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Executive Summary
This document provides a response to pressure from INGOs and IGOs for state governments to focus entirely on
improving mother tongue literacy instruction in the early grades in Nigeria. Three questions are answered in this
paper, the answers to which are summarised below.
1) Why also focus on English literacy in the early grades?
Several arguments are presented as to why a focus on improving English literacy in the early grades is also of vital
importance. These are:
-

-

-

-

-

-

The federal government of Nigeria are very keen to improve English language literacy teaching in the early
grades, specifically through the implementation of Jolly Phonics. It is therefore against the wishes of Nigerian
government to not support improving English literacy instruction.
Children are expected to be reading to learn in English by Primary 4 when the language of instruction
changes to English. If English language literacy instruction in the early grades is not improved then very few
pupils in Nigeria will be able to do this, particularly in the north of Nigeria where there is little use of English
at home.
Nigeria is a long way from being able to provide entirely mother tongue instruction in all subjects throughout
the education system because the necessary resources do not exist. The only way for children to have a
chance of an education in Nigeria currently is through them being literate in English.
There is currently no evidence to suggest that focusing only on improving mother tongue instruction will
result in the literacy skills in English that are necessary to access the curriculum from Primary 4.
The effective teaching of synthetic phonics in English can actually help to improve literacy skills in mother
tongue languages also, particularly where they have a relatively similar orthography as English and Hausa do.
English literacy is on the National Primary Curriculum in the early grades. The teaching of phonics begins in
the Primary 1 level. It is therefore against the curriculum to not support English literacy instruction in the
early grades.
Increasing English literacy levels will, more broadly, also help Nigeria to achieve the sustainable development
goals through increasing employment opportunities, and so helping to reduce poverty, and providing access
to information on sustainable solutions to problems that is not available in mother tongue languages.
As English is the official language in Nigeria, English literacy is necessary for full political engagement and
serves as a uniting force for the country, which will help to reduce insecurity.

2) When, precisely, should English literacy instruction begin?
The paper also argues that English synthetic phonics instruction should ideally begin as early as possible because:
-

-

-

-

Research shows that children are able to cope with learning to read and write in two languages at the same
time, so it doesn’t matter if they are still acquiring literacy skills in their mother tongue when English
instruction begins.
Synthetic phonics is very effective for children learning with English as an additional language, even where
they have no mother tongue literacy skills to build upon. This means that it can effectively begin even before
children have acquired literacy skills in their mother tongue.
It takes a long time for children to make the transition from learning to read to reading to learn, which they
are expected to do by Primary 4 in Nigeria. Children certainly need at least three full years of English
language literacy before Primary 4. If not, they will be bound to fail and will probably drop out of school.
A meta-analysis of research has found that synthetic phonics instruction in English is the most effective
method for teaching initial literacy skills and has the biggest effects when it is implemented from the early
child level.
The teaching of phonics is in the National Curriculum from Primary 1. This means that teachers are expected
to teach it from this grade.

3) What needs to happen now?
Now there is a need for:
-

More research on when and how English literacy teaching should be introduced in Nigeria.
Collaboration amongst actors working in this area.
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Introduction
In response to pressure from INGOs and IGOs for state governments to focus entirely on improving mother tongue
literacy instruction in the early grades in Nigeria, this document will answer three key questions:
1) Why also focus on English literacy in the early grades?
2) When should English literacy instruction begin?
3) What needs to happen now?

The Debate: Literacy in mother tongue or English?
A key debate in the field of education concerns the relationship between mother tongue and global/official language
literacy teaching, more specifically when and how the teaching of literacy in the different languages should be
introduced. This debate is particularly important for Nigeria as there are around 520 languages spoken across the
country but English is the official language. This has resulted in a language of instruction policy whereby children
should be taught in their mother tongue from Primary 1 to 3, with English studied as a separate subject, and then a
transition is made to English instruction from Primary 4. At this point children are expected to “read to learn” in
English.

The Common Approach: mother tongue first
It is most commonly argued that the focus should initially be on teaching literacy skills in the child’s mother tongue
before official/global language literacy instruction is introduced.3 It is said to be easier for a child to acquire literacy
skills in a language where they already have oral skills, including vocabulary, comprehension and phonemic
awareness, to build upon4 and research demonstrates that literacy skills are transferrable to a second language.5
Thus, the usual stance of development practitioners is that the focus should initially be on mother tongue literacy
and that investment in improving the quality of education should primarily be in this area.

Children do well when taught literacy in both their mother tongue and English at the same time
However, research findings have shown that children effectively acquire literacy skills in two different languages at
the same time where they are taught alongside each other, with comparisons between the two languages being
made throughout the teaching.6 For example, a study conducted in India that examined Kannada speaking children’s
ability to learn to read in English with synthetic phonics, concluded that children learnt better when simultaneously
shown a sound-symbol in their local Kannada language.7 Similarly, the Praesa Bilingual Literacy Project in South
Africa adopted a policy of, not either English literacy or local language literacy, but teaching literacy in
both languages from Grade 1. Children taught to read and write in both languages were able to read and write
equally well in both languages by the time they reached Primary 6. As a teacher from Zamfara State, Nigeria noted:
“We need both Jolly Phonics and Hausa phonics, both compliment and strengthen each other”. This suggests that,
not only can children can cope well when taught to read in both local and official languages at the same time, but
also that it may be beneficial for learning to read and write in both languages.
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Synthetic phonics is very effective for children learning English as an additional language
Moreover, research on the synthetic phonics method for English literacy learning in particular has demonstrated that
it is very effective for English as an additional language (EAL) children, even where it is not linked to mother tongue
instruction and where pupils do not have literacy skills in a first language to build upon.8 For example, a study
undertaken by the American University of Nigeria in Adamawa State, Nigeria, on the impact of Jolly Phonics
instruction at the Primary 1 level, found that, despite over 95% of the pupils involved in the intervention not
speaking English at home, never hearing English outside the school and there being no focus on first language
literacy instruction, they were quickly “blooming and beginning to understand the basics of reading” providing a
foundation upon which to “build their entire reading cradle”.9 These findings suggest that there is no need to wait
for children to acquire literacy skills in their first language before literacy in a global/official language can be
effectively taught. This means that English literacy teaching can effectively begin from the earliest grades. Another
great example of English synthetic phonics instruction being effective for EAL pupils that did not have mother tongue
literacy skills to build upon was a USAID funded programme implemented in Liberia, which is summarised below.

Liberia: USAID Study into Synthetic Phonics English Programme in 600 Schools1
Background: Although English is the official Liberian language, the form of pidgin English native to the country
(known as Liberian Pidgin English or Liberian Kreyol language) is spoken by approximately only 20 percent of the
population. The majority of Liberia’s residents fall into major linguistic categories: the Mande, Kwa and Mel, all
of which belong to the Niger-Congo family of African languages. However, as English is the official language of
Liberia it is the language of instruction in public schools.
Results of English synthetic phonics programmes:
•

•

475% improved fluency: A study conducted by RTI between 2008 and 2010 in 600 primary schools in the
impact of an English synthetic phonics programme on early reading, revealed that in the 200 schools using
synthetic phonics in full, children improved their performance by 485% (from 2.5 words per minute to 17
words a minute).
Comprehension skills doubled: The research showed that the full treatment group more than doubled their
comprehension, while the other two groups experienced minimal effect.

Outcomes of the study: As a result of the above evidence, synthetic phonics has now been rolled out in **
schools in Liberia through the *** project. This project was seen as fundamental for improving the education
system in Liberia where English is the language of instruction. As a teacher who benefited from increasing his
own as well as pupils’ English literacy skills under the programme noted: “What we have started in
Liberia must continue. We need to have people in relevant positions that will continue the focus on reading, even
if donors leave Liberia.”
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It takes a long time for children to make the transition from learning to read to reading to learn
Research has shown that it takes a child with English as a first language an average of 2.5 years to move from
learning to read to reading to learn and it takes a child learning with English as an additional language even longer.10
Thomas and Collier suggest that it could take up to 10 years of English language literacy teaching for children to get
up to first language learning standard.11 Of course, this may be reduced where there are some first language literacy
skills to build upon, however, there still needs to be several years of English literacy instruction before children can
properly read to learn in English, as they are expected to do in Nigeria from Primary 4.12 There are currently high
drop-out rates in the North of Nigeria in Primary 4 and one reason for this is that pupils are unable to access the
curriculum due to poor English literacy skills.13 Improving English literacy instruction in the early grades is therefore
also essential for improving access to education within the current system.

Synthetic phonics for English is most effective when implemented at the early child level
Additionally, the National Reading Panel’s meta-analysis of peer-reviewed research found that synthetic phonics
instruction in English, which it concluded to be the best way for children to be taught to read, is most effective when
it begins very early – from Kindergarten! This understanding was supported by USAID in Nigeria through its support
to the Nigerian Educational Research and Development Council (NERDC) on integrating phonics into the Primary
National Curriculum from the Primary 1 level. This again means that government and donors should be investing in
improving English literacy instruction in the earliest grades.

The Nigerian English Curriculum
In addition to being more effective if introduced in the early grades, as noted above, the teaching of phonics from
the early grades is actually on the national curriculum. English is taught as a subject at the Early Child level and in
Primary 1 to 3. The new English Primary Curriculum includes the teaching of phonics from the beginning of Primary
1. However, conventionally, teachers in Nigeria teach English literacy using an ineffective whole-word memorisation
method, which is the opposite of what should be taught through phonics instruction. This means that teachers are
unable to effectively implement the curriculum. Thus, there is a great need to invest in training for early grade
teachers so that they are able to effectively teach this very important aspect of the curriculum. Moreover, not
supporting the implementation of English phonics programmes from Primary 1 actually goes against the Nigerian
National Curriculum.

Nigerian Federal Government support for Jolly Phonics in English
In addition to being on the national curriculum, the teaching of synthetic phonics in English using Jolly Phonics has
strong support from the federal government. The Universal Basic Education Commission (UBEC) has adopted Jolly
Phonics as a flagship programme. In August 2015 the Executive Secretary of UBEC, Dr. Dikko Suleiman, publicly
announced UBEC’s desire to spread Jolly Phonics across the whole of Nigeria.14 Further examples of UBEC support
for Jolly Phonics in the early grades include instructing states to include Jolly Phonics in their TPD action plans and
hosting Jolly Phonics sensitisation workshops for key education stakeholders. As the UBEC Director of International
Development Partners, Alhaji Iro Umar, declared at a meeting with a variety of international development partners
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in London in November 2015 “UBEC is supporting Jolly Phonics because we are seeing the results. It works”. The
National Commission for Colleges of Education has also signed an MOU with Universal Learning Solutions to develop
training modules for Colleges of Education on teaching synthetic phonics in English in the early grades and NERDC
and the Federal Ministry of Education have expressed support for the effective implementation of synthetic phonics
from the early grades. Moreover, the Vice President, Prof. Osinbajo, is also a big supporter of Jolly Phonics as a way
to improve literacy levels in Nigeria. His organisation, the Orderly Society Trust, has been implementing Jolly Phonics
in schools in Lagos State at Primary 1 level and he spoke of his desire to see Jolly Phonics used across the country in
his election campaign, something he is now pursuing. All of this support demonstrates a strong desire at the federal
level in Nigeria to improve English literacy by implementing synthetic phonics, particularly using Jolly Phonics, in the
early grades. Thus, donors are going against the wishes of the government by not supporting the implementation of
Jolly Phonics in the early grades in Nigeria.

Nigeria is Not Ready to Ignore Reading and Writing in English in the Early Grades
A key reason why government in Nigeria is keen to improve English literacy teaching in the early grades in Nigeria is
because the country is a long way from being able to provide entirely mother tongue instruction in all subjects
throughout the education system due to a significant lack of necessary resources to do so. As the President of the
Reading Association of Nigeria, Prof. Chinwe Muodumogu, notes: “I have not seen any maths textbook or science
textbook in any school in the local language. Unless children are able to read in English early, how will they cope?”
This means that the only way for children to have a chance of an education in Nigeria currently is through them
being literate in English.

English literacy is important for achieving sustainable development
In September 2015, all UN Member States, including Nigeria, agreed to the Sustainable Development Goals. The
acquisition of literacy skills in official/global languages has particular benefits from a sustainable development
perspective. In an increasingly globalised world, literacy in an official/global language such as English provides people
with greater access to full and productive employment, promoting inclusive and sustainable economic growth and
reducing poverty, which is a key driver of sustainability challenges,15 and enhances one’s access to extensive existing
knowledge, creating greater awareness of a wide range of sustainability issues and promoting lifestyles, solutions
and innovations that are beneficial for sustainable development, amongst other benefits. Thus, seeking to improve
the quality of English literacy teaching will help Nigeria achieve the Sustainable Development Goals.

Challenges in Transfer and Transition of Language 1 to Language 2
Furthermore, Universal Learning Solutions also believes that we need to be careful not to throw away learning to
read and write in English at expense of reading and writing in the mother tongue for the following reasons:
Lack of Longitudinal Evidence of Language Transfer
Universal Learning Solutions believes that the following questions are yet to be answered by researchers and
practitioners in Nigeria: How quickly and how well will children in Nigeria make the switch from fluency in their local
language (L1) to Fluency in English (L2), and the ability to read to learn in English? How long it will take for children
to become fluent in the home language sufficiently enough to transition to literacy in English? Is the pace suggested
by current Hausa literacy schemes sufficient? We need further longitudinal evidence from Hausa projects such as
those in Bauchi and Sokoto States before removing English Literacy instruction in the early stages completely.
‘There is also a gap in research on effective approaches for successful transitions of mother-tongue educated
children to secondary school in a dominant language.’16
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On analysing the transition from mother tongue to English, the Critical Evaluation of the Implementation of the
Nigerian Language Policy at the Pre-Primary and Primary School Levels comments on,
‘The need to establish and identify the sequential relationship between the mother tongue and the English language
in such a way that early learning of L1 skills will facilitate the later acquisition of L2 literacy skills.17’
An English Phonics Scheme is needed to Assist with Language Transfer
The 2008 UNESCO report, ‘Improving the Quality of Mother Tongue-based Literacy and Learning Case Studies from
Asia, Africa and South America’18 comments that reading and writing transfer (from mother tongue to language 2)
does not happen overnight; it is a process…This process can be facilitated by teachers who encourage students to
notice the similarities and differences between written forms of the two languages, and explicitly teach the
differences (such as new letters and sounds) so that students do not become frustrated. Jolly Phonics provides this
opportunity for explicit instruction of the English sounds and due to being a fast-track process, this can be a good
bridge from mother tongue to language 2 literacy.
As Prof. Chinwe, ** of Benue State University, and states ‘ How can children learn English without knowing the sound
system of English’
There is a Place for both local language and English Phonics when Carefully Sequenced
There is a case for sequencing teaching of mother tongue literacy followed by English (l2) literacy in Nigeria. For
example, ‘In a bilingual school project in Burkina Faso, schools who taught the main subjects including 3 rs in Mother
Tongue alongside Language 2 (French) orally in the 1st year, followed by teaching reading and writing in Language 2
(French) in the 2nd year, all achieved better exam results than children who were submerged in language 2 only
throughout their primary schooling years.
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