at-home learning is limited due to low literacy 

levels.  

2. Quantitative and qualitative assessments have not been done during the pandemic due to 
the unavailability of volunteers and the difficulty of reaching students and conducting 
assessments.  

 

Track the access to 
courses and 
engagement 

Yes The team gets feedback from communities on the 
program and its impact on the learning of children 
through their helpline, social media pages, and calls 
during live call-in interactive radio programs regarding 
awareness of Coronavirus.    

Assess learning 
outcomes 

 yes The team monitors the learning of children using 
assessment tools.  Both volunteers and POWER99 
Foundation team The students interacted with the 
team in series of response to questions that shows the 
progress of learner through the radio lesson.  The 
feedback of children is marked by team and shared 
with the parents.  Based on the monitoring results 
follow-up sessions are also conducted with the 
parents. 

 

Sustain immediate 
distance learning 
responses for 
achieving long-
term goals 

 yes During the pandemic, POWER99 Foundation plans to 
continue implementation of its national curriculum-
based content in communities.  The organisation plans 
to continue program post pandemic too.  POWER99 
Foundation’s trained public schools’ teachers will 
continue to sustain the program, for continued 
learning of students, when the schools reopen. 
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3. On average, families have 3-5 children, but only one radio device or streaming option, 
making it difficult for all children to access the content.  

4. There is a shortage of radio devices, which means that the content does not reach all 
vulnerable homes. 

5. More content is needed for the program to continue.  

 

TAKEAWAY LESSONS 

 
Radio broadcasting is popular worldwide and is commonly used as an affordable and effective 
medium for disseminating educational content both before and during the pandemic.  

Radio-assisted instruction plays an important role in extending educational opportunities to 
children in remote and rural areas where access to schooling is a challenge. In Pakistan, some girls 
are forced to quit education after primary or secondary school. In this context, these radio 
broadcast lessons have removed a barrier for these girls and enabled them to gain access to basic 
educational content. To date, POWER99 has been able to reach over 200,000 children, 60% of 
whom are girls, throughout Pakistan with plans to reach even more.  
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Pratham is one of India’s largest education NGOs dedicated to providing quality education for 
millions of children and youth across 21 states and union territories in India. During the COVID-19 
lockdown, Pratham strived to create contextualized content, work in partnership with 14 
governments, and over 200 nonprofits and ensured a resilient two-way communication channel 
with 12000 communities. Pratham created new content for mediums such as TV, Radio, 
Interactive Voice Response (IVR) and SMS and continued to disseminate digital content in 11 
regional languages.  

Pratham and EAA partnered in 2019 to co-design and implement the India-based pilot of Digital 
School Program (DSP) with over 2000 learners in over 150 villages in the state of Uttar Pradesh. 
The average age of the learners is 17.5 years, and 89% of the enrolled learners are female. The 
DSP is a blended learning model designed to provide quality education for out-of-school 
adolescent learners by working around the circumstantial constraints faced by these learners such 
as distance to school, employment, and familial responsibilities. The educational team consists of 
facilitators, coaches, and student course leaders.  
 
Facilitators are trained on facilitating student learning in a technology-enabled environment, 
while coaches are community youth volunteers who guide the students and support the 
facilitators. Student course leaders are DSP students who are selected to serve as a bridge 
between facilitators and students by working with coaches to support the learning of students on 
days when facilitators are not present. 

The goal of the DSP pilot is to provide students with access to quality content for English, Math, 
and Language (Hindi) to build their skills in these subjects. The pilot enables them to sit the grade 
8 NIOS exam and work toward completing the 10th grade NIOS school leaving diploma exam in 
the next phase of the EAA-Pratham partnership. In the DSP model, learners study: 

PRATHAM EDUCATION FOUNDATION AND 
EAA’S DIGITAL SCHOOL PROJECT PILOT 
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• in village-level groups in their community centers under the supervision of a facilitator 
(serving as the teacher) 

• in smaller neighborhood-level groups guided by volunteer coaches; 

• and individually using tablets that are pre-loaded with learning applications in addition to 
printed materials. 

 

 

 

Following the spread of COVID-19 and the announcement of the countrywide lockdown, mobility 
in the villages was restricted, and all visits by facilitators and meetings by students were paused. 
To circumvent this challenge, Pratham’s COVID-19 response in the DSP project was centered on 
the use of phone calls, SMS messages, radio, TV IVR to ensure the continuity of students’ 
learning and engagement. 

The Pratham team conducted an exercise to map every student to a device they had access to, 
whether a smartphone, regular phone, or feature phone, with the help of the facilitators. The 
team was able to connect to 60% (about 1300) of the learners through mobile phones.  

During the first three weeks of the lockdown, facilitators delivered lessons by calling students 
individually or connecting to 2-4 students together through conference calls. On average, each 
facilitator made nine phone calls (of about 20 min each) to his/her five village groups every day 
over the first three weeks of the lockdown. 

Facilitators began sending short, curated text messages (SMS) to their students every week from 
the fourth week of the lockdown. Each text message outlined an activity related to a subject - 
Language, Math, or English. Facilitators called each student individually twice a week to explain 
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the activities, check if the students had completed the activities, and help them with any 
challenges they faced. On average, each facilitator speaks to about 35 students every week.  
Over 1000 students in DSP are in touch with their facilitators twice a week. 70% of students 
complete the activities sent each week. 

 

SOLUTION 

 
Criteria Category Details 

Technological 
Readiness 

Basic 
phone/SMS 

Facilitators send short, curated text messages 
(SMS) to their students every week. Each message 
outlines an activity related to a subject - Language, 
Math, or English. 

Facilitators also call each student twice a week to 
explain the activities to the students, check if the 
students had completed the activities, and help 
them with any challenges they faced. 

Content availability  No Content is developed by Pratham and aligned with 
the national Indian curriculum as well as learners’ 
contexts and learning levels. It is delivered through 
digital applications and printed materials to ensure 
a balance of digital and non-digital learning. 

Personalization Yes The content is appropriate for the learners’ 
contexts, linguistic background, and learning 
needs. It includes several learning levels starting 
with foundational skills to advanced levels. Content 
shared through SMS and phone calls is also 
personalized according to student levels and 
gradually increases in difficulty. 

Interactivity Yes Pratham’s learning content on tablets is highly 
interactive and uses simple game-based activities 
to engage students. The DSP model ensures an 
engaging experience in all learning settings (group 
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vs. individual). Although the phone and SMS model 
is not interactive in the technical sense, the 
delivery of the SMS followed by phone calls from 
facilitators makes up for lost tech interactivity.  

Mode Synchronous Facilitators maintain a regular schedule of calls and 
SMS texts that always take place through a mobile 
phone. 

Feasibility to replicate 

Time Short The week before the lockdown started, facilitators 
began calling students and conducting remote 
sessions. Initially, the aim was to keep students 
engaged until new learning content was curated in 
the message format. Two weeks later, the 
messages were ready, and facilitators began 
sending text messages to students. 

Effort High To keep students engaged, facilitators send 
messages, and conduct follow-up calls at least 
twice a week. Calls and messages vary based on 
students’ learning levels. Facilitators also undergo 
weekly subject-specific training on how to conduct 
remote calls and enable student learning for 
students of different learning levels. Facilitators 
also have to record their interactions with the 
students for monitoring purposes.  

Money Low Pratham reported that the project cost was USD 50 
per village for a scale of 150 villages. 
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FOLLOW-UP AND IMPLEMENTATION 

 
Criteria Category Details 

Preparedness of 
teachers to design 
and facilitate learning 
 

Low Subject matter experts created the educational 
content of the messages, which were then shared by 
facilitators who, in turn, shared them with their 
students and conducted follow-up phone calls. 

Availability and ability 
of parents or 
caregivers to 
facilitate effective 
home-based distance 
learning 
 

Partially Parents were not able to guide the students, as most 
students are first-generation learners. Some 
students were supported by their siblings, who 
assumed the role of a guide/coach but not an 
educator.  

Monitoring and evaluation capacities 

Monitor distance 
learning processes 

Yes Facilitators collected information about each phone 
call they made to the students. Every week, they 
summarized and recorded this information in a 
form. The form was submitted through Pratham’s 
Dynamic Data Entry application. Every week, 
facilitators reported on the number of students they 
spoke to, the number of students they were not able 
to reach, the number of students who completed 
the activities, reasons why students were not able to 
complete the activities, and the number of students 
who took help to complete the activities.  
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Track the access to 
courses and 
engagement 

Yes As a result of the COVID-19 lockdown, students who 
had the tablets were not able to share them with 
group members as was previously done. Students 
who had tablets were given activities to do on the 
tablets. However, most students have not had 
access to tablets for two months. Content shared 
through SMS was shared directly and followed a set 
schedule, which made it easy to track. 

Assess learning 
outcomes 

No Remote assessments were conducted for students 
who could only read words. The assessment tool 
was sent to students as an image via WhatsApp, and 
facilitators assessed the students over a phone call. 

Sustain immediate 
distance learning 
responses for 
achieving long-term 
goals 

No The new DSP model was developed to circumvent 
the challenges imposed by the lockdown and will be 
used until the lockdown is lifted and in-person group 
sessions can be resumed. This model will likely be 
used until September 2020. 

 

IMPLEMENTATION CHALLENGES 

 
The spread of COVID-19 introduced new challenges to the implementation of the DSP. About 10% 
of students don’t have access to a phone and have, therefore, not been able to benefit from the 
COVID-19 response outlined above. Another 30% of students live further away from the village 
center and have not been reachable since the beginning of this lockdown. Attempts are currently 
being made to reach these students, who will likely require special attention to be brought up to 
speed. 

Additionally, parents and spouses of students were initially unsupportive of the messages and 
phone calls made by facilitators due to cultural factors. Since most learners are young women, 
some of whom are married, long phone calls or those made during the evening were a challenge. 
Facilitators spoke to the learners’ families and explained the importance of staying in touch during 
this time, following which many parents and spouses cooperated with the team. Given the 
current uncertainty regarding mobility and the lifting of the lockdown, Pratham intends to 
continue using the current COVID-19 response model to engage students until further notice. 
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TAKEAWAY LESSONS 

 
In this pilot project, Pratham had explored various options each of which enhances current 
program capacities. Sending SMS messages during the lockdown period has opened up a new 
avenue of communication between students and facilitators. Facilitators can continue sending 
messages to students after the lockdown is lifted to keep students engaged through the week.  

Once some restrictions are lifted, student course leaders and coaches can be trained to play an 
essential role in facilitating remote learning. Students also need to be trained to use technology to 
widen the scope and reach of remote mentoring and learning. However, the use of SMS for home 
delivery of content and individual focus will continue. Following up on phone calls is also an 
activity that will likely continue.  

Pratham was able to reach more than 1000 students during the lockdown, 89% of which are 
female. Pratham continues to expand their models across the technology spectrum to be able to 
reach all beneficiaries in varied contexts and regardless of their circumstances.  
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Rising Academies was founded in Sierra Leone in 2014 to provide education to children before the 
Ebola epidemic. In April 2015, Rising Academies opened their first school. In Sierra Leone, Rising 
Academies operate a low-cost private school model where they share lessons learned with the 
local government and other partners. 

Sierra Leone and Liberia have low internet connectivity and weak infrastructure rendering online 
learning an unrealistic or inequitable solution. In both countries, only 1 out of 8 people have 
access to the Internet, while access to radio and phones is better distributed, with  51:49 men to 
women ratio, and a 62:38 rural to urban ratio.1 

 Lack of learning resources at home is a challenge for most children in Sierra Leone and Liberia. As 
a response to COVID-19, Rising Academies adapted their curriculum content into a radio program 
called Rising On Air, to ensure the students continue their education even while they are out of 
school.  

Rising On Air is a 20-week program of ready-to-air radio standardized scripts along with SMS 
content to support learners. The content is developed by a team of international writers and 
curriculum writers in English. The scripts focus on numeracy and literacy for early childhood, early 
primary, upper primary, early secondary, and upper secondary education. Each lesson is 30-
minutes approximately starting with 5 minutes of music and health messages followed by 25-
minutes of academic content.  Other partner organizations funded Arabic- and French-translation.  

                                                             

 

1 Lamba, K. and F. Reimers (2020), Sierra Leone and Liberia: Rising Academy Network on air, Education 
continuity stories series, OECD Publishing, Paris. 

RISING ACADEMIES: RISING ON AIR  
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To enhance the effectiveness of Rising on Air, Rising Academies developed a 20-week series of 
SMS content to complement the radio program. Its content targets and focuses on parents and 
the role they play in supporting children as radio listeners and learners. Rising Academies use 
parents’ feedback to inform subsequent message content. SMS content includes schedule 
reminders, tips on radio prep and listening, after lesson tips, friendly parent encouragement, and 
positive parenting.  

Rising On Air has been broadcast directly by Rising Academies to around 1.4m children in Sierra 
Leone and Liberia. It has also been adopted by 3 other governments and around 27 other 
providers across 20 countries, having been made available for free via Rising’s website 
(www.risingacademies.com/onair).  

 

SOLUTION 

 
Criteria Category Details 

Technological 
Readiness 

Radio/Television 

SMS/basic 
phone 

Rising on Air is broadcasted on the radio; however, 
SMS is used to guide parents on how to prepare 
and support their children and how to manage 
them during this pandemic.  

Content availability  No Rising Academies creates its own content and 
provides it for free to others via a Creative 
Commons License.  

Personalization No Rising Academies created standardized lesson 
scripts for the possibility to be adapted in different 
countries or contexts.  

Interactivity Yes Rising on Air provides encouragement for active 
learning and student involvement such as child 
movement based on answers, mindfulness, singing, 
and drawing. Rising Academies has hotlines to call 
to give feedback on the content. 
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Mode Synchronous Students receive their lessons through radio 
broadcasts. 

Feasibility to replicate 

Time Short The content and infrastructure to replicate this 
solution exist. Rising Academies partnered with 
national radio in Liberia, Sierra Leone and with 3 
other governments and 25 other provides across 
20 countries 

Effort Low Rising Academies offer their materials including 
scripts and recordings for any interested NGO via 
their website 

Money Low Unless modification is needed, the cost of 
replicating this model is low. Costs of adapting the 
content may include translation, audio recording, 
etc. 

 
FOLLOW-UP AND IMPLEMENTATION 

 
Criteria Category Details 

Preparedness of 
teachers to design 
and facilitate learning 
 

High Rising Academies use high-quality, structured 
curriculum content, intensive teacher coaching, and 
rapid feedback loops to ensure quality education. 
Rising Academies teachers call parents to check-in 
and ask for feedback. 

Availability and ability 
of parents or 
caregivers to 
facilitate effective 
home-based distance 
learning 

Available 
for 
guidance 
but not as 

In many households in Sierra Leone and Liberia, 
adults cannot support their children in their at-home 
learning. 
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 an 
educator 

Monitoring and evaluation capacities 

Monitor distance 
learning processes 

No Rising Academies set up a hotline number in Liberia 
and Sierra Leone, which is provided at the end of 
each radio lesson encouraging parents and students 
to call and give feedback.  

Track the access to 
courses and 
engagement 

No Rising Academies tracks the number of broadcasts 
aired versus the number scheduled to air (to ensure 
broadcasts are aired as planned); the number of 
teacher phone calls to students to confirm they 
heard the lessons; the number of SMSs sent and 
received. However, tracking engagement is a 
challenge given the nature of the solution. 

Assess learning 
outcomes 

No An external entity is conducting a controlled 
experiment on the progress of some students 
throughout different grade levels and districts 
where Rising on Air is implemented. Students have 
been assessed prior to school closures during the 
crisis and will be assessed again after school 
reopening.  

Sustain immediate 
distance learning 
responses for 
achieving long-term 
goals 

Yes Rising Academies plans to use the radio and SMS 
program to complement its core curriculum and 
communication with families. 

 

IMPLEMENTATION CHALLENGES 

Providing supporting material  

Rising Academies initially planned to provide physical handouts to accompany the lesson. Still, 
they decided against it when they realized that the lessons would be used nationally and across 
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more than 20 other counties. Therefore, radio lessons were created with the assumption that 
students would not have any supplementary paper resources.  

Informing rural communities about Rising on Air 

Although radio is available in rural communities in Liberia, there was little awareness of the 
availability of Rising on Air. Rising Academies engaged community stakeholders and created 
WhatsApp campaigns to inform families and engage them in the program. 

 

TAKEAWAY LESSONS 

 
The development of high quality, engaging scripts that are adaptable to other contexts is highly 
sought after. By offering these scripts for free via a creative commons license, Rising has helped 
accelerate the process for partner organizations and governments wanting to deliver radio 
broadcasting. It has also helped bring down costs as script development is typically the most 
expensive and labor-intensive element of the program.  

The program has also shown that creating ‘standardized’ resources can be a great platform for 
others to build from. Rising On Air is being adapted into a variety of local languages in Africa and 
Asia, as well as more formally being developed into French and Arabic.  

Rising On Air is also now benefiting from network effects created through sharing the materials. 
The 25 providers and 5 governments working on distance learning projects via Rising On Air have 
formed an informal community of support, sharing ideas, research, and new innovations to 
support each other’s programs.  

Rising on Air reaches more than 12 million children and is continuing to expand to support 
children in geographies across the world. Despite school closure, learning for those children 
continued at home. Rising On Air allowed those children to continue their education without 
allowing their circumstances and any education disruption to put them at a further disadvantage. 
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The Luminos Fund is a non-profit organization launched in 2016 to ensure that children 
everywhere get a chance to experience joyful learning, especially those denied an education by 
poverty, crisis, and discrimination. To date, the Luminos Fund’s Speed School initiative, (also 
known as Second Chance), an accelerated learning program for out-of-school children, has helped 
more than 136,000 children get back to school and develop vital skills needed to support a 
lifetime of learning.  

The Speed School program is focused on primary school-aged out-of-school children (aged 8-12) 
who have never attended school or who have dropped out and are currently overage to attend 
the grade that matches their academic level.  In ten months, the program enables children to 
learn to read, write, and do basic math. Through a condensed curriculum, children cover grades 1-
3 within the 10-month program. With this knowledge, they are able to mainstream into their local 
school, together with children their own age. 

The model aims to improve individual learning by seeking not only accelerated learning but also 
deeper and more effective learning. A six-year longitudinal study (https://luminosfund.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/11/Sussex-Evaluation-Full.pdf) demonstrated that graduates of Speed 
Schools complete primary school at twice the rate of their peers and have higher academic 
outcomes and aspirations for the future. The Second Chance pedagogy, specifically its ability to 
build learners’ confidence in their ability to learn, was identified in the evaluation as a key factor 
for the success of the Luminos model (https://luminosfund.org/long-term-impact/). The 
evaluation results provide strong evidence for the long-term impact of the program on out-of-
school children in Ethiopia and beyond. 

Luminos currently operates in Ethiopia, Liberia, and Lebanon. In 2020/21, Luminos is impacting 
2,500 out-of-school children in Liberia and over 10,000 students in Ethiopia. In Ethiopia, Luminos 
is also supporting the government to adopt and scale Speed School nationally.  

LUMINOS FUND: SPEED SCHOOL 
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By the end of the program, Lunimos students read 40 words per minute on average. Once they 
complete the program, students take a government-designed placement exam which determines 
the grade into government school that they will transition to (generally grade 3 or grade 4). Out of 
school children are generally overage but are expected to transition with children their own age 
as per government regulations. Speed School follows the same calendar as the regular school in 
the context that they work. For example, in Liberia, children start in September and finish in June. 
Classrooms are located in the community, often within empty town-halls, churches, mosques, or 
empty government primary school classrooms. 

SOLUTION 

 
Criteria Category Details 

Technological 
Readiness 

No technology Luminos works in some of the most remote, rural 
communities. The model does not utilize technology 
in the classrooms. 

Content availability  No Luminos works with the national government to 
ensure that the Speed School curriculum is aligned to 
the national curriculum. All materials are open source.  

Personalization No The content is based on the national curriculum and is 
translated into local languages. In Ethiopia, the 
curriculum is delivered in seven different local 
languages. Struggling students are supported with 
remedial instruction, which is delivered in small 
groups.  

Interactivity Yes The program focuses on activity-based learning. The 
program runs over an 8-hour school day with 5 hours 
for Literacy and 2 hours for Maths with a strong focus 
on students' development of basic skills. Activities 
including role play, acting, song, dance, class 
presentations, which stimulate and deepen learning 
through multiple modalities. 

Speed School facilitators (teachers) create 
opportunities for small group work so that students 
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are constantly learning from peers. The curriculum 
encourages facilitators to use local materials (clay, 
bottle caps, stones, etc.) for a variety of activities. The 
use of physical materials supports the engagement of 
the five-senses and augments learning.   

Mode Synchronous Speed School is delivered in the classroom within the 
communities 

Feasibility to replicate 

Time Long Luminos estimates the time to create a classroom to 
be approximately 6 to 8 months. 

Effort High The effort needed to replicate the Speed School 
model is high. Activities needed include curriculum 
development and adaptation, selection and training of 
partners, facilitator/student selection, teacher 
training, government partnership management, 
establishing classroom monitoring and support 
systems and tools. 

Money Low Luminos costs are approximately $150 per student 
annually. The government provides classroom space 
and the necessary infrastructure in both Ethiopia and 
Liberia. In Ethiopia, the Government is providing one 
teacher for each Speed School classroom that is 
implemented and managed by the government. 
Luminos and its implementing partners provide 
ongoing technical support and teacher training. 

 

FOLLOW-UP AND IMPLEMENTATION 

 

Luminos works with local implementing partners, education NGOs, who have strong experience in 
education service delivery in the communities where Luminos is working. There are very close 
relationships developed with the local partners, all of which have been working within the 
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communities for a number of years. Building the capacity of implementing partners to implement 
the Speed School/Second Chance pedagogy is a primary focus of Luminos’ work.  

Luminos trains their partners through a two and a half week intensive session to deliver the 
model. The training includes child-centric activity-based learning, behavior management, lesson 
planning, child protection, and other topics that teachers will need to develop to be able to run a 
Second Chance classroom. Luminos also provides monitoring and evaluation, student assessment, 
child protection, teacher training, and ongoing classroom-based coaching. They support 
contextualizing the model, select out-of-school students that have the most to gain from the 
program, and select teachers. The Luminos Fund scaled its programs to Liberia, adapting 30% of 
the program to their local context, and 70% of the original model remains unchanged. NGO 
partners support monitoring classrooms through weekly support visits. Every week there is a 
“program supervisor” providing facilitators classroom-based coaching and feedback.  

Local partners are also responsible for building relationships with local government schools – 
called “Link government Schools”, in Liberia, for example, there is one Link School for every two 
Speed School classrooms. Local partners work with link government schools to facilitate children’s 
transition to mainstream school upon completion of the 10-month program. 

As a response to national guidelines during COVID-19, all schools in Ethiopia, Liberia and Lebanon 
were closed from mid-March and have remained through the summer. Program facilitators have 
been instrumental to Luminos’ COVID-19 response effort, supporting the distribution of food 
relief and learning materials, ensuring that learning is taking place, and sharing the latest health 
guidance with families and community members.  

 

Criteria Category Details 

Preparedness of 
teachers to design 
and facilitate learning 
 

Low Teachers in Speed Schools are called “facilitators” – 
they are young people from the local community with a 
minimum education of grade 10. They go through a two 
and a half intensive week of training and receive 
ongoing refresher training and support during the year. 
Since the curriculum is broken into three phases: grades 
1, 2, and 3. After each phase, all facilitators have 
refresher training to improve their skills for the next 
phase.  

Availability and ability 
of parents or 
caregivers to 

Available 
for 
guidance 

The vast majority of Luminos parents and caregivers are 
illiterate, which limits the ability of parents to support 
home-based learning. Luminos mobilizes parents and 
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facilitate effective 
home-based distance 
learning 
 

but not as 
an 
educator 

 

communities to support their children's education both 
during and beyond the Speed School program. In 
Liberia, one parent/caregiver for every student is part 
of a “Parent Engagement Group (PEG)”. PEGs, which 
are run by both the facilitator and the program 
supervisor, meet monthly. One of the most impactful 
PEG sessions is to invite parents to a class so that they 
can see for themselves the learning that is taking place 
in the classroom. This activity has improved parents’ 
engagement and support for their children’s education. 

 

BUILDING RESILIENCE 

 

To support Luminos children and families during COVID-19 school closures, Luminos provided its 
communities with handwashing stations and supplies, food relief, and vital health information and 
guidance regarding COVID-19. Given that only 12% of the population in Liberia has access to 
electricity, Luminos employed a low-tech approach to ensure that all students/families would be 
reached. Luminos leveraged its network of facilitators, who live within the same communities as 
Luminos students, to conduct socially-distanced home visits to check in on student health, nutrition, 
wellbeing, and learning. Paper-based worksheets, aligned to the program curriculum, were created 
and distributed to students. Facilitators also held micro-classes with 4-5 children/batch to ensure 
that students remained engaged in learning through the school closures. Given that 1 in 4 children 
did not return to school following the Ebola outbreak in Liberia, Luminos’ primary aim through the 
school closures has been to ensure that children remain safe and connected to learning so that every 
child returns to school once schools reopen. 

The Luminos Fund program uses a combination of formative and summative assessment to ensure 
that each student achieves learning benchmarks. Every fifth day of the curriculum is dedicated to 
assessment. Formative assessments include weekly individually administered numeracy and words 
per minute (wpm) tests to gauge students’ literacy/numeracy levels. A diagnostic test at the 
beginning of the year, phase-level assessments at the end of each of three phases, and a 
government-designed Placement Test (which determines the grade in a government school that 
students transition into) are administered annually. In addition, Luminos conducts annual externally 
administered literacy and numeracy assessments to gauge student learning progress over the 10-
month program.  
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IMPLEMENTATION CHALLENGES 

 

Limited government capacity 

To ensure program sustainability, Luminos’ long term goal is government adoption. Limited 
government capacity can limit the government’s ability to adopt the program in the long term. 
Luminos works to build government capacity by inviting government teachers, District Education 
Officers (DEOs), and the Ministry of Education officials to Luminos teaching training workshops 
and to observe the Speed School/Second Chance pedagogy in action during classes.  

Limited capacity in link government schools 

Another challenge is the limited capacity of the link government schools, which are vital to 
ensuring the successful transition and continued education for program graduates. 

 

TAKEAWAY LESSONS 

 

The demonstrated impact of Speed School has helped Luminos gain the support of the national 
government. In Ethiopia, Luminos is supporting the government to scale Speed School to all nine 
regions to address the significant number of students that are overage or out-of-school and also 
support the low learning outcomes in Ethiopia’s primary schools. External research conducted by 
the University of Sussex shows that program graduates complete primary school at nearly twice 
the rate as their peers, have stronger academic outcomes across subjects and higher aspirations 
for the future compared to those who have not been through the program2 (Akyeampong, 2018).  

The program has demonstrated the ability to reach learners who would otherwise drop out of the 
learning journey. Thanks to its model, 90% of Luminos students complete the program and 
transition to government primary schools the following year. Speed Schools are an ideal 
alternative education for those who have missed years of their schooling to catch up with their 
peers.  

                                                             

 

2 Akyeampong, 2018 https://luminosfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Sussex-Evaluation-
Full.pdf 


