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Introduction: 

African Revival – Investing in Education works with rural primary schools in Uganda, Zambia 
and South Sudan - focusing on reaching the most remote communities. Our Vision is an 
Africa where every child has equal access to quality education, as we believe education is 
the key to overcoming poverty. Since 2005, we have worked with primary and nursery 
schools to allow children to fulfil their potential. We don’t just provide infrastructure; we 
empower whole communities, pupils, teachers and parents – to transform schools into 
thriving learning environments that build brighter, better futures.   

The Step Up project aimed to establish low-cost ECD (Early Childhood Development) 
nurseries at five primary schools in the Amuru District of Northern Uganda, including 
training volunteer teachers on Phonics, providing books and learning resources and 
establishing village savings schemes (VSLAs) for parents, to assist them in paying nursery 
fees. This was a three-year project, fully funded by the British & Foreign Schools Society 
(BFSS – now known as Educational Opportunity Foundation). 

The five project schools were: Lujoro, Juba Road, Palwong, Pagak and Labongogali Primary 
Schools; selected based on several criteria, including availability of spare classrooms. 

 

Activities and Achievements: 

ECD Enrolment  

Overall, the total enrolment of children at the five ECDs increased steadily over the three 
years of the project, and this continued during the final year in 2024: 

Term 1 enrolment = 376 (198 girls/178 boys)  

Term 2 enrolment = 385 (207 girls/178 boys) 

Term 3 enrolment = 442 (238 girls/204 boys) 

For reference, the first record of total ECD enrolment at the start of Y1 was 212 pupils. 

Increasing, and even maintaining, enrolment was one of the main challenges during the 
project; due to parents not initially understanding the value of ECD education and 
prioritising the education of older siblings. Parents were also unwilling to pay the low fees 
agreed at the start of the project. We overcame these challenges with constant mobilisation 
and encouragement, inviting parents into the classrooms to see the impact of the ECDs, 
empowering and training teachers to deliver confidently and introducing saving pots 
specifically for saving for school fees into the VSLAs. 

Visits to International School in Gulu 

In February 2024, Vincent Komakech, ARU Country Manager, and Kenneth Onekalit, Step Up 
Project Officer, visited Gulu Globe Trotters (GGT), an international school in Gulu City, to 
observe phonics lessons, story writing using pictures in K3 and daily routines of the nursery 
children. These ideas were passed on to our ECD teachers in the rural schools in Amuru. 
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ECD Teacher Training and Support Supervision 

Prior to the start of the project, 
most of the ECD teachers, who were unqualified volunteers, had 
not attended any teacher training, so they needed to be trained 
on basic teaching skills and methodologies. In April 2024, we 
conducted refresher training on scheme of work, lesson planning 
and classroom management, continued ongoing training on 
Phonics and making teaching aids, and introduced a new concept - 
story writing using pictures. A total of 14 ECD teachers were 
trained in Y3, as one was absent on medical advice. The training 
was facilitated by District Inspector of Schools in charge of Special 
Needs and ECD in Amuru (Mr. Emmanuel Jaromo) and AR’s Step 
Up Project Officer.   

Apart from the formal training sessions, teachers were closely monitored and supervised 
regularly by the Project Officer, who made on-spot corrections and gave demonstration 
lessons to build the teachers’ confidence. Through continuous guidance during class 
observations, many of the nursery children are now able to blend sounds and read simple 
English story books like ‘Moon and Stars’, ‘Ben and Sam’ and ‘Job’s Job’. 

Alice Langech, a nursery teacher Juba Road Primary School, is very thankful to African 
Revival for training the teachers in Phonics. She feels her knowledge has been built, so she 
could now teach at any nursery school. 

Distribution of Scholastic Equipment 

At the start of the project, each nursery was provided with good 
quality, eco-friendly wooden furniture - 150 chairs and 25 tables in 
total, as well as wipe-clean mats for younger children to sit on, and 
classroom resources annually over 3 years - chalks, lesson plan and 
scheme books, pens, chalk board rulers, paints, manila cards, ECD 
learning framework and workbooks. Each nursery has been provided 
with play materials, such as old tyres and skipping ropes, as well as a 
set of wooden building blocks to support STEM learning and 
encourage creativity in the children. 

A total of 2,100 books have been distributed to the five nurseries, over three years. Each 
project school/nursery received 150 Set 1 Phonics readers, 62 bilingual folklore story books 
in Acholi and English (produced by local publisher, Pangea) and 210 English nursery-age 
story books donated by Book Aid International. These books are also borrowed by the lower 

primary children in project schools, to improve 
their reading and comprehension skills. 

As part of AR’s Read Together project, we have 
also delivered a wheelable library and reading 
workshop to each project school - helping them to 
set up a lending library and promote the 
importance of reading for improved literacy and 
enjoyment. 
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Teacher Paska of Pagak Primary School expressed her joy for 
the training she got on how to grow and manage her library from AR. She is now the school 
librarian and is training her library prefects on how to record the daily borrowing and 
returning of the books and how to manage and use a library. 

EGRA (Early Grade Reading Assessments) 

EGRA measures children’s knowledge of letter names, letter 
sounds, real words, made up words (in one minute), and 
comprehension of a short story. With the assistance of 
volunteers from READ for Life (a Phonics NGO based in Gulu), 
AR conducted EGRA in the five Step Up project schools and 
five nearby control schools for P1-P3 at the start and end of 
the project. A total of 225 lower primary P1-P3 pupils (45 
children per school) were randomly selected to participate. K3 
(nursery) EGRA was conducted in only the five project schools, 
at the start and end of Y3, to show progress of the children 
who had attended the nurseries for three years. 

The EGRA results show there has been an improvement in letter and sound recognition and 
reading simple words over the course of the project. In May 2022, P1 & P2 children at 
project (and control) schools were unable to read any real words in one minute, while P3 
pupils could read an average of 1-2 words. By the end of the project (Oct 2024), this 
improved to 11, 15 & 18 words for P1-3 respectively (after many children had passed 
through the nurseries), while scores in paired control schools remained between 0-2 words 
for P1 & P2, up to 12 words in P3. You would expect P3 to be able to read more words than 
the younger children, but learning Phonics at an early age improves overall attainment in 
literacy and starts reading earlier. At the start of Y3, K3 pupils in the Step Up nurseries were 
not able to read any real words in a minute. By the end of Y3 (after many of them had been 
learning Phonics for almost 3 years – and more intensively during Y3), the average number 
of words they could read in a minute was 29. Most of the K3 children were also able to 
sound letters well and could read the simple story very well.   

K3 Graduations 

At the end of each year of the project, the pupils 
finishing nursery in K3 attended a graduation 
ceremony as they prepared to progress to 
primary school. Parents took the initiative to 
borrow or hire robes for the events, to show 
their pride and support for the ECD nurseries. 
Over 1,000 children have graduated from K3 
across all project schools during the course of the 
project (231 in Y1, 368 in Y2, 442 in Y3).  

Right: K3 graduation at Juba Road in 2023. 
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VSLA Monitoring 

Five VSLA savings groups for parents have been established 
(one at each school) – providing financial education and helping group members access 
credit and save school fees to pay the nursery teachers. By the end of the project, 362 
parents were enrolled and groups were meeting independently. The parent groups were 
trained on record keeping, group management, financial literacy and loan recovery. 

In Y2, cumulative savings were 3,566,000 UGX 
(approx. £775), plus 1,139,500 UGX+ set aside for 
school fees. In Y3, cumulative savings were 
6,132,800 UGX (approx. £1,300), with 1,225,100 set 
aside for school fees. 

The VSLAs have become a unifying social activity in 
every project school community. Group members 
encourage each other to improve socially and 
economically. Parents who are in the groups have 
been able to keep their children at school (nursery, 
primary and secondary). 

Some parents have also acquired livestock, poultry and improved their farming production 
using shared savings or loans.  

Testimonials: 

• Anek Paulin, the Chairperson of Labongogali VSLA, said she is very grateful to AR for this 
initiative. She has been able to pay her child’s school fees with ease. She also bought a 
hen at the start of the saving cycle and now she has many chickens out of that hen. 

• Ayee Lucy, VSLA group member at Palwong, said the group has supported her to pay 
school fees for her twin children for the last two years. She was also able to buy a goat 
for each child, with the mind that when they multiply, each child will be able to pay fees 
at school. 

• Patrick Watmon, joined the savings group at Labongogali in 2022. He made savings and 
started regularly borrowing and repaying 100,000 UGX more frequently than the rest of 
the members, to boost his farming. Out of the proceeds from his farm, he has 
established a general merchandise shop. One of his children has just graduated from the 
nursery in K3 and he now feels more able to support his other eight children at the 
primary school. 

• Florence A, a VSLA group member at Palwong, saved some money in 2023 and then 
borrowed 100,000 UGX to start a small business selling silver fish within her community. 
With group support, she is proud to have scaled her business capital to 600,000 UGX. 
Now she is looking at buying her stock in bulk to supply fellow vendors. She also grows 
rice for subsistence. Florence had two children at Palwong nursery, one of whom has 
just graduated from K3.  
 

Sustainability Meetings 

Throughout the project, frequent meetings were held with the five schools’ headteachers, 
to encourage them to strengthen their monitoring and supervisory roles and help the 
volunteer ECD teachers with routine preparation of scheme of work and lesson planning.  
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In the final months of the project, meetings were held with 
stakeholders at each school (PTA, SMC, host headteacher, 
parents and district education leaders) to plan for continuity of the nurseries. Some of the 
strategies included: 

• ECD teachers have now been incorporated into 

the host school programs for easy management of 

the nurseries and guidance of ECD teachers. 

• At 4/5 nurseries, the nursery children have been 

registered as part of the primary school 

population, in order to receive a grant from the 

government.  

• The host schools should participate in mobilisation 

of parents to bring their children to nursery as well as P1. 

 

Outcomes: 

• Five new ECD nurseries established at primary schools, where there were none before.  

• 16 volunteer teachers trained on basic lesson planning, classroom management, Phonics 
methodology, making learning resources, and offered guidance on yearly reporting. 

• Each nursery has been provided with furniture, learning resources and play materials.  

• Over 2,100 books delivered, with wheelable Read Together libraries and workshops for 
each project school. 

• Parents trained on how to support their nursery-age children to learn through play at 
home and more aware of the benefits of ECD education as a head-start for learning. 

 

Impacts: 

In Uganda, pre-primary age children in the rural areas in which we work would not normally 
have access to story books or learning aids and they would not experience a classroom 
environment until starting primary school. The children in our project ECDs have benefitted 
from mixing socially with a larger group of similar-aged children and they have been taught 
Phonics and basic English and Maths, to give them a head-start in reading and learning. At 
the end of the project, children in K3 and lower primary from the Step Up project schools 
performed significantly better in EGRA assessments than pupils tested on the same days in 
nearby paired control schools, who had not learnt Phonics and/or been through nursery. 
The nursery pupils ask their parents to participate in doing their daily homework 
assignments, so they are learning faster. They also communicate more clearly than those 
who have not been through the nurseries and most of them want to greet their parents in 
English now. Many parents and teachers at project schools have confirmed that children 
who went through the nurseries have better social behaviour (sharing, peaceful games, 
response to instructions) than those who did not. 

Before the project launch, parents did not see the benefit of sending their young, pre-
primary age children to school; they thought their children were too young to learn anything 
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useful before school age and paying the school fees for older 
siblings was prioritised above paying nursery fees. Now, 
parents can see the improvement in their children’s writing and literacy as a result of early 
education and they are more supportive of the idea - they are also sending girls, as well as 
boys, to nursery. Parents showed their support for the nurseries by setting up their own 
school feeding programmes to provide nursery children with porridge at break time, 
providing nursery uniforms, sourcing graduation robes at the end of K3, and building 
separate latrines for the younger children on the school site. 

After being invited into the ECDs and given guidance on how to support learning at home, 
parents felt more engaged and better understood the benefits of ECD, although there is still 
more work to be done to show parents the full benefits of ECD education in Uganda. 

Parents have been saving well on a weekly basis in their VSLA groups, which have helped 
them pay school fees and provide salaries to keep ECD teachers motivated, thereby 
improving the standard of education on multiple levels. Some parents have set up small 
businesses, to improve their income and better support their families. 

 

Challenges: 

• Internal challenges with project staff were some of the biggest hurdles. The original 
Project Officer left at the end of Y1. He was capable but felt over-qualified and could not 
surmount some of the communication and motivation issues with parents. In Y2, we re-
employed a member of staff we had previously worked with and he let us down with 
poor performance and reporting. In Y3, we found an outstanding and passionate Project 
Officer who we intend to re-employ to expand the project and apply all we have learnt. 

• Industrial action by teachers affected all schools for most of the second term of 2022 
(Y1). Teachers and children were not in school for much of this time. 

• We experienced poor leadership and resistance from some of the host primary schools, 
who felt we were adding responsibility to their role, as well as within the management 
structure of the VSLA groups. Many of the lower primary teachers at project schools 
were reluctant to embrace the learning and teaching of Phonics in their daily lessons, 
which challenged the continuity of all that was being achieved in this area in the nursery 
sections. We addressed and improved this with constant contact, mobilisation and 
training of stakeholders and regular visits and guidance from the Project Officer, 
particularly in Y3, as we tried to ensure sustainability of the project. Some headteachers 
were not supporting the ECDs as an extension of their schools but they can now see the 
benefits, as children moving up into lower primary from the nurseries are more capable. 

• At the start of the project, and for much of its duration, it was challenging to show 
parents the benefit of ECD education, convince them to enrol their children in the 
nurseries and not prioritise older siblings. Some parents encourage absenteeism due to 
farming needs or babysitting, which they engage in before allowing their children to 
attend nursery. We invited parents into the ECD classrooms to observe Phonics lessons 
and see what their children were learning and many can now see the benefit. 

• Keeping parents motivated to pay the low nursery fees, which provide the volunteer 
teachers’ salaries was a constant challenge. The global financial crisis during Y2 & Y3 and 
changing weather patterns causing a food shortage added a further challenge in this 
respect. Volunteer teachers were sometimes not paid, which demotivated them. We lost 
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one trained teacher but have managed to retain the 
majority. When schools chased tuition fees, this caused 
attendance of registered learners to decline, even when parents were allowed to pay 
only half of their fees. We established VSLA savings groups as part of the project, to 
address these challenges. At the start, participation in the groups was low, but with 
encouragement from the Project Officer it has increased. We introduced savings pots 
into the groups, to help parents save specifically for school fees and ensure teachers 
were paid. 

• We chose to use EGRA assessments to measure Phonics learning and attainment in ECD 
pupils. The baseline assessment at the start of Y1 did not happen as early as planned but 
at the end of the year, results were poorer than expected, due to the effects of 
prolonged school closures for Covid-19 and a tendency for teachers to teach in the local 
language, rather than English. EGRA did not show any impact until Y3, but we are now 
seeing positive results. Learning for the future would be to only undertake EGRA – which 
is expensive and complicated to organise – at the very start and end of the project, as it 
takes time for impact to be measurable. Although teachers tend to teach in the local 
language, teaching Phonics in English is still beneficial, as many of the sounds are similar 
in the local language and from P4, children are expected to learn in English. 

• The nurseries were established in spare classrooms and in most cases (3-4 out of 5 
schools), these are very basic and in need of refurbishment, e.g. one of the classrooms 
does not have windows/a door and is open to the elements. We have encouraged 
schools to prioritise undertaking basic improvements themselves, to promote a sense of 
ownership and sustainability. 

• We already have a good relationship with them, but more support and supervision from 
the District Education Department would have helped our nurseries thrive and expand 
faster. It was difficult to engage the office for joint monitoring visits. We have kept the 
district team informed of project activities and one Inspector in particular has taken an 
interest and really offered us a lot of advice and support with training teachers and 
parents, which was much appreciated. Our Project Officer was on-site at each school for 
a few days every fortnight, so overall internal monitoring was excellent. 

 

Budget: 

The three-year grant from BFSS (Educational Opportunity Foundation) fully funded the 
project and was supported by contributions from African Revival (e.g. funding of laptop, ECD 
furniture, visits to the international school in Gulu). Despite being roughly on-track with 
spending over the three years (some budget lines over-, some under- and occasional carry-
over of funds into subsequent years, with donor permission), there was a large overall 
project underspend, largely caused by the fluctuating exchange rate over the three-year 
duration. The original budget was based on a rate of £1:4,500 UGX in early 2022, but has 
risen to just over £1:4,800 UGX recently. All spending has been in-country and funds have 
been wired to Uganda periodically (at multiple different exchange rates).  

There was also an overall underspend in real terms in-country each year. In Y3, we saved a 
large amount by moving training from inconvenient residentials for multiple schools, to 
ongoing training at individual schools, which made it easier to give feedback to teachers and 
was cheaper and easier to organise. We spent less on classroom resources than budgeted, 
partly because some materials had not been well looked after in previous years, so we 
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decided not to provide more of the same. The Phonics Set 1 
readers were not being used correctly, despite our best 
efforts and training, so we decided it would not be a good investment to provide Set 2 
Phonics readers – we provided more local bilingual story books instead, which are used and 
enjoyed. The motorbike insurance and maintenance line had been over-budgeted, as well as 
Project Officer accommodation and per diems. The Project Officer shared accommodation 
and office space with another AR project for much of the project duration. 

The underspend of just over £7,000 will be transferred to help fund an expansion of the 
Step Up project, with kind permission from the Educational Opportunity Foundation. We 
intend to repeat this project at 5-6 more schools (likely in Nwoya District, where we find the 
communities particularly receptive and projects more sustainable), starting in 2025 and 
using what we have learnt to adjust and improve the project design and aims.  

 

Way Forward: 

The original project design had a large focus on establishing the ECDs and teaching Phonics 
to improve literacy, but we quickly realised there is more to establishing a nursery. 
Volunteer teachers needed more basic training on lesson planning at the start, especially on 
how to teach younger children, who are unable to concentrate for long periods, or write in 
exercise books extensively while sitting at furniture. More focus was needed on the nursery 
Learning Framework and concept of ‘learning through play’, with guidance for teachers on 
age-appropriate learning activities. Teaching Phonics was beneficial but should be one of 
many other elements. 

At the start of the project, we held residential Phonics training sessions for all 15 nursery 
teachers, but we found on-site training at each individual school much easier logistically, 
allowed better observation and constant direct feedback and we were able to invite other 
teachers from the school to join the training sessions, to widen the impact.  

Although we recognised it very quickly, we now know the main challenges are a) convincing 
parents of the benefits of ECD education, b) keeping parents motivated to pay nursery fees 
so teachers can be paid and c) managing leadership and relationships between the parents, 
nursery teachers, host school headteacher and VSLA groups. Next time, we will ensure even 
more engagement with stakeholders, including local leaders, district leaders and 
headteachers, right from the start of the project. 

  Report prepared by: Kenneth Onekalit 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

UN sustainable development goals 
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