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ABSTRACT

This discussion paper examines the impact of various pre-school models in promoting school readiness and effective transition from pre-schools to primary education programs in Kenya. Focusing on the findings from the school readiness study done in Nairobi it provides examples on how different pre-school models in different socio-economic status estates prepare children for formal learning in primary school. In this context, the effectiveness of pre-school models in enhancing children school readiness is questioned and the current transition challenges addressed. 

In particular, issues are raised around the need to have an appropriate criterion for assessing school readiness and its linkage to formal primary school learning achievements.  The need for government to ensure every child irrespective of socio-economic status background enter primary school ready to learn as a base for promoting effectiveness and efficiency of the investment in primary and subsequent education. 

In the study, school readiness was conceived as the ability of children to learn and handle primary school tasks. Assessment was done through teachers’ rating of children’s level of developmental and functional skills using a School Readiness Assessment Instrument (SRAI), which was adopted and modified from the Early Development Instrument (EDI).

Major findings from this study were that, pre-school children who attended Private pre-school models outperformed their peers from public pre-schools in school readiness scores and children from low SES neighborhoods had lower school readiness scores compared with children from middle and high SES neighborhoods. The study recommends a paradigm shift from an academically oriented pre-school model to one that embrace a holistic approach in program and assessment of children’s school readiness as base to enhance effectiveness and efficiency in primary education.
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The millennium development goal No 2, underscores the need for governments to ensure that by 2015, everywhere, boys and girls alike will be able to complete a full course of primary schooling. The indicators include: net enrolment ratio in primary and the proportion of children starting grade one who reach grade five (Vargas – Baron, 2005). In order for children to enroll and complete primary education without drop out or repetition, then children need to enter school ready to learn and the schools must also be ready to receive and retain the children.

School readiness is perceived as the acquisition by the child of the appropriate knowledge, skills, attitudes and abilities that will help him / her to cope with the primary school curriculum and other learning demands. Those children who are ready to learn, at the time they start primary school, are more likely to complete primary, secondary and tertiary education levels and make positive contributions to society as caring & productive citizens. Children who are not ready to learn at school entry are more likely to repeat a grade, need special education services, and dropout of school. This represents increased costs to government and society at large through: increased government spending, decreased revenue, decreased productivity and decreased ability to provide necessary societal functions.

Children’s ability to learn and acquire the right skills and attitudes depends to a large extent on their cognitive capacity and psychosocial adjustments that are determined during early years. Essentially, then, the effectiveness and efficiency of investment in primary and subsequent education depends on the children’s capacity to start school ready to learn.

In pursuant of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), Education for All [EFA] and Universal Primary Education [UPE] many countries in Africa are considering and some have initiated, state supported ECD (pre-school) programs.  This has most often been motivated by a concern to increase the schooling success and reduce drop out & repetition rates by, for example:  creating a flexible transition from the informal to the formal system; ensuring that children enter formal education on the basis of readiness rather than chronological age; allowing for intervention and remediation before formal schooling is introduced; easing the task of teachers in lower primary by ensuring that they have a fairly homogeneous group to teach.

INTRODUCTION

One of the key expected results in the operationalization of the sessional paper no1 of 2005 on policy framework for education training and research are: to attain UPE and EFA by 2015 and to raise primary school to secondary transition rate from 47% to 70% by 2008. The sessional paper has also explicitly posited the need to develop a comprehensive ECD policy, enhance access and quality of ECDE services and build capacity.  These will done under the Kenya Education Sector Support program (KESSP) 2005- 2010.

The overarching objective of pre-school program is to build a strong foundation for cognitive, socio-emotional and health development that will enable the child to maximize his/her learning potential upon entering primary school.  However, 65% of children in Kenya, especially those from poor households do not access quality pre-school program. The capacity of these children to learn is diminished due to the lack of appropriate care and psychosocial stimulation at the right age.  Even when the primary education is free these children will start school disadvantaged. 

The lack of adequate policies to address the linkage between the ECD (pre-school) programs and the formal (primary) education systems has resulted to little efforts to address the level of school readiness amongst the children as they enter formal school system.  In Kenya, the official school, entry age is six years, however, it is not a prerequisite for a child to attend preschool before primary schooling. Further the Free Primary Education (FPE) policy requires that every child attend primary school irrespective of ECD experience. Therefore, in a primary one class, there will be those children from different preschool models and those directly from home. In such a scenario, the primary teacher is not only faced with large number of children but also the challenge in dealing with the children with varied levels of school readiness. 

This discussion paper examines the issues and challenges on transition from pre-school to primary education in Kenya with particular reference to findings of the school readiness assessment research study done in Nairobi (Ngaruiya, 2004) and another study on transition from pre-school to primary school (Mwaura and Nyamwaya. 1995). Further the paper highlights the current efforts by the government and other stakeholders to address school readiness and transition issues in Kenya. 

In order to meet the EFA, UPE and millennium development goals, Kenya Government has increased investment in the primary education sector. 

1. SITUATION ANALYSIS OF ECD IN KENYA

Introduction 

Kenya has set a national goal of attaining Universal Primary Education (UPE) and Education for All (EFA) by 2015. Similarly Kenya aims at reducing repetition rate in primary and raising the primary transition to secondary from 47% to 70% by 2008. (Kenya Education Sector Support Program, 2005).  Prior to 2003, attaining UPE remained a mirage for most children who could not afford primary education due to high cost of school levies. The introduction of Free Primary Education (FPE) in 2003 by the NARC government resulted to over a million extra children enrolled representing 18 % increase in primary school enrolment. However, efficiency of primary education is hindered by several factors including; gender imbalance (ratio of boys to girls in 2003 was 106: 100); high pupil teacher ration (34:1 in 2003) and high repetition rate (average 16% in 2003). Introduction of FPE seemed to negate the gains made in ECD as many parents in some districts withdrew their children from ECD to primary.  Table 1.1 shows a summary of the indicator on ECD services. 

Table 1.1: Situation of ECD services in Kenya

	Services
	Indicator
	Level 

	Education
	ECD age target

Pre-primary
	0-8 years

 4-5 years

	
	Primary school entry age
	6 years

	
	Gross pre-primary enrolment (2004)
	1.6 million

	
	Access rate to ECD services
	33% (4-5 years)

	
	Number of ECD centres (2004)
	29,497 

	
	Pre-primary child teacher ratio
	60:1

	
	Transition from Primary to secondary
	47%

	Health services
	Infant Mortality rate –

National 

Urban

Rural
	77/1000

55/1000

74/1000

	
	Under five mortality rate

National 

Urban

Rural
	115/1000

87/1000

102/1000

	
	Immunization coverage

Measles

Polio

DPT

TB
	(1999)

79%

81%

76%

96%

	Nutrition 
	% U5 severe underweight

U5 severe stunted

Food insecurity

Exclusive breastfeeding
	4%

11

58%

13%

	Access to water
	Clean water


	59 %


2. TRANSITION TO PRIMARY SCHOOL 

2.1. Introduction

Children have multiple learning environments including the home, pre-school and the neighborhoods. Transiting from one learning environment to another can create a sources of vulnerability, uncertainty and exposes the children to new demands and feeling of stress that may be beyond their developmental capacities (Myers, 1991). The purpose of the transition from pre-school to primary school study (Nyamwaya and Mwaura, 1996) was to illuminate the factors hindering smooth transition. The study utilized multiple data collection methods including: document analysis, in-depth interviews, focus group discussion and observation. The researchers postulated that transition is determined in four probability situations: One is a situation where the child is ready for school but school environment is not ready for the child. Similarly, the school environment may be ready but the child is not ready or both child and environment are not ready and both child and environment are ready.

2.2. Key Results of the Study 

· Smooth transition from pre-school to primary school could be enhanced through a situation of mutual readiness, whereby children are ready for school and the school is also ready for the children.

· Lack of process and impact indicators for child and school mutual readiness and the enormous disparity between pre-school and primary school learning environments hinders a smooth transition from pre-school to primary school.

· There is a high dropout rate, repetition and absenteeism in lower primary school classes in Kenya.

· Children enter school earlier or later than the legal age. [50 % of children in pre-school were older than expected age (3years) while 16% of the children enter school at earlier age than the official school entry age]

· School readiness would be determined by: physical environment, quality of services, teachers’ characteristics, learning/teaching aids, social emotional climate and learners’ behaviour. Other variables include availability of the pre-schools, accessibility, quality and responsiveness to local needs and circumstances. 
· Lack of a smooth transition resulted to: - High dropout, repetition and absenteeism rate in lower primary.  Further children were withdrawing back to pre-school where environment was relatively child friendly

· Stress created by change in environment manifested in frequent absenteeism due to minor illness and emotional outcomes by children.

· There were different perception of school readiness by parents, pre-school teachers and primary school teachers.
· Majority of primary schools do academic interview for placement in class one

· Teaching approaches in lower primary were relatively less child centered and friendly compared to pre-school

· Physical facilities were inadequate and inappropriate

· There was low degree of linkage and interaction between pre- school (teachers and children) and primary school. 

2.3. Key factors inhibiting smooth transition

· Lack of clear policy guidelines on the relationship between preschool and primary school.

· Lack of data on the need and effects of the pre-primary and primary linkage 

· Enormous disparity between the pre- school and lower primary school learning environment

· Lack of (process and impact) indicators for child and school mutual readiness 

· Lack of information on existing arrangements for effective smooth transition

· Lack of harmony between the perceived objectives of pre- school, the practice in place and formal objectives and practices of ECD.

3.
SCHOOL READINESS STUDY IN NAIROBI

3.1
Background of study

The study focuses on assessment of school readiness among pre-school children in public and private pre-schools models from different socio-economic status neighborhoods within the city of Nairobi. The study explored the extent to which the public and the private pre-school models enhance primary school readiness among pre-scholars from different socio-economic backgrounds. It utilized a teacher’s response rating of pre-scholars aged five and six years using a School Readiness Assessment Instrument (SRAI). The SRAI was adapted, modified and localized from the Early Development Instrument (EDI) developed by Drs. Dan Offord and Magdelena Janus of McMaster University. 

The purpose of the study was to explore the extent to which public and private pre-school models prepare children from different socio-economic backgrounds to be ready to learn and to handle primary school tasks. In this study school readiness was perceived as the acquisition of the appropriate knowledge, skills and abilities that help children to cope with primary school demands. The goal of the study was to:

· Generate appropriate and developmentally based assessment procedure of school readiness as opposed to the focus on chronological age and academically oriented entrance tests as is the currently done in Kenya 

· Generate data and information to promote children’s early learning and development through support to targeted ECD programs 

· Inform public policy on the importance of quality pre-school programs in promoting children’s school readiness and providing a firm foundation for primary school performance and success in the wake of Free Primary Education (FPE) policy and 

· Influence the perspective of different stakeholders (parents, pre-school teachers, District Centre for Early Childhood Education (DICECE) trainers and others) on holistic assessment of preschool children’s school readiness.
 Table 3.1: summary of the school readiness study

	Title of study
	Focus of study
	Study questions and procedures
	Highlights of study

	Assessing the influence of different ECD models on pre-school children’s school readiness in Kenya.
	Empirical study of 207 pre-school children from 27 ECD centres. Assessing school readiness outcome in relation to ECD type/model (public /private), locality/SES and DAP of the centres
	1. Relative differential impact of private and public pre-schools on school readiness outcomes

2. Relative differential impact of SES on school readiness outcome

3. Link between DAP and school readiness outcome
	1. Entry age into primary differs by type and SES

2. Teachers educational background and remuneration differs

Readiness outcome

3. 25% of children studied were not ready for school

4. Children considered not ready were mostly from low SES and public

5. Children from low SES had better socio-emotional readiness outcome.


Source: International journal of education policy, research & practice, volume 5, number 3, fall 2004

3.2. Study methodology

A causal-comparative survey research method was used to compare school readiness amongst a sample of 207 pre-school children drawn from public and private pre-schools located in three different SES neighborhoods in Nairobi city. The research questions for the study included: 

1. Do children who attend private pre-school models have a significant difference in school readiness assessment scores compared with children who attend public pre-school model by the time they join primary school?

2. Is there a significant difference in school readiness outcomes (scores) among pre-school children from different socio-economic status neighborhoods by school entry age?

3. Do children who attend pre-schools with a higher level of developmentally appropriate practice get higher school readiness scores than children who attend pre-schools with low level of developmentally appropriate practice.

· Public pre-schools -included pre-schools established and managed by local communities. The pre-schools follow the government national curriculum guideline (commonly referred to as DICECE model). 

· The private (DICECE) pre-schools - are pre-schools that follow government national curriculum guidelines but are owned and managed by private individuals, firms, faith-based organizations or companies.

· Montessori pre-schools – these are kindergartens or pre-schools that follow the Montessori curriculum. They are established and managed by private individuals or organizations.

· Madrasa pre-schools – these are learning institutions established by Moslem organizations and communities, which combine Koranic teachings and secular pre-school activities.  In the study, private DICECE, Montessori and Madrasa were considered as private pre-school model, and school readiness scores of children attending these pre-schools were compared with those of children attending public model.
Table 3.2: study sample by type of pre-school and SES.

	Pre- school model
	Location of pre-school
	%of Total

	
	Mathare
	Buruburu
	Westlands
	

	Public
	27(47%)
	22(32%)
	20(24%)
	69(33%)

	Private
	30(53%)
	36(53%)
	25(31%)
	91(44%)

	Montessori
	-
	8(12%)
	28(34%)
	36(17%)

	Madrasa
	-
	2(3%)
	9(11%)
	11(5%)

	% of Total
	57(28%)
	68(33%)
	82(40%)
	207 (100)%


Source: Ngaruiya, S. A thesis research paper 2004, university of Victoria
3.3.
School readiness dimensions

The children were assessed in the following developmental and functional areas.

1. Physical well-being and motor development -This dimension incorporated three components, namely: a) general physical development of the child including growth, physical fitness and body physiology; b) development of physical abilities in the child, such as gross and fine motor skills, sensory motor skills, oral motor skills and functional performance and c) background and contextual conditions of development including care-giving environment.

2. Social development- assessment was related to the child’s social interactions with other people such as teachers, peers, parents and other caregivers in the community. A child should be able to interact, cooperate and form sustained relationships in order to enjoy and benefit from the learning activities.

3. Emotional development and maturity-this pertained to the child’s feelings regarding self and others. Child’s level of self-confidence and emotional maturity were assessed. 

4. Language development- assessed the child’s acquisition of linguistic forms and procedures for acts of expression and interpretation. Verbal language including acts of listening; speaking and social use of language, vocabulary and meanings as well as the emerging literacy such as awareness were assessed.

5. Cognitive development and general knowledge- assessed the child’s ability to perceive, organizes and analyses information provided by the social and physical environment. In particular the study looked at the cognitive skills a child would require in order to be ready for school at age six including, ability to understand similarity and differences between groups of objects, ability to remember and recite back specific pieces of information, symbolic representation and ability to understand the concept of relative quantity. 

6. Approaches toward learning- this concerned the children’s inclination to use skills, knowledge and capacities as affected by the learning style and predisposition. 

7. Special needs / conditions-involved identification of children with special problems including disabilities. “Marfo and Thorburn (1994) posit that many children with mild, unnoticeable disorders account for a sizeable proportion of children who drop out of school in early grades. These children have mild behavioral, emotional and intellectual disorders that affect their capacity to learn and perform age appropriate skills”.

Preschool learning environment – the level of developmentally appropriate practice in the preschools was assessed through observation and interview of managers and teachers.

3.4.
Major Findings of the Study

Comparative analysis of the outcomes of the various school readiness dimensions was done across the type of pre-school model and locality of the pre-school. Both descriptive and inferential statistics were used to interpret the data.

· The major findings of this study was that, pre-school children who attend Private pre-school outperformed their peers from public pre-schools in school readiness scores and children from low SES neighborhoods had lower school readiness scores compared with children from middle and high SES neighborhoods. 

· One key result was that the pre-school learning environment varied in the level of DAP by neighborhood and type of ECD models. Classroom dynamic varied across type of pre-school and SES. Private ECD and Montessori had lower child- teacher ration and appropriate care-giving activities compared to public pre-schools. As shown in figure 2, on aggregate, private –pre-schools had better learning environment compared with the public pre-school.

   Figure3.1: pre-school learning environment
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   Source: Ngaruiya, S. A thesis research paper 2004, university of Victoria
Other key results included:

· Majority of the 25% of the total children sample identified to be not ready for school came from low SES and public pre-schools. 

· Children enter primary school at different ages in spite of the official entry age and the age of admission into pre-school raged from 2-6 years.

· Most children from low SES attend public ECD centers and start at average 5 years

· Children enter formal school at different levels of school readiness in spite of their having attended ECD programme.

· The quality of teachers and availability of appropriate learning / play materials influence the level of school readiness among children.

· Majority of children in high and mid SES attend private DICECE ECD centers or Montessori and start at average 3 years.

· Absenteeism was high in low SES compared to mid and high SES
Table3.3 below shows the percentage of children below the 25th percentile and considered not ready for school in the different type of pre-school ad SES neighborhood.

Table 3.3: percentage of children not ready for school by pre-school model and SES

	School readiness dimension
	Public ECD
	Private
	Montessori 
	Low SES
	Middle

SES
	High SES

	Physical development and well being
	19%
	31%
	22%
	22%
	26%
	25%

	Language and cognitive development 
	23%
	20%
	8%
	33%
	19%
	13%

	Socio-emotional development 
	25%
	12%
	8%
	18%
	22%
	16%


Source: Ngaruiya, S. A thesis research paper 2004, university of Victoria

4.
KENYA GOVERNMENT INTERVENTION TO ADDRESS SCHOOL READINESS & TRANSITION ISSUES

4.1.
Kenya ECD Project (1998- 2004)

The Kenya government using a credit from the World Bank implemented a transition component under the Kenya ECD project (1997 – 2004). The component was piloted in 900 primary schools in 30 districts. The goal was to harmonize the ECD and lower primary curriculum as well as capacity building through in-service training of teachers and school Quality Assurance Officers. As a result, a bridge curriculum has been developed, school quality assurance officers, primary head teachers and lower primary teachers inducted on the new methodologies. Evaluation of the component indicated certain success in lowering dropout and repetition rates in the pilot schools.

4.2.
Rapid school readiness initiative

The Kenya government in collaboration with UNICEF Kenya office is currently implementing a Rapid School Readiness Initiative (RSRI) project in Arid and semi-arid districts of the country.  The project is supported under the Kenya Education Sector support programme. The aim of the project is equip children (5 years and above) who have not attended preschool or any ECD experience with basic prerequisite school readiness skills [basically these children are expected to go to primary school where its free]. This is a three-month program involving parental mobilization, induction of teachers and actual preparation of children for school. Children under the program are linked to a primary school that they join after the program. a nutrition component is also incorporated. ECD centres are therefore established in areas where they do not exist. A bout 2000 children have under gone the program in five districts (Marsabit, Wajir, Garissa, Turkana and Nairobi slums). Over 1000 parents mobilized and 60 teachers inducted. A comparative study to find out whether there is any significant difference among children from normal ECD preschool, those from home direct to primary and those under the RSRI is scheduled for end of February, 2006.

4.3.
Discussion points

1. What are the existing policies addressing school readiness and smooth transition across the different countries?

2. Is age the appropriate criterion for school readiness? What would be the appropriate criteria for assessing school readiness within African perspective?

3. What types of linkages exist between ECD and primary education across the different countries?

4. What transition arrangements exist in the different countries?
5. What policy recommendation to address smooth transition into formal education?
5.
CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this study was to illuminate the extent to which different type of pre-school models influence pre-school children’s school readiness within the context of socio-economic status. Since the primary role of pre-schools in Kenya has been to prepare children for primary schooling, understanding the conditions of children as they enter primary school is therefore critical. This understanding can provide clues to help the primary school teachers understand the performance of the children they receive, how to provide individualized attention and also enable parents to improve the conditions of children before school entry. However, to adequately prepare children for school, there is need to transform the pre-schools to address holistic aspects of children’s growth and development.   

Readiness at age six has been shown to be a good predictor of the child’s ability to benefit from instructions in lower primary school and hence enhancing the child’s academic performance. Better performance in lower primary school determines the type of secondary school the child will join and in effect higher education and training. This study confirms the assertion that, children start primary school at different levels of school readiness. Since not every child attends pre-school, the disparity in school readiness at the time of entrance into primary school is even bigger. The study suggests the need to address the disparities in quality of the pre-school services with the aim of improving and integrating services in order to enhance children development and school readiness. Further, there is need to identify children who may require special attentions at an early age in order to improve their school readiness and learning. There is also need to address the familial and societal factors that may be affecting children’s school readiness before they join pre-schools. Figure below exemplify the relationship of school readiness and primary school learning achievements.

Figure 5.1: Relationship Between School Readiness and school achievements.
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