
Reading is Life Competition
KCR Case Study

COVID-19 has ravaged the world since early 2020, forcing millions of children and
their families to adapt to school closures and navigate learning from home. In Egypt,
millions of students were impacted by 19 weeks of school closures, and the country1

has since adopted a hybrid learning model for students to maximize teaching and2

learning, while safeguarding the health of educators, students and their families.

In support of Egypt’s Ministry of Education’s home-based learning education
response efforts, Worldreader partnered with CARE International, under Dubai Cares
Ensuring Supportive and Safe Quality Education for Girls project, to launch the
Reading is Life competition. Reading is Life was one component of a three-part
reading engagement launched by CARE Egypt, that included: (i) a paper book
reading competition; (ii) a research-based component and; (iii) a digital reading
competition supported by Worldreader. CARE selected 600 families with access to
Android phones to participate in the digital reading competition as part of the
“Reading is life” activity. Interest from students was the main selection criterion for
participating in the digital reading competition following an announcement by CARE.

The principal learning question for the third
component of the intervention was, "do digital
learning and online activities boost the learning
outcomes at local level [villages] with vulnerable
communities." While Worldreader was not directly
involved in collecting learning outcomes as part of
the pilot, the case study examines information on
reading engagement through automated reading
data, using ‘time spent reading’ and outputs of
assigned reading activities as proxies for learning.

Launched in January 2021, the digital reading
competition took place over an eight week period and consisted of delivering

2 Johns Hopkins University, World Bank & UNICEF (2021). COVID-19 Global Education Recovery Tracker.
Last updated as of 19 April 2021. Baltimore, Washington DC, New York: JHU, World Bank, UNICEF.
Retrieved May 12th, 2021 from https://www.covideducationrecovery.global/maps/

1 UNESCO. (2021). School closures caused by Coronavirus (Covid-19)
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Worldreader’s digital reading solution, BookSmart, to provide a core collection of 190
books in Arabic that addressed social emotional learning and life skills themes
(including collaboration, problem solving and gender). Recommended weekly
learning activities accompanied the books to keep children ages 6-8 and 9-12
engaged during school closures and midterm break. At the end of the competition,
all children who completed all books and activities were awarded a certificate for
participation indicating successful completion. About 200 children received prizes
according to predetermined criteria. Using BookSmart, both organizations
supported the reading needs of learners across three governorates in Upper Egypt:3

Al-Minya, Asyut, and Beni Suef, reaching 26 rural villages and 30 schools.

Asyut Beni Suef Al-Minya Total

# of Villages 9 9 8 26

# of Schools 10 10 10 30

# of Children 215 197 278 690

# of Field Coordinators 20 13 20 53

# of WhatsApp Groups 12 10 10 32

The competition aimed to keep out-of-school children engaged in home-based
learning through reading weekly stories and completing learning activities designed
for the two age groups. This was done through three primary mechanisms:

1. Children and their families received recommended books of the week
through in-app push notifications and WhatsApp messages from Volunteers
on Fridays

2. Parents received activities to do with their children via WhatsApp connected
to the books of the week

3. Community volunteers visited the families to support engagement from a
safe distance

Field coordinators recruited from the public school system and local
community-based organizations (CBOs) ensured wider community engagement
around the project and were instrumental in increasing the reach and endorsement
of the local ecosystem to help ensure project success.

3 An area controlled by a governor, especially in Arab countries. (Cambridge Dictionary, 2021)
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Results
Overall, the digital reading competition reached 712 readers, 18% more than the
targeted 600 readers. With an eye for gender equity, girls accounted for 63% of
reading competition participants. The competition also saw incredible engagement
from these families who collectively read over 20,000 pages throughout the lifecycle
of the competition. By the end of the competition, students completed an average
of 10 books per household, exceeding the targeted eight books, with 23 minutes on
average read per student, per day.

Source: Worldreader CARE Egypt Insights Dashboard, Number of Readers over Time.

CARE Volunteers provided caregivers with a unique URL to access the books at
home on their mobile device. This unique access code allowed the project team to
properly track the reading behavior of students at the school during their period of
distance learning. This data, displayed in Worldreader’s Insights dashboard, showed
clear spikes in readers on Fridays when books of the week were sent to families, just
after Friday prayer.

Witnessing such incredible engagement through BookSmart’s backend data,
Worldreader wanted to learn more about the motivations for family participation in
the reading challenge in order to leverage these learnings for future reading
challenge interventions. Worldreader received 335 responses from parents and 27
from field staff, over a 50% response rate for both groups .4

Simple Google Form surveys sent out by field staff allowed the team to gather
feedback on changes in reading behaviors as a result of the intervention, access to
tech in the household, key motivators, feedback on the books in the collection, and
gather general attitudes about the competition itself.

4 There were 600 families and 53 field staff participating in the project.
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To this end, an endline survey conducted to provide feedback from caregivers and
field staff showed that:

● Families read more as a result of the challenge. 99.6% of caregivers reported
that the competition had encouraged them to read more with their children.
This was further qualified by 100% of field staff who felt the competition had
encouraged families to read more and the 41% of caregivers who reported
reading once per month or less with their child prior to the reading
competition (as opposed to weekly throughout the challenge).

Source: Worldreader CARE Egypt Insights Dashboard - Daily Average Time Spent Reading.

● CARE volunteers and school staff were key motivators. 95.5% of caregivers
reported hearing about the competition from school staff through WhatsApp
messages and phone calls.

● WhatsApp was effective in reaching a majority of parents. 68.2% reported
receiving daily information about the competition through WhatsApp, while
31% received this information through phone calls or visits from volunteer
coordinators. The project team provided WhatsApp messages about the
books and activities in both text and audio to support families with low literacy
levels. Field staff agreed that WhatsApp was the most effective channel for
reaching parents with 57.7% crediting WhatsApp as the primary mode of
communication followed by 19.2% who cited home visits and school meetings.

● Qualitative data confirmed backend data results that all families read one
to two books per week. 44% of respondents confirmed reading one book per
week and 44% reported reading two or more books per week during the
competition.

● Parents successfully adapted their behaviors to read on mobile phones.
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52% of parents reported that they had never read a book on their mobile
phone prior to the reading competition, but had all done so by the
competition’s end.

● Families enjoyed the structured reading activities. 40% reported doing
seven to nine activities and 46% reported completing 10 to 15 reading activities
throughout the 8-week challenge.

● Encouraging their children to learn motivated parents the most (56%)
according to endline parent survey responses, followed by having a fun
activity to do with their children (20.6%). While no baseline was conducted
to corroborate this finding, field staff agreed that the best features of the
competition were a combination between parents reading with their children
(76%), quality of the books on BookSmart (61%), and the interactions the
competition encouraged between families (50%).

● Both mothers and fathers contributed use of their mobile phones for the
reading challenge. 50% of households reported using a mother’s phone to
participate in the competition while 42% used the father’s phone.

● Both families and field staff would participate in the challenge again. 92%
of field staff stated that they would participate in the competition again along
with 91% of caregivers. A remaining 8% of both groups stated that they would
‘maybe’ participate again.

Although the majority of the feedback was positive, additional feedback from field
staff provided recommendations for further improving the reading competition.
When asked what they liked least about the intervention, 72% of field staff pointed to
the challenges of working with parents who weren’t comfortable with technology,
54% pointed to difficulties supporting the reading activities due to COVID-19
distancing policies, and 36% pointed to challenges caused by low literacy levels of
parents, despite attempts to mitigate these literacy challenges through audio voice
messages sent via WhatsApp to explain weekly tasks.

At least three field staff members further noted in open comments at the end of the
survey that they would have liked to see more stories that reflect the Egyptian
context. While Worldreader works hard to provide books from local authors and
publishers to all its partners, the Arabic collection used for the project contains books
from authors and publishers from across North Africa and the Middle East.

Many of the books used for the intervention came from the socio-emotional learning
collection to align with four themes from the Education 2.0 framework applied recently
by the Egyptian MOE. The books included storylines, illustrations, and themes that
present girls and other marginalized groups in positive ways and as contributing
meaningfully to their families and communities. Unfortunately, due to constraints in
budget and time, Worldreader was unable to acquire new books from Egytian
authors for the competition. Nonetheless, caregivers had positive feedback
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concerning the books provided for the competition, categorizing them primarily as
beneficial (78%), enjoyable (62%), entertaining (44%) and easy (43%).

Key Insights & Recommendations
Based on feedback from project staff and families, there are a number of key
takeaways from Reading is Life worth considering for future digital reading
programs:

The digital reading competition was an effective way to engage reading at home
for families with data-connected phones. While access to mobile phones and data
in the home often act as barriers to mobile reading in the home, Reading is Life
showed that with the right incentive structure, programming, and motivation from
the surrounding community, mobile phones are effective tools for providing access
to books and programming that encourage reading and parent-led learning
experiences in the home. In future research, disaggregated data between mother
and father reading behaviors in the home can support a closer examination of
gender equity issues. Transformations in fathers’ participation will likely have a powerful
effect on support for education activities like these for girls in the future.

www.worldreader.org 6



Pictured above: Nabila with her son Mathew. Nabila is a parent and librarian. During the challenge, she read with
her son Mathew and also helped with distributing the challenge across the village. As a librarian at one of the
participating schools, she saw first-hand that the challenge was strengthening ties between parents and staff.

Strong school involvement guarantees deeper engagement of both families and
school staff (e.g. principals, social workers, teachers, librarians). In alignment with
findings from past projects in India and Jordan, consistent follow up by field
coordinators via social messaging platforms, phone calls, home visits and meetings
in school libraries (where safe and applicable) ensured continued engagement. This
impetus from the school to the household led to more innovative reading and
learning experiences that created stronger learning networks in local communities.
Very few families (1.9%) listed the prizes as their primary motivation compared to the
over 50% who were motivated by their child’s learning. Future support should further
build capacity of volunteers and school staff by providing creative ways for digital
literacy training and distance follow up techniques that more clearly align with MOE
activities to facilitate implementation.

The path to scale must include a design for equity and incentives to bridge the
digital divide. The reading competition pilot addressed equity through free-will
registration from students to join the BookSmart digital reading competition, yet still
required participants to have access to a mobile phone. Worldreader recommends
the provision of tablets with BookSmart housed at schools, community libraries, or
centralized hubs that can be read offline and provide a shared, easily transportable
resource to mitigate the digital divide in communities. Furthermore, providing
access to mobile internet data bundles and memory cards to help store books for
offline reading can better support lower income households to benefit from these
digital tools at home. The competition can also better address the needs of learners
with disabilities at scale through the integration of audio-books into the mobile
phone collection and provision of tablets that provide larger screens, and more
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flexibility with adjusting font size and text-to-speech functionality.

The digital competition demonstrated the positive use of technology and social
media to families and children. Primarily WhatsApp groups and messaging made it
easier to stay connected and informed of all competition information, guidelines
(Images/banner, reading tips and voice notes) and get feedback and support from
and to households in real time. The WhatsApp groups further acted as an effective
tool to drive reading engagement and gather more qualitative feedback from
households through shared displays of reading activity outputs like pictures and
videos. There is a wide spectrum of opportunity for applying WhatApp in the future such
as support for activities that require regular follow up, especially extracurricular activities
like competitions and camps. Messaging platforms are also effective tools for building
awareness on important issues such as COVID-19 protection and child protection
practices.

Participants appreciated the use of voice notes to relay information and
guidelines. Stakeholders found voice messaging easy to understand and quick to
access, as they were scripted by Worldreader, and recorded by an Egyptian
supervisor in the colloquial Egyptian dialect. This facilitated participation and quick
access for parents who are less literate.

Next Steps
Reading is Life provided a number of learnings and recommendations that should
be considered in future initiatives. Motivation from school networks, coupled with
the use of social messaging platforms were essential tools to ensure engagement,
follow up, and dissemination of information. The stories provided were relatable to
children and their families, and everyone enjoyed the illustrations and messages.
They found lessons useful and applicable to their daily lives. Taking part in an
exercise that was not related to schoolwork and assignments proved to be a fun and
engaging experience for students as well. These learning experiences outside the
classroom helped create a positive learning environment crucial to helping children
and families continue to improve their literacy, understanding and continued
personal development. These lessons learned can be paired with the provision of
mobile data bundles to support vulnerable communities throughout Egypt and the
MENA region with further distance learning programs in the future. Digital reading
can help improve local communities and empower people to build a better, more
sustainable world.
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Figure 5. Most popular books read during the Reading is Life competition.

More about Worldreader
Worldreader believes that readers build a better world. We leverage technology for
good – in communities where books are scarce, we provide children and young
adults with digital books and reading support. In doing this, we improve reading
outcomes and promote equal opportunity for all. We believe that we can end the
reading crisis within our lifetime – if we work together. Thanks to our supporters and
local partners, we’ve helped over 18 million people across the globe read.
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