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Key messages

® Foundational Literacy and Numeracy (FLN) research published in local journals and online
repositories in Ghana has increased over time, but the total number of studies remains relatively low
(121 studies between 2010 and 2023).

® FLN research primarily focuses on literacy, while numeracy remains significantly underexplored,
limiting a balanced approach to foundational learning.

® Funding for FLN research published within Ghana is insufficient, with only 8% of studies explicitly
reporting funding sources. Most of the funding comes from international organisations (44%o) and
external philanthropy (38%b), while local government funding is minimal (13%b).

® The majority of FLN research (88%) is freely accessible online, supporting knowledge
dissemination, yet gaps persist in the availability of structured research repositories.

® Collaboration is high (84%b of research involves multiple authors), but it is primarily within-country
(73%), with limited engagement between Ghanaian and other Sub-Saharan African (SSA)
researchers (3%o).

® Gender disparities exist in FLN research, with male researchers dominating (70% of first authors
are men), reflecting broader inequities in academia.

® Ghanaranks 6" in Sub-Saharan Africa with 40 peer-reviewed FLN publications in international
databases from 2015 to 2023 (Binnesse & Rose, 2024). However, only 25 of these include a
Ghanaian author from a local institution.

Introduction

FLN refers to the literacy and numeracy skills that should be acquired during the early years of primary school
and are critical for lifelong learning and economic development. While primary school access has improved in
Ghana, learning outcomes remain a challenge. Nearly 80% of children do not achieve basic literacy and
numeracy skills by the end of primary school (UNESCO, 2022), impacting their future educational attainment
and employment opportunities. Research is crucial for addressing these challenges, but limited funding, low
visibility, and underrepresentation of key thematic areas hinder its impact on policy and practice.

Ghana’s education system has undergone various policy reforms, including the Free Compulsory Universal
Basic Education policy and competency-based curricula. However, gaps persist in research funding,
collaboration, and thematic focus, limiting the ability to generate context-specific solutions for improving FLN
outcomes. The limited attention to numeracy research hinders the development of comprehensive
interventions that address both literacy and mathematical competencies.

While Ghanaian researchers have contributed to FLN knowledge, most of these studies remain unpublished
in indexed journals, reducing their visibility, accessibility, and impact on international and regional
policymaking. Additionally, research outputs often fail to integrate gender and inequality factors, overlooking
crucial dimensions of inclusive education.

This policy brief is part of Education Sub Saharan Africa (ESSA) and the REAL Centre at the University of
Cambridge's collaborative efforts (with funding from the Gates Foundation - grant number: INV-076129) to fill
these gaps by enhancing the visibility of FLN research, fostering networks among researchers, and promoting
evidence-based policymaking. The policy brief mainly synthesises key findings from a bibliometric analysis of
FLN research in local journals and repositories in Ghana' and provides actionable recommendations to
strengthen the research ecosystem.

1The methodology used for the analysis can be accessed through the following link: ESSA_REAL Centre_FLN Ghana report.pdf


https://essa-africa.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/ESSA_REAL Centre_FLN Ghana report.pdf
https://essa-africa.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/ESSA_REAL Centre_FLN Ghana report.pdf
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FLN research in Ghana: Key trends and gaps
FLN research output, relevance and accessibility

FLN research in Ghana has fluctuated over the years, with peaks in 2018 and 2021 (16 studies each) and a low
in 2011 (1 study). Articles in local journals and repositories account for 91% of the identified research outputs,
while PhD theses, reports, and books were underrepresented. This emphasises the relevance of journal
articles in disseminating FLN knowledge and findings within the Ghanaian academic community. Despite the
diverse FLN outputs in the country, the low proportion of PhD theses raised concerns, particularly the lack of
access to such PhD theses, the limited availability of PhD programmes focusing on FLN, and the capacity of
Higher Education Institutions in Ghana to graduate doctoral students in this critical thematic area.

Figure 1: Number of FLN research outputs identified (2010-2023)
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The analysis based on the relevance? revealed that a significant proportion (79%) of research outputs were
directly relevant to FLN, while 21% were indirectly relevant. The high proportion of directly relevant research
reflects a growing awareness of the current learning crisis in Ghana, especially FLN, and the collaborative
efforts by researchers, education practitioners, and decision-makers to address learning outcomes at the
foundational level.

Research visibility is improving, with 88% of outputs available through open-access platforms while the
remaining 12% were closed (i.e. restricted access). Of the 14 studies with restricted access, 79% were
journal articles. The prevalence of open-access publications means that a substantial portion of FLN research
findings, insights, and data can be easily accessed and utilised by a broad audience. However, the lack of
structured and regularly updated research repositories limits accessibility and utilisation of the findings.

2 Research outputs were categorised as “directly relevant” if the study directly reflected literacy or numeracy skills and/or outcomes
of primary school level learners: and “indirectly relevant” if it focused on education at the primary level but not learning skills or
competencies related to literacy and/or numeracy outcomes
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Funding for FLN research

Funding remains a significant barrier to expanding and improving FLN research in Ghana. Only 8% of studies
reported receiving financing. The overwhelming 92%o that did not explicitly provide information on funding
raises concerns about potential underfunding.

International organisations (e.g. multilateral organisations, and international development agencies) and
external philanthropy provide most of the financial support. International organisations accounted for 44%o of
funding, while external philanthropy accounted for 38%. Government funding was 13%, and internal
institutions accounted for 6%, reflecting a critical gap in domestic investment.

Additionally, Ghana's FLN research funding heavily favours journal articles (80%), with minimal support for
reports (20%) and no funding for PhD theses. This funding disparity hinders doctoral research and
necessitates diverse funding mechanisms.

Figure 2: Sources of funding for FLN research
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The Jacobs Foundation emerged as the leading funder of FLN research in Ghana, supporting three studies
between 2010 and 2023, while UK Research and Innovation, Newton Fund, US Department of Education,
Institute of Education Sciences, the Cambridge Commonwealth European and International Trust, and the
Lego Foundation each funded two studies. Various other organisations, including the British Academy,
Spencer Foundation, UBS Optimus Foundation, UNICEF, USAID, and the World Bank, contributed to single
research projects. This distribution highlights the reliance on a mix of international and philanthropic funders
for FLN research in Ghana.

FLN research focus

FLN research in Ghana predominantly focuses on literacy and curriculum, while other crucial areas receive
less attention. Analysis reveals that literacy, encompassing reading, writing, and speaking, is the most
frequently addressed theme, with 94 keyword mentions out of 384. Following this are curriculum (87),
language (59), and a tie between teachers and teaching, as well as numeracy (41 each). Conversely, areas like
policy and financing (7), social environment, facilities, institutions (5), and ICT (1) are significantly
underexplored. This disparity highlights a critical imbalance, where literacy research overshadows numeracy
despite the equal importance for primary learners.
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Figure 3: Thematic areas covered by FLN researchers
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Note: Base = Total research outputs identified: 121. Thematic areas result from the keyword counts of
each research output. Total number of keyword counts: 384.

FLN research methods

FLN research in Ghana demonstrates a balanced use of methodologies, although action research remains
underutilised. Qualitative and quantitative methods were employed in 32% and 30% of studies respectively,
indicating a near-equal preference. Mixed methods approach, offering a comprehensive view, constituted
25%0 of research outputs. Review studies comprised 8%. However, action research, crucial for immediate
classroom impact and educator development, accounted for only 5% of studies.

Collaborations, gender, and inequality in FLN research

Collaboration is observed within Ghana's FLN research ecosystem, with 84% of research involving
partnerships. However, regional cooperation within SSA is limited (3%), while partnerships with researchers
outside SSA account for 24%o.
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Figure 4: Collaboration in FLN research by geographical area
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gaps is crucial for ensuring inclusive and equitable education research.

Ghana peer reviewed FLN publications from international databases

A report by ESSA and the REAL Centre, which focusses on peer reviewed FLN publications from SSA (found
in international databases), ranked Ghana in the 6" position out of 48 countries (Binnesse & Rose, 2024). This
was based on identifying 40 FLN publications between 2015 and 2023. This highlights Ghana’s significant
research contribution, though its publication volume lags behind Kenya, Uganda, Nigeria, Ethiopia, and
Tanzania. Among African institutions, the University of Ghana ranked 8" with 15 FLN publications. The
University of Nigeria led with 58 publications, followed by Makerere University in Uganda with 35 publications.

This underscores the need for Ghanaian institutions to increase research output to match regional peers.

Recommendations

The following recommendations aim to address the gaps and challenges identified in the FLN research
domain in Ghana. They target FLN researchers, the Ghanaian government, NGOs, and bilateral/multilateral

funders.

Integrate a broader range of inequality factors, including gender, disability, poverty, and religion,
into research agendas. This will ensure more inclusive and equitable educational outcomes.
Additionally, consider conducting research that explores the intersectionality of various inequality
factors to develop targeted interventions that address the unique needs of diverse learner
populations.

Prioritise strategic funding and support for enhanced digital infrastructure at institutional and
broader levels. This entails developing effective digital academic repositories within colleges of
education, universities, and other relevant institutions to increase the visibility and accessibility of
FLN research from educators and researchers. It also involves supporting local and regional
journals through initiatives such as creating user-friendly online platforms to enhance the quality,
visibility, and accessibility of these journals, with effective promotion of these platforms to
encourage researchers to publish in open-access venues. These combined efforts will foster
broader dissemination of FLN evidence, address restricted access issues, and ultimately better
inform FLN decision-making.
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3. Increase FLN visibility in online spaces. FLN researchers in Ghana could do this by actively
managing (creating and/or updating) their authorship information, including their contact details
(e.g. email addresses, LinkedIn, Facebook, X, etc.) on professional platforms such as Google
Scholar, Open Researcher and Contributor ID (ORCID), as well as on their local institutional
websites, where possible.

4. Increase government investment to drive FLN research. To address funding gaps, the government
of Ghana is encouraged to increase the share of budget towards FLN research. Priority should be
towards under-explored areas such as numeracy, diverse research formats including PhD theses,
to build local research capacity and address the current funding disparity that heavily favours
journal articles and targeting research initiatives towards marginalised and vulnerable groups and
integrating inequality factors (e.g. gender, disability, poverty, religion) into research agendas to
promote inclusive and equitable educational outcomes. This increased and targeted funding will
enhance the generation of context-specific solutions to improve FLN outcomes and contribute to
achieving quality education for all.

5. Prioritise the inclusion of female researchers and other minority groups (e.g. early career
researchers) in FLN research and projects. The government of Ghana, NGOs, and other funding
bodies can achieve this by offering targeted grants, scholarships, mentorships, and fellowships to
female researchers and minority groups. This could include the provision of funding for organising
networking events, conferences, and workshops specifically designed to showcase the
achievements of female researchers as well as early career researchers in the FLN domain. This
could help build a strong and collaborative research community.

6. Foster partnerships and collaboration among FLN researchers. This is critical among home-based
researchers and those across the region and the globe. To bolster collaboration, create
networking platforms or systems and to enhance knowledge sharing and contextualised solutions
to address FLN challenges in Africa.

7. Researchers should disclose funding information on their research outputs, even if the funding is
personal. Better data for research funding and transparency would provide valuable insights into
the sources of research funding, help identify potential gaps and strengthen advocacy efforts to
seek greater investment and support for Ghanaian FLN researchers.

8. Prioritise increased investment in under-researched FLN areas, specifically numeracy and ICT, to
achieve a balanced and comprehensive understanding of foundational learning needs.

Next steps

ESSA and the REAL Centre will contribute to strengthening Ghana's FLN research landscape by convening
researchers, policymakers, and practitioners to collaboratively identify FLN research gaps and develop
country-led research ideas and priorities for implementation in Ghana. Following this, we will run a competitive
seed grant programme for Ghanaian FLN researchers. To foster a sustainable community, we will also provide
ongoing support through information sharing on events, capacity building, and funding opportunities. These
initiatives aim to promote collaborative research, build a robust FLN network, enhance research and
researcher visibility, and drive evidence-based policy and practice in Ghana.
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