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In 2012, 41 touchscreen tablets were given to children in two villages in rural Ethiopia. These 
villages had no schools, and the children had no access to literacy. Nicknamed the ‘literacy tablet’,
this technology was intended as an educational delivery mechanism to bootstrap reading. The 
tablet was designed to help remotely located rural children teach themselves to read. Throughout 
the year-long study, usage data was tracked as 41 children encountered technology and literacy 
for the first time. 

We present visualisations of this data, acquired by the tablets using open source tools. These 
digital ethnographic artefacts provide insight into what types of applications and experiences are 
interesting to users as they explore early literacy. Beyond usage data, the social relationships and 
personal stories of learning were revealed. The resulting narrative describes how children become 
passionate learners and teachers of their community. 

The idea of a tablet-based education has its roots in Stephenson’s The Diamond Age, a piece of 
cyberpunk fiction. In that story, a book with artificial intelligence technology adapts and mentors a 
young girl's education into adulthood. Our project is an early proof of concept demonstrating the 
potential of realising this vision. The tablet data provides a novel way of documenting the learning 
process within a culture, serving as a virtual cultural artefact of how education spreads within a 
community. This project also raises issues about culturally sensitive ways to introduce 
educational technology to isolated peoples in developing countries. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Figure 1: Screenshots of the literacy tablet containing 
300+ apps and movies 
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2. TOWARD CHILD DRIVEN LITERACY 
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3. PILOT STUDY AND DATA ACQUISITION 

Figure 2: Literacy tablet user data and software update 
system 
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4. VISUALISATIONS 

4.1 Engagement 

How are they using the tablet and apps? What kind 
of things did they enjoy? 

Figure 3: Line chart shows how all the apps were used over 11 weeks. TinkRBook is at the top 
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 Teacher from the Black 
Lagoon

 Free Willy
Tinga Tinga Tales

Figure 4: A bubble chart shows the most viewed 
application each week 

Figure 5: Motion chart shows the rise and fall in 
popularity throughout different weeks 

4.2 Social learning 

Who was learning? 

Figure 6: Bar chart visualisation for application engagement over the whole length of the study. The highlighted apps are 
our custom literacy applications, to be discussed in section 4.3
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Figure 7: Photo and reports showing social learning 

adhoc

4.3 Literacy learning 

Were they learning how to read? 

et al.

Figure 8: Screenshot of the colour concept page in 
TinkRBook. Children can touch the red, yellow or blue 

paint to paint the duck. The clear water washes the duck 
clean 

Figure 9: Wordle demonstrating most common words 
children in Wonchi explored in TinkRbook 
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Figure 10: a simple ‘matching’ based app we developed 
to explore what they’ve learned

Figure 11: Matching probe results showing users making 
better matches over different weeks 

5. DISCUSSION  
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Figure 12: Writing practice in month 5 (left). 
Learning together (right) 

6. CONCLUSION 
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7. REFLECTIONS 

Can these children 
become literate with only technology as a guide?--

et al. et al
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