QUALITY EARLY
CHILDHOOD EDUCATION

Early childhood education (ECE) sets a
strong foundation for learning and
well-being. Yet too few children have access
to quality ECE that enables them to develop
the skills they need to succeed in school.
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NO PROGRESS IN ENROLMENT

Globally, 7 out of 10 children attend
organized learning one year before the
official age for entering primary school,
a rate unchanged since 2015. But in
Africa and Western Asiaq, less than half
attend pre-primary school.
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INEQUITABLE ACCESS

Vulnerable children are disproportionately
excluded from quality ECE. 4% of children
aged 4 or younger have some functional
difficulties, and children with disabilities
are 25% less likely to attend ECE.2

The richest children are twice as likely to
attend ECE than the poorest.?
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LACK OF TEACHER TRAINING AND
LOCALLY RELEVANT RESQURCES

INSUFFICIENT REGULATIONS AND STANDARDS

Most countries have no specific
regulations and standards for ECE and
no quality assurance mechanisms.*

Few countries include play-based
learning (PBL) activities and teaching
methods in curricular standards. Based
on a review of early learning and
development standards in 37 countries
by UNICEF, only 1/3 have well integrated
the concept of playful learning.®

In low-income countries, only 57% of
pre-primary teachers have received
the minimum required pedagogical
training.? Many teachers remain
ill-prepared to implement PBL and
lack access to low-cost, locally
relevant materials.’
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CRITICAL ROLE OF COMMUNITIES AND
FAMILIES IN EARLY LEARNING

Communities and families play a
crucial role in children’s learning
and development. Yet only 64% of
children worldwide enjoy a positive
and stimulating home environment,
reaching as low as 40% in 4 of 5
regions of Africa.®

Scalable, evidence-based innovations are
needed to improve access, quality and 8

sustainability of early learning programs.
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projects
From 2020 to 2024, GPE KIX supported 8 research

projects to test, assess and develop strategies to
scale successful ECE innovations in local contexts.
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A synthesis of this research summarized findings on
5 topics key to implementing and widening access
to effective early learning:
« play-based learning
« teacher professional development to support PBL
@ « addressing gender inequalities and other forms

of exclusion 5
« engaging families and communities
+ building the partnerships needed to sustain and

scale quality ECE
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1. Inclusive Child-to-Child Learning Approach: Scaling Up Inclusive Play-Based Learning for
Smooth Transition from Pre-primary to Primary School (Child—to—ChiId)

2. Promoting Positive Early Learning Outcomes Through Strengthened Capacity in Learning
Through Play (Promoting Positive Early Learning)

3. Gender-Responsive Education and Transformation: Early Childhood Education Through Play

for Scale (GREAT-ECE)

Scaling the School Readiness Initiative — Strengthening School and Community Capacities for

Adoption of Play-Based Learning (SSRI)

Teacher Capacity Building for Play-Based Early Learning (Teocher Capacity for PBL)

Adapting, Testing, and Scaling a Proven Summer Pre-primary Education Model (LEARN Plus)

Integrating Early Childhood Education in Sectoral Planning (BELDS)

Inclusive Home-Based Early Learning Project (IHELP)
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*Five of the eight projects were cofinanced by the LEGO Foundation.

In testing and assessing a range of ECE innovations, projects observed positive outcomes
that benefitted learners, teachers, parents, communities and national education systems.

National-level
results

Teacher-level
results

Learner-level

Community-level
results

results

1

Enhanced school readiness

In Cambodia, Lao PDR and
Tanzania, the LEARN Plus 10-week
summer pre-primary program
prepared children for school at an
affordable cost and without
requiring more infrastructure or
teaching staff. 94% of participating
children enrolled in Grade 1on
time, compared with only 57% of
those without access to ECE. They
also scored higher in numeracy
and language learning.
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Increased skills in
teaching through play

In Ghana and Sierra Leone, with
close mentorship and support,
teachers showed continuous
improvement in their ability to use
PBL approaches. The Teacher
Capacity for PBL project showed
that 67% of teachers who took
part in professional development
programs rated their ability to
focus on cognitive development
and learning as very good,
compared with 33% of those who
did not take part.
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Greater equality and
inclusion in ECE classrooms

In Kenya, Uganda and Zimbabwe,
IHELP addressed the stigma
experienced by children with
special needs by sensitizing
parents, communities, teachers
and policymakers. This changed
community perceptions of these
children. Learning centres
became more accommodating
by using learning models that
attend to the needs of every child.

In GREAT-ECE, teacher training
combined with refresher training
proved effective in changing
teachers’ perceptions about
learners with disabilities.
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Enhanced parent and
community support for ECE

More tools to help
governments scale ECE

BELDS increased awareness and
uptake of a toolkit that helps GPE
partner countries scale ECE
through their sector planning
processes. Based on project
findings, Sierra Leone, Lesotho,
Kyrgyz Republic and Tajikistan
have integrated ECE into national
education systems.

In Ethiopia, Malawi and Uganda,
Child-to-Child included
income-generating activities that
increased the involvement of
male caregivers, brought parents
together and generated income
for the centres.

In Uganda and Zambia, SSRI
mobilized community efforts to
improve infrastructure in several
childcare centres and to provide
outdoor play parks for
home-learning centres.

With BELDS support, the
Government of South Sudan
developed a national ECE policy,
strategy and implementation
plan and allocated 13.6% of its
2022 education budget to ECE.

These highlights are drawn from the GPE KIX report Early Learning: A Research Synthesis.

The Global Partnership for Education (GPE) Knowledge and Innovation Exchange (KIX) is a joint
endeavour between GPE and the International Development Research Centre (IDRC) that aims to
ensure partner countries have and use the evidence and innovation they need to accelerate
access, learning outcomes and gender equality through equitable, inclusive and resilient
education systems fit for the 2lIst century.

Five synthesis reports were commissioned by GPE KIX to consolidate evidence across research
projects conducted between 2020 and 2024. Topics included: data systems and data use; early
learning; gender equality, equity and inclusion; teacher professional development; and out-of-school
children and youth.
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