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PRE-SCHOOL EDUCATION AND ACCESS TO 
EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES IN NAIROBI 

By 

O.N. Gakuru 

ABSTRACT 

This is a study of the structural links between pre-primary and 
primary education in Nairobi. 

The paper observes that there is a large number of nursery schools 
in Nairobi. These institutions f a l l into tiro main categories: the high-cost 
and the low-cost nursery schools. I t is hypothesised that the growth and 
structure of the pre-primary education is determined largely by the structure 
of primary education which in turn re f l e c t s the structure o f the society. 
There are two main categories of primary schools: the high-cost and the low 
cost. The structural di f ferences in primary schools were i n i t i a l l y based on 
race but are now based on ab i l i t y to pay. 

Some preliminary findings based on data obtained from the low-cost 
nursery schools are discussed. The fact that standard one places are scarce 
i s considered as an important explanatory factor in understanding the 
functions and structure of the pre-school education. The paper concludes by 
i l lus t ra t ing that nursery school attendance is being used to regulate entry into 
primary education. 
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PRE-PRIMARY EDUCATION AND ACCESS TO EDUCATIONAL 
OPPORTUNITIES IN NAIROBI 

INTRODUCTION 

This is a study of structural links between pre-primary and primary 

education in Nairobi. 

Although research in the f i e l d of Sociology of Education in Kenya 

has primarily focussed on the relationship of the formal educational system 

to social and economic context, l i t t l e thought has been given to the 

development of pre-primary education (Court and Ghai 1974)."^ Thus we do not 

know: 

(1 ) I t s sociological s ignif icance in re lat ion to the rest of the 

formal school system, particularly i t s ro le in determining access to primary 

education and thus i t s probable contribution to the process of social-economic 

s t ra t i f i ca t i on in the society. 

(2 ) I t s parameters such as the fee structure, the child population 

in the nursery schools, and the number of pre-primary institutions *' 

Primary education in the c i ty of Nairobi may be divided into two 

broad categories: the high-cost and the low-cost schools. In this study, 

the high-cost schools are the private elementary schools, and the c i ty council 

maintained and assisted schedule B and C primary schools. Schedule B schools 

are the former Asian schools and Schedule. C are the former European schools. 

The low-cost schools are the schedule A c i ty council primary schools, These 

are the former, African schools. Many new schedule A schools have been bui l t • 

recently. During the colonial period, i t was the European schools which were 

labelled ' A ' . The schedule A schools are wholly African in terms of pupils 

and teachers. ' • ' 

Until quite recently, access to the high-cost system for Africans 

has been governed almost by ab i l i ty to pay. Because of the steady withdrawal 

of European and Asian pupils,places have been readily available. The f ee , 

although much higher than in the low-cost schools has not been a hindrance to 

anyone on a middle l eve l income. Sinee.a few years ago, however, conpetition 

f o r high-cost places has suddenly intens i f ied because there are now few : 

Europeans and Asians l e f t to replace. Existing f a c i l i t i e s have expanded only 

slowly, and furthermore, there are now- many more Africans able to pay the fees . 
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Similarly competition for places in low-cost schools has intensi f ied 

because of the abolit ion of fees in the lower primary classes, inadequate 

provision of new f a c i l i t i e s , and a very large increase in the low incoroa 

population. 

Hence the crucial decisions are now those which govern access to 

infant classes in the primary schools and as a result pre-school education has 

taken on a signif icance which i t previously lacked. 

Pre-primary education is a term which includes a range of infant 

inst i tut ions. The more spec i f i c labels used in Nairobi and other urban centres 

are: day nursery, playgroup, kindergarten and pre-school. Similar institutions 

in rural d is t r ic ts are commonly known as day care centres. The children going 

through the pre-primary institutions comprise an important category of the child 

population in Nairobi. There are also other categories of children such as the 

mentally retarded, disabled, the children who do not attend the nursery school 

but go to primary schools as wel l , and the children who do not attend both the 

nursery school and primary school. A l l of these children who do not attend the 

nursery schools also are an important category of the child population but are 

not included in this study for pract ical reasons only. 

Large numbers of nursery schools have been established throughout the 

higher income suburbs of the c i t y . Nearly a l l of them charge fees substantially-

higher than the primary schools. A typical f igure for the fees seems to be 

about Shs. 600-1200/- per term. Similarly many pre-primary institutions have 

been established in the low-cost neighbourhoods of Nairobi. They charge fees 

between Shs. 20/- to 400/- per term. I f nursery school attendance does influence 

admission into primary schools then the economic f i l t e r i n g for access to places 

in primary schools are thus a good deal more severe than the l eve l of fees 

charged in primary schools would suggest. 

These two broad categories of high-cost and low-cost nursery schools 

can be subdivided further. The high-cost category includes private and church 

nursery schools which give access to both private preparatory primary schools 

and expensive c i ty council primary schools. These schools are cal led day nurseries 

and charge about 200/- to 600/- per month. "There are also the pre-school classes 

owned by the education department of the c i ty council which are attached to both 

high-cost and low-cost c i ty council primary schools. Most of them charge a fee 

of.100/- per month. The f ina l category of high-cost nursery schools are the 

day nurseries run by the health department of the c i ty council. These are not 
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attached to primary schools and charge fees varying between 75/- and 250/- a 

month. Those charging a higher fee are also located in high-cost housing 

areas in the c i ty . 

Inside the low-cost nursery school category are a few nursery 

schools which belong to welfare organisations. They charge a monthly fee 

ranging from 50/- to 100/-. A l l the other cheap nursery schools are cal led 

harambee day nurseries'. These harambee schools are run by se l f -he lp committees 

and charge about 6/- to 20/- per month. 

Thus, as a whole, the pre-primary education institutions in Nairobi-

are owned by the c i ty administration, individual entrepreneurs, se l f -help 

committees, church and welfare organisations. Most of these institutions are 

of recent or ig in. Out of 165 nursery centres registered in Nairobi in 1968 
2 

less than 40 claimed to have been in existence before 1960 (Herzog 1969). 

The modal age of children in both high — cost and low - cost nursery 

schools is between 4 and 5 years, and the range is about 2 to 6 years. In 

most of the high-cost nursery schools children of up to three years comprise 

the baby classes. The emphasis in these classes is child care. Idea l ly , the 

child is provided with a safe environment which allows f ree play and interaction 

with other children so that he may develop physical and mental co-ordination which 

is considered a pre-requis i te to future inte l lectual development. The age of 

four is transit ional. A child is introduced informally to topics such as the 

alphabet and number work. At the age of f i v e a child goes to the pre-school 

class. A pre-school child is formally taught academic subjects such as reading 

and writ ing and mathematical manipulations. At this point the child begins 

formal school work. In the low - cost nursery schools, children learn together 

in one room and are not usually grouped according to age. In these schools 

the teacher stands infront of the class and uses hardly any teaching aids other 

than chalk and a blackboard. 

For the reasons discussed above a detailed study of the functions o f 

the nursery schools in Nairobi is important and relevant. I intend in this 

study to investigate the structural links between pre—school education and 

primary education. . Further, I shal l look at the allocation of primary one 

places. This approach w i l l be useful in analysing the mechanisms within the 

educational system that serve to intensi fy socia l s t ra t i f i ca t i on . The project 

is also intended to provide general information which might be useful in developing 

a suitable curriculum for pre-school education and also for the improvement of 
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i t s organisation. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

An examination of the l i terature on pre-primary education: i t s 

growth, and i t s relationship with the rest of the formal educational system 

and the society at large, indicate that most of the studies which have been 

done in Kenya and elsewhere are largely pschological and emphasise development 

of cognitive sk i l l s in children. Some attempts however, have been made to 

ident i f y the sociological signif icance of pre-primary education. Herzog 
3 of 

(1969) found that a majority/parents of nursery school children in four 

communities in Kenya vigorously favour academic instruction in the pre-schools 

- i t i s the basic raison detre of the centres for a l l but a few parents. In 

the United States of America remedial programmes aimed at counter acting the 

e f f e c t s of poverty on human development have shown that pre-school education 

has an influence.on the later development of children. Some early findings 

from the most important programmes, the Headstart f o r pre-primary children 

and the Follow-Through fo r lower primary classes indicate that; 

Follow-Through children made s ign i f i cant ly larger fa l l - to -spr ing 
gains in attainment than did children in the control group. 
Furthermore, greatest gains were made by the children who had 
participated in the Headstart (B.ron-Fenbrenner 1974).^ 

Difference in cognitive ab i l i ty among pre-school, children is an 

important factor to look at in this study because i t can be used as cr i ter ion 

for selection among the applicants for primary one places. Thus the U.S.A. 

studies touch on the topic I am proposing to study only to the extent that 

pre-school experience has influence on which primary school students go to 

by increasing cognitive ab i l i t y . Besides influencing entry requirements into 

primary schools, pre-school experience may be used in lower primary school 

to categorise the children. A child who has attended pre-school may be 

considered better prepared f o r schoolwork than, a child who lacks similar 
5 

experience. Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968) in a study on the influence of 

labels on the performance , of children found that both the teachers and the 

pupils tend to respond to the labels. In Nairobi primary schools, a child 

who has attended pre-school may be labelled as better prepared f o r academic 

work while another child who has not been to a pre-primary inst i tut ion may 

be considered unprepared for schoolwork. Thus the former child may continue 

to do we l l at school and the l a t t e r may be discouraged from working hard ! • 
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enough from the very beginning of his school l i f e . 

g 

Maleche and Krystal l (.1975). observe the following three important 

changes in the world of children, part icularly in the urban areas which make 

pre-school education important; 

i ) that these days, the children especial ly the boys can do l i t t l e 

to contribute to the family wel fare. Furthermore any duties required are meant 

to benef i t them and not the family as a whole. 

i i ) The freedom in space and time has diminished. Mothers who l i ve 

in small rooms in urban centres do not give their children real independence 

and f a i l t o entrust them to perform tasks in the absence of adults which help 

them to develop feel ings of competence and self-esteem. 

i i i ) Children begin to see and hear and enquire about many aspects 

of l i f e which the mothers report that they themselves do not understand. 

The importance however, of pre-schools needs also to be seen in 

relation to the needs of the adult population. The adult population in Nairobi 

largely cornprises working parents who have partly delegated the duties of baby 

care to e i ther ayas or institutions such as kindergartens, and playgroups. I t 

is not quite clear how the parents combine the use of nursery institutions 

and the aya service. Are they regarded as complementary or substitutes or • 

both? Certainly, a mother who se l l s loca l brew in her house as a source of 

income would wish to have the children out of the way of the customers. In 

most cases such children are l e f t on their own to play outside the house or sent 
* .. ".J. ...... 

to a nearby nursery school i f the parent can a f ford the.required fees and 

uniform. But a mother who works away from home has no choice but leave the 

children under the care of an inst i tut ion such as a pre-school or a housemaid. 
• • * ' ' • . - < . 

. Although the child-care function of prte-schooling cannot-be ruled 

out altogether, ayah service in Kenya'is cheap, unlike; in other countries with 

a shortage of labour. A. lot o f ' fami l i es with. ! children attending pre-: 

schools, especially in the urban centres, also have ayahs at home. The 

ava i lab i l i t y of inexpensive domestic labour and other forms of child care 

make.§. the argument that .pre-schools .are serving .educational aspirations in the 

society a l l the more convincing. An additional factor in understanding the 

rapid expansion of pre-primary education is the changing pattern of parent -
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child relationship among the educated parents which tends to place the 

child at the centre of the family ac t i v i t i e s . 

Maas (1973) observed tremendous growth in pre-school education 

in Kampala. She tested the hypothesis that the growth of the pre-schools was 

due at least in part to an increased se l ec t i v i t y of primary schools. She 

found some evidence which tended to confirm this hypothesis, but the most 

vigorous selection seemed to be a form of se l f -se lec t ion in which parents 

restr icted themselves to applying to schools with statuses roughly commensurate 

with their own. The differences in primary education in Kampala alluded to 

by Maas are spelt out much more clearly in Nairobi. In Nairobi education 

was established on a rac ia l basis with the high and medium cost schools 

reserved f o r the Europeans and Asians respectively and the low cost f o r the 

Africans. Although the Africans have moved into the high and medium cost 

schools, the essential dif ferences among the schools have not" been'removed. In 

Kampala the educational structure based on race was less r i g id because race was 
.strongly 

not as !_ emphasised xn Uganda as in Kenya. Uganda was a British pro-

tectorate and Kenya a Colony. 

Researoh with public examinations suggests that the dichotony 

between the high-cost and1the low-cost schools in Kenya is as much a quality 

as a cost d i f f erent ia t ion particularly at the lower levels of the educational 
g 

system. Somerset (1974)" in his work on the examination results of 

Cer t i f i cate of Primary Education (C.P.E.) i l lustrates this fact very c lear ly ; 

Table 7.1 •• 

" Cer t i f i cate of Primary Education: Means Marks and Eff ic iency o f 

Items in 1970 Mathematics Paper. 

Sample N Mean Standard 
Deviation 

I temEffeciency 
Good Fair Poor 

Nairobi.High-Cost:Boys 
:Girls| 

Nairobi,Low-Cost :Boys 
: Girls 

Nyeri Low-Cost '•Boys 
: Girls 

170 
171 
307 
154 
332 
241 

56.77 
53.31 
37.57 
30.64 
36.91 
33.19 

15.1 

13.0 
10.2 
14.7 
13.6 

16 
13 
4 
0 

11 
4 

29 
29 
32 
23 
24 
34 

5 
8 

14 
27 
15 
12 
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Somerset commenting on this table has this to say: 

Several trends are str ikingly apparent from this table. 
In the f i r s t place, pupils in the high-cost schools 
perform much better than pupils in the low-cost schools. 
The mean di f ference is wel l over one standard deviation. 
Differences of this order are to be expected from the 
greatly superior quality of education high cost schools 
provide although no doubt socio-economic factors also play 
some part. 

Following the same argument in a footnote , Somerset adds that among the 1971 

leavers from the c i ty of Nairobi primary schools., 19 per cent of children 

from low-cost schools gained government maintained secondary places, as compared 

with 53 per cent of those from medium - cost schools, and as many as 69 per 

cent of those from high - cost schools. 

9 
Mundia (1975) notes that primary schools in Nairobi are categorised 

as private, assisted, special and city council maintained schools. Discussing 

the high-cost schools he says that fees in these schools is usually too high 

f o r most of the people and as such they are essential ly enclaves of educational 

or socia l privi ledge and are only accessible to the r ich. ' I n t i a l l y these 

schools admitted European and Asian children only, but the process of integration 

is now complete.. The Africans have moved in largely because most of these 

schools especially schedule C primary schools have excellent results. However, 

no sooner than anyone of these schools admits a sizeable proportion of African 

children and an African or Asian headmaster comes in than the European 

children are withdrawn. To-day there are very few white children l e f t in 

these schools: the ethnic composition is roughly f our - f i f ths African and the 

rest mainly Asian. The dif ferences among school types are now income and 

class dif ferences rather than differences among races. The e l i t e i s aware of 

the academic excellence of these schools. Indeed i f these schools maintain 

their performance they w i l l de f in i te ly foster the development of an e l i t e of 

birth rather than ta lent . 

Mundia (1974^also looked into distribution of the 20 top Nairobi 

primary schools in the years 1969-71 judged by performance at Cer t i f i cate of 

Primary Education. He found the following: 
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Table 2:2. 

Distribution of the 20 Most Successful Schools in Nairobi in the 

Years 1969 - 71, by Cost Category. 

Year High-Cost Medium-Cost Low-Cost 

1969 10•(N= 11) 10(N= 24) 0(N= 51) 

70 10 (N= 11) 11(N= 24) 0(N= 51) 

71 10 (N= 11) 9(N= 24) 1(N= 58) 

N.B. (N=l l ) shows the number of schools in the cost category o f fer ing candidates 

for Cert i f icate of Primary Education. The one low-cost school which did well 

in 1971 and the one high-cost school which perfornp.d poorly were atypical cases. 

Although no systematic research has been done to explain these 

performance dif ferentials among the primary schools, the high-cost schools have 

better physical f a c i l i t i e s and more quali f ied teachers. Among the schools 

Mundia (1974^studied, differences in academic attainment of teachers were 

quite evident. He summarised the educational characteristics of the teachers 

in the following table: 

Teachers' Educational Attainment in the three School Types 

Teachers' Educational 
Attainment. 

Schedule 'A' 
O, n 

Schedule *B» % Schedule 'C' 
% 

Full Secondary 27.6 77.8 100 

Part Secondary 20. 7 11.1 0 

Primary Education 51.7 11.1 0 

In the literature from industrialised nations, there are two main 

approaches to the complex issue of intel l igence, school performance and job 

access. One view stresses hereditary factors. Differences in inherited 

intel lectual potential lead to differences in performance, which in turn lead 

to d i f f e rent ia l access to the most desired educational opportunities and to 

the most highly rewarded job opportunities. The other view emphasises 

environmental factors. Socio-economic differences lead to qualitative 

differences among schools: the wealthy can afford to pay for better education 

for their children. Differences in school quality lead to differences in 

performance which in turn lead to differences in access to opportunities. The 

writer of this study .inclines strongly towards the latter outlook. 

In the context of Nairobi, differences in primary school cost and 
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quality are inportant because structural di f ferences once based on race but 

now on ab i l i t y to pay have consequences f o r the growth and structure of pre-

primary education and the reproduction of the emergent social classes. 

THEORITICAL FRAME WORK 

In the rhetoric, pre-primary education is perceived as an attempt 

by society to actualise i t s social isat ion and pedagogical goals. The process 
12 

of sociol izat ion as role training is defined by Goslin (1971)-*- as training 

the child for participation in rewarding adult tasks 5 a participation that i s 

seen as occuring on terms set by society through the educational institutions 

rather than the individual 's own terms. An individual however, i s able to 

learn v irtual ly anything presented to him so long as i t t i es posi t ive ly with 

the reward system prevail ing in a given socio-economic context. For instance 

in Kenya most educated African parents would not be concerned to ensure their 

children learn English i f that language was not emphasised' in the school 

curriculum and by employers. Early learning of the English language i s 

emphasised because i t i s the medium of instruction and is t ied to highly paid 

employment opportunities ih the modern sector of the society. 

The use of sociol izat ion and pedagogical approach as a way of 

looking at the development of pre-primary education in Kenya is unlikely to 

give us a basic understanding of the soc io log ica l signif icance of pre-primary 

education as a socia l development. This i s largely because the social izat ion 

and pedagogical processes are evolving in a context of severe scarcity of 

educationaljeconomic and employment opportunities. Arising from this scarcity 

and the resulting need to select and al locate, pre-primary education is 

contributing to the process of socio-economic s t ra t i f i ca t i on by d i f f e rent ia t ing 

children at a very early age indeed. These dif ferences are used to legit imise 

the structure of the existing educational and socio-economic system. 

13 
The fol lowing remarks by Jackson and Marsden (1966) concerning 

educational selection in Britain apply equally we l l to the Kenyan and to a l l 

se lect ive educational systems in general. 

I t i s now clear to see the many small ways in which money and power 
in society prepare early for a competitive situation . We can note 
how the middle classes (supported by the nursery arid primary schools) 
respond to and prepare early for the divisions of the eleven plus -
at which their children do so part icularly wel l . 
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Upward mobility inside the educational system depends on the performance of 

a pupil in the o f f i c i a l examinations. A child who secures a place in the 

high-cost schools has excellent chances of qual i fy ing for higher education and 

f ina l l y enter into highly rewarded employment unlike a child who enters the 

low cost system. 

—cost 
"High/schools provide educational ladder up which mobility is 
v i r tual ly unimpeded by selection examinations. Once a child 
secures a place in the bottom class at the age of s ix , his 
chances of graduating from the top class, thirteen years later are 
excellent. In the low cost system by contrast, less than 2% of the 
or ig inal entrants can expect to survive a l l the selection hurdles and 
graduate from higher secondary school with passes good enough to 
get into University.-*-^ 

And access to highly rewarded adult tasks outside the educational system 

depends to a very large extent on the l eve l of formal education attained and 
15 performance in the school leaving examinations. (Kinyanjui 1972). 

The process of d i f f e rent ia t ion, selection and allocation has 

def in i te inplications on the distribution of scarce opportunities in the 
access 

society. The most obvious outcome is the unequal/to ' a l l types of soc ia l ly 

desired opportunities including the educational opportunity. The concept of 

inequality of educational opportunity among the child population is an 

important aspect of-the theor i t i ca l framework advanced to explain the structure 

and functioning of the pre-schools. Inequality of opportunity refers to the 

fact that some children have access to high-cost schools. These, schools as 

already mentioned, v i r tual ly guarantee upward mobility inside, the educational 

system and by implication an advantaged access to the highly rewarded adult 

tasks. 

HYPOTHESES. 

The fol lowing hypotheses are concerned with the al locat ive function 

of the pre-schools: 

(1 ) Pre-primary experience is an important factor in the selection 

f o r primary school entrance. 

Although i t i s not compulsory for a child to have pre-school 

experience to be admitted into primary school,most of the standard one entrants 

have infact been to nursery schools. A situation has emerged whereby primary 

schools have- become se lect ive because there are far more applicants than 

available places f o r standard one children. 
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(2) The type of nursery school attended is one of the most 

important factors in determining who gets admitted into the dif ferent types 

of primary schools. Thus the flow of pupils tends to be from high-cost 

nursery schools to high-cost primary schools and from low-cost nursery schools 

to low-cost primary schools respectively. 

The children who have attended expensive pre-schools w i l l also 

be selected fro places in standard one in high-cost schools and those who have 

gone to cheap nursery schools w i l l gain access to low-cost primary schools. -

Furthermore, informal structural links between specif ic nursery schools and 

primary schools are l ikely to emerge. A particular primary school may tend 

to give preference to children from a particular pre-school. The reason may 

be that the pre-school provides high quality educational experience, alternatively 

economic factors may be involved. 

(3) Children who attend the expensive private nursery schools, the 

high-cost city council day nurseries and some of the nursery schools owned 

by the church go to private schools, high-cost city council primary schools, 

and overseas. Other children, including those who attend the nursery schools 

owned by the self-help committees, welfare organisations and the cheap pro-

prietary and city council day nurseries are admitted into the medium-cost and 

low-cost city council primary schools. 

(4) Thus pre-schools are str ic t ly serving an important role of 

allocating children to educational opportunities which are seen as a direct path 

to very scarce highly rewarded enployment opportunities in the society. 

(5) As English is the main language that is used in the schools 

and in the highly rewarded employment opportunities, i t w i l l also be the 

language of communication and instruction in the nursery schools. 

English language is the mother tongue for a very small number of 

nursery school children and second language of the majority who must learn 

i t because of i ts functional t ies with the school system and the society 

at large. 

(6) Most pre-schools w i l l emphasise teacher directed instructional 
programmes partly because they are serving the children whose parents are 
upwardly mobile. Only a few which are serving the children whom allocation 
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does not matter because of their social background,, and the children whose 

opportunity systems are in other societ ies, w i l l provide a child with a learning 

environment geared to broad intel lectual development and not just preparation 

in school work. 

The pre-schools-which only prepare children in academic work, such as 

reading and writing also acknowledge ideally the importance of physical, moral 

and broad intel lectual development in infants. But they do not o f f e r a rich 

and stimulating learning environment which this type of development requires; 

that ia,a place where a child may experiment creatively, with educational toys 

and materials as well as with social relationships. This is partly-because 

these nursery schools gear their educational programme to the expectations of 

parents who put alot of emphasis on role training in form of. speci f ic ski l ls which 

would place a child at an advantage oyer other children. Furthermore-, parents 

may expect the children to be given special instruction on formal school work 

as preparation for admission into particular primary schools. These nursery 

schools are thus serving informally as extra classes at the lower end of primary 

education. This is particularly true of both the pre-schools attached to the 

primary schools and.the classes of children who are four to six years old in 

the other nursery schools. 

(7) Where nursery schools are attached to primary school^, the 

waiting l i s ts are longer. 

A child who attends a pre-school that is attached to a primary school 

has a better chance of securing a place in that school than a child from another 

nursery school. This advantage attracts alot of applicants' particularly for 

places in the school's'-which are attached to high-cost and medium-cost primary 

schools. • • • 

There .is a subsidiary hypothesis based, on the non-allocative 

function of .the pre-primary institutions: .. ••.-• • • <' . 

I t is hypothesised that pre-schools are used both as inexpensive 
childcare 

and professional form of j_ especially by working mothers in low income 

occupations and mothers who are in high income stratum respectively. 

The low-cost nursery schools do not give access to high-cost primary 

sducation. What factors, then account for their abi l i ty to command fees? • As 

already mentioned in the l iterature review, a mother who works away from home 

>r is a member of a club has no choice but to leave the children under the care 

>f a day nursery or housemaid. 
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We may now summarise the hypotheses raised in this discussion of the 

patterned relationships we expect to find between nursery and primary education. 

(1) Pre-primary experience is an important factor in the selection 

for primary school entrants. 

(2) Since the type of nursery school attended is one of the most 

important factors in determining who gets admitted into the di f ferent types of 

primary schools, the flow of pupils tends to be from high-cost and low-cost 

nursery schools to high-cost and low-cost primary schools respectively. 

(3) Children who attend expensive private nursery schools, the high-

cost city council day nurseries and some of the nursery schools owned by the 

church go to private and high-cost city council primary schools and overseas. 

Other children, including those who attend the nursery schools owned by the se l f -

help committees, welfare organisations, and cheap proprietary and city council 

day nurseries are admitted into low-cost primary schools. 

(4) Pre-schools are s t r i c t l y serving an irrportant role of allocating 

children to limited educational opportunities which are seen as the only direct 

path to very scarce highly rewarded employment opportunities. 

(5 ) English is the language of communication and instruction in the 

nursery schools. 

(6 ) Most pre-schools w i l l emphasise strongly teacher directed 

academic programmes largely because they are serving children whose parents are 

upwardly mobile. Only a few which are serving both the children whom allocation 

does not matter because of the social background that they are. born into, and 

the children whose opportunity systems are elsewhere, w i l l provide a child with 

a learning environment geared to broad intel lectual development and not just 

preparation in school work. 

(7) Nursery schools which are attached to primary schools w i l l have 

longer waiting l i s t s . 

(8) A subsidiary hypothesis is that pre-schools are used both as 

inexpensive and professional form of child-care especially by working mothers 

in low income occupations and mothers who are in high income section of the 

society respectively. 
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To answer these questions data on the following points w i l l need to 

be sought. To what extent do pre-primary institutions d i f f e r from one another 

in terms of quality, fees, equipment, quality of teachers, pedagogical goals 

and teaching stylessetc? When and for what reasons did nursery schools f i r s t 

appear in Nairobi? How many are there at present? Do parents see pre-school 

experience as valuable in i ts own right or as a necessary pre-condition for 

either acceptance into primary school or better performance in elementary 

education? I f the latter is the case, do the parents look to the nursery school 

for informal instruction i t provides in English? Or do they expect the pre-

schools to prepare children for primary school by formal teaching of academic 

ski l ls? Do the pre-schools cater for children from families representing the 

entire socio-economic spectrum, or do they benefit only socially privileged 

children? Where do primary schools recruit primary one entrants from? I f 

recruited from the pre-schools, which are these pre-schools? Which factors are 

considered in the selection for primary one classes? How long are the waiting 

l i s ts? Is i t cheaper or more convenient to send a child to a pre-school 

instead of leaving i t at home until i t i s old enough to go to school ? 

Do nursery school headmistresses agree-with each other and with the 

parents in their respective views of the appropriate role of pre-school institu-

tions? In particular how do headmistresses view their schools' role in 

relation to the primary school selection and quality of i t s academic work? 

What opinions do primary school headteachers and infant teachers have about 

pre-primary education in Nairobi? 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

An investigation of the set of hypotheses raised in this proposal 

requires use of a conparative design. Out of a l l the children admitted into 

primary schools some have a pre-school background and others lack this experience, 

(hypothesis 1). Comparison w i l l be made between the primary schools that : 

admit children to the di f ferent categories of pre-schools (see hypotheses 2, 3 

and 4). Information on the various characteristics of nursery schools relevant 

to hypotheses 5, 6 and 7 w i l l be gathered by use of an interview schedule and 

observational techniques. Population data from the city council f i l e s w i l l be 

used to investigate the relationship between (a ) the management of nursery 

schools and the level of fees charged .and (b) the geographical location of the 

nursery schools over the city and the type of management. 



15 -

SAMPLING 

Out of about 213 pre-primary institutions in Nairobi, 113 are private 

day nurseries. The private nurseries are either owned by individual entrepreneurs 

or by organisations such as the church and welfare institutions. For instance> 

a day nursery may belong to a sisterhood and is located in the grounds of a church 

or may be owned by a proprietor who rents the church premises to run a private 

day nursery. The city administration owns about 30 nursery schools; 15 of them 

are under the department of health and the rest are under the department of 

education. The nursery schools under the department of education are attached 

to city council primary schools. The remaining 70 out of the total of 213 pre-

primary institutions are sel f-help nursery schools. 

Thus5 there is a large number of nursery schools in Nairobi and one 

cannot col lect information on a l l of them. Quota sampling has been used in 

identifying the nursery schools that are included in the sample. This is a 

method of s t ra t i f i ed sampling in which the selection within strata is non-random, 

but adequate safeguards have been built to make i t quite re l iable against 

selection biases. Quota sampling technique has been used for one main reason: 

i t makes i t possible to. include in the sample schools representing the various 

categories of nursery schools. For instance, out of a sub-sanple of 5 pre-

school units, two are attached to high-cost (Schedule C), and the rest to low-

cost (Schedule A) primary schools. Furthermore, some important categories of 

nursery schools, have too few units to necessitate a random selection. An example 

is the c i ty council day nurseries. There are 15 in number but only 5 are 

located in the high and medium cost residential areas. The rest are situated 

in the cheap estates, found in Eastlands of Nairobi. These cheap estates are 

open communities where the children from di f ferent homes interact regularly mainly 

due to lack of enclosed compounds. This may be contrasted with the expensive 

suburbs where homes are more or less exclusive. The children in these secluded 

areas can only mix freely with their friends during family v is i ts and with other 

children when they are at school. As a whole, there are many residential 

communities in Nairobi. The estates are heterogeneous and vary greatly particularly 

in terms of incomes of the residents. Some of these communities are not only 

situated at the periphery of the city and are occupied by poor families but are 
the lat ter 

also rural in many ways. Most of the self-help nursery schools are found in/ 

communities. Other suburbs particularly the former European and Asian residential 

areasare occupied by families of mixed races with substantial incomes. Nearly 

a l l of the private day nurseries are situated in these neighbourhoods. 



16 

THE STAMPLE 

CATEGORY OF PRE-PRIMARY 
INSTITUTION TOTAL NUMBER 

THE NURSERY SCHOOLS IN 
THE SAMPLE 

PRE-SCHOOLS 

These are attached 
to primary schools. They 
belong to the c i ty council 
and admit children at the 
age of f i v e , one year before 
entering primary school. 

15. 

CITY COUNCIL DAY NURSERIES 

These are not attached to 
primary schools and admit children 
from the age of 2\ to 6 years. They 
belong to the health department of 
the c i ty administration. 

15. 

1. Muthaiga 

2. Karen C . 

These are 
two of the four pre-
school units attached 
to the high-cost c i ty 
council primary schools. 

3. Madaraka 

Uhuru 

These two 
pre-schools aro attached 
to low - cost primary 
schools which are located 
in medium income estates. 

5. Kariobangi. This pre-
school i s attached to a 
low - cost primary school. 
Kariobangi estate is at 
the periphery of the c i ty 
and is an essential ly poor 
community. 

1. Joseph Kangethe (formerly 
Wood-ley Day Nursery) 

2. Lady Northey. 

These are two of the • 
three c i ty council day 
nurseries located in the 
expensive suburbs which 
were almost exclusively 
European. 

3. Nairobi West: Is situated 
behind the Nairobi West 
shopping centre. Nairobi 
West i s a suburb which has' 
been a residence f o r • • :. 
Asians unti l recently 
when Africans started to' 
move in. 

M-. State House Day Nursery; 
This is located in an 
expensive suburb. I t was 
bui l t to meet the child 
care needs of domestic 
workers at State House. 
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Ziwani Day Nursery: Is 
located in a fa i r l y cheap 
estate which is wholly 
African. 

Bahati Day Nursery: Is 
located in a low - cost 
residence at the Eastlands 
of Nairobi and is entirely 
African. 

PROPRIETARY DAY NURSERIES: 78 

a) Nursery schools charging fees 15 
of up to shs.100 per month. These 
institutions are situated in f a i r l y 
expensive suburbs which were formerly 
Asian but Africans have moved in. 
Thus the population in these residen-
t i a l areas in a mixture of Africans 
and Asians. 

b) Nursery schools charging 
monthly fee from shs. 101/-
to shs.250/- per month 

c) Nursery schools charging 
monthly fees of shs.251/- and over. 

The nursery schools in categories b 
and c above, are located in very 
expensive and exclusive suburbs. 
Some of these residential areas were 
exclusively European, others Asian, 
and the rest a mixture of both. But 
now Africans have moved in, thus at 
the moment the residents are a mix-
ture of blacks, whites and'Asians. 
The majority of the nursery schools 
charging monthly fees of shs.251/-
and over also charge termly fees 
between Shs.750/- to shs. 1800/-. 
Some of them also have lower primary 
school classes, mostly standards 
one and two. 

1. St Judes Day Nursery 

2. Okwara Playgroup 

3. Cockar " 

1. Happy Hours Day Nursery 

5. Rahima Day Nursery 

33 1. Lenana Day Nursery 
2. Wonderland Kindergarten 
3. St. Ann's Day Nursery 

St. Teresa's Day Nursery 
5. Sclatters Kindergarten 
6. Andy Pandy 
7. Jack and J i l l - Nairobi 

South C. 

30 1. Greengates Kindergarten 
2. Malborough Day Nursery 
3. Kestral Manor School 
4. Riverside Day Nursery 
5. Riara Day Nursery 
6. St. Stephen's Day Nursery 
7. Westlands Kindergarten 
8. Jambo Kindergarten 

NURSERY SCHOOLS OWNED BY CHURCH, 
WELFARE SOCIETIES AND OTHER PUBLIC 
INSTITUTIONS: 

35 

1. Consolata 
2. Baptist Kindergarten 
3. Valley Road 
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) Owned by Christian Church and 
managed by both Europeans and 15 
Africans 

1. 
2. 

3. 

Owned by Asian Welfare 10 1. 
d Religious communities 2. 
d managed by Asians. 3. 

Owned by other Welfare 10 1. 
organisations and public 2. 
institutions. 

3. 

These nurseries are located 
in the expensive residential 
areas which were predominantly 
European. They charge a 
termly fee which is consider-
ably less than the fee charged 
by the private day nurseries 
in the same suburbs. 

Waridi 
St. Andrews. 

These two day nurseries 
are located in expensive suburbs 

St. Joseph's-Jericho: This day 
nursery is located in a low 
cost estate. I t charges a 
monthly fee much higher than 
the rest of the nursery schools 
in the Eastlands and other 
cheap estates in Nairobi. 

Visa Oshwal 
Vive Kanand Bar Mand.ir 
Mariakani Christian Centre. 

These three are located 
in fa i r l y expensive estates 
which are occupied predominantly 
by Asians and Africans. 

Mama Ngina Day Nursery 
Dr. Barnados Day Nursery 

These two nursery schools 
are located in medium income 
residential areas. Some of 
their pupils are the destitute 
children who are admitted into 
these institutions. Other-
children are brought to school 
and taken back home by their 
parents or by domestic workers 
everyday. 

Nairobi School Day Nursery-
Kenya Science Teachers College 

Day Nursery. 

These two nursery schools 
are meant to serve the needs 
of the children of employees 
of these institutions. How-
ever, they also admit child-
ren from outside. 
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SELF-HELP NURSERY 
SCHOOLS (HARAMBEE) 70 

Most of the self-help day nurseries 
are not licensed and are under the 
department of Social Services. 
These nursery schools f a i l in every 
way to meet the prevailing require-
ments of running a nursery school. 
But they are allowed to operate 
partly because they are established 
by poor communities. Also the City 
administration has not bui l t better 
day nurseries to replace the 
existing ones. 

DATA COLLECTION 

The study aims to use several approaches to data collection: 

( i ) the use of a standardised interview schedule for the nursery school head-

teachers . 

( i i ) Use of documentary sources of information. For instance, the application 

forms, time-tables, and other relevant records available in the pre-schools. 

These sources would give information about age, sex, re l ig ion, parents' occupation 

and any other information considered useful to a study of this kind. A detailed 

study of the socio-economic status of the children would add a new dimension 

into the insights on pre-school education. However, i t is not l ikely that'we 

shall be able to col lect detailed information on socio-economic status due to 

the limited scope of the study. 

( i i i ) Population data from the available records w i l l be collected. This data 

w i l l be used to strengthen the sample data where necessary. 

DATA ANALYSIS 

Descriptive stat ist ics w i l l be used mainly and w i l l include percentages, 

means, and other measures of central tendency and dispersion as required. For 

instance, the characteristics of di f ferent types of nursery schools w i l l be 

compared with the characteristics of the primary schools which admit their 

children and the results presented in form of s ta t is t i ca l tables. • 

1. Mathare Valley-Village 1 
2. !! 1! " 2 
3. tl ii " 3 
4. (1 V! " Kanu Off ice 
5. ii II " Village IV 
6. r. ii ii it I V 

7. i. II " Ngei I 
8. If !( " Ngei I I 
9. Thayu Village 

10. Kariobangi 
11. Baptist Day Nursery 
12. Gitathuru 
13. Mango Farm. 

Other s ta t i s t i ca l techniques particularly the chi-square measures w i l l 

be used to establish the significance of the identi f ied relationships. 
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PRELIMINARY FINDINGS 

These findings are based on data obtained from nursery schools in 

two Nairobi communities. Both of them are among the poorest communities in 

Nairobi and have distinctive geo-social boundaries with their neighbouring 

residential areas. 

Using the notation in the table (see table 1), community A is served 

by two nursery schools and four primary schools, and Community B is served by 

nine nursery schools and three primary schools. Until recently, however, most 

of the children in community B, used to cover a long distance past another 

large community to a cluster of primary schools. 

These nursery schools are very poorly equipped. They have only a 

blackboard, a duster, a box of chalk and a piece of st ick. The stick is used 

for beating naughty infants. In one case, there are no seats. The children, 

are made to s i t in lines on a. concrete f l oor . 

About 95 per cent of class one places in primary school (P I ) are 

f i l l e d by children from two nursery schools N1 and N2. The remaining vacancies 

go to children without a pre-school background but on a condition that they 

enroll in a particular nursery school (N2) once selected. Admission forms fo r 

primary one places are issued in August. From what I have gathered from the 

nursery school teachers, the primary school headmasters issue just enough forms, 

thus in practice doing the selection. 

Primary school (P I ) can only absorb a small proportion of children in ' 

community A. Others seek admission into primary schools P2 and P3. There are 

also many, children who join the youth centres which operate as cheap private 

schools while others do not go to any school at a l l . Primary school (i?3) is 

re lat ive ly new and has not submitted candidates for Cert i f icate of Primary 

Education (C.P.E.) Although primary schools PI and P2 are both old schools, 

PI is better in quality than P2. Primary PI is able to secure proportionately 

twice as many C.P.E. passes as primary school P2. 

The method of selection for primary one places in primary school PI 

is very interesting indeed. The headmaster walks into nursery schools N1 

and N2 one morning in the month of August and asks the teachers to present 

children for selection. The interview consists of checking on the age of 

children. I f he is sat is f i ed that a child is of the'required age, the child 

is given a note to take home to the parents. The purpose of the note is to 
inform the parents that their child has been offered a primary one place. 
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They are also advised that they are required to present the child fu l ly dressed 

in the prescribed school uniform on the day they go to the school to f i l l in 

the admission form* Thus evidence of having spent some time in a pre-school and 

age respectively, are the conditions looked for before a child is admitted in 

this particular primary school. Most of the children in nursery N2 once selected 

for primary one places in August, are immediately withdrawn from the nursery 

school f o r the rest of the year. This makes i t very clear that pre-school 

education is attended with the sole purpose of gaining a place in primary one. 

The method of selection used by primary school PI is generally 

representative of the approach used by the other schools which admit children 

from the nursery schools I have vis i ted so far , of course with sl ight variation 

here and there. For instance, the headmistress of nursery school N8 presents 

her children for selection at primary school P6 and also f i l l s the admission 

forms for the children without involving the parents. 

These preliminary findings support the hypothesis that the nursery 

schools are being used to regulate the entry of children into primary education. 

There are fewer primary one places than the nunber of children of 

school going age at any one year. This is true of the two communities that 

we are discussing and may also be true for the rest of Nairobi. The fact 

that primary one places are scarce is very important in understanding the 

functions and structures of pre-school education and also i t s role in the 

allocation of educational opportunities. In a situation of scarcity, the 

desired service has a cost which is used to discriminate against those who 

cannot af ford to pay the required price. The nursery schools that I v is i ted 

charge shs.15 - 60/- per term. Indeed one of them knows precisely i t s real 

worth in determining who gets a place in primary one and is ut i l is ing i t fu l l y . 

I ts headteacher had this to say: 

" I do not allow any child to discontinue once selected for 

primary one place in August. However, a child could be 

withdrawn under special circumstances such as when parents 

want to send a child to v i s i t relatives in the rural areas 

BUT on the condition that the fees for the remaining part 

of the year is paid. I f however a child is withdrawn without 

paying this money we can contact the headteacher of the 

primary school and make arrangements to re-allocate the 

vacancy to one of our other children." 
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I have not collected suf f ic ient information to investigate the 

complementary hypothesis which sees pre-schools as baby s i t t ing institutions 

for busy mothers.. However, the l i t t l e evidence that I have, gathered so far 

does support this view. Most of the mothers of these children ^re working 

either in small businesses within their respective communities or are 

employed in the o f f i ces and restaurants in other parts of Nairobi. 

In nursery school N7, there are more than four children who l ive 

with their grandmothers. Among them, there are two children, a brother and 

s is ter whose mother work in a restaurant in the city centre. In nursery 

school N2, many children were withdrawn when the fees was doubled from shs. 

10 - 20/-.per month. One parent withdrew her,two children. On further 

investigation I learnt that she employed a house maid. Another mother 

who had three children in the class withdrew the younger two; but l e f t the 

f i v e year old. 

These findings indicate quite clearly that an investigation of the 

patterns of interaction between these two uses of pre-scheols; the allocation 

of children into places in primary one and child care, may y ie ld very 

interesting results. 
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