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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This Briefing Paper has been developed for UNICEF Western and Central Africa 

Regional Office WCARO as it considers available knowledge and approaches to 

promoting pre-school education for marginalised Muslim children. The impetus to 

promote pre-schooling arises from the Education for All (EFA) initiative, goal one: 

expanding and improving comprehensive early childhood care and education, especially 

for the most vulnerable. 

International statistics claim the marginalised communities, including Muslims, are least 

likely to access pre-schooling, which has proven benefits for overall human development 

with positive impact on health, psychosocial well-being and socio-economic benefits into 

adulthood. However, it is also evident that almost 100% of Muslim children access 

Koranic pre-schools and that such schooling is universally available. Little is known 

about these schools and their programmes are not well documented.  

This paper building on the available published and unpublished material as well as data 

from UNICEF Country Offices presents an analysis on the prevalence, typologies, and 

provision on offer in Koranic pre-schools. The analysis indicates that Koranic pre-schools 

have the potential to significantly contribute to EFA goals. Further, the paper shows that 

dynamism infuses such schools that are responding to legislative and market changes 

with new developments in the system.  

The paper presents a case study of a successful Koranic pre-school programme in East 

Africa where success is defined as access to and retention during primary education to 

lead a better quality of life. 

The paper presents a model for ECD innovation in the context of Muslim communities, 

which is proposed as a framework for WCAR. The model and a three-staged approach 

from programme inception to scalability is presented that builds on (i) acceptance of and 

inclusion of Koranic pre-schools in education statistical data; (ii) curriculum innovations 

that articulate with Muslim heritage and values; (iii) increased professionalism of 

teachers and education support staff.  

The paper concludes by presenting seven overarching lessons and six specific 

recommendations. These are centred on community involvement and inclusion of 

diversity within communities whether that is ethnic, linguistic or faith-based and that 

sustainability, which is to be considered within a long-term timeframe of decades rather 

than years, goes hand-in-hand with indigenisation processes.  
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The first recommendation is for continued engagement by the international community to 

meet EFA goals via the agency of Koranic pre-schools. This support will be better 

informed based on critical research within Koranic pre-schools and with communities. 

Action research to learn lessons as well as establish an open dialogue with communities, 

with trained ECD teachers, is highly recommended to situate the learning in its cultural 

context.  

The second recommendation is that UNICEF and other international agency staff 

involved with education in Muslim majority contexts gain a better and deeper 

understanding of education in Muslim communities and particularly to understand what is 

transacted in Koranic schools, which is very different from their characterisation and 

perception in the documentation. It is recommended that action research be initiated at 

each country level to learn and apply lessons in evolving and dynamic community 

settings. 

The third recommendation is that a dialogue be established, under the auspices of the 

appropriate governmental authorities who oversee Koranic pre-schools and include the 

many providers of Koranic and hybrid schools. This dialogue can be facilitated by a 

thorough school mapping and updated survey of Koranic schools, with categorisation of 

the different types and ownership of schools. The dialogue can begin with overarching 

agreed understanding of education and the rights of all children to access schooling and 

developing an inclusive model to engage the stakeholders.  

The fourth recommendation is to seek ways to involve the pupils and community voices 

to further enhancement of the Koranic pre-schools, particularly with the aim to create 

school development plans that meet children’s holistic needs. 

The fifth recommendation is engagement of local (and international) scholars of 

education in Muslim communities, the religious leadership, and the relevant ministries to 

enhance the curricular provision of Koranic pre-schools and primary schools to ease 

transition from one to the other. 

The sixth recommendation is to undertake a school and village mapping exercise to 

determine the numbers of out of school children in the catchment area of the Koranic 

pre-schools to apprise and update official statistical data, which do not currently include 

Koranic schools data systematically. 

Two follow-up actions to this paper, which serves as an initial analysis of the Koranic 

pre-schools and their potential to serve EFA goals, are recommended for UNICEF 

WCARO and its partners and stakeholders. One, where information was not available or 



FINAL  January 2012 

5 
 

forthcoming, development agencies intervening in ECD and education as well as 

national stakeholders should look at those countries that did not have the requisite 

information to gather more robust statistical data on the different Koranic pre-schools in 

the region – they typology presented here can be used as a classification system: 

traditional, expanding and hybrid. Two, develop country case studies on empirical and 

survey data as well as grey literature to be identified. Such country specific case studies 

would provide an evidence-based understanding of the conditions of Koranic pre-schools 

along with regional characteristics and variances. Particularly important are the 

curriculum aims as they are transacted in teaching-learning processes and the 

involvement and participation of the community to mould the education on offer. It is 

proposed that action research be undertaken to develop these case studies that whilst 

learning lessons, qualitative support and improve the current provision. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

This briefing paper has been developed for the UNICEF Western and Central Africa 

Regional Office (WCARO).2 It focuses on lessons learnt from early childhood 

development (ECD) programmes, particularly those targeting preschool education, in 

Muslim contexts. Despite the evidence presented here that Koranic3 pre-schools are 

widespread in WCAR, very few such programmes exist that have been thoroughly 

documented and evaluated.  

Early Childhood Development (ECD) programmes’ role in closing the equity gaps among 

economic quintiles has proven to be particularly effective thanks to community-based 

approaches to ECD, which involves out of reach communities and the most vulnerable 

children. Furthermore, the relevance of investing in ECD has been extensively 

understood across cultures and communities in the world.4 Despite the need to improve 

quality of pre-school education as well as the environment in community based settings, 

research shows important progress in pre-school gross enrolment when Koranic pre-

schools are taken into account. 

In 10 out of 24 countries of the Western and Central Africa Region (WCAR), the majority 

of the population is Muslim (see Table 3 below). However, Governments and 

development partners lack basic information on the existence and functioning Koranic 

preschools.5 

Recent reports have highlighted progress in terms of the attainment of the Millennium 

Development Goals with regards to the fulfilment of young children’s rights. Most 

governments in Africa and specifically in WCAR have increased their commitment to 

ECD and have developed policies, strategic plans, and national early learning curricula 

for the provision of quality services to young children and their families. Current data 

show a steady but slow progress in the health, nutrition and education indicators and 

hence the overall status of the young child in WCAR. However, in spite of the progress 

made, WCAR is still lagging behind compared to other regions, and, within a context of 

scarcity of resources, aggravated by climatic and socio-political vulnerabilities, the level 

                                                           
2
 The paper was developed under the direction of Dr Yumiko Yokozeki, UNICEF WCARO Regional Education 

Adviser, and Ms Mariavittoria Ballotta, Education Officer (ECD and Parenting) who supported with logistics and 
access to the Country Field Offices as well as with translation of the research instruments and data. Both have 
been supportive and generous with their guidance, direction and feedback in the preparation of this paper. 
3
 The Francophone spelling, Koranic and Koran instead of alternate transliterations such as Qur’an are used 

here to reflect the WCAR context. 
4
 Africa’s Future, Africa’s Challenge, Early Childhood Care  and Development in Sub Saharan Africa, World Bank 

5
 The 10 countries are Burkina Faso, Mali, Niger, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Chad, Mauritania, Senegal, The Gambia 

and Guinea 
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of investment in the development of the young child remains low and contributes to 

widening inequalities among groups of children.  

Official data note that only 22%6 of children in WCAR have access to preschool and the 
majority of them live in urban areas and represent the richest quintiles. 

Flexible and cost effective approaches to ECD are needed to close the gaps, including 
the establishment of community-based ECD and home-based programmes as well as 
more formal strategies, such as the annexing of ECD units to primary. 

Advocacy for a more equitable approach to ECD and preschool education in particular, 

needs to rely on empirical evidence made through quality non formal and community 

based approaches to which this briefing paper contributes.  

Objectives and Methodology 

This paper was developed with the objective to provide information and guidance for the 

support and expansion of community based preschool initiatives which promote quality 

school readiness.7  

To meet this objective, the paper undertook a review of existing documents, published 

and unpublished materials, concerning WCAR and case studies of preschool initiatives 

in other regions to recommend culturally sensitive approaches to meeting the goal of 

quality schooling. The work by international agencies on existing child friendly Koranic 

primary education programmes in WCAR has also been reviewed to consider the 

specific needs of and approaches to Muslim communities, building on the heritage of 

schooling beginning with early childhood and transitioning to primary aged children. 

Data, via a specially designed questionnaire (Appendix A) with follow-up interviews with 

UNICEF Country Education Programme Officers from WCAR, were collected with the 

support of the Regional Office in a selection of countries as shown in the Table 1 below. 

Of the 24 WCAR countries, 16 were administered the questionnaire, of which eight 

completed the questionnaire; three noted that they did not have sufficient information or 

data to complete the information requested. Seven Country Officers participated in the 

follow-up interviews held in early December 2011. 

The empirical data provides information on the existence and prevalence as well as 

significant elements of Koranic pre-school education in WCAR. The interviews, 

                                                           
6
 Average calculated using GER in Preschool, UNESCO UIS 2010. 

7
 This paper is specifically concerned with pre-school education; however, it is evident that pre-schools are one 

element amongst other factors, including health and human development, and thus the more inclusive field of 
ECD is discussed here. 
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conducted mostly in French, allowed further probing of particular areas of interest arising 

from the questionnaire data analysis. A summary of the data collected is presented in 

Appendix B.  
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Table 1: Overview of Countries Contacted – 16 of 24 WCAR Countries Contacted to Complete 

Questionnaire with Seven Follow-Up Interviews 

 

 

  

WCARO 

COUNTRIES 

QUESTIONNAIRE 

SENT 

QUESTIONNAIRE 

COMPLETED 

INTERVIEW 

Benin Yes Yes Yes 

Burkina Yes No No 

Cameroun Yes No No 

Cape Verde No No No 

Central African 

Republic 

Yes No No 

Chad Yes Yes Yes 

Congo No No No 

Cote D’Ivoire Yes Yes Yes 

Democratic 

Republic of Congo 

No No No 

Equatorial Guinea No No No 

Gabon No No No 

Gambia Yes No No 

Ghana Yes Yes No 

Guinea Yes No No 

Guinea Bissau Yes Yes Yes 

Liberia No No No 

Mali Yes Yes Yes 

Mauritania Yes Yes Yes 

Niger Yes No No 

Nigeria Yes Yes No 

Sao Tome e 

Principe 

No No No 

Senegal Yes Yes Yes 

Sierra Leone Yes No No 

Togo No No No 
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The paper offers a contextual and policy analysis followed by an example of a successful 

Koranic pre-school programme, with illustrative examples from other Muslim majority 

countries. The analysis illuminates policy level guidelines to improve preschool 

education that is relevant to the cultures and contexts of those who are currently 

marginalised and disenfranchised from preschool provision. The paper concludes with 

lessons from the analysis and recommendations on policy level approaches in WCAR.   

This paper is cognisant that this is an initial study and fully acknowledges the limitations 

it faces: lack of documented programmes in ECD in the region that link to Koranic 

schooling; lack of data to undertake robust empirical analyses; and the absence of 

beneficiary voices – both communities involved and the children who attend Koranic pre-

schools. Even though it is evident that Koranic pre-schools are a prominent feature of 

the educational landscape in the region, we need to learn much more about this 

provision.  

Despite the lack of documentation, UNICEF country teams  working in the sub-Saharan 

African region have assisted with access to people who have been involved with ECD 

programmes and unpublished reports and documents to enable this outline of the 

situation of Koranic pre-schools in the region to be developed.8 This has allowed an 

initial judgment to be made on the potential of the system to support EFA goals. 

 

  

                                                           
8
 Dr Jim Ackers UNICEF ESARO Regional Education Adviser and Dr Kathy Barlett from The Aga Khan Foundation 

graciously shared documents in their possession, which is gratefully acknowledged. 
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2. ISLAM AND HISTORY OF MUSLIM EDUCATION IN WCAR 

The WCAR region comprises of 24 countries of which 10 are Muslim majorities, with 

significant Muslim minorities in the other countries (see Table 3, page XX). The 

languages, cultures and ethnic groups that profess Islam are highly diverse and trace 

their religion back over 1,000 years to the advent of Islam in the region. Historians divide 

WCAR into three eras. The first is related to the advent of Islam in the central and 

Sudanic belt when Islam spread principally through trade and commerce up until the 

eighteenth century, which led to the formation of a number of Muslim led empires. The 

second era, centred in the Guinean savannah, Senegambia, and Mauritania, that were 

the centre of Muslim communal settlement from the thirteenth to the eighteenth century. 

The third era is of Muslim struggle and state formation in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries against European colonial rule. 

WCAR has a long history of Islamic education, beginning with early years learning.9 

Itinerant religious-scholars from Mali, such as the renowned Al-Hajj Salim Suware (15th 

century), are credited with founding the West African Islamic education system. This is 

sometimes referred to as the central Sudanic system that built on Arab and West African 

religious and cultural traditions, remnants of which still exists today.10 The curriculum that 

was developed was supported by an institution of higher learning, The University of 

Sankore in Timbuktu, to which scholars from across the Muslim world came. 

‘Madrassah’ is a place noun in Arabic that simply means a place to learn from the consonantal root d-r-s which 
refers to learning or lesson. Thus, a madrassah is a school. In the contemporary Arab world formal state schools 
are referred to madrassahs. However, more commonly, a madrassah is understood to be a place of religious 
instruction separate from schooling that is offered by the authorities of the nation state, normally the Ministry of 
Education. Other names for the same institution are Daraas, Dugsi, or Maktab. 

 

Today, although each country has a unique socio-political make-up, the numbers and 

proportions of Muslims continue to grow throughout WCAR. With increased urbanisation 

what was until the last century a religion identified more in rural areas and the trans-

Saharan trading towns, Islam is now becoming a force of enculturation and socialisation 

that is felt across national boundaries.11 

                                                           
9
 Fanfuwa 1974; Winters 1987; Easton and Peach 1997; World Bank 1999 

10
 Doi 1985; Winters 1987 

11
 We know much more about higher education. A number of West African nations have sought to strengthen 

their systems of Islamic education establishing centres such as the Islamic University in Khartoum (Sudan), the 
Islamic Institute in Dakar (Senegal), the Islamic Institute of Higher Learning in Boutilimit (Mauritania) and the 
Islamic Education Centre in Kano (Nigeria). 
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Earlier research on Muslim pre-schools, particularly from Morocco undertaken in the 

1970s, yields a number of considerations for this paper.12 The first is that a ‘Muslim’ 

population necessarily entails diversity. Muslims constitute the second largest faith 

community comprising of some 1.5 billion people in virtually all the world’s countries, 

representing innumerable communities, civilisations, cultures, and heritages. Over the 

course of 1,400 years from the advent of Islam there have been a great number of 

interpretations leading to divergent practices of the faith. This history has shaped 

contemporary Muslim communities who demonstrate particularities amongst each other 

that show great variance.13 

The overwhelming reality is that the faith and therefore the people who practice or 

profess Islam, Muslims, are not a monolithic whole but a tremendously diverse group of 

people and communities that taken together demonstrates the dynamism of the faith. 

In much work that relates to Muslim communities, particularly with regard to education 

that is a highly contested discipline, there are larger ideological or geo-political 

considerations. These considerations colour the emergent discourse with an education 

reform agenda that is not necessarily reflective of communities’ aspirations and thus 

resisted and some argue prone to failure.14 The reform agenda is felt to be imposed 

rather than an organic gestation with a transformational potential, leading to an open-

ended process.15 This calls for more attention to be paid to research and programmatic 

development to take an empirical approach in which the beneficiaries’ voices are heard 

when considering policy options. 

The situation to date, as far as disenfranchised Muslim communities are concerned, can 

be judged to have resulted in: (i) education and development programmes not delivering 

the expected or intended benefits and (ii) mitigating or limiting our understanding of 

indigenous Muslim systems of education, referred to disparagingly as ‘traditional’ and 

‘outdated’ or ‘irrelevant’ to the needs of ‘modern’ society. This image of poor Muslim 

communities, and the reactions of such communities, has further disenfranchised them 

from their rights and entitlements as citizens. 

Muslims and Education – Responding to a Crisis 

The stratification of educational opportunity over the course of several decades after 

independence and during colonial times resulted in the marginalisation of Muslim 

                                                           
12

 Wagner 1987 
13

 Hodgson 1974, Lapidus1989 
14

 Lynch et al 1997 
15

 Al-Naim 1990, Arkoun 2004 
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communities, predominantly rural, along the East and West Coasts of Africa and regions 

of South Asia, who faced endemic poverty. Such communities, due to a historical and 

ideological stance, were thought to be resistant to modernisation and also difficult to 

reach thereby mitigating infrastructural development and thus it was felt by certain 

authorities that their educational systems should not be tampered with. Effectively, they 

were disenfranchised from the project to build the nation state and a parallel education 

system was perpetuated with the consequence that the traditional education system 

remained under-funded with limited engagement with new knowledge and regarded as 

sub-standard. 

Questions arose further to the research undertaken in the 1970s and 1980s that led 

Muslims at the global level to acknowledge that a ‘crisis’ exists in Muslim 

education.16Three educational conferences were held under the auspices of the 

Organisation of the Islamic Conference (OIC) in Mecca (1977), Jeddah (1979), and 

Islamabad (1980) with two main resolutions pertinent to this paper. One was the 

expressed need to meet both the religious and material domains of life (din and dunya) 

and second, a dialogue was started in the education arena that included Muslims and 

non-Muslims to facilitate greater inclusiveness.  

Work by Amartya Sen, the Nobel Prize winning economist, and his colleagues further 

challenged the dominance of the human capital theory in education policy lending to 

engender acceptance of pluralism and diversity as well as the acknowledgement of a 

multiplicity of perspectives and approaches to meet educational needs more 

holistically.17  

. 

In developing country contexts, education policy has begun to reflect a more evidence-

based approach with information gathered and analysed locally rather than on advocacy 

driven analysis and policy-making. Primarily, the rights-based discourse that led to the 

Convention of the Rights of the Child (CRC) has allowed for equality of all children to be 

an important facet in determining provision.  

All these aspects created a milieu in which Koranic schools, previously seen as a sub-

standard system or at best an alternative to formal state-sponsored schooling, were 

deemed to be acceptable and legitimate for the populations they serve. The system of 

education developed and sustained in many parts of the Muslim world came to the 

interest of policy makers, post-Jomtien, which could actually assist in meeting Education 
                                                           
16

 Hussain and Ashraf 1979 
17

 UNDP 2004 
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for All (EFA) goals rather than perceived as a hindrance. That communities, Muslim and 

non-Muslim, seek a holistic education, based on a principle of care not just instruction, 

and indeed opt for such schooling where it is available. And finally, shrinking national 

budgets and limited available funding for education in comparison to other social 

services, has forced policy makers to consider financing education with cost-sharing 

ideas.  

It was in this context that certain Muslim leaders resolved to take the initiative to meet 

the educational needs of their communities. 

Table 2 lists the populations and the percentages of Muslims living in the E9 most 

populous developing countries of the world – all former colonies, or under the dominion 

of imperial powers. The E9 countries are a priority with regard to the EFA goals. There 

are six EFA goals, ratified by most of the world’s nation states; this paper focuses on the 

first goal: expanding and improving comprehensive early childhood care and education, 

especially for the most vulnerable disadvantaged children. 

 Table 2 – E9 Most Populous Countries, by Total Population and Muslim Population 

Country Total Population (in Millions) Percent Muslim Total Muslims (in 

Millions) 

Bangladesh 144.2 88 126.9 

Brazil 176.2 2 3.5 

China 1294.9 3-5 64.7 

Egypt 70.5 90 63.5 

India 1103.6 20 220.7 

Indonesia 221.9 88 195.3 

Mexico 102.0 0.4 0.4 

Nigeria 131.6 50 65.8 

Pakistan 162.4 97 157.5 

TOTAL 3407.3  898.3 (26.4%) 
From Khamis (2009) 

 
Table 3 shows the Muslim population living in the world’s least developed countries with 

WCAR counties highlighted. Table 2 and Table 3 indicate the countries which are the 

least likely to reach any of the EFA goals. 

Muslims, comprise a majority (56%) of the least developed countries, the ‘bottom billion’, 

and one-quarter of the three billion inhabitants of the ‘developing’ world, where most 

countries will fail to achieve any of the three measurable EFA goals: universal primary 

education, gender equality and adult literacy targets.   
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Table 3 – The World’s Poor and Educationally Disenfranchised, by Total Population and Muslim Population 

Country Education 
Index 

GDP 
Index 

Population 
(in Millions) 

Percent 
Muslim 

Total Muslims 
(in Millions) 

Afghanistan n/a n/a 29.9 95 28.41 

Angola 0.54 0.53 15.4 2-5 0.31 

Bangladesh 0.45 0.48 144.2 88 126.96 

Benin 0.41 0.40 8.4 15 1.30 

Bhutan 0.48 0.50 1.0 5 0.05 

Burkina Faso 0.16 0.41 13.9 50 6.95 

Burundi 0.51 0.31 7.8 10 0.78 

Cameroon 0.64 0.51 16.4 20 3.28 

Central African 
Republic 

0.43 0.40 3.8 15 0.57 

Chad 0.60 0.42 9.7 50 4.85 

Côte d'Ivoire 0.46 0.45 16.4 60 8.20 

Democratic 
Republic of Congo 

0.53 0.42 10.8 10 1.08 

Djibouti 0.52 0.51 0.8 94 0.75 

Equatorial Guinea 0.78 0.88 0.5 n/a n/a 

Eritrea 0.49 0.36 4.7 n/a ( < 5) 0.24 

Ethiopia 0.40 0.33 77.4 50 38.70 

Gambia 0.41 0.49 1.6 90 1.44 

Ghana 0.51 0.52 22.0 30 6.60 

Guinea 0.41 0.51 9.5 85 8.08 

Guinea-Bissau 0.39 0.33 1.6 45 0.72 

Kenya 0.66 0.31 33.8 35 11.83 

Liberia n/a n/a 3.3 20 0.66 

Madagascar 0.64 0.35 17.3 7 1.21 

Malawi 0.67 0.30 12.3 20 2.46 

Maldives 0.90 0.65 0.3 99 0.30 

Mali 0.23 0.38 13.5 90 12.30 

Mauritania 0.49 0.48 3.1 99 3.07 

Mozambique 0.45 0.40 19.4 20 3.88 

Myanmar 0.76 0.39 50.5 4 2.02 

Nepal 0.53 0.44 25.4 n/a ( < 5) 1.27 

Niger 0.17 0.35 14.0 80 11.2 

Nigeria 0.66 0.39 131.5 50 65.75 

Pakistan 0.44 0.51 162.4 97 157.53 

Rwanda 0.61 0.42 8.7 n/a n/a 

Senegal 0.39 0.47 11.7 92 10.76 

Sierra Leone 0.35 0.28 5.5 60 3.30 

Somalia n/a n/a 8.6 90 7.74 

Sudan 0.52 0.49 40.2 70 28.14 

Tanzania 0.60 0.30 36.5 35 12.78 

Togo 0.57 0.47 6.1 10 0.61 

Uganda 0.71 0.45 26.9 16 4.30 

Yemen 0.51 0.36 20.7 95 19.67 

Zambia 0.61 0.36 11.2 35 3.92 

TOTAL   1083.8  608.30 (56%) 
From Khamis (2009) 
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Attributes of Koranic Education 

The education systems existing in many Muslim communities in sub-Saharan Africa are 

centuries old. The great traveller, Ibn Battuta (d.1368) from Morocco, is credited as 

having documented the then known civilisations. He cites that in all the areas that he 

travelled from North and West Africa and the southern Mediterranean, throughout the 

Middle East and Central Asia to China, into India and the Horn of Africa, and towards 

Mozambique he saw children being schooled in groups normally in the mosque or in a 

nearby room. Thus, we have documentary evidence going back at least 800 years that 

education was offered and valued throughout the Muslim world.  

Much of this provision was early years’ education. Children aged between 3-5 years 

would enter a school for a few hours a day. The initial focus of instruction was on 

penmanship: the ability to hold a writing instrument, form words and engage in early 

literacy. Once a child, both boys and girls, had mastered this skill, they would begin to 

learn the Koran both orally and to be able to decipher it in the Arabic language. This 

early literacy and associated writing skills were limited to a few chapters of the Koran for 

the majority of children who would leave school a few years later once they had learned 

the Koran chapters to be able to recite from memory, use appropriate chapters in their 

daily prayers, and understand the meanings of select verses that applied to daily life, 

social relations, and a general view or purpose to their existence. How widespread this 

education was, and what percentage of children accessed it, is unknown. 

In the 12th Century, in Bagdad, this education was consolidated and formalised. A 

curriculum, known as Nizamiyya after the vizier Nizam ul-Mulk, was established, 

teachers’ certified, and examinations set. An instrumental purpose to Koranic education 

was thereby established: graduates of this system would be offered employment in the 

state as civil servants, judges, and scribes. Some, mostly men but there is also evidence 

of women pursuing such education, would graduate to higher education for the purposes 

of researching Koranic science and jurisprudence.18 Other graduates pursued 

knowledge of the sciences such as philosophy, metaphysics, the physical sciences, and 

sociology (in today’s parlance). From the 9th to the 14th Centuries when Muslim 

civilisations were at their apogee, there were significant developments in human 

intellectual history in the area of mathematics, chemistry, medicine, astronomy, zoology, 

and philosophy including applied philosophy.19 

                                                           
18

  Cortese, D. and Calderini, S. (2006), Women and the Fatimids in the World of Islam,  Edinburgh University 
Press cites women as judges, military leaders, and governors in the 10

th
 and 11

th
 Century. 

19
 Two examples will suffice here. Ibn Sina (d 1037, known as Avicenna) is known as the father of modern 

medicine. He was the first person to experiment on cadavers and described the blood circulation system. He 
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Examples of the famous university in Timbuktu that served as a hub for scholarship in 

West Africa plays a similar function that served the expansion of Islam in the region. 

Where it was available traditional education, early years’ and lower primary level, met 

the religious and societal or jurisprudential needs of society. In some circumstances, 

what we may call secondary or post-secondary education was offered to aspiring 

scholars in a variety of subject areas. 

As the realisation dawned that Koranic schooling or madrassahs may support EFA 

goals, a number of studies were published. Most of these studies were in the mould of a 

clash of civilisations thesis that perpetuated the view that Islam and modernity based on 

democratic governance are incompatible, and suffered from a near complete absence of 

empirical data.20 

What we learn from such studies, however, is that madrassahs cater to virtually 100% of 

children in their catchment areas, that a significant percentage of children also access 

standard primary education and that parents and communities invest material and other 

resources for such schooling.  
  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
had memorised the Koran aged seven and was a certified medical doctor aged 16 when he was appointed 
court doctor to the Caliph/King. He wrote the Canon of Medicine which was the textbook for all aspiring 
medics until the 18

th
 Century. He then turned his attention to philosophy, and along with Ibn Rushd (d. 1198 

known as Averroes), became one of the principle commentators on Aristotle’s philosophy writing treatises on 
faith and reason (Maurer, A. (1982), Medieval Philosophy, Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, Toronto).  
 
Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406) wrote the famous al-Muqaddima. He is credited with being the father of sociology 
undertaking detailed studies, with application of historical thinking, on the rise and decline of civilisational 
powers and the balance of power in society between the centre (urban elite) and periphery (rural – diffused) 
power based in communities (Gellner, E ). 
20

 Huntington 1993; Coulson 2006 
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3. ECD EDUCATION POLICY CONTEXT AND RECENT KNOWLEDGE 

Beginning in the 1980s, two movements came together to promote social justice at the 

global level. One was the new field of cognitive neuroscience and the other was the 

Education for All movement21. 

Work in the early 1980s indicated that the early years’ experiences of children from birth, 

if not before birth, significantly affected their neuronal make-up or the connections that 

are facilitated in the brain.22 Early years’ experiences affect cognitive functioning in 

addition to children’s emotional states, self-esteem, and ability to cope with trauma.23 

The new field enabled researchers to collaborate to develop inter-sectoral studies that 

yielded new knowledge. For example, the nutritional or calorific intake of the young child 

affects cognitive development and indeed the mother’s own health, education and 

nutritional status in addition to the gestational environment – mother’s stress and 

nutrition/calorie intake whilst pregnant – affected the unborn child in utero. 

Such work is now axiomatic thinking in education: a healthy, protected and well-fed child 

learns better. 

Research in the 1970s and 1980s saw growing dissatisfaction with education 

programmes and their effectiveness in developing countries. From the 1950s and 1960s 

at the prospect of independence in former colonies, colonial overseers and national 

governments developed education policy along the lines of the human capital theory. 

The theory was developed in the context of the United States of America that suggested 

two critical elements pertinent to this paper.24 First, access to, and increase in, 

educational level correlates positively to economic development and second, schooling 

plays an instrumental role in the development of society conferring positive benefits in 

health, reduction in crime rates, and better decision making whereby reducing the 

burden on the state for ameliorative social services. 

In the post colonisation era, developing countries, at the behest of donor countries, 

promoted formal schooling with an exclusive aim on increasing access to primary level 

education. With some three decades of this policy, it was latterly realised that the focus 

on primary education was stratified and unequally available, and it drew attention away 

from early years’ education, secondary schooling and higher education as well as 

significantly limited the overall quality and efficiency of the whole education system. The 
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 UNESCO 1990, 2000 
22

 Young and Mustard 2008 
23

 Walker et al 2011; Pence 2008; Strauss 1990 
24
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net effect was that education without commensurate employment opportunity, rendered 

children entering primary education ill-prepared leading to poor retention and completion 

rates at the primary level and a decimation of higher education. These factors are related 

to lack of school readiness for children entering primary school, greater dependency in 

these countries with consonant knowledge poverty despite being resource rich and 

becoming net consumers of decontextualised knowledge and goods.25  

ECD and Muslim Communities 

Between 1999 and 2007, UNESCO (2009) estimates that some 30 million children 

gained access to ECD worldwide to a total of 140 million. However, the marginalised 

continue to remain disenfranchised from this quantitative growth. Where the poor have 

been reached, a critique has been that such provision is culturally insensitive, promoting 

a ‘western’ perspective of child development, and remains disconnected to local beliefs, 

values and priorities.26 

The following quote from a South African scholar is illustrative of this view27: 
 
We asked what ubuntu meant in this context. Dr Phatudi said that it meant respect and self-restraint. Children 
were taught to respect adults and other children, not to have unnecessary arguments or disagreements. She 
said that in her own childhood, children were expected at all times to sit and be quiet in the presence of adults, 
but she could see that this had sometimes been inhibiting and prevented children from ‘venturing out’ and 
exploring for themselves. However, she felt that even young children should be able to act with dignity, 
helpfulness, respect and politeness, and to fail to teach them self-restraint was to deny them their culture. The 
other side of this coin, of ubuntu, was ... dedication to the children and the community. According to the ethic of 
ubuntu, ‘my child is your child’ and adults in general hold a deep sense of responsibility for the welfare of all the 
children in their community. 
 
As in South Africa, certain African values for example in Sub-Saharan African Muslim 

contexts the notion of Harambee (pulling together for the benefit of the community as a 

whole), and adab (meaning etiquette, a universal value and aim of education noted from 

the earliest times of Islamic history), are highly regarded.  

 

UNESCO and UNICEF hold that inequality within and across nations mitigates progress 

and thereby undermines the health and education outcomes for young children.28 

Steward’s (2009) work on Horizontal Inequalities - inequality within communities as 

opposed to between communities or vertical inequalities - experienced by Muslims at the 

global level reconsiders this argument. Her economics data and analysis leads her to 

claim that (i) inequalities amongst groups are important for wellbeing and (ii) Muslims, at 
                                                           
25

 Bloom et al 2005 
26

 Woodhead 1996 in Brooker and Woodhead 2010 
27

 ibid 
28
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the global level are systematically disadvantaged across many dimensions. The upshot 

of this analysis is that Muslim disadvantage in one part of the world, leading to 

grievances, can lead to mobilisation and developments in another part of the world that 

is increasing characterised by a global network society. 

 

Two aspects are germane for this study (a) continuing perceived dependency and (b) 

dynamic and global or regional responses for particular communities in separate nation 

states or what Sardar and Ravetz (1996) call deterriotorialisation.  

 

As a reaction to modernisation theory, holding that all societies go through a determined 

trajectory of economic development in which formal education systems play a critical 

role, dependency theory asserts that the majority world – most of Sub-Saharan Africa, 

South Asia, and Latin America where the majority of world’s resources are – is 

systematically exploited and kept dependent on the minority world: the rich developed 

north and west.29 Sardar notes that in a globalising world, notions that may have 

reflected reality in the past such as the ‘ummah’ (the idealised global Muslim 

brotherhood), now take on a new guise with new institutional structures such as the 

recent rise of a network of Islamic schools across WCAR. With information and 

communications technology that allows instant and unmediated direct communication 

amongst people, Muslims are forming networks that are deterriorial; that is, beyond the 

confines of one nation state. One such expression is in the educational arena.  

 
Policy statements and documents, whether national or international, view Koranic 

education as non-formal (NFE) or non-standard. There is the underlying assumption that 

such schools are not systems in themselves but at best an alternate to formal schools, 

and with treatment, can become bridges for children ultimately to access state-

sponsored education. This thinking is now being challenged by the inclusion of Koranic 

schools in education sector thinking, primarily to mitigate the cost of such provision. The 

history of Koranic education, from early childhood to advanced levels, is that to date it 

has resisted being co-opted by the nation state, unlike other religious education 

institutions whether Christian, Hindu or Jewish. This raises some very critical questions 

revolving around diversity, pluralism, state cohesion, and equity and equality for all 

citizens in the era of globalisation. 

 

Linking Values with Contemporary Priorities 

                                                           
29

 Martinussen 1997 



FINAL  January 2012 

21 
 

The analysis presented above yields a number of directions in meeting ECD needs of 

children in poor and marginalised contexts, including Muslim communities. The first 

aspect is that it is critical to listen to local communities’ understanding of childhood to 

ensure the cultural appropriateness of the provision, and to facilitate successful 

implementation.  

 
Those countries where enrolment is lowest and drop-out high are characterised by the 

medium of instruction in schools, which does not match children’s first languages. 

Although Wagner noted significant transfer of linguistic skills in Moroccan pre-school 

children who had studied in Arabic to their mother-tongue or other second language, the 

bulk of the literature argues that beginning preschool or primary education in a second 

language has adverse effects on children’s development and learning, which may persist 

over time.  

 

Pre-schools that support young children’s development and learning holistically cater to 

all aspects of children’s growth, and extend that support to their families’ social, cultural 

and economic circumstances. Programme design and interventions, therefore, should 

aim to cater to the well-being of adults as well as the children they care for with parents 

facilitated to play a role in their children’s education as opposed to undermining their 

knowledge and understanding by ‘experts’. 

We now turn to the prevailing situation in WCAR. 
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4. WCAR KORANIC PRE-SCHOOL PROVISION 

WCAR Koranic pre-school information is not readily available. The information provided 

here was collected via a questionnaire completed by UNICEF Country Offices. The 

information is incomplete with nine countries completing the questionnaire (see 

Appendix B) and seven participating in the follow-up interviews. However, the available 

data and analysis reveals a number of important facets of Koranic pre-school education 

in WCAR. 

1. All responding countries report the existence of Koranic pre-school education.  A 

number of these schools are run as ‘traditional’ centres that have been in 

existence for decades. Some would not be considered formal or structured pre-

school provision according to the respondents. There is a continuum of school 

types with more hybrid-offering that includes formal subject areas linked to 

literacy and numeracy. 

2. Koranic pre-schools are offered as a continuation of Koranic education that caters 

to children who enter aged four years and continue to lower primary level; a strict 

distinction between pre-school and primary cannot be made. Most children do not 

continue to graduation in such schools, which is approximately at age fourteen. 

Many children after study at Koranic pre-schools for a few years then access 

state primary schools or are offered apprenticeships (Ivory Coast, Mauritania, 

Nigeria). The numbers dropping out and not accessing any type of schooling 

aged 8+ is unknown. 

3. There seems to be a distinct geographical focus in the provision of Koranic pre-

schools: in Chad, Ghana, Guinea Bissau, Ivory Coast and Nigeria this correlates 

to particular demographic patterns of the Muslim population. In Benin, Mauritania, 

Mali and Senegal they seem to be more widespread. 

4. There is an emergent categorisation with regard to the ownership of these 

schools. In Chad and Benin, Khalwas or local Muslim groups that represent the 

community’s religio-political make-up or interpretation (sufi tariqa or spiritual 

brotherhoods) seem to own and run the schools. In Ghana, Mali, Nigeria and 

Senegal there seems to be a more engaged private sector that responds to 

education delivery based on market forces and as a response to ECD policies 

being implemented by the government.  Mauritania and Guinea Bissau exhibit 

more community-based ownership. 

5. In Ghana there is more knowledge of urban areas, where the Koranic pre-school 

provision is known or widespread and exists in rural areas in Benin, Chad, 

Guinea Bissau, Mali and Mauritania. 
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6. In Ghana, Guinea Bissau, Ivory Coast, Mauritania and Nigeria such schools 

might be more aligned to government policy that seeks to both promote pre-

schools as well as develop a structured approach or requirement for pre-

schooling before enter to primary school. In Mauritania and possibly Guinea 

Bissau and Nigeria there is an attempt to develop a more formal basis that 

establishes outcomes or expectations from this stage of schooling. 

7. There is an emergent typology in both ownership of the schools and the use of 

materials and curriculum. Three types of schools seem to be forming; it is unclear 

at this stage whether this is at the level of pre-school or primary level education:  

a. Traditional Koranic schools that focus on the teaching and learning of the 

Koran and associated aspects of living as a faithful Muslim (morals, 

values, behaviours, and customs) – this seems to be the case in Chad, 

Mali and Guinea Bissau particularly 

b. Expanding Koranic schools  where the (traditional) Koranic school also 

teaches the lingua franca (French) and other associated content relevant 

to the pre-school aged chid – this seems to be the case in Benin and Ivory 

Coast 

c. Hybrid A mix of traditional and expanding Koranic schools that experiment 

with both the traditional curriculum and new content areas. There are 

examples of such schools in Benin, Ghana and Nigeria. Mauritania seems 

to be in the process of developing a complete alternative system that 

builds on both systems. 

8. In the region, UNICEF is supporting the expansion of Koranic pre-schools within 

a framework of collaboration with the government with direct financial support. 

Such support is with school / classroom building or infrastructure and provision of 

teaching-learning materials as well as training in Do No Harm. In Mauritania, 

UNICEF has supported preschool teachers training modules to be used in 

Koranic schools. 

9. In Benin, Ghana, Guinea Bissau and Mali UNICEF is not directly involved with the 

support of Koranic pre-schools. 

10. The questionnaire responses indicate that an ‘implicit’ curriculum is used in 

Koranic schools, which is not deemed to be formal or structured but identifiable 

based on the level the child is at with regard to learning the Koran (Sourat/Sura or 

Chapter of the Koran). 

11. There is indication in the responses that a debate on the worth and actual 

provision or extent of Koranic education is taking place in the region. Chad and 

Benin as well as in Mauritania, Nigeria and Ivory Coast suggest that beneficial 
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learning is taking place and Koranic preschools, which offer the potential to add 

greater educational value to younger children’s learning experiences, should be 

further supported to offer quality education and early years’ care. 

The findings presented above point to a number of areas of policy formation and 

programmatic responses that revolve around the following three aspects, which UNICEF 

field staff actively debated in interviews: 

 

 To what extent should pre-school education provision that is supported by the 
international community be viewed as a cultural process and to what extent 
should it build on developmental processes: physical, cognitive, motor, and 
communication / literacy that are common to all young children? 

 Following on from point one above, what is the purpose of education at this stage 
and to what strategic goals should it be pursued? 

 How to respond to diversity in societies: religious, ethnic, and linguistic in divided 
communities and to what purposes; how can pre-school education promote 
harmony and cohesive societies? 

 
Policy Questions 

The current state of ECD in the region along with a growing awareness that Koranic pre-

schools have been largely neglected in education planning raises a number of 

questions.30 These questions will need to be addressed to obtain clarity and provide 

direction to pursue quality pre-schooling, particularly for marginalised and 

disenfranchised communities. 

 

• To what extent should policies differentially target pre-school education with 

respect to the cultural and the socioeconomic conditions of families and 

communities? 31  

• What mechanisms can facilitate pre-school education expansion that is equitable 

as well as of a sufficient quality to serve the needs of diverse learners, with a 

multiplicity of providers as well as private-sector for-profit entrepreneurs? 

                                                           
30

  World Bank 1999, Easton and Peach 1997 
31

 As ECD is a holistic field and links particularly to maternal-child health, other policy-related questions will 

arise. For instance: (i) what (supplementary or ECD integrated) programmes support mothers and other 
caregivers to form nurturing relationships with their children that are the basis for children’s earliest 
development; (ii) What is the nutritional and calorific intake to be provided at community level to ensure 
healthy and well children who can engage effectively in learning opportunities? Children who are hungry or ill 
do not learn well, even if they get to school (Grantham-McGregor et al., 2007).  Grantham-McGregor, S., 
Cheung, Y.B., Cueto, S., Glewwe, P., Richter, L., and Strupp, B. International Child Development Steering Group 
(2007) ‘Developmental potential in the first 5 years for children in developing countries’, Lancet, vol. 369, no. 
9555, pp. 60–70. 
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• How can effective and timely consultation with children, parents and other 

stakeholders, take place with disadvantaged communities to inform pre-school 

education programme design, development and implementation frameworks? 32 

• What training and professional development should be offered to pre-school 

providers, teachers, and communities? 

• How can the quality of pre-school provision be assured, and adequate monitoring 

and supervision regimes be developed that will have compliance? 

• What transition steps and monitoring to be developed to ensure children continue 

to, and successfully, complete primary education? 

 

We now turn to the Madrasah Resource Centre (MRC) case study that has grappled with 

much of the foregoing to respond to communities’ holistic and evolving education needs 

beginning with early childhood. Many of these questions and policy related 

developments are reflective of those being debated in WCAR.  

  

                                                           
32

 A child’s earliest relationships are the foundation that normally ensures the child’s physical survival and 

emotional security, on which they build their cognitive, language and social skills (Oates, 2007  
Oates, J. (ed.) (2007) Attachment Relationships, Early Childhood in Focus 1, Milton Keynes, Open University 
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5. THE MADRASA RESOURCE CENTRE CASE STUDY 

Background and Context  

The three factors noted above: a legitimate system that can promote EFA goals; holistic 

approaches; and financial sustainability set the context for the successful innovation that 

is known as the Madrasa Resource Centre (MRC) established across East Africa. 

By the 1980s, it had became increasingly evident to large proportions of Muslim 

communities that the education available to their children was not sufficient to meet their 

material development needs nor of a quality that reflected the heritage of learning that 

had marked previous eras. One such community was in Mombasa Kenya. Islam has left 

a lasting legacy along the coast of East Africa in terms of the lingua franca of the region 

– Kiswahili – with all that that means in terms of thinking, learning, poetry and most 

significantly a civilisation. Pre-Islamic East Africa was an oral culture with writing first 

introduced in the region via the Arabic medium, which led in time to the creation of a 

Kiswahili writing system, using the Arabic alphabet incorporating many Bantu 

languages.33 

In this context as per the injunction in the Koran to ‘read’ and ‘proclaim’, and as had 

happened in all Muslim cultures across the world, Muslims established madrassahs.34 

Coastal Muslim leaders, whose communities had been accessing madrassah education 

for centuries, were deeply aware that (i) religious and secular education was bifurcated 

and (ii) the access to and quality of education on offer, both madrassah and state 

education, was insufficient to meet the holistic needs of their communities. That is, the 

life experiences of children needed to be significantly improved. A group of these 

leaders, representing the community in the port town of Mombasa in Kenya, approached 

the Aga Khan Foundation in the early 1980s. The Foundation, as part of a network of 

agencies that constitute the Aga Khan Development Network, traces its history in 

education to the early 1900s in East Africa. The first primary schools, established by Aga 

Khan III (d. 1957), served his community of Ismaili Muslims who were then emigrating to 

East Africa from the Indian sub-Continent.35 By the 1960s Aga Khan Schools had 
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 Nabahani – see Knappert 1970; Topan 1974 
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 Koran Chapter 96 (Sura Iqra) – The first verse revealed to the Prophet Muhammad commanded him to 
‘read!’ in the intensive form. Verses related to the intellect, learning, and knowledge are the third most 
prevalent in the Koran. 
35

 In addition, Aga Khan III had had many distinctions which carried weight across the Muslim world. He 
chaired the Committee that sought reparations for colonisation of India from the British Raj, led the 
delegations that petitioned for Indian independence from Britain, and was the founding president of the 
League of Nations, the forerunner of the current United Nations. He also was honorary president of the East 
African Muslim community and had consulted with the Muslims for their general uplift in Africa. Much of his 
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acquired a reputation of delivering excellence in schooling. Students across East Africa 

aspired to gain entry to Aga Khan secondary schools as graduates were virtually 

assured entry to quality higher education in the region or in Europe, many with 

scholarships. 

 

Upon the request from the community, the Foundation commissioned a study comprised 

of an international panel of experts who resolved that the educational needs of the 

Muslim community in Mombasa would be best served by the provision of quality early 

childhood education. It was felt that early years’ provision would lay a foundation for 

children to access further educational opportunities; that it is consonant with and builds 

on the heritage of education offered in the region; and that children in such a programme 

would benefit from the latest knowledge of early years’ research that was then just 

beginning to be formed.  

 
A deep concern for knowledge – and the best ways of sharing knowledge – goes back to the very roots of the 
Islamic tradition. When we think of our proud educational traditions, however, we often think first about the great 
universities and libraries which became centres of Islamic culture down through the centuries ... Or we think of 
schools which prepare students for university life ... But we sometimes give too little attention to the schools 
which prepare young children for life itself – in all of its holistic dimensions. AKDN (2008) 

 

 

 

  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
work – philanthropic, humanitarian, and religious – was continued by his grandson and successor Aga Khan IV, 
the current spiritual leader of Ismaili Muslims, and Chairman of the Aga Khan Development Network. 
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MRC DEVELOPMENT CHRONOLOGY / TIMELINE – A 25 Year Project 

1982-1983: Recognition of need at the level of local Muslim leaders 
1984-1985: Formation of local leaders as oversight committee  

 Appointment of a committed educator to direct, train and mobilise the community.  
 
1985-1986: Creation of the The Madrasa Pre-school Model with assistance and collaboration of 
technical experts, local religious and community leadership, and government education authorities. 

 Development of integrated curriculum with local imams 

 Teacher training and start-up of first preschool 
 
1989: MRC Kenya established 
 
1990 MRC Zanzibar established 
 
1993 MRC Uganda established 
 
1993-1994: Internal review of the Programme 

 Some  30 Madrasa pre-schools in operation  across the region 
 
1995: Scaling-up of the Programme 

 Integrated Curriculum and Madrasa Pre-school Model revised and agreement reached on 
testing a “two-year” timeframe for training and support 

 MRC Trainers joined by new Community Development Officers 

 All personnel trained in a series of professional development and training sessions 

 Regional Research office established to head planning for an impact study 

 Regional Office and Regional Advisory Committee established 
 
1997: Steps begin to be taken to ensure the comfort and learning of non-Muslim children in the pre-
schools, in recognition of their increasing enrolment 
 
1998: First of the associations for graduated Madrasa pre-schools established 
 
1999: External evaluation reviews the scale-up of Madrasa approach 
 
2000: The mini-endowment scheme is developed; piloting begins in 38 schools 
2002: Incorporation of additional aspects into the Madrasa Pre-school Model 

 Health and Nutrition, Parenting, and HIV/AIDS;  

 Transition to early primary within the Madrasa Model and Curriculum 
 
2004: Outreach to new geographic areas initiated  

 Work with local leaders and groups in the new areas in order to build their capacities to 
adapt and implement the Madrasa Model 

 
2007: Celebration of 25th Anniversary of MRC 

 Involvement of as many as possible of the Muslim leaders originally present at the first 
meeting in 1982 in attendance 

 
2008: Adaptation of the Madrasa Pre-school Model and Training of Trainers for other AKDN ECD 
programmes beyond East Africa, including Egypt and Afghanistan 

Adapted from AKDN (2008) 
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Programme Inception and Outcomes 

In 1986, once the groundwork of planning, training and community awareness raising 

and consultation with government and other authorities was completed, the first Madrasa 

Pre-school started. It had four staff members and a modest enrolment of some 30 

children. The inception phase to establish the first MRC pre-school took over four years 

whilst AKF facilitated aspiring preschool teachers to gain specialised ECD training and 

conducted exposure visits to quality programmes. The MRC programme is somewhat 

unique in a developing country context with a robust internal documentation and 

monitoring regime, including the voices of the community in programme assessment that 

sought to learn new knowledge in programme development. This approach was self-

conscious of the cultural context of the innovation being implemented.36 

 

The MRC began as a pilot experiment in partnership with a local female educator who 

served as its first Director.  

 

Many early childhood programmes are initiated without the understanding of the communities’ actual needs or 
consideration of culture, religious beliefs or traditional values. As a result many communities do not participate in 
the programmes as fully as expected. 
Bi Swafiya Said, First Trainer, Director and Co-Developer of the Madrasa Programme 

 

In effect, the Director embodied at one and the same time the religious commitment to 

promote education and the will and desire to promote new knowledge in the interest of 

pre-school children’s education and development. This combination, along with the 

technical and professional expertise offered by AKF as a legitimate and accepted partner 

with the community’s blessings, catalysed a movement that spread from an initial group 

of 13 pre-schools to a regional programme with over 200 pre-schools and 800 teachers 

offering education to some 60,000 children representing 30,000 household. 

 

The MRC programme offers lessons in educational development that are borne out by 

academic research from the discipline of school improvement and school effectiveness 

that links to larger concerns about systemic educational reform.37 Successful education 

programmes, where success is defined as having had a positive impact on the overall 

quality of life, require a local or indigenous change agent, who is cognisant and 

representative of the cultural heritage of the community as well as its aspirations with 
                                                           
36

 This case study is derived principally from AKDN (2008), The Madrasa Early Childhood Programme: 25 Years 
of Experience - A Project of the Aga Khan Foundation which builds on internal documentation and programme 
evaluations between 1999 and 2004 to learn lessons from the ‘Effectiveness Initiative’, a joint project between 
the Consultative Group on Early Childhood Care and Development and the Bernard van Leer Foundation 
37
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respect to the continuity of the faith for future generations. Such a person or group of 

people must be willing and ready to be technically trained to develop competencies 

based on available knowledge globally.  

 

They then take on the responsibility to articulate, and embody, attitudes and to work 

alongside communities to unfold dialogical approaches and spaces required to think and 

behave innovatively. Change agents manifest skills and resilience in the face of 

resistance and continue to create reflective spaces with communities to think and act in 

innovative ways. The process, akin to action research, creates bridges to the religio-

cultural heritage that values creativity, application of intellect, promotes the wellbeing of 

others with dignity, and challenges authority structures when required. Such processes 

articulate with principles and values enunciated in the Koran, which refer to the human 

struggle to reflect on action as a process of development to move towards istikmal 

(towards betterment or perfection that gives purpose and meaning to human existence). 

In all human circumstances this requires struggle against ignorance or inertia and wise 

and sensitive application of knowledge.38 

 

Curriculum and Culture – What takes Precedence? 

The most critical innovation of the MRC can be said to be its curriculum offering in 

addition to demonstrating best practices in community mobilisation, engagement via 

participatory approaches, and awareness-raising. The curricular framework of the MRC 

is the American High Scope early years’ education programme to which adaptations was 

made by local experts.39  

 

The MRC faced the challenge to offer a quality ECD programme that built on recent 

developments in pedagogy, ECD theories, and effective programme intervention in rural 

communities, including finance and mitigating downstream costs, and mindful of the 

Muslim context, aspirations, values, and practices of the communities. Additionally, 

children from ECD centres were to be prepared to gain entry to primary education. 

 

The instrumental function or purpose of ECD centres was one of the main concerns of 

the communities noted earlier. Official Kenyan government data reiterated that Muslim 

children in the Coast and North-Eastern provinces were failing to gain entry to primary 

                                                           
38

 Allusions to the prophetic experience and the Prophet Muhammad’s career as well as struggles to create an 
ethical civilisational impulse after the passing of the prophet are replete in Muslim oral and literary culture, 
including sufi expressions. To revivify this impulse to improvement and betterment necessitates struggle 
against ossified authority that exercises control as a matter of self-given rights and power rather than 
capability, known as Jahiliyya (ignorance) as distinct from the advent of Islam. 
39
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schooling, partly as a result of lack of opportunity, and this affected their potential future 

employment prospects. Muslims were recognised to be educationally disadvantaged by 

the Kenya Education Commission Report of 1965 (Ominde report pp 34-36).  

 
We found that the major religions, notably Christianity and Islam, regarded the very educational process as one-
sided and incomplete, unless informed with the spirit, values, and the standards of religion . . . Whereas 
education that has spread elsewhere in Kenya under Christian auspices has assumed a secular form, Islamic 
education is wholly centred in Islam as a religion and a social and cultural system . . . The need for secular 
education was clearly recognised, as was also the danger that a neglect of it would increasingly place Muslims at 
a disadvantage in meeting the demands of a modern world. What was wrong with secular education was that it 
was not good enough. 

 

The MRC response was conscious that bifurcation of the religious and secular realms is 

not reflective of a Muslim worldview but is reinforced by a secularisation process that 

does not have roots in Islamic civilisations. Thus, the MRC principle and starting premise 

that informs the curriculum is that Islam is a way of life, not an additional subject in 

the syllabus. The idea that religion or religious education can be a separate subject that 

can be taught in schools is a recent phenomenon that tends to separate knowledge 

disciplines artificially.40 Therefore, the MRC curriculum and children’s and teachers’ 

transaction of learning and teaching in schools is in the milieu of the values of the 

community. These values reflect holistically the tradition, culture and heritage as well as 

the communal and family identities of the children. 

 

The curriculum was also seen to be an ongoing continuous process and not a complete 

product with component content and pedagogical parts. Much work was done with 

religious leader and scholars (Maalims41) who taught in Koranic schools to invoke an 

Islamic perspective with respect to the values, norms and practices to be promoted in 

the curriculum. 

 
My two teachers made learning fun. They handled us in a very personal way. We were like their children not their 
pupils. They were our second parents and I can remember that at the end of each day we were not eager to 
leave pre-school for home. It was our second home. 
 
I was very happy with the way the teachers blended the learning of numbers and letters with Islam and the reality 
of life. Not only did this help me in understanding life with God and in God, but also God in our lives. This has 
continued to enable me to interpret life religiously and religion from a life perspective. Such integration makes 
knowledge emotionally real and sensible. I also remember the many colourful play and learning materials in and 
outside the classroom, but I think the human aspect is what made all the difference in our enjoyment of play and 
learning. 
Interview with Naima Shatry, Madrasa pre-school graduate, pursuing a Bachelor of Medicine degree at the University of Nairobi, 2008 

                                                           
40

 Grimmitt 1987 
41

 Maalim is one who is knowledgeable about the Koran. Similarly, terms like Alim, Marabout, Gonis, Ulama, 
Hafiz, and Sheikh/Shaykh can be used, with variant spellings, to designate one who has learnt and teaches the 
Koran. 
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With a focus on early literacy and numeracy, based on research evidence that preschool 

education confers cognitive and psycho-social advantages, the curriculum began by 

integrating deeply held religious values with the Kiswahili culture – language, stories, 

and songs. In this manner, children learnt how to behave (for example, prayer) as 

Muslims and applied that learning with academic skills development. Customs and early 

socialisation along with ritual behaviour were built on with academic and other cognitive 

skills development such as problem solving approaches that are age appropriate. In this 

manner, the curriculum reflects a ‘constructivist’ approach to learning. That is, children 

along with their educators – teachers and community – build a perspective of their life 

and how they see themselves in these circumstances. Such an outlook facilitates an 

open-ended process that enables more learning, reflection and critical engagement with 

their particular circumstances. Thereby, problem-solving, creative solutions, and 

reflection of what is known from an empirical perceptive encourages critical decision 

making for all concerned.  

 

The constructivist approach therefore also means that the curriculum that was initially 

fashioned is not a static product but an ongoing process and has been updated as 

communities’ needs and engagement with learning has evolved. Particularly, as the 

MRC programme moved away from Coastal East Africa to communities in Uganda, 

where Kiswahili is not used, the curriculum materials were translated and adapted for 

use in Luganda. This movement also reflects research in early childhood learning: the 

use of mother tongue instruction in school that confers greater learning outcomes, 

positive attitudes to learning, and greater transfer of literacy skills to a second or national 

or international language.42 

The experience of the MRC with the development of the curriculum reveals an important 

aspect of educational development: whereas the development of the integrated 

curriculum built on an American design, it had to be adapted to the specific context; and 

with the region, Kenya and Uganda were treated differently in terms of language of 

instruction and the value system of the beneficiary target communities. This reflects the 

debate on use of mother tongue for instructional purposes. Those societies which exhibit 

the greatest linguist diversity correlate to larger proportions of out of school children43; in 

Somalia researchers found that Koranic schools, ostensibly Arabic medium, actually 

used Somali as a medium of instruction including for explanation of the Koranic passage 
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 Bamgbose 1976, Lee 1996 
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 Cueto et al 2009 



FINAL  January 2012 

33 
 

under study.44 The medium of instruction along with knowledge about mother tongue 

instruction is critical to children’s learning particularly at ECD as shown by the MRC 

study: it facilitates transition from the home to school and yields positive learning 

outcomes. 

An equally important lesson is that teachers who are charged with ensuring the 

innovations work must be supported by experts who are indigenous educators and that 

this support is most effective when it is provided in their own classrooms. Whilst three-

month centre-based training was offered to teachers to obtain an understanding of early 

child development, age-appropriate use of learning materials, creation of low cost 

teaching aids, and engaging the community with mobilisation skills and participatory 

approaches, periodic support in the field over a longer period of up to two years was 

critical. This required the development of other cadres of teacher and community support 

staff, who were themselves educators, and in turn a local and then a regional resource 

centre to support and manage the project schools. The spread was both geographic in 

terms of different communities as well as cultural in terms of different socio-ethnic 

religious groups. Interestingly, whilst the majority of beneficiaries are marginalised 

Muslim communities, in Uganda in some MRCs the majority of children are non-Muslims. 

Primary Beneficiaries of the Madrasa Resource Center Program as of 2005 

 Kenya Uganda Zanzibar Total 

Preschools contracted 66 50 74 190 

Schools Graduated 51 38 64 153 

Children Graduated 4,795 3,963 11,064 19,822 

Children Enrolled in MRC preschools in 2005 3,035 2,331 4,743 10,109 

Girls Enrolled in MRC preschools in 2005 (%)  47.6 49.2 50.4 49.1 

MRC teachers trained in two-year course  479 189 593 1,261 

Other teachers trained in one-year course  2 26 258 286 

Other teachers trained in short course 918 1,469 229 2,616 

School management committee 
members trained and in training 

797 271 849 1,917 

Source: Mwaura/AKDN 2008 

Another lesson of good ECD is offered here by the MRC experience: that education is 

much sought after and the more inclusive it is, whether of the local community and 

educators, decision makers, language groupings, and those who profess a different faith 

the more valuable the education is to communities. From the table above, it is also 

evident that this inclusive approach benefitted non-MRC teachers who obtained the 

training that was available. Such communities, even when they are coreligionists, exhibit 

diversity in terms of aspirations, beliefs, and interpretations and want their voice to be 
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heard in the education of their children yet are aware that they coexist and work together 

in a myriad of ways in economic, social, and political terms. 

The MRC experience from the outset demonstrates a tension or resistance to change. A 

number of communities in Mombasa resisted the MRC approach. A number of pretexts 

were presented such as the Aga Khan Foundation, headed by a Shi’a Muslim leader did 

not understand the plight of the largely Sunni Muslim populations or that such education 

was bound to turn people away from their faith.45 However, the Foundation was aware of 

these charges and purposely did not venture into theological aspects or interpretations of 

the faith. Teachers, who were part and parcel of the local community, continued to 

practice their faith unobtrusively. Arnold et al (2006) note that where programmes 

acknowledge, value and are responsive to local culture they experience sustained high 

enrolment and retention rates, and have been proved to be more sustainable.  

 

The foregoing raises two questions: early socialisation and assignment of (stereotypical) 

gender roles. The Foundation experience and approach is instructive in that some 30 

years later the number of girls attending MRC has increased significantly that they now 

comprise the majority and that many of these girls have gone on to become MRC 

teachers as well as pursued other education and professional opportunities. Such 

developments have challenged preset views by local dynamic indigenous processes that 

reiterates the point that work in such communities is cast in a long-term timeframe. 

Lessons Emerging from the MRC Case Study 

 

The MRC case study reveals a number of distinctive programmatic aspects that have led 

to it being success that (a) has been accepted as an innovation in the context of poor 

marginalised communities and (b) enabled thousands of children access to pre-

schooling that has significantly improved their life outcomes, particularly access to 

primary education with a reduction of drop-out rates, which was the original impetus for 

the programme.  

 

 One is the Programme’s pluralistic, inclusive approach – embracing Muslim and 

non-Muslim children alike – and helping all of them to learn important lessons 

about diversity.  
                                                           
45

 The Muslim community worldwide generally considered to be divided into two major ‘branches’: Sunni – the 
majority comprising 70-80% – and Shi’a – approximately 20-30%. This division goes back to the leadership and 
succession debates after the passing of the Prophet Muhammad. Such a division is not helpful as it does not 
reflect the vast diversity and development of the Muslim community over the past 1,400 years but is more a 
short-form of socio-political demarcation that serves little purpose in the religious lives of most Muslims that 
have law, spiritual and customary aspects that have a multiplicity of antecedents. 
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 Parents of different faiths are represented on the School Management 

Committees. 

 The rigour with which quality has been assured – with strong Madrasa Resource 

Centres helping schools to set goals and standards, and rewarding their 

achievement through a school graduation programme whereby preschools are 

supported and contribute to a mini-endowment (approximately $1,000) that 

assists with recurrent costs.  

 The progressive nature of this programme: women play a large part in its success 

– and that young girls make up a significant part of the pre-school population. 

 Research findings demonstrate that the MRC approach makes a real difference 

in children’s cognitive development and later success in school.46 

 

The MRC can be characterised as a learning organisation that has unleashed other 

activities and changes, which have been responsive to children’s and families’ emergent 

needs. This has led, for instance to a process of institutionalisation, in the registration of 

local training and resource centres, research and monitoring regimes, and  mobilisation 

and planning for children’s advocacy. Finally, once trust was established with the 

communities and the concrete results of the MRCs were evident to the communities 

themselves, the demand from other communities for improved educational opportunity 

via the MRC grew as they heard about these changes. It was at this point, when external 

researchers were invited to conduct studies that found that (i) MRCs demonstrated 

quality teaching and learning environments, which were higher than non-MRC 

comparable preschools and (ii) that MRCs significantly promoted children’s cognitive 

development as tested by standardised test in literacy and numeracy.47 

 

A number of challenges remain for the MRC. One is the programme’s sustainability and 

the continued investment of the Aga Khan Foundation. The Foundation approach is to 

develop innovations to address development needs that recognised authorities, 

particularly governmental bodies, can then scale up and advocate.  

 

The MRC has contributed to our understanding of ECD in Muslim contexts in the 

following ways:  

 

                                                           
46

 AKDN 2008, Mwara 2011 
47 Mwara 2011; Young children exposed to ECD, regardless of socio-economic status but gender dependent, 

show: (i) improved nutrition and health, including mental health into adulthood; (ii) higher intelligence or 

cognitive functioning; (iii) higher school enrolment; (iv) less grade repetition; and (v) fewer drop-outs. These 

results obtained for the MRC mirror other international experiences reported by Young (1996 pp 9–11) 



FINAL  January 2012 

36 
 

 One, building an evidential base articulating with the latest knowledge in the 

discipline of early years research;  

 Two, demonstrating a process that is both dialogical and challenging outmoded 

ideas that do not reflect current circumstances with communities driving the 

direction and outcomes;  

 Three, engaging the community over the long-term to build ownership, 

empowerment with knowledge and decision-making ability, and sustainability; 

and  

 Four, establishing an open-ended process that aims to create institutional 

responses with civil and governmental authorities in the overall interest of people 

who hold plural outlooks and affiliations: to their community, their faith, and to 

their country. 

 

The above process elements are reflective of what Amartya Sen refers to as pluralism 

and the development of capabilities to make decisions based on multiple factors and 

considerations, which cannot be planned for communities a priori as they are a process 

of becoming what they aspire to be.48  

 
An overarching lesson of the MRC ECD programme is that education at the preschool level, if the aim is to 
provide quality provision, is a potential lever of change in very poor Muslim contexts. Such provision is 
necessarily gestational; it evolves, transforms and incorporates aspects of community development, rights and 
responsibilities, gendered discourses, and empowerment of the community – as a civil society organ – to 
qualitatively improve overall quality of life. 
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 In UNDP 2004 
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6. LESSONS FOR WCAR: MEETING MUSLIM PRE-SCHOOL EDUCATION 

NEEDS 

 
Coverage of early childhood development programs remains very low in Sub-Saharan Africa, especially among 
children under 3. The EFA GMR 2007 indicates that Sub-Saharan Africa’s gross pre-primary enrolment ratio of 
12 percent (compared with 48 percent for all other developing regions worldwide) is contributing to low primary 
completion and poor performance in primary grades. Early learning experiences help young children transition to 
primary school and make it more likely that they begin and complete primary school. By reducing dropout rates, 
repetition, and special education placements, early childhood development programs can improve the efficiency 
of primary education and reduce the costs for governments and households (Garcia et al 2008). 

 

Evidence from WCAR gathered in this study, at least for certain Muslim communities, 

gives insight into alternate pre-school providers not captured in the quote above. The 

reality is more so that indigenous Koranic pre-schools are not recognised; data from 

Senegal and Ivory Coast, for example, show that in particular areas of Muslim 

demographic density, access to pre-school provision is virtually 100%. The same 

publication in Section 5 (Mwara) notes that this is also the case for Coastal East Africa in 

Kenya and Tanzania as well as in Uganda. Research in Somalia with rural and nomadic 

populations in conflict or post-conflict situations yields the same: the universal provision 

of dugsis or madrassah/Koranic pre-schools for children aged 3 years old and up.49 

The overarching lesson from the MRC case study in the light of the WCAR contextual 

analysis presented earlier is that the ECD programming can combine traditional and 

modern approaches that build on indigenous and cross-cultural learnings. And that this 

is possible, if initially difficult with resistance from some quarters and takes a longer time 

span that most internationally funded programmes, if the community is empowered to 

take ownership. This lesson is evident not just in Muslim contexts but holds for poor and 

marginalised communities more generally.50 That is, ECD programmes build on and can 

be sustainable if they reflect the culture of the beneficiaries and are developmentally 

appropriate whereby parents and the community see concrete learning outcomes for 

their children. 

Another lesson that has been learnt by a number of agencies, including UNICEF, 

UNESCO and The World Bank, is that official statistics have neglected to include 

Koranic pre-schools.51 This has led to a policy blind-spot and reinforced existing 
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 Khamis and Busana 2011 
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 Brooker and Woodhead 2010 
51

 Africa’s Challenge, Africa’s Future (2008) Forward p xix Just 12 percent of Sub-Saharan Africa’s pre-school-

age children between ages 3 and 6 enrolled in preschool in 2004: Ghana (40 percent), Liberia (41 percent), and 

Equatorial Guinea (31 percent). These rates contrast markedly with the low enrolment in Mali of 3 percent, in 

Côte d’Ivoire of 2 percent, and in Senegal of 1 percent. 
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inequalities. The MRC experience demonstrates that those schools which operate under 

the radar of the state do indeed serve an important pre-school/ECD function and seek 

out relevant expertise to improve their educational offering. The efforts to outreach to 

Koranic pre-schools and madrassahs must be mindful not to raise concerns about 

minimising the socio-cultural and religious provision in their schools. The ‘demand’ on 

the MRC came from those schools that learnt through word of mouth the benefits 

accruing to the children and the communities more generally by working with the 

programme and that ownership of the school and control of the moral education rested 

firmly with the community.52 The outcome of madrassah education, and in the case of 

the MRC, is that whilst it functions outside the control of the state, most children and 

their parents aspire to gain entry into state primary schools. Very few children wish to 

continue with an exclusive madrassah education to become ulama and fuqaha or Muslim 

(theology) scholars or jurists who oversee shari’a law. However, it is equally evident that 

the Koranic pre-school or equivalent is deemed to be a necessary component in the 

education of a Muslim child to become a faithful and practising adherent. 

The findings clearly reveal that normative ECD strategies need to be augmented with the 

demand from poor and marginalised Muslim populations in sub-Saharan Africa to 

include their cultural and religious outlooks in ECD provision. Such provision can then 

build the bridge to seminal new developments in the field and incorporate this new 

knowledge.53 54 

 

An ECD approach that is holistic requires that communities’ religious outlooks are 

respected, indigenous systems of education based on their socio-religious heritage built 

upon, and an open-ended process initiated. Such a process entails establishing trust and 

dialogue in the best interest of the children, an area in which parents and communities 

are principal stakeholders. Arnold (1998) following on from Lynch (1997) and related to 

the findings from Ibetoah’s study in Nigeria (2004), notes that ‘experts’ often ignore 

parents’ knowledge and understanding of their own children and that parents are often 

                                                           
52

 An important point to note here is that historically faith community schools, whether Christian, Jewish or 
Hindu, have ceded control to the state and become state-sponsored faith schools. The madrassah system has 
resisted being co-opted by the state and this is an important consideration in devising policy objectives with 
regard to harmonisation of educational systems and curriculum offering. 
53

 Young and Mustard (2008 in Garcia et al (eds) p 71) note that a child’s environment and experiences—

beginning in utero—not only affect brain development, but also physical and mental health, learning, and 
behaviour for a lifetime. These effects span much more than early learning or education. This key period 
affects well-being and health for life. 
54

 Lancet (2007) estimates that 117 million children under 5 live in Sub-Saharan Africa; 61 percent of these 

children are stunted, living in poverty, or both, which in turn affects their learning ability when in school 
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frustrated by teachers and other education professionals who tend to dismiss their 

concerns to be heard with regard to their own children’s education.55 

 

Supportive Policy Framework 

From the outset the MRC programme was cognisant of developments in the field of early 

childhood as well as the policy context in Kenya. It collaborated with the Kenyan National 

Centre for Early Childhood Education (NACECE) in its early planning to build capacity in 

the Centre as well as articulate programme developments within an evolving policy 

milieu. In 1988, Kenya formed a policy to facilitate partnerships that would mobilise and 

coordinate resources from local communities, faith-based organisations, 

nongovernmental and welfare organizations, the private sector, and bilateral and 

multilateral bodies to provide ECD services.56 This is another example of an innovation, 

which is inclusive of all stakeholders, that aims to increase access to ECD provision with 

diverse approaches yet mindful of the institutional and policy frameworks that determine 

sustainability. 

 

With the assistance of the MRC programmes, NACEC developed in 1993 a curriculum 
for integrated Islamic Education as a guide to ECD providers. 
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Pre-School Education and ECD in Muslim Communities: An Emergent Model 

 

The case study and analysis presented above can be represented in the model below 

that represents how innovations can be developed to enhance Koranic pre-schools in 

WCAR.   

 
 

  

 

 
 

 

 

 

The model is further expanded in the iterative approach below that reflects empirical 

evidence from the MRC and other programmes noted above. The approach dynamically 

relates educational outcomes to engender an inclusive approach with parents of different 

faiths, build quality assurance regimes, and monitor children’s cognitive development in 

a progressive and responsive needs-based programme. 

This staged approach and the model above are cognisant that the work of delivering quality education in very 
poor (Muslim and non-Muslim) communities is necessarily (i) an open-ended process and (ii) to be conceived as 
a long-term engagement to indigenise the educational provision that reflects both communities’ heritage and 
values as well contemporary needs and new knowledge. 

 

 

  

Working with 
children in the 

Koranic preschool 

Training and 
oversight 

provided by 
mentor-trainer 

in situ 

Introduction 
to Curriculum 

and 
pedagogical 
approaches 

Focus on Child: The 

central Focus and 

Primary Beneficiary 

Change /Adapt ECD 

Strategies to meet 

needs of Context 

Culture, Heritage 

and Innovation 
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A STAGED APPROACH TO ECD PROGRAMMING FROM INCEPTION TO GOING TO SCALE – A Three-Step Iterative Process 

Stage Aim / Feature Organisational / 
Institutionalisation 

Process Objective 

Initial Mobilise 
communities to 
provide ECD 

Establish CBS: 
representative of 
local community / 
mosque 
[indigenisation] 
 
Appoint Director 

Community Dialogue and Create 
‘Space’ for innovation (attitudinal)  

Manage schools 
Oversight re quality provision 

Internal 
Review 

Critical review Appoint CBOs Follow-up to develop management 
skills 

Strengthen CBS oversight of the preschool 

Secondary Collaboration 
with health 
providers 
 
Formalise 
agreement 
CBO/SMC/Com
munity/AKF 

Written contract 
 
Witnesses by 
community 

Growth monitoring  
 
Financial oversight and 
accountability of SMC to the 
community and community 
mobilisation to be more purposive 

Holistic child development 
 
 
Financial sustainability 
 
Effective use and monitoring of resources – material and 
human 
 
Complementary social development: gender equality; 
empowerment of girls/women 
 
Develop leadership capacity 
 
Create local support structures and accountability  

Scale Up Regional Centre Regional and Local 
centre and 
Community 
collaboration in a 
systematic manner 

Peer learning and support between 
CDOs and ECD  technical 
personnel/trainers 

Collaboration across staff levels 
 
Focus on quality and learning as a community 
 
Levelling of pre-judged hierarchies of personnel 
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7. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The following conclusions and recommendations summarise the learning and policy and 

strategic level options that emerge from the analysis undertaken of the literature and 

WCAR data. 

 Seven conclusions are reached that reflect the innovations that have proven to be 

successful to reach marginalised Muslim communities, with robust pre-school education 

building on communities aspirations, to qualitatively improve their life chances. In 

addition, six recommendations are proposed to facilitate policy formation and 

programme implementation in WCAR. 

 

CONCLUSIONS: 

1) Participatory Approaches: Participatory approaches underpinning project design 

facilitate a shared understanding to be developed between project staff and the 

community and empowers all participants to make effective decisions. The 

process enables the community and school leadership as well as staff to 

implement procedures and problem solve using local resources – human and 

material – to move towards programme sustainability. 

2) Local Governance: The local government authorities mandated to oversee 

community social development projects benefited from being involved with 

programme planning in terms of developing their own capacity as well as 

harmonisation of local and regional plans. The involvement of local authorities 

releases resources, including time to monitor educational activities, and 

established a framework and commensurate intelligence of how that framework 

functions for later scalability of the programme.  

3) Cluster Based Model: The ECD centres benefit from a local resource centre 

staffed by ECD experts who have themselves been teachers. When such centres 

are clustered, stakeholders from the district have been instrumental in identifying 

suitable premises to house materials and resources that can be training centres 

at no cost, particularly structures owned as endowments (waqf) by community 

religious leaders. 

4) Field-Based Teacher Development and Use of Low Cost Resources: Teachers 

benefited from centre-based training when opportunity costs were minimised or 

mitigated such as scheduling training during holidays. However, by far the most 

effective approach was when teachers were supported in their own classrooms 

with an in-house mentor teacher and when the teacher was trained to use locally 
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available no-cost or low-cost materials. Teachers realised that instructional 

materials need not be costly, that they can produce quality and effective learning-

teaching materials, and that when children are involved with materials 

development which can be displayed in the classroom enhances pride, 

embellishes the school environment, and is not costly and financially sustainable. 

There is also some evidence, particularly with the use of child-centred 

pedagogical approaches like Child-to-Child that the learning in class is extended 

to and builds on knowledge in the community with children bridging school 

learning with the community’s knowledge. 

5) Leadership Matters: Whereas professionally trained teachers direct 

improvements in teaching and learning in the classroom, new and effective 

institutional processes are necessary at the whole school level to support them. 

Head-teachers trained in monitoring and advocacy make critical curricular 

decisions that facilitate teachers work in terms of further training opportunity, 

creation and use of instructional materials, support for curriculum and timetabling 

adjustments and adaptations. When heads critically reflect on monitoring data, 

with the support of the community and management of the school, including 

resource centre staff on a regular basis, they make decisions based on evidence 

rather than habitual practices and established routines. 

6) Establishing a Starting Point: When projects are being conceptualised, they must 

be informed by a baseline study to identify critical indicators. In the MRC the 

prime indicator was access to primary education by those children involved with 

the ECD programme. Indicators and the monitoring of these indicators becomes 

critical because (i) the project timeline is not short term and (ii) informs future 

innovations that will be required but which will only be known as the project 

evolves. Decision making by local communities and the process of indigenisation, 

building on the internal motivation of the teachers and community, is open-ended 

and thus an audit of the process to determine next steps is critical to project 

success and continued relevance. This allows information to be generated to 

clearly note the impact of the project/programme. 

7) Inter-Sectoral Approach: All ECD research notes the importance of health 

education, nutrition and a caring psycho-social and physical environment, 

including water and sanitation facilities, to support learning. In addition, two other 

aspects are forthcoming from this study: (i) the involvement of policy makers to 

advocate entry to ECD at appropriate ages. This requires health and other 

authorities to register children at birth, for example, which is not the general 

practice in many sub-Saharan African countries. Whereas the learning in 
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traditional Muslim schools is characterised by multi-aged children in the same 

classes dependent on the child’s progress in learning the Koran, some overage 

children should be progressed to primary level education. Another example is the 

school capitation and other grants available to improve education, build or 

refurbish classrooms, provide nutritious meals, provide instructional materials and 

train teachers. These resources can be more effectively accessed and utilised in 

ECD centres if policy makers at the district level are involved with planning and 

development of projects from the outset. (ii) The bridging of religious and non-

religious domains is critical to develop coherence of the ECD provision. The 

involvement of religious scholars in the provision has proved critical in the MRC 

and Integrated Quranic Schools studies in East Africa and in Somalia. Curricular 

values are reflective of community’s aspirations for their children and their 

education. With the involvement of religious scholars, educational innovations 

build on communities’ heritage in an open and dialogical process. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Below are six recommendations suggested for WCARO and its partners – governments 

and the international community – to begin a robust engagement with marginalised and 

disenfranchised Muslim communities to meet their pre-school educational needs. 

The first recommendation is for continued engagement by the international community to 

meet EFA goals via the agency of Koranic pre-schools. This support will be better 

informed based on critical research within Koranic pre-schools and with communities. 

Action research to learn lessons as well as establish an open dialogue with communities, 

with trained ECD teachers, is highly recommended to situate the learning in its cultural 

context.  

The second recommendation is that  the government and the development agencies 

involved with education in Muslim majority contexts gain a better and deeper 

understanding of education in Muslim communities and particularly to understand what is 

transacted in Koranic schools, which is very different from their characterisation and 

perception in the documentation. It is recommended that action research be initiated at 

each country level to learn and apply lessons in evolving and dynamic community 

settings. 

The third recommendation is that a dialogue be established, under the auspices of the 

appropriate governmental authorities who oversee Koranic pre-schools and include the 

many providers of Koranic and hybrid schools. This dialogue can be facilitated by a 

thorough school mapping and updated survey of Koranic schools, with categorisation of 
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the different types and ownership of schools. The dialogue can begin with overarching 

agreed understanding of education and the rights of all children to access schooling and 

developing an inclusive model to engage the stakeholders, which needs to be monitored 

for quality, effectiveness of programmes, and other related issues such as child 

protection.  

The fourth recommendation is to seek ways to involve the pupils and community voices 

to further enhancement of the Koranic pre-schools, particularly with the aim to create 

school development plans that meet children’s holistic needs. 

The fifth recommendation is engagement of local (and international) scholars of 

education in Muslim communities, the religious leadership, and the relevant ministries to 

enhance the curricular provision of Koranic pre-schools and primary schools to ease 

transition from one to the other. 

The sixth recommendation is to undertake a school and village mapping exercise to 

determine the numbers of out of school children in the catchment area of the Koranic 

pre-schools to apprise and update official statistical data, which do not currently include 

Koranic schools data systematically. 

  



FINAL  January 2012 

46 
 

APPENDIX A: Questionnaire UNICEF WCARO Koranic Preschool Provision 

Questionnaire 

 
UNICEF WCARO ECD and Muslim Communities 

1 1. Is there Koranic preschool provision in your country? 
 

                              Yes                             No 

If yes, is the provision offered by the government or private sector? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

In what areas of the country is Koranic preschool provision offered? 

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________ 

How many villages, communities and families does the programme reach? 

Villages_____________________________________________________________ 

Communities_________________________________________________________ 

Families____________________________________________________________ 

What contribution: funding, technical expertise, training, materials does UNICEF 

make? 

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________ 

What contribution: funding, technical expertise, training, materials does government 

make? 

___________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

2 2. Was this programme specific for a Muslim context?       Yes                No  
a. If not, in which particular communities is the programme delivered? 

______________________________________________________________ 

a. Are there other ECD programmes that cater to the same population?  
                                 Yes                             No 

Which 

Communities___________________________________________________  
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3      3.  Does the Koranic preschool ECD provision use a curriculum? Yes         No 

b. If so, what ECD materials or curriculum exist?  
______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________ 

c. Are Koranic preschool teachers trained? If yes by whom?  
______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________ 

4 4. What are the main objectives or aims of the ECD provision – please list 
between 3-5 points. 

a. __________________________________________________ 
b. __________________________________________________ 
c. __________________________________________________ 
d. __________________________________________________ 
e. _________________________________________________ 

 

5 5. Do you feel that Koranic preschools have a positive impact in terms of 
access, enrolment, and retention of children in marginalised communities? If 
yes, please give three reasons why you think so 

______________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________ 

6 6. Please add any other comments you wish 
______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX B: WCAR Questionnaire Data - Tabulated Findings and Interview Informants 

Country Koranic 
ECD 

Regional Coverage Koranic Preschools 
Ownership 

UNICEF Support Government Support 
Comment 

Benin 
 
12/12/2011 
Interview with 
Sultice Dossou, 
ECE Specialist 
for UNICEF 
Benin 

 Widely pervasive but 
mainly seen in Yoruba and 
Nagot communities (South 
and Centre: Sakété, Pobé, 
Kétou, Adja-Ouèrè et Savè) 
and in traditionally Islamic 
cities such as  Djougou, 
Kandi, Parakou et Porto-
Novo 
 
From 1906 – 280 Koranic 
schools 

Private –  individuals own and 
recognised as experts in their 
own homes or private spaces 
 
Community – organised around 
the mosque initiated by the 
Alphas; fees determined by the 
community 

Agreement with MoE; no direct intervention 
 
Involved in ECD and preschool with community or 
formal education initiatives not in religious 
education per se. 
 
 

N/A 
 
MoE and Directorate that looks after private and Kornaic 
preschools 
 
Curriculum in use? Need more investigation 
 
Koranic preschools, if formally supported by UNICEF and 
other organisations, would significantly improve access 
and quality of ECD. However, must be a systematic 
approach and with regard to child development 
considerations, etc.   

Chad 
 
14/12/2011 
Interview 
Miriam  
ECD Specialist 
 
 

 Widely pervasive; 
Ouaddai, Guera, Waddi-
Fira, Hadjet Hamis and 
Kanem 

Private/community and 
individuals 

School construction; protection training; bed nets 
and blankets – programmes for education section 
generally and not for preschools per se. 
 
Some of the teachers have been trained by 
marabout (person who studied and now teaches Q 
to children) and the Gonis of the khalwas (teaches 
marabout; boarding facility). UNICEF through its 
child protection programme has trained 150 
Koranic teachers on children’s rights in Islam 
 
25 Koranic and 65 community (non-religious) 
preschools in pilot improvement project 

N/A 
 
Teacher selection criteria; follow-up; impact of training? TT 
guide and its effectiveness? 
 
Many children access Koranic preschools that represent 
the entry door to children who are marginalised and 
vulnerable so enables access for us. 
 
Children learn discipline, hygiene related to 5 times prayer, 
socialisation – important impact in terms of health 
education 
 
Taught basic principles of non-violence and peace -  v imp 
in context of Chad that has seen intermittent and 
internecine violence 
 
Needs quality enhancement 

Ghana X/ 
centres 
for 
children 
from 2 to 
30 years 

Northern areas and urban 
Muslim concentrations 
across the country 

Private individuals English and Arabic schools which have been 
mainstreamed into the public education system, 
UNICEF’s support which is given as part of the 
general support to education, include teacher 
training, material supplies and technical expertise 

Staffing, funding, technical expertise, training, teaching 
and learning materials. The children also benefit directly 
from the “Capitation Grant” which makes it possible to go 
to school without paying school fees. Some of them  also 
benefit from school feeding and supply of school uniforms 
 
Koranic schools compete for the same children who would 
otherwise enrol in formal education – What statistics are 
available re number of Koranic and formal schools in areas 
of Muslim concentration? 
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Guinea Bissau 
 
Interview 
14/12/2011 
UNICEF 
Education 
Specialist  
 
Patricia Benitio 

 Throughout the country, 
but mostly in the North, in 
Oio Region, East in Bafatá 
and Gabu Region, and 
Bissau. Most of them are 
supported by the NGO 
AMAKOWEIT 

Community 
 
Referred to as madrassahs 
 
Led by village leader 

N/A 
 
Issue of child trafficking and koranic schools 

Proposed ‘Education Policy Letter support for Koranic 
Preschools’ 
 
Koranic preschool curriculum under review – possible to 
obtain a copy? 
 
SNV (The Netherlands Cooperation Development Agency) - 
supported Madrassas Schools until July 2011 mostly in 
Capacity Reinforcement 
INDE (National Institute for Educational Development)- 
Organized with the support from SNV in 2008 a National 
Forum to debate issues related to Madrassa Schools. 
Currently INDE is in charge of reviewing Madrassas 
Schools’ curriculum so that it can be officially recognised. 

Ivory Coast 
 
Gilberte Amari 
UNICEF ECD 
Specialist 
 

 National; Abidjan (South), 
Bouake (centre), Daloa 
(center-west) – areas 
where there is greater 
density of Muslims and 
economic activity centres 
 
Matter of family choice 
which school to send 
children to; some children 
will go to public and others 
to madrassah 
 

Private 
 
78% of the schools belong to the 
founder/scholar; average of 22% 
of the proportions of the 
establishments have mixed 
infrastructures, with points of 
58% for the Lakes and 53% for 
the Zanzan 
 
Teachers trained outside IVC – 
particularly in the Maghreb and 
Arab states 

Medical support; de-worming activities 
 
Supply – school kits, books on Child rights (Arabic) 
and life skills TT 
Advocacy via 2010 study to push integration of 
Koranic schools into the education system 
 
Monitor 22 out of 43  Koranic schools studied to 
model an integration potential 
 
1020 – 15 officially recognised + 22 of the 
integration model; only 1 that receives financial 
support; rest recognised as associations  
Who oversees these associations; funding for such 
schools; waqf/endowment?  
 
Integration process also to develop a future 
livelihood, which remains bleak, regardless of 
system. Therefore, integration will enable more 
chances for all people in a system – support 
development of children and HCT through IVC 
 
Issues around Coordination to effect 
harmonisation of Koranic preschools 
 
Financing, mainly by parents: two types of schools 
– French-Arabic , more expensive, and those that 
use local languages and Arabic 
 
Many org and groups that try to create a 
federation of Isl schools and some madrassahs are 
part of this network and others are not. 

N/A 
 
Majority of madrassah graduates continue to world of 
work – in transportation system for example as mechanics; 
some leave to continue RE abroad; some go onto 
secondary education but little knowledge as tracer studies 
not available. 
 
Some evidence that Koranic schools aid access to and 
retention of children in education  - obtain data. 
 
IVC statistics show education indicators low with 50% lack 
of access; however, majority are in NFE including Koranic 
education. Also, schools to be included in formal system to 
build social coherence. Ethically, children should have 
access as a right and government to be equitable and 
support community-based schooling. 
 No preschool teaching recorded in certain regions:  
Agneby (Agboville), High sassandra (Daloa), N’zi-comoé 
(Dimbokro) and Marahoué (Bouaflé).   
 
The most spoken national language is the Malinké at 100% 
in the entirety of the regions; 11% of the schools do not 
have access to the national languages.  They speak either 
Arabic (Medersas) or French/Arabic (French/Arab high 
schools) 
 
Typology of actions plan and Islamic schools for their 
integration into the formal education system 
TYPE 1Institutions Programs (+ or -) official standards:  43 
Short term actions: integration into the official teaching 
system  
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Criteria to be recognised as part of formal 
education system: confirming programme 
curriculum est by the government; security of the 
environment / infrastructure; profile of teachers 
and admin mgmt. 
 

Conditions:  Measures of legal, administrative and 
educational support to stabilization of programs, the 
securing of infrastructure and equipments and the training 
of staff. 
 
 TYPE 2:  Programs on the scientific knowledge and literacy 
establishments:  440 
 Actions in the mid- term: integration process of 1 to 2 
years.  
Conditions: Accompanying legal, administrative and 
pedagogical/educational actions (with training of different 
personal). 
 
TYPE 3: Establishments for programs that are essentially 
religious and for the heritages whose founder is often 
mixed up with:  128  
Actions in the long term: integration process of 3 to 5 
years.  
Conditions:  Intensive actions for its awareness-raising and 
accompanying legal, administrative and educational 
actions. 
 
TYPE 4:  The establishments with the scientific and 
literature programs already recognized or authorized by 
the State:15 
Short term actions: process for recognition of the teaching 
programs of teaching for the 14/15 establishments.   
Conditions:  Specific educational actions with the exception 
of the high school KAMOUROU Cissé of Gagnoa which 
already enjoys the benefits of the official recognition of its 
programs.   
 
Evaluations of the different typologies of the schools and 
their effectiveness in meeting policy goals? 
 
Koranic preschool integrated curriculum exists? 

Mali  Bamako,Kayes, Mopti and 
other areas 

Private N/A N/A 

Mauritania 
 
Khadija UNICEF 
Education 
Specialist ECD 

 National; virtually 100% 
children access 
 
Preschool – from what 
age? Any tracer studies, 
where do children 
progress and how many? 
 

Private 
Community 
 
Local shaykhs or community 
ownership of schools (waqf) and 
identify shaykh to teach on a 
salary basis. 
 

Module for koranic teachers 
 
Incentives for koranic preschools to work with 
formal preschools (N= 10) 
 
No evaluations so far done; UNICEF initiative 
started in 2009 
 

Supportive policy framework 
 
To obtain and do analysis of policy at country and WCAR 
level; ECD policy being formed but goodwill and 
engagement across the board 
 
Aim to integrate schooling systems in the interest of ECD 
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4 years old – no distinction 
between preschool and 
madrassah; some leave 
after learning Arabic and 
go to primary education; 
some leave approx age 14 
to undertake 
apprenticeship and other 
employment 

 Tr support complements teachers own strengths, 
particularly pedagogy; psycho-social support that is 
age relevant 
 
Bridge FE and NFE to exchange pedagogical 
expertise. 

Nigeria  North West, North East 
North Central and part of 
South West geopolitical 
zones 

Government and Private 
ownership 
 
Recent survey of traditional ECD 
Koranic Schools in 6 selected 
states (Bauchi, Borno, Kano, 
Sokoto, Katsina and Zamfara); 
supported by UNICEF/Federal 
Government of Nigeria (FGN) 
conducted in 2008 notes there 
were 172,000 children of ECD 
age-cohort from 2,880 sampled 
Traditional/koranic schools from 
16 Local Government Areas 
(LGAs). 

technical support / advocacy re funding and 
appropriate supplies for pre-school; ;sensitisation 
to promote of Koranic pre-school; capacity 
development e.g in training of facilitators in core 
subjects and supplies of teaching learning 
materials are provided to Koranic schools that 
have accepted integration. 

Stipends to registered Koranic/Islamiyya schools.  
 
Through the co-ordinating agencies - Agency for Mass 
Education (SAME); State Universal Education Board 
(SUBEB); Arabic and Islamic Board/Bureau, government 
occasionally provides training and materials to both 
government owned and private Koranic/Islamiyya schools 
which also benefit the Koranic pre-school. 

Senegal 
 
Interview 
14/12/2011 
UNICEF 
Education 
Specialist 
Marcaty Fall 

 National; particularly, 
Diourbel, 
Louga,Kaffrine,Kaolack, 
Tamba 
 
 

Government (modern) 
 
Private – Daraas (tradition) 

Development of curriculum in three languages 
(French, Arabic, and National e.g. Woloof) 
 
Supported training of Koranic teachers to improve 
and modernize the environment of the daaras 
 
Paid for by the community 
 
Until 2008 – financial support – TT: integration of 
language teaching; quality environment – hygiene; 
and protection against violence. Overtaken by law 
on modernisation of daraas, which is ongoing 
 
Coordination within the government is overseen 
by the central MoE, under primary education 
directorate to look after training of Koranic 
teachers. Arabic dept was keen to develop their 
own language elements; difficult to get four 
authorities together to work on Koranic ECD. At 
regional and local level coordination is much easier 
– devolution and empowerment of local actors 

Monitoring and supervision – taken over by government 
from 2008 to provide closer inspection and monitoring of 
what was going on in the daraas i.e. consultations ongoing 
 
Provide TT guide; any evaluation of TT and effectiveness of 
TT guide? 
 
Some reports exist on uptake and use of the guide. 
 
Provision of HR: issues of inspection and availability of staff 
to support teachers in Koranic preschools 
 
80 Pilot schools – how established and coordinated 
amongst four authorities? 
 
Direction of literacy and international languages who 
selected pilot – in the four most vulnerable regions of 
disadvantage from which 20 selected – main criteria 
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