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“Education is the most 
powerful weapon which you 

can use to change the world.”
 NELSON MANDELA
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BUT AFTER 20 YEARS 
South Africa ranks 148/148 in the

GLOBAL COMPETITIVE INDEX
for Primary Education 

(2014) 
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WHY A DIFFERENT 
APPROACH IS NEEDED

The motivation for a reading programme

such as this is based in extensive insights

gleaned from numerous ‘literacy research’

documents from a wide array of experts in

the field. These writings confirmed one thing:

that many children in South Africa seem to

be unable to comprehend what they are

reading. BrainBoosters has been looking at 

why this might be.  

KARINA STRYDOM
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 What BrainBoosters has observed is that many 

children who are learning English as a second 

language seem to struggle to learn rhymes of 

the nature: ‘a’ for apple, ‘b’ for banana etc. We 

believe that this is owing to the fact that these 

children don’t have the appropriate vocabulary 

for understanding rhymes such as these ones – 

let alone understanding the letter sounds. If our 

contentions are correct, then we believe that 

this results in this process being futile, proving 

in fact to be a waste of time and energy. What 

this translates into is a lack of improvement in 

South Africa’s ANA results or in our literacy and 

numeracy world rankings. 

      Traditional programmes normally start with a 

picture for a word followed by the phonics of 

the word, etc. The existing method is building 

vocabulary, moving onto sentences, paragraphs 

and then stories. We believe, however, that this 

method is clearly not working.

CALLING INTO QUESTION 
TRADITIONAL METHODS

cat
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 Grade 1 learners are taught 26 letters over the course of 

an entire year. And yet they still struggle with reading. 

      South Africa needs a programme that can accelerate the 

learning process. What if a new method was introduced 

– one that began with a sentence describing a picture? 

What about showing a child a picture and then discussing 

that picture in the child’s vernacular? And then introduce 

the English sentence relating to the picture? 

AN INNOVATIVE 
SOLUTION TO A SERIOUS 

NATIONAL PROBLEM

The father is reading a book to his son.

The father is reading a book to his son.

The father is reading a book to his son.
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We suggest teaching children through fun and games to first recognise the individual ‘words’ of this 
sentence. E.g.

Once children can recognise and understand the words, we make them aware of the ‘first sound’ of 
each word in the sentence. E.g.

Then the ‘last sound’ of the word in the sentence. E.g.

Research shows that repetition is necessary to make brain connections permanent. It is for this reason that

this particular programme includes games and many fun activities for the reinforcement of what has been

learnt. 

Teachers who have implemented the BrainBoosters programme have reported that absenteeism over the 

duration of the BrainBoosters programme declined dramatically, confirming for us that the materials and 

approach BrainBoosters uses is keeping children interested and engaged, which in turn aids in the repetition 

and reinforcement that positively impacts brain connections for lasting learning. 

The BrainBoosters ‘Reading Programme’ teaches just four sentences with pictures in 12 weeks, 

including the first and last letter sounds. Children will, however, be able to read ten different sentences – by 

using the same words in a different order and matching them with their corresponding pictures. The result 

is that with this programme, Grade R children can learn an impressive 21 letters of the alphabet in a 12-

week period – instead of the expected 26 letters over a one-year programme in Grade 1 as per the CAPS 

curriculum.

REPTITION/
REINFORCEMENT

The father is reading a book to his son

book to his sonThe areadingisfather

book sonis readingfatherThe a to his
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The method of immediate feedback shows that children learn 
faster. Using matching cards to get instant feedback by allowing 
for the correction of children on the spot for optimum effects 
makes this method a ground-breaking one for Africa, 
considering the continent’s limited resources.
 
The fact that the programme does not need to make use of 
costly high-end technology instead, all that is needed is a set of 
matching cards. This thinking is in line with many international 
studies that confirm that feedback is an essential ingredient in 
training our brain. (Scientific American Mind of July/August 
2014 p24)

Brain connections become permanent through repetition. In 
our programme children are exposed to the words and their 
meanings as often as possible through playing games as well in 
order to establish these words as part of the child’s own 
vocabulary. 

The programme shows that most children can indeed learn 
English without too much difficulty.

GROUND
BREAKING METHOD

http://youtu.be/_g3PC3F7xoE
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Observe how this Grade R learner responds after just three days on the 
programme. Video taken with the teacher’s cell phone.

After the 12-week programme, children will have an ‘I can’ mentality 
before they enter Grade 1. This ability and confidence position them to 
be able to better follow the curriculum. This means that they will be 
poised for better marks in Grade 1 and will be able to enjoy reading 
books from the school library.

The programme is designed for South African children, it aims to boost 
children into the activity of reading – and in an enjoyable and exciting 
way!

http://youtu.be/pQ2Rkr2cPuA

N.B. - This programme is not a full reading programme it is just a reading booster programme so that children 
can follow the CAPS curriculum in Grade 1. We also hope this wil help increase the speed at which children are 
suppose to read.

“ I CAN”
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DEVELOPMENT AND
PILOT PROJECT

The 12 week program has been introduced and tested in a Grade 
R class with 70 children in Krugersdorp, Gauteng in August 2014.  

This class also participated in the BRAINBOOSTERS & SHANDUKA 
research project regarding the CATCH-UP MATHS FOUNDATION 
programme over a 12-week period with remarkable results. The 
average of this class improved from 25 % to 75 %.

The Deputy-principal of this school is testing the same Reading 
programme with 13 Grade 7 learners  (11 - 12 year-olds)
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An example of what some children were able to achieve in the first 3 weeks of the programme:

WEEK 1:

Recognition of each word in the sentence.

WEEK 2:

Recognition of the first sound of each word in the sentence.

WEEK 3:

Recognition of the last sound of each word in the sentence.

FEEDBACK OF
THE FIRST 3 WEEKS

http://youtu.be/vu5aFbLoUow

http://youtu.be/MHctb_UuI48

Please click on the YouTube links to view.

http://youtu.be/pmWvjJPmviM
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RESULTS OF TEST
1A, 1B AND 1C

Herewith the test results for the first three weeks of the 70 learners in Grade R. Children had to match the 
words, first sounds and last sounds. The sentence consist of 9 words and therefore the total of the test 
was out of 9.

The averages for the matching tests were:
Test 1a: 80%
Test 1b: 79%
Test 1c: 87%
Test 2a: 89%
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POST
ASSESSMENT

At the end of the 12 week programme children will be assessed reading completely new sentences using 
all the existing words in different sentences. Children will then have to point to the corresponding photo 
that describes the sentence.

The father is eating carrots.

The mother is reading a book.

The girls are playing in the garden.

The children are playing in the garden.

The children are reading books.

The father is playing with his son.

The mother is holding the girl’s hand.

The children are reading in class.

The children are playing with their father.

The mother with the yellow top is reading.

We are looking forward to see the improvement of their literacy.
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PRODUCT &
TRAINING

We provide training and product for 
teacher and learners – as well as a parent 
pack so that parents can partake in the 
programme, reinforcing lasting learning 
from the home front.

PARENT PACK INSIDE THE LEARNER PACK 

carro
t donkey grapes

Parents are shown how to play with the 
product during a parent evening.
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The South African community is divided between 
advocates who argue for mother-tongue instruction, 
especially for the benefit of mathematics education, 
and those who argue for English instruction from the 
beginning of schooling.

BrainBoosters is in agreement with the second 
school of thought that argues for English as the 
language of instruction from the beginning of 
schooling (Gr. R, the year before formal school). 

“Education policies disregard fundamental concepts of neuroscience when they 
delay teaching second languages until early adolescence and simultaneously 

undervalue bilingual programs for young children.”

(Harvard. The Timing and Quality of Early

Experiences Combine to Shape

Brain Architecture Working Paper)

WHAT IS THE MEDIUM 
FOR INSTRUCTION 
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According to the latest research mentioned in the 
July/September 2011 issue of Scientific American 
Mind, learning a second language can give a 
child’s brain a boost.

Scientists have found the opposite to the belief 
that teaching a child a second language too early 
could lead to verbal mistakes and delays because 
of interference between the two languages. 
Being raised bilingually may actually facilitate the 
development of certain language and cognitive 
skills. The article states that it improves flexibility, 
abstract thinking and working (previously called 
short-term) memory.

A series of studies done in 2001 in the US found 
that children understand that they have two 
different languages right from the start and that 
they do not become confused.

In another study that was done in Israel in 2010 
with 4 to 5 year-old bilingual children, it showed 
that these children had more creativity than 
monolingual children of the same age.

BILINGUAL
ADVANTAGE

Data from a study in 2008 from Petitto’s lab 
suggests that bilingual children perform better on 
reading tests than monolingual children. A scientist 
from Toronto said it was striking to see how many 
benefits were nonverbal. In China they found that 
bilingual 7 year-olds outperformed monolingual 
7 year-olds on two working memory tests - one 
requiring them to recall and rearrange a series of 
numbers and the other to retrace a pattern of hops 
made by an animated frog on a computer screen.

What all these cognitive differences imply is that 
learning a second language tweaks the structure of 
the developing brain.

South African parents have a wonderful 
opportunity to introduce a second language 
because most of us are bilingual and even if we 
are not fluent in a second language we can help 
our children to be more bilingual by reading to 
them in a second language daily. 


