
 

 

 

 

 

 

Thrive ECD Results 
Dissemination meeting

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 20th December, 2024 



T h r i v e  E C D  r e s e a r c h  r e s u l t s  d i s s e m i n a t i o n  

i 
 

Acknowledgement 
We would like to extend our heartfelt gratitude to the entire Thrive team in Sierra Leone, from 

the Institute for Development, for their invaluable support. Special recognition goes to Talib 

Deen for his exceptional administrative and IT support, Anais Bash-Taqi for her outstanding 

graphic design contributions, and Mr. Emmanuel Foray for his skillful coordination and 

facilitation of the meeting. 

We are deeply grateful to all participants, both those who joined in person and those who 

participated virtually your engagement was instrumental in making this event a success. 

A special note of appreciation goes to Mrs. Regina Yillah, CEO of the Institute for 

Development (IfD), for her visionary leadership and guidance throughout this process. 

Finally, we wish to acknowledge the Principal Investigator, Prof. Mary Hodges, for her 

leadership in organizing this meeting, as well as the dedicated research assistance teams 

from Njala University, Milton Magai Technical University, and the University of Makeni. Your 

efforts have been invaluable, and we thank you sincerely. 

  



T h r i v e  E C D  r e s e a r c h  r e s u l t s  d i s s e m i n a t i o n  

ii 
 

Summary of the Thrive ECD study  

Background  

THRIVE is a large-scale, multi-country research initiative focused on building a comprehensive 
understanding of Early Childhood Development (ECD) policies and service delivery models 
and their effectiveness at scale. ECD interventions have the potential to significantly improve 
childhood health, cognitive and psychosocial development, nutrition, education, and overall 
well-being. These improvements can drive economic growth and promote social inclusion. 
The program is funded by the UK Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO), 
managed by Oxford Policy Management, and implemented in Sierra Leone by the Institute of 
Development (IfD). Key academic partners include Boston College (USA) internationally, and 
Njala University, Milton Margai Technical University, Eastern Technical University, and the 
University of Makeni (UNIMAK) nationally. 

Introduction  

The Thrive ECD study is premised on the critical gaps and challenges in access to pre-primary 
education in Sierra Leone, where only 21% of children aged 3-5 have access to such facilities. 
Nearly half of children in this age group are cared for by parents without literacy skills, limiting 
their ability to support formal education. This situation contributes to the cultural practice of 
sending 28% of children to live with non-biological parents in hopes of better opportunities. 
Despite efforts to expand access to pre-primary education at an annual growth rate of 4-5%, 
a significant resource gap remains, particularly in the availability of trained educators. Even 
with UNICEF's plan to train 6,000 pre-primary educators starting July 2025, achieving 
universal coverage at the current rate would take 40 years.  
 
Barriers such as distance, costs, safety concerns, and time constraints further hinder access 
for families living far from the 1,200 primary schools established by the Ministry of Basic and 
Senior Secondary Education (MBSSE). These challenges are particularly pronounced in hard-
to-reach rural areas, where pre-primary education is largely unavailable and unlikely to 
expand in the next decade. However, alternative informal systems such as Madrassahs, which 
serve approximately 60% of these communities, provide an opportunity to explore adaptive 
approaches to ECD.  
 
Moreover, access barriers also extend to urban informal settlements and minority language 
groups, where dialectal diversity and limited translator availability exacerbate exclusion. For 
some communities, pre-primary education is not perceived as desirable or economically 
viable, given their farming, fishing, or other livelihood priorities. 
 
Given this context, it is important to understand the perceptions and practices surrounding 

nurturing care and early childhood development in hard-to-reach communities and to identify 

opportunities to strengthen informal ECD provision in Sierra Leone.  
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Study Aim 

To understand the perceptions, practices, and informal service provision related to early 

childhood care and development in hard-to-reach communities, with a view to identifying 

opportunities for strengthening or modifying existing practices and informal Early Childhood 

Development (ECD) provision. 

Study Objectives 

a. To explore household and community perceptions of nurturing care, early child 

development, and learning. 

b. To examine the current and evolving practices, including informal service provision, in 

nurturing care and early child development among householders and communities. 

c. To identify individuals within communities who hold power, trust, and influence to 

drive or hinder changes in perceptions and practices. 

d. To determine opportunities for amplifying positive outcomes in nurturing care, early 

child development, and learning by strengthening or modifying existing practices and 

informal ECD provision. 

Research Questions 

a. What are the perceptions amongst householders and communities around nurturing 

child care and early child development and learning? 

b. What are the current and changing practices, including informal service provision, 

amongst householders and communities around nurturing care and early child 

development? 

c. Who within communities has the power, trust, and influence to change existing 

perceptions and practices? 

What are the opportunities to amplify positive outcomes around nurturing child care, early 
child development, and learning by strengthening or modifying existing practices and 
informal ECD provisions? 

Methods 

The study employed a qualitative approach to examine current and evolving practices in nurturing 
childcare, early childhood development (ECD), and early learning in hard-to-reach and underserved 
communities in Sierra Leone. Observations were conducted on childcare practices and caregiving 
teams (parents, grandparents, guardians, neighbors, teachers, etc.) in urban slums and rural areas. 
Retrospective accounts from researchers, including their experiences of childcare during the civil war 
and fostering arrangements, provided historical context. Data collection included focus group 
discussions with diverse community members (e.g., youth, elders, and religious leaders), key 
informant interviews with Christian and Islamic leaders, academics, and INGO personnel, and 
discussions on attitudes toward childcare, early learning, and aspirations for ECD. 
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Key Findings 

1. Barriers to ECD Access: A significant challenge in rural communities was the distance to 
primary schools and health centers, which raised concerns about children’s safety when 
traveling. Parents in these areas prioritized farming as the main source of income and wealth, 
which often conflicted with formal education schedules. 

2. Time Constraints and Community Variations: Time-poor caregivers, predominantly in 
farming communities reliant on time-sensitive crops like rice, had limited capacity for 
voluntary contributions to ECD initiatives. Conversely, caregivers in time-rich communities 
(e.g., cassava farming or trading hubs) had more flexibility to participate in ECD activities. 

3. Urban and Rural Divide: Urban slums, despite poor environmental conditions, provided 
better access to pre-primary education, with many families paying privately for schooling. 
These areas were not classified as “hard to reach” due to the availability of educational 
services. 

4. Fostering and Caregiving Arrangements: Fostering arrangements, often informal and 
involving extended family, were common in cases of parental death, divorce, or economic 
hardship. However, the quality of care depended on factors such as financial stress and family 
relationships. 

5. Corporal Punishment: Violent punishment, rooted in the country’s historical context, was 
reported but noted to have decreased in recent years due to anti-corporal punishment 
campaigns and the use of mobile phones to report abuse. 

6. Islamic Educators’ Role: Islamic educators expressed willingness to integrate play-based 
learning into their curriculum while maintaining cultural values, highlighting the potential for 
partnerships to expand pre-primary education in Muslim-majority communities. 

Conclusions 

The study highlights critical gaps in ECD service delivery in hard-to-reach communities, including 
geographical barriers, cultural norms, and time constraints imposed by agrarian livelihoods. It 
underscores the need to tailor ECD programs to local contexts, particularly in farming communities 
where rigid schedules conflict with formal education. Urban slums, although better served, require 
continued attention to ensure equity. Additionally, fostering arrangements and the role of Islamic 
educators present opportunities to improve access and quality of ECD services through culturally 
relevant and community-based approaches. 

Recommendations 

1. Context-Specific ECD Interventions: Develop tailored ECD strategies for time-poor agrarian 
communities, such as mobile or farm-based education models, and integrate school feeding 
programs to address ECD-related nutritional needs. 

2. Leverage Islamic Educators: Partner with Islamic schools to incorporate play-based learning 
into their curriculum while respecting cultural values, expanding access to pre-primary 
education in rural areas. 
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3. Strengthen Fostering Support: Provide targeted support for foster families, including financial 
assistance, counseling, and monitoring, to improve nurturing care in informal fostering 
arrangements. 

4. Promote Child-to-Child Mentoring: Introduce mentoring programs in hard-to-reach villages, 
allowing older children to support younger ones in learning and care, especially in settings 
where formal caregiving is limited. 

5. Increase Accessibility in Rural Areas: Invest in infrastructure, such as safe footpaths and 
bridges, to reduce travel barriers to schools and health centers in isolated communities. 

6. Engage Time-Rich Communities: Prioritize implementing volunteer-based models, such as 
Lively Minds, in time-rich communities where caregivers have more availability for ECD 
activities. 

7. Expand Advocacy on Corporal Punishment: Continue anti-corporal punishment campaigns  
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Opening statement 
Dr Rebecca Esliker 

HoD School of Nursing, University of Makeni 
 

On behalf of Thrive, we extend our heartfelt gratitude for all your presence and engagement 

today. As we gathered here, we are reminded of the vital role that early childhood care and 

education plays in shaping the future of our children, especially in communities that face 

significant challenges accessing formal education services. In these hard-to-reach areas, 

innovative informal approaches to early learning and caregiving emerge rooted in resilience, 

creativity, and local traditions. 

This study was made possible through the collaboration and contribution of many 

stakeholders, including community members, educators, policymakers, and researchers. 

Together, we aim to ensure that every child, regardless of education, location, or 

circumstances, have access to the foundation needed to thrive. The primary purpose of 

today's meeting is to share the findings of our study on child care and informal early learning 

in hard-to-reach communities. 

This dissemination event is an opportunity to, first of all, present the key insights, that is, to 

share evidence-based insights into how families and communities in hard-to-reach areas 

support early childhood development and informal learning. Secondly, is to highlight the 

challenges and innovations, that is, we discuss the barriers these communities face and their 

innovative approaches to ensure children's cognitive, emotional, and social growth. And 

thirdly, we want to foster collaboration. 

We want to provide a platform for dialogue amongst stakeholders, including policy makers, 

educators, and community leaders on how these findings can inform interventions, policies, 

and programmes. And fourthly, we want to identify actionable steps so we can work together 

to translate the study's findings into actionable strategies that improve access to and the 

quality of early childhood care and learning in underserved areas. The knowledge we will 

share today will help us better understand how to support children in hard-to-reach 

communities in Sierra Leone and to contribute to the developing inclusive context-specific 

policies and practises. 

Thank you for being so committed to this critical conversation. And we look forward to a 

productive and engaging discussion that will inspire collective action to benefit our children 

and their futures. Once again, welcome and let us embark on this journey of learning and 

collaboration together
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Keynote Address  
Mrs Melody Martin 
Deputy director  
 
Ladies and gentlemen,  It is an honor to stand before you on this momentous occasion. I will 

begin by invoking the powerful words from our national anthem:   

The more we are together, the happier we shall be,  Highly exalted, heaven on earth free.  

Great things are looming before me,  Firmly united ever we stand,  Singing thy praise, O 

native land.  We raise up our hearts and our voices on high,  The hills and the valleys we 

hail for our pride.  For it is here and is here that I know,  The land that we love, our Sierra 

Leone. 

As we gather here today, I want to remind us that everything we are striving to accomplish 

ties back to our devotion to this land and its future—the children of Sierra Leone.   

On behalf of the government, and specifically the Ministry of Basic and Senior Secondary 

Education, I extend our heartfelt appreciation to our partners, particularly SOAR Thrive, for 

your unwavering support in advancing Early Childhood Development (ECD) and foundational 

learning. Education is a fundamental right, and it is our government’s duty to ensure that 

every Sierra Leonean child has access to it. However, the reality is that our efforts are often 

constrained by a lack of funding and technical expertise.   

It is at such moments that partnerships become critical. As a parent with many children who 

cannot afford to send all of them to school would gladly accept help, so too do we embrace 

the support of our partners. Thrive, we acknowledge your invaluable contributions. While the 

responsibility is ours, the reality is that we cannot achieve this alone.   

Let us take a moment to reflect on how far we’ve come. Prior to 2018, early childhood 

education in Sierra Leone was largely seen as an urban, elitist idea. It existed mainly in private 

schools or was implemented by those with exposure to early learning models overseas. The 

government’s organogram at the time, 6-3-3-4, did not even recognize pre-primary 

education.   

It wasn’t until 2018 that this narrative began to shift. With support from the World Bank, 

government leaders acknowledged the gaps in our education system. Early childhood 

education became a recognized priority, and initiatives were launched to develop a national 

Early Childhood Education (ECE) curriculum, minimum standards, and teacher training 

resources. Today, teacher training colleges across the country boast preschool labs, and for 

the first time, we have a dedicated Early Childhood Development Unit in the Ministry of 

Education.   
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But ECD is more than just education. It is a holistic, multisectoral approach to child 

development. A child needs education, yes, but also health, nutrition, security, and a 

nurturing environment. For this reason, ECD is not the sole responsibility of the Ministry of 

Education. It is the collective duty of all ministries—Health, Gender and Children’s Affairs, 

Agriculture, and Finance—to come together and ensure that every child has the foundation 

they need to thrive.   

In 2020, we established the Integrated Early Childhood Development (IECD) policy to solidify 

this collaborative approach. Since then, we have made tremendous strides, including training 

over 1,500 educators in play-based, holistic learning approaches and integrating ECD into our 

education sector plan. Our nation’s commitment to foundational learning has not gone 

unnoticed, earning accolades for our President and Education Minister.   

Today, I want us to reflect on the progress we’ve made and the work that lies ahead. From 

establishing play labs in hospitals and correctional centers to forming national and regional 

networks for ECD, we have shown that collaboration is key. But the journey is far from over.   

As we move forward, I urge us to remain united in purpose and to continue addressing the 

gaps in our system honestly and proactively. Let us work together to ensure that every Sierra 

Leonean child—regardless of their circumstances—has the opportunity to grow, learn, and 

thrive.   

Clap for yourselves, for it is because of all of you that we are here today, moving closer to a 

brighter future for Sierra Leone.   

Thank you.   
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The Thrive ECD Research Team 
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Presentations 

ECD perceptions and practice at the community level  
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Presentation from the Eastern Technical University 
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Presentation from Njala University Team 
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Presentation Milton Magai Technical University 
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Presentation University of Makeni 
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Presentation on other ECD models 

Lively minds model 
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Pekin to Pekin model 
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World Hope International 
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Posters presentation 

University of Makeni  
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Njala University  

 



 

Page 41 of 59 
 

 

 



T h r i v e  E C D  r e s e a r c h  r e s u l t s  d i s s e m i n a t i o n  

Page 42 of 59 

Milton Margai Technical University  
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Eastern Technical University  
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Annexure 

Meeting agenda  

Dissemination of findings of a study on child care and 

‘informal’ early learning in hard-to-reach communities 

Venue: New Brookfields Hotel Date: 20th December 2024 Time 9am-5pm 
MS Team ID: 391110448601      Passcode: Jg9mV7Lc 
Primary Objective:   

• Outline the key findings of the Thrive ECD-study 

• Affirm Thrives’ commitment to capacity building 

Timing Activity (questions can be submitted) during/after each 
session) 

Lead / Facilitator 

9:00-9:30 Registration and refreshments: Gallery Poster review Emmanuel  Foray 

9:30-9:45 Welcome, purpose of meeting and introductions Dr Rebecca Esliker (UNIMAK) 

9:45-10:00 An overview of ECE in Sierra Leone: Progress and Planning 
Mrs Melody Martin  

Assis. Deputy Director ECD unit, MBSSE 

10:00-10:15 
Selection of researchers from four Universities, methods, 
remote training/orientation, practical sessions and peer reviews 

Prof. Mary Hodges, Njala University 

10:15-10:40 UNIMAK perspective and findings: North (Limba and Kono) 
Jimmy A. Isiaka, Tamba I. Matturie  

Medrine S. Koroma, Lamarama S. Gibateh, 
 Dennis B. Mansaray and Alhaji K. Bangura  

10:40-11:00 Coffee break Gallery Poster review All 

11:00-11:25 
MMTU perspective and findings (WAU slums, NW-Kambia) 
and Islamic perspective: current and potential ECE 

Abdulai K. Kandeh, Cherno Barrie and  
Dr. Abubakarr Lamin (FBC) 

11:25-11:50 Njala University perspective and findings (South) 
Madiana Mensah-Gborie, Foday M. Kamara  

and Tommy M. Hanson  

11:50-12:15 Eastern Technical University perspective and findings (East) 

Dr. Esther Yei Mokuwa,  
Francis Baigeh Johnson, 

Marion B. Nyakoi and Joseph C.A. Mboma 

12:15-12:45 Child care and training practices and the ‘Hard-to-Reach’  Prof. Paul Richards, Njala University  

12:45-1:15 KIX program on Early Childhood Dr Maxim Conjor (FBC) 

1:15-1:45 Questions and Answers All 

1:45-2:45 Lunch break and Group photo All 

2:45-3:05 Community ECE Pekin-to-Pekin Mr Bai Kamara (P2P) 

3:05-3:25 Community ECE and CLWDs World Hope International  Laura Boothby  

3:25-3:50 Community ECE from Uganda and Ghana ‘Lively Minds’ by remote 

3:50-4:20 Questions and Answers  

4:20-4:35 Tea break   

4:35-4:55 Certificate awards  Regina Mamidy Yillah 

4:55-5:00 Events satisfaction survey All 

5:00 Administrative arrangements, departure Talib Deen, IfD 
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Group pictures 
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