by Pam Fleischer
It was with exceptional enthusiasm and energy that I booked my flights to
Ghana to participate firsthand in Worldreader’s mission to place digital
reading devices into the hands of aspiring young readers.
Flying from Amsterdam, south towards Ghana - the first sub-Saharan
country to declare independence - I got a sense of how vast and sweeping
the landscape is. Gazing over a fellow passenger’s shoulder I was
mesmerized by the endless, powerful, passionate beauty of the Ghanaian
countryside. I considered myself privileged to be a part of Worldreader’s
on-the-ground effort in the field for the short week I was there.

A Country Burgeoning with Goals for Education
Worldreader’s Ghanaian team is a stellar example of leadership. Ghana is the Worldreader hub for all West Africa, and the entire region. Of the 130 school
and library projects in West Africa, 69 are in Ghana itself. The goals of this enterprising organization are to advocate for digital reading and to partner with
large-scale compatible organizations that are focused on education and its value to developing nations.
Carol Williams, Director of West Africa, combines her background from the financial services industry (Bank of America, Goldman Sachs) and private
universities (Emory), to lead a team of individuals who are committed, enthusiastic and skilled at designing strategies and implementing programs to increase
the reading abilities of all ages through the placement of E-Readers. She applies her corporate background, extensive experience and keen abilities to create
a stimulating environment. She and her team drive an organization that is focused on making change, aligning with local and global partners; and, measuring
success based on a results-oriented mindset.
Though all the individuals making up the team are skilled, kind and caring, I spent the most time with Yolanda Dsane, Programs & Communications Assistant;
and, Abdul Kahad-Alhassan, Education Specialist. Highly passionate and enthusiastic, Yolanda and Abdul planned our trip, acted as our hosts and put us in
a position to connect with teachers, administrators and, most importantly students on a personal level. It was evident that they have cultivated relationships
and earned the respect of all of those with whom we came in contact.
They worked together seamlessly as a team; Yolanda often took charge keeping us on schedule, ensuring we complied with local customs and leading group
discussions with students. Her passion for teaching others was evident in the way she drew each child into activities, and presented, or re-stated their
contributions in the best positive light.
Abdul, a former teacher, was ready with a smile and handshake - the special one where you snap your middle finger with the other person as you are pulling
your hand away - everywhere we went. Clearly, well liked and respected by our primary contacts, he paved our way with teachers and offered insights based
on his former life experiences as a teacher, as we evaluated the E-Reader effectiveness and how teachers use them in the classroom.
One of the most exciting outcomes of the past 10 years of success of the Worldreader digital reading program in Ghana, is the emergence of the District
Scale project. The Kwaebibirem School District in Ghana realized the impact the E-Readers have had in their schools and proactively established a true
partnership with Worldreader in order to roll out E-Readers in 90 schools over a four year time period. The District committed human capital and anticipates
committing financial resources, expecting to see significant progress and to become the role model for Ghana’s 212 school districts. They currently have
six schools running programs in the classrooms and libraries. The success has been measured by the significant increase in enrollment experienced by those
schools with E-Readers; parents recognize the benefit and quickly send their children to the most well resourced school. Well into the planning process,
Worldreader and the Kwaebibirem School District have agreed upon a rigorous selection process for participating schools, and training and deployment
objectives, along with resource allocation for the rollout of this program. This is a proven example of how a grassroots program like the E-Readers can evolve
from a trial to a program that is locally managed and financed.

What We Can Learn From How They Teach Their Children

After vigorously bumping along red dirt roads for hours as our driver deftly maneuvered
between potholes, we arrived in the rural communities using Worldreader’s E-Readers.
Though the classrooms are bare and crowded by US standards - 70-80 students/classroom
- there are best practices emerging that can, and should be, shared worldwide.
The instructors use the E-Readers as a powerful tool to teach, inform, and challenge
students. The students read and discuss stories as a group, often questioned by the teacher
as to what they would do in a given story were they to be in that situation. When children
were asked what they would do, the answers were consistent. They cited examples of
wanting to be a good person, being kind, sharing with another person, listening to an
explanation before jumping to conclusions. The localized stories are relevant not only to their
everyday living situations and environment, but also often have a complex moral dilemma.
Discussing as a group and getting adult input, they are more capable and confident knowing
they are not alone when confronted with challenging and mature social issues.
Digital reading programs provide 100 plus books of localized, relevant content. With access
to so much information, they have opportunities to become independent thinkers.
E-Readers, in addition to helping children read at an earlier age and at a higher level, also
help them cope with everyday life.
In the classroom and the community, religious groups mix seamlessly and respectfully.
Adults and organizations model acceptance: Muslims and Christians working together,
sharing goals, sharing food, sharing space, sharing joy. By extension, E-Readers model
acceptance and support diversity.
The students’ vocabulary is expansive; never have I been around children who use the variety
and depth of words I experienced in every encounter with an E-Reader student. They used
multi-syllable words at ages 7 and 8 and knew what they meant. I am convinced that it is the
ease of use of the E-Reader, its dictionary and the richness of the localized digital
content - stories and textbooks – that in turn drives this richness of vocabulary.
Another side benefit of digital reading is a shared enthusiasm for writing stories, and an
excitement for reading stories written by their peers.
The teachers were equally as impressive as the students, practically cheering when the
children accomplished goals, demonstrated curiosity, or a full command of the stories read.
There is a special 6 count clap known throughout the country, used frequently to celebrate
success in the classroom, it is
universal. I was pleased to be able to add the clapping
sequence to my new repertoire of hand signals, in addition to the standard handshake
greeting where you snap your middle finger as you pull your hand away.
There are many children like Adwon, 9 years old; she learned to read on the E-Reader. When
she is not at school where an E-Reader is available, she reads on her dad’s phone on the
Worldreader phone application.

Special Words Matter
It was an emotionally, intellectually and physically demanding trip, trying to absorb the scope of the environment, the people and the progress being made.
Mid way through our visit to the Suhum MA/Experimental/Primary School we played a game with the children. We were divided into groups and each individual was asked to select their own special word. The students were given a bracelet so that every time they looked at the bracelet they would be reminded of
their word. Our wonderful project manager, Yolanda made it fun and inspiring. Once again, I was impressed with the words chosen: hope, kindness, education, read (loves reading and learning), care (he wants to be a doctor), family (she loves her family), friend, etc. The students have lofty and specific goals
when asked what they want to study, or be - an engineer, an accountant, a doctor, etc. and their chosen words often reflected their current thinking on what
they wanted to be when they grew up.
My word is trust. Without the trust that Worldreader’s E-readers can make a change it would be hard for a business-minded person to justify the effort. I trust,
because I have seen firsthand, that the results are significant. The Kade School has moved up from 46th out of 218 schools to 11th in test score results; it’s
working!
Generally an optimist, with a realist’s point of view, my second word is patience. I believe that it is possible over time, as more and more Ghanaians are educated, as strong leaders like Worldreader’s team focus on education, to effect change. It is happening before our very eyes. Though it can be measured
quantitatively, it cannot be measured on the same time scale as we measure our results in the faster paced, developed countries. Time moves more slowly
in Ghana, and one must adopt the tortoise’s point of view, which is very fitting for a country rooted in nature and mindful of fables.
I reflect back often on the fundamental belief that propelled me to get involved in the first place: education and exposure to what’s possible, are the foundations
for driving change, and all change must be driven from within; the only way change is truly successful.
I am reminded of my special words when I look at my wrist and think of Ghana and the work Worldreader is doing. I trust that it is making a difference at the
grassroots level, and will bleed up to higher levels. I have patience to continue investing, intellectually, financially and emotionally, trusting and knowing that
one person does make a difference.
Education is only half of the story. Those who become educated, or motivated to be educated must see the possibilities for themselves of a different, educated life and what it means to them and their families.
Worldreader creates this foundation and exposure. In the words of the Worldreader team, if people can read they have better health outcomes, they are more
curious and they are more likely to pull themselves out of the slums. The E-Readers give students access to relevant, localized, age-appropriate content,
both fiction and textbooks that make it possible for children to imagine a future. Through the hundreds of E-Reader titles, they are exposed to an exponentially
larger world, their imagination is piqued and they have the tools to help change their world one generation at a time, perhaps one person at a time. I trust this
change is happening, because I saw it and I have the patience to support it, because I learned that lesson in Ghana.
I invite you to visit worldreader.org, see the work they are doing and be inspired. Trust the power of the work they do one student, one brain at a time; have
the patience to witness how this emerging collective consciousness will drive this country forward over time. Be the wise tortoise, trusting and patient.

