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[00:00:00] George Eadie: Today, I'm excited to be able to speak 
with Nicola Harris. Nicola is the founder of the click foundation, an 
education NGO premised on the belief that well implemented 
technology can close the significant education deficit in South 
Africa in an efficient cost effective and scalable manner. Uh, cur-
rently the click foundation scales software solutions in schools that 
teach the core foundational literacy and numeracy skills. 

[00:00:26] That form the basis of all future learning. And previously 
Nicola was an investment banker focused on large transaction 
corporate finance in Australia and South Africa, um, with Greenhill 
and Rand merchant bank. And she currently serves on the board 
and advises several other companies, including the African lead-
ership academy, Rain gallery and ATTA capital. She was a gradu-
ate of the university of Stellenbosh.  

[00:00:51] Nicola, very warm welcome to you. It is fantastic to be 
chatting to you today. You [00:01:00] and your team have the 
amazing reputation of leading one of South Africa's most scaled 
ed tech rollout. Um, especially from a, uh, private or non-profit or-
ganization, and we're really looking forward to unpacking all the 
learnings related to that. 

[00:01:18] Um, and perhaps for the benefit of all listening today, 
you could just sort of let us know how click learning started and 
how you got into it. Um, and just sort of lay the context for us be-
fore we get into the meat of how it all went.  

[00:01:32] Nicola Harris: So thank you very much for, for having me 
here today, George I'm, I'm excited to share a little bit about, um, 
what we, what we've achieved over the last 10 years and what 
we've learnt. 

[00:01:41] Um, my background is originally in investment banking 
and in 2012, um, decided that I wanted to do more and some-
thing more impactful. And that was the, um, birth of, click founda-
tion at the time. And now click learning. Um, [00:02:00] and the 
idea was to look at how we could use technology and education 



and very quickly we realized that there were a few key things that 
would be required in the South African context, um, to, to make 
technology and education work. 

[00:02:12] And, um, we thought a couple of the key pillars were 
the implementation of self-paced learning software and also fo-
cusing on foundational skills, um, recognizing that kids in South 
Africa, aren't learning to read, and they're not learning basic 
mathematics and they don't have basic, um, technology skills. 
And these three things are actually fundamental building blocks 
of future education and success, um, in the modern world. 

[00:02:38] So over the last 10 years, we've built an organization, 
learned a lot that is, uh, Complex implementation organization 
that goes into schools and has figured out how we can actually 
enable the schools to successfully implement self-paced learning 
programs with primary school learners.  

[00:02:58] George Eadie: Awesome. And, and [00:03:00] obviously 
self-paced learning is kind of the holy grail, isn't it? 

[00:03:02] Uh, and what technology really is able to enable rela-
tive to the existing education system, but I mean, 2012, um, I'd 
love to you just take us back to that vantage point. Um, when the, 
the, the full possibility the internet was still ahead of ua. Um, but a 
big question lay as to, you know, how, how, how quickly things 
would be adopted. 

[00:03:25] Um, what were some of the things that you were seeing 
at that point?  

[00:03:29] Nicola Harris: So at that point, when we looked into the 
education sphere, we saw, um, many of the telcos had put some 
level of technology into schools as part of their universal surface 
obligations on their spectrum. Um, government had rolled out var-
ious. 

[00:03:46] Projects, um, to put computers into schools, um, and 
looking just personally at my nieces and nephews, um, and how 
young they were yet, how adept they were and [00:04:00] how 



quickly they took to technology without fear and, um, caution. But 
that they were able to just absorb it very quickly through their nat-
ural curiosity. 

[00:04:09] Um, we saw great potential, but at the same time, there 
was both locally, but also internationally, somewhat of a discon-
nect between great, we've got hardware in. We're gonna put 
these computers into schools, but what are the actual results? 
Where are we seeing impact? How do we actually use these fab-
ulous tools to deliver some form 

[00:04:29] Of impact? And I think that was the big gap that we 
saw that in theory, I think we could see that there was potential for 
technology. Um, we could see that hardware was a component 
of it, but the actual implementation of getting this working in 
schools, or even just generally in communities, let's say, um, was 
challenging. 

[00:04:50] And there seemed to be some, um, bridging needed 
between sort of the potential and the, and the hardware. Um, you 
know, when we started, the idea was to start small and [00:05:00] 
sprinkle some seeds and see sort of what took, and, and certainly 
we actually thought to begin with that, we'd start in an after-
school environment, feeling that the structure of a school might 
be too  complex to navigate, um, and entrench ourselves in. 

[00:05:12] So our initial implementations were actually in, um, early 
childhood centers and in afterschool programs. But, um, what we 
realized quite quickly was that you'd need a multi-year interven-
tion. You need regular use of the program and you, um, and you 
need a solid sort of structure to, to enable the program and im-
pact. 

[00:05:37] And realistically that is delivered by a school environ-
ment. So as much as it was harder to get a school on board, um, It 
was worth the effort because once a school was on board, the 
volume of learners you could reach was also much larger. Um, 
you could ensure and what we've managed to do is entrench it 
as part of the curriculum. 



[00:05:56] So there's regular use every week, sometimes [00:06:00] 
twice a week, or for, for multiple lessons a week. and you have the 
ability to interact with the learners over time and, um, over a 
number of years. And, um, you know, we're talking about founda-
tional skills of, of reading and, and basic arithmetic. And, you 
know, those things, even with a computer, um, are unlikely to be 
taught in a very short time. 

[00:06:20] They need regular consistent reinforcement. So, um, you 
know, if I look back to 2012 versus now, um, I have to say it's slightly 
disillusioning at the lack of general progress in terms of equipping 
schools with technology and internet, um, you know, the statistics 
vary depending on where you try to get them from. 

[00:06:46] But certainly, um, our experience is, outside of the West-
ern Cape, almost none of the schools we engage with have inter-
net or devices or significant devices before we [00:07:00] enter 
those schools. So, um, the penetration of both connectivity and 
hardware into our schools is still extremely low, um, 10 years on 
from, from when we started. 

[00:07:11] George Eadie: Yes. And I think that sets the scene really 
for what you guys have achieved, especially in the specific exe-
cution of reading eggs, um, where, um, over time, it's, it's, it's really 
a responsibility that you've taken on to say, if we're gonna do, um, 
a self-paced learning ed tech rollout in South Africa, we need to 
acknowledge a reality, which is that hardware and connectivity. 

[00:07:40] Has just really been slow to come through into schools. 
Um, and, and as you say, almost no schools outside of the Western 
Cape, um, have reliable connectivity to actually facilitate the 
kinds of, um, you know, individualised journeys that you've, uh, 
that you've created. Um, and, and, you know, one of the 
[00:08:00] things that then, um, we are gonna use as a bit of a 
backdrop to this conversation is, um, is a paper that you guys 
have written up. 

[00:08:07] Um, to really interrogate the learning value, um, that has 
come about because of your, um, uh, because of your program, 
um, which itself is, is very interesting because, um, you know, I think 



in, in, in your lit review, um, one of the things you come across is 
that. Um, you know, a very low percentage of ed tech rollouts 
globally are actually evaluated for learning value. 

[00:08:32] Um, it's more just a case of instinctively we all think it will 
be better, um, or it can work or it should work. Um, and, but yet 
when you interrogate some of these programs, Um, there's a dis-
tinction that you help us to draw between sort of what is the ed 
part and what is the tech part of a roll art sometimes just, um, you 
know, getting kids in a structured, repetitive, [00:09:00] um, mode 
for, for learning, um, delivers the value more than perhaps the 
technology. 

[00:09:04] Um, so I, I, I think just, it'd be really cool to like share why 
it is that you subjected yourself to the research paper. Um, and 
what are you, what has kind of come out of that for your. 

[00:09:17] Nicola Harris: As a start, George, I think we can even 
take a step further back from that in terms of, um, not only distin-
guished between the ed and the tech, but like ed tech as a 
whole has such a broad meaning. 

[00:09:28] Um, when, when people tend to look at whether it is or 
isn't successful. So, um, for instance, um, the South African gov-
ernment department of basic education did the early grade 
reading study. Um, and then they did the, um, Early grade reading 
study number two (EGRS 2) which was evaluating English as a first 
additional language in Mpumalanga and had two interventions. 

[00:09:51] The one was, um, traditional structured learning plans, 
coaching with the teachers. And the second one was what they 
called a technology-led intervention. Now that [00:10:00] tech-
nology was WhatsApp support for the teachers, as opposed to in-
person coaching. And that is considered technology. Um, and in 
those results, they felt that that, uh, technology-based intervention 
was not as successful as the in person or the research showed, um, 
categorically that it was not as successful as, um, the in-person 
coaching. 



[00:10:20] And the conclusion then is the technology isn't success-
ful, but I would say, you know, we are certainly a completely dif-
ferent kind of intervention. So as a starting point, it's also looking at 
the type of technology. You've got everything lumped into tech-
nology from lesson plans, for a teacher on a tablet that they read 
out in front of the classroom, you know, WhatsApp support for a 
teacher, um, smart boards in a classroom. 

[00:10:43] You've got eBooks for, for learners. So, you know, my 
starting point would always say, um, is, you know, distinguish the 
type of technology before we lump where the technology isn't 
and isn't successful. It's really actually important to strip out the 
type of technology that you're talking about and for [00:11:00] us, 
it is very much self-paced learning program. 

[00:11:02] So if a learner is online or, or on a computer and given 
access to a program that will take them through an individualized, 
personalized learning program that they can do. They can take as 
much time as they want on a particular lesson or as little time if 
they've got it and, and move through it as, as they are required. 

[00:11:23] Um, I think, you know, that that's kind of where we 
wanted to look at the impact of technology  

[00:11:29] George Eadie: That reminds me of that, uh, that sort of 
four part framework, uh, of, uh, is your technology a substitute, an 
augmentation, a modification or redefinition of the learning expe-
rience? Um, and it's, it sort of seems to me that, you know, if you 
start communicating via WhatsApp instead of email, then you 
know, that's a substitute, it's not really, um, something actually 
new. 

[00:11:52] Um, and it seems like what you guys have done is, is 
used technology in some of the more higher value adding as-
pects of [00:12:00] modification and redefinition of, of how it can 
be that a learner can acquire literacy skills.  

[00:12:05] Nicola Harris: Absolutely. And certainly that's what we, 
we are hoping for. Um, I mean, segueing a little bit from your origi-
nal question, but maybe just to, to touch on it now. 



[00:12:16] Um, I think the other, um, relevance of that and particu-
larly now post COVID is we know that in South African classrooms, 
our distribution curve is not a traditional bell curve with most 
learners being at a particular sort of rather tightly packed level 
that the, the competencies and the capabilities are very widely 
spread and post COVID that will, you know, certainly be even 
worse that we, you know, some learners have lost more, some 
were able to do some learning at home over COVID. 

[00:12:49] But the beauty of this is it allows for large classrooms with 
learners at different levels to still go through and bed down, um, 
the fundamental skills that they need. [00:13:00] Um, Simon Khan, 
from the, um, Khan academy talks about the Swiss cheese model 
of, of education that the traditional education system, we sit in the 
classroom, we ask a question. 

[00:13:11] One learner puts up their hand, gets it right. And we 
move on, but there's no indication if the other 30, 40, 50 learners in 
the class actually know the answer and have mastered the con-
tent and are ready to move on. And you know, that for us is the 
beauty of the self-paced learning is particularly with regard to 
foundational skills where. 

[00:13:30] For us, the most important thing is that they learn those 
skills and they cover those skills. I'm actually less concerned if they 
cover them by grade three or grade four, as long as they have 
covered all those skills and embedded them to a degree that it's 
a lifelong skill that they can build on. Um, because as I keep say-
ing: these are the fundamental building blocks of your future edu-
cation. 

[00:13:52] These are the basic skills, and if you leave holes in them, 
they're going to come back. You know, affect learning, um, uh, 
[00:14:00] into high school, into later on in life. So, um, that's what 
we're aiming to achieve is really solidifying all those foundational 
skills for each learner. We're less concerned as to whether it's in 
term one of grade four or term four of grade three or wherever it 
may be. But as long as they get those skills,  



[00:14:22] George Eadie: One of the things I'd love to do right early 
on in this conversation is, is to just share with the audience, the 
scale that you guys have achieved. And, and part of that is to 
unpack, um, the responsibility you've taken on for the hardware 
and, you know, connectivity aspect. 

[00:14:40] Um, you know, a couple of years ago you had over 
8,000 devices that, you know, you'd rolled out your 12 odd thou-
sand what are the latest numbers Um, in terms of the, the fact let's 
say of the, of the, the hardware and physical component to your 
rollout? 

[00:14:58] Nicola Harris: So, so where we [00:15:00] stand, um, to-
day is, um, having launched a number of schools and actually in 
the process of launching schools. 

[00:15:06] So it is a moving number at the moment, but we've got 
15,000 devices in use in the, um, 258 schools that we operate in, 
um, of those devices, about 10,800 were purchased and funded 
through click learning. um, and I think of those 258 schools about, 
uh, 200 of those schools have been connected. If not more, have 
been connected by click. 

[00:15:33] George Eadie: It was a moment in my reading of, of 
your project to realize that the educational component was in ef-
fect generously only about a fifth of what it, what it is that you 
guys needed to become great at in order to get this project 
done. And was there a moment in your journey when you guys ful-
ly realized this? 

[00:15:55] Um, can, and can you sort of share that anecdote? 
[00:16:00]  

[00:16:01] Nicola Harris: George, I think we're busy realizing it now. 
and probably in 2019, um, where the complexity of what we do is 
significant and scale and the complexities of scale should not be 
underestimated. I think it's very exciting because the economies of 
scale, um, you know, if it, if it's something that's working and being 
able to roll that out, but, but it is not simple. 



[00:16:30] Um, you know, we suddenly look at it and when you're 
managing a small number of schools, you can kind of keep your 
finger on the pulse of, okay. Are the computers in working order? 
Is the internet up and running? What's the reverse logistics when a 
computer isn't in order? How do I get the computers to the school 
when I'm launching them? 

[00:16:49] And, um, you know, is the facilitator there? Are there 
electrical cables there? Is the security installed? And this has just 
grown and grown and [00:17:00] grown and grown.  

George Eadie: Is it load shedding?  

Nicola Harris: Well, exactly. We now went from COVID lockdown 
to suddenly. Load shedding, which has a huge impact on what 
we do. Um, while most of our devices are either tablets or laptops. 

[00:17:15] Um, generally the internet goes down with load shed-
ding. So at the moment, we're now looking at battery backups for 
our routers so that they can stay online. Assuming that the towers 
in the area have battery backup, which given the areas we oper-
ate in. A lot of them haven't historically, they're starting to get 
them now, but because they're not the high value towers, they 
haven't always had the battery backup. 

[00:17:37] So a lot of complexities and things that we've learned 
that are way out outside the outside the educational realm, but 
are way more in infrastructure and, um, logistics. So, you know, re-
alistically, as you said, the, the education component in many 
ways is a small component of what we do. And we are, we are 
almost a, a infrastructure and logistics business around education. 

[00:18:00] George Eadie: Nicola, a not small component of all of 
this is the facilitators and the facilitator component to the success 
of your program. Um, I'd love you to just unpack a little bit about 
what that's involved. I mean, in and of itself, it's an impact story 
that is worthy of headlines. So I'd love you to just. 



[00:18:19] Share a little bit about where you got started with that 
and how you're, how you're growing with, uh, with getting those 
facilitators into schools. 

[00:18:27] Nicola Harris: So, the facilitators were part of our imple-
mentation from the very beginning where we realized we needed 
a person on the ground who took full responsibility for the tech-
nology and what was happening in the labs. 

[00:18:39] Um, as we've grown, it's, it's become very evident that it 
really is a fundamental part of what we are doing. Um, and the 
added benefit. It wasn't the primary objective that we set out to 
achieve. But one of the other big problems we have in South 
Africa is a massive youth unemployment problem. Um, and what 
we have been [00:19:00] able to do is to take unemployed youth 
from the communities where our schools are and train them up to 
be facilitators and have a really meaningful impact. 

[00:19:10] In their community, in their schools and, and on these 
learners' lives. Um, at the same time, they're able to get work ex-
perience, which has been shown to be one of the fundamental 
challenges in terms of getting lifelong employment is actually get-
ting that first job and work experience. Um, and. What we've 
started to do more recently is recognizing that we now have 
youth in schools where there is connectivity is look at how we can 
provide them with skills development opportunities to possibly go 
on in two to three years. 

[00:19:45] Um, to better employment. So at this stage we have, uh, 
637 youth facilitators that work either directly for click or are fund-
ed through yes initiatives and many of these, these programs, 
[00:20:00] um, that they are operating in our schools and a very 
key part to our success.  

[00:20:05] George Eadie: I often say that the real heroes of the 
economy are those that are creating jobs. 

[00:20:11] Um, obviously there are many heroes out there, but it's 
no small effort in a world where jobs are getting, you know, um, 
replaced by robots and all the rest to really create new jobs. And, 



um, and, and as you say, even more important that first job, um, 
that allows someone to build confidence in their own professional-
ism and then, you know, launch from there. 

[00:20:32] So. I love it. Nice work. As a big, thank you to the answer 
series for making this podcast available. We have two very impor-
tant products available at the answer series for immediate appli-
cation in the education system in South Africa at the moment. 
One of them is a curriculum comprehensive suite of grade 12 
mathematics video. 

[00:20:56] That have been scripted, created, and peer reviewed 
by some [00:21:00] of South Africa's top mathematics teachers. 
These videos allow you to go over any topic in your grade 12 
mathematics syllabus that you need a refresher on as your No-
vember exams approach. If you feel the need for this head over 
to our website, theanswer.co.za, look at subscriptions and you'll 
find grade 12 mathematics video. 

[00:21:22] The second is that all our eBooks of our entire portfolio 
are now available under one license. So where you may have 
been a fan of our physical sciences, mathematics, or perhaps life 
sciences books in the past, those being the, the big meaty sub-
jects that a lot of learners do struggle with and, and enjoy the an-
swer series on now, you can apply the same value. 

[00:21:48] In some of your other subjects and hopefully achieve, 
uh, similar, awesome results. And so think of subjects like business 
studies, accounting, agricultural sciences, maths [00:22:00] litera-
cy, Afrikaans, English. Head over and try out all the answer theory, 
study guides for all your subjects. Now under one license, again, 
go to theanswer.co.za, go to subscriptions and have a look at the 
ebook subscriptions there. 

[00:22:15] On on this topic of connectivity in schools, some would 
argue it's almost at the point of becoming a human right. Um, or if 
we were to see it as a human, right. Uh, for kids in the learning 
process, um, that that would be seen to be, you know, appropri-
ate, um, What, what, what's your take on that having spent time in 
this space and, um, you know, knowing what we know now, um, 



about, uh, education internationally? um, is, is this the game 
changer that essentially as a country, we need to come around 
to? um, um, [00:23:00] um, or do you think, great, great learning 
can happen in 2022 and the remainder of this decade. 

[00:23:07] Um, still with the slow pace of kind of, uh, hardware and 
connectivity rollout? Just love any of your more philosophical, um, 
take on, on that topic. 

[00:23:20] Nicola Harris: Um, so, so clearly [00:23:28] I'm very pro 
um, the role of technology and I do believe it can make signifi-
cant difference, but I guess, is it a game changer? My answer 
would be both Yes and no. Um, The concept that providing con-
nectivity and devices into schools in South Africa will fundamental-
ly make a difference in my view is flawed because the piece that 
often gets forgotten and, um, uh, it's, it's much harder to achieve is 
what content are you implementing and how are you going to 
implement? 

[00:23:55] In many ways, we have an education system that is fail-
ing our [00:24:00] learners. The latest researchers that 78% of 
learners aren't learning to read for meaning by grade four in any 
language. And, um, 63% of grade five learners show, no basic 
mathematical knowledge. So if you take that as the base of our 
current education system, we, we are struggling to deliver on that. 

[00:24:18] And to think that that education system and that in-
frastructure that's been set up and, and way of teaching that's 
been set up is suddenly going to say, great, we've got connectivi-
ty and devices. This is gonna change my world, I think is funda-
mentally flawed. So unless we couple the connectivity and hard-
ware with a very clear change management strategy, a very 
clear content strategy and a very clear implementation strategy. 

[00:24:44] It won't have, it won't make a difference in my view, 
and it could be incredibly expensive and, and, you know, putting 
devices into schools is great. You can do a launch, you can see it, 
you can see it tangibly. We know the schools love it. We know 
people like to do that, [00:25:00] but, you know, without the other 
component, it doesn't deliver results. 



[00:25:04] So the flip side and where I'd say yes is if you can go 
and I would've approached it slowly because I just simply don't 
think we have at this stage, the money and know how in South 
Africa to say, let's take 25,000 schools and give them all a device 
and a device per child. And I don't actually think we need to go a 
device per child, but if we start to chip away at it as a compre-
hensive, holistic implementation and hardware, where and con-
tent strategy, I think it. 

[00:25:29] Huge potential. And realistically, if we wanna catch up, 
if we wanna play in the global world, we need to start doing radi-
cal things in our education system. And we need to start radically 
changing what we're doing in my view, because, you know, we 
can't expect to continue to do the same thing and get a different 
result,  

[00:25:46] George Eadie: Changing tack a little and focusing on 
the reading eggs learning journey. 

[00:25:51] I'd love for those listeners who are particularly interested 
in the literacy component. Um, to sort of, um, have a little bit more 
of [00:26:00] an understanding of the, what you have shared as 
the sort of five components of the, of the learning, uh, uh, transfer 
or I don't know how you'd like to talk about it. The phonological 
awareness, decoding, vocabulary, oral reading, fluency and 
comprehension, or the, or the five you unpack in your paper. 

[00:26:17] Um, but just for the, for those who are interested, what 
does it take to get someone who currently is not fluent in, uh, in a 
language and getting to a point where they can read for mean-
ing, as we say, such that we can interrupt that 78% statistic? 

[00:26:33] Nicola Harris: Um, sure. George, so how, um, firstly, per-
haps I should start and remind you that I have a finance and 
banking background and I'm not a literacy expert. 

[00:26:44] So, um, let me start there, but we rely on consulting with 
literacy experts and obviously there are a huge amount of, um, 
experts who have developed the program, um, and the peda-
gogy that we we use, um, for, for our [00:27:00] implementation 



and what happens with literacy is it's a number of building blocks, 
um, that get you to a state of being able to read at a speed that 
allows you to understand what you're reading and therefore 
comprehend what you're and, and, and read for meaning or, or 
master comprehension. 

[00:27:18] Um, so it becomes about phonological awareness, 
which is the sounds, the decoding is being able to um, put those 
sounds together. Um, another important part and a big challenge 
in South Africa is vocabulary. So understanding vocabulary, what, 
and a lot of that comes to your exposure in the younger years at 
home, outside the schooling environment, not just, you know, 
what's taught in the classroom. 

[00:27:45] Um, the next sort of building block is then to be able to 
put all that together quickly enough so that you can understand 
what the complete sentences say and what the theory is in terms 
of, of, [00:28:00] of, um, that learning and, um, Uh, methodology 
and pedagogy, which is both encapsulated in the reading eggs 
suite of programs, but also reflected in our curriculum and how we 
teach language in South Africa, um, is that actually, you need to 
teach those building blocks to mastery as quickly as possible. 

[00:28:21] So not it's, it's generally not a case of, you need to know 
a little bit of phonics, and you need to know a little bit of decod-
ing. You need to master your phonics and phonological aware-
ness, and then you need to master decoding and, and we need 
to get, um, kids to a level of mastery of those skills so that they can 
go on to comprehension. 

[00:28:40] Comprehension is obviously, um, then a much broader 
topic because it can get harder and harder and harder and al-
most becomes a lifelong skill that you can grow and grow and 
grow to different levels of understanding. But these foundational 
skills where we are focusing on are very much stacked. So you 
need the one before the other [00:29:00] and need to be taught 
mastery and, you know, consulting with various literacy experts in 
the country. 



[00:29:05] The, the, um, concept is also that we need to teach 
them to mastery as quickly as possible. Um, and that's not really 
happening in, in our current schooling system.  

[00:29:17] George Eadie: One of the things that you became, um, 
dialed into, obviously was the number of hours that you could 
have each learner spend on your system per year. 

[00:29:29] Uh, you mentioned earlier that you had previously 
thought of a school was gonna be a more, let's say flexible envi-
ronment in order to roll out your program, but perhaps you, you 
chose the consistency and kind of. Uh, in a way, the challenge of 
baking, reading eggs into the school curriculum for the benefits 
that that held, but then in the process discovered there are some 
parameters there. 

[00:29:52] So maybe you can just comment a little bit about, uh, 
the amounts of hours that you are managing to, to have learners 
get through and, and how does that connect [00:30:00] into the 
amount of hours that you think is necessary Um, in order for us to, 
to start seeing some, some real shift? 

[00:30:07] Nicola Harris: Um, so I think this is a question that is top of 
our mind at the moment, and we don't necessarily have a com-
plete answer to, but I'll take you through where we are in terms of 
our, our thinking about it. 

[00:30:20] So I don't need to do any research to know that if a 
learner doesn't use my program, I'm going to have no impact. So 
the starting point is to make sure learners get onto the program. 
Um, and the big question is: how long do they need in the pro-
gram over what period of time to achieve a particular bench-
mark? 

[00:30:38] And separate to that is the trade off we have to make 
within the schooling system and the curriculum to say, how much 
time can we reasonably get out of the curriculum to dedicate to 
English first additional language self-paced learning programs. So 
from our point of view, we would [00:31:00] like to take as much 



time out of the, the curriculum because 90% of our learners switch 
to English as the language of instruction in grade four. 

[00:31:08] Um, but we also know that learning in their home lan-
guage is an important component of, of general foundations of 
literacy. So in the curriculum there's on maximum time three hours 
dedicated to English first additional language and generally 
we've been able to get departments of education and schools to 
accept that an hour of that gets dedicated to reading eggs. 

[00:31:31] So there is a bit of a constraining factor, somewhat out-
side of our control as to how much we can increase that. Then if 
we come back to the first three, um, uh, components is we be-
lieve. And we have seen preliminary evidence, very small samples, 
um, of learners in the Western Cape, who did the Western Cape 
systemic results grade six, which is the English where we've seen 
very significant improvements in their average results of like 
[00:32:00] 22% versus the provincial average improvement of 4% 
with as little as 17 hours intervention. 

[00:32:06] For two consecutive years. So 35 hours in total and 
about 17 hours a year. So what we ideally aim for is about 18 to 22 
hours. But, you know, challenging times to talk about time on task, 
given COVID, internet maintenance of computers running of the 
school, it's, it's sometimes challenging to achieve that, but you 
know, I'm sure many listeners will listen to that and say, what you 
gonna do this on 17 hours a year. 

[00:32:33] That sounds ridiculous. But as I say, we have seen good 
results. We are trying to do more and more research around the 
impact of the program relative to the time spent on the program. 
And then that third component that I mentioned was around 
benchmarks. You know, what are we benchmarking it against? 

[00:32:51] And how do we say, well, it takes our ideal scenario 
where we want to end up is to be able to say it takes a grade one 
learner, [00:33:00] approximately three years at 20 hours a year to 
stay at pace with grade three E- felt curriculum such that they'll go 
into grade four with the requisite skills of being able to read for 
meaning and handle the transition from home language to Eng-



lish language of, of, of instruction, and then we would like to sup-
port them from grade four, through to grade six or seven, to really 
solidify those skills and, and continue to, to reach those bench-
marks. 

[00:33:26] But those benchmarks themselves are actually quite 
challenging and not clearly defined in the South African context, 
but there is quite a bit of work going on in that space.  

[00:33:36] George Eadie: Do you place much, uh, hope or wish 
that there become more awareness about this program in the 
home environment, such such that parents might facilitate some 
more of time on task at home? 

[00:33:51] I know that, you know, mobile penetration is now in-
creasing and, you know, most learners, even very poor learners, 
um, will [00:34:00] have access to a mobile phone somewhere. 
Um, is that something you've explored and, yeah, just curious 
about that.  

[00:34:07] Nicola Harris: So we thank COVID for slight silver lining in 
terms of some, uh, you know, uh, technology, uh, innovation and 
sort of pushing us forward and, and all of us forward in, in that 
realm. 

[00:34:20] And interestingly enough, over the COVID period. Um, 
we were quite quick off the mark with our schools and before they 
shut down in March, 2020 sent flyers home with our learners, with 
the details of the program and their login details and recom-
mending that they use it at home, um, over the course of COVID, 
we then sent SMSs to parents where we had details and tried to 
access them and give them access both to reading eggs, um, 
software, which. 

[00:34:50] Is online and requires continuous data. Um, and other 
software, it was a, a program called feed the monster, which you 
download from the [00:35:00] Google store and you can use it. 
Doesn't, doesn't use a lot of data, but, but teaches the sort of ba-
sics of literacy challenge with that is we didn't get the data flow 
back. 



[00:35:09] We kind of can see if they've used the app, but we 
don't get the data flow back, but we kind of said, look, just, some-
thing is better than nothing. Interestingly, about 15% of our learners 
did access the content at home over that time. Not all of them 
were doing it consistently. Um, but I think the research that came 
out post COVID indicated that nationally 10% of learners were 
had access to content online over COVID. 

[00:35:37] Now, it's safe to say that that 10% is, will predominantly 
have been from high income fee-paying schools. So when I look 
at our schools and say that 15%, 12 to 15% learners accessed it, I'm 
quite encouraged by what, what could potentially come from 
that in due course. Um, we've paused sort of pushing that 
[00:36:00] further. 

[00:36:00] In the short term, because we found that the schools 
had a bit of fatigue of being able to help support us with going 
out to parents and adding things, um, to kind of the implementa-
tion right now. And as an organization, we've also just had to con-
solidate post this period, um, to get schools back and running with 
their full model and, and capacity. 

[00:36:21] But, um, we do have an opening that we plan to fill over 
the next sort of six months around a, um, what we calling a, a 
learning enhancement, um, portfolio. And basically what we're 
looking at there is to say with starting within our school structure, 
how can we get learners to use the program more? 

[00:36:42] And that is likely to be through after school programs at 
the school, through sending information back with them to home 
so that they can access it at home and starting to learn, um, from, 
from how we can enhance what we're doing through home ac-
cess over time. And it's not something [00:37:00] that we'd expect 
a hundred percent uptake, but even if 10, 15, 20% of our learners 
are using it at home, we think that added use will, will have a 
huge benefit to the outcomes. 

[00:37:09] George Eadie: My next question is around the scalabili-
ty, the commercial aspect, the relationship with public private 
partnerships, um, to see these well, your intervention and your 



program succeed, but potentially the lessons for others like it. Um, 
I'd love to hear, you know, I think in your paper, you speak about. 
Um, you know, if you summarize everything, it's kind of like per year 
around like R500 per learner, um, which to have the, have a 
learner, be able to be, uh, reading for meaning, um, you know, 
feels like a very low number. 

[00:37:47] Um, but obviously if you multiply that by the number of 
learners, um, the number gets quite big. So I'd love to hear just 
your comments on that and how we actually tackle what could 
be. Um, on the one hand, something that's really expensive, 
[00:38:00] but, um, on the other hand, you know, uh, what are the 
kinds of efficiencies that can come from collaborations, etc? 

[00:38:06] Nicola Harris: As you say, I think R500 per child per year 
is actually quite low to teach him to read. And we talk about, um, 
and I'm, I'm afraid I don't have the exact figures, but roughly on 
average we spend R17,000 per child per year to educate them. 
Um, so even in that context, it's, it's a small component, arguably. 

[00:38:25] Um, I do believe there's still economies of scale in that 
number. Um, bulk license buying, um, One of the big things is the 
back-end system that we've built to manage registration of learn-
ers and tracking of the data, which has huge economies of scale. 
And that system has been built in a sort of open source platform 
manner, such that other implementers, other software could in 
due course ideally use the same infrastructure and, and, and, um, 
platform to manage roll out and implementation. 

[00:38:56] Um, when we set up the [00:39:00] organization and 
started to refine our model, the thinking has always been that over 
time we think the private sector can assist in the initial implemen-
tation and the change management side of things, where you go 
in, you train, you get things up and running and you help the 
school. 

[00:39:15] Implement to begin with, but the there are two key 
longer term costs of the program. One being the license fees, um, 
because it is licensed software and we can have a chat about 
that as well. But, um, the other component is, uh, Facilitators and 



we've gone round and round trying to figure out, could you do 
this using teachers not having facilitators? 

[00:39:37] And our view is that the facilitators are, are a key com-
ponent. And I think that's coming out in the research that teach-
ing assistants, facilitators and additional resources in these schools 
are having quite a big impact and are a necessary component. 
Um, given how large and our classes and schools have gone. 

[00:39:54] So if government and schools could take on those two 
components, that would be the ideal [00:40:00] scenario of where 
we are working towards. Uh, over what time I think funders always 
wanted to be a three year time horizon. Realistically, I think we're 
talking 10 years. Um, just because there are so many things that 
need to be done. 

[00:40:13] So for us, it's chipping away slowly at that. Seeing where 
we can get schools, government to contribute. And then the oth-
er factor which hasn't come in in the pure cost component of, of 
what we spoke about there is we do work very closely and, and 
particularly on a day to day basis with the districts who have huge 
capacity in terms of convening schools, helping to select schools, 
helping to do the quality assurance of the schools, helping to 
make sure that. 

[00:40:39] We, we use them as our first line of, of defense, if I can 
and call it, that is like the strong districts where we have have 
good relationships will actually look each week at the perfor-
mance of the schools and help us with the schools that aren't per-
forming and understanding, you know, is it an issue that they can 
help with? 

[00:40:55] Is it a commitment issue? Where is the school and, and 
how can we, we help? So, [00:41:00] um, you know, that hasn't 
been quantified from a financial point of view, but has been a 
very important part of, of what we're doing.  

[00:41:07] George Eadie: I'm really encouraged to hear about, um, 
about that district level interaction that, that you've had. 



[00:41:12] Um, you know, I think a lot of people, um, Overlook the, 
uh, the capability and hard work that is happening, um, in some 
of the lower ranking, um, aspects of our education, uh, system, 
you know, it's easy to take pot shots at the minister, for instance, 
you know, about your armchair opinions. And actually that gets 
me to my next question, which is. 

[00:41:35] You know, often they say people that are furthest away 
from a problem have the most, uh, opinions um, you know, having 
spent time, um, deeply in education over this last decade. Um, 
you, you might be one to say, um, sure George, because of hav-
ing been so close to the system, I'm very Um, nervous to opine on, 
you know, what we need to do to fix things and all those kinds of 
[00:42:00] things. 

[00:42:00] Um, but it would be really interesting to just gather what 
are some of your thoughts about, um, how we solve this process 
going forward?  

[00:42:08] Nicola Harris: I wanna come back to the concept of 
scale and how difficult scale is. And I think we need to recognize 
that the government and, and the provincial education depart-
ments who kind of control government are thinking about the 
problem at scale. 

[00:42:22] And often that is quite different from what your NGOs 
want to do on the ground. And so, you know, there's an under-
standable and possibly necessary conflict at times there because 
you. Provincial department is trying to see how do I get as many 
schools up the curve as possible. And then some guys trying to sort 
of get involved here and can be beneficial. 

[00:42:45] Can't be beneficial. So, um, also having run an organi-
zation now where we are starting to scale significantly, I have a 
new respect for how complex and challenging that scale com-
ponent is. [00:43:00] Um, that's it. I think a few things that I, um, feel 
could fundamentally. Help change things will certainly guide us in 
the right direction. 



[00:43:09] Top of that would be, um, data and research. Um, 
Everybody's very scared of POPI and what we can share and 
what we can't share, but I think we need to get more agile and 
collaborative on the data that we have, what various interven-
tions are doing and the impact it has. So we would like to work 
with the departments of education. 

[00:43:30] Not to say, give us free reign in your schools and wel-
come us into your schools cause we think we're doing a good job, 
but rather like let's put a very robust framework for evaluation into 
place where we get all the data on how much time we've spent 
in the school. You've got your schools, we analyze it and we eval-
uate it and we understand if we're having an impact. 

[00:43:50] And if after five years or three years, you look at us and 
you say, you know, Seems that there's no difference between your 
intervention and what we are [00:44:00] doing. Then we can walk 
away and say, great. I don't want to be, um, asking donors to 
spend money on something that isn't having a, uh, a bigger im-
pact than what's already going on in the schools. 

[00:44:13] Um, but you know, obviously where we think it would 
end up is, wow, we’re seeing significantly better results if we cou-
ple your program with what we are doing in the schools and what 
the teachers are doing in the schools and therefore, how do we 
work together to, to grow this to, to more schools? but, um, I think 
there's a lot to be done. 

[00:44:31] And, and particularly with technology and systems, now 
you have, um, learner management system being rebuilt at the 
moment. You've got technology platforms. If you look at tech 
based interventions, as I said, the, the beauty of them is that we're 
getting a lot of data and we can really start to analyze that. We 
run a small E-quiz, which we are also researching to, to see how 
quickly we can get results on impact. 

[00:44:55] Um, and it would not be nice to see that our decisions 
start [00:45:00] being made on a lot more robust data and re-
search around impact. Um, coming back to core principles. Our, 



our, our, our idea should be like, how do we impact learner out-
comes?  

[00:45:13] George Eadie: Nicola. I wanna take this moment to re-
spect you and your team for spending 10 [00:45:24] years chip-
ping away at an extremely tough problem. Arguably, in the case 
of reading eggs and literacy, the main education challenge in our 
country. And I'm sure you're probably having that feeling like 
you're just getting started um, in many ways, but your team and 
the efforts you've, you've put in everyone in the education system 
really appreciates. 

[00:45:45] What you've done and we're looking on fondly and right 
behind you, uh, to make sure that, you know, you're achieving as 
much success as humanly possible. Um, so keep up the good work 
and, um, just thank you so much for taking time out of your day 
today, [00:46:00] um, to, to share what you've learned with those 
thinking, um, about running down a path similar to yours. 

[00:46:05] Um, so with having said that, are there any, if there are 
any final comments, um, we, we, you know, you can, you can 
share those now. Um, but just thanks so much for your time.  

[00:46:14] Nicola Harris: Well, thank you very much for, for, um, tak-
ing the time to talk to me and just, um, you know, I guess from my 
side of shout out to all my team, um, hardworking on the ground, 
getting involved and, and making things happen. 

[00:46:29] But also, you know, the many partners we have, um, 
from corporate sponsors, donors, um, and in particular, um, district 
officials that are committed to helping us solve this problem and 
that we work with, you know, this really is, um, a, a partnership and 
there have been many people involved in the journey, um, to get 
us this far. 

[00:46:51] And, uh, hopefully it it's continues to be a positive jour-
ney. Uh, thank you very much.  

[00:46:57] George Eadie: So there were three things that I really 
took out of that [00:47:00] session with Nicola number one, and 



probably most. Is that ed tech at scale is hard and takes time. Uh, 
the infrastructure simply just isn't there in the vast majority of the 
school context in South Africa. 

[00:47:17] And if your intent is to do ed tech at scale, you need to 
be willing to tackle the hardware and connectivity component 
along with it, the add tech component that Reading Eggs for in-
stance has experienced and click learning in general ends up be-
ing only a small fraction of the implementation. Very big point, in-
deed. 

[00:47:40] Number two, I thought was that the teaching facilitators 
or the learning facilitators tech facilitators that were a successful 
over 600 of them, uh, a successful component of the program 
worth reading. Is something really interesting. We all know that 
something like half of [00:48:00] south Africa's teachers will be retir-
ing within the next decade, which is both a problem and an op-
portunity, obviously. 

[00:48:07] Obvious problem is obvious. Um, the other side of it is 
that that does free up budget for who we are going to employ in 
their place. And maybe the mix change makes room for, um, 
younger, more tech enabled, um, More localized staff from com-
munities as a also solve of the youth unemployment program or 
youth unemployment problem. 

[00:48:33] Um, so I thought that was a really awesome takeout, 
um, as we go forward and you know, those, uh, youth could be 
employed at much less of the cost of, uh, a teacher, as we are 
talking about. Um, and then largely the third thing was how impor-
tant it is to be thinking about the metadata of usage and progress 
when it comes to any ed tech [00:49:00] rollout. 

[00:49:00] A lot of what Nicola shared is that early stage ed tech, 
uh, companies or nonprofits in South Africa, don't spend enough 
time thinking about the data of learning that sits behind the en-
gine. So as to be able to derive a evidence of learning outcomes. 
Um, so I thought those were three, my three takeouts. 



[00:49:21] I really hope you enjoyed the, the podcast today. It's 
been an incredible opportunity to chat to Nicola. I look forward to 
tracking their progress into the future by final. Now we're so glad 
that you took some time to listen to this episode of around the 
corner. Follow us on social media for more updates at the answer 
series and follow me, George Eadie, on Twitter at the handle 
@georgeeadie. 

[00:49:45] You'll find links to these podcasts on our blog, or simply 
watch out for them on apple podcast, Spotify or wherever else 
you listen to your podcasts. Cheers.[00:50:00] 


