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Universal Learning Solutions (ULS) is a not-for-profit organisation that works with government, educators, donors 

and experts around the world to provide bespoke services that deliver innovative literacy solutions. Our work 

enables and enthuses teachers to deliver high quality literacy tuition and builds the institutional capacity of partners 

through knowledge and skills transfer. Our vision is of a world where all children can read and write with confidence 

and enjoy their right to learn. Through this we believe we can help release a child’s infinite potential. 

The approach of ULS is to combine the proven synthetic phonics literacy method with fun, contextually appropriate 

tools that enable and enthuse teachers to deliver high quality literacy tuition.  Through an exciting partnership with 

the publishers of Jolly Phonics, the world’s leading synthetic phonics programme, ULS is able to provide adapted 

teaching and learning materials, training and on-going support for teachers to allow all children to be able to read 

and write. In Nigeria, Universal Learning Solutions have already trained over 19,000 teachers and 1,000 government 

officials across in 19 states, and over 1.5 million Jolly Phonics pupil books have been distributed to government 

school pupils. Universal Learning Solutions have also begun projects in government primary schools in Ghana, Sierra 

Leone, Cameroon, Ethiopia, Kenya and Nepal. 

About VSO Ethiopia 
Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO) is an international development organisation that works pre-dominantly through 

partnerships and international volunteers to combat poverty in developing countries. It started operating in Ethiopia 

in 1998 with the invitation extended by the Ethiopian Government to support the education sector. Since then, it has 

expanded the scale and scope of its country programme. Recently, VSO Ethiopia has redefined its programme 

direction and objectives in order to maximise its impact on the fight against poverty.   

Through the education strategy, VSO will work to improve the quality of primary and pre-primary education through 

the promotion of child-centred and active learning methodologies, inclusive education, and through enhancing the 

leadership and management capacities of education stakeholders.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Aims and objectives 
The aim of this project was to pilot the Jolly Phonics programme in the teaching of reading and writing of English in 

government primary schools in Ethiopia and assess its impact on early grade reading outcomes. 

Specifically, the objective of the evaluation was to determine if the synthetic phonics approach of teaching reading 

and writing of English, and specifically the Jolly Phonics programme, leads to faster progress in the pupils’ reading 

and writing ability in English than those pupils not taught using the programme.  

1.2 Overview of Jolly Phonics programme 
With Jolly Phonics the pupils are first taught the letter sounds of English (so the sounds of the letters, not their 

names). They are then taught how to ʻblendʼ those sounds together to read words (so d-o-g makes ʻdogʼ). In this way 

the spoken word ʻdogʼ is made, or ʻsynthesisedʼ (hence ʻsynthetic’ phonics). It gives children the ability to read new 

words for themselves. It also enables them to write words by segmenting the word into its sounds, and then writing 

the letters for those sounds. Pupils are then taught “tricky words” that do not follow the sound system.  The letter 

sounds are taught alongside culturally appropriate stories, songs, and actions that make learning the sounds both 

memorable and fun. 

The Jolly Phonics programme has now been used for over 20 years and has been endorsed for use in all schools in 

countries such as the Gambia and Trinidad and Tobago and recommended by the government in other countries, 

such as the UK and Nigeria. It also used in government schools in countries as diverse as Ghana, Kenya, Uganda, 

Nepal, India, Mexico, Seychelles, Philippines and Fiji. 

1.3 Overview of context 
The Jolly Phonics programme was piloted in one Grade 1 class at 5 government primary schools in Mandura, Pawe 

and Dangur districts of Metekel Zone in Ethiopia. The pilot was implemented in partnership with VSO Ethiopia Gilgel 

Beles CTE.  

The Grade 1 teacher and head teacher from each of the Jolly Phonics schools received 3 days of training in the Jolly 

Phonics programme in November 2014 from an expert Jolly Phonics trainer.  Each school was given a Jolly Phonics 

Starter Kit (see Appendix A for details of kit), with each teacher and headteacher having a copy of the Jolly Phonics 

Teacher Book and each Grade 1 pupil the Jolly Phonics Pupil Book 1. The Grade 1 teachers taught using the Jolly 

Phonics programme between January 2015 and June 2015. During this pilot VSO staff undertook monitoring visit to 

each of the schools in March and again in May 2015 during which they observed the Jolly Phonics teaching and gave 

feedback, provided support and mentoring to these teachers alongside identifying any challenges and issues that 

needed to be addressed. 
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2 Methodology 
To provide a comparison of the progress in reading and writing in English at the schools using the Jolly Phonics 

programme, five control schools were selected for the pilot. These control schools were not exposed to the Jolly 

Phonics programme and instead followed the existing methods used in teaching reading and writing. The control 

schools were selected to be as demographically similar to the experimental schools and be located closely to the 

experimental schools. At each of these experimental and control schools, a literacy assessment was undertaken at 

the beginning (baseline) and end (end-line) of the pilot with randomly selected Grade 1 pupils. In total there were 

102 respondents from the pilot schools and 101 from the control schools. These literacy assessments combined 

elements of the Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) and Burt Reading test and assessed the following literacy 

skills: 

 Letter sounds 

 Whole word reading 

 Sentence reading 

 Word writing 

3 Results and discussion 

3.1 Profile of respondents  
This is an analysis of the two groups of schools, the five Experimental schools and the five Control schools, 

determining if the schools were matched at pre-test (baseline). 

 

Figure 3.1: Use of English at home 
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Figure 3.1 shows that no pupils used English at home and Amharic was the most common language used at home 

amongst the pupils from both sets of schools. Gumuzigna and Agewegna were also spoken by pupils in both groups 

of schools, with higher prevalence in the experimental group. The experimental group also contained pupils who 

spoke a greater variance of languages.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.2: Previous education experience 

Figure 3.2 indicates that the percent of children who had attended nursery was slightly higher for the control schools 

than in the experimental and control schools (25% at experimental and 38% at control). Similarly a slightly higher 

percent of pupils from the control schools had attended school the year before compared to the control schools, 

indicating 40% of children in the control group were repeating Primary 1, compared to just 33% in the control.   

 

Figure 3.3: Household ownership 

Figure 3.3 illustrates that both groups of schools were well matched on ownership of all household items. Very 

similar percentages of pupils owned all five poverty indicators within their homes.  As the overall percentage 

ownership of household property between the two groups of schools was similar, this indicates no significant 

difference in poverty levels between the two groups. 
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3.2 Summary of results 
The following section presents both baseline and end line scores, enabling a comparison to be drawn as to the effect 

of the Jolly Phonics programme. The following table shows the mean scores for the two groups of schools, for each 

of the four sections of the assessment. The scores for each assessment have been converted into a relative score out 

of 100 to allow for comparisons across all four literacy assessments to be drawn. As four literacy skills were tested 

the total relative score is out of a possible 400.  

Group 

Relative scores (out of 100) 

Total relative 
score (out of 

400) 
Letter Sound 

Test 
Burt Reading 

Test  
Sentence 

Reading Test 
Word 

Writing Test  

Control Pre-Test 4.79 2.65 0.87 0.2 8.5 

Experimental Pre-Test 9.62 5.95 4.17 1.76 21.5 

Control Post-Test  9.01 3.32 9.03 3.17 24.53 

Experimental Post-Test 52.75 8.57 26.1 11.18 98.6 

Control Score Change 4.22 0.67 8.16 2.97 16.03 

Experimental Score Change 43.13 2.62 21.93 9.42 77.1 
Table 1: Mean relative scores 

3.2.1 Mean score at baseline 

 

Figure 3.4 Literacy pre-test scores for each assessment 

Table 1 and Figure 3.4 show the mean test scores at baseline, before the Jolly Phonics method was implemented. It 

can be seen that for all assessments the experimental school pupils slightly outperformed the control groups when 

tested before the implementation of the Jolly Phonics programme, yet overall these groups were relatively well 

matched. Despite being well matched this slight difference in some categories highlights the importance of analysing 

the growth in scores from baseline to end-line between these two groups of schools. 
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3.2.2 Mean score at end line & mean score change 

 

Figure 3.5 Literacy post-test scores for each assessment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.6: Mean change (relative scores) for each literacy assessment 

Overall Table 1 illustrates that there has been an improvement in every aspect of the literacy abilities of those 

children exposed to the Jolly Phonics programme. Both overall and in every literacy skill assessed, the experimental 

groups scores increased significantly more than the control groups, as illustrated by Figure 3.6.  

For the remainder of this section raw scores from each assessment will be presented in order to evaluate the actual 

change in ability for each skill.  
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3.2.3 Letter sounds 

 

Figure 3.7: Raw score change: letter sounds 

In the letter sounds section of the literacy assessment, the number of letter sounds that pupils could correctly 

identify was assessed. The Jolly Phonics programme is based upon the 42 letter sounds in English and therefore 42 

was the maximum score for this section. Each pupil was given two attempts to correctly pronounce the letter sound 

before moving onto the next one. At pre-test the pupils at the experimental schools could pronounce correctly on 

average 4.04 letter sounds correctly compared to 2.01 at the control schools. However, on evaluation of progress at 

post-test the pupils at the experimental schools could pronounce correctly on average 16 letter sounds more than 

the pupils at the control schools. This is a large growth in 18 newly learnt letter sounds for the experimental schools 

but only just over 1 letter sound for the control schools as shown in Figure 3.8. This analysis clearly shows that pupils 

at the experimental schools had much better letter-sound correspondence (phonic knowledge) than those pupils at 

the control schools. 
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3.2.4 Whole word reading 

   

Figure 3.8: Raw score change: words read and reading age 

To assess the whole word reading ability of the pupils the Burt Reading Test was administered. In this test pupils are 
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standardised reading age. The control schools and experimental schools both had an average reading raw score of 

2.91 and 6.55 respectively at pre-test. At post-test, the average reading score of the experimental group of schools 

was higher that the control schools. As shown in Figure 3.8, the children in the experimental schools were able to 

read close to 3 more words post-pilot than they could at the beginning of the program, whereas the control schools 

only improved their reading ability by one word.  

3.2.5 Sentence reading 

   

Figure 3.9: Raw score change: sentence reading 
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the control school children had improved in average score by 0.65 points. The average growth in score of the 

experimental school children in comparison though was 1.76, meaning they could read nearly one full sentence in 

comparison to less than one at pre-test,  a greater improvement than the control group, as illustrated by Figure 3.9.  

3.2.6 Dictation and word writing 

    

Figure 3.10: Raw score change: Dictation/word writing 

The pupils’ word reading ability was assessed by asking the pupils to write 10 simple words, with one mark being 

awarded for each word written correctly. Illustrated by Figure 3.10 the average improvement for dictation and word 

writing was 0.64 points higher in the experimental schools than the control schools, meaning they could write on 

average nearly one whole word more than their counterparts in the control schools.  
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3.3 Did all schools perform equally well?  
 

School Type School no. Mean relative score change  

Experimental 

1 26.57 

2 9.65 

3 134.92 

4 120.69 

5 86.91 

Control 

1 -1.87 

2 18.6 

3 6.78 

4 49.86 

5 5.8 
Table 2: Individual schools relative improvement 

When comparing individual school performance in this pilot, a few trends emerge. It is clear to see from Table 2 that 

the majority of experimental schools improved markedly more than the control schools overall on the literacy 

assessment. Two experimental schools, Experimental School  1 and 2,  actually made less progress than some of the 

control schools in these assessments and so more investigation is required as to why the children did not improve as 

much as the other experimental schools. The variance in scores poses questions as to why the results were so 

different across schools and could suggest that certain elements of the Jolly Phonics course were neglected by 

teachers or not adequately understood by the teachers themselves. Further investigation may be required here to 

discover why this school’s progress lagged behind the other experimental schools, if they faced any specific 

challenges and if they could take lessons from one of the stronger performing schools. 

When there are large differences in score growth between individual schools, such as between Experimental School 

2 and Experimental School 3, it could be suggested that the quality or the regularity of teaching Jolly Phonics varied 

between schools or that teachers focused on different elements of the programme.  
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4 Consideration of other influencing factors 

4.1 Factors contributing to success of the pilot 
There were a number of factors that contributed to the success of this pilot and the improvements in the pupils’ 

literacy outcomes. These factors included: 

 Detailed initial training in Jolly Phonics: the 3 days of initial training for the teachers in Jolly Phonics by an 

expert Jolly Phonics trainer provided a thorough introduction to the programme and how to teach it. A 

minimum of 3 days training has been found to be most effective from the programme being used elsewhere.  

 Regular teaching of Jolly Phonics: it is recommended that Jolly Phonics should be taught at least 3 times a 

week, and ideally daily. In this pilot, the majority of the teachers did teach the programme most days which 

allowed the pupils to make good progress in their reading and writing ability.  

4.2 Challenges experienced in the pilot 
Despite this pilot showing impressive improvements in the pupils’ ability to read and write when taught using the 

Jolly Phonics programme, there were a number of challenges faced during the pilot. These challenges included:  

 Overcrowded classrooms and large class sizes: Although this problem is often unavoidable in this context, 

the programme must be sensitive to the number of children teachers are responsible for and provide 

support and guidance to the teachers in using the Jolly Phonics programme with such large pupil groups. For 

example the trainer could model teaching a Jolly Phonics lesson to a large class as part of the training and 

teachers given guidance and suggestions on how to use the materials for large classes. 

 Incomplete records and low attendance: The schools did not have proper records of the pupils' ages or 

attendance. Also the teachers commented that the pupils attend in shifts (if they attended one day, then the 

following day they will be absent) because their parents were not willing to allow them to come to school 

every day.  

 Low proficiency of English amongst the teachers: In some cases the teacher’s proficiency of English was very 

low, which provided challenges when they were attempting to teach the Jolly Phonics programme. Therefore 

consideration should be given to this when implementing this programme in the future by both adapting the 

programme to cater for this and providing support to the teachers to improve their level of English. 

 Lack of regular follow-up and monitoring: A great effort was made by VSO Ethiopia to monitor the 

implementation of the programme and provide some on-going support to the teachers. However due to this 

pilot having limited funding and capacity, the required support and follow-up after the initial training to 

maximise the impact of the programme was not possible. Jolly Phonics projects elsewhere have proved most 

successful when they have implemented regular visits to the schools to mentor the teacher and monitor the 

implementation of the programme as well as refresher training being organised. In any scale-up of the 

programme, it is therefore important that the government works with the implementation partners to 

implement a robust monitoring and mentoring programme that provides this vital on-going support to the 

trained teachers. 

 Lack of materials: The pupils of one experimental primary school did not get the Jolly Phonics programme 

resources straight after the training and subsequently the teacher was teaching the synthetic phonics 

methodology without materials. 
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5 Conclusions 
The aim of this project was to pilot the Jolly Phonics programme in the teaching of reading and writing of English in 

government primary schools in Ethiopia and assess its impact on early grade reading outcomes. Through this 

evaluation it has been determined that the synthetic phonics approach of teaching reading and writing of English, 

and specifically the Jolly Phonics programme, leads to greater progress in the pupils’ reading and writing ability in 

English than those pupils not taught using the programme.  

As this analysis shows, the experimental schools outperformed the control schools significantly on all the five literacy 

skills assessed, suggesting that the Jolly Phonics method provides a more effective way of teaching these key skills 

than existing methods being used in Ethiopia.  

 

6 Recommendations 
This pilot study has shown that the Jolly Phonics programme provides a highly effective way of teaching children to 

read and write and that it causes an increase in the literacy abilities for children. Given the significantly better 

progress the children taught using the Jolly Phonics programme made compared to those not taught using the 

programme, it is strongly recommended that the Ministry of Education extends this programme to all government 

primary schools in Ethiopia. Based on the strong evidence from this pilot study, the implementation of the 

programme nationwide could result in a significant improvement in the literacy rate in Ethiopia. However this pilot 

has also highlighted some challenges particularly around the need for ongoing training, mentoring and support for 

the teachers using this programme as well regular monitoring. It is therefore recommended that effective and high-

quality ongoing training and mentoring, as well as rigorous and regular monitoring, are implemented as core 

elements of the expansion of this programme. A strong partnership between the implementation partners and the 

Ministry will be fundamental to the success of future expansion of the Jolly Phonics programme in Ethiopia. 
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7 Appendices 
 

7.1 Appendix A: Contents of Jolly Phonics Starter Kit 
 The Phonics Handbook 

 Jolly Phonics DVD 

 Jolly Phonics Wall Frieze 

 Jolly Phonics Letter Sound Strips 

 Finger Phonics Big Books 1-7 

 Jolly Phonics Word Book 

 Jolly Phonics Cards 

 Jolly Phonics Alternative Spelling and Alphabet Posters 

 Jolly Phonics Tricky Word Wall Flowers 

 Jolly Songs 

 Jolly Readers Level 1 – Complete Set of 18 different storybooks 

 Jolly Readers Level 2 – Complete Set of 18 different storybooks 

 

In addition to the Jolly Phonics Starter Kit Extended, each school will be provided with: 

 40 copies  Jolly Phonics Pupil Book 1, black-and-white 

 40 copies  Jolly Phonics Pupil Book 2, black-and-white 

 4 copies  Jolly Phonics Teacher’s Book, black-and-white 
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7.2 Appendix B: Data 
 

7.2.1 Raw Scores Results 

Group 

Raw Scores 

Total 
score Letter Sound Test 

Burt 
Reading 

Test  

Sentence 
Reading 

Test 

Word 
Writing 

Test  

Control Pre-Test 2.01 2.91 0.07 0.02 5.01 

Experimental Pre-Test 4.04 6.55 0.33 0.18 11.1 

Control Post-Test  3.78 3.65 0.72 0.32 8.48 

Experimental Post-Test 22.16 9.42 2.09 1.12 34.78 

Control Score Change 1.77 0.74 0.65 0.3 3.47 

Experimental Score Change 18.12 2.87 1.76 0.94 23.68 

 

7.2.2 Relative Scores Individual Schools 

School Type  School No. Pre Post  
Mean relative 
score improvement 

Experimental  

1 11.74 38.31 26.57 

2 10.36 20.01 9.65 

3 16.89 151.81 134.92 

4 7.19 127.88 120.69 

5 65.17 152.08 86.91 

Control  

1 7.18 5.31 -1.87 

2 9.06 27.66 18.6 

3 7.33 14.11 6.78 

4 16.7 66.56 49.86 

5 2.17 7.97 5.8 

 


