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Background 
§  All Children Reading Round 1 award, 2012 – 2013 
§  Urban Planet Mobile (UP) is the prime awardee for this 

grant program and designed literacy development 
program and the early literacy content adapted for the 
Ugandan context, and managed the implementation of 
the program 

§  RTI International was designated to lead the evaluation 
of the program’s effects on students’ reading skills and 
home-based literacy practices, as well as its potential for 
scale-up.  

§  Local partners Mango Tree and the Center for Social 
Research (CSR) were recruited to manage the local 
logistics of program implementation and evaluation 
activities.  
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About the program 

§  91-day Luganda literacy-building audio program 
delivered to phones through SMS 

§  Based on successful “Urban English” mobile English 
language program 

§  The text message is a downloadable audio file 
§  Over the 91 days all of the letters of the alphabet are 

introduced as well as 10 key vocabulary words that are 
the focus of a short story (one story per week) 

§  Targets women caregivers but men were not excluded 
§  Cell phones were provided and all text message costs 

were covered 
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Evaluation Framework 
§  Mixed internal-external evaluation 
§  Product-oriented approach to program evaluation 

emphasizing the information needed to make a decision 
about adopting a product or not based on effectiveness 
and utility compared to alternatives.*  
ü  Need (evidence of need, number affected, absence of substitutes)  
ü  Market (dissemination plan, size, importance)  
ü  Performance (through field trials, with consumers, compared to 

alternatives, long-term effects, side effects, process/causal claims, 
statistical and educational significance)  

ü  Cost effectiveness (judgment of costs compared to alternatives) 
ü  Extended support (plans for training, updating, consumer service)  

** Also known as a “consumer-oriented evaluation approach.” See Worthen, B., Sanders, J., and 
Fitzpatrick, J. (1997). Program evaluation: Alternative approaches and practical guidelines (2nd 
ed.). White Plains, NY: Longman Publishers USA. 
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Performance evaluation methodology 
§  Randomized controlled trial 
§  Three comparison groups, difference-in-differences approach 

–  SMS  
–  Paper 
–  Verbal only 

§  Pre- and post skills assessment using EGRA methodology 
–  Letter sound identification 
–  Syllable segmentation 
–  Familiar word reading 
–  Non-word reading 
–  Listening comprehension 

§  Student Interview (demographic characteristics, literacy practices) 
§  Parent interview (demographics, literacy practices, program use, 

mobile phone habits, attitudes and beliefs towards literacy) 
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Sample 

•  All from Kampala suburb 
(Wakiso) 

•  Schools selected randomly, 
then parents recruited from 
among the school population 

•  Randomly assigned to one of 
the groups after post-testing  
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Literacy practice in the home 
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Mobile phone usage 
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Results 
§  Difference-in-differences approach:   

–  How much did each group gain from baseline to endline 
–  How much bigger are the gains of the intervention group 

compared to the control group (percent increase) 
–  Calculate effect size of differences* 

§  Implementation fidelity: Student reporting 40-50% 
participated in the program to some extent.  

* Effect size larger than 0.4 is worth noting, since this means that two-thirds of the individuals in 
the control group would fall below the average person in the experimental group  
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Parental engagement improved 
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Reading skills improved 



RTI International 

Reading skills improved 

à Zero scores 
measure 
percent of 
children with 
NO reading 
ability. 

 
à Decrease at 

endline is 
good!  

à Negative 
percent 
increase is 
good! 
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Conclusions 
§  Mobile phones do encourage regular participation, but 

so does paper and when mobile fails, it is harder to 
recover from. 

§  Intervention groups showed greater overall improvement 
than the control group—but the group that received 
MLIT on paper generally showed greater improvement 
than the group that received MLIT by phone. 

§  Self-reported use of the materials was strongly 
correlated with outcomes 

§  The mobile program was most effective for those who 
needed it the most—more children moved out of the 
‘zero score’ range for the mobile group. 

§  Actual gains were small 
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Lessons 

§  Mothers have challenges accessing mobile phones 
§  When provided simple, easy-to-use materials in any 

format, parents get more engaged 
§  Children enjoy the attention from parents, particularly 

storytelling 
§  Sisters and brothers often become involved—in learning 

as well as in teaching 
§  Parents share materials with other families 
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Questions 

§  Why wasn’t there a bigger difference between mobile 
and paper? 

§  Is mobile truly more scalable in the long term? 
§  How to evaluate effects of scale up? 



RTI International 

More Information 

Sarah Pouezevara  
eLearning Specialist, RTI 
spouezevara@rti.org 

Catherine Oliver-Smith 
CEO, Urban Planet  
catherine@up-me.com 


