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Nigeria, especially in the North, is generally considered as one of the most challenging places to operate 
in the world. Lack of teachers, poor infrastructure, the Boko Haram insurgency and unpredictable state 
funding are all believed to contribute to poor learning outcomes for pupils in basic education. 

This has been compounded by a failure of international aid programmes to deliver any meaningful 
impact. However, set against this backdrop, one project continues to thrive, so much so that it has 
now become the largest English literacy intervention in Africa. The Jolly Phonics project in Nigeria 
started with a pilot study of 6 government school teachers in 2006. Since then the UK and Nigeria 
social enterprise, Universal Learning Solutions, with the full support of the Universal Basic Education 
Commission (UBEC), and the educational publisher, Jolly Learning Ltd, has trained over 45,000 
government school teachers. Around 3.5 million pupils have now been able to access their right to 
literacy, through the fast-track English literacy tool - Jolly Phonics - which is based on the synthetic 
phonics methodology.

The project has been particularly successful in Zamfara 
state, in North-Western Nigeria, where some of the 3,345 
government school teachers who have been trained 
and resourced in Jolly Phonics, now lead the state-level 
monitoring team that is responsible for assessing the 
impact of the project. Despite numerous challenges, 
the project has delivered significant improvements in 
English literacy levels, and continues to act as a beacon for 
innovative development practice in a challenging scenario. 

At the same time, the Department of International Development has invested over £102 million, 
with a further £126 million committed to 2019, on education initiatives that have witnessed learning 
outcomes for pupils decline over a four-year period. 

The seminar will therefore provide a unique opportunity to meet some 
of the most well respected education officials in Northern Nigeria and 
gain a deeper understanding of how different models of development 
funding can be used to improve Early Grade Literacy outcomes. 
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