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Executive Summary 
 

At Link Ethiopia, we wanted to create a project which promoted the fun of reading, which 
used the existing resources in schools (libraries and librarians) and which linked both of 
these with initiatives for increasing literacy. In 2013, the Waterloo Foundation agreed to 
fund a new project to support 20 schools over two years with two grants of £13,000. With 
additional support from Jolly Phonics, from UK Link schools and from individual donors we 
have been able to expand the project to 46 schools. 

 
Results: 
 
Library and Literacy schools have outperformed control schools in EGRA-BURT literacy tests 
measuring English sounding, reading, writing and listening. Libraries and Literacy students 
improved their average score from 17% to 37% at the end of the year (where 100% would be 
expected for a student of the same grade who was a native English speaker). Students 
doubled their original performance and adding 14% to the improvement seen in control 
schools. In Year one, project schools outperformed control schools by 8%.  
 

 
 
Improvements in literacy skills were preceded by notable improvement in lessons observed 
by volunteers. Typical Ethiopian lessons rely on rote learning and are not engaging for 
students. After the training, we observed that: 
 

 All teachers used the phonics approach and could largely make the sounds 
accurately. At the beginning of the year, no new teachers were using the approach 
and all of the Year One teachers needed refresher training. 

 Teachers stuck to the five minute lesson framework 

 Students were noticeably more involved and enthusiastic 
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The aims were to: 
Improve literacy levels 

Develop a culture of reading 
Improve teachers’ confidence in teaching 

English 
 

The grant was used to provide: 
Phonics training - Sounds of English and Jolly 

Phonics 
Librarian training and a library improvement grant 

Weak readers’ tutorials scheme 
Reading Bee competitions and a reading club 
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 Teachers used activities and made their own resources to enhance lessons. Lessons 
as the being of the year relied on the blackboard and the textbook. 

 
A record number of schools achieved gold and silver library awards in 2014-15. This led to a 
direct increase in the number of students using the library and the number of books lent to 
students. 

 
 
We know that the project has led to real improvements in literacy, reading and teacher and 
student enjoyment. Above and beyond the data, case studies of individual teachers and 
students illuminate the opportunities offered through participation: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The results above demonstrate the extent to which the project was successful in 2014-15. 
However, Link Ethiopia strives to reflect on project strengths and weaknesses and to 
continually improve projects. Therefore, these are the improvements we are suggesting for a 
proposed project in 2015-16: 
 

 Expand to rural schools where we can have the greatest impact 

 Phonics training in mixed groups of established and new teachers to allow for peer 
mentoring and for this years’ teachers to refresh their training 

 Work closely with Jolly Phonics on developing training and monitoring procedures 

 Establish  donkey libraries, pop-up libraries and reading clubs to bring in successful 
pilots and projects from within Link Ethiopia which can promote the fun of reading 

 Secure long term, experienced international volunteers and specialist local staff to 
steer the project 

 Initiate a pedagogy pilot to roll out the activities and participation approach from the 
‘five minute phonic lessons’ to the rest of the curriculum
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Mekdes is a Grade 4 student from Azezo Elementary School in Gondar. Her 
favourite subjects are English and chemistry and she especially loves reading. 
Mekdes doesn’t have any books of her own so she visits the library at least 3 times 
a week during the mornings when she is not in lessons. She really appreciates the 
help she gets from her librarian in choosing new books and she likes reading 
Amharic fiction as well as grammar books that help her with learning English. 
Mekdes won the Grade 3-4 category at the Gondar regional reading bee organised 
by Link Ethiopia. She was nervous reading in front of all those people but now she 
is happy because she has a dictionary to help with her with her assignments. 
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Background 
 
Link Ethiopia’s Library and Literacy project began with the vision of our Country Director, 
Belayneh Shewaye. He asked why, when visiting Europe, he saw many Europeans reading on 
the bus and the train, reading for pleasure, but not in Ethiopia. This was the germ of the 
idea.  
 
We knew from 20 years working in schools that school libraries were frequently poorly 
resourced, poorly managed and set up for study rather than reading. In a 2011 survey of 
libraries in Link schools, we found that in 24 schools, seven had fewer than 500 books, ten 
said that books were at an inappropriate level for the students and in 20 the librarians had 
never received training. We also knew that illiteracy levels in early grades was a significant 
problem, with USAID estimating that in Amhara and Oromiya, the regions in which we work, 
49% and 47% of Grade two students could not read a single word in their own language. 
 
We wanted to create a project which promoted the fun of reading, which used the existing 
resources in schools (libraries and librarians) and which linked both of these to policies for 
increasing literacy. In 2013 the Waterloo Foundation agreed to support a new project to 
support 20 schools over two years with two grants of £13,000. With additional support from 
Jolly Phonics, from Link schools and from individual donors we have been able to expand the 
project to 46 schools. 
  

In October 2014, we were able to report on the successes of the first year, delivering a 
package of teacher training and library improvement to 24 schools. The phonics lessons 
were enthusiastically adopted by teachers, libraries showed improvement with 75% 
achieving the bronze awards and, importantly, the literacy of students in project schools 
improved beyond students without access to the project. 
 
This report gives an overview of this year’s project, its implementation, the impact on 
students and our conclusions and improvements for an expanded project proposed for 
2015-16.  
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Aims, Objectives and Outcomes 
 

Aims 

 To alleviate poverty and improve quality of life by increasing childhood literacy. 

Objectives 
 

 To improve children’s reading attainment in the early grades. 

 To increase access to books and libraries for younger children. 

 To encourage reading for pleasure. 

 To improve early grade teachers’ confidence in teaching reading and English. 

 To improve the quality of teaching through adoption of pedagogies of systematic 

phonics and reading comprehension techniques. 

 To improve outcomes for those identified as weaker readers in secondary school. 

Expected Outcomes 

 Provide 38 schools and at least 130 Grade 1-4 teachers with phonics and reading 

training. 12 schools will be taught the Jolly Phonics approach by a Jolly Phonics 

trainer and 26 will be taught the Sounds of English approach by a Link Ethiopia 

trainer. 

 Provide 9 secondary schools with training and financial support to support weak 

readers in Grade 9 

 Invite to 46 schools in Amhara and Oromiya to take part in the libraries award 

scheme and offer improvement grants and book donations to improve libraries for 

students 

 Invite 46 schools in Amhara and Oromiya to take part in regional level reading bees 

and celebrate reading within the community 

Project Implementation 
 

Teacher Training and Support 
 

Phonics 
 
At the start of the school year, six training events for in-service Grade 1 and 2 teachers from 
40 schools took place across the two regions. The training was designed to introduce the 
English phonetic sounds to teachers, give them a lesson structure for a phonics lesson, train 
them in making teaching resources and to give them confidence in teaching English reading.  
 
After Year One, the reading and phonics trainings were amalgamated, so teachers were 
shown whole-class reading techniques as part of this training. The 36 teachers involved in 
last year’s Sounds of English – Level 1 training were trained at Level 2, while the 52 teachers 
new to the programme received two sets of training: Level 1 in October/November and 
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Level 2 in March of this year. The training was delivered by volunteer teachers from the UK 
and supported by our local staff in the role of facilitators and translators. Link Ethiopia 
formed a partnership with Jolly Phonics, running a pilot with 12 schools and providing a 
training event in each region to help 23 teachers get to know the method and resources 
provided. 
 

 
Using phonics to teach early reading was new to almost all the teachers, who were 
previously using traditional methods such as ‘look and say’ and teaching students to use 
letter names to break words down. The training was universally praised by teachers, with 
84% rating it as ‘excellent’ and 12% as ‘good’.  Participants commented that the training built 
on their knowledge of English and ways of teaching it, that it gave them an insight into 
participatory methods and the use of different resources. Many also commented that they 
could see how the phonics method would help their students to read. 
 
Following the training, teachers were assigned a volunteer mentor who visited them in their 
schools, offering lesson observation feedback, on-site training and demonstrations and 
general support and monitoring. Teachers received two or three visits in the course of the 
year, giving them an opportunity to implement feedback and to make improvements to their 
practice. Due to the low level of English among early grade teachers, a translator was 
needed to communicate detailed feedback and to facilitate communication between the 
teacher and volunteer. As there were four trained teachers in each school, each teacher also 
offered support and advice to her colleagues. Teachers generally appreciated this level of 
support because the content of the training was so new and involved ‘re-learning’ sounds 
and changing traditional teaching methods. 
 

This is Fitsumnesh, a Grade 2 teacher at an elementary school in 
Bishoftu. Prior to the phonics training, she found it challenging keeping 
children engaged in English lessons. With her new phonics knowledge, 
she started making her own teaching aids from cardboard and scrap 
paper and using them to teach letter sounds in a fun and captivating 
way. When we visited her class, the children couldn’t wait to show off 
what they had been learning. Fitsumnesh admitted that she hadn’t been 
happy in her job as a teacher, but now that the students are more 
engaged,' so is she! 
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Jolly Phonics trainer, Shainaz, training Gondar teachers, Dec 2014 
 

 
Grade 1 and 2 teachers learning to make resources, Gondar 
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Focus on Jolly Phonics 
 
At the beginning of this year’s Library and Literacy project were able to partner with Universal 
Learning Solutions and Jolly Phonics. This was an opportunity to work with a leader in the field of 
synthetic phonics whose approach is used widely in schools in the UK. We were able to compare the 
two approaches to identify which had the biggest impact on students’ English literacy. 
 
Of the 46 schools involved with the programme this year, 38 received phonics training. Of these 12 
were involved in the Jolly Phonics pilot and received training and resources provided by Jolly Phonics. 
26 received Sounds of English training provided by Link Ethiopia volunteers. 
 
The table below shows the main differences between the two programmes as they were deliver this 
year:  
 

Sounds of English Jolly Phonics 

At Level 1, the programme teaches 25 sounds, 26 letter 
names, 4 consonant digraphs and silent letters and at 
Level 2 it teaches 18 vowel sounds. 

The programme teaches 42 sounds and spelling rules. 

“tricky’ words not explored 
No distinction between consonant blends and consonant 
digraphs. /sh/, /th/, /ch/ taught as 'consonant clusters'. 

72 'tricky' (non-phonically decodeable) words taught 
explicitly.  
Initial and final consonant blends identified and 
'snapped' apart. /sh/, /th/, /ch/ taught as sounds. 

Resources each teacher- flashcards, teacher book, CD, 
lesson plans and training on resource making. 
Resources for the school - readers and real books, library 
funding and support 
 

Resources for the school- flashcards, teacher handbooks, 
CD, DVD, big books, word lists, posters, library funding 
and support 

Weekly programme (lesson plan) with lots of repetition 
and Level 2 building on Level 1  

Programme across 50 weeks - one sound per day with 
revision periods (pupil book one) 

Lesson modelling built into the training  
 

Training on sounds, methods and activities. Lesson 
models in the teacher resources 
 

Two to three monitoring visits and support from teacher 
volunteers who delivered the Sounds of English training. 

Jolly Phonics trained professional for training workshops. 
One to two monitoring visits who were trained in 
general phonics. 
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General Training 
 
In each region there was a day-long training event for the directors and librarians of the 
schools involved in the project. Our research showed that the vast majority of school 
librarians (especially elementary schools) had no training in library management. Therefore, 
it was important that librarians were given practical advice on how to improve their libraries. 
Equally, the directors were required to take an active part in encouraging students to visit 
the library and to raise its profile at a school level.  
 
The training covered the importance of reading and the library’s place in this. We gave 
attendees an outline of the project structure, a detailed look at the library awards available 
and encouraged sharing of good practice between Year 1’s librarians and those new to the 
project. The training was well-received by both directors and librarians, particularly 
librarians who are not offered opportunities for professional development in Ethiopia. One 
director commented that prior to the training, he had never seen the value of a library in a 
primary school but now he could see its importance; his school went on to receive the gold 
library award at the end of the year. 
 

 

Library Improvement 

 
Each school in the project was given a small grant to contribute to the improvement of the 
library. A total of 4000 ETB was awarded, with 2000 ETB for books and 2000 ETB to enhance 

Meet Mulu, the librarian from Chechela Elementary School in Gondar. She 
does not have a library qualification but she is passionate about getting 
children reading. In the past, she wanted more students to visit the library 
but was worried that there were not enough relevant books to go around. 
Plenty of students passed the library without entering. The Libraries and 
Literacy project has enabled her to make her library more attractive to 
students, with colourful pictures on the walls, a soft seating area and a 
wider range of study and fiction books. Through her efforts, Chechela 
library received the ‘Gold’ award and her dedicated students are now 
benefiting from their prize: even more great books to enjoy! 
 

Link Ethiopia in Gondar set out to create a ‘model library’ to share our vision 
with schools and important decision-makers. First, the building itself was made 
possible by fundraising from St. Stephen’s CE Primary School near Bath, UK. 
Once it was built, Mulugeta, Atse Bekafa’s friendly librarian, set about 
rearranging the books in a more accessible way, using his training, and creating 
a children’s corner for Grades 1-4.  When you pop into the library on any school 
day, there is usually a pile of brightly coloured sandals at the door and the 
children’s mat is crowded with kids lying, kneeling and sitting… all with their 
noses in books. The Librarians from other schools have been invited to come 
and have a tour of the library and talk to Mulugeta about what he has achieved 
with the help of Link Ethiopia. Seeing is believing! 
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the library environment. Through the library award criteria and advice from Link Ethiopia, 
schools were able to formulate an action plan and target this grant to where it was most 
needed. 
 
Throughout the year, schools had the opportunity to work towards one of three library 
awards: bronze, silver or gold. Each award had a set of criteria, which librarians and directors 
could use as a checklist, encouraging healthy competition between schools. These awards 
encouraged them to increase the number of students using the library, borrowing books and 
taking part in the library club. They also made sure that school addressed the library 
environment, making it more child-friendly and conducive to reading.  
 
Each school received regular visits from Link Ethiopia staff and volunteers (with translators) 
to check progress against the criteria and collect evidence for the award. During these visits 
there was time for on-going training and practical help in the library itself. 
 

Reading Bee and Reading Club 
 
Regional Reading Bee competitions were held in both regions, with a total of 80 children 
taking part from Grades 2-8 (ages 8-15). Schools were responsible for selecting the children 
for the competition and were encouraged to enter children in all of the four age categories. 
Each competitor took it in turn to show their reading skill by reading a passage aloud and 
then answering questions from a panel of judges. Winners were selected based on reading 
fluency and expression, accuracy and their answers to the questions. The event had a 
celebratory air, drawing attention to children’s achievements and awarding certificates and 
prizes to all participants.  
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Lidiya, an Othoniel College student, running the Gondar reading club 
 
In partnership with a local further education institution (Othoniel College), Link Ethiopia in 
Gondar set up a Saturday reading club for vulnerable and disadvantaged children aged 7-14, 
many of whom are supported through the Link Ethiopia child sponsorship scheme. For this 
to take place, Link Ethiopia made a small library room available and recruited local 
volunteers from the nearby college to read to children. On a Saturday, the 15 children came 
to hear stories in Amharic and English; they were also able to choose books to read 
independently. After the club they received tea and bread and had a chance to play and talk 
together. The reading clubs will be expanded to both regions next year. 
 

Weak Readers 

 
For secondary schools, there was a weak readers’ grant available to fund tutorial lessons for 
Grade 9 underachievers in English. Once each secondary school had selected their tutor, 
they were invited to a two-day training session with Link Ethiopia. These sessions covered 
reading comprehension techniques, phonics and spelling patterns. Many tutors had 
identified a lack of motivation as a barrier for their students, so positive behavioural 
techniques were also explored, including incentives and rewards for students with good 
attendance and attitude. Once the tutorial programme was running, Link Ethiopia staff 
visited a selection of sessions to offer support to the tutor and to monitor the effectiveness 
of the sessions. 
  
The eight secondary schools involved in the project received a small grant of 2000 ETB to 
fund tutorial lessons for 25 weak readers in Grade 9. Link Ethiopia recommended that it paid 
for up to 20 hours of tutorial lessons and incentives for the students (who would attend 
voluntarily) such as bread, tea and stationery. Students were selected on the basis of their 
first semester exam results and they were assessed by Link Ethiopia at the beginning and the 
end of the intervention. The most successful programmes selected students who were 
willing to receive extra support; those who selected the students with the very lowest 
results saw poor attendance figures, as students were not motivated to get involved in their 
free time, or they had work commitments outside school hours. 
 

  

Cara has spent some years working in education and came to Ethiopia with 
the idea of volunteering for three months, helping with the Libraries and 
Literacy project and teaching English in her partner school. Soon enough, 
she could see that she would have to stay longer to support the teachers 
she had trained in phonics. She went on to form strong bonds with these 
teachers and their classes and delighted in seeing them making their own 
resources out of bottles, old cans and cardboard and most of all, having 
fun with their English classes. With a bit of maths, she worked out that 
through training over 50 teachers, she had shared her knowledge of 
phonics with well over 2000 children. What an achievement! Needless to 
say, she’s coming back next year… 
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Project Impact 
 

Research Methods 

 
Link Ethiopia collected a range of data to monitor the impact of the project: 
 
EGRA-BURT Tests – Students English literacy was assessed using a combination of the EGRA 
(Early Grades Reading Assessment) and BURT reading age tests.  

 
The EGRA test is comprised of four elements, requiring students to: sound out a list of 42 
written sounds in English (i.e. ‘a’,‘b’,‘sh’,’ai’); read four simple sentences; write simple words 
read aloud by the assessor and answer comprehension questions on a spoken passage. 

 
The BURT test requires students to read aloud from a list of 110 words of increasing 
complexity. The number of correct words give a standard reading age. 

 
Though the test is broadly similar to the EGRA tests used in year one there are some 
alterations. The new tests were required for our partnership with Jolly Phonics so it was 
adjudged that using one test across all schools would be more efficient and would allow 
comparisons between the Sounds of English and Jolly Phonics approaches. 

  
A sample of 23 schools were selected, which included 4 control schools, 12 schools involved 
in the Jolly Phonics pilot and 7 Sounds of English schools. The schools were monitored at the 
beginning and end of the project (Oct-Nov 14 and Apr-May 15) 

 
In the Year One report, changes in EGRA scores were presented as changes as a percentage 
of the baseline (i.e. 5/40 to 10/40, is a 200% change). However, we found that this would 
exaggerate changes in schools with low baslines. All EGRA percentage changes presented in 
this report are percentages of the total available score (i.e. 5/40 to 10/40, is a 12.5% change 
from 12.5% to 25%). BURT-EGRA tests have a total mark of 174, however the BURT tests 
have been capped at 58 words. Overall percentages are therefore calculated from a total of 
122.  

 
Lesson Monitoring – Lessons were monitored using a simple 10 point checklist to ensure 
that the 5 minute lesson structure was followed, that sounds were formed correctly and that 
students were engaged. Overall comments and suggestions were communicated to the 
teacher via a translator at the end of the lesson. All schools were visited at least twice in the 
year. 

 
Library Award Data – Libraries we assessed against a 42 point criteria including opening 
hours, number of books lent and several milestones concerning the attractiveness, 
cleanliness and usability of the library.  Again, all libraries were visited at least twice in the 
year. 

 
Weak Readers Assessment – All secondary students involved in the weak readers’ scheme 
were assessed before and after the tutorial programme. 
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Students were given a 67 passage to read aloud and asked to answer 5 comprehension 
questions. 
 

 
 
 

Focus on Kera Hora School 
 

 
 
Prior to training, students from Kera Hora had very limited knowledge of letter 
sounds and they were unable to read even simple words or sentences in English. 
Four Grade 1-2 teachers were given Sounds of English training and were shown 
how to deliver a 5 minute phonics lesson to help up the levels of English in 
reading, speaking and writing. 
 
After assessing students halfway through the school year, results showed that 
students’ letter sounds and average words read had improved. However the 
average score for reading sentences had actually dropped. Kera Hora was 
identified as a school in need of extra support. 
 
The teachers received a demonstration on how to deliver an effective phonics 
lesson.  The demonstration was given in front of a Grade 2 class with three 
teachers in attendance. A full 5 minute lesson was demonstrated, which included 
an in depth activity on blending letter sounds to read simple words. The class 
looked at the difference between letter names and sounds; the lesson was very 
engaging for the class as they could see that blending letter names meant that 
words sounded very different and very funny to how the words were actually 
said! 
 
The final testing showed that the teachers were obviously delivering a much more 
effective 5 minute lesson, concentrating on the blending of sounds to read words; 
as students had improved across the board in all areas. 
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Teacher Training 
 

EGRA/BURT Results 

 
EGRA-BURT tests evaluate students in five elements of literacy: letter sounds, word reading, 
sentence reading, aural understanding and comprehension. Adding the five sections 
together the test is scored out of 122. The graphs below show EGRA-BURT tests as a 
percentage from 122. 
 

 
 
Across the project, the average EGRA- BURT score for project school moved from 17% at 
baseline to 37% at the end of the year, where a 100% would be expected for a native English 
speaker of the same age. Control schools moved from an average score of 10% to 17%. This 
shows that Libraries and Literacy schools outperformed control schools adding 14% 
percentage points over and above natural improvement witnessed in control schools. 
Further, the average project school teacher more than doubled the literacy level of her 
students over the school year. 
 
The BURT test is designed to give an absolute literacy level that is comparable between 
countries, even those in which the mother tongue is English, therefore the grade achievable 
within even the best Ethiopian school is limited. In that context, a 14% increase translates to 
a notable improvement which will put students on a path towards longer school careers with 
higher attainment. 
  
It is difficult to compare the results achieved in Year 1 and Year 2 as the test format was 
changed this year to meet Jolly Phonics requirements for pilot evaluations. With these 
caveats in place, comparing the percentage scores in 2013-14 and 2014-15 suggest that the 
Libraries and Literacy has significantly improved literacy levels year on year; the 
improvement over control schools has increased from 8% in 2013-14 to 14% this year, a near 
doubling. This quantitative evidence reinforces qualitative evidence demonstrating improved 
implementation of phonics lessons and continued success against library award criteria. 
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EGRA/BURT Results – Letter Sounds 
 
The keystone to the phonics approach is that children learn not just letter names but the 
sounds they signify. This should allow them to ‘decode’ written words into their respect 
sounds and read them aloud. Therefore we would expect a considerably higher performance 
in target schools than control schools in the letter sounds elements of the EGRA-BURT tests. 
   
As the graph below shows, control schools moved from 18% to 24%, a 6% increase over the 
year, compared to a 30% increase for target schools who moved from an average school of 
29% to 59%. This marks an almost doubling in the accuracy of sounding over the year. 
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EGRA/BURT Results – Reading Scores 
 
Phonics training is designed to teach students letter sounds and for them to ‘decode’ written 
words into their sounds. Therefore we expected that project schools would outperform 
control schools. This expectation is borne out in the results, with project schools almost 
tripling scores from 11% to 28%. This compares to an improvement from 6% - 13% in control 
schools. Therefore, Libraries and Literacy schools outperformed control schools by 10%.  
 
The students are asked to read from a list of 110 words, the words are increasingly complex 
and give a reading age of 2-14 years. The data we have used gives a percentage from a 
capped total of 58, which is the score needed to get a reading age of 9 years. The average 
reading age for Libraries and Literacy student at the end of the project was 5 years and 11 
months compared to 5 years and 6 months for the average control student. The fact that 
students are generally 4 years ‘behind’ in Grade 2 reinforces the need for more interventions 
in early years’ education. 
 

 
 

Lesson Observations 

 
Typically, lower grade reading lessons in Ethiopian primary schools consist of learning by rote 
and copying from the chalkboard, while the content comes from the prescribed government 
textbooks. There is a lack of books, writing materials or teaching aids. Our research in 2011 
had shown that although most children were learning to read their local language (for 
example, Amharic) with this method, their reading level in English was very low, especially at 
Grades 1 and 2. 
 
After the phonics training, volunteers visited teachers in their schools, observing lessons and 
giving feedback and on-going support. This mentorship proved invaluable as a strong 
relationship was built up between the teacher and the volunteer and real improvement in 
lessons was seen during the life of the project. What follows is a summary of the main 
improvements, but cannot capture every facet of the changes seen in the lesson 
observations. 
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Our teacher volunteer, Hannah, demonstrating ‘u’ for umbrella during a monitoring visit at 
Gorgora Elementary School 
 
First, all teachers observed were attempting to teach using the new phonics method. 
Lessons gave students the chance to vocalise the sounds of English and to relate them to a 
letter, for example by pointing. Despite some common errors caused by mother tongue 
interference, most teachers were able to reproduce the sounds from the training and invite 
students to copy. 
 
Second, the volunteer observers were struck by the high level of student engagement seen 
in almost all phonics lessons. Students were eager to participate and to attempt activities, 
especially when they involved performing actions or manipulating letters to read. Teachers 
used praise and applause to encourage their students, mirroring the positive learning 
environment modelled in the training. This level of engagement was not observed prior to 
the project. 
 
Importantly for the sustainability of the project, the observers felt encouraged by the 
number of teachers using local materials such as plastic bottles and cardboard boxes to 
make their own materials for teaching reading, such as blending lines and bottle top letters. 
Additionally, flashcards provided by Link Ethiopia were also in regular use, giving children 
visual clues and pictures to help them learn. 
 
Finally, building on lessons learnt from the first year, teachers commonly kept to the ‘5-
minute’ lesson format which is good phonics practice and leaves time for the rest of the 
English curriculum. Additionally, effective and organised use of the chalkboard was seen in 
all classrooms, ensuring continuity and building on children’s prior knowledge.   
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Students using blending phonic sounds to make words in Foka Elementary, Bishoftu 
 

 
Using flash cards at Azezo Elementary, Gondar 
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Weak Reader Results 
 
The students involved in the weak reader scheme demonstrably improved their English 
reading and comprehension skills. In a 72 point test, a sample of students in the programme 
increased their overall scores by 7.15 points; the test was made up of a 67 word passage 
(with a point for each correctly pronounced word) and a five comprehension questions. The 
students increased their reading scores by 5 points on average and saw stark improvements 
in comprehension; most students were not able to answer or understand any 
comprehension questions at the beginning of the year and at the end the average student 
answered two successfully.  
 

 
 
The students involved the scheme are identified as being in need of extra support and find it 
difficult to keep up with the level of English required in as the language becomes the 
medium of instruction. It is plausible that the improvements above can be attributed our 
project; especially comprehension which is poorly addressed in the curriculum.  
 
From observing tutorials in both regions, the weak readers’ tutorial programme has not 
been implemented consistently. Some tutors were able to run a successful programme. In 
Bishoftu, two schools have reported increased motivation among their tutees to learn 
English through the use of incentives (praise, certificates and reward schemes) and through 
the different approach to teaching taken in the tutorial lessons. Because of the smaller 
number of students in the class (25), the tutors were able to build up a trusting relationship 
and rapport with students which was effective at building reading skills and confidence. 
Likewise in village schools in the Gondar region, attendance at these sessions was very good, 
perhaps reflecting a higher level of motivation to accept extra educational help in rural 
areas.  
 
Meanwhile, in the urban secondary schools in Gondar, the observed sessions were poorly 
attended; tutors explained that while some students had come under peer pressure to stop 
attending the tutorials, others had work and family commitments outside school hours 
which stopped them coming. Subsequent attempts to reach out to the students through 
dialogue and incentives were largely unsuccessful. It is possible that this was because the 
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students selected were those from all classes who had the lowest grades in English; in 
future, the willingness of the student to attend the sessions should be established before 
offering the support. 
 
Grade 9 is highly important for students because, as the first year of secondary school, it is 
the first year that they learn all subjects entirely in English. Therefore, increased 
comprehension and English reading skill will be vital for their future success and is likely to 
decrease the dropout rate among these students. The results show that the scheme has a 
positive impact on both reading and comprehension. Further, by building on the experiences 
of the most successful schools, we hope to increase the magnitude of the impact next year. 
 

Library Improvement 
 
The library award is a means to improve the library facilities available to Ethiopian students. 
Further it incentivises directors and librarians invest their own time and creativity in 
improving the library.  
 
In 2014-15 we have seen many libraries move up the award scale. At the beginning of the 
year, we had a mix of new schools and schools continuing the project from year one. As you 
can see most of new schools were below the bronze award and most of the year one schools 
were at bronze level. By the end of the year, over half the schools were achieving silver or 
gold. 
 

 

 
The award achievements have a direct impact on the amount of students reading and the 
amount of books they read. Focusing on just one element of the library award criteria, we 
can say that at the beginning of the year there were two schools where at least 80 students 
a week visited the library and one school where at least 150 visited. At the end of the year, 
we can say those number have increased to 17 and 7 respectively.  
 
It is sometimes difficult to encourage schools to lend books as librarians are held responsible 
for damaged and lost assets. However, through the library award scheme we now have 
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increased the number of schools lending at least 25 books a week from 3 to 17, and those 
lending 50 books from 1 to 7. 
 

 
 
As well as increasing the number of users in the library and the number of books lent, the 
library awards aim to make the library and attractive place for all students. Our research 
showed that the majority of library users prior to the project were in Grades 5-8 (ages 11-15) 
so the library award criteria put a strong emphasis on encouraging users from Grades 1-4 
(ages 7-11). In order to do this, schools bought mats, posters, colourful paint for the walls 
and a wider range of age-appropriate picture books in English and local languages. In some 
libraries, this has led to a dramatic upswing in the number of younger children visiting the 
library and reading for pleasure. As a result of the project, many schools have independently 
found a room and the funds to create a dedicated reading room for Grade 1-4 classes to use 
during lesson time. 
 
The most effective librarians have taken their task seriously and have seen the rewards of 
their hard work in increased library attendance and recognition in the form of the Link 
Ethiopia awards. 
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One of our libraries at the beginning of the year, OK but uninspiring 
 

 
One of our libraries (Atse Bekafa, Gondar) at the end of the year, jumping allowed 
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Conclusion 
 
The second year of the Library and Literacy project has delivered on its central aim to 
increase childhood literacy. EGRA-BURT tests show that students within the project 
increased their performance in sounding letters, reading and understanding; adding 14% 
over control schools and doubling their own baseline performance. Further, the project is 
improving year on year with target schools outperforming control schools by 8% in year one 
and 14% this year. 
 
Progress has been made on the detailed objectives of the project; libraries are becoming 
hubs of reading instead of storage places for books. Over half (24 out of 43) of libraries 
achieved silver and gold awards this year up from 9% (4 schools) at the beginning of the 
year. In those 24 libraries, we know that at least 50 books are lent a week and at least 80 
students a week visit. We have specifically focused on extra-curricular programmes to 
promote not just reading but reading for pleasure; with the reading, the Gondar Saturday 
reading club and our growing support of pop-up libraries. 
 
Students participating in the weak reader’s scheme increased their English reading and 
comprehension scores by 10%, increasing comprehension dramatically from the average 
student failing all questions at baseline to answering two out of five questions correctly at 
endline. Though observations demonstrated that there was a lot of variation between 
schools, the data show that improvements were made and can be scaled up in future. 
 
Finally, our teacher training programme has resulted not only in improved English 
comprehension but more confident teachers, higher quality lessons and a more engaged 
and enthusiastic students. Lesson observations frequently showed that when teachers were 
encouraged to move away from ‘talk and chalk’ not only did performance improve but 
students were more enthusiastic and were developing a broader range of skills. 
 
While any project can be improved, the Libraries and Literacy has been successful in the 
broadest sense. Thank you for supporting the project in its first two years; we hope to 
expand and improve the project so we can continue supporting Ethiopian teachers and 
students. 
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A student reading in the Grade 3-4 category at the Bishoftu Reading Bee 
 
 

Improvements for a proposed continued project 
 
Expansion to rural schools 
 
Because the project has been successful at increasing literacy and improving school libraries, 
we would like to continue the project next year and expand the number of schools 
participating. As one may imagine, it is the schools furthest from the town centres who have 
the biggest problems attracting skilled teachers and acquiring resources. Therefore, rural 
students are more likely to suffer from low literacy levels, this is borne out by the baseline 
scores of rural school participating this year. 
 
To maximise the impact we can achieve we are aiming to include 20 new schools in the 
project next year, all from rural areas. In the past, Link Ethiopia has found it expensive and 
time consuming to access rural schools by public transport and therefore the proposed 
project budget will include rental agreements for local vehicles. 
 
Phonics Training – Improved content and structure 
 
We have continually improved the training provided from the outset of the project, creating 
Level Two training for this year’s teachers.  
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If running the project again next year, the structure of training would be altered with two 
training points at the beginning of each semester for both ‘new’ and ‘established’ teachers. 
This year we offered two trainings for new teachers from new schools and one ‘Level two’ 
training for established teachers in schools. Our experience was that teachers would have 
benefited from refreshing their Level One training before embarking on the more complex 
Level Two sounds. 
 
Further, we have learnt a lot from co-operating with Jolly Phonics and would look to partner 
with them again to borrow the best elements of each programme; simplifying the training 
and enhancing it with more kinaesthetic learning so teachers can learn actions to match the 
sounds and maintaining strong elements of modelling and demonstrating best practice. 
  
Donkey Libraries, pop-up libraries and reading clubs 
 
Link Ethiopia is always interested in finding new and innovative ways to encourage children 
to read and demonstrate the fun of fiction. An expanded project would build on the success 
of the reading bee events with new events and schemes to promote reading for pleasure. 
 
The project would strengthen Link Ethiopia donkey library programme, where rural schools 
without libraries can access books through a mobile library which travels to students by 
donkey. New rural schools will be selected from the catchment area of the donkey library. 
The library improvement support can then be linked to the mobile libraries to upskill the 
donkey librarians and to improve the range of books they offer. A new donkey library can be 
created to increase the coverage of schools. 
 
Further, successful partnerships with local organisations will be expanded. The Sunday 
reading club and story-time which was initiated in partnership with Othoniel College will be 
rolled out in both regions. Also, Link will expand its support to the NISIR association which is 
setting up book boxes in Gondar. The local charity is also aiming to change the culture of 
reading in Ethiopia, by creating small pop-up libraries in the town which are freely accessible 
to all. 
  
International Volunteers and local staff 
 
Many of the improvements of this year’s project have been catalysed by the presence of two 
experienced and long-term volunteers who could follow the progress of schools, teachers 
and librarians from baseline testing, through training and monitoring to the project close.  
 
An expanded project would not only require increasing the quantity of volunteers but 
maintaining the quality of international volunteers; using our network of UK schools and 
teachers to find experienced volunteers who can advise and coach teachers, deliver practical 
training sessions and can continually improve the project. Further, we plan to increase the 
formal training of volunteers by introducing more structured pre-project planning sessions 
for volunteers in the UK. 
 
Link Ethiopia is committed to building skills not only within schools but within our own 
organisation. To that end we seek to hire local staff to support implementation of training 
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and monitoring visits who can receive on the job training from experienced volunteers.  
 
Pedagogy pilot 

 
An important by-product of training teachers in phonics methods is that the overall quality 
of lessons improve; teachers engage children with activities, participation and fun activities. 
It is clear to see how much children get from these more interactive lessons.  
 
Therefore an expanded project would include a ‘pedagogy’ pilot with four schools in each 
region receiving training to apply modern teaching methods beyond the ‘five minute phonics 
lesson’ to the wider curriculum. 

 


