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ABOUT THIS BRIEF 

This brief is part of a series of case summaries designed to 
spotlight and draw lessons from the extraordinary stories of local 
leaders working in low-resource settings to respond to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and to the economic and human effects of 
COVID-19 restrictions. The briefs have been developed through 
qualitative interviews with local leaders; they include accounts of 
specific responses along with reflections on their broader 
implications. 

The case brief series is part of the CLEAR program, an initiative of 
the Center for Higher Ambition Leadership. CLEAR collaborates 
with local leaders to document, extend and enhance effective 
responses to COVID-19 in low-resource settings. The CLEAR 
team believes these stories are powerful learning tools, 
exemplifying how local leaders are working with their communities 
to adapt and innovate amidst the crisis, in ways that sustain and 
extend human services, deliver continued and new benefits for 
individuals and families, and build community resilience. The 
preparation of this case brief series is support by Grand 
Challenges Canada (funded in turn by the Government of 
Canada) and a lead private donor.  
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PART 1: BASICS

THE LEADER: CLAIRE MONGEAU 

The daughter of a speech pathologist, Claire Mongeau had a window from a 
young age into an approach to teaching that tailored content to each child, 
and also engaged parents and community members to support learning. 
Inspired by her mother’s example, Ms. Mongeau set out to answer a 
question: as she put it, “How can you bring quality, personalized learning to 
kids all over the world?” 

After graduating from university, Ms. Mongeau moved to India on a 
fellowship to study the challenges a low-cost private school was facing. 
Excited by the way community members developed their own solutions to 
these challenges, Ms. Mongeau continued to explore the private, low-cost 
educational sector. She took a leap in responsibility and moved to Kenya to 
work with Bridge International Academies, where she oversaw student 
engagement for 100,000 learners across 450 schools in Kenya and Uganda.  

Ms. Mongeau saw how “parents and schools were investing so much time 
and so many of their own resources into their students to give them the best 
opportunities.” In contrast, she noted, “Especially in the mass market and 
the mass environment where people are low income, they don't have access 
to the internet or to high-end tools. They're really not getting the kind of 
return on that investment that could really give their students a chance.” 

Mulling over these barriers to education that low-income children faced, Ms. 
Mongeau started to look into education technologies that support adaptive 
and personalized learning. Seeking applications accessible to low-income 
people in Kenya, she focused on text-messaging (SMS), rather than the 
internet. At a pitch competition, Ms. Mongeau met a software engineer who 
was working on text-based training and developing chat bots on the side. 
They decided to combine forces and co-found M-SHULE. 

3 | BASICS

Our goal is to provide 
tutoring at home that is 
an individualized training 
support system. 

Claire Mongeau

“

Claire Mongeau
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The M-Shule Process 

PART 1: BASICS
THE ORGANIZATION: M-SHULE 

M-SHULE is a mobile learning platform designed to improve school performance for primary school students in Kenya. The platform is 
delivered through text messaging, which enables access for families with the most basic mobile phone. Designed to supplement children’s 
regular education, M-SHULE provides exercises for children to practice math and English, even for only ten minutes a day. Priced at one to 
two dollars per month, it is intended to be accessible to low-income families. 

The M-SHULE platform poses questions or problems to students and uses their answers to continuously assess each student's 
understanding and provide follow-up questions based on the student’s current level. Everything is delivered in 160-character chunks, the 
limit for SMS messages. Crucially, M-SHULE also tracks each learner’s progress and provides assessment data to the student’s 
schoolteacher via a web app. The teacher can then tailor in-class lessons and practice exercises accordingly. The platform also provides 
parents with a weekly progress report, delivered via text message.  

Here’s how using the tool works. A parent reminds their child that it’s time for them to practice, say, math, and hands the child the family 
cell phone. They text the number for M-SHULE, which is saved as a contact in the phone. The M-SHULE chat bot greets the learner and 
asks them what subject they want to practice. The learner replies that they want to work on math. Knowing the child’s grade level, the 
platform will send a few messages refreshing the learner’s memory of the concept they’re learning in school – single-digit multiplication, for 
example. After the refresher, the chat bot asks the learner a series of multiple-choice questions, which are based on the ability level of that 
learner which the platform has assessed from previous sessions. If the child gets the right answers, the platform moves on to harder 
questions; if they give a wrong answer, the chat bot lets them know, suggests where they may have gone wrong, and gives them the 
chance to try again.  
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PART 2: STORY

THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 

The first half of 2020 saw major economic disruption in Kenya, with 
the combined impact of COVID-19 restrictions and severe locust 
swarms and flooding. Yet polling conducted in June 2020 
highlighted a related but different problem: the greatest concern 
Kenyans cited was the long-term impact of the pandemic on their 
children’s education.  

The government had moved quickly to close schools when the 
pandemic arrived in Kenya. Ms. Mongeau reports that although 
many parents were also struggling financially at that time, they 
remained deeply invested in their children’s education, and were 
concerned that it was unclear when schools would be re-opening.  

To fill the gap in education left by school closures, the government of 
Kenya created a remote replacement: lessons delivered over a 
television or radio. This worked for many students – a 2015 survey 
found that 67% of urban and 40% of rural households have TV at 
home, and 95% of households have radio. However, M-SHULE 
found that many of its client households did not have access to 
these lessons; parents were looking for ways to acquire textbooks (a 
large expense), or printing practice worksheets at internet cafes for 
their children. Recognizing the financial constraints families were 
facing, and their urgent need for supplementary educational 
activities, the M-SHULE team drew upon financial resources from 
external organizations to temporarily make the platform free. 
Following this move, the team saw engagement leap ninefold. 
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NEW OPPORTUNITIES  

Even before COVID-19, M-SHULE had begun expanding its reach by 
working with partner organizations who could distribute – and pay for – 
the platform for large numbers of families. Working with these 
organizations, they also developed survey instruments to understand 
how parents viewed the platform and their children’s education more 
generally. They began to explore uses of the chat box to go beyond 
math and reading.  

Responses to these surveys were valuable for M-SHULE’s partner 
organizations; they also directly helped M-SHULE recognize parents’ 
priorities under the COVID-19 lockdown.  These in turn led to a series of 
additions to the platform. First, the surveys revealed that reliable 
information about COVID-19 was inaccessible to client families – for 
example, because people didn’t have televisions or radios, much less 
internet. Respondents reported fear of the invisible threat COVID-19 
posed. So the M-SHULE team quickly set up a COVID-19 self-screening 
tool, which was delivered through SMS text messaging on the M-SHULE 
system. Available in six local languages, the tool provides an assessment 
of symptoms and risk level, and advice on what to do.  

The parent surveys also revealed concerns about learning for children 
younger than the original M-SHULE target audience (grades 4-8). That 
grade range was chosen because the team was concerned that the 
approach wouldn’t work well for younger children, with naturally lower 
attention spans and literacy levels. But because the need was so acute, 
the team decided, as Ms. Mongeau reported, to “give it a shot….this 
was not the time to be cautious about the types of learning supports we 
can provide to communities.” So they developed a version for early 
grades.  
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Another new feature the M-SHULE team 
introduced during the pandemic – in 
pilot as of this writing – is a parent 
coaching tool. Built specifically for 
parents in response to feedback from 
M-SHULE’s surveys, this tool uses the 
platform’s chat bot to send parents tips 
on topics such as how to set up a 
learning schedule, and ideas for practice 
exercises they can do at home with their 
child. This tool aims to help parents 
support their child’s education by 
connecting with the content of lessons, 
and by providing an overall context for 
learning.  

Going forward, Ms. Mongeau hopes to 
indefinitely extend free access to the M-
SHULE platform for all by shifting away 
from a user-payment model towards a 
donor-funded model. Furthermore, M-
S H U L E i s d r a w i n g u p o n t h e i r 
relationships with large organizations to 
continue to expand outreach: because 
o r g a n i z a t i o n s h a v e t h e i r o w n 
connections and networks, these 
relationships have the potential to boost 
reach of the M-SHULE platform to tens 
of thousands more children. 
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Many stories of education programs during COVID-19 are cases of 
emergency adaptation for remote delivery of curricula normally provided 
in person, a form of adaption necessary for the very survival of these 
programs and their educational mission. The story of M-SHULE’s 
COVID-19 response is different: a platform already built for remote 
delivery seized opportunities to extend services in response to the 
changing needs of its users. The M-SHULE team responded by (a) 
raising funds so that its services could be provided free of charge to all 
families and (b) expanding its content to meet families’ priorities. M-
SHULE was well placed to respond in this way because core aspects of 
the program’s design and strategy. 

Firstly, M-SHULE used technology available to low-income families, the 
target users. Though lessons were provided by the government by 
radio and TV, many families didn’t have these devices. M-SHULE filled 
the educational gap by providing its service via text messaging 
accessible on a basic phone. As Ms. Mongeau put it, they “worked 
really hard to make sure that what we're delivering is as close to their 
existing experience of any tech app or platform they use as possible.”  

Secondly, M-SHULE’s service was readily and inexpensively scalable. 
By designing the platform to operate autonomously, M-SHULE 
produced a product could handle the jump in engagement it 
experienced during the pandemic. 
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PART 3: LESSONS

Third, M-SHULE’s collaboration with partner organizations enabled 
them to both expand their reach to new users and provide free 
access to the learning platform during the pandemic. These 
partnerships will also support growth of M-SHULE’s platform in the 
future.  

Working with partner organizations, M-SHULE also used its 
technology to regularly survey parents and better understand their 
circumstances and priorities. Based on what they discovered from 
the surveys, M-SHULE developed new programming for their 
platform, including a COVID-19 self-screening tool, instruction for 
younger students, and parent coaching. Enhanced engagement with 
parents may provide immediate benefits through better and more 
frequent use of the tool by the children; it also offers the prospect of 
building parental capacity for the longer term.  

Ms. Mongeau founded M-SHULE based on the observation that low-
income parents were deeply invested in their children’s education. M-
SHULE’s COVID-19 response built on that core understanding, as the 
organization works to empower parents in support their children’s 
learning, both during the pandemic and into the future.  
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