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Reading is fundamental for academic success and an important life skill. It is the process by 

which pupils access wider learning from all curriculum areas (Hughes, Beverley & Whitehead, 

2007). Pupils who become fluent readers are overwhelmingly more likely to succeed at school, 

achieve good qualifications and enjoy a fulfilling career (DfE, 2015). Longitudinal research 

shows that children who fail to develop adequate reading skills early on often continue to 

experience difficulties with literacy skills throughout their education (Juel, 1988; Francis, 

Shaywitz, Stuebing, Shaywitz & Fletcher, 1996). This highlights the need to identify children’s 

reading difficulties early on (Foorman, Francis, Fletcher, Schatschneider & Mehta, 1998; 

Fletcher-Campbell, Soler & Reid, 2009) through a range of valid and reliable measures 

(Glazzard, 2017).  

Reading is a complex process but essentially it can be reduced down to two simple 

components: word recognition and text comprehension (Gough & Tunmer, 1986; Hoover & 

Gough, 1990; Ehri, Nunes, Stahl & Willows, 2001). It is through the process of accurate word 

recognition and an understanding of spoken language that written text can be understood 

(Juel, 1988). It has been well documented in the literature that word recognition involves 

being able to distinguish and manipulate sounds in speech, known as phonological awareness. 

Phonological awareness has been identified as a crucial pre-requisite skill for reading (Stahl & 

Murray, 1994; Foorman et al. 1998). Phonemic awareness, a specific phonological skill, refers 

to the awareness of sound-letter knowledge. Good phoneme awareness has been identified 

as a key predictor of children’s reading success (Stahl & Murray, 1994; Ehri et al., 2001). 

Although it is known that early language skills such as receptive language and semantic 

processing play a large part in children’s reading development (Catts, Fey, Tomblin & Zhang, 

2002); the vast majority of reading disabilities are largely associated with deficits in phonemic 

awareness (Fletcher-Campbell et al., 2009) rather than with comprehension difficulties. This 

highlights the importance of acquiring secure letter-sound knowledge, which is typically 

acquired through phonics instruction.  

Phonics can be defined as a system for identifying speech sounds and learning the associated 

relationship to written letters (Mesmer & Griffith, 2005). The broader term of phonics refers 
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to two main types: synthetic phonics and analytic phonics. Synthetic phonics teaches children 

to identify the 42 phonemes within the English language and their corresponding graphemes 

in a structured, incremental sequence. Children are taught to synthetise sounds together to 

read a word, known as ‘blending’ or ‘decoding’, and to spell words through segmenting the 

sounds known as ‘encoding’.  Furthermore, words with irregular or alternative spelling 

patterns and ‘tricky words’ (words which are non-decodable) are taught separately. In contrast 

to synthetic approaches, analytic phonics methods do not use blending and focus on a whole-

to-parts approach in which children are taught to analyse sound and letter information after 

word recognition has taken place (Torgerson, Brooks & Hall, 2006; Ehri et al., 2006).  

In the UK, synthetic phonics is recommended as the prime approach to teaching children to 

read (DfES, 2006; DfE, 2010; 2015). Children are taught in discrete, daily phonics sessions using 

multi-sensory approaches which use visual, auditory and kinaesthetic teaching methods. As 

part of the government’s ‘phonics fast and first’ approach, it is the expectation that children 

are taught phonics during their first years of schooling and will have acquired the word 

recognition skills to enable them to become fluent readers by the end of key stage one (aged 

seven years) (DfES, 2006; DfE, 2010; 2015). In 2008, the government provided a non-statutory 

framework for teaching synthetic phonics, ‘Letters and Sounds’ (DfE, 2008). Since then, a 

range of commercial synthetic phonics programmes have become available for schools, one 

of which is Jolly Phonics.  

The Jolly Phonics programme 

Jolly Phonics is a child-centred synthetic phonics programme. It was first devised by Sue Lloyd, 

a primary-school teacher, in 1992 for primary use with UK children aged four to seven years. 

The programme uses multi-sensory methods including music, visuals and actions (Jolly 

Learning, 2018). Through the nine week programme, children are taught all 42 phonemes and 

their corresponding graphemes (known as grapheme-phoneme correspondences or ‘GPCs’) at 

a rate of one new phoneme per day. Letter formation, blending and segmenting skills are 

taught. Tricky words are also taught to using a variety of strategies such as using the 

mnemonics or using the ‘look, cover, write and check’ approach (Lloyd, Wernham, Jolly & 

Stephen, 1998; DfE, 2013).  

Despite its widespread use in primary schools in the UK (Jolly Learning, 2018), the evidence 

base for Jolly Phonics is somewhat limited. The aim of this critique is to examine the 

psychological theory and research of two underpinning aspects of the Jolly Phonics 

programme: synthetic phonics and multi-sensory approaches. The current evidence base 

which seeks to explore the efficacy of the Jolly Phonics programme will be examined. 

Implications for practice will also be discussed. 

Evaluating the Evidence Base for Synthetic Phonics 

Since the late 1970s, educators and researchers have engaged in a lively debate regarding 

methods of reading acquisition (Nicholson, 1992), which still continues today. In an early 

narrative review of methods of reading acquisition, Chall (1979, as cited in Adams, 1994) 
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reviewed the evidence base and carried out classroom observations. Chall concluded that 

phonics instruction enabled children to make quicker progress than whole-language 

approaches, which focused primarily on recognition of the whole word rather than the 

constituent parts of a word. Further, Chall also concluded that synthetic phonics was a 

particularly effective method of phonics instruction.  

Since Chall’s influential review, further support for a synthetic phonics has come from a meta-

analysis carried out by Ehri et al. (2001) which explored the efficacy of phonics instruction. In 

total 38 studies were identified, many of which made comparisons between synthetic and 

analytic phonics approaches. Ehri et al. reported moderate overall effect size (d = 0.41) of 

systematic phonics instruction on reading (decoding, word reading and text comprehension) 

compared with no control or whole language instruction groups. A larger effect size was also 

reported (d = 0.55) when phonics instruction began at an earlier age (from Kindergarten or 

reception age).  

The Ehri et al. meta-analysis also looked at the effectiveness of phonics teaching for poor 

readers, children with cognitive difficulties or children at risk of reading failure, although, 

comparisons were only made between phonics and non-phonics instruction. Findings were 

mixed; for children identified as at risk (aged five to six years) phonics instruction significantly 

improved reading skills (d = 0.58, d = 0.74, respectively) and comprehension skills (d = 0.51). 

However, for children aged seven to eleven years, the effect size was very small (d = 0.15), 

although, significant gains for comprehension skills were found for this age range (d = 0.32). 

Overall, the authors concluded that the phonics instruction was significantly more effective 

than non-phonics instruction for remediating reading difficulties. The small effect sizes were 

concluded to be due to the lack of intensity of phonics instruction and the small number of 

studies analysed which may not have been enough to yield reliable findings. In contrast to 

these findings, other researchers have found synthetic phonics to be an effective method of 

instruction for a wide range of populations including children with significant cognitive 

difficulties (Finnegan, 2012); developmental delay (Goetz et al., 2008); English as an additional 

language (Stuart, 1999; Stuart, 2004) and children of low social-economic status (Foorman et 

al., 1998).  

Following the Ehri et al. meta-analysis, Camilli, Vargas and Yurecko (2003) replicated the study 

to explore the central findings and reported a much smaller effect size (d = 0.24) relating to 

the effectiveness of synthetic phonics over analytic approaches. Within the 38 studies, over 

30% had used whole-language based reading activities, which were not identified in the 

original meta-analysis. When this was considered, the analyses produced a comparable effect 

size to systematic phonics instruction alone (d = 0.29).  This led the authors to conclude that 

whilst systematic phonics approaches were of value so were whole-language approaches, and 

a balance between the two approaches was the most overly effective approach to teach 

reading. Similar findings were also found by Torgerson et al. (2006) in a systematic literature 

review of 14 randomised control trial studies. They concluded that there is little evidence to 

suggest that a synthetic phonics approach is more or less effective than an analytic phonic 

approach. They report a much smaller effect size compared with Ehri et al. (2001) (d = 0.27) 
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which supports findings from Camilli et al. (2003). Also, the importance of broad literacy 

activities alongside phonics teaching was found to be an effective component alongside 

phonics in several studies.  

The evidence base suggests that systematic phonics is an effective method of phonics 

instruction compared with non-systematic phonics or whole-language approaches for 

developing word recognition skills. There is limited evidence to suggest that synthetic phonics 

over an analytic approach is more effective. Also, small group versus whole class phonics 

instruction was found to be of equal effectiveness.  Research shows that synthetic phonics is 

appropriate to use with a wide range of at risk populations including with those with a range 

of developmental and cognitive difficulties. Overall, the evidence suggests that a balance 

between a systematic phonics approaches alongside a broad literacy curriculum is the most 

effective approach for teaching children how to read.  

 Evaluating the Evidence Base for Multi-Sensory Approaches 

Multi-sensory approaches, first introduced by Dr. Samuel Orton and his assistant Anna 

Gillingham in the 1920s, refer to simultaneous use of the visual, auditory and kinaesthetic 

strategies to enhance memory and learning (Sheffield, 1991). Together, Orton and Gillingham 

created the Orton-Gillingham (OG) approach; a structured, multi-sensory synthetic phonics 

based approach. The approach was originally designed to remediate language and reading 

problems exhibited by children with dyslexia (Sheffield, 1991; Ritchey & Goeke, 2006).  

The underpinning psychological theoretical basis for multi-sensory approaches is rooted in the 

dual coding theory which posits that there are two systems in memory; a verbal system which 

specialises in processing linguistic information, and a non-verbal system which specialises in 

processing imagery (Clark & Paivio, 1991). More specifically, the verbal system contains visual, 

auditory and articulatory representations, whereas the non-verbal system contains 

representations such as environmental sounds and actions, and emotional and visceral 

sensations (Clark & Paivio, 1991). The theory suggests that engaging a child’s sensory 

modalities (visual, auditory and tactile) and linguistic system at the same time may enhance 

learning and memory (Schlesinger & Gray, 2017). 

The evidence base for multi-sensory learning approaches is limited (Davis & Florian, 2004). 

Many of the studies have sought to evaluate the OG approach and have found positive results 

(Richey & Goeke, 2006). For example, in one study participants received multi-sensory phonics 

instruction (OG approach) or non-phonic reading instruction. The multi-sensory group made 

better gains in reading words and non-words compared with the non-phonic group. These 

results were maintained two years later. However, results should be interpreted with caution 

as differences between the groups at baseline were identified. Also, the non-phonics group 

received a wide variation of teaching which differed from school to school (Oakland, Black, 

Stanford, Nussbaum, & Balise, 1998). Some studies have found non-significant results or less 

favourable results. For example, one study reported that the comparison condition had been 

more effective (see Chandler et al., 1993) and non-significant results were reported by Stoner 

(1991) and Hook, Macaruso, & Jones (2001). In a review of 12 OG studies, Ritchey et al. (2006) 



Jolly Phonics    5 

 

blog.soton.ac.uk/edpsych 

found that the majority of these had found positive outcomes for children. However, the 

authors reported that many of the studies lacked methodological rigour including lack of 

review measures and small sample sizes. This led them to conclude that many of the findings 

needed to be interpreted with caution and highlighted the need for more research in this area 

using robust methods. 

A plausible reason for a limited evaluation of multi-sensory approaches is the difficulty in 

isolating its effects as often it is used to enhance a teaching method (Campbell, Heff and 

Cooke, 2008). Campbell et al. (2008) compared identical instruction methods (synthetic 

phonics instruction) across two groups (n = 6), one group was exposed to added visual, 

auditory and kinaesthetic elements (depending on the task). The results showed initial gains 

in fluency of VC (vowel-consonant) and CVC (consonant-vowel-consonant) words for the 

multi-sensory group thus demonstrating the value of multi-sensory approaches. However, a 

lack of review measures means that it was not possible to see if these positive effects were 

maintained over time. This study is also limited by a very small sample size which lacks its 

generalisability. The authors concluded that replications are need to determine whether these 

effects can be achieved with other students.    

Overall findings from a wider research base seem to suggest that multi-sensory approaches 

are broadly associated with positive results and can be successfully used to support children 

with a range of reading difficulties. A limitation of multi-sensory approaches is the difficulty in 

isolating the effects due to the nature of how these are used to support other interventions 

(Campbell et al., 2008). Further research is needed to draw conclusions about the efficacy of 

this approach alongside phonics instruction, particularly as many current studies lack robust 

methods which warrant cautious interpretation of the findings. However, multi-sensory 

approaches may have inherent value through increasing children’s interest, motivation and 

overall engagement in learning (Farkas, 2010; Rose, 2006). 

Evaluation of Evidence Base for Jolly Phonics 

Despite its wide use within the UK and Australia, Canada and across the world (Jolly Learning, 

2018), the evidence base evaluating the efficacy of the Jolly Phonics programme remains 

somewhat limited. It is mainly comprised of a small number of peer-review journal articles, 

with the vast majority of studies being unpublished theses, dissertations, case studies and 

reports (see Appendix A for search strategy). The current literature highlights positive 

outcomes for children’s reading skills. For example, studies have found significant gains in 

areas such as overall reading ages (Watson, 1998; Ekpo, Udosen, Afangideh, Ekukinam & 

Ikorok, 2007); phonological awareness and phonemic awareness (Bowyer‐Crane et al., 2008), 

reading of word and non-words; letter-sound knowledge, blending skills and segmenting skills 

(Johnston & Watson, 2004; Hus, 2001; Stuart, 1999). A key limitation of this research base 

includes a lack of studies which use participants with reading difficulties or special educational 

needs. Although, there is sufficient research from synthetic phonics and multi-sensory 

approaches which suggest it would be likely suitable for children with a range of difficulties. 

When examining the evidence base for Jolly Phonics, the quality of articles varied significantly 
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in terms of their overall rigour, methodology, measures used and outcomes (see Appendices 

B and C for quality appraisal table and data extraction table, respectively). In contrast to 

unpublished articles, published articles have typically been through a peer-review process and 

are often subject to a thorough scrutiny process. Of the published studies identified in this 

critique, all scored 16 and above when assessed using the Quality Index (Downs & Black, 1998) 

suggesting the studies were of good methodological quality. Of those studies that were 

unpublished, it was noticeable that many of these, with the exception of one or two, scored 

much lower overall scores thus suggesting that findings from these studies may be subject to 

biases affecting the generalisability and validity of results. Therefore, a cautious interpretation 

of the outcomes of these studies was adopted by the author.  

Many of the unpublished studies used children with English as an additional language. A key 

issue with these studies arises when the measures which are used are not standardised for 

that particular population and therefore they may not provide valid and reliable 

measurements. For example, several of the studies used Burt Reading Test (Thorpe & Graham, 

1974) which has been standardised on a UK population and therefore the standardised scores 

may not be generalisable across cultures. With this comes another key issue in which results 

from cross-cultural populations are not as generalisable to a UK population. This makes it 

difficult to understand and interpret the efficacy of Jolly Phonics for children in the UK based 

on findings from these international studies and therefore less consideration has been given 

to these studies as a result. 

Conclusions and Implications for Practice  

When working with schools, an educational psychologist (EP) can help schools with deciding 

upon a suitable phonics programme by providing evidence-based advice. With due 

consideration of the wider evidence-base, Jolly Phonics seems to be a useful and effective 

approach to use within primary schools. It also meets the government’s core criteria for 

synthetic phonics instruction (DfE, 2015). Furthermore, the programme appears to be 

straightforward to teach and reduces workload for teachers (Moodie-Reid, 2016; Campbell, 

2016). Qualitative evidence from teachers from school case studies report that children enjoy 

and are motivated by the multi-sensory teaching methods (Jolly Learning, 2018). However, 

based on the intended age range of the intervention (aged four to seven years), there is a need 

to consider whether Jolly Phonics would be engaging and as effective for older pupils. 

The research base for systematic synthetic phonics instruction and multi-sensory approaches 

provide some evidence to suggest that these methods are suitable to use with children with a 

range of learning and cognitive difficulties (Ehri et al, 2001; Finnegan, 2012; Goetz et al., 2008). 

However, for all interventions, there is a need to consider the appropriateness of the 

programme for the needs of an individual child; an EP could also provide specific individualised 

support for this purpose.  

Research has shown that phonics instruction taught in isolation is not as effective as when it 

is taught alongside broad literacy learning (Camilli et al., 2003; Torgerson, et al., 2006), 

therefore it is it is recommended that the Jolly Phonics programme is delivered within a rich 
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language and broader literacy based curriculum. The government has since provided more 

specific guidance on providing links between language, phonics and literacy learning across 

the curriculum (DfE, 2014). This guidance suggests using multi-sensory learning and whole-

language strategies to encourage children’s love of reading and to provide opportunities for 

children to apply their phonics skills more within a wider literacy context. 
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Appendix A 
 

Systematic Search Strategy 

An initial scoping search was carried out using ‘Delphis’ (a discovery portal used by the 
University of Southampton), ‘Google Scholar’ and Web of Science which yielded a range of 
research sources. For the purpose of my research question, ‘How effective is the Jolly Phonics 
programme in teaching children aged 4–7 years to read?’, experimental or quasi-experimental 
studies in the form of academic journal articles, thesis/dissertations, reports and case studies 
providing quantitative data were included in the search. Studies which were not primarily 
focused on exploring the efficacy of Jolly Phonics, were outside of the specified age range or 
provided qualitative data were excluded. In addition to this, several studies were excluded due 
to a lack of missing information or because they were not written in English (see PRISMA flow 
chart below). 
 
Using the ‘PICOS’ framework (Higgins & Green, 2011), key terms were identified (see table 
below) and were inputted into ‘PsychInfo’ and ‘ERIC’ databases (see figure 2 below). In 
addition to this, unpublished studies, case studies and conference papers, of which were 
included in the initial screening titles and abstracts. Following this, a total of 11 studies were 
quality assessed using Downs and Blacks (1998) Quality Index (see Appendix B). Data 
extraction was then completed using these studies (see Appendix C) to provide analysis and 
synthesis for the write-up.  
 

Table 1. Search terms identified using PICOS framework 

 
Search Terms 

Population (P) 
child* OR childhood OR pupil OR student OR young person OR 
pre-school* OR preschool* OR primary aged OR primary-aged 

 
Intervention (I) 
 

“Jolly Phonics” 

 
Comparison (C) 
 

N/A 

Outcome (O) 
reading OR decoding OR phonological awareness OR 
phonemic awareness OR phonolog* OR literacy OR  academic 
achievement 

Setting (S) 
early years OR foundation stage OR kindergarten OR nursery 
OR pre-school OR preschool OR key stage 1 OR reception OR 
school OR education 
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PRISMA Recording Flow Chart (Moher, Tetzlaff & Altman, 2009) showing stages of 

systematic search process. 
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Appendix B 

 Table 2. Quality appraisal of research sources using Quality Index (Downs & Black, 1998) 
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Appendix C 
 

Table 3. Data extraction table showing studies in order of quality as determined by overall Quality Index scores (Downs & Black, 1998) 
  



Jolly Phonics    17 

 

blog.soton.ac.uk/edpsych 

  



18 D. Cripps 

  

University of Southampton Doctoral Programme in Educational Psychology 

 


