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This study was conducted in the framework of UNICEF’s support for the 
Gambian Government, aimed at strengthening existing early childhood 
activities, especially for the most disadvantaged children. The study takes 
a dual perspective: (i) focusing on knowledge about the extent to which 
children acquire the necessary skills to enter grade one, and (ii) from an 
operational standpoint, providing direction to help redefine the contents of 
preschool and primary education activities.

A study implementation team was formed in collaboration with represen-
tatives from the Ministry of Basic Education and Secondary Education 
(MOBSE), and other key stakeholders including, Mrs Tida Jatta, BSEPD 
MoBSE; Mrs Haddy Khan, ECD Unit MoBSE; Mrs Fanny Njie, Mrs Lisong A 
Bah, FTF; Mr Dawda Samba, WHO; Mrs Awa Minteh, Child Fund; Mrs Linda 
Murgatroyd, SQAD MoBSE; Mr Momodou G Jallow, RED 2; Mr Fabala M J 
Singhateh, RED 3; Mr Lamin Fatty, RED 4; Mr Cristopher Manley, Anglican 
Mission Gam. 

The team received support from UNICEF West & Central Africa Regional 
Office (WCARO) and UNICEF Gambia, especially Nuha Jatta and Adriana 
Valcarce, in the areas of financing and overall management of the study.  
Finally in conjunction with the national team, Adeline Seurat and Alain Mingat 
(IREDU-CNRS and University of Burgundy), helped to: (i) define the design 
of the study, (ii) develop the tools used, (iii) analyse the data gathered and 
(iv) draft the report.
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One of the objectives of the international community in the framework of the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) was to ensure that all children have access to 
early childhood development activities and care, as well as quality preschool education to 
prepare them for primary education. The development of early childhood activities (from birth 
to primary school entry) is backed by a certain amount of research (in biology, psychology, 
education studies, economics, etc.), which shows that appropriate care can have significant 
subsequent impact on individual lives in terms of childhood development, primary studies 
and further education (better preparedness for school, longer school retention, higher 
performance, higher job income in adulthood, etc.), but also for society as a whole (higher 
worker productivity, decreased high-risk behaviours and delinquency, etc.).

Early childhood is a vital stage in children’s physical, cognitive, social and emotional 
development. The human brain begins developing before birth and continues into adulthood, 
but in the first few years of life, it grows faster than it ever will again. Neuroscience 
researchers have demonstrated that brain development is the product of a complex 
interaction between genetics and the environment in which the child grows. During this 
period, caring and stimulating interactions between young children and their parents and 
other caregivers, and enriching experiences have a positive impact on the architecture and 
soundness of children’s brains, as well as their emotional and physical health, social skills 
and cognitive and linguistic skills, which are important prerequisites for academic success 
and subsequent success in the workforce and society (Shonkoff, 2010). Conversely, when 
children have adverse experiences or lack adequate stimulation and their brains do not 
receive what they expect and need, brain development may suffer, with long-term negative 
repercussions for their mental health, behaviour and learning. Although it is never too late to 
improve children’s quality of life, early intervention is more effective for their development. 
While such hardships are more likely to be encountered in disadvantaged environments, 
current research shows that significant early childhood development gaps can also be found 
in more affluent social milieus (Mingat and Seurat, 2011a, 2011b; Seurat, 2013a, 2013b, 
2014). To promote harmonious development and success in school and, subsequently, in 
society, it is therefore essential to provide all children, and particularly those from less 
privileged backgrounds, with appropriate care and continuous, high-quality early childhood 
education.

INTRODUCTION
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Two stages of early childhood development, corresponding to different needs and methods 
of intervention, can be distinguished:

(i) The first stage corresponds to the earliest years of the life of the child (basically from 
birth to three years old), during which children are mainly raised within their family unit 
(in the broad sense of the term) and during which early learning takes place, notably 
in the areas of motor, emotional, language and relationship skills. A certain number of 
social services (vaccination, nutrition, etc.), target this age range, however, one strong 
observation was that daily interactions with children were the foremost contributors to 
their development. Parental education, implemented according to various formulas that 
remain to be determined, can be a particularly relevant approach within the diversity of 
each cultural environment.

(ii) The second stage comprises the years (one, two or three) preceding children’s primary 
school entry. As children grow older, their needs diversify, particularly in the areas of 
socialization, instrumental development and cognitive development. These aspects are all 
the more important to the extent that the children will be entering primary school and that 
it is important for them to be adequately prepared. Although the family environment was 
relevant in the earliest years of life, forming groups of children in preschool institutions is 
the gold standard of organization for the second age range. 

The Gambia seeks to develop its early childhood activities, and especially its preschool 
education services. Over the last ten years, there has been a fairly significant increase 
in preschool coverage: it rose from 20% in 2007 to 38% in 2017, for an average annual 
increase of some 8 points over the period. It remains, however, that 62% of children lack 
access to preschool activities. Under its Early Childhood Development Policy 2016-2030, 
the country plans to increase preschool coverage to 60% by 2030 (MoBSE, 2016). 

INTRODUCTION
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The early learning assessment conducted on Gambian children who recently entered grade 
one of the primary cycle is part of this effort. This study has a twofold aim: (i) focusing on 
knowledge about the extent to which children acquire the necessary skills to enter grade 
one, and (ii) from an operational standpoint, providing direction to help redefine the contents 
of preschool and primary education activities, so long as a certain proportion of the country’s 
child population lacks access to preschool education. In order to carry out the assessment, 
a specific survey was designed and administered to 1,000 pupils entering grade one in 
primary schools distributed across The Gambia.

Before presenting the organization, contents and sample used in this survey and analysing 
the children’s performance, it is worthwhile to present a quick overview of the general 
situation of preschool education in The Gambia (Part 1). To this end, school administration 
data can be used to determine the overall number of children enrolled in the various 
preschool education formulas and identify certain of their individual characteristics. After this 
background information has been established, the survey and the sample will be presented, 
as well as the characteristics of the pupils tested (Part 2). The remainder of the report will 
present the test items and the pupils’ performances on each of the items. Because the 
information on the test items is highly detailed, it needed to be synthesized to highlight 
the pupils’ performance in the different skills areas deemed useful for a good preparation 
for the primary cycle (Part 3) and to analyse the pupils’ performance in the light of their 
characteristics and whether they attended preschool and, if so, what type of preschool 
institution they attended, for how long, how it was organized and what were the contents 
of the activities that took place there (Part 4). 

INTRODUCTION
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PRESCHOOL EDUCATION 
IN THE GAMBIA
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Preschool education theoretically lasts four years in The Gambia. It is delivered in several 
types of preschools: public schools, community-based schools, private mission schools, 
private schools and madrassahs. It would have been helpful, prior to this study, to conduct 
a more precise survey of preschool education, focusing on (i) preschool enrolment and 
coverage, (ii) the geographic and socio-economic profiles of preschool beneficiaries, and 
(iii) the impact of preschool education on children’s academic careers. Unfortunately, in 
the Gambian context, there was not enough information available to conduct those 
analyses. Parts of the first and second points require a recent household survey and the 
last one conducted in The Gambia is more than a decade old (the last available Multiple 
Indicator Cluster Survey, or MICS, was carried out in 2005-2006). The third point requires 
an assessment of pupils’ academic performance in primary education, including both a 
measurement of children’s skills and knowledge of whether or not they attended preschool. 
This information was also unavailable. The lack of data highlights the importance of the early 
learning assessment of primary education entrants in the country; it will provide factual 
elements to improve knowledge about the preschool sub-sector.

In order to gain a deeper understanding of preschool education in The Gambia, we will 
focus solely on describing preschool enrolment and coverage, knowing that, to conduct 
those analyses, two types of data are generally mobilized: administrative education and 
data from a recent household survey. In the case of The Gambia, the only available data was 
administrative data collected by the Ministry of Basic and Secondary Education (MoBSE) for 
the 2013-2014 school year1.  

Table 1, below, provides figures on preschool enrolment and system coverage in relation 
to the preschool-age population in the country over the 2007-2017 period. We have used (i) 
estimates provided by the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (in green in the table) and Pôle 
de Dakar (in pink) for 2007-2010, (ii) data provided by MoBSE for 2013-2017 and (iii) data on 
the population aged 3 to 6 years old from the United Nations Population Division. However, 
information on 2011 and 2012 remained unavailable. 

PRESCHOOL EDUCATION
IN THE GAMBIA

1. It should be noted that the available figures do not include preschool enrollment in community-based centres. The actual supply of 
preschool education services in the country is therefore probably slightly higher from the one presented here.
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Table 1
Number of children enrolled in preschool by type of institution 

Years 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011- 
2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Children 
enrolled in 
preschool

42.391 52.618 60.946 64.677 - 75.849 87.021 97.554 100.349 103.689

3-6-years-
olds

208.381 214.768 220.650 226.614 - 246.288 252.526 258.803 265.910 272.942

Gross 
preschool 
enrolment

20.3% 24.5% 27.6% 28.5% - 30.8% 34.5% 37.7% 37.7% 38.0%

Over the last ten years, the number of children enrolled in preschool has climbed steadily: 
it has risen from approximately 42,400 children in 2007 to a little under 104,000 in 2017. By 
comparing these figures to the population of children aged 3 to 6 in the country, it can be 
observed that the gross preschool enrolment ratio grew from 20% in 2007 to 38% in 2017. 

Considerable progress has been achieved over the last ten years in terms of increasing the 
coverage of preschool education services. However, it can also be observed that the gross 
preschool enrolment ratio has been stagnating for the last three years, as the number of 
children attending preschool has grown more slowly than the preschool-aged population. 
Overall, it remains that 62% of children aged 3 to 6 lack access to preschool activities. 

We also have precise data on the number of children enrolled in preschool over the 2013-2017 
period, including the types of preschools they attended and their personal characteristics 
(gender and region). Table 2, below, provides the data on the first of these points.

1
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Table 2
Number of children enrolled in preschool by type of institution 

Years 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Public 18.335 21.380 23.552 24.177 26.394

Private 47.745 52.998 59.105 60.400 60.347

Mission 1.276 1.596 1.799 1.784 1.688

Madrassah 8.493 11.047 13.098 13.988 15.260

Total 75.849 87.021 97.554 100.349 103.689 

% Public 24.2% 24.6% 24.1% 24.1% 25.5%

% Private 62.9% 60.9% 60.6% 60.2% 58.2%

% Mission 1.7% 1.8% 1.8% 1.8% 1.6%

% Madrassah 11.2% 12.7% 13.4% 13.9% 14.7%

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

It can be observed that private preschool was the formula that took in the largest number 
of children. Indeed, a little more than 60,300 children were enrolled in private preschools, 
representing 58% of total numbers in 2017. Public preschools take in approximately 26,400 
children (or 25%), madrassahs 15,260 (15%) and mission preschools nearly 1,700 (2%). 
Although the percentage of private preschools has declined slightly in recent years, this 
type of preschool has been a major driver in the changes observed. For instance, between 
2013 and 2017, 45% of additional seats in preschool education were created by the private 
sector (compared to 30% by public preschools and 24% by madrassahs). Finally, it was 
noted that the number of children enrolled in preschool education grew more strongly in 
madrassahs than in other formulas. Indeed, it increased from approximately 8,500 children 
in 2013 to a little more than 15,200 in 2017, for an average annual increase of approximately 
12 points. Comparatively, the annual average increase was 5 points in private preschools 
and 8 points in public preschools.

PRESCHOOL EDUCATION
IN THE GAMBIA
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Regarding the characteristics of children attending preschool (Table 3 below), it was observed 
that gender distribution was relatively balanced. However, fairly significant differences were 
noted according to the region. The majority of the children enrolled in preschool live in the 
West Coast Region: indeed, they numbered approximately 43,000 in 2017, representing 
41% of the total figure. The Banjul area comes in second place, with approximately 23,000 
children in preschool (or 22% of the total figure), followed by Upper River, with a little more 
than 14,200 children (14%), and North Bank, with a little less than 10,300 children (10%). 
The other two regions, Central River and Lower River, are those with the smallest numbers 
of children enrolled in preschool, respectively 8,700 and 4,500 (8% and 4%). However, while 
the number of children enrolled in preschool increased in all areas, growth was stronger in 
Upper River (with an average annual increase of 9 points) and weaker in Banjul (3 points), 
than in the other regions (6 to 7 points). In all, the percentage in the different regions has 
been relatively stable over the past four years, except in Banjul, where it has decreased 
slightly (it was 26% in 2013).

Table 3
Distribution of preschool pupils according to certain personal characteristics 

Years 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Gender

Girls 38.845 44.396 49.436 51.094 53.161

Boys 37.004 42.625 48.118 49.255 50.528

Girls (%) 51.2% 51% 50.7% 50.9% 51.3%

Region

Banjul and Kanifing 19.847 20.813 22.734 22.746 22.943

West Coast 30.043 35.581 40.456 41.532 43.032

North Bank 7.161 8.547 8.992 9.483 10.253

Lower River 3.174 3.892 3.964 4.303 4.529

Central River 6.466 7.354 7.646 8.249 8.721

Upper River 9.158 10.834 13.762 14.036 14.211

TOTAL 75.849 87.021 97.554 100.349 103.689

1
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2

This early learning assessment of children entering primary education is based on a specific 
survey, using tools that were developed based on specific orientations. We will begin by 
describing how the various tools were designed, and then describe the methods used to create 
the sample. Finally, we will review the characteristics of the pupils surveyed.

2.1
DESIGN OF THE SURVEY TOOLS

The survey was designed by a national team made up of members from the Ministry of Basic 
and Secondary Education (MoBSE), with technical support from UNICEF. It was administered 
under the supervision of the national team, in the weeks following the start of the 2016-2017 
school year. This period was chosen because it was the only time when it was possible (i) 
to assess the skills the pupils had built up during preschool, to the extent that they had only 
very recently entered the primary cycle and had only received a few weeks of primary-level 
education and (ii) to gain access at the same time to children who had not received preschool 
education. 

To the extent that the focus of the study was to assess children’s acquisition of skills in the 
different skills areas deemed useful for good preparation for the primary education cycle and to 
analyse the pupils’ performances in the light of their characteristics, their family environments 
and their school careers (type of preschool institution attended, duration of attendance, methods 
of organization and contents of preschool activities), the information used to complete this task 
required the construction of various tools and their administration to various stakeholders. The 
tools are described in Figure 1 below.

With a view to assessing children’s preparedness for primary school, a test – aimed at evaluating 
their skills in a certain number of areas viewed as prerequisites for beginning formal learning in 
the primary cycle – was designed and administered to new primary education entrants (Tool 
1). As the children’s behavioural and relationship skills were difficult to grasp using questions or 
one-off simulation exercises, one alternative consisted of asking teachers about those aspects 
at the beginning of the school year and also asking the survey administrator for an assessment 
of the pupils’ behaviour during the test (Tool 2).
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Figure 1
Description of the survey tools

What is the children’s degree of preparedness the entering the primary education 
cycle?

Tool 1: The early learning skills assessment test in different domains
Tool 2: Questions for the teacher about the pupil’s social skills

How to explain the variability of the pupils’ skills?

1. By their characteristics (age, gender, 
etc.)?

2. By the characteristics of their family 
context (level of incomes, language 
spoken at home, religion, etc.)?

3. By their geographic location (area, 
region)?

I.3 Questionnaire for the students’ parents

3. By their preschool career?
a. By the number of years spent in preschool
b. By the type of preschool they attended

I.3 Questionnaire for the students’ parents

c. By the modes of organization in the structure
d. By the contents of preschool activities

I.4 Questionnaire for the headteacher of the ECD

Once the pupils’ skills levels in a certain number of areas have been assessed, the question that 
remains is how to analyse their variability. One avenue for such analysis consists of estimating 
to what extent the pupils’ characteristics (i.e. their age and sex) and their family environments 
(the socio-cultural status of their families, the language they speak at home) can explain the 
variability in their scores on the test. In order to obtain this information, prior to the survey 
administrator’s visit, a questionnaire was sent to the headteachers of the schools surveyed to 
be filled in by the parents of new primary entrants (Tool 3).

Another avenue consisted of analysing to what extent the paths and collective experiences of 
the pupils before they entered the primary cycle could explain the differences between their 
scores. However, to understand their school paths, it is not enough to ask pupils whether or not 
they received preschool education, as they may have attended different types of preschools 
(public, private preschools, mission preschools, community-based preschools, or madrassahs) 
and they may have attended these preschools for different lengths of time (one, two or three 
years). This information was provided by the questionnaires administered to the pupils’ parents. 

In addition, the term “preschool” can be applied to very different realities in terms of their 
organization and contents. To determine the characteristics of the preschool institutions 
attended by the pupils before they entered primary education, a certain amount of information 

PRESENTATION
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compiled annually by the MoBSE (Tool 4) was available. However, this database did not include 
questions such as the time allotted to preschool activities, the contents of those activities, the 
availability of various kinds of teaching materials, the existence of a management committee, 
etc. An additional questionnaire was therefore designed to gather this information from the 
heads of the preschool institutions (Tool 5). 

Thus, there was a total of five tools in all. These different data sources were consolidated and 
merged into a single database. This made it possible, for each child in the sample, to obtain 
their scores on each test item, to determine their characteristics and those of their parents, 
and to access the characteristics of the preschool institutions they attended, where applicable, 
before beginning the primary education cycle.

2.2
SAMPLE DESIGN

The sample for this survey was designed to represent the various preschool situations 
experienced by the pupils, rather than using conventional criteria to represent the Gambian 
population. The research was conducted in several steps. The first step consisted of 
identifying the various types of preschools that existed on the national territory. Five formulas 
were included: public preschools, community-based preschools, mission preschools, 
private preschools and madrassahs. Based on the distribution of each type of preschool 
on the national territory (by region and, within each region, by type of environment), 100 
institutions, twenty per type of preschool, were selected at random.

The next step consisted of matching each preschool with the primary school where it was 
most likely that the pupils who attended the preschool would be enrolled (regardless of the 
status of the primary school). Finally, within each primary school, the test was administered, 
over two days, to ten pupils (an attempt was made to achieve an equal balance of girls and 
boys): eight of the pupils had attended a preschool institution matched to the primary school 
and two had not attended preschool. In all, the sample totalled 1,000 pupils, distributed 
across the national territory. The map below (Figure 2) shows the numbers of preschools 
and pupils surveyed by region.

2
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Figure 2 
Distribution of schools and pupils surveyed by region
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Kanifing

7%
Lower River11%
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37%
Western

17%
Upper River

ECD Centers

Pupils
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110/11%

19
190/19%

37
370/37%

7
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9
90/9%

17
170/17%

2.3
CHARACTERISTICS OF THE PUPILS IN THE SAMPLE

In order to take a more detailed look at the characteristics of the pupils in the sample, data gathered 
by the survey administrators during the administration of the test and information provided by 
the pupils’ parents was used. The first step was to examine the personal characteristics of the 
pupils and their family environments, before looking at their preschool careers.

2.3.1
GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS OF THE PUPILS AND THEIR ENVIRONMENT

Table 4 below informs us about a certain number of characteristics pertaining to the pupils 
in the sample. The first item of data is the age of the pupils. Although the average age was 
7.5 years, it was noted that the children’s actual age ranged from 4 to 15 years, although of 
course the extremes were infrequent. The distribution according to the living environment 
is virtually identical. It was also noted that the sample included as many girls as boys.

Regarding the children’s living environments, it was noted that those who lived in the West 
Coast Region were more numerous and made up 37% of the sample. Nineteen percent of 
the children lived in the Banjul and Kanifing area and 17% in the Upper River Region. Finally, 
the smallest numbers of children lived in the North Bank, Central River and Lower River 
Regions, which respectively represented 11%, 9% and 7% of the sample. Also regarding 

PRESENTATION
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the geographic location of the children, there were more rural dwellers than urban dwellers, 
since the former represented 60% of the sample and the latter, 40%. It should be noted 
that the over-representation of certain locations was due, as we pointed out above, to 
the distribution of preschool services in the country and the way the survey sample was 
designed. 

Table 4
Distribution of pupils according to their characteristics

Characteristics
Environment

Total
Urban Rural

Age

Average age 7.5 7.6 7.5 

Min-Max 4-15 yrs 4-14 yrs 4-15 yrs

Gender

Girls 50.8 % 49.7 % 50.1 %

Boys 49.3 % 50.3 % 49.9 %

Area

Banjul and Kanifing 47.5 % 0.0 % 19.0 %

West Coast 47.5 % 30.0 % 37.0 %

North Bank 2.5 % 16.7 % 11.0 %

Lower River 2.5 % 10.0 % 7.0 %

Central River 0.0 % 15.0 % 9.0 %

Upper River 0.0 % 28.3 % 17.0 %

TOTAL 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 %

Language 

English 1.0 % 0.5 % 0.7 %

Wolof 19.0 % 9.8 % 13.5 %

Jola 13.3 % 12.3 % 12.7 %

Mandinka 43.8 % 36.8 % 39.6 %

Pulaar 9.0 % 24.2 % 18.1 %

Sarakole 5.8 % 9.8 % 8.2 %

Other 8.3 % 6.5 % 7.2 %

TOTAL 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 %

All  (%) 40.0 % 60.0 % 100.0 %

All  (N) 400 600 1.000
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The majority of the children (40%) spoke Mandinka at home. Among the other languages 
cited, 18% of the children spoke Pulaar at home, 13% Wolof, 13% Jola, and 8% Sarakole. It 
should be noted that Mandinka and Wolof were more widely spoken in urban areas and that, 
on the other hand, Pulaar and, to a lesser extent, Sarakole were more widespread in rural 
areas.

Some information was also available on the pupils’ parents, and more specifically their line of 
work (“agriculture, herding, fishing”, “manufacturing, processing, repairs”, “construction”, 
“trade”, “handcrafts”, “civil service”, “education”, “health and social work”, “domestic 
work”, “transportation”, “unemployed or retired”, or “other”), whether or not they are 
literate, as well as their level of education (“none”, “primary school”, “first cycle of secondary 
education”, “second cycle of secondary education”, or “higher education, technical or 
vocational education”). This information was synthesized, through a factor analysis, into a 
single indicator reflecting the “socio-cultural status of the families”. Based on the overall 
distribution of the indicator, five quintiles were defined (following standard procedure), each 
containing 20% of households. Quintile 1 includes the households belonging to the most 
disadvantaged 20% of the population, while quintile 5 includes the households belonging to 
the most privileged 20%.

It should also be noted that while 94% of the children lived with at least one of their parents, 
6% of the sample children did not. This figure was slightly higher in rural areas (7% against 
5% in urban areas).

2.3.2
THE PUPILS’ PRESCHOOL PATH

It should be recalled that, in this survey, the pupils were selected to represent all of the different 
situations in terms of preschool education. For that reason, in contradiction to the realities of 
the country, the distribution in our sample includes a high number of pupils who attended 
preschool. Figure 3, below, shows the distribution of pupils in the sample according to whether 
or not they attended a preschool institution and what type of preschool they attended.

Out of the 1,000 pupils in the sample, 143 (or 14%) did not attended preschool before 
entering primary education. The 857 pupils who had benefited from preschool activities (86% 
of the sample) were distributed as follows among the five types of preschool institutions 
identified: 30% attended a public preschool, 21% a private institution, 20% a madrassah, 16% 
a community-based establishment and 12% a mission preschool. 

PRESENTATION
OF THE SURVEY
AND SAMPLE
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Figure 3
Distribution of the pupils according to their preschool path

No preschool
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Preschool
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Mission
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20.8 %

Public

261 pupils
30.5 %

Community-
based

141 pupils
16.5 %

It is also useful to know the type of preschool institution attended by the pupils according 
to certain of their characteristics. This information is provided in Table 5, below. It should 
be recalled that these figures cannot be generalized, to the extent that our sample was not 
designed to be representative of the national situation. 

Table 5
Type of preschool attended according to certain pupil characteristics
Type of 
preschool

No 
preschool Public Community-

Based Mission Private Madrassah Total

Age

Average 7.9 7.2 7.9 7.8 7.5 7.7 7.6

Minimum 4 4 6 6 4 4 4

Maximum 15 12 15 11 14 14 15

Gender

Girls 15.0% 27.1% 13.6% 10.6% 17.6% 16.2% 100.0%

Boys 13.6% 25.1% 14.6% 10.2% 18.0% 18.4% 100.0%

Environment

Rural 15.0% 36.2% 22.0% 3.0% 6.7% 17.2% 100.0%

Urban 14.3% 11.0% 2.3% 21.5% 34.5% 17.5% 100.0%



Early learning assessment of primary education entrants in The Gambia22

Type of 
preschool

No 
preschool Public Community-

Based Mission Private Madrassah Total

Region

Banjul & 
Kanifing 12.6% 8.4% 0.0% 17.9% 35.3% 25.8% 100.0%

West Coast 14.1% 18.9% 16.8% 11.9% 23.5% 14.9% 100.0%

North Bank 13.6% 32.7% 0.0% 8.2% 14.5% 30.9% 100.0%

Lower River 14.3% 61.4% 0.0% 11.4% 0.0% 12.9% 100.0%

Central River 17.8% 63.3% 0.0% 10.0% 8.9% 0.0% 100.0%

Upper River 15.3% 22.9% 46.5% 0.0% 0.0% 15.3% 100.0%

All  (%) 14.3% 26.1% 14.1% 10.4% 17.8% 17.3% 100.0%

Regarding the pupils’ actual characteristics, little difference was found between the formulas 
in terms of the age of the children, except that children who did not attend preschool, and 
those who attended a community-based preschool or a mission preschool were a little bit 
older than the others. A more or less balanced distribution was observed between boys and 
girls in the different types of preschools. 

With respect to the pupils’ living environment, it was noted that in rural areas, more children 
attended public preschools (36%), community-based preschools (22%) or madrassahs (17%). 
In urban areas, more children attended private preschools (34%), mission preschools (21%) 
or madrassahs (17%).  

Attendance of various types of preschools was more contrasted according to the area of 
residence. First of all, a predominance of public preschools was observed in the Lower River 
and Central River regions, as two thirds of the children had attended preschools of that kind. It 
was also noted that, in the North Bank area, one third of the sample children attended a public 
preschool and another third attended a madrassah. In the Upper River Region, more than half 
of the children attended a community-based preschool and 23% went to a public institution. 
In Banjul and its suburbs, private preschools (35%) and madrassahs (26%) were more present 
than the other types of preschools. Finally, in the West Coast Region, the situation was highly 
fragmented, as the percentage of children attending the different formulas ranged from 12% 
in mission schools to 23% in private preschools.

In order to increase our knowledge about pupils’ preschool paths, it was also helpful to examine 
the duration of their preschool studies. Figure 4, below, presents the average duration of 
preschool education according to the type of preschool attended. Although, overall, the average 
duration of preschool studies by the children in the sample stood at 2.6 years, it actually ranged 
from 2.1 years in madrassahs to 3 years in community-based and mission preschools. 
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Figure 4
Average duration of preschool education according to the type of preschool
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Because these average values do not allow us to describe the preschool paths of the pupils, 
they are supplemented by the distribution of pupils according to the length of time they 
attended preschool. Figure 5 below provides this information, broken down by type of 
preschool. This information on the type and duration of preschool is vital for further analyses, 
notably because it makes it possible to evaluate the extent to which attending a specific type 
of preschool institution for a given length of time impacts the pupils’ skills.

Figure 5
Duration of preschool education according to the type of preschool
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Overall, it was observed that the great majority (78%) of the pupils in the sample were in 
preschool education for two (28%) or three (52%) years. Only 8% attended preschool for a 
single year and, at the other end of the spectrum, only 13% were enrolled in preschool for 
four years. Above and beyond these average figures, there was a certain amount of variability 
among the pupils according to the type of preschool they attended. This can be illustrated 
using two examples. In mission schools, 81% of the pupils received three years of preschool 
education; only 11% of the children attended for just one year and 9% for four years. In 
madrassahs, only a third (34%) of the children attended for three years, while the majority 
(66%) attended for one (20%) or two (46%) years.  

At this stage, it can be interesting to determine who were the pupils who attended preschool 
for one, two or three years. Figure 6, below, provides this information.

Figure 6
Duration of preschool attendance by pupil characteristics
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Although gender differences were very moderate, higher gaps can be seen if the geographic 
location of the pupils is taken into account. Regarding their living environment, it was 
observed that it was more common for children living in rural environments to only attend 
preschool for two years (38% against 20% in urban areas), while children in urban areas 
were more likely to take three years of preschool (64% against 37% in rural areas). Overall, 
76% of pupils in urban environments attended preschool for three or four years, against 
50% of children in rural areas. The situation in terms of the children’s area of residence was 
quite variable. It was seen that 78% of the children living in the West Coast area and 64% of 
those living in Banjul had attended preschool for three or four years, while the same applied 
to only about half of the children living in Upper River or North Bank, 35% of children in 
Central River and only 25% of children in Lower River.
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To assess pupils’ skills on entering the primary cycle, a specific test and set of tools needed 
to be designed. The test focuses on four major areas identified as essential for children’s 
overall development, particularly with a view to academic success (Fernald et al., 2009). The 
areas were: cognitive development, motor skills, language skills and social development. 
A certain number of dimensions were identified in each of those areas. These notably 
included spatiotemporal skills, memory and reasoning, seriation and pattern in the area of 
cognitive development. Table 6, below, provides complete information about these areas 
and dimensions. Test items were designed to assess children’s skills in these nine areas. 

They were developed according to certain basic principles:
• The test must be fair: the measurement must remain valid (measure what it is supposed 

to measure) and reliable (measure the same thing over time) for children with different 
characteristics (gender, social background, etc.); 

• The types of materials used in role-playing for each item (photographs, pictures, symbols, 
etc.) should be familiar to the children and culturally relevant;

• The test must be conducted under non-stressful conditions in a location that is known to 
the children and where they feel safe (such as their classroom);

• The response time for each question should be short, and the overall length of the test 
should be compatible with the attention span of a young child;

• The items should measure skills without requiring the children to write.

PRESENTATION
OF THE TEST
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Table 6
Presentation of the skills assessment test

Area/Skill Dimension
Test (Pupils) Other tool

Administration Items Administration Items Other tool Items

Cognitive 
development

1. Spatiotemporal

Collective

5

Individual

1

2. Seriation 2

3. Memory 3 1

4. Numbers 3

5. Pattern 3

Motor skills 6. Graphic skills 4

Language
7. Comprehension 8 2

8. Expression 5

Social 
development 9. Socialization 2

Teacher 3

Survey 
administrator 2

Number of items 28 11 5

In all, there are 44 items on the test. The great majority of the items evaluate children’s 
skills directly, through questions and role-playing scenarios. Because some dimensions were 
difficult to grasp by such means, alternatives consisted of asking teachers and also taking 
account of the experience of the survey administrator during the testing sessions. These 
alternative assessments respectively applied to three and two items pertaining to pupils’ 
social development.

The test was administered using two different methods: (i) collective and (ii) individual. 28 
items were administered collectively, to groups of five children. The survey administrator 
was instructed to administer these test items in two sittings to allow the children to remain 
attentive, and to seat the children so that they were spaced far enough apart, yet close enough 
together so that all of the children in the group could be watched at once. 11 items were 
administered individually, following the collective item sittings. 

3
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In the following section, pupils’ performances are examined individually, item by item, and 
then by test dimension and area.

4.1  

PUPILS’ SCORES BY ITEM
Before reviewing the scores obtained on the different items, we should note that, while certain 
items followed a binary scoring system (0 if the pupil failed and 1 if he or she succeeded), 
others allowed for a range of degrees of success.

In the area of cognitive development, six dimensions were identified: spatiotemporal 
development (corresponding to 6 items), seriation (2 items), graphic skills (4 items), memory 
and reasoning (4 items), knowledge of numbers and quantities (3 items) and pattern (3 items). 
The pupils’ scores on each of these items are provided in Table 7 below.

The first series of items pertained to spatiotemporal development (the ability of situate 
oneself in space and time). Virtually all of the pupils, when shown various illustrations, were 
able to identify what was on and under (96%), what was inside and outside (93%), what 
was on the left and the right (91%) and what was on the top or the bottom (86%). The items 
that assessed whether a pupil had developed a sense of orientation in time and space were 
problematical for a larger number of children: 28% of the pupils were unable to identify which 
picture came first in a series of 3 images, and were therefore unable to put a series of events 
into logical order, and 58% were unable to identify the picture coming after the picture that 
was circled.

Regarding the dimension pertaining to seriation, pupils were given 5 seconds to recognize 
unlike items in an illustration (a truck in a series of three fruits) and items that were alike (a 
mortar and a pestle, as opposed to a shirt). 86% of the pupils were able to recognize unlike 
items and 68% could recognize like items, which means that 14% of the pupils could not 
recognize dissimilar items and 32% could not recognize similar items. 

Pupils’ knowledge of numbers and quantities was the third dimension tested in the area of 
cognitive development. These test items, which consisted of comparing sizes, recognizing 
quantities of same-sized items and recognizing quantities of different-sized items, had high 
levels of success. More than 90% of the pupils successfully completed all of these items. Only 
3% of the pupils were unable to identify the smallest item in a picture, 2% were unable to point 
to the image where there were the most tomatoes, and 6% were unable to identify the picture 
in which there were the most tomatoes when they were smaller in size than in the other picture.

4
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Table 7
Pupils’ scores in the area of cognitive development

Items

Level of success

Failure1 2

Spatiotemporal development

Recognizes what comes first (in time) 71.7% 28.3%

Recognizes what comes first (in space) 41.8% 58.2%

Recognizes what is at the top and at the bottom 85.6% 14.4%

Recognizes what is on and what is under 96.0% 4.0%

Recognizes what is inside and outside 93.1% 6.9%

Recognizes left and right 90.6% 9.4%

Seriation

Recognizes like items 67.8% 32.2%

Recognizes unlike items 85.6% 14.4%

Quantities/Number

Compares sizes 97.4% 2.6%

Recognizes quantities of same-sized objects 97.5% 2.5%

Recognizes quantities of different-sized objects 94.3% 5.7%

Pattern

Knows how to recognize, encode and transcribe a symbol (1) 49.8% 50.2%

Identifies and reproduces rhythms in a figure (2) 34.8% 65.2%

Knows how to recognise, encode and transcribe a symbol (3) 39.1% 60.9%

Memorization

Recognizes an object that was mentioned 86.3% 13.7%

Cites an object that was not shown 69.7% 30.3%

Cites an object that was shown 79.3% 20.7%

Repeats two sentences that were spoken 12.6% 83.9% 16.1%

The next series of items pertained to pattern. It was important to assess abilities linked to 
this dimension, as their acquisition enables pupils to develop crosscutting skills, notably in 
terms of structuring time and space, and these skills subsequently have a positive impact 
on pupils’ basic learning at the end of grade one, particularly where reading is concerned 
(Mingat and Suchaut, 1994). This dimension was introduced with that in mind and coding-
decoding exercises aimed at translating colours into gestures were designed. On the first 
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2 items, after showing them an example, the survey administrator asked the pupils to 
continue a logical progression of symbols in two minutes: first “X I X I … I”, then “I II III I 
…”. The pupils were then asked to write the missing symbol on the dotted line (actually a 
square in their notebook); the answer was “X” on the first item and “II” on the second. Only 
half of the pupils drew the right symbol on the first item and 35% were able to do so on the 
second. The final item concerned coding / recoding / transfer: the pupils had to associate a 
symbol with a colour, and in this case there were three colours. Red was associated with 
“I”, yellow with “X” and green with “II”. The survey administrator explained the instructions 
and clearly showed the pupils that they had to match a symbol to the colour yellow. Only 
39% were able to do so. Thus, a total of 61% of the pupils failed this item, even though it 
was more difficult than the second, which had a failure rate of 65%. 

The final series of items was aimed at evaluating the pupils’ memory and reasoning skills. 
Four items were designed. In the first item, the survey administrator told the pupils that 
“Lamin played football and, during the break, he ate an orange”, then he or she showed 
them a picture board with a ball, a pen and a car. The pupils were then asked to point to the 
object mentioned by the survey administrator. 86% of the children successfully completed 
this item. On the second item, designed to evaluate the pupils’ visual memory, the survey 
administrator showed them a picture board depicting a slate, a pen and a piece of chalk, 
then showed them a second picture board with a slate, a ball and a piece of chalk and 
asked them to point to the object that was not on the first picture board. This item was 
successfully completed by 70% of the pupils, which implies that 30% failed to identify the 
object that was not in the first illustration. The third item was designed according to the 
same principle as the previous one, except that the pupils were asked to identify the object 
that was present on both picture boards. Here again, 79% of the pupils were able to identify 
the mango, which appeared in both illustrations, but 21% could not. Finally, the last item, 
which was administered individually, consisted of repeating two sentences spoken by the 
survey administrator: “I eat rice. I drink water.” 84% of the pupils were able to repeat both 
sentences, but 13% could only say one and 16% failed to repeat either sentence. 

In the area of motor skills, four items were identified to assess pupils’ graphic skills (Table 
8, below). The first three items consisted of reproducing shapes after seeing them on a 
picture board. There were different degrees of success corresponding to the number of 
elements successfully reproduced by the pupil. On the easiest level, the task consisted of 
drawing four lines (vertical, “downwards” diagonal, horizontal and “upwards” diagonal).
While 45% of the pupils successfully drew all four lines, 12% drew three, 21% were only 
able to reproduce two, 14% only did one and 8% did not draw any lines at all.  
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Table 8
Pupils’ scores in the area of graphic skills

Items

Level of success

Failure1 2 3 4

Graphic skills

Reproduces a line 14.2 % 20.9 % 11.9 % 45.0 % 7.9 %

Reproduces geometric shapes 13.0 % 13.0 % 18.7 % 49.2 % 6.1 %

Reproduces characters 13.0 % 13.2 % 15.1 % 46.3 % 12.3 %

Draws a tree 47.3 % 27.6 % 25.1 %

The second item consisted of reproducing geometric shapes (triangle, circle, rectangle and 
square). This was done perfectly by 49% of the pupils and almost perfectly (3 shapes) by 
19%, but 13% only reproduced 2 shapes, 13% just one and 6% none. On the 3rd item, 
46% of the pupils were able to reproduce all 4 characters shown (the letters “a”, “c” and 
“p”, and the number “4”) and 15% were able to draw 3. The remaining 12% of the pupils 
were unable to draw any of the characters. The final item pertaining to this dimension, and 
the most difficult, consisted of drawing a tree. Full marks were given for drawings with a 
trunk and branches or leaves, and partial marks were given to drawings with only one of 
those elements. Only 28% of the pupils received full marks on this item and 47% were 
partially successful. 25% were unable to draw a tree.

The area of language included 2 dimensions: comprehension (6 items) and expression (5 
items). The scores obtained by the pupils are shown in Table 9 below. 
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Table 9
Pupils’ scores in the area of language

Items

Level of success

Failure1 2

Language/Comprehension

Knows how to say “chicken” in a local language 97.3 %  2.7%

Knows how to say “shirt” in a local language 95.6%  4.4%

Knows how to say “tree” in a local language 96.5% 3.5%

Knows how to say “pestle” in a local language 94.7%  5.3%

Knows how to say “car” in English 72.5%  27.5%

Knows how to say “shoe” in English 78.0%  22.0%

Knows how to say “table” in English 89.7%  10.3%

Knows how to say “bottle” in English 77.9%  22.1%

Understands instructions in a local language 10.1% 89.0% 0.9%

Understands instructions in English 70.0% 20.2% 9.8%

Language/Expression

Shows the body parts named in a local language 21.2% 74.6% 4.2%

Shows the body parts named in English 11.8% 42.1% 46.1%

Gives his/her first and last name 40.7% 51.6% 7.7%

Names an object in a local language 88.3%  11.7%

Names an object in English 10.9%  89.1%

As regards comprehension, four items included two elements each, and were designed to 
assess whether the pupils knew the names of a certain number of basic objects in a local 
language and in English, and could identify them on a picture board containing five objects. 
The first two levels of difficulty consisted of recognizing, respectively, a chicken and a shirt 
on a picture board that also included a baby, an ear of corn and a cow, and recognizing a tree 
and a pestle on a picture board that also included a table, a pair of trousers and a chair. More 
than 95% of the pupils successfully completed these items. As for the other two items, the 
principle was the same, but the instructions were given in English. In this case, the pupils 
were asked to recognize a car and a shoe on a picture board that also included a pair of car, a 
bucket and a shirt, and then a table and a bottle on a picture board that also contained a spoon, 
a chicken and a plate. The word “table” was recognized by 90% of the pupils, while the words 
“shoe”, “bottle” and “car” were a bit more challenging. The first two were recognized by 
78% of the pupils and the latter two by 72%.

4
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The next two items were administered individually and consisted of assessing whether the pupils 
understood instructions in a local language (stand up and raise one arm), and then in English (sit 
down and cross your arms). Partial marks were given when a pupil followed only one instruction, 
for instance if he or she stood up but did not raise their arm. Although 89% of the pupils understood 
both instructions in a local language, only 20% understood both in English. In English, 70% of 
the pupils only understood one instruction (against 10% in a local language). In all, only 1% of the 
pupils did not understand any of the instructions given in local languages and 10% in English.

All five items focusing on expression were administered individually. The first, which consisted 
of naming the body parts shown by the survey administrator (head and foot) in a local language, 
was completed successfully by 75% of the pupils; 21% only named one of the two body 
parts and 4% did not name either. The next item, which followed the same principle, but with 
instructions in English, and showing an arm and the mouth, was difficult for 12% of the pupils, 
who only named one body part, and for another 46% who did not name any. In fact, only 42% 
of the pupils scored full marks on this item. As for the third item, it involved pupils giving their 
first and last names. While a little more than half (52%) of the pupils were able to do so, 41% 
only gave their first name and 8% did not answer at all. The last two items consisted of naming 
objects shown by the survey administrator in an illustration: a “shoe” in a local language, and a 
“bicycle” in English. 12% of the children failed to name the object in a local language and 89% 
in English.  

Pupils’ social development is more difficult to grasp in the framework of a two-hour survey. It 
is assessed by examining children’s everyday behaviour and requires observation over a longer 
period of time. Therefore, our assessment in this area involved two observations by the survey 
administrator on the children’s behaviour during the test and three questions asked of their 
teachers. The findings are presented in Table 10, below. 

Table 10
Pupils’ scores on behaviour and social development

Items

Level of success

Failure1 2

Behaviour

Knows how to control behaviour (pupil) 22.3% 44.9 % 32.8%

Thinks of others (pupil) 44.3% 43.3% 12.4%

Follows instructions (test) 22.3% 44.9% 32.8%

Concentrates on the task at hand (test) 44.3% 43.3% 12.4%

Adapted easily (teacher) 38.3% 59.4% 2.3%

Gets on well with the other pupils (teacher) 30.8% 67.7% 1.5%

Is motivated (teacher) 20.1% 75.4% 4.5%

DESCRIPTION 
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The first question put to the pupils was aimed at evaluating to what extent they were able 
to control their behaviour if a schoolmate teased or hit them. To make the table easier to 
read, the answers were coded as failure, 1 or 2 on a scale running from the least appropriate 
reaction to the best reaction. The results showed that 45% of the pupils tried to talk to the 
person who was bothering them or turned to the teacher (answer code 2), 22% cried or did 
nothing (answer code 1) and 33% hit or threatened the other child (answer code failure). 
The second question focused on the pupils’ degree of empathy and their reaction if one of 
their schoolmates was always left out. Here again, the answers were coded as failure, 1 
or 2 on a scale running from the least appropriate reaction to the best reaction. 43% of the 
pupils said that they would invite the child to play with them or try to find out why the child 
was alone, while 44% did nothing and 12% made fun of the child. 

Once again with regard to pupils’ social development, the survey administrator was asked 
to assess how well the pupils followed instructions and concentrated on their work during 
the test. Although 45% of the pupils were attentive during the test, 22% were more or 
less attentive and 33% not at all. Most of the pupils concentrated on their work: 43% 
concentrated completely and 44% more or less, while 12% did not concentrate during the 
administration of the test. In addition, teachers were asked questions about each of their 
pupils, namely, whether they had adapted easily to school, whether their got on well with 
their classmates and whether they were motivated in their academic work. The findings 
showed that more than three quarters of the pupils were well integrated in their classes and 
were motivated in school. In fact, only a small minority of the children were still experiencing 
difficulties. 

To conclude our item by item review of the raw survey results, Figure 7, below, presents 
the failure rates on each item, based on the highest level of success (where several levels 
of success are taken into consideration for an item). Whereas the test was designed 
with an increasing level of difficulty (the items have been presented so far in order of 
increasing difficulty), it seems that, in some cases, the pupils actually did better on items 
considered more difficult and failed on items deemed easier. For example, many were 
unable to successfully complete items thought to be relatively simple, such as recognizing 
what comes first in space (a failure rate of 58%), and reproducing lines (55% failure rate) or 
stating their first and last names (48%). It was also observed that the highest failure rates 
were concentrated in certain areas or dimensions. Notable examples were graphic skills 
and pattern, where the gaps seemed to be larger than in other areas. 
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Knows how to say «shirt» in a local language
Recognizes what is on and what is under

Knows how to say «tree» in a local language
Knows how to say «chicken» in a local language

Compares sizes
Recognizes quantities of same-sized objects

Names an object in English
Understands instructions in English

Draws a tree
Knows how to recognize, code and transcribe a symbol (3)

Identifies and reproduces patterns in a figure (2)
Recognizes what comes first (in space)
Shows the body parts named in English

Thinks of others
Knows how to control behaviour

Figure 7
Percentage of success on the different items
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4.2  

SYNTHETIC SCORES BY DIMENSION

The data on the test items was both extensive and detailed. It therefore needed to be synthesized 
to highlight the pupils’ performances in the different skills areas deemed useful for a good 
preparation for the primary education cycle and to analyse their performances in the light of their 
personal and social characteristics and preschool paths. With this in mind, it was important to 
design synthetic indicators by dimension and by area.

There are actually two ways to create indicators summarizing pupils’ performances in each 
dimension, and then each area, of the test: (i) the first consists of directly adding up the pupils’ 
scores on the different items making up an area and using this “additive score” as an overall 
performance rating; (ii) the second consists of carrying out a factor analysis on the different items 
pertaining to a specific skills area and using the primary focus of the factor analysis as a latent 
variable to describe the overall thematic performance (“factor score”). Both methods were used 
on each dimension and then on each area. Correlation checks on these two types of scores 
showed similarities regarding all of the dimensions covered. Factor scores appeared to be more 
appropriate; they were therefore used in the subsequent analyses. To ensure comparability, the 
scores were also standardized with an average of 100 and a standard deviation of 15.

Figure 8, below, shows the ranges of variation in the scores in each dimension. These statistics 
do not provide information about the spread of the scores obtained by the pupils in the sample, 
although it does show both the minimum score and the maximum score obtained by two pupils 
in each dimension of the test. 

Figure 8
Range of variation of scores on the different dimensions
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It was observed that, although the ranges of the scores on pattern and seriation were 
relatively modest compared to the other dimensions, much broader gaps could be seen in 
scores on social development, spatiotemporal development and especially numbers and 
amounts. Thus, the lowest scores were obtained on items pertaining to numbers, followed 
by spatiotemporal development, while the highest scores were obtained on pattern, 
language expression and graphic skills.

In addition, it is possible to analyse the pupils’ performances otherwise than through their 
scores on each dimension. Indeed, it is useful to be able to describe their scores more 
generally, by examining to what extent the scores they obtain in a specific dimension 
are similar to those they obtain in another. For example, does a pupil who successfully 
completes the items on language do equally well on the items on memory and reasoning? 
This information can be obtained through correlation analyses  using synthetic indicators for 
the different dimensions. Table 11, below, provides this information.

Table 11
Correlations between scores on the different dimensions of the test 

Spatio-
tempo-
ral skills

Seria-
tion

Me-
mory

Num-
bers

Pat-
tern

Graphic 
skills

Com-
prehen-
sion

Expres-
sion Social Ove-

rall

Spatio-
temporal 
skills

1 0.23 0.29 0.26 0.16 0.19 0.25 0.24 0.18 0.48

Seriation  1 0.31 0.14 0.28 0.20 0.23 0.23 0.08 0.46

Memory   1 0.19 0.28 0.23 0.44 0.48 0.28 0.80

Numbers   1 0.09•• 0.17 0.17 0.14 0.14 0.34

Pattern    1 0.23 0.26 0.19 0.13 0.46

Graphic 
skills

   1 0.20 0.15 0.15 0.39

Com-
prehension

    1 0.45 0.13 0.73

Expression     1 0.20 0.68

Social      1 0.44

Overall          1

The coefficients are significant at 0.001; otherwise, the significance level is ** = significant at 0.05.

DESCRIPTION 
OF THE PUPILS’
PERFORMANCES

DESCRIPTION 
OF THE PUPILS’
PERFORMANCES
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Generally speaking, significant, positive correlations were observed between the different 
dimensions of the test. The values of the coefficients, which were below +0.40, indicate, 
however, that the correlations were relatively weak. It was then noted that there was a block 
of strongly cross-correlated dimensions (with coefficients higher than +0.40); these were 
memorization, comprehension and expression. This means that pupils who successfully 
completed the memorization items, for instance, tended to score high on comprehension 
and expression (and vice versa). These three dimensions were shown to be key to the 
pupils’ skills, making a substantial contribution to the statistical definition of the overall 
synthetic indicator. More generally, significant correlations were observed between the 
thematic scores and the overall score (thereby validating its calculation).

4.3
SYNTHETIC SCORES BY AREA

One perspective for synthesizing the information provided by the pupils’ scores on a 
higher level consists of creating indicators for each area of the test, namely for (i) cognitive 
development (5 dimensions), (ii) motor skills (1 dimension), (iii) language (2 dimensions), 
and (iv) social development (1 dimension). It should be recalled that indicators have already 
been created for motor skills (graphic skills) and social development (behaviour). As in the 
case of the thematic indicators, two methods were used to create these indicators: on the 
one hand, “additive scores” obtained by adding up the items in the different dimensions 
and, on the other hand, “factor scores” obtained by conducting a factor analysis on those 
same items. Here again, the scores obtained using each of these methods were quite 
similar. The factor scores were chosen for the subsequent analyses. 

Figure 9, below, shows the ranges of variation in scores in each area. It was noted that 
the largest gap between the minimum and maximum scores was in the area of cognitive 
development, whereas the smallest gap was in the area of motor skills. Thus, the lowest 
and highest scores were obtained on items pertaining to cognitive development.

4
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Figure 9
Variation ranges of scores in the different areas

Standardised scores

0 

20 

40 

60 

80 

100 

120 

140 

Cognitive Motor
skills Language Social 

 

Here again, it was possible to determine, based on a correlation analysis, whether the 
scores obtained by the pupils in one area were linked to those they obtained in the others. 
Table 12 below shows the correlation coefficients for pupils’ scores in all 4 areas.

Table 12
Correlations between the different test areas
 

Cognitive Motor skills Language Social Overall

Cognitive 1 0,85 0,56 0,30 0,90

Motor skills - 1 0,53 0,28 0,80

Language - - 1 0,18 0,83

Social - - - 1 0,44

Overall - - - - 1
All of these coefficients are significant at 0.001.

Significant, positive correlations were observed in the scores obtained in the different 
areas (with a threshold of significance of 0.1%); only the degree of correlation differed. The 
relationship was particularly strong between scores in the areas motor skills and cognitive 
development, showing that the pupils who scored highest in one of those two areas also 
performed best in the others. The weakest correlations, ranging between +0.18 and +0.30, 
pertained to scores in social development.

DESCRIPTION 
OF THE PUPILS’
PERFORMANCES
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Finally, two overall scores were calculated to summarize the children’s marks on all 40 
items, 9 dimensions and 4 areas of the test: one overall additive score and one overall factor 
score. The latter is the primary focus of a factor analysis including all test items. The scores 
calculated were very similar, with a correlation coefficient of +0.98 (significant at 0.1%). To 
the extent that these scores represented the synthesis of a large amount of data and with 
a view to ensuring reliability, we will only use the overall factor score in the analyses that 
follow. The score was standardized based on an average of 100 and a standard deviation of 
15. A graph illustrating the distribution of the overall standardized factor score is presented 
in Figure 10, below. Thus, it can be noted that the scores followed a normal distribution, 
which was just slightly skewed to the right, showing that the number of high scores was 
relatively higher than would have been the case in a strictly normal distribution.

Figure 10
Distribution of the overall standardized factor score
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SYNOPTIC
OF THE ANALYTICAL APPROACH
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5

Once the children’s degree of early learning mastery is known, both generally and individually 
in each test dimension and area, it can be helpful to explain the variability in the pupils’ 
performances. The approach used here is aimed at progressively identifying the factors that 
influence pupils’ skills levels. It is divided into four steps.

(i) The first consists of explaining the differences in the pupils’ scores based on whether 
they attended preschool. The question is whether preschool education had an impact 
on pupils’ early learning and, if so, what was the intensity of that impact? This initial 
approach does provide some idea of the influence of preschool education on pupils’ 
skills, but this impact is only apparent, for two reasons. Firstly, it does not take account 
of the fact that pupils who attend preschool have specific characteristics that distinguish 
them from those who do not attend preschool. It was noted, for example, that preschool 
enrolment was much higher in urban areas and among the most privileged families. In 
addition, the generic phrase “preschool education” actually covers a range of different 
education paths, particularly where the actual length of preschool studies is concerned.

(ii) The second step consists of attempting to explain the variability of test scores by 
taking account of the pupils’ social and geographic characteristics and the amount of 
time they attended preschool. Thus, the reasoning is “all other things being equal”, 
namely, given equivalent social and geographic characteristics, and the same duration 
of preschool education. These analyses allow us to grasp the “net” effect of preschool 
education, “net” of the pupils’ specific characteristics. In addition, they allow us to 
identify the potential early learning gains that each year in preschool could provide.

(iii) In order to refine the identification of the factors that exercise an influence over 
pupils’ skills, the third step consists of taking account, separately and jointly, of the types 
of preschools attended and their modes of organization. Indeed, while the generic phrase 
“preschool education” covers different durations of preschool education, it also includes 
different types of preschools (public, community-based, private or mission preschools or 
madrassahs), which are characterized by modes of operation that can be very different, 
although this can also be the case, within the same type of preschool institution, between 
individual preschools at the local level. To take one example: public preschools can be 
organized differently from community-based preschools (from the standpoint of the 
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SYNOPTIC
OF THE ANALYTICAL APPROACH

educators’ training, the average number of pupils taught by an educator, allotments of 
teaching materials, etc.); but within the category of public preschools, a given institution 
may also be characterized by modes of organization different from those of another 
institution, even though they both belong to the same category of public preschools.

To the extent that a certain amount of information can be accessed on these aspects 
(resources available to the institutions, pupil-educator ratios, educators’ academic 
background and teacher training, etc.), it is therefore useful to start by examining the 
variability between and within the formulas and, subsequently, to estimate to what extent 
the different formulas and modes of organization of the individual institutions have an 
impact on pupils’ preparedness for primary education. This information is obviously very 
important with a view to defining a cost-effective preschool education policy for the 
years to come.

 

(iv) The first three steps shed light on the impact on pupils’ performances of (i) their 
geographic location and social characteristics, (ii) the duration of preschool education, (iii) 
the type of preschool institution, and (iv) the resources mobilized and the logistics and 
organization of the activities. However, the variables considered thus far are not likely 
to account for all of the variability in the scores obtained by the pupils, so that a portion 
of the variation remains unexplained. This variability may be due to more qualitative 
aspects of preschool services. Thus, the amount of classroom time in the final year of 
preschool may be different at the local level, depending on the formula or according to 
individual institutions. Furthermore, the contents taught and the methods or approaches 
used in preschool activities may also vary. In the fourth and final step, the analysis was 
aimed at estimating to what extent (i) the time dedicated to preschool education, and (ii) 
the contents and approaches of preschool activities affected pupils’ performances.  
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HOW CAN THE VARIABILITY
IN PUPILS’ PERFORMANCES

BE EXPLAINED?

6
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6.1
IMPACT OF ATTENDING PRESCHOOL

The first series of analyses consisted of estimating the gross influence of preschool 
attendance on pupils’ performance on the test. We therefore designed linear regression 
models in which the variable to be explained was the standardized score obtained by the 
pupils in a specific dimension, in a specific area, or overall, and the independent variable 
was whether or not the pupil attended preschool. The main finding of these analyses was 
that preschool attendance had no significant impact on the pupils’ test scores. This was 
true overall, but also in virtually every dimension and area of the test. Children who attended 
preschool only scored higher in language expression and social development (4 points 
higher than children who did not attend preschool). That being said, in these two areas, the 
explanatory power of models including only the variable of preschool enrolment was very 
low (R2 was lower than 0.1%). These analyses suggested that the benefits accruing to 
children who attended preschool compared those who did not in terms of preparedness for 
the primary cycle could be very limited. They indicated, on the one hand, that the preschool 
attendance variable by itself was clearly not sufficient to account for the pupils’ different 
preschool paths, either in terms of duration or of contents, and, on the other hand, that 
other variables besides preschool attendance should be taken into account to explain the 
differences in the pupils’ scores. The analyses in the next section focus on these two 
aspects.

HOW CAN THE VARIABILITY
IN PUPILS’ PERFORMANCES
BE EXPLAINED?
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6

6.2.
IMPACT OF THE PUPILS’ INDIVIDUAL CHARACTERISTICS 

We have just seen that the “apparent” impact of preschool attendance is virtually nil. In this 
context, it is important to take account of the specificities of groups of pupils who have or 
have not attended preschool to determine the “net” impact of preschool education (“net” 
of the specific characteristics of the pupils). We therefore designed regression models 
in which the variable to be explained was the score obtained by the pupils on each test 
dimension and area, and the independent variables were the specific characteristics of 
the children (age, gender), their place of residence (region, living environment), the socio-
cultural status of the family, the language spoken at home, and whether or not they attended 
preschool. Tables 13 and 14 below present the findings of the models in terms of the scores 
obtained, respectively by dimension and by area, and overall. It should be noted that only 
significant variables were used in the models. Several modalities of categorical variables 
were grouped together when they showed similar statistical behaviours (in terms of their 
direction and magnitude) in a previous specification.

First of all, it was apparent that the share of variation explained by social and geographic 
variables, symbolized by R², was very different according to the dimension. It was noted 
that it was very low with regard to the scores pupils obtained on memorization (5%), 
amounts and numbers (5%), seriation (7%) and spatiotemporal development (7%). This 
meant that the pupils’ performances in these dimensions depended very little or not at all 
on the social and geographic environments they lived in. On the other hand, the impact of 
their environment on children’s performance was stronger where language comprehension 
(34%) and expression (33%) were concerned. The percentage of variation explained was 
higher in those two dimensions, but the level remained such that pupils’ geographic and 
social characteristics did not constitute a constraint with a view to improving preschool 
education services to prepare children for primary education.
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Table 13
Regression analysis of thematic scores according to social variables

Variable
Modali-
ties

Space 
and Time Seriation Memory Numbers Pattern

Com-
prehen-
sion

Expres-
sion

Constant 100,13 98,13 99,78 99,97 92,76 60,64 97,63

Age of the child
- - - - -

9,37 *
-

Age of the child2 -0,50 *

Area (ref. 
Rural Urban - - - - 4,86 3,71 6,78

Zone 
(ref. 
Banjul & 
Kanifing)

West 
Coast

ref.
5,25 2,51 * ref. 8,61 ref. 4,34

North 
Bank ref. ref. -4,51 ** 4,38 * -15,56 -7,43

Lower 
River 6,28 6,13 11,22 ref. 20,91 *** ref. -4,08 *

Central 
River ref.

ref. ref.
-10,69 5,78 * -5,85 -7,53

Upper 
River -3,83 ** ref. 5,68 ** -17,76 -9,58

Socio-
cultural 
status (ref. 
Quintiles 
1, 2, 3)

Quint. 
4, 5 2,94 ** 3,42 - - - - -

Preschool 
(ref. No) Yes -0,57 (ns) -2,17 (ns) -0,85 (ns) 0,77 (ns) -1,77 (ns) 1,33 (ns) 2,84 *

R2 7,3% 6,8% 4,6% 4,9% 13,8% 33,7% 33,2%

“Ref.” is short for reference. Except where otherwise mentioned, the coefficients are significant at .001;  
otherwise, the significance level is: ns = not significant; * = significant at .05; ** = at .01.

Among the variables that combined to explain the variability in the pupils’ performances, it should 
be noted that the children’s gender did not make a significant difference in their preparedness for 
primary school. The same also applied to the children’s age, although considerable variation was 
found in the sample, except in terms of language comprehension, in which dimension the score 
improved as the children’s age increased, although there was a plateau effect after age nine.

HOW CAN THE VARIABILITY
IN PUPILS’ PERFORMANCES
BE EXPLAINED?
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6

Geographic location had a clearer effect on pupils’ skills levels. In terms of the environment, it 
was noted that, although there was no difference between pupils in terms of spatiotemporal 
development, seriation, memory or numbers, urban dwellers performed better on items pertaining 
to pattern, comprehension (+4 points) and particularly expression (+7 points). As to the area of 
residence, differences in performances were observed in all dimensions. On average, pupils 
living in the Lower River Region obtained higher scores than the others. This was clearly the case 
where pattern was concerned (+21 points), as well as memorization (+11 points), spatiotemporal 
development (+6 points) and seriation (+6 points). Their performances in expression were only 
slightly lower than those of children living in the West Coast and Banjul areas. The next highest 
scores were obtained by the pupils living in the West Coast area. The performances of pupils 
from other areas were weaker. This was the case in the area of comprehension, where children 
living in Upper River scored below 18 points and those in North Bank scored less than 16 points, 
compared to the Banjul, West Coast and Lower River areas. 

Family socio-cultural status had no impact on pupils’ skills, except in two dimensions where 
the difference remained very moderate. There was a difference of only 3 points between the 
most disadvantaged 60% (quintiles 1 to 3) and the most privileged 40% (quintiles 4 and 5) in 
terms of spatiotemporal development and seriation. 

Finally, it was noted, as highlighted above, that pupils who attended preschool institutions 
generally did not score better on the test than those who did not attend preschool. They only 
obtained higher scores (by 2 points) on language expression. These results show that even 
for children with equivalent geographic and social characteristics, preschool attendance (taken 
globally) did not enable them to improve their skills levels. 

Looking at the four models pertaining to the pupils’ scores on various areas of the test, 
presented in Table 14 below, it can be noted once again that their explanatory power was 
relatively variable. It was quite low where social development was concerned (7%), whereas 
it was 22% in the case of cognitive development and 24% in motor skills, and 43% in terms 
of language. While these figures show that social and geographic characteristics have greater 
influence over pupils’ skills levels in these areas, they also suggest that there is a certain 
amount of scope for improving their preparation for primary entry.
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HOW CAN THE VARIABILITY
IN PUPILS’ PERFORMANCES
BE EXPLAINED?

Among the pupils’ specific characteristics, their age created differences in terms of motor 
skills and language, dimensions in which scores improved as children age, although there was 
a plateau after age 9. Gender did not have a significant impact on their performance, except in 
social development, where girls scored slightly higher (+2 points) than boys. 

Table 14
Regression analysis of scores by area according to certain social variables

Variable Modalities Cognitive
Motor 
skills Language Social Overall

Constant 96,50 47,50 ** 50,11 96,48 56,58

Age of the child 11,07 11,56 **
-

8,45 *

Age of the child2 -0,55 * -0,62 ** -0,39 (ns)

Gender (ref. girl) Boy - - - -2,19 * -

Area (ref. Rural Urban 6,47 7,85 5,01 2,06 ** 6,54

Zone
(ref. Banjul)

West Coast 6,00

ref.

ref. 3,21 ** 3,82 **

North Bank ref. -15,56 4,00 * -6,35

Lower River 10,51 ref.

ref.

5,09 *

Central River -5,67 -8,57 -8,70 -6,10 **

Upper River -3,63 * -9,32 -18,42 -11,45

Socio-cultural status 
(ref. Quintiles 1, 2, 3) Quint. 4, 5 2,09 * - 1,49 * - 2,06 *

Preschool (ref. No) Yes -1,20 (ns) 0,82 (ns) 2,63 * 4,27 1,76 (ns)

R2 22,2% 23,9% 42,8% 6,6% 36,2%

Except where otherwise mentioned, the coefficients were significant at .001;  
otherwise, the significance level was: ns = not significant; * = significant at .05; ** = at .01.

The living environment had an impact on pupils’ scores in all areas, with children living in 
urban environments scoring 8 points higher on motor skills, 6 points higher on cognitive 
development, 5 points higher on language and 2 points higher on social development. 
Regarding the area of residence, the trends were similar to those presented above. Pupils 
living in the Lower River Region scored highest in all dimensions with the exception of 
social development. The next highest scores were obtained by the pupils in the West Coast 
area. Children in other areas scored lower, particularly on language and motor skills.
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Pupils’ family socio-cultural status made very little difference to their skills; it was only in the 
areas of language and cognitive development that pupils belonging to the most privileged 
40% of families scored higher, respectively by 1 and 2 points.

Finally, preschool attendance had a moderate positive impact on pupils’ scores on 
socialization (+4 points) and, to a lesser extent, on language (+2 points). In the other two 
areas, the impact of preschool attendance was not significant. Thus, generally speaking, 
the overall variable of preschool attendance does not go very far towards explaining the 
variation in the scores obtained by the pupils. This may be due to the fact that the generic 
term of “preschool education” actually covers a number of very different paths. A certain 
amount of variability was observed in the sample in this area. In this regard, it is necessary 
to distinguish between pupils’ preschool education paths, focusing firstly on the duration of 
their preschool studies.

6.3
IMPACT OF THE LENGTH OF PRESCHOOL STUDIES

In order to estimate the impact of the duration of preschool education on pupils’ 
performances, we designed regression models in which the variable to be explained was 
the overall standardized score obtained by the pupils on the test, and the independent 
variables were the pupils’ social and geographic characteristics, as well as the number of 
years they attended a preschool institution. It should be noted that the model also included 
a quadratic specification of the number of years of preschool attendance, to take account 
of the possibility that the variable may have a non-linear impact. These analyses showed 
that the variable describing the length of preschool studies was not significant, and that 
the length of preschool studies made no significant difference in the pupils’ skills. Because 
the form of this variable may explain its lack of significance, we replaced it by “dummy” 
(dichotomous) variables, each of which described the number of years the pupils attended 
preschool. The findings are presented in Table 15, below. To the extent that the findings 
regarding pupils’ characteristics are very similar to what was described above, they will 
not be discussed again here and the focus will be on the results pertaining to the length of 
preschool studies. 

6
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Table 15
Regression of scores according to social variables and duration of preschool studies
Variable Modalities Overall

Constant 97,18 ***

Area (ref. Rural) Urban 6,22 ***

Zone (ref. Banjul and Kanifing)

West Coast 4,25 ***

North Bank -6,35 ***

Lower River 5,46 **

Central River -6,31 **

Upper River -10,73 ***

Socio-cultural status (ref. Quintiles 1, 2, 3) Quint. 4, 5 1,76 *

Duration of preschool education
(ref. 0, 1 or 2 years)

3 years 3,23 ***

4 years 4,30 ***

R2 33,9%

Significance levels were as follows: ns = not significant; * = significant at 0.05; ** = at 0.01 and *** = significant at 0.001.  
This notation is used throughout the report.

The findings regarding the impact of the number of years of preschool attended on pupils’ 
skills were surprising and contradicted those of the other countries in the region where 
the study was also conducted (Cabo Verde, São Tomé and Principe, Côte d’Ivoire, Niger, 
Senegal and Togo). As shown in Figure 11, below, in all of these countries, there was an 
increasing relationship between pupils’ overall test performances and the length of time 
they attended preschool. In other words, the longer the pupils benefited from preschool 
education services, the better their skills, although the gains entailed by each additional 
year of preschool varied both within each country and between countries. This was not at 
all what was observed in The Gambia. The study showed no significant difference in pupils’ 
test scores between those who did not attend preschool and those who attended for one 
or two years. The fact that the pupils received no benefits in terms of their preparation 
for the primary cycle when they attended preschool for one or two years is worrisome, 
to say the least. It was observed that the length of preschool studies did, however, have 
a significant, positive impact on pupils’ preparedness for primary education, however this 
impact only existed after three years2 and, even then, it was very modest. Pupils who 
attended preschool for three years scored 3 points higher than those who did not attend 
preschool or who attended for a shorter time, and the difference was only 4 points for those 
who benefited from four years of preschool activities. 

HOW CAN THE VARIABILITY
IN PUPILS’ PERFORMANCES
BE EXPLAINED?
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Figure 11
Impact of the duration of preschool education on pupils’ scores in 6 countries
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To the extent that the pupils were not better prepared for primary school when they attended 
preschool for one or two years and were not much better prepared after three or four years 
of preschool, it did not seem expedient to provide four years of preschool, or even three, 
for all children, but rather to increase the quality of the preschool services offered in the 
country. This concern was particularly relevant in a context where financial constraints are 
significant and there is a strong will to extend preschool coverage.

6.4
IMPACT OF THE DIFFERENT TYPES OF PRESCHOOLS

The analyses conducted so far confirm the fact that, in analytical terms, whether or not children 
attended preschool is not enough to allow us to describe children’s preschool paths or explain 
the variability of their skills levels on entering primary school. Indeed, we have seen that a 
portion of the differences observed between pupils in this regard was due to their geographic 
and social characteristics and, to a lesser extent, to fact that they benefited from preschool 
activities for differing lengths of time. Another dimension is the type of preschool they attended. 

6

2. That is why the continuous variable of length of preschool studies used in a previous model was not significant. 
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It is important to determine to what extent attending a given type of preschool prepares pupils 
for primary school entry. From that standpoint, an assessment of the respective benefits of 
the different preschool education formulas should take account of: (i) the duration of preschool 
education, knowing that it may differ generally between the pupils in the sample, but also 
according to the type of preschool; (ii) the fact that the different preschool formulas do not take 
in the same populations, since parents choose different formulas according to their geographic 
location (environment/region) and social status. 

In order to conduct this analysis, we carried out two apparently similar analyses that should 
be clearly distinguished. Both were based on multivariate modelling. Both models explain 
the variability in the standardized overall scores, with the pupils’ characteristics, on the one 
hand, and the type of preschool they attended before entering primary, on the other hand, 
as independent variables. However, the two analyses were different to the extent that:

. The first model (M1) does not take account of the length of time during which the pupils 
entering primary took preschool;

. The second (M2) takes account of the duration of preschool attendance (with its quadratic 
specification).

The estimates produced by these two models are shown in Table 16 below. The distinction 
between the two specifications is essential in the sense that the first specification 
(M1) measures effective differences between pupils with given social and geographic 
characteristics according to the type of preschool they attended, but independently of the 
duration of their preschool studies. Thus, we measure the difference in the skills levels of 
children with controlled characteristics on entering primary, according to the type of preschool 
they attended, with no other qualification. To the extent that the second specification (M2) 
takes account of potential differences in the duration of preschool studies, it is more of 
a measurement of the quality of the time spent by the pupils in the type of preschool 
institutions they attended. In both cases, the effectiveness of the preschool institutions 
was measured according to the prerequisites for primary education that they inculcate into 
their pupils.
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Table 16
Regression analysis of overall scores according to the type of preschool (Taking 
account of pupils’ characteristics)

Duration of preschool education

Not taken into account ((M1) Taken into account (M2)

No preschool Ref.  Ref.

Public -0,23 (ns) -2,05 (ns)

Community-based -3,03* -5,45***

Mission 7,45*** 5,29**

Private 4,74*** 2,96(ns)

Madrassah -1,44(ns) -2,06(ns)

The ranking of the different preschool formulas turned out to be more or less homogeneous 
across both specifications: The most effective preschool formula (even after taking account 
of the characteristics of their audience) was the mission school. The second most effective 
(although the gap was quite considerable) was private preschool. However, it was noted that 
although children who attended private preschools were better prepared for primary entry, 
the impact of the formula was no longer significant if the length of studies was equivalent to 
the duration in other types of institutions. This indicates that the quality of a year in a private 
preschool was not actually of better quality than a year in one of the other formulas (with 
the exception of mission schools, of course). Finally, public preschools, madrassahs and 
community-based schools ranked last, although a distinction can be made between these 
three types of preschools. It was observed that pupils who attended public preschools or 
madrassahs had the same degree of preparedness for primary school as those who did not 
attend preschool, while those who attended community-based preschools were even less 
well-prepared.
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Before exploring the potential reasons for the differences observed between the formulas 
by taking account of variations in the modes of organization and the contents taught, these 
initial findings allowed certain reflections to be made on policy in the sub-sector. They 
apply notably to madrassahs and community-based preschools. These two formulas meet 
specific objectives and work with limited resources, since they receive little or no public 
funding. As the situation currently stands, they take in a certain number of children but are 
not effective enough to equip them with the necessary skills for primary entry (or even 
with a skills level above the level associated with no preschool enrolment). To the extent 
that the country seeks to extend preschool coverage, it could be helpful to provide them 
with support to orient their activities with a view to better preparation. A second comment 
pertains to public preschools. This formula theoretically has broader ambitions and receives 
funding from the state. It is therefore vital for it to effectively prepare children for primary 
entry. However, we have seen that this is not the case. There is an urgent need to redefine 
the running of public preschools to improve the effectiveness of the services they provide.

This series of analyses focuses on the impact of the length of children’s preschool 
attendance and the formula in which they are enrolled on their skills levels and showed 
two critical findings for the preschool system: on the one hand, the lack of impact of one or 
two years of preschool in terms of pupils’ preparedness for the primary cycle and the low 
impact of three or four years of preschool; and, on the other hand, the ineffectiveness of the 
public, community-based and Koranic formulas. To summarize the situation and illustrate it 
more concretely, we have simulated pupils’ scores based on the duration of their preschool 
studies and the type of preschool they attended (while controlling for the impact of their 
social and geographic characteristics). These estimates were made for their overall scores, 
but also for the individual skill areas of the test. It is possible that the impact of pupils’ 
preschool path may vary according to the area, without this variability being visible when we 
consider the overall score, which aggregates pupils’ performances on all test items. Table 
17, below, shows this information. To make the table easier to read, the cells containing 
pupils’ scores that are lower than the scores obtained by children who were not enrolled in 
preschool were coloured in green.
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Table 17
Average scores obtained by pupils according to the duration and type of preschool 
education (Taking account of pupils’ characteristics)

Type of preschool Duration Cognitive
Graphic 
skills Language Social Overall

No preschool 101.0 100.1 98.1 96.3 99.1

Type of 
preschool

Public

1 year

97.3

101.4

96.4

102.5

97.02 years 96.8 100.5

3 years 97.2 99.1

4 years 105.5 106.5 104.9 103.1 106.3

Average 99.3 100.5 98.6 101.3 99.3

Community-
based

1 year

98.0

98.5
91.9

102.1

95.6
2 years 97.9

3 years
96.4

94.8

4 years 96.0 98.8

Average 97.0 94.2 98.4

Mission

2 years 94.7 98.4 106.3 106.3 100.7

3 years 104.1 104.7 106.9 105.2 106.6

4 years 116.4 117.7 112.4 113.0 117.8

Average 105.1 107.0 108.5 108.2 108.4

Private

1 year 100.1 103.3 108.2 106.3 104.4

2 years

101.7

102.6 105.5 105.2 103.1

3 years 104.8 106.3 113.0 104.9

4 years 102.8 104.1 102.3 103.5

Average 101.3 103.4 106.0 106.7 104.0

Madrassah

1 year 93.4 90.1 91.5 101.2 92.8

2 years 98.4 98.7 98.2 100.6 98.2

3 years 101.5 100.6 100.8 96.6 100.2

Average 97.8 96.5 96.8 99.5 97.1
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Without discussing the whole of the table, which includes some results that have already been 
presented above, a certain number of observations can be made on the data it includes. The 
first of these pertains to the overall scores obtained by the pupils. It can be noted that they 
varied on average from 96, for children who attended community-based preschools, to 108 
for children who attended mission preschools, while the average score of children who did 
not attend preschool at all fell between the two, at 99. The performances of these children 
particularly drew our attention. Indeed, they were equal to or higher than those of children 
who attended preschool in a public, community-based or Koranic institution. It was seen that 
this was also the case in three or four areas of the test and that, in fact, preschool pupils only 
scored higher in social development. The fact that children who did not attend preschool were 
better prepared for the primary cycle than children who attended a public, community-based 
or Koranic preschool for one or more years necessarily raises the question, not only of the 
quality of the preschool education services offered in those formulas, but also of how those 
performances can be explained. It is possible that their level of skills may be linked to the 
fact that they benefit from child-rearing practices that promote their development, either in 
the home or in their community. This hypothesis cannot be verified with the available data, 
although it would be interesting to delve deeper into the issue, particularly where studies are 
being conducted in the country to set up a national parental education program, to identify 
parenting practices that could be promoted to improve the development of all children.  

A second observation focuses on the children’s scores in all four areas of the skills test. 
Firstly, it was noted that the items pertaining to cognitive development posed difficulties for 
a certain number of children who attended preschool, independently of the type of preschool 
they attended. Children who attended a community-based preschool or a madrassah scored 
an average of 98 and those who attended a public preschool scored 99, whereas children 
who did not attend preschool scored 101, as did children who went to private preschool. Only 
children who were received their preschool education in mission schools performed better on 
average, with a score of 105, although pupils who only attended this type of preschool for two 
years scored 95. The differences were quite moderate, but the fact that children who attended 
preschool did not perform particularly well in this area highlights the need for preschool services 
to reinforce activities aimed at developing children’s cognitive skills. Secondly, a fairly similar 
trend was observed with regard to the pupils’ scores on graphic skills and language. Pupils who 
attended public, community-based or Koranic preschool scored slightly lower in these areas 
than children who did not attend preschool. Here again, the scores called for a stronger focus 
on these themes in the activities organized in those types of preschools. Finally, it was observed 
that pupils who attended preschool scored higher than children who did not in the area of social 
development. The analyses also showed that preschool attendance, for any length of time, had 
a significant, positive impact on pupils’ skills levels in that area.
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6.5
DO PRESCHOOLS’ METHODS OF ORGANIZATION MAKE 
A DIFFERENCE?

Now that an estimate has been made that determines that certain types of preschools 
are more effective than others, an attempt can be made to identify the factors in their 
mode of operation, resources and the organization of their services that could account for 
the differences between and within the types. These aspects naturally have a significant 
impact on the quality of services. However, while the description of these differences was 
interesting, it would be even more interesting to examine (i) to what extent differences in 
resources (in the broad sense of the term) effectively generate differences in pupils’ scores, 
and (ii) what aspects of these resources and modes of organization are more crucial than 
others from the standpoint of their impact on results, while keeping in mind the interest of 
also comparing those impacts with the costs associated with them3. 

6.5.1
DESCRIPTION OF THE MODES OF ORGANIZATION OF PRESCHOOL 
INSTITUTIONS

It is helpful to begin by describing the characteristics of the preschools to grasp the variability 
between them where these different aspects are concerned. Thanks to the MoBSE 
database and the questionnaires administered to the heads of preschool institutions, there 
is a considerable body of data on those characteristics. The data applies to (i) the institutions’ 
resources and how they use them, (ii) the characteristics and condition of the facilities, 
(iii) the characteristics of the educators, (iv) the supervision of the pupils, (v) the degree 
of involvement of the pupils’ parents, and (vi) the availability of textbooks and teaching 
materials. These elements will be examined in succession.
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3. It should also be noted that there are functional relationships between the perspectives in terms of contents and resource mobilization. 
We know that rich contents call for a variety of activities and that activities require resources to purchase materials and consumables for 
the children. A shortage in these items will necessarily have negative implications for ambitions in terms of the desired contents.
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6.5.1.1
RESOURCES AND THEIR USE
 
One series of data pertains to the resources available to preschool institutions for their 
operating costs and investments. The heads of the institutions were asked about the amount 
of resources they had received or raised for the 2015-2016 school year, and the amounts 
they allocated to various budget items. Their responses are provided in Table 18 below. 

The resources at the disposal of the preschool institutions may come from the parents of 
the pupils, the Government, local authorities or other contributors. Firstly, it was observed 
that the majority of the preschool institutions collected resources from pupils’ parents, 
however, 22% did not. While, on average, preschool institutions took in resources of a bit 
more than 79,200 million GMD from school fees, the actual amount ranged from 0 to 1.3 
million. However, these figures are more meaningful if they are compared to the number 
of pupils enrolled. It was found that annual fees charged to parents averaged 225 GMD 
per pupil and ranged, according to the institution, from 0 to 1,895 GMD. Contributions 
from the state were received by a little more than half (52%) of the preschool institutions, 
and averaged a little more than 15,000 GMD or 91 GMD per pupil. It was also noted that 
only a minority of preschool institutions received resources from local authorities. For the 
14% of institutions concerned, the average allocation was approximately 28,000 GMD per 
annum or 11 GMD per pupil. Finally, 43% of the preschools received resources from other 
contributors. On average, they totalled approximately 28,000 GMD or 113 GMD per pupil. 
Overall, it was observed that all of the institutions received funds (a minimum of 900 GMD) 
and that the total amount of resources averaged 126,000 GMD or 440 GMD per pupil.

HOW CAN THE VARIABILITY
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Table 18
Annual resource amounts and uses of preschool institutions

A Min. Max. Average

Min. 
amount 
per pupil

Max. 
amount 
per pupil

% of 
intitutions 
with no 
resources Total

Amount of resources

Parents 0 1.339.500 79.287 0 1.895 225 22.4%

State 0 197.280 15.316 0 999 91 48.0%

Local authorities 0 70.404 3.176 0 472 11 85.7%

Other resources 0 237.000 27.980 0 1.471 113 57.1%

Total 900 1.339.500 125.767 12 2.192 440 0.0%

Resource use

Staff payrolls 0 630.000 42.850 0 1.468 173 25.5%

Repairs of facilities 0 199.600 11.692 0 139 17 48.0%

Classroom 
maintenance 0 90.000 5.824 0 522 32 60.2%

Teaching materials 0 1.107.000 53.988 0 1.100 161 11.2%

Canteen & snacks 0 127.788 10.506 0 900 54 56.1%

Unspecified 0 175.320 4.991 0 337 17 89.8%

In addition to the resources received by preschool institutions, preschool heads were asked 
about the sums they allocated to various budget items: (i) staff payroll, (ii) construction 
and/or repairs of preschool facilities, (iii) maintenance of the facilities, (iv) procurement of 
teaching materials, and (v) canteens and snacks. Logically, staff salaries comprised the 
biggest budget item, but they were closely followed by acquisition of teaching materials. 
Preschools spent an average of 173 GMD per pupil on salaries, as well as 161 GMD to 
purchase teaching materials, 54 GMD on canteens and snacks, 32 GMD on maintaining the 
facilities, and 17 GMD on construction and repairs. It was also noted that 60% of preschool 
institutions did not allocate funds to classroom maintenance and 48% had no budget for 
construction and/or repairs of facilities, while 56% did not cover canteens and snacks, 25% 
had no funding for staff remuneration and 11% did not purchase teaching materials. 
The different preschool formulas in the sample differed in their modes of management and 
funding (public, private or community). Table 19, below, provides the amount of funding 
per pupil in the different formulas. Firstly, it was observed that the average budget was 
relatively similar across the different formulas. 
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On average, it totalled 440 GMD per pupil, ranging from 404 GMD in public preschools to 
499 GMD in private preschools. That being said, there was a certain amount of variation 
between institutions within each type. Thus, the gaps between the institutions that received 
the least resources per pupil and those that received the most amounted to a little more 
than 1,100 GMD per pupil in community-based and mission preschools, 1,562 GMD in 
madrassahs, 1,865 in public preschools and 2,174 in private preschools.  

Table 19
Amount of resources per pupil according to the type of preschool

Minimum Maximum Average

Public 31 1.895 404

Community-based 89 1.207 447

Mission 12 1.164 473

Private 18 2.192 499

Madrassah 56 1.618 406

Total 12 2.192 440

In addition, it can also be useful to examine, within each formula, where those funds come 
from and how they are used. Tables 20 and 21, below, provide that information.

Table 20
Share of resources from different contributors by type of preschool institution

 Parents State Local authorities Other Total

Public 41.9 % 30.1 % 0.6 % 27.5 % 100.0 %

Community-based 52.8 % 43.4 % 0.0 % 3.8 % 100.0 %

Mission 60.6 % 20.3 % 0.0 % 19.0 % 100.0 %

Private 68.5 % 3.2 % 0.4 % 28.0 % 100.0 %

Madrassah 33.1 % 16.0 % 12.6 % 38.3 % 100.0 %

Total 51.1 % 20.7 % 2.5 % 25.7 % 100.0 %

With regard to sources of funding of preschool institutions, it was noted overall that parents 
were the main contributors, since they provided half (51%) of all funds. The other half 
was almost equally divided between donors (26%) and the state (21%), with a relatively 
limited contribution from local authorities (2%). However, these average figures mask a 
certain amount of variability between the formulas. In public preschools, although one 
might think that the state provides the majority of the funding, this is visibly not the case. 
Indeed, 42% of the funding for this type of institution was provided by parents, against 
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30% by the state, while other donors contributed 27%. Parents provided 53% of funding 
for community-based institutions, but they also received substantial support from the state 
(43%). Although parents were the main contributors to private preschools, including both 
mission schools and non-denominational schools (respectively 61% and 68%), the other 
sources of funding were slightly different. Mission preschools received funding from the 
state (20%) and support from other donors (19%), whereas other private institutions mainly 
received support from other donors (28%) and very little from the state (3%). Finally, 38% 
of funding for madrassahs came from other donors and 33% came from parents (which 
was the lowest proportion among the different formulas), and also received public funds, 
from the state (16%) and local authorities (13%).  

Regarding the different expense items of preschool institutions (Table 21 below), it was 
noted above that staff remuneration and acquisition of teaching materials were the top 
two cost items for preschool institutions. The share they represented varied according to 
the formula. To take the two extremes, madrassahs allocated 67% of their budgets to 
staff remuneration and 20% to purchasing of teaching materials, while private preschools 
respectively allocated 25% and 56% of their funds to those cost items. 

Table 21
Share of resources allocated to budget items by type of preschool

 Salaries
Repairs of 
facilities

Classroom 
maintenance

Teaching 
materials

Canteen 
& snacks

Public 29.5 % 10.8 % 4.2 % 21.6 % 25.8 %

Community-based 54.7 % 1.3 % 1.4 % 39.2 % 3.4 %

Mission 33.7 % 2.2 % 5.3 % 47.1 % 11.6 %

Private 24.7 % 5.1 % 4.5 % 56.4 % 5.4 %

Madrassah 67.0 % 10.8 % 2.2 % 19.6 % 0.4 %

Total 38.0 % 7.1 % 3.8 % 35.5 % 11.9 %

Another comment focused on canteens and snacks. Although there was little coverage 
for those items in community-based institutions or private or Koranic preschools, they 
represented 12% of expenses of mission schools and 26% of those of public institutions. It 
should be noted that, of the 30 public preschools in our sample, 11 were supported by the 
World Food Program in the framework of its school canteen project. It should be noted that 
these figures apply to the average situation in each formula and that the share of resources 
allocated to the different expense items was actually quite variable between institutions 
within each of the formulas.
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Finally, a question focused on the regularity with which educators were paid. Table 22, 
below, presents the replies of the preschool heads to this question (however, it should be 
noted that 13 preschools failed to respond): 71% reported regular payments. 29% reported 
delays in the payment of salaries: these delays were shorter than two months in 18% of the 
preschools and longer than two months in 10%.

Table 22
Regularity in payment of educators salaries

Remuneration of educators N %

Delay > 2 months 16 18.4 %

Delay < 2 months 9 10.3 %

No delay 62 71.3 %

Total 87 100.0 %

6.5.1.2
CHARACTERISTICS OF PRESCHOOL FACILITIES

Children’s material conditions in preschool institutions were grasped through data collected 
annually by the MOBSE through the education management information system (EMIS), 
and, to the extent that certain items of information were not available in the EMIS, through 
a certain number of questions that were put to the heads of preschool institutions during 
the administration of this survey. The first item of data available from the MoBSE was 
whether or not the preschool was annexed to a primary school. This was the case for 
67% of the institutions. While virtually all public preschools (29 out of 30) and 90% of 
madrassahs were located on the premises of a primary school, this was more rarely the 
case for mission schools (67%) and private schools (57%) and it was never the case with 
community-based preschools. The MoBSE also collected data on the types of facilities 
where preschool education took place. It was noted that 44% of the preschool institutions 
in our sample had permanent facilities: 60% in urban areas and 33% in rural areas. It also 
asked whether the institutions had electricity. This was the case in 33% of the preschools; 
however, it applied to 63% of the preschools in urban areas and only 12% in rural areas. 
Heads of preschool institutions were also asked whether they had certain items of equipment 
to ensure the hygiene of the facilities and, if so, if they had enough of them and if they were 
actually used.  Their answers are provided in Table 23 below. 
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Table 23
Availability and use of hygiene equipment

No

Yes

Total

Not enough equipment Enough equipment

Not used Used Not used Used

Accessible toilets 17% 2% 18% 1% 62% 100%

Running water 11% 0% 6% 3% 80% 100%

Hand-washing 
equipment 14% 1% 34% 2% 49% 100%

Soap 30% 0% 31% 2% 37% 100%

Towels 80% 1% 5% 0% 14% 100%

Mops 63% 1% 11% 1% 24% 100%

Brooms 13% 3% 37% 2% 45% 100%

Bleach 61% 2% 12% 0% 25% 100%

Dustbins 24% 3% 32% 1% 40% 100%

In their facilities, 83% of the institutions had accessible toilets, but in 18% of the cases, 
they did not have enough, and only 80% had access to drinking water. In all, 17% of the 
preschools did not have accessible toilets and 11% lacked running water. Although one 
might think that preschool institutions would have a minimum of equipment to keep their 
facilities clean and cover the children’s hygiene needs, it was noted that this was not always 
the case. Indeed, 13% of the institutions had no broom; about one quarter had no dustbin 
(24%); nearly one third had no soap (31%); two-thirds had no bleach (61%) or mop (63%); 
and 80% had no towels. The availability of certain types of equipment did not mean that 
there was enough of them. It was noted for example that one third of preschool institutions 
did not have enough soap or brooms. Finally, it was observed that even when preschool 
institutions had enough equipment, it was not always used. In all, a quarter of the centres 
did not have enough mops or bleach or did not use them; the same applied to more than a 
third where soap (37%) and dustbins (40%) were concerned and a little less than half of the 
institutions (45%) where brooms were concerned. 

In order to determine how well equipped preschool institutions were, a variable was 
constructed by adding up the different elements identified above. Figure 12, below, shows 
the distribution of this indicator according to the type of preschool attended. The first point 
that can be noted is how well equipped the average preschool was across the different 
formulas (this can be seen using the peak of the curve). 
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On average, community-based preschools seem to be the least well equipped (3 items 
available out of 11), while private and mission preschools were the best equipped (9 items), 
while the other formulas fell between the two extremes (between 6 and 7 items). Secondly, 
considerable variation was observed in how well equipped individual preschools were 
within each formula. To take a few examples, the range of variation in how well equipped 
preschools were (namely the difference between the least well equipped preschool and the 
best equipped preschool) was from 2 to 11 items in madrassahs and 3 to 11 items in public 
and mission preschools. 

Figure 12
Degree of equipment of preschool institutions by type
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6.5.1.3
EDUCATOR CHARACTERISTICS

The educators’ characteristics can be assessed in relation to their basic academic level and 
professional degrees, as well as whether or not they took specific training on preschool 
education. This information, which applied only to educators teaching the final year of 
preschool, was collected from the heads of preschool institutions. It should be noted with 
regard to these different aspects that the educators (and thus their personal characteristics) 
who specifically taught the pupils during the year preceding their entry into primary school 
are not known; data is only available on the average characteristics of the educators in each 
preschool institution.

We will begin by examining the academic background of the educators. Table 24, below, 
provides the average percentage of educators by basic academic level, broken down by 
preschool formula. Overall, three quarters (75%) of the educators had reached grade twelve, 
and 68% had received their West African Senior School Certificate Examination (WASSCE), 
the certificate awarded at the end of senior secondary school (7% did not receive their 
certificate). Among the other quarter of educators, 16% had a lower level of education: 14% 
had reached grade nine (i.e. the end of upper basic school), 1% grade ten and 5% grade 
eleven, whereas 6% had a higher level of education, 5% had taken technical and vocational 
studies and 1% had attended university. A similar trend was found in mission schools and 
private institutions. On the other hand, the percentage of educators who had reached grade 
twelve was higher in public preschools and madrassahs, where it was respectively 86% 
and 88% (while 82% and 78% had their WASSCE), although it was only 26% in community-
based preschools. In this latter formula, 69% of educators had a lower level of education: 
half had reached grade nine and 19% grade eleven. 
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Table 24
Average percentage of educators per academic level by type of preschool

Level of 
academic studies Public

Community
based Mission Private Madrassah All

Grade 9 4.8% 50.0% 2.5% 12.5% 3.4% 13.6%

Grade 10 1.7% 0.0% 0.0% 1.8% 0.0% 0.9%

Grade 11 0.0% 19.1% 5.4% 2.4% 2.8% 5.0%

Grade 12 without 
certificate 4.3% 4.4% 12.5% 6.0% 9.8% 6.7%

Grade 12 with 
certificate 82.5% 26.5% 70.4% 69.5% 78.2% 67.9%

Technical 
education 6.7% 0.0% 8.3% 6.8% 2.8% 5.0%

University 0.0% 0.0% 0.8% 1.2% 2.9% 0.9%

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

The educators’ average level in terms of professional degrees should also be examined. 
Based on Table 25, below, it was observed that the educators’ profiles in this regard were 
very heterogeneous overall. 

Table 25
Average percentage of educators per degree by type of preschool

Prof. degree Public
Community-
based Mission Private Madrassah All

None 6.5% 23.5% 1.7% 17.4% 8.1% 11.4%

Trainee 11.7% 7.4% 29.7% 23.7% 29.3% 19.1%

Community-based 0.5% 48.5% 11.7% 5.7% 5.8% 12.1%

ECD Certificate 19.2% 0.0% 51.1% 38.0% 12.4% 22.4%

Primary Teacher 
Certificate 54.6% 16.2% 5.8% 14.8% 39.4% 30.8%

Higher Teacher 
Certificate 7.5% 4.4% 0% 0.4% 5..0% 4.1%

Total 100.0 % 100.0% 100.0 % 100.0% 100.0 % 99.9%

HOW CAN THE VARIABILITY
IN PUPILS’ PERFORMANCES
BE EXPLAINED ?



Unicef West and Central Africa Regional Office 69

Although less than a quarter (22%) of educators had an Early Childhood Development (ECD) 
Certificate, which is a specific preschool teaching qualification delivered by the Gambia College, 
31% had a Primary Teacher Certificate (PTC; primary cycle teaching qualification delivered by the 
Gambia College) and 4% had a Higher Teacher Certificate (HTC; secondary or primary teaching 
qualification). Another 19% of the educators were trainees, 12% were community educators 
and 11% had no professional certificate. There were differences in the use of different types 
of teachers between the formulas. Mission schools and private schools made the most use of 
ECD Certificate holders: the percentage of educators with the certificate found in these two 
types of schools was respectively 51% and 38%. The other educators were mostly trainees 
(respectively 30% and 24%), and community educators in mission schools, or PTC holders in 
private preschools (15%). In public preschools and madrassahs, the majority of educators held 
a PTC (respectively 55% and 39%), while the others held an ECD Certificate (19% and 12%) 
or were still in training (12% and 29%). Finally, the community-based formula chiefly used 
community educators (48%), as well as educators without certificates (23%), although another 
16% of the educators in this formula held a PTC.

Finally, another item of information was whether or not the educators had specific training 
on preschool education and, if so, whether it lasted more or less than three months. This 
information, broken down by type of preschool, is presented in Figure 13 below. It should 
be noted that no data was available for educators in 26 preschool institutions.

Figure 13
Percentage of educators by type of specific training by type of preschool

M
Iss

ion

M
ad

ra
ss

ah

Public

Ave
ra

ge

Priv
ate

Com
m

unity
-

bas
ed

0% 

10% 

20% 

30% 

40% 

50% 

60% 

70% 

80% 

90% 

100% 

No training

31% 21% 

12% 

38% 
11% 20% 

34% 29% 

50% 

50% 

19% 

68% 63% 
53% 51% 

Training
> 3 months

Training
 <3 months

PROPORTION OF PRESCHOOL INSTITUTIONS

20% 

17% 

12% 

6



Early learning assessment of primary education entrants in The Gambia70

Most educators (71%) had specific training on preschool education. This applied across all 
formulas; the proportion ranged from 62% in public preschools and 66% in madrassahs 
to 79% in mission preschools and 83% in private preschools. The length of training 
varied according to the formula: while a little more than two thirds of mission preschool 
educators (68%) and private preschool educators (63%) received more than three months 
of training, the same could be said of only 19% of community-based preschool educators. 
In all, a significant percentage of educators did not have specific training to teach preschool 
education. On average, this was the case for a little less than one third (29%) of educators, 
but 38% of public preschool educators and 34% of educators in madrassahs. 

6.5.1.4
QUANTITATIVE SUPERVISION OF THE PUPILS

After examining the characteristics of educators in the different institutions in our sample, 
it can be interesting to focus on the quantitative dimension of pupil supervision in the final 
year of preschool. One approach consists of examining the relationship between the number 
of pupils and the number of educators in each preschool institution. Figure 14, below, in 
which each dot represents one of the 85 preschool institutions in the sample, provides this 
information, although the data was missing for 15 institutions.  

Figure 14
Pupil-educator ratio
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It is natural to expect that the institutions with the largest number of pupils would have 
the most educators. This was true, but only in part; as the quadratic R2 was only 36% 
(it would be 100% if this were totally the case). There is considerable variation between 
institutions; some have the same number of pupils but a different number of educators, 
while others taught very different numbers of pupils with the same number of educators. 
Thus, institutions with 50 pupils may have between 2 and 8 educators, while preschools 
with only one educator may have a number of pupils ranging from 5 to 189.

More specifically, pupils’ supervision conditions in preschool institutions can be described 
using the pupil-educator ratio (PER)4. The data show that while the average number of pupils 
per educator is 45, the figure actually ranges from 3 to 189. Figure 15, below, presents the 
distribution of this indicator. It was observed that the great majority of preschool institutions 
had a PER of less than 50 and that only a small number of institutions had a PER above 
100. More specifically, while the average educator dealt with no more than 20 pupils in 27 
institutions (or 32% of our sample), and 21 to 50 pupils in 34 institutions (or 41%), in 18 
preschool institutions, a single educator taught 51 to 100 pupils and in 9 preschools, more 
than 100 pupils. The differences are considerable. 

Figure 15
Distribution of the number of pupils per educator
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4. It should be noted that in the countries of the region where this study was conducted, it was helpful to also consider the number of 
pupils per class to better understand their supervision conditions. The difference between these two measurements was due to the fact 
that a relatively common practice in preschool education in those countries consists of assigning several educators to the same group of 
pupils. According to the MoBSE, this practice does not exist in The Gambia.
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Supervisory conditions can therefore differ according to the type of preschool. To examine 
this point, Table 26 and Figure 16, below, present descriptive statistics associated with this 
indicator and its distribution in the different formulas.

Table 26
Descriptive statistics on the pupil-educator ratio by type of preschool
Pupil-educator ratio Minimum Maximum Average

Public 5 189 66

Community 6 95 52

Mission 6 67 34

Private 3 50 26

Madrassah 5 175 37

Average 3 189 45

Figure 16
Distribution of the pupil-educator ratio by type of preschool
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Although the average pupil-educator ratio was 45, it actually ranged by type from 26 in 
private preschools to 66 in public preschools. There was considerable variation in supervisory 
conditions between the different formulas. This was also the case between institutions 
within the same formula. This observation particularly applied to public preschools and 
madrassahs, where the PER ranged from 5 to more than 175 pupils. It was also noted 
that, of the nine institutions with more than 100 pupils per educator, seven were public 
preschools and two were madrassahs. Supervision conditions were also quite variable in 
the other formulas, although to a rather lesser degree, all the same.
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6.5.1.5
DEGREE OF PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT

Parents’ involvement in the preschool institutions was assessed through various questions. 
The point focused on determining whether there was a management committee and, if 
so, whether it was operational. Table 27, below, provides the data on the initial questions. 
There was an operational management committee in 75% of the preschool institutions. 
Adding the 14% of institutions where a management committee was created but was not 
operational to the 11% of preschools with no organization of that kind, there was a total of 
25% of preschools that did not involve parents in their management or running.  

Table 27
Existence of a management committee or parent-teacher association

Management committee N %

No committee 11 11.0%

Committee exists but not operational 14 14.0%

Committee operational 75 75.0%

Total 100 100.0%

Parental involvement can also take other forms, notably visits to preschool institutions and 
interactions with educators. Table 28, below, presents this information.

Table 28
Regularity of visits and interactions between parents and staff

M Regular parental visits Parent/staff interactions

N % N %

Never 5 5.0% 0 0.0%

Once in a while 31 31.0% 61 61.0%

Once a month 23 23.0% 14 14.0%

Once a week 27 27.0% 12 12.0%

Almost every day 14 14.0% 13 13.0%

Total 100 100.0% 100 100.0%

6
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The frequency of parental visits and interactions with educators was quite variable according 
to the preschool institutions. Regarding visits to preschools, it was noted that they took place 
every day in 14% of the institutions and once a week in 27%. While parents only came in once 
a month in 23% of the preschools, visits were rare in 31%, and inexistent in 5%. Interactions 
between parents and educators were generally a little less frequent than visits. They took 
place daily in 13% of preschools and weekly in 12%, but they only took place once a month in 
14% of the preschools and only occasionally in nearly two thirds of them (61%). 

Based on this data, a synthetic indicator was built to determine the degree of parental 
involvement in the running of the preschools. The distribution of the indicator by type of 
preschool shows that, on average, parents were a little less involved in madrassahs, followed 
by public preschools and, conversely, they were more involved in mission preschools. 

6.5.1.6
TEACHING MATERIALS

Another section of the questionnaire administered to the heads of preschool institutions 
pertained to whether educators had access to a certain number of teaching materials and, 
if so, whether they had enough of them or not and whether they actually used them in the 
classroom. Their answers are provided in Table 29 below. 

Firstly, it was observed that a significant percentage of preschool institutions lacked certain 
teaching materials. Around a quarter of the preschools lacked pencils (23%), playing balls 
(24%) and paper (29%); close to a third had no slates (31%), markers (31%) or toys (36%); a 
bit less than half lacked notebooks (40%), storybooks (41%), materials for learning to count 
(46%) and workbooks (46%); and more than half did not have building blocks (53%), modelling 
clay (63%) or paint (67%). In second place, it was noted that, when preschools had teaching 
materials, they were not necessarily available in sufficient quantity for all of the children. For 
example, while more than 70% of the preschool institutions had paper, about half did not 
have enough for all of the children. Generally speaking, out of all teaching materials, this 
applied to about half of the preschools. Finally, it can be noted that, even when preschools had 
enough materials, they were not always used in the classroom. Approximately one third of the 
preschools had enough of the following materials for all of the children and used them: pencils 
(30 %) or markers (35%), notebooks (32%), slates (33%) or paper (38%), storybooks (30%) 
and workbooks (32%). 

HOW CAN THE VARIABILITY
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Table 29
Availability and use of teaching materials

No

Time spent on cognitive activities
TotalNot enough materials Enough materials

Not used Used Not used Used

Paper for children's use 29.0% 2.0% 30.0% 1.0% 38.0% 100.0%

Pencils 23.0% 4.0% 40.0% 3.0% 30.0% 100.0%

Painting materials 67.0% 0.0% 11.0% 0.0% 22.0% 100.0%

Felt pens 31.0% 2.0% 32.0% 0.0% 35.0% 100.0%

Pencils 18.0% 1.0% 29.0% 3.0% 49.0% 100.0%

Slates and chalks 31.0% 0.0% 33.0% 3.0% 33.0% 100.0%

Story books 41.0% 4.0% 22.0% 3.0% 30.0% 100.0%

Activity books 46.0% 2.0% 19.0% 1.0% 32.0% 100.0%

Notebooks 40.0% 0.0% 24.0% 4.0% 32.0% 100.0%

Modelling materials 63.0% 2.0% 17.0% 0.0% 18.0% 100.0%

Material for mathematical 46.0% 2.0% 26.0% 0.0% 26.0% 100.0%

Audio-visual materials 77.0% 4.0% 5.0% 0.0% 14.0% 100.0%

Building blocks 53.0% 4.0% 23.0% 0.0% 20.0% 100.0%

Ba lis 24.0% 2.0% 43.0% 1.0% 30.0% 100.0%

Locally-produced play 50.0% 3.0% 26.0% 2.0% 19.0% 100.0%

Outdoor play materials 36.0% 3.0% 26.0% 1.0% 34.0% 100.0%

Toys 48.0% 3.0% 26.0% 2.0% 21.0% 100.0%

Special needs education 87.0% 1.0% 3.0% 1.0% 8.0% 100.0%

Based on information about the availability and use of various teaching materials, a synthetic 
indicator was built, to determine how well-equipped the preschools were. The distribution 
of this indicator shows that while nearly 19% of the preschools had five types of teaching 
materials or less (only one preschool institution had none of the materials listed above and 
another only had two), 38% had six to ten and 43% had more than eleven types of teaching 
materials. In addition, it is interesting to examine how those preschools are distributed by 
type. This information is presented in Figure 17 below.
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Figure 17
Distribution of textbooks and materials indicator by type of preschool

On average, it was observed that madrassahs 
were the least well-equipped preschools. Their 
average level of equipment was 5 types of 
teaching materials, against 10 in public and mission 
preschools, 11 in community-based preschools and 
14 in private preschools. That being said, there was 
a certain amount of variation between individual 
preschools within each type. For instance, certain 
madrassahs were as well equipped as certain 
preschools of other kinds that were on average 
the best equipped, such as mission schools, public 
preschools or community-based preschools.

6.5.2
IMPACT OF MODES OF ORGANIZATION
Since significant differences have been identified in the modes of organization of preschool 
institutions (both between the different formulas and within them), attention should be focused 
on the relationships between variability in teaching conditions and in pupil performance. With 
this in mind, two models have been put forward, which apply only to the population of children 
who attended preschool: (i) the first focuses on the impact of the data available in the survey 
that describes the organization of preschool services (other than the impact of individual factors 
and the duration of preschool studies), without taking account of the types of preschools; (ii) 
the second model also introduces the types of preschools. The estimates are provided in Table 
30 below. It should be noted that children who attended community-based preschools were 
taken out of these models to the extent that it was previously seen that attending this type of 
preschool are less well prepared than those with other type of ECD experience.

HOW CAN THE VARIABILITY
IN PUPILS’ PERFORMANCES
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Table 30
Modelling of overall performance according to the mode of organization of preschool 
services, with and without the type of preschool (Taking account of the pupils’ characteristics 
and duration of preschool education; without community-based preschools

Variable Modalities Model 1 Model 2

Constant -347.25* -345.79*

Expenditures per pupil -0.002* -0.002 (ns)

Primary school annexes 2.96* 2.80*

Pupils’ learning conditions (factor score) 2.72*** 2.75***

Average length of educators’ studies 74.40* 74.09*

Average length of educators’ studies2 -3.19* -3.20*

% with ECD certificates > 3 months ref. ref.

% of educators with HTC 
and PTC

No
-0.08 *** -0.07

< 3 months

> 3 months ref. ref.

% of community 
educators

No

ref. ref.< 3 months

> 3 months

% of trainee educators

No
ref. ref.

< 3 months

> 3 months 0.09 *** 0.09***

% of educators without 
prof. degrees

No
ref. ref.

< 3 months

> 3 months 0.23* 0.25*

Pupil class ratio -0.04 (ns) -0.04 (ns)

Pupil cass ratio² 0.00 (ns) 0.00 (ns)

Availability of teaching 
materials

Low ref. ref.

Average/High 5.10 *** 6.40 ***

Type of preschool

Public ref.

Mission 5.97***

Private 0.03 (ns)

Madrassah 3.19*

R2 46.8 % 48.4 %
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We will begin by examining the first specification (model M1). Firstly, concerning the amount of 
spending per pupil, it might be imagined that higher spending levels would allow preschools to 
implement activities with richer and more diversified contents (with more teaching materials, 
textbooks, etc.) and that, ultimately, this would result in stronger performances on the part 
of the pupils. However, this was not the case and, in fact, the opposite effect was observed. 
Two types of reasons could potentially account for this state of affairs. The first may be that, 
in fact, preschools do not necessarily (or as a priority) purchase consumables to diversify 
children’s activities but cover other expenses that are more operational than directly learning-
related. The second reason may be that resource use practices are not homogeneous across 
institutions (which is indeed the case, as we have seen in the descriptions of the characteristics 
of the institutions), so that the impact of additional resources could be positive in some 
preschools and nil in others. It is possible that these two reasons in conjunction may account 
for the empirical results obtained. It would obviously be totally inappropriate to infer that, since 
additional spending, particularly for education purposes, does not entail a significantly stronger 
educational performance, these resources are unimportant and could be reduced. Indeed, it 
would undoubtedly be more helpful to do the opposite. 

In addition to the amount of spending per pupil, several aspects describing the modes of 
organization of preschool education services were taken into account; these were: (i) pupils’ 
learning conditions, (ii) certain educator characteristics, (iii) modes of supervision and, finally, (iv) 
allotments of teaching materials.

Beginning with the facilities (in the broad sense of the term) where the children were taught, it 
was found that pupils who attended preschool in centres annexed to a primary schools scored 
slightly higher than the others (+ 3 points). Within the facilities, children’s learning conditions 
(availability of water, electricity, toilets, permanent facilities and certain items of hygiene 
equipment) had a significant positive impact on their performance. It is therefore useful for 
preschool institutions to have basic services and equipment to cater to children’s needs. 

Secondly, regarding educators, their characteristics can be assessed in reference to their basic 
academic qualifications and any professional training they may have received. Regarding these 
two aspects, it should be noted that the specific educators who taught each pupil during the 
year before they entered primary (and thus their personal characteristics) are not known. Data 
is only available on the average qualifications of the educators teaching the final year in each 
preschool institution. 

In order to account for the level of academic training of the educators, the average duration of 
the educators’ studies was integrated into the model for each preschool institution. It should 
be noted that the most appropriate specification for representing the impact of this variable 

HOW CAN THE VARIABILITY
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on children’s learning was not linear, but quadratic. Figure 18, below, presents a numerical 
simulation of the scores obtained by pupils according to the average number of years of study 
of the educators in the preschool institutions they attended before entering primary.    

Figure 18
Impact of the duration of educators’ studies on pupils’ scores
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Firstly, and unsurprisingly, it was noted that a low level of academic studies, i.e. a grade 9 
years of education, was not conducive to pupils’ learning. It was subsequently observed that a 
grade 11 or 12 education on the part of the educators was, in fact, optimal, to the extent that 
it was noted that when the educators studied beyond grade 12, pupils’ performances tended 
to decline. 

In order to take account of the educators’ teacher training, two variables were combined 
and included in the models: the average percentage of educators according to their level of 
professional education (HTC, PTC, ECD Certificate, community educators, trainee educators, 
no certificate) and the average percentage of educators according to the duration of their 
specific preschool education training (no training, less than 3 months of training, more than 3 
months of training). Based on these analyses, the most effective educators (to the extent that 
they had a significant positive impact on pupils’ learning) were educators without professional 
certification and trainee educators who had completed more than 3 months of specific training 
on preschool education (when they did not have specialized education or it was shorter, their 
impact was no longer significant). Conversely, the least effective educators were holders of 
HTCs or PTCs with no specific preschool education training or with less than three months 
of specific training. The impact of other educators, including holders of ECD certificates (thus 
longer specific training on preschool education), community educators, holders of HTC or 
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PTC certificates with longer specialized training, etc., was intermediate. More concretely, it 
was found, for example, that pupils who attended preschool in institutions where all of the 
educators had HTC or PTC certification but took little or no specialized training would have an 
average score of 91, while pupils who attended institutions where all of the educators were 
trainees who had received longer specialized training would score 109 and those who attended 
preschools where all of the educators had no professional certification but had completed 
longer specialized training would score 122. These gaps are considerable. 

Generally speaking, these results pertaining to educator characteristics were similar to the 
trends found in other countries in the region (Togo, Cabo Verde, São Tomé and Principe, 
Senegal, Niger, and Côte d’Ivoire). These empirical observations suggest that the general level 
of formal knowledge required to successfully teach preschool is doubtless not very high and 
that formal academic knowledge is not what makes a good preschool educator. Furthermore, 
it is possible that educators with relatively low qualifications have more concrete approaches to 
their relations with their pupils (that would be more difficult for educators with postsecondary 
education). In any case, these findings show that it is entirely possible to achieve strong learning 
outcomes without using costly, highly-qualified personnel. This is potentially significant with a 
view to developing countrywide preschool coverage.

The findings concerning the modes of pupil supervision should be interpreted with caution. 
First of all, it should be noted that, overall, there is relatively high variability in these figures, 
as the pupil-educator ratio ranged from 3 to 189, and very different figures were observed 
in the different preschool formulas. A quadratic specification was used for this model, which 
included a negative term and a squared term that was null, which can suggest that pupils’ 
skills levels were lower when the pupil-educator ratio was higher. However, the fact that 
the coefficients attached to the variables were not significant indicates that the differences 
in pupils’ performance associated with this variable were not significant in any case, even 
when relatively high pupil-educator ratios were considered. These findings should be viewed 
as provisional to the extent that the first specification does not control for the type of preschool, 
whereas there is quite a clear difference in terms of average class size between the different 
formulas. The second model, which takes account of the different types of preschools, shows 
similar results. The fact that the results were not significant were doubtless due to the high 
degree of variation in this indicator between the different formulas, but also and above all within 
each formula, between preschools at the local level. It would undoubtedly be useful to improve 
the management of the system in that regard. It should be noted that in the other countries of 
the region where this study was conducted, it was found that while the quantitative impact of 
the pupil-educator ratio was moderate overall, classroom size should ideally range between 25 
and 40 pupils.

HOW CAN THE VARIABILITY
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The availability of a certain quantity of teaching materials in preschool institutions is doubtless 
necessary to ensure a certain amount of diversity in their activities and, ultimately, the quality of 
learning. This was confirmed by the analyses: pupils who attended preschools that were well 
equipped with small items of equipment and consumables performed better than others. In 
the framework of national early childhood development policy, it would therefore be useful to 
provide preschool institutions with teaching materials, particularly as this measure is relatively 
inexpensive.
 
It should be noted that certain aspects describing the organization of institutions have been 
included in the models, but that they made no significant difference in children’s performance. 
These include the existence of a functional management committee or the degree of parents’ 
involvement in the institution, which make no contribution to accounting for differences in 
performance between pupils. These findings obviously do not justify the elimination of 
management committees or the reduction of parental involvement.

We will now consider the second specification (model M2). We can begin by observing a 
certain stability between the coefficients of the two models where their common variables are 
concerned. This confirms the findings presented so far, with a few exceptions. It was noted, 
first of all, that differences linked to spending per pupil were no longer significant and that, as 
we pointed out above, the differences linked to modes of pupil supervision remained significant. 
This was due to the fact that the variations in these two factors between different preschool 
institutions in general was so great that it was not possible to come to any conclusions regarding 
the different formulas. It was also noted that the impact of the availability of teaching materials 
became stronger, thereby confirming the contribution they made to children’s performance. 

This model also shows that when we reason on the basis of equivalent modes of organization, 
the initial ranking of the formulas, which was presented above, changes. Although the first 
classification amalgamated the impacts (i) of schools’ resources and modes of organization 
(variable according to the type of preschool), and (ii) of the fact that, beyond their modes of 
organization, the different formulas also operate according to fundamentally different methods in 
terms of how they use resources to achieve concrete learning outcomes, the ranking identified 
in model 2 targets the “fundamental” quality of the different preschool formulas included in 
this study. The differences are quite considerable. In this context, mission preschools clearly 
appeared to be the schools that offered the best preparation for the primary cycle. They were 
followed by madrassahs, then public and private preschools, which latter two showed slightly 
lower levels of effectiveness. The differences in scores between pupils who attended mission 
schools and those who attended public or private schools was estimated at 5 points, which is 
relatively small.
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6.6
DO THE CONTENTS OF PRESCHOOL ACTIVITIES AND 
THE TIME SPENT ON THEM MAKE A DIFFERENCE?

After taking account of the pupils’ characteristics and the principal modes of organization of 
the institutions they attended, relatively strong “residual” differences still distinguished the 
various preschool formulas (and also individual schools) in terms of their pupils’ performance. 
This may notably be due to the possibility that:

• In addition to the duration of studies in years, the actual time during which preschool 
activities take place may vary, both on average between types of preschools and within 
each type;

• Curriculum contents and approaches may differ between the different types of preschools. 
Overall, there is a balance to be struck between a focus on children’s social, relational and 
emotional development, at one end of the spectrum, and, at the other end, a focus on 
cognitive development and explicitly on preparation for the formal learning prerequisites 
for reading and mathematics in primary school5. Other than the fact that the contents of 
the activities implemented at each end of the spectrum may vary, the degree of priority 
granted to one focus or the other may also vary according to the different preschool 
education formulas in the country.

Before examining to what extent the time devoted to preschool education and the contents 
and approaches of preschool activities can account for variations in pupils’ performances, it 
is useful to describe how the different preschool institutions in our sample are positioned 
on these more qualitative aspects of preschool services. 

HOW CAN THE VARIABILITY
IN PUPILS’ PERFORMANCES
BE EXPLAINED ?

5. Language is important from both standpoints. However, in keeping with the first focus, national languages are generally preferred, 
whereas, according to the second focus, priority tends to be granted to the introduction of the language of instruction used in the primary 
cycle.
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6.6.1
DESCRIPTION OF PRESCHOOL ACTIVITY TIME AND CONTENTS

6.6.1.1
TIME DEVOTED TO PRESCHOOL ACTIVITIES

Time is an essential component of learning. This may be something of a commonplace, but 
children need time to learn. In order to determine the time children spent in their final year 
of preschool, we asked the heads of the institutions for the dates of the beginning and end 
of the school year preceding the year in which the survey was administered (during which 
the pupils may have attended preschool). On that basis, the number of months over which 
the 2015-2016 school year took place was calculated (subtracting school holidays). The data 
is shown in Table 31, below.

Table 31
Beginning, end, and duration of the school year in the sample studied
Beginning and end of the school year Duration of the school year

Average Minimum Maximum N %

Beginning of the school year 2015-09-16 2015-02-10 2016-02-28 6 months 4 4.0%

End of the school year 2016-07-14 2015-06-30 2016-10-26 7 months 8 8.0%

8 months 50 50.0%

9 months 35 35.0%

10 months 3 3.0%

Total 100 100.0%

Average 8  

While the average date of the start of the school year was September 16, 2015, there was 
actually a range of about a year between the first and last preschool opening dates (i.e. 
between February 10, 2015, and February 28, 2016). Five preschool institutions effectively 
opened before the end of August and three opened after January 2016. The school year 
ended on average on July 14, 2016, but the first school finished the year on March 30, 2016 
and the last on October 26, 2016. Gaps between the preschools in terms of the length 
of time they operated were also considerable.  Although the great majority of preschools 
operated for 8 months (50%) or 9 months (35%), 12% took in pupils for 7 months or less 
and at the other end of the spectrum, 3% were open for 10 months or more. Overall, the 
time pupils spent in the final year of preschool was therefore quite variable according to the 
preschool they attended.
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Time in preschool education may be curtailed at the start and/or at the end of the school 
year, but also during the year. Preschool heads were asked if there were any interruptions in 
their preschools’ activities during the 2015-2016 school year and, if so, how long they lasted 
and why they took place. Their answers are provided in Table 32 below. 

Table 32
Frequency of interruptions of preschool activities during the year

Interruptions of preschool activities N %

No 65 65.0 %

Yes 35 35.0%

Total 100 100%

If so, for how long

<15 days to 1 month 28 80.0%

1 to 2 months 2 5.7%

>2 months 3 8.6%

Total 2 5.7%

If so, why

Educator absent 8 22.9%

Classroom occupied 1 2.9%

Security 10 28.6%

Weather 3 8.6

Other 9 25.7%

Don’t know 4 11.4 %

Total 35 100.0 %

In 65 preschool institutions, activities were not interrupted, other than for regular school 
holidays. On the other hand, interruptions took place in 35 institutions. While activities were 
stopped for less than 15 days in 28 preschools and from 15 to 30 days in 2 preschools, 
they were suspended from 1 to 2 months in 3 preschools and for more than 2 months 
in 2 preschools. It should also be noted that in those seven preschools that experienced 
long-term interruptions, one only operated for 7 months, while the others were open for 8 
to 10 months. Among the reasons cited by the heads of preschool institutions to explain 
why there were interruptions in the school year, the most common were linked to security 
issues (29% of preschools that stopped running), for other reasons not listed in the table 
(26%) or due to the absence of an educator. 
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Heads of preschool institutions were also asked to estimate the number of days during 
which educators were absent during the 2015-2016 school year. Their responses are 
provided in Table 33 below. 

Table 33
Educator absenteeism

Educator absenteeism N %

<10 days 80 80,0%

10 to 20 days 12 12,0%

20 to 30 days 3 3,0%

>30 days 5 5,0%

Total 100 100,0 %

While educators were absent less than 10 days in 80% of preschool institutions, they were 
absent for longer periods in the other 20%. In 12% of preschools they were absent from 10 
to 20 days, in 3% for 20 to 30 days and in 5% for more than 30 days. 

It is worthwhile to examine to what extent the duration of the school year varied according 
to the different types of preschools. Figure 19, below, shows this information. 

Figure 19
Duration of the school year according to the type of preschool
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It was observed that the duration of preschool operations during the 2015-2016 school 
year varied somewhat according to the type of preschool. A little more than two thirds of 
public and community-based preschools were open for 8 months, while 20% and 29% 
respectively for the two formulas were open for 9 months; only a minority of them operated 
for 7 months or less or for 10 months or more. A little more than 40% of mission preschools 
and private preschools operated for 8 months and, respectively for these two formulas, 
50% and 38% operated for 9 months, with, here again, a minority taking in pupils for longer 
or shorter times. Finally, the trend in madrassahs was different again: while 20% operated 
for 8 months and 50% for 9 months, a quarter of madrassahs were open for 7 months 
or less and, at the other end of the spectrum, 5% were open for at least 10 months. It 
should be noted that the average operating time of the institutions was virtually the same 
(approximately 8 months). 

The heads teachers of the institutions were then asked to indicate their operating hours 
over a standard week. On that basis, the weekly amount of time spent on activities in the 
different preschools of the sample was calculated. Table 34, below, presents the principal 
descriptive statistics for the variable, both overall and broken down by type of preschool. 

Table 34
Number of hours of preschool per week according to the type of preschool

Weekly duration Minimum Maximum Average

Public 14 26 19

Community 10 23 18

Mission 14 27 20

Private 10 29 21

Madrassah 15 45 25

Average 10 45 21

While, across the sample as a whole, pupils benefited on average from 21 hours of activities 
per week, some actually attended preschool 10 hours per week and others attended for 
45 hours. The gap between institutions, which was characterized by the most extreme 
situations in this regard, totalled 35 hours per week, which is considerable. This variation in 
the weekly duration of preschool activities was also visible when the figures were broken 
down by preschool formula. On average, it was observed that pupils who attended a 
community-based preschool received an average of 18 hours of preschool education per 
week, while pupils in madrassahs received 25 hours of preschool weekly. There were also 
considerable differences within each formula. This was particularly true in madrassahs, 
where one institution operated 15 hours a week and another was open 45 hours a week. 
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The number of hours of preschool activities pupils received in their final year of preschool in 
the 2015-2016 school year was calculated based on the number of weeks during which the 
school year took place and the weekly duration of preschool education activities. Table 35 
and Figure 20, below, provide the principal descriptive statistics and the distribution of the 
variable according to the type of preschool.  

Table 35
Number of hours of preschool per year according to the type of preschool

Annual duration Minimum Maximum Average Standard deviation

Public 240 803 623 128

Community-based 320 736 583 126

Mission 504 874 683 118

Private 293 928 698 174

Madrassah 480 1.440 845 230

Average 240 1.440 684 183

Figure 20
Annual duration of preschool education according to the type of preschool
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First of all, it was observed that, while pupils in their final year of preschool received an 
average of 684 hours of preschool education over the 2015-2016 school year, the annual 
duration of preschool education in 2015-2016 actually ranged between 240 and 1,440 hours. 
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However, these figures reflected some very extreme situations, since just two preschools 
(out of a sample of one hundred) provided less than 300 hours of classes over the year 
and, conversely, just four exceeded 1,000 hours. Setting aside those extreme cases, there 
was still considerable variation in the annual duration of preschool education. There was 
also considerable variation between formulas. Focusing on the most extreme cases, it was 
found that pupils who attended a community-based preschool did so during an average 
of 583 hours while those who attended a madrassah received an average of 845 hours of 
preschool. The difference amounted to 262 hours over the year, which is far from negligible. 
Similar variations were also found between institutions within the same formula. This was 
particularly the case in madrassahs (standard deviation of 230 hours).       

Generally speaking, it was noted that pupils benefited from a highly variable number of 
hours of preschool education in the year prior to primary entry. Given that, furthermore, 
the duration of their preschool studies in terms of years of enrolment was highly variable 
(ranging from one to four years), there is definitely considerable variation in the overall 
duration of preschool education. However, it is not possible to calculate the duration of 
studies throughout the entire preschool cycle, as data on annual hours of study is only 
available for the final year. 

6.6.1.2
CONTENTS OF PRESCHOOL ACTIVITIES

As in the case of the preschools’ modes of organization and the amount of time during 
which children benefit from preschool services, it is highly likely that there is considerable 
variability in terms of preschool education contents and approaches. Generally speaking, and 
somewhat caricaturally, it was observed that the formulas tended to fluctuate between a 
focus on children’s social, relational and emotional development, at one end of the spectrum, 
and, at the other end, a focus on cognitive development and explicitly on preparation for the 
formal learning prerequisites for reading and mathematics in primary school. There are also 
two conceptions of what the preschool education environment should be like. The first is 
motivated by a desire to avoid too many constraints on children, to allow them to experiment 
freely and enjoy themselves spontaneously, whereas the second is guided by the notion 
that children should adopt organized social behaviour, learn the codes of living in society 
and begin to learn the value of hard work. Of course, both in terms of preschool education 
contents and approaches, no one supports the idea that either of these two perspectives 
should be followed to the letter; it is reasonable for preschools to strike a median position, 
however, it is obvious that not everyone takes the same position between the two ends 
of the spectrum. Language is also commonly a factor of variability in preschool services, 
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particularly since the language of instruction in primary school is not the children’s mother 
tongue. Generally speaking, when socialization is the primary focus, national languages are 
usually preferred, whereas, in preschools that focus more on preparing children for primary 
school, priority tends to be granted to the introduction of the language of instruction used 
in the primary cycle. We therefore sought to determine the extent to which each preschool 
focused on (i) socialization vs. cognitive development and (ii) autonomy vs. discipline. To 
deal with those questions, we had access to a certain amount of information, collected 
from the heads of preschool institutions. 

The first two questions pertained to their perception of the dominant contents and 
approaches in their preschools. They were therefore asked to choose the statement that 
most closely matched their idea of preschool education, firstly between the following two 
phrases pertaining to activity contents: “Socialization and play are the most important 
activities in light of the age of the children” or “What matters the most is effectively 
preparing the children for the primary cycle”; and, secondly between these two phrases 
pertaining to the environment in which preschool education activities take place: “Children 
this age need freedom to choose some of their activities” or “Children this age need to 
learn rules; discipline is important for their development”. Actually, the very black-and-white 
formulation of these statements makes it difficult to interpret the answers in detail, but 
it does make it possible to have an overall vision of the approaches and contents used in 
the different preschool institutions. Table 36, below, cross-correlates the answers of the 
different preschool institutions on these two dimensions:  

Table 36
Perception of preschool heads on preschool education contents and approaches

Environment of preschool activities

Autonomy Discipline Total

Objective of 
preschool 
activities

Socialization and play 17 20 37

Preparation for primary school 13 50 63

Total 30 70 100

Regarding preschool education contents and activities, while two thirds of the heads 
of preschools felt that preschool should prepare children for primary entry, a little more 
than one third (37%) highlighted socialization and play. Regarding the approach taken to 
preschool education, 70% of the heads felt that discipline was important, whereas 30% set 
greater store by the development of autonomy in children. By cross-correlating these two 
data items, it was possible to determine the extent to which each preschool focused on 
(i) socialization or cognitive development and (ii) autonomy or discipline. On the one hand, 
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according to 17% of preschool heads, preschool education should focus on socialization 
and aim to help children develop their autonomy, while, on the other hand, 50% of heads 
of preschool institutions felt that preschool education should prepare children for primary 
entry and include a certain focus on discipline. The other preschools fell between the two 
extremes: 13% of the heads of preschools felt that preschool education should prepare 
children for primary school and take place in an environment that enables children to 
develop their autonomy, while 20% of preschool heads focused on socialization activities in 
an environment that enables children to learn the rules of living in society.  

Preschool education contents and approaches may differ according to the formula. To 
examine this point, Figure 21, below, provides the distribution of preschools in each formula 
according to their preschool education contents and approaches.

Figure 21
Preschool education contents and approaches by formula
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There is considerable variation in the contents and approaches used in different preschool 
institutions within each formula. This particularly applies to public preschools, where 
considerable heterogeneity was observed: 46% of public preschools focused on socialization 
activities, while developing children’s autonomy and the other half in a more disciplinarian 
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environment, while 54% focused more on cognitive activities, 37% in a relatively strict 
environment and 17% giving the children more freedom. More or less the same trend was 
seen in community-based preschools, except that far fewer (6%) focused on socialization 
activities in an environment promoting children’s autonomy and, conversely, they were 
more likely (46%) to organize cognitive activities in a discipline-oriented environment. Private 
preschools and madrassahs followed the same pattern: nearly two thirds of them placed more 
emphasis on cognitive activities, 50% in an environment where discipline prevailed, while the 
others focused more on socialization activities (with half of them stressing autonomy and the 
other half, discipline). Finally, mission preschools were less heterogeneous: while a quarter of 
them focused on socialization activities, either in an environment where children’s autonomy 
was stressed (8%) or in an environment aimed at inculcating rules (17%), the vast majority 
(75%) preferred cognitive activities with a certain amount of discipline.   

The heads of preschool institutions were then asked, a bit more precisely, how often educators 
organized socialization activities and cognitive activities in the final year of preschool in their 
institutions. Their answers are provided in Table 37 below. 

Table 37
Time spent on socialization and cognitive activities

Time spent on play
Time spent on cognitive activities

N % N %

Never 6 6.0% 5 5.0%

Once a week 33 33.0% 16 16.0%

Once a day 26 26.0% 29 29.0%

Several times a day 16 16.0% 22 22.0%

Total 100 100.0% 100 100.0%

The contents of preschool activities appear to be very heterogeneous, according to the 
institution. Regarding socialization, while 35% of preschools placed considerable emphasis 
on those activities, 26% only organized them once a day and 39% devoted little or no time to 
those activities. More preschool institutions devoted time to cognitive activities. Indeed, 50% 
placed considerable emphasis on them, while 29% only did so from time to time and 21% 
rarely or never. 

Based on the amount of time spent on socialization and the time allocated to cognitive 
activities, it is possible, somewhat conventionally, to identify five groups according to their 
intensity, as illustrated by the coloured areas of Table 38, below. 
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Table 38
Combination of time spent on play and cognitive activities

Time spent on cognitive activities

Rarely or 
never

From time to 
time

Always or 
nearly always Total

Time 
devoted to 
socialization

Rarely or never 11 10 18 39

From time to time 2 14 10 26

Always or nearly always 8 5 22 35

Total 21 29 50 100

Based on the foregoing, the following conclusions were reached:

• 23 preschool institutions (or 23% of the sample; cells in green) spent little or very little 
time on both socialization and cognitive activities.

• 13 preschool institutions (or 13% of the sample; cells in purple) spent a lot of time on 
socialization and very little on cognitive activities.

• 14 preschool institutions (or 14% of the sample; cells in yellow) spent an average amount 
of time on both socialization and cognitive activities.

• 28 preschool institutions (or 28%; cells in orange) allocated little time to socialization but 
gave considerable space to cognitive activities.

• Finally, 22 preschool institutions (or 22%; cells in pink) spent a lot of time on both 
socialization and cognitive activities.

In our sample, it was observed that the services provided in the first two categories seemed 
to focus more on socialization and therefore were closer to a daycare, whereas on the other 
hand, the latter two categories were more focused on children’s cognitive development and 
their preparation for entering primary education. At first blush, it seems that, regarding these 
opposite ends of the spectrum, greater priority should be given to the formula focusing 
on children’s cognitive development. The cognitive dimension is essential: it makes it 
possible to learn the prerequisites that form the foundation on which pupils will later build 
their “real” learning. This hypothesis will be tested in the next section; the analyses will 
provide indications on the direction in which the contents of preschool activities should be 
reoriented.   
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We will now examine the distribution of preschools within the different formulas according 
to their category based on the time spent on cognitive activities and socialization. Their 
distribution is shown in Figure 22, below. The main lesson learned from this graph is that none 
of the formulas really stands out in terms of the contents of preschool education activities 
and that there is considerable heterogeneity between institutions within each formula. 
Without discussing all of the figures presented in the graph, it can be observed that 29% 
of community-based institutions, 27% of public preschools, 25% of madrassahs and 19% 
of private preschools only devote a little time to both socialization and cognitive activities, 
which raises the question of the contents of the activities they organize. Conversely, 38% 
of private preschools and 30% of madrassahs devote considerable time to both socialization 
and cognitive activities, against only 17% of mission preschools and public preschools and 
6% of community-based institutions. 

Figure 22
Priority granted to socialization and cognitive activities according to the formulas
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Finally, the language or languages in which preschool activities are conducted is important 
to consider in the national context. Heads of preschool institutions were also asked to 
estimate how often educators and children in their final year of preschool interacted in 
English. Their answers are provided in Table 39 below. In the great majority of preschools 
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(77%), interactions between educators and pupils always (38%) or almost always (39%) 
took place in English which runs counter to the recommendations of the Ministry. This was 
a bit less common in 15% of the centres, where English was used only once a day. Finally, 
it was used very rarely (once a week) in 4% of preschool institutions, and not at all in the 
remaining 4%.

Table 39
Frequency of interactions in English
Interactions in English N %

Never 4 4,0%

Once a week 4 4,0%

Once a day 15 15,0%

Several times a day 39 39,0%

Always 38 38,0%

Total 100 100,0%

The frequency of interactions in English may differ by type of preschool institution. Figure 
23, below, provides that information. Responses of “never” and “once a week” were 
grouped together under “rarely or never” and “several times a day” and “always” under 
“always or nearly always”.

Figure 23
Frequency of interactions in English by type of preschool institution
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It was observed that interactions between educators and pupils in English were less 
frequent in madrassahs. In 25% of those institutions, English was rarely used and in 30% 
it was used only occasionally. Overall, interactions always or nearly always took place in 
English in only 45% of madrassahs. The figure was 76% in community-based preschools, 
80% in public preschools, 90% in private preschools and 100% in mission preschools.  

6.6.2
IMPACT OF TIME AND CONTENTS OF PRESCHOOL ACTIVITIES

To define the contents and approaches of preschool activities, the extent to which each 
preschool focused on (i) socialization or cognitive development and (ii) autonomy or discipline 
was examined. A priori, several approaches can be taken to organize reflection on how preschool 
services should be run; these have been the focus of very heated discussions and positions in 
the education community, particularly in the 1960s and 1970s. Overall, there was an opposition 
between (i) an open school concept, focusing on children’s personal development, and (ii) 
a more functional concept focused on structuring children and preparing them for the next 
stages of their school career. These concepts are normative in nature and our intent here 
is not to contribute to that debate and even less to attempt to settle it. However, this issue 
is important, in practical terms, for the organization of preschool services. The fact that the 
situation varies widely from one preschool to another shows how relevant the question is. 
Here, we have decided (as throughout this report) to consider that one important function of 
a preschool institution is the fact that it is “pre-school”, i.e. that it makes the best possible 
contribution to preparing children for their subsequent elementary school career. 

One important issue at this stage is therefore to examine the relationships between the variability 
of the approaches and contents of the activities organized in the different preschool institutions 
and the variability in pupils’ performances. To that end, two regression models were designed, 
focusing only on children who had attended preschool. They included the characteristics of the 
pupils, the length of their preschool studies, factors linked to the organization of the preschool 
institutions they attended, data from the survey on the amount of time the pupils studied, as well 
as the contents and approaches of the preschool activities, and, in addition, in the second model, 
the types of preschools attended. The findings are shown in Table 40, below. It should be noted 
that children who attended community-based preschools were taken out of these models to the 
extent that it was previously seen that attending this type of preschool are less well prepared than 
those with other type of ECD experience. 
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Table 40
Modelling of the overall score according to activity time and contents (Taking account 
of the pupils’ characteristics and the duration of preschool education; without community-
based preschools)

Variable Modalities Model 1 Model 2

Constant -74.72 (ns) -49.49 (ns)

Availability and use of 
teaching materials

Low ref. ref.

Average/High 4.79*** 7.37***

Number of hours of preschool education over the year 0.02* 0.002 (ns)

Number of hours of preschool education over the year ² 0.00 (ns) 0.00 (ns)

Educator absenteeism <20 days ref. ref.

>20 days -2.49** -2.21

Interactions in English Other ref. ref.

Always 6.03 *** 5.78 ***

Objetive of preschool Socialization ref. ref.

Preparation for primary 4.02 *** 4.27 ***

Preschool everonment Autonomy ref. ref.

Discipline -3.87 *** -4.95 ***

Activity contents Other ref. ref.

Cognitive---/ Socialization:+++ -5.29 *** -6.17 ***

Type of preschool Public - ref.

Mission 3.03 (ns)

Private -1.32 (ns)

Madrassah 5.51 **

R2 51.8 % 53.0 %

These findings are interesting for a number of reasons. In the first place, the amount of 
time during which preschool activities took place appeared to be an important dimension 
of learning, however, its impact was far from linear. For greater clarity, Figure 24, below, 
represents the impact of this variable on the overall standardized scores of the pupils.
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Figure 24
Impact of the annual duration of preschool education on pupils’ scores
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The graph clearly shows that 1,000 hours of preschool in the final year is the optimal figure 
in terms of pupils’ academic performance; a range of 900 to 1,100 hours also appears to be 
perfectly acceptable. Allocating a larger or smaller amount of time would clearly not be adequate 
to prepare pupils for primary entry. These figures were high compared to those in the other 
countries of the region; to take two examples, optimal annual preschool time was 450 hours 
in Niger or 500 hours in Côte d’Ivoire. Above all, combined with the fact that, as mentioned 
above, pupils were not better prepared for primary school when they attended a preschool 
institution for a year or two and not much better when they attended for three or four years, 
they highlighted the low quality of the preschool education provided. In this context, the most 
expedient and cost-effective strategy for the future would be to improve the quality of preschool 
education services in the country rather than maintaining long hours (both over the year and for 
the cycle as a whole) with an inadequate quality of service.

In practical terms, several combinations are theoretically possible to organize the volume of 
preschool time over the year. Additional analyses were carried out on this point: they suggested 
that a five-day week with six hours of preschool daily would be optimal for pupils. If a schedule 
of this kind was applied, preschool pupils would benefit from 30 hours of activities a week, 
so that, for an annual volume of 1,000 hours, the preschool year would run over 33 weeks. It 
would also be helpful to limit educator absenteeism, which has a negative impact on pupils’ 
academic performance (-2 points) when it exceeds 20 days per year. To the extent that there 
is considerable variability between individual institutions in terms of the activities organized 
and that this influences pupils’ performances, these findings suggest that it would be useful 
to implement measures to improve system management in terms of the school calendar. 

6



Early learning assessment of primary education entrants in The Gambia98

Generally speaking, it is clear that time in preschool, which has so far been approached through 
its quantitative dimension, is the chief resource of the learning process, but that its qualitative 
dimension, i.e. what the children do during that time, also has considerable importance.

Where language issues are concerned, it should be remembered that the test was designed, not 
to assess children’s fluency in English, but rather how well they had learned a certain number of 
prerequisites that would serve as a foundation for learning in the primary cycle. For that reason, 
the test was conducted chiefly in national languages; only 6 items out of 44 on the test were in 
English. It was observed, however, that children who attended preschools where interactions 
always took place in English scored higher (by 6 points) than those who attended schools where 
interactions took place more rarely in English (even when there were several interactions in 
English per day). 

With regard to preschool education approaches and contents, it was noted first of all that children 
who attended preschools where the goal was to prepare pupils for the primary cycle scored 
higher on the test (+4 points) than those who attended preschools where the objective was 
focused more on the children’s social development. The benefits of this approach are confirmed 
when we examine the results linked to the contents of preschool education. Indeed, children 
who attended preschools where there were few or no cognitive activities but where activities 
focused on socialization scored lower than the others. The difference, which is approximately 
5 points, is substantial and its statistical significance is quite high. It would doubtless be even 
higher if the variables used to measure the approach (socialization/primary preparation) and the 
orientation (socialization/cognitive activities) of the preschools were more precise. In addition 
to the fact that these approximations underestimate the quantitative impact of the variables, 
they also fail to allow us to estimate whether there is a threshold effect when the focus of the 
activities is entirely on cognitive development. However, research conducted on this point in 
other countries has shown that when strong attention is focused on cognitive development, it 
is not necessary to take things too far in that direction, since no real difference was observed 
between strong attention to cognitive development and very strong attention.

With regard to the attention focused on discipline in the day-to-day running of the preschool 
institutions, although the indicator is relatively rudimentary, it did identify that placing a high 
priority on discipline had a negative impact on pupils’ scores (-4 points). The results obtained in 
this regard in other countries in the region corroborate this, showing that, although discipline 
and the introduction of controlled behaviour in children was an important aspect, it was also 
important not to try to go too far in that direction. 

HOW CAN THE VARIABILITY
IN PUPILS’ PERFORMANCES
BE EXPLAINED ?
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In all, taking account of these two aspects of the tone of preschool activities, it was revealed 
that adopting a cognitive focus and focusing less on discipline promoted children’s preparation 
for primary school. Progress in these two areas would therefore be desirable in a certain number 
of preschools. It should be noted, however, that the findings argue more for a balance (in which 
there is sometimes a bit less of a disciplinary and more of a cognitive focus) as opposed to the 
more extreme approaches, which do not appear to be desirable.

The final point that should be made pertains to the impact of the different formulas on preschool 
education. It was observed that, after controlling for (i) the characteristics of the beneficiaries 
of preschool services, (ii) the amount of time they attended preschool, (iii) the modes of 
organization of the services they received, (iv) the amount of time they spent in the final year 
of preschool, and (v) the contents and approaches of the preschool activities they participated 
in, differences remained between the various types of preschools, albeit quite moderate ones. 
More specifically, madrassahs were then the institutions that provided pupils with the best 
preparation for entering primary education. These findings were relatively good news, since they 
showed that, with proper support from the state, these institutions could constitute an effective 
formula in the Gambian environment. The other formulas were relatively similar; differences 
existed essentially between individual preschools, both overall and within the different formulas. 
This highlights the fact that management issues (which were already visible in the distribution of 
the resources available to preschool institutions) also exist in terms of their results. 

Overall, despite the possible incidence of errors in the measurement of the different variables 
used in the statistical analyses, the fact that gaps remained between madrassahs and the other 
formulas reflects the need to take account of factors other than those identified in this survey 
to explain variability in the pupils’ performances. One avenue of research, which it could be 
interesting to explore, is that by reasoning conceptually for preschools given similar contents 
and marshaling comparable resources, certain preschools (or types of preschools) would set up 
better arrangements (management in the broad sense) to create stronger motivation in teachers 
or a more favourable relationship environment, with possible implications in terms of early 
learning in pupils. With a view to extending the coverage of the system, it is therefore essential 
for policy to include the setting up of more effective management mechanisms pertaining to 
these benchmark issues, both from the administrative standpoint (resource distribution) and 
from the pedagogical point of view (monitoring of practices and steering of the results obtained). 

6
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7

7.1
A REVIEW OF THE KEY STUDY FINDINGS

The goal of the study was to assess the skills of new primary cycle entrants in a certain 
number of areas, with a view to analysing the extent to which preschool education enabled 
children to develop skills deemed useful in preparing pupils for success in the primary cycle. 
To that purpose, a specific survey was designed and administered to 1,000 pupils entering 
their first year of primary education, distributed across The Gambia. It should be noted that 
this sample was not designed on the basis of conventional criteria (i.e. faithfully representing 
the population of Gambian children), but rather in such a way as to represent the various 
types of preschool situations experienced by the pupils. Five preschool education formulas 
were included: public preschools, private preschools, mission preschools, community-
based preschools and madrassahs. 

To assess pupils’ preparedness for entering primary education, the children were exposed 
to a battery of tests focusing on 4 main areas and 9 more specific dimensions: (i) cognitive 
development (space and time, seriation, memory, reasoning, quantity and numbers, and 
coding-transfer); (ii) motor skills (graphic skills); (iii) language (comprehension, expression), 
and (iv) social-emotional development. The findings show that the highest failure rates were 
concentrated in certain areas or dimensions. Notable examples were graphic skills and 
pattern, where the gaps seemed to be larger than in other dimensions. Overall, the analyses 
mainly showed the substantial variability in children’s skills on entering school, both in the 
individual thematic dimensions and globally.

In terms of factors that contributed to accounting for the overall variability, we identified a 
certain number of social and geographic variables: 

. the differences according to the living environment were considerable; children living in 
urban areas scored higher than those living in rural environments;

. the differences were also considerable according to the area of residence: pupils living 
in the Lower River Region, followed by those living in the West Coast Region scored 
highest, while children living in the Central River Region and, to an even greater extent, 
those living in the Upper River Region had the lowest scores;
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. differences in scoring according to the families’ socio-cultural status were relatively tenuous, 
however, they were more marked according to the language spoken in the home, with 
pupils speaking Jola scoring slightly lower than the others. 

One important finding that should be noted in terms of the level and variability of individual 
scores on entering primary is the lack of benefits in terms of individual development and 
preparation for primary education that accrued to children who attended preschool compared 
to those who did not. 

However, not all of the children who received preschool education were exposed to it for the 
same length of time, and not all of them attended the same type of institution. It is important 
to identify the most specific consequences in terms of skills on entering the primary cycle, 
given that this importance applies both to the field of knowledge and to action-oriented 
perspectives: 

The findings regarding the number of years of preschool attended were rather surprising 
and contradicted those of other countries in the region where the study was also conducted 
(Cabo Verde, São Tomé and Principe, Côte d’Ivoire, Niger, Senegal and Togo). In all of these 
countries, there was an increasing relationship between pupils’ overall test performances 
and the length of time they attended preschool institutions. In other words, the longer pupils 
benefited from preschool education services, the stronger their skills, although the gains 
entailed by each additional year of preschool varied both within each country and between 
countries. This was not at all what was observed in The Gambia. Based on the test results, 
it appeared that the length of preschool studies did, however, have a significant, positive 
impact on pupils’ preparedness for primary education, however this impact only existed after 
three years and was very modest. In other words, pupils who attended preschool for one or 
two years were no better prepared for primary school than children who had no preschool 
education at all, and not much better if they attended preschool for three or four years. In 
light of this, it does not seem expedient to provide four years of preschool education for all 
children, or even three, but rather to increase the quality of the preschool services offered in 
the country, a concern that is particularly relevant in a context where financial constraints are 
significant and there is a strong will to extend preschool coverage. 

As to the type of preschool attended, it was shown that mission preschools provided pupils 
with the best preparation for primary education. The second most effective type (although 
the gap was quite considerable) was private preschool. Public preschools, madrassahs and 

CONCLUSION



Unicef West and Central Africa Regional Office 103

7

community-based schools ranked last, although a distinction can be made between these 
three types of preschools. It was observed that pupils who attended public preschools or 
madrassahs had the same degree of preparedness for primary school as those who did not 
attend preschool, while those who attended community-based preschools were even less 
well-prepared. These gaps between the different preschool formulas are undoubtedly linked to 
the very great variation that exists in teaching conditions within the country’s preschools. The 
analyses therefore sought to identify the factors in their running, resources and organization 
that could account for the differences in performance. 

Regarding the resources available to preschools for their operating and capital expenditures, 
one might think that having more resources would allow preschools to implement activities 
with richer and more diversified contents and that, ultimately, this would result in stronger 
performances on the part of the pupils. However, this was not the case and, in fact, the 
opposite effect was observed. This can be due to two aspects, which may also be combined: 
(i) preschools do not necessarily (or as a priority) purchase consumables to diversify children’s 
activities, and (ii) resource-use practices are not homogeneous across institutions, so that 
the impact of additional resources could be positive in some preschools and nil in others. 
However, it would obviously be inappropriate to infer that, since an increase in non-payroll 
operating resources, particularly for education purposes, do not entail a significantly stronger 
educational performance, they are unimportant and could be reduced. Indeed, it would 
undoubtedly be more helpful to do the opposite. 

Among the modes of organization of preschool education services, it was noted that children’s 
learning conditions (availability of water, electricity, toilets, permanent facilities and certain 
items of hygiene equipment) had a significant positive impact on their performance. It is 
therefore useful for preschool institutions to have basic services to cater to children’s needs. 

Where educators are concerned, one might expect stronger performances from pupils who 
attended preschool in classes run by educators with higher levels of academic training and 
professional training. Yet that was not really the case. In the first place, in terms of the duration 
of academic training, it was seen that, while a weak academic background, corresponding to a 
grade 9 education, was not conducive to learning in pupils, neither was a level above grade 12. 
An academic background of grade 11 or 12 in educators was optimal for pupils’ learning. With 
regard to teacher training of educators, it was seen that the most effective educators (to the 
extent that they had a significant positive impact on pupils’ learning) were educators without 
professional certification and trainee educators who had completed more than 3 months of 
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specific training on preschool education (when they did not have specialized education or it 
was shorter, their impact was no longer significant). Conversely, the least effective educators 
were holders of HTCs or PTCs with no specific preschool education training or with less 
than three months of specific training. The impact of other educators, including holders of 
ECD certificates (a longer specialized course of training on preschool education), community 
educators, holders of HTC or PTC certificates with longer specialized training, etc., was 
intermediate.

The findings concerning modes of pupil supervision were somewhat unexpected. Indeed, 
it was noted that the coefficient attached to the number of pupils per learning group was 
negative, suggesting that a higher number of pupils per class had a negative impact on 
learning, however, the fact that the coefficient was not significant shows that the differences 
in the scores of the pupils associated with this variable were not substantial, even when 
the pupil-educator ratio was relatively high. In any case, the findings do not justify the idea 
that reducing class size is a significant factor in ensuring quality service. On the contrary, in 
a context of financial constraints and a will to increase coverage to allow more children to 
benefit from preschool education services, this information might encourage decision-makers 
to accept slightly higher pupil-teacher ratios, as they do not seem to be detrimental to the 
quality of learning. 

The availability of a certain quantity of teaching materials in preschool institutions is doubtless 
necessary to ensure a certain amount of variety in their activities and, ultimately, the quality of 
learning. This was confirmed by the analyses: pupils who attended preschools equipped with 
small items of equipment and consumables performed better than others. In the framework 
of the national Early Childhood Development Policy, it would therefore be useful to provide 
preschool institutions with teaching materials, particularly as this measure is relatively 
inexpensive.
 
Taking account of the formal modes of organization of preschool services helps to explain 
part, but not all, of the variability in pupils’ performances. It is therefore necessary to consider 
other, more qualitative, types of factors, and notably: (i) the amount of time spent in class 
in the final year of preschool, (ii) the issue of the language or languages in which preschool 
activities take place and, finally, (iii) the contents of the activities. 

CONCLUSION
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In the first place, the volume of time during which preschool activities took place appeared to 
be an important dimension of learning. It was noted that 1,000 hours of preschool in the final 
year seemed to be the optimal figure in terms of pupils’ academic performance; a range of 900 
to 1,100 hours also appeared to be perfectly acceptable. Allocating a larger or smaller amount 
of time would clearly not be adequate to prepare pupils for primary entry. These figures were 
high compared to those found in other countries in the region. Above all, combined with the 
fact that pupils were not better prepared for primary school when they attended a preschool 
institution for a year or two and not much better when they attended for three or four years, 
they highlighted the low quality of the preschool education provided. In this context, the most 
expedient strategy for the future would be to improve the quality of preschool education 
services in the country rather than maintaining long hours (both over the year and for the cycle 
as a whole) with an inadequate quality of service. In practical terms, several combinations 
are theoretically possible to organize the volume of preschool time over the year. Additional 
analyses were carried out on this point: they suggested that a five-day week with six hours 
of preschool daily would be optimal for pupils. It would also be helpful to limit educator 
absenteeism, which has a negative impact on pupils’ academic performance when it exceeds 
20 days per year. To the extent that there was considerable variation between individual 
institutions in terms of the activities organized and that this influences pupils’ performances, 
these findings suggest that it would be useful to implement measures to improve system 
management in terms of the school calendar.

Where language issues are concerned, it was observed that children who attended 
preschools where interactions always took place in English scored higher than those who 
attended schools where interactions took place in English less often, even when there 
were several interactions in English per day. 

As regards the contents of preschool activities, it was revealed that adopting a cognitive 
focus and granting less priority to discipline promoted children’s preparation for primary 
school. It was clearly identified that progress in those two areas would doubtless be 
desirable in a certain number of preschools. It should be noted, however, that the findings 
argued more for a balance (in which there is sometimes a bit less of a disciplinary and 
more of a cognitive focus) as opposed to the more extreme approaches, which did not 
appear to be desirable.

7
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7.2
THE ROAD AHEAD

It is obviously up to the Government to judge the analyses conducted and the conclusions 
reached by this report, and to examine their implications in terms of education policy action. 
That being said, it seems apparent that the following orientations could be considered.

The first point is that, to the extent that preschool activities contribute to children’s preparedness 
for entering primary school and their subsequent academic success, it is doubtless important 
to seek to extend preschool coverage in the country as widely as possible and as quickly as 
possible.

The second point is that it is undoubtedly important to launch a process of reflection on 
the duration of preschool studies. To the extent that pupils were not better prepared for 
primary school when they attended preschool for one or two years and were not much better 
prepared after three or four years of preschool, it did not seem expedient to provide four years 
of preschool, or even three, for all children, but rather to increase the quality of the preschool 
services offered in the country. 

The third point applies to community-based preschools. It was seen that, in their current state, 
they do not effectively prepare children for primary school. To the extent that the state would 
like to use the community formula to help extend preschool coverage, there is an urgent need 
to provide financial and technical support to those institutions and monitor their activities (in 
terms of their modes of organization, the duration of studies and teaching content).

In follow-up to the foregoing points, the research findings prompt us to consider that, as 
the Gambian preschool system is is less performant than the other countries in the region, 
substantial progress should be envisaged. Such progress should focus on improving contents, 
formal methods of organization, and monitoring and management methods, noting that these 
three aspects apply throughout the system.

Concerning contents, reinforcement of the cognitive dimension should doubtless be 
envisaged. It can be advanced that target areas should include graphic skills, concepts of space 
and time, pattern and coding/transfer, which are very important for learning to read. However, 
beyond such specific aspects, the findings clearly call for a more fundamental overhaul of 
preschool curriculum contents, knowing that a significant aspect of such curriculum reform is 
its application and implementation across all preschool institutions in the country.

CONCLUSION
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Concerning organizational mechanisms, the aim is to enhance quality in two ways: (i) by 
developing aspects which, although not very costly, have a positive impact on learning and 
(ii) by showing vigilance with regard to those aspects which, although costly, have little or 
no proven impact on learning. More specifically, this could involve the following points:

. Restricting variability in group size: studies conducted in other countries have shown that 
a group of 25 to 40 pupils can reduce unit cost without having a proven negative impact 
on the actual quality of service; 

. Using educators with no more than 12 years of basic education since, beyond that, payroll 
costs increase with no benefits in terms of pupil learning;

. Ensuring that educators throughout the country receive training, even if it is short-term 
training, focusing on teaching the abovementioned curriculum contents and effectively 
implementing activities to that end;

.  It is also very important for these well-trained educators to have access to small items 
of teaching materials and consumables at local level to ensure the implementation of the 
various activities planned for in the curriculum contents;

. One essential point that the Government should consider to ensure (i) the implementation 
of the previous point and (ii) expansion towards universal preschool coverage (notably 
because this would involve the inclusion of less privileged populations in the system) is that 
the Government should envisage providing funding for current non-payroll expenditures in 
addition to or instead of family contributions, which are not sufficient to cover preschools’ 
needs and enable them to provide quality services.

Finally, concerning management and monitoring methods, it is without doubt helpful 
to recall one very strong point that was made by the study: that considerable variation 
was found in preschool services from one institution to another across the country. This 
is an indicator that improvements need to be made in the management of the system. 
It is important to keep in mind that it is not enough to define generic methods for the 
various dimensions of preschool services, as learning concretely takes place in individual 
preschools at local level. It is therefore important for arrangements to be made (i) to ensure 
that generic methods are properly applied, and (ii) to be able to verify that the expected 
results are achieved. These measures would notably apply throughout (but not be limited 
to) the length of the school year. Finally, the management mechanism should not merely 
look at whether or not the system is running well; it should also react and take appropriate 
decisions to deal with any difficulties identified, in specific institutions or in general.

7
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The research conducted in the framework of the early learning assessment also provided an 
assessment of the quality of the existing system, culminating in a series of findings and fairly 
strong recommendations. Naturally, it is our view that these findings and recommendations 
are reasonable and sound; we also think that they may prove useful for reflection by the 
Government bodies in charge of education policy in the country. In this context, it will 
doubtless be helpful to attempt to integrate them into the sub-sector Early Childhood 
Development Policy.  

In conclusion, it is undoubtedly worth mentioning that the quantitative, qualitative and 
organizational changes to be taken into account in future planning will not be implemented 
instantaneously. It could therefore be interesting to examine how we can act on primary 
school practices, particularly during the first year of school, to (i) better deal with the 
variations in children’s skills levels and (ii) offset the specific gaps identified in children 
without preschool education, of course, but also, regarding certain points, among those 
who received preschool education.

CONCLUSION
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EARLY LEARNING ASSESSMENT

Use the national language which the children can adequately understand for the whole 
duration of the test, except where you are required to use English.

TEST FOR COLLECTIVE EXERCISE (BY GROUP OF 5 PUPILS)

ANNEXE 1
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ANNEXE 2

TEST FOR INDIVIDUAL EXERCISE (IN THE LANGUAGE THE CHILD IS 
COMFORTABLE WITH)
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ANNEXE 2
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QUESTIONNAIRE FOR HEADS OF PRESCHOOL 
INSTITUTIONS

ANNEXE 3
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