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Along with the Ministry of Education, UNICEF Maldives is funding 
the pilot and studying it with a view to scaling it up. We eagerly await 
the results, but initial testimonies from teachers and parents indicate 
that the programme has a transformative impact. Photos and videos 
from the classes show a vibrant learning atmosphere, with students 
swiftly improving their literacy and numeracy skills and blossoming in 
confidence, communication and creativity.

Scan the QR or click here to hear directly from 
Maldivian teachers on the difference ALfA is making in 
their classrooms.

USA – Literacy Chicago
The USA is the world’s largest economy—and most powerful nation. 
Yet they were not spared by the impacts of the Covid pandemic. The 
school disruptions and added environmental stress significantly affected 
American education systems, particularly lower-income families.5

Some parents are fighting back with innovative strategies. Recently, a 
group of parents filed a class action lawsuit against the state of California, 
demanding more resources and proven methodology to improve literacy 
in districts where as few as 10 per cent of the students are reading at grade 
level. This lawsuit led to a settlement granting $50 million for scientifically 
backed literacy instruction in 75 struggling schools.6

Kepler School
Kepler Neighbourhood School is a public charter school in Fresno, 
California, with lofty values: character, community, curiosity and 
creativity. Kepler began an ALfA pilot for their 4th-grade students in 
October 2023. Two months in, school superintendent Ms Rickie Dhillon 
had this to say:

‘I am forever grateful for the opportunity you gave Kepler. In 4th 
grade, we had so many kids who couldn’t write or read. Our 4th grade 
teachers are the most hardworking and understanding teachers, and they 
wanted kids to learn and read. My daughter is there in 4th grade, and 
her reading ability is now getting better each day, her scores improved 
significantly. Our school is excited, and our growth is accelerating. 
Everybody is praising the curriculum.’

The literacy crisis is even more pressing in Chicago, Illinois, where 
students have long suffered considerable disparities in opportunity. 
Shockingly, some 55 schools in Chicago did not have a single student at 
‘proficient’ levels for reading and maths in 2021–22.7 
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And it is not just children who are being left behind. Up to 130 million 
adults (half the US population) struggle with low literacy skills.8 Black 
Americans and immigrants are especially likely to have low literacy levels 
due to substandard education opportunities.9

Literacy Chicago is a 55-year-old community organisation that trains 
volunteers to run literacy classes for underprivileged Chicagoans. From 
April to June 2023, Literacy Chicago ran a small ALfA pilot for fifteen 

Literacy Chicago: Volunteers’ Perspectives
‘A positive aspect of the ALfA reading programme is that students can 
work at their own pace. Some students may go through the first five 
lessons quickly; others may need to work on them slowly, repeating 
some over and over. Everyone makes progress, and the beauty of the 
faces on those who achieve even a little success is inspiring. Moreover, a 
little success opens the way to more enthusiastic practice when students 
see that they can achieve.’

– Marcia Banzuly
‘This programme is fun to teach, easy for students to follow, and creates 
community and quick, efficient learning. The organisation of the lessons 
and plans is clear and supportive. I recommend it.’

– Alexandra Murman
‘My students are adults ranging from twenties to eighty. Probably some 
of them have learning disabilities. They have negative experiences with 
testing and reading. 

I am not a trained teacher, but I found the material very easy to 
use. There were a few British/Indian expressions that are not used or 
used differently in American English but that was not a big problem. 
One learner complained that the material was too easy and refused to 
continue! The ones who continued the process have positive results, 
including more participation, more openness, and a new ability to 
sound out words. All test scores went up. 

The students liked working together, generally. A few students could 
not work in pairs and that took up a lot of teacher time. Some pairs have 
become close friends. I have a hard time retreating from the traditional 
teacher role and letting them help each other.

The math lessons are a brief introduction. I had to add a lot more 
exercises in addition and subtraction. I have had to become a math 
teacher but that has been interesting for me. Math scores have gone up 
significantly.’

– Teresa Kennedy
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adults with literacy levels ranging from ground zero to third grade. To 
evaluate ALfA’s efficacy compared to traditional methodologies, they ran 
a separate class using their earlier literacy materials and methods. Group 
A (3 students) attended only the ALfA class, while Group B (6 students) 
attended only the traditional class. Group C (6 students) participated in 
both classes, enabling an analysis of mixed methodologies. 

Using a projector and the ALfA e-book, supplemented by hands-
on literacy and numeracy materials, participants worked through the 
programme in pairs. Classes were conducted three times a week over 
three months, and then the learners’ literacy levels were tested again.

The results were impressive. The ALfA group, some of whom could 
barely recognise a letter at the start, made rapid progress in reading and 
writing. The average rate of literacy improvement in the ALfA group was 
6-fold greater than the control group.10 Teachers also reported the power 
of the new pedagogy.

Interestingly, Group C students—who attended both traditional and 
ALfA classes—did no better than the control group. Joanne Telser-Frère, 
Director of Program Development at Literacy Chicago, attributes this to 
confusion arising from mixed methodologies. The sample size is small, 
but the results suggest that ALfA is best used as a stand-alone programme 
rather than being ‘tacked on’ to a more traditional pedagogy.

Volunteer teachers in the ALfA class also observed transformations 
extending beyond academic skills:
•	 Confidence among the students has soared, evident in their willingness 

to engage in class discussions. Their newfound assertiveness has 
translated into a more active role in expressing thoughts and tackling 
issues.

•	 Attitude towards reading underwent a noticeable shift. Once-hesitant 
participants now raise their hands, eager to showcase their newfound 
skills in front of the class.

•	 Collaboration has been embraced with a newfound willingness. 
While participants had previously resisted working in pairs, it is now 
a norm across the classes due to the experiences of the ALfA pilot 
group, who have now been integrated among the rest of the students.

•	 Connectedness has created ripple effects that extend beyond the 
classroom, with instances of spontaneous help observed among the 
ALfA pilot group. Whether assisting peers or seeking help themselves, 
these students have felt closer to each other.
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Literacy Chicago is a powerful example of how new techniques can 
help plant the gift of literacy at any age.

Literacy Chicago: Learners’ Perspectives
‘It helps me spell. I can focus better and am learning to recognise the 
sounds.’

– Osman 
‘Now I know how to pronounce the words because I know the sounds 
of the letters.’

– Darian
‘Now I can pace myself. You learn the sounds and break down the words 
to sound them out, it is easier to read.’

– Linnea 
‘I am making progress learning the sounds of the letters. It is helping me 
to know the meanings of the words I am reading.’

– Dahla 

Photos from Literacy Chicago. Clockwise from the top left: a volunteer and  
learner do a role-play; two learners play a game with the letter cards,  

counting with matchsticks and recognising numbers,  
and a volunteer with the first learner
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Scan the QR or click here to watch a video of the first 
Chicagoan learner trying out the ALfA programme. 

Peru – Arca Beta NGO
Peru is a vast, sparsely populated country, spanning from the Andes 
mountain range in the West to the Amazonian rainforest in the East. The 
government has made substantial investments in school systems, spending 
17 per cent of its national budget on education.11 But many gaps remain, 
particularly in remote tribal areas, which often lack infrastructure.

In this context, grassroots NGOs like Arca Beta are crucial.12 Arca Beta 
runs several schools in and around the remote Amazonian city of Iquitos—
the world’s largest city without road or rail access.13 After discussions in 
2022, Arca Beta and DEVI Sansthan started to work together in early 2023 
with online training and empowerment sessions. 

We provided the organisation with ALfA Spanish and numeracy 
materials, and they have begun implementation in Grades 1-3 of two 
schools. 

Initial photos, videos and testimonies have been encouraging. Tests 
in November-December 2023 confirmed the impressive progress, with 
children’s maths and Spanish scores improving by 22 and 17 percentage 
points, respectively, after just three months of implementation.

Scan the QR or click here to watch a video of ALfA 
implementation in Peru.
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Children in Iquitos, Peru developing their literacy and numeracy skills  
with the ALfA programme

Teacher Testimonies from Peru
‘I want to testify of the progress we have made to date with the Grade 
3A students of our educational institution in Iquitos. I started with 
22 children, many of whom had some challenges with reading and 
mathematics. We have been able to achieve progress - little by little, I 
have seen improvement, more than anything, in terms of reading. Of 
the 22 who started, 19 children can now read fluently, and the rest are 
in process. I would have liked it to be 100 per cent, but there are many 
reasons, mainly because they often miss school.

Parents have also participated. They know about this project, ALFA, 
through this Indian NGO. Parents are happy because their children were 
at a disadvantage compared to those who already knew how to read but 
now are making good progress. I feel delighted with everything I have 
been observing in my children. Very grateful, and it will be an excellent 
experience for us to put this small project into practice next year.’

– Zenaida, Grade 3 Teacher, Sachachorro school, Iquitos, Peru
‘This year, I have 30 students. When the students came first, they 
wrote scribbles; they didn’t know how to read. The students began to 
pronounce the images and words from the communication book. They 
worked in pairs. They began to form simple words, then more complex 
words and small sentences. Now, 80 per cent of the students are reading. 
The parents and I are very grateful to this group [DEVI Sansthan] for 
supporting us with the strategies to apply, especially working in pairs 
so the students can read quickly. We are hoping that it will be not only 
in 2023 but also that we will participate in this group next year. It is 
engaging and exciting for the students. Thank you so much.’ 

– Sheila, Grade 1A Teacher, Sachachorro school, Iquitos, Peru 
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Kenya – Path Youth Organisation
Kenya is a rapidly developing country in eastern Africa. With a 
burgeoning young population—the nation’s median age is just 20—Kenya 
has tremendous future potential.14 Strengthening the education system is 
critical for this potential to be realised. 

To this end, the NGO ‘Path Youth’ works for young people’s education 
in Kenya. DEVI Sansthan conducted an online workshop for the master 
trainers of Path Youth, empowering them with the ALfA methodology. 
Path Youth then employed and trained community volunteers to teach 
children’s classes. 

Akeyo’s Story
Akeyo, a girl of 9, came from a background with limited access to 
educational resources, and she struggled with reading and math. Her 
journey from uncertainty to confidence showcases the transformative 
impact of the ALfA programme.

Initially, Akeyo was hesitant to participate. She shied away from 
reading aloud and struggled to grasp basic math concepts. However, 
the bootcamp’s various activities, including interactive games, paired 
reading sessions, and creative math exercises, captured Akeyo’s interest. 
This encouragement motivated her to engage in activities and overcome 
her initial hesitations. 

Paired activities allowed Akeyo to interact with her peers. 
Collaborative learning enhanced her social skills and exposed her to 
diverse perspectives, fostering a sense of belonging and boosting her 
self-esteem. These engaging activities made learning fun and allowed 
her to apply newly acquired skills in real-life scenarios. 

As the bootcamp progressed, Akeyo’s reading fluency and math 
comprehension improved noticeably. She began reading confidently in 
front of the group and demonstrated a solid grasp of foundational math 
concepts that had previously eluded her. One of the most heartwarming 
moments occurred when Akeyo confidently solved a math problem in 
front of her peers, beaming with pride. 

Akeyo’s success story is a testament to the transformative power of 
the ALfA Bootcamp. It demonstrates how targeted support, engaging 
activities, positive reinforcement, and peer collaboration can empower 
children to overcome challenges, develop confidence, and build a strong 
foundation for lifelong learning.
NB: Akeyo is a fictional name for confidentiality purposes.
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Path Youth’s first use of the programme was in an FLN bootcamp in 
August 2023 in Mombasa, one of the country’s oldest and largest cities. 
Some 102 children aged 5–13 attended the camp, held daily for a month 
during the school holidays. 

The literacy intensive was a great success, with most students recording 
substantial improvements in reading and math skills, as measured by 
standardised assessments and other indicators. 

Beyond literacy and numeracy, participants’ confidence and 
motivation for learning increased markedly as they experienced success 
and enjoyment in reading and math activities. A further positive was 
strengthened community involvement and support for children’s literacy 
and numeracy development.

Testimonials from the Literacy and Numeracy Bootcamp
‘I am very grateful to be part of this literacy and numeracy bootcamp. 
I have learned a lot, and now I have more confidence in reading and 
counting. Thank you for providing this opportunity to improve our 
education.’
‘This bootcamp has completely changed my life. I had significant 
difficulties with reading and counting, but now I can say I have gained 
enough skills to overcome those challenges. I thank all the teachers for 
their dedication.’
‘The literacy and numeracy bootcamp has made a significant difference 
in my life. I was very worried about my learning abilities, but now I 
can proudly celebrate my achievements. Thank you for providing this 
essential service.’

From Africa to Asia to the Americas, ALfA is spreading a new way 
of learning age-old reading and writing skills. If your organisation is 
interested in working together to use the ALfA programme in your 
context, we’ve set out some simple steps in the next chapter so we can get 
started immediately. 
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Taking It Forward: Implementing ALfA 
in Your Context

Did you enjoy those ALfA case studies from across India and worldwide? 
You may be excited to try it out in your context but unsure how to begin. 
If so, this chapter is for you. Here, we share a seven-step roadmap to help 
you proceed on your ALfA journey. 

As ALfA has primarily been used in a school setting, we created this 
roadmap accordingly. However, many of the steps would be similar in an 
out-of-school literacy or adult education programme.

We encourage you to try it out initially as a research pilot—for a 
limited duration, in a select number of schools, using a scientific testing 
process. Once you’ve seen the impressive learning outcomes for yourself, 
it will be time to scale up.

Planning
The first step is to discuss the ALfA programme with your organisation and 
key stakeholders. This might mean government officials, administrators, 
school principals, or more, depending on the context. Together, you can 
decide on the basic parameters of the implementation, including:
•	 Scope: An important decision is how many and which schools will 

implement the programme. We’ve had numbers ranging from a single 
school to hundreds of schools across several districts.

•	 Duration: Completing the ALfA programme with one period (e.g. 45 
minutes) per day each for literacy and numeracy generally requires 45 
days of implementation (two to three school months, depending on 
the number of holidays). Alternatively, the programme can be used in 
an intensive boot camp. Typical ‘boot camp‘ instruction involves using 
the whole school day (up to four hours) over 20–25 instructional days.

•	 Class level: The ALfA programme is effective across all the primary 
grades, from nursery to Grade 5. However, some schools have 
implemented it only in their younger classes (e.g. Kindergarten to Grade 
2). In contrast, others have targeted grades about to sit a standardised 
test (in India, Grades 3 and 5 do the National Achievement Survey).
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•	 Research Design: A rigorous research design requires randomisation, 
with some reference schools keeping their old programmes, allowing 
the comparison of results between two similar cohorts. This 
randomisation can be done at the administrative level, for instance, 
randomly selecting half of the district blocks as the implementation 
group and the other half as a reference group. Randomised allocation 
can also be done at the school level or by section within a large school.

•	 Modality: Another critical decision is whether to use paper-based 
ALfA books or rely on e-books and apps. Going paperless can be 
low-carbon and low-cost for contexts with widespread availability of 
internet, smartphones and smartboards. In other contexts, the paper 
booklets are excellent. Paper use and printing costs remain low thanks 
to the slim booklets and paired learning design.

Memorandum of Understanding
Once you’ve worked out the plan, DEVI can sign a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) with your organisation. Typically, we serve as the 
knowledge partner—offering free learning resources, training, and know-
how. Your government/organisation leads the show as the implementation 
partner. Often, it is a non-financial MOU, particularly for pilot projects. 
The MOU will also cover technical but essential topics like intellectual 
property, data sharing and privacy.

Training
Teacher training may be the most crucial step. The ALfA books and 
activities are excellent, but only insofar as the programme’s philosophy 
and pedagogy are followed. Training inspires teachers, renewing their 
vision and equipping them with the practical skills they need in their 
classroom. Training can be done in person or online, with each having its 
pros and cons:

Online Advantages
•	 Zero cost: avoids the need of venue, travelling, etc.
•	 Convenient & flexible for participants
•	 Easy-to-watch videos of classroom implementation

In-Person Advantages
•	 More personal connections and better networking opportunities
•	 A broader scope of paired activity demonstrations is possible
•	 Can be combined with the distribution of physical materials
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Depending on your context, we can also opt for a hybrid approach. 
For instance, online training of your master trainers, who then provide 
in-person training for all the teachers.

Many school systems around the world are stretched for human 
resources. How is it possible to keep schools open while still sending 
teachers for training? Fortunately, the ALfA methodology is simple and 
intuitive to grasp, with 4 to 8 hours of training is enough to get teachers 
started. There are several ways to conduct training without impinging on 
the school calendar:
•	 Half the teachers of a school can come on one day, the other half on a 

second day; such that schools keep running on both days.
•	 Training can be conducted on a public holiday or official professional 

development day.
•	 Training can be done online after the end of a school day.

Massive Open Online Training
Online training is often considered to be ineffective, especially if done 
for a large group. But is it possible to run a large-scale, interactive 
and engaging online workshop? We decided to give it a try, running 
a ‘Massive Open Online Training’ (MOOT) in March 2023. We ran 
separate 2- or 3-hour English and Hindi sessions to train teachers on 
the ALfA literacy and numeracy pedagogy. 

Showing videos of ALfA classroom implementation, we asked 
questions of the participants, who responded via the live chat. Sessions 
were broadcast live on YouTube, Facebook, and several other streaming 
platforms, and recordings were available to watch later. YouTube 
recorded 25,000 views across the sessions, with participants from over 
50 countries and 26 states of India. Anonymous opinion surveys after 
the training found that:
•	 86 per cent of participants said they would implement ALfA in their 

classrooms
•	 93 per cent reported the online format to be effective
•	 99 per cent said they had takeaway points

Baseline Testing
Before starting the programme, conduct rigorous testing across a sample 
of implementation and reference group schools. You can use your country/
state’s standardised test papers, or we can provide our materials based on 
India’s NIPUN competencies. Ideally, testing will not be conducted by 
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teachers but rather by some third party to align with best practices in 
transparent data collection.

As discussed in Chapter 7, the assessment should be low-stakes for 
students. We are not interested in student’s individual performance but 
rather in the overall trends.

Parent Orientation and Open Days
When the programme starts in earnest, keeping all stakeholders interested 
and involved is essential. That includes parents! Parental buy-in is crucial, 
but sometimes, parents fear change. They seek out the aspects of school 
they are most familiar with from their childhood—lots of memorisation, 
copious homework, and stressful tests.1 Unfortunately, these are the very 
components that require a drastic overhaul! In this context, it is crucial 
to engage with parents, helping them experience the power of a new 
approach.

It helps to start by showing parents the evidence for ALfA outlined 
in the previous chapters. More than statistics and studies, videos of ALfA 
classrooms can help persuade and inspire parents. Better yet, try a school 
open day. Set up learning tables around different themes. For instance, 
one pair might be doing multiplication, another reading newspapers, and 
another doing fraction addition. Let parents wander the room, soaking 
in the atmosphere and asking the pairs questions. You can also turn the 
tables, with children asking the questions and parents trying out a hands-
on approach to problem-solving.

Because children learn so rapidly using the ALfA programme, parental 
scepticism swiftly turns to satisfaction and praise.

Implementation
With all the puzzle pieces finally in place, it is time to go for it! Well-
trained and well-equipped teachers can use the ALfA programme to 
swiftly empower their students with literacy and numeracy skills as well as 
critical twenty-first-century competencies. You can implement a weekly 
teacher meeting to enable teachers to discuss any questions or challenges.

Teachers should keep records of their student’s progress throughout 
the implementation period. They can also post photos and videos in 
WhatsApp groups or Google Folders to create a powerful visual record 
and help inspire other teachers. 

Data Analysis and Reflection
After the implementation period, repeat the earlier testing process 
(preferably in the same sample of schools). This enables us to compare 
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rates of learning progress between intervention and reference group 
schools. Technology like the Pragati App2 facilitates swift analysis of which 
competencies the children have mastered and which require more work. 

Once you have analysed the data, it is time to share the results with key 
stakeholders. Reflect strategically on the process. What went well? What 
would you do differently next time? If there’s a story of transformation 
to tell, feel free to share it with the media and a broader audience. Then, 
plan how to scale it up—in more schools, a broader geography, or across 
different grades.

Ultimately, the goal is to incorporate and integrate ALfA pedagogy 
and processes across your curriculum. Beyond literacy and numeracy, all 
grades and subjects can benefit from more discovery-based, child-led, 
and paired learning.

***

This simple, 7-step roadmap can help you navigate your ALfA journey. 
But there’s always more help if you need it. We are here every step of the 
way, eager to partner with governments, community organisations, NGOs 
and schools to unleash a learning revolution. Reach out to us today (see 
contact details on the inside back cover) to arrange an online or in-person 
meeting to discuss how we can work together towards a holistic and joyful 
education.

The Cost of Inaction
Change is hard. 

We might feel daunted by the scale of the challenge. But remember, the 
cost of inaction is far greater. Literacy is critical to achieving all sustainable 
development goals—from ending poverty and hunger to achieving greater 
equality, improving healthcare to strengthening institutions. 

The price of sustained illiteracy is enormous. Illiterate people earn 
30 per cent-40 per cent less than their literate counterparts.3 It has a huge 
social impact: worse health, lower mental well-being, and higher crime, 
to mention just a few. Tallying up all the different losses conservatively, 
experts estimate that illiteracy costs the world $1.2 trillion annually.4 

In the digital age, the gap between people who can read and those who 
can’t is growing wider and wider. The costs of illiteracy may continue to 
grow unless we take drastic action. 

Compared to the costs of maintaining the status quo, the price of 
change is nothing. The ALfA toolkits cost around $1 to print and are 
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available freely as e-learning materials. The initial ALfA implementation 
takes just a few months to make children literate. Later is too late for 
millions. The future can’t wait. 

Given the low learning levels, boredom and staleness that the 
traditional education system produces, we have little to lose, and so much 
to gain. 

So what are we waiting for? If not now, then when? 
Let’s start with building an education system capable of ending the 

global literacy crisis and ensuring every child and adult has the skills they 
need to flourish.
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Every parent wants the best education for their child. But is there 
more to education than rows of children listening to a teacher and 
copying into their notebooks?

ALfA: Accelerating Learning for All breaks the shackles of the industrial 
education system, revolutionizing the school experience through peer-
learning and hands-on activities. The ALfA programme enables 
children and adults alike to learn foundational literacy and numeracy 
in months rather than years. Beyond reading, writing and arithmetic, 
ALfA builds the crucial life skills of collaboration, creativity, citizenship 
and character.

Both a classroom guide for teachers and an implementation roadmap 
for policymakers, this book explores a transformative approach to 
teaching and learning. Sprinkled with anecdotes from teachers, 
principals and students, Accelerating Learning for All inspires and 
equips us to build a better education system.
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