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Abstract

The purpose of this paper was to explore the management of kindergarten school of Dilla Univer-
sity with reference to the learning environment and the kind of pedagogy employed. To examine
the issue under consideration, the study was guided by qualitative case study. Semi-structured in-
terview was the dominant data collection tool. On the basis of their contributions to the study six
participants were selected purposefully. The central research questions were, “To what extent the
learning environment of Dilla University KG school is conducive to serve its purpose? What peda-
gogical challenges and opportunities are in place in the management of the school?” The study
found that the learning environment is not child friendly. Besides, the play-oriented child driven
pedagogy is not yet adequately materialized. More specifically, the study revealed that there was
unfavorable learning environment; poor commitment; lack of supervisory support; absence of
trainings and re-trainings; and inappropriate mode of assessment. In light of the findings there is
a need for adequate pre-service and ongoing trainings to the practitioners. Besides, the supervi-
sory practices should be handled by professionally competent supervisors. Finally, the creation
and development of a playful and child-oriented learning environment have been proposed, along
with suggestions for further empirical exploration.
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1. Introduction

The management of kindergarten (KG) schools plays a key role in the holistic development of a child. Specifi-
cally, the existence of child-friendly learning environment has positive repercussions for the well functioning of
the schools. Besides, the provision of age appropriate and playful pedagogical approaches could facilitate the
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healthy development of children. Therefore, if children are at the center of KG schools the creation and devel-
opment of child friendly learning environment remain in the crux of the matter. In the same vein, several studies
(e.g., [1]-[4]) confirmed that pre-primary education is a very crucial stage in the overall development of a child.
This implies the need for unconditional attention of the school management.

Children attending KG schools with competent school management, well-trained teachers, conducive school
environment, play-oriented teaching methodology, relatively low child-to-teacher ratios, and effective parent
involvement are more likely to succeed than providers with lower levels of quality [6]. Similarly, the economist
James Heckman’s research [6] [7] utilizes an economic principle to early learning and confirms that “early suc-
cess begets later success,”—indicating that children who do not have better early learning practices are more
likely to fail [6] [7]. Thus, in this critical stage of education the presence of responsible school management is
binding (see the annex for further clarifications).

The management of early childhood education can facilitate or complicate the well functioning of the system.
For example, in Ethiopia, the importance of early education was recognized as early as Medieval Ethiopia [4]
[8]. Nonetheless, in 2010, the Government launched a “Comprehensive Early Childhood Development Policy
Framework and a Strategic Operational Plan” as part of its Education and Training Policy. Therefore, introduc-
ing the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) policy for a country that recognized the importance of
preprimary education during the 17" century witnessed the low key given to the program [8]-[10].

Although, “the Government of Ethiopia recognizes the pre-primary phase of education for children aged 4 - 6
years” [11], “active engagement in provision has been minimal and in practice, ECCE is mainly provided by the
private sector” [12]. However, “the private sector has filled the vacuum of demand in the absence of significant
government initiatives, and inevitably functions to benefit the most advantaged urban groups” [13].

Besides, preprimary education is not compulsory. It is dominated by fee charging preprimary schools which
mainly supply to the needs of well-to-do parents living in urban areas of the country. Except in some technical
support, the Government has limited involvement in this critical stage of education [3] [14].

2. Statement of the Problem

A first-class KG school management contributes not only help prepare children for entry into primary schools,
but also provides a foundation for later success [15]. Some of its ingredients such as a positive learning envi-
ronment and the existence of appropriate pedagogy could serve as the bedrock upon which excellent basic and
sound KG education is built [16]. Consequently, “a good number of children and families benefit worldwide
through participating in high-quality, well-proven early childhood programs run by dedicated and skilled profes-
sionals” [17]. Regardless of this fact, the issue of Early Childhood Development and Education has not been
given the concern and attention it ought to have by responsible child protection parties in Africa [18].

Surprisingly, though modern KG was introduced in Ethiopia in 1900, “pre-school education still remains in an
embryonic state and very unequally spread out in the country” [4] [8]. For instance, the expansion rate of the
subsector is very undersized. According to the recent data from the Education Statistics Annual Abstract of
2011/12, in 2004 E.C there were only 3,580 kindergarten schools across the country. On the other hand, during
the same period, the presence of 29,643 primary schools further clarifies the lesser emphasis given to the pre-
primary education from the ministry [4] [14] [19].

Hoot et al.’s study conducted on Early Education in Ethiopia: Progress and Prospects noted that, in Ethiopia,
Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) is one of the most ignored areas [8]. Similarly, it seems a deserted
area of research and therefore it needs attention. Hence, the dearth of research conducted calls me for the ines-
capable concern-the management of KG schools. Exclusively, my intention was to explore the status of the
learning environment and the kind of pedagogy effected in Dilla University community KG School. From the
pedagogical point of view several studies (e.g., [20]-[22]) confirmed that many pre-schools in different countries
of the world focus on chalk and talk type of learning.

On top of this, in 2009, UNICEF’s study of child friendly schools and an investigation by [20] conducted on
the need for effective facility management in schools in Nigeria asserted that, the learning environment of KG
schools have a significant influence on the rearing of children. The study further suggested that the physical
learning environment must be able to accommaodate all children in safe locations. It needs to be designed to meet
the basic needs of children. Otherwise, “when the school environment is perceived as unwelcoming or threaten-
ing, attendance suffers” [12] [22].
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Therefore, the study offered a considerable attention to the management of the KG school with reference to
the conduciveness of the learning environment and the kind of pedagogy in place. In addition, it is believed that
this study may help link the yawning gap between early childhood education policy intention and its outcomes.
Consequently, the piece is devoted to achieve its purpose via the following basic questions:

1) To what extent the learning environment of Dilla University Community KG School is conducive to serve its
purpose?

2) What pedagogical challenges and opportunities are in place in the management of Dilla University Commu-
nity KG School?

3. Methods and Procedures

The research was guided by a constructivist paradigm. Ontologically, the approach allowed to investigate the
issue understudy as it helps to find out the existing realities that are specific to the site. Because they are con-
structed by participants who experience the world from their own perspectives [23]. The epistemology of the
paradigm also lets the construction of the findings which were developed via the mutual engagement and com-
mon understandings of both the participants and myself. Methodically, | have collected data from the natural
setting, where | have started the concurrent data analysis. | spent quite a lot of time interviewing participants
(about two hours with each), observing the study site (which includes the physical environment, the school facil-
ities, and the actual teacher-student interactions), and analyzing documents [24].

In order to fully comprehend the experiences participants share, the study was conducted by the qualitative
case study. Because the employment of the design helped me to conduct an in-depth study within its bounded
system as it operates [25]. “Thick descriptions of contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context were
employed from a variety of viewpoints in an attempt to understand the issue” [24] [26]. After | have collected
the data, the analysis, and its interpretations were made, and a “rich, full picture of a research situation” were
painted [27]. As a result, it enabled me to shed light on the management of KG schools with special reference to
the learning environment and the practiced pedagogy in the study site.

4. The Study Site

The study was carried out at one of the twenty five KG schools of Dilla town of Gedeo zone in SNNPR, called
Dilla University Community School. The school is selected as the site of the study because it is the only gov-
ernment school found in the vicinity. Moreover, as far as my knowledge is concerned no similar study was car-
ried out in the site. Hence, the school is administered by Dilla University since it was established in 2001 Ethio-
pian Calendar (E.C.) to render services to the University staffs and the surrounding community. It accommo-
dates a total of 179 (92 male and 87 female) children in five groups from nursery to upper KG levels. Eight fe-
male teachers who graduated from Early Childhood Care and Education-Teachers Training Institutes (ECCE-
TTIs) with certificate undertake the teaching-learning process headed by one coordinator.

5. Sampling and Participants

Purposeful sampling method was employed to recruit participants of the study. Because the technique has
helped me in selecting good key informants who were selfless, articulate, informative, and experienced with the
theme of the study and setting [28]. To get a pertinent information six interview participants were chosen. The
major rationale | have used smaller samples in this piece is that “it is expensive (expense of labor) and time
consuming” [29]. Gay et al. also advised that “qualitative researchers must almost always deal with small sam-
ples, normally interacting over a long period of time and in great depth” [28]. Hence, the smaller number of
samples enabled me to obtain the desired depth of data needed to achieve the purpose of the study.

Accordingly, on the basis of their teaching experiences in KG schools for at least 8 years and field of specia-
lizations two teachers whom | think potentially able to provide more comprehensive information were selected.
Similarly, the school principal; the school supervisor; the school Parent Teacher Association (PTA) chairman;
and the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) expert of the town, who was in charge to oversee the
school understudy by virtue of their current position were included. I considered their varied experiences pro-
vide rich, descriptive, and meaningful data that served the objective of this study. Similarly, the use of partici-
pants from different career structures offered the study a methodological strength than a single source [29].
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6. Data Gathering Tools

Tools used to gather data from the research participants were semi-structured interview, observation and docu-
ment analysis. In-depth interview was the major instrument employed to collect data in this study. The semi-
structured interview was the dominant data collection instrument of the study. Because it offered me an access
to collect data that is inaccessible (e.g., via observation) [28]. It also helped me to establish rapport and solicit
detailed information [29]. Above all, according to the advise forwarded by Patten the approach was not limited
to the predetermined questions. For instance, too terse responses were enriched by additional questions [29].

Although the interview guiding questions were developed in English for the sake of better communication the
interview was conducted in Amharic language. Discourses were undertaken in the preferred sites of the partici-
pants. As a novice qualitative researcher | have invited one of my senior academic staffs experienced in qualita-
tive research to have his observation and support during the process of data collection. Thus, he assisted me the
job of interviewing and collecting field notes [29]. In an attempt to better elicit information and uncover the in-
terviewee’s true positions a minimum of two hours were spent with each interviewee’s [26] [30]-[32].

The interview protocol facilitates the smooth and similar flow of events throughout the interview process.
Hence, among other things, each of the interviewees were encouraged to describe the conduciveness of the
school learning environment and the kind of pedagogy found in the study site. Thus, as its major purpose is used
to “clear the air as well as to clear the mind” demographic information (such as: age, level of education, field of
specialization, work experience, current position) were inquired before conducting the interviews [29].

Document analyses were also employed to get supportive ideas to the information gathered through semi-
structured interview and observation. In this regard national and regional ECCE policy documents, ECCE
guidelines, students mark list, school minutes, class schedules, school reports, etc. were referred. The selection
of these documents were based on the researcher’s judgment in relation to the purpose of the study.

Besides, observations of the school environment and the exercised pedagogical orientation were made for ten
working days. Data were collected using the checklist developed from the KG school standard of Southern Na-
tions, Nationalities and People’s Region (SNNPR) education bureau. From the international perspectives the KG
school standards of Nigeria, Kosovo, and Rwanda has been taken in to account.

7. Data Analysis

The data gathered through semi structured interview, observation and document analysis were analyzed syste-
matically. In line with the advice of [32], analyses and interpretation of data were made concurrently on daily
basis along with the task of data collection [30] [32]. Through an intensive reading and rereading of each inter-
view notes and examining for words or phrases concepts that repeat themselves were identified. Cross case
analysis is used to categorize similar ideas that were gathered from participants on the same issue [29]. The
themes of two guiding research questions were considered to develop major themes. The data were organized
into open coding, and then creating major categories, and abstraction which finally resulted in sub-categories.
For instance, | have coded emerging themes from all data and sorted out into six specific categories. Finally, da-
ta from observation and document analysis were compared and synchronized to the data from the interview.

8. Validation Strategies

To reduce the impact of bias on the data collected, several validation techniques were used to document the ac-
curacy and value of the study. To establish the “dependability and trustworthiness™ of the data and assure tri-
angulation | have used multiple sources for obtaining data on the research topic [29]. Hence, | have interviewed
six practitioners who assume five different positions such as: two school teachers, the principal, chairman of the
Parent Teacher Association (PTA), the supervisor, and district education office KG expert. Thus, if various
sources provide similar information, the data can be said to be corroborated [29]. To assure the quality of this
research two of my senior PhD fellows assisted me during the time of data collection and analysis. With respect
to this Patten confirmed that “researcher triangulation help reduce the possibility of the results of idiosyncratic
views of one individual researcher” [29].

In an effort to keep a neutral viewpoint, | have reflected on my biases of the research topic and assumptions of

The term “dependability” and “trustworthiness” in qualitative research loosely correspond to the terms “reliability” and “validity” in quan-
titative research [29].
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the outcomes of the study prior to and during the research to maintain as impartial of a position as possible. |
have personally reflected my professional career as a teacher and school manager at primary, secondary and
university levels. Likewise, to be more transparent and for the benefit of the study I have disclosed my field of
study from primary school certificate to Masters of educational planning and leadership in each occasion of
contact and communication with the participants. | have also structured the research question and probing ques-
tions in such a way that did not guide the participant’s responses in a predetermined direction.

Methodological coherence, appropriateness of the samples, collecting and analyzing data concurrently and
thinking theoretically was followed as | undertake the study. The approach allowed me an opportunity to eva-
luate and propose a timely correction and ascertained the way forward. Prolonged engagement in the field and
the triangulation of data sources were used to establish credibility [26]. From my observations, a thick descrip-
tion of each participant was constructed to help readers determine the transferability of the research. Dependa-
bility of the study was established through peer review by another researchers (two of my colleagues) trained in
qualitative research throughout the research process. Additionally, member checks data analyses, interpretations,
and conclusions were conducted to confirm credibility of the study.

9, Ethical Considerations

Data were gathered from the aforementioned sources through official permission of Dilla town education office
and the school authorities. The consent of the individuals involved on the interview was strictly followed. For
example, in order to obtain the interviewee’s full cooperation, | have explained what | want from them and as-
sured the ideas of the interview remains confidential. | have explained the objectives of the research, why he or
she has been chosen and why he or she is going to be asked. However, though | have justified tape-recording the
conversations none of them have accepted its utilization and thereby omitted. To manage this limitation apart
from taking different pictures two major decisions enabled me to minimize its risk. First, team based interview-
ing and note taking helped me to collect adequate data. Second, spending a minimum of two hours with each in-
terviewee gave me a chance to gather sufficient data.

10. Results and Discussion

This section presents the results of data collected from participants through interview, observation, and docu-
ment analysis. For the sake of anonymity the following codes were included in the discussions. T1 and T2 refer
to teacher participants. P3, B4, S5, and E6 represent the principal, parent teacher association (PTA) chairman,
the supervisor, and the KG expert respectively. As shown in the table below pseudonym, code, sex, age, qualifi-
cation, field of specialization, work experiences, and current positions were collected to understand their bio-
graphic information of the participants which implied their relevance to provide the research data. Of the six
respondents five of them are females which indicated the KG staff of the study site is overwhelmed by female
practitioners. As can be observed in the table below a minimum of 10 years work experiences, the pertinent field
of specialization, and the assumed positions further strengthen the quality of the sources of data. In general, Ta-
ble 1 summarizes their detailed biographic information.

The most significant implications for the management of KG schools with special reference to the learning

Table 1. Overview of participants’ profile.

Field of

Pseudonym Code Sex  Age Qualification Specializati Work Experiences Current Position
pecialization

Kokobe Tl F 34 Certificate ECCE’ 10 years The KG school teacher
Hawi T2 F 38 Certificate ECCE’ 11 years The KG school teacher
Sara P3 F 33 Certificate ECCE” 11 years The KG school Coordinator

o Chairman, Parent Teacher

Olyad B4 M 45 MA EdPM 20 years Association (PTA)
Yanet S5 F 30 BA CEE™ 10 years Supervisor

Tsehay E6 F 36 BA EdPM™ 13 years Expert

Early Childhood and Care Education (ECCE"), Educational Planning and Management (EdPM"™), Civics and Ethical Education (CEE™).
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environment and the pedagogical approach of Dilla University community KG school in the view of the inter-
viewees, clustered around two major themes and six sub-themes:
1) Learning environment (conduciveness)
a) Unfavorable learning environment
b) Commitment
c) Supervisory Support
d) Training and re-training
2) Pedagogy in place (Traditional vs Child-centered)
a) Mode of Assessment
b) Traditional pedagogy
The identified themes and sub-themes reflected the ideas of the participants of the study. The discussion that
follows considers these themes, dwelling on the most frequently cited key issues.

11. Learning Environment

In each of the interview sessions, participants of the study were similarly asked one of the guiding questions of
the study ‘What do you think of the learning environment of Dilla University Community KG School?’ fol-
lowed by probing questions such as what makes KG schools environment child friendly? Do you think the
school buildings and play grounds are to the standards? Why? What can you say about the rapport between the
staff and the school management? And what kind of activity is in place to improve the situation? After data is
collected, organized and systematically analyzed concepts which repeat themselves were labeled as themes and
subthemes. To begin with, under one of the two major categories the conduciveness of learning environment
sub-themes such as: unfavorable learning environment, commitment, supervisory support, training and retrain-
ing were discussed successively.

Unfavorable learning environment: Surprisingly, five of the interviewees were in consensus to respond the
learning environment is not conducive to conduct a quality teaching and learning process. They underscore that
the school compound is too narrow; the buildings are not originally constructed for the purpose; children are
suffering from play grounds, it lacks clean portable water; it also possesses an age inappropriate latrine with
poor sanitation; and, there is also a poor relationship between the school management and the staff. In general,
they have concluded that the school environment is not child friendly and this is stemmed from the little atten-
tion given by the school management since the last six years. An observation made by one of my informants
could be more telling:

I don’t have the guts to say the learning environment is conducive. The compound is too narrow. The school
compound needs to be sufficiently large to confer each child a space to move and explore. The large number of
students which is added up to four hundred sixty from KG to grade seven complicates the situation. This is so to
fill the demand gap of KG school of the University staff and to serve the community around as it is a university
based school. [B4]

The above mentioned idea indicated that the size of the school compound as compared to the number of
children is not adequate. Hence, most likely it seems negatively contributed to the conduciveness of the learning
environment. Another teacher interviewee added that:

The general surrounding of the school is not safe and conducive for learning and teaching. For example, the
compound is surrounded by bushy grasses:- Consequently, it is not uncommon to hear a snake is found and
killed--- which is frustrating--- (T1)

As per my observation Photograph 1 further clarify the scenario:

From the responses of many of the interviewees, | was also able to note that the KG school is not conducive
to properly accomplish its intended objectives. This is manifested by the following interviewees in a row?:

KG schools are not built for the purpose of preprimary school. The school has insufficient play ground be-
cause the compound could not accommodate the large number of students found in the school. Adding, the din-
ing rooms are below the standard. There is lack of portable water service and a low standard toilet represents the
school. [S5]

The school has no library or a corner with shelves within each classroom as a learning resource area for stor-
ing and displaying educational reference materials to nurture and--- develop the culture of reading and research-

Note that new paragraphs denote comments from different participants.
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Photograph 1. Dilla university community KG school compound surrounded
by bushy grasses (February 2014).

ing at their important ages. [T1]

Another participant noted that:

-+ As per my observations Dilla University KG school is suffered from a number of learning environment re-
lated problems. The school has no adequate play grounds, the school compound is also very narrow and hence it
prohibits the free mobility of children. Since the last five years it has rendered its services in the same building
which is not originally built for the purpose of KG school. [E6]

Concurred to the above idea from the school observation | have learned that the school buildings in use was
not constructed for the purpose of KG. As a result, it is not child friendly. For example, the free physical mobil-
ity of the children has been limited. Besides, the children were vulnerable to injury in the case of sudden physi-
cal failure from the edges of the verandah (see the next Photograph 2).

The next Photograph 3 indicated one of the facilities planted for the school children. As can be observed
from the photograph the toilet is not to the standard and age inappropriate (it may suffer children from injury
and etc.). Hence, this may substantiate the existence of unfavorable school learning environment.

The next data forwarded by the school PTA chairman ascertained the severity of the issue under discussion.

The school has separate toilets with poor sanitation. There is also in short supply of pure water and sanitation
facilities. For example, there is a poor waste removal system; sufficient garbage disposal bins are not arranged in
all locations. [B4]

On the other hand, one of the teacher participants reflected her divergent view emphasizing the conduciveness
of the learning environment.

I didn’t see any problem the learning environment is quite good. We have clean toilets; children are provided
with pure water; as usual, the transport service is going well. We have a positive relationship the school man-
agement is doing well. [T2]

It was a surprise! In the middle of the way the same teacher (T2) contradicted herself and pointed out as there
was unfavorable learning environment. She forwarded it as:

I think the major responsibility of school management is creating a cooperative learning atmosphere. But, |
fail to see any praise or incentives either from the school principal or the school board, what we call the PTA for
better performances of the staff. Had it been implemented | think our relationship could not be hostile--- [T2]

By way of summary, what has been found from the interviews are in agreement with my school observation
and field notes. For instance, from the observation the school environment is not as per the standard set by the
ministry of education (MoE) and the Southern Nation, Nationalities and People’s Region (SNNPR) education
office KG guideline. Besides, it was consistent with a study on assessment of quality in early childhood educa-
tion conducted in EKiti-State Nigeria by [33] which indicated that the school environment is unfriendly. Among
other things, inadequate space, lack of easy access to safe drinking water, and hygienic sanitation. Similarly, a
study report from [34] also supported that children throughout the world, whether in the North or the South na-
tions are living in overcrowded, polluted and unsafe environments, which provide little opportunity for educa-
tion and play -+ [34].

In general, among other things, as per this study Dilla University community KG school has been suffered
from unfavorable learning environment. Thus, it calls for the determined school principal, teachers, supervisors,
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Photograph 3. Dilla university community KG School toilet (February 2014).

district experts, PTA members and other concerned authorities.

Commitment: Favorable school learning environment could be created and maintained mainly through the
commitment of its management and the staff. Commitment could be one of the determinant factors for any job
well done. On the contrary, a failure to possess the adequate amount of determination seems to celebrate inef-
fective task accomplishments. In line with this, to resolve the challenges discussed earlier (e.g., the narrow
school spaces--) the delayed KG school building is a good indicative of the poor commitment from the school
management. One of the interviewee added:

What worries me is the attempt from the school management does not suffice to improve the harsh condition
of the school environment. ---Year after year | haven’t seen changes in the school learning environment things
remain the same. [T1]

The next participants view also indicated the absence of commitment. She stated that:

As compared to other KG schools found in the vicinity, though better funds were allocated from the universi-
ty it fails to serve the community to the necessary extent. The nonexistence of pedagogical center, library and
play grounds characterizes the school. [T2]

The following data snippet also revealed the extent of emphasis given to the construction of school. It also
shed light on the idea of the poorly determined school leadership.

--indeed, the school has started its functioning before five or six years ago. However, to resolve the problem
(the narrowed school compound) year ago a corner stone was laid by the university to build its own KG school.
Yet, to date nothing is observed to commence the construction. (B4)

Effective communication can be concerned as one of the factors of a committed school leadership. But, what
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was explained from the woreda KG expert (one of my interviewees) did not support it. It runs as:

There is a weak reporting system which is related to the poor management of the school. They are very much
reluctant in their overall relationship with the woreda education office. There is also a poor teachers and school
management relationship. [E6]

From the aforementioned views lack of commitment characterizes the school management. In line with this,
one participant (T2) summarized “:-- | think the management of the school seems not worried to create a helpful
learning environment so that children are not treated well.” Apart from that, the well functioning of KG schools
management enables children to collect their maximal benefit. For instance, a good number of children and fam-
ilies benefit throughout the world participating in high standard, proven early childhood programs run by de-
voted and skilled professionals [17]. Otherwise, children who do not have the opportunity to enjoy a conducive
learning environment such as lack of play grounds and other facilities would be at increased risk for abnormal
development and deviant behavior [38].

In conclusion, participants view indicated that there has been a serious problem to find a determined KG
school management and its staff. The absence of committed practitioners could negatively affect the develop-
ment of children. Thus, it could have been good to have a supervisory intervention.

Supervisory Support: Views of participants were equally represented under this theme, typified in com-
ments relating to inadequate supervisory support in an attempt to improve the conditions of the learning envi-
ronment of the school. The subsequent interview participants view indicated that supervisory support was ren-
dered sporadically. One interviewee (the district supervisor) asserted that:

---We conduct the services of supervision only twice in a year. For instance, | didn’t have the time to make it
consistent. Because, I’m busy as my job is not only limited to oversee KG schools but also to the primary and
secondary schools of the town. [S5]

The school supervisory practices of the KG school were limited to one ministry (the ministry of education).
From my document analysis, as stipulated in the 2010 ECCE policy document of Ethiopia the childhood care
and education effort shall be a joint venture of the three ministries in the creation and development of conducive
learning atmosphere. However, it remains as the sole responsibility of MoE. This seems complicated the super-
visory endeavor challenging. She (the supervisor) added that: “I think the issue of ECCE is the concern of three
ministries. But, | couldn’t see any cooperation from both: the health department of the town and from the wom-
en, youth, and child affairs office of the town.” A teacher interviewee also added that:

I could see fragile attempts from the management of the school including the PTA’s supervising the school
environment and strive to improve the current status of the learning environment. [T1]

The presence of uninterrupted supervisory practices has a pivotal role in improving the school working condi-
tions in general, and the learning environment in particular. Nevertheless, many interviewees reflected about the
poor practices of supervisory services which should not be. In relation to this, the school principal stated:

I think it is because of less supervisory practices that we have developed a weak learning environment. Had
there been a series of supervision the condition of the learning environment namely our relationship might be at
the positive end. [P3]

The frequent provision of supervision enabled KG school practitioners to be encouraged, committed, and de-
liver their services in accordance with the general purposes of the school. If this is so, the learning environment
would be created and maintained child friendly. Yet, if the reverse holds true like the result of this study training
and re-training is likely to tackle the problem.

Training and re-training: The need for sound KG management training and retraining was equally
represented in participants’ comments. The provision of ECCE oriented short and or long term training of any
kind could benefit practitioners. Nonetheless, all participants of the study were in consensus to reveal that to
date training of any form were not given to them. This witnessed the little attention given to the program in gen-
eral and the human resource development in particular. One of the interviewees asserted the scenario as:

I didn’t see any professional training offered to KG teachers or any other education official on the teaching
methodology of preprimary schools either from the government or NGOs. [S5]

Another interviewee also summed up:

The managers of the school have no adequate training in the area of KG school management. | think training
would help KG school administrators acquire the basics of KG school management. They might be in short of
knowledge and skills needed to improve the school environment for the benefits of kids. [T2]

The subsequent review further strengthens the need of ongoing trainings and re-trainings. Concurred with this,
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[17] recommendation described that “children benefit through participating in early childhood programs run by
skilled school administrators”. Similarly, [35] added that the care and education of children is an undertaking so
pertinent and should only be carried out by professionals with a high degree of professionalism, knowledge, and
skills. Nevertheless, none of the interviewees revealed that the school management has trainings of any kind in
the area of ECCE.

12. Pedagogy in Place

“What pedagogical challenges and opportunities are in place in the management of Dilla University Community
KG School?” was the second guiding question of the study. Thereby, via semi-structured interviews it appeared
as the major question followed by the subsequent probing questions such as: Do you think the school provides
appropriate and adequate teaching learning materials? Do you think the school management provides appropri-
ate and adequate teaching learning materials? To what extent play is considered as the pedagogy of the child?
Which kind of pedagogical approach has been exercised? Why do you think so? How is the process of child-
ren’s learning assessment going? Have you attended professional development trainings related to early child-
hood care and education? Do you think that class size is to the standard? What do you feel about the supervisory
supports rendered to the school practitioners?

In the course of answering to these questions, one participant said that “I think the school has myriads of
challenges of which the problem in pedagogy is the worst.” It coincides to the argument of the [36] which re-
vealed that “Not all teachers embrace child-centered methods either. For one thing, they’re a lot more work,
demanding more time, more energy, and more creativity. It may be easier for a teacher when the children just sit
still and listen to what they’re told.” The second major theme of the study embarked on the kind of exercised
pedagogy. Thus, two sub-themes of the section: mode of assessment and traditional pedagogy were explored
consecutively.

Mode of assessment: In the process of teaching and learning the mode of assessment and the kind of peda-
gogy have a symbiotic relationships. Their nature of interdependency enabled them to push and pull each other.
Hence, the kind of assessment whether formative or summative can be one of the indicatives of the employed
teaching methodology. Study participants data revealed that the assessment mechanism of the school is against
the developmental requirement of the children. In line with this argument majority of the interviewees corrobo-
rated the following idea:

Above all the mode of assessment which has been employed in the KG schools is abnormal. As educator |
think this is not appropriate and could not meet the developmental needs and maturity of the children. | could
see children of four and five years old tested a written exam of courses out fifty percent like a university student
which deviates from the major domains of child development. [S5]

In addition, as per the document analysis and observation, the mode of assessment that has been implemented
and the amount of courses to be offered seem not age appropriate and developmental. For instance, my docu-
ment analysis on the students report card and roster of the first semester of 2006 E.C depicted that twelve
courses such as Amharic, English, Math in Amharic, Environmental science in English, English handwriting,
Spoken English, Computer “not yet implemented”, Art, Music, Story, Sport, and Play. | was able to realize that
all these have been offered from nursery to upper KG. With regards to assessment tests cover 70% of the entire
evaluation mechanism (test 1 and 2 accounts 20%; mid exam 30%; and final exam 30%). The remaining 30%
will include (class activity 5%, worksheet 10%, exercise book neatness 15%). Besides, | have observed that a
series of worksheets and excerpts (four to five times per semester) to be worked out and read as home take as-
signments have been dispatched. | think this keeps children busy and overwhelmed to recite now and then. Yet,
it consumes their play time and makes them scarify the non-cognitive goals of the level except the cognitive di-
mension.

The large class size is also considered as one of the most important causes contributed to un child-friendly
mode of assessment. One of the interviewees substantiate the idea as hereunder:

To render a good services and manage the classroom as per the need and talents of my children | have been
facing a challenge. My difficulty is the large class size. ---look! Now I have fifty one students where the standard
is below twenty five students in KG. I’m also busy in assessing them. So who is going to blame me for mi-
streatments of the children? Yet, I’m striving to do my job. The ---teacher-to-child ratio should be maintained at
a level that allows teachers to give the individualized attention that each child requires. | think it could have not
been a problem if the governing body of the school built its own school. [T2]
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Likewise, my document analysis confirmed the presence of fifty one children in the mentioned lower KG
class and the school average class size of 35.8 students per class which is beyond the international standard
(twenty). In relation to the aforementioned idea the effectiveness of the school management is critical for keep-
ing children safe and involved in age appropriate activities.

The children to care providers ratio depends on their age, the facility and the nation’s resources [22]. However,
according to [22] worldwide a maximum of 20 children per caregiver is recommended to 4- to 6-year-old range.

In conclusion, the larger the class size depicted the exam oriented mode of assessment. Similarly, as noted
earlier the age inappropriate mode of assessment exemplifies the traditional teacher centered pedagogy.

Traditional Pedagogy: The teacher-dominated teaching methodology which sometimes referred as tradition-
al pedagogy seemed surfaced in the study site. Regardless of their failure to implement the child friendly ap-
proach participants were in favor of the play oriented child-centered pedagogy. Besides, the interviewed partici-
pants were in harmony indicating the unproductive management system in realizing child-centered pedagogy.
One participant commented:

Frankly speaking, the kind of pedagogy which has been implemented in our school is traditional. | didn’t see
the difference with the primary schools. To my understanding the child-friendly pedagogy is not yet materia-
lized. A good example is the poor mode of assessment in place. Children aged three, four, five and six are tasked
to take a fifty percent written exams in courses such as Math, English and Amharic. | think this is not a deve-
lopmentally appropriate pedagogy rather it is indicative of rote learning. [B4]

My classroom observation confirmed that the child-centered pedagogy is not yet realized. For instance, the
classroom arrangements (the fixed blackboard, the posted alphabets ---) denoted the chalk and talk pedagogy.
The following Photograph 4 clarifies the scenario:

Supervisors view further strengthens the issue discussed earlier. She noted it as:

From my experiences play-oriented pedagogy is not fully implemented in the KG program. Most of the time
when | observe the pedagogical orientation they use a kind of chalk and talk type of teaching which is similar to
primary schools. Nonetheless, we are striving to curb it for the benefit of the children. [S6]

On the other hand, as per my observation, play, which is usually referred as pedagogy of the child is

not yet adequately materialized. Many of the interviewees were in consensus in supporting this idea. For ex-
ample, one respondent asserted that:

It is worrisome to think about the opportunities offered to play. | believe early childhood period has to be
dominated by play; but because of lack of playing materials children are exempted from learning. | think it is
possible to fulfill the playing tools- | don’t think this is because of lack of money. What matters is—the way we
think and act. [S5]

Another interviewee added:

The school is ill-equipped with play materials not to say... there are no play materials [S5]. The comments re-
flect the prohibition of children from play-oriented mode of child rearing pedagogy. Yet, according to [37] [38]
children who go to playful kindergartens rather than didactic in countries as diverse as Germany, China, Japan,
USA and Finland excelled over the others in every area measured—physical, emotional, social, and intellectual
development. They also remained consistent in getting the highest scores on the reputed international Program
for International Student Assessment (PISA) exam for 15-year-olds [37].

Photograph 4. Dilla university community KG school classroom arranged for traditional pedagogy (February 2014).

OALibJ | DOI:10.4236/0alib.1101538 11 May 2015 | Volume 2 | e1538


http://dx.doi.org/10.4236/oalib.1101538

D. D. Megersa

Apart from that, if children are deprived from adequate amount of play problems mushroom [38]. In relation
to this, my study is consistent with [39]. The studies show that “formal approaches to teaching young children
are counterproductive and can hinder young children’s learning, generating higher anxiety and lower self-esteem”
[39].

To sum up, the existence of the child inappropriate assessment mechanism and the employment of the out-
dated pedagogy were better described by the words of one of the teacher respondents as here under:

As far as the pedagogical orientation and the mode of assessment is concerned the difference between our KG
school and the primary one is invisible. More or less we have been employing the same pattern. | don’t think we
are correct but the large class size, the inadequacy of the teaching materials, and perhaps the knowledge and
skills gap that might be observed in some of us influenced our positive developments. [T1]

13. Summary, Conclusion and Recommendations

The previous section reported on and discussed the results of the study. The purpose of this part is to summarize
and draw conclusions regarding the main findings of the study. Recommendations for future studies are also
forwarded.

14. Summary

In this study the condition of Dilla University Community KG school management with reference to the status
of the learning environment and its pedagogical orientation is found with a number of drawbacks. First, the
learning environment is not child friendly to conduct a quality teaching and learning process. The unfriendliness
of school environment is mainly characterized by: narrow school compound; in adequate play grounds; lack of
easy access to safe drinking water; lack of hygienic and age appropriate toilets; the school buildings are not
originally constructed for the purpose; and the poor relationship between the school management and the staff
can manifest the quandary. In general, children are suffering from overcrowded and unsafe environments, which
provide little opportunity for learning and play.

Second, participants of the study highlighted that child-friendly pedagogy is not yet adequately materialized.
The interviewed participants were also in harmony indicating the employed mode of assessment did not consider
the developmental needs and maturity of children. Besides, the school is attributed to the large class size; and
the provision of insufficient and nonappearances of learning materials and play equipment both indoor and out-
door.

15. Conclusions

In conclusion, the above findings have implications for the appropriate development of children at the school.
Children of the school have suffered from lack of conducive learning environment. Besides, the traditional age
inappropriate, chalk and talk dominated pedagogy could have negative repercussions in the optimal develop-
ment of the children. For instance, the mere transmission of factual knowledge could shackle the emotional, so-
cial, physical, and creative abilities of children as it is limited to cognitive. The exam oriented assessment me-
chanism of the school further exemplifies the low-key given to make the school child-friendly. The major
sources of the shortcomings seem associated to the inefficient school management, their poor commitment; lack
of supervisory support; and the absence of ECCE oriented professional development trainings.

Despite this fact, children need time, space, materials and the support of skilled and dedicated early childhood
educators in order to become a dependable future generation. Otherwise, a KG school that does not adequately
address the socio-emotional needs of young children runs the risk of contributing to the development and ex-
pression of challenging behaviors. Hence, this calls for the due attention of the concerned authorities.

16. Recommendations

Based on the findings of the study the following recommendations are forwarded. KG school managers should

have a good knowledge of child development and therefore appropriate professional training has to be designed

and effected rather than allowing rule of thumb type of leadership.

1) Well-trained facilitators understand that children consistently respond in a positive way to warm, nurturing
caregivers who are capable of identifying with children’s needs and concerns. Therefore, ongoing caregivers’
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professional development trainings should be in place.

2) Uninterrupted professional support boosts the implementation capacity of the child centers. Hence, assigning
professionally competent, wily, and responsible supervisors is indispensable.

3) As it goes against the developmental maturity of children the manifestation of rote learning-the test-driven
culture of assessment should diminish. Instead the assessment may cover a broad range of children’s activi-
ties and abilities.

4) All concerned bodies should put concerted effort in creating and developing a playful and child-appropriate
learning environment.

Besides, all possible factors which contribute to examine the management of KG schools are not exhausted in
this study as it is limited to the learning environment and pedagogy. Therefore, it will be appropriate to include
other factors in the future studies and or similar study is also encouraged to see its dependability. Therefore, the
study offers a vantage point from which further studies might be undertaken so that several research themes sur-
faced. The eight areas | feel should be explored include: (a) Assessment of quality in early childhood education;
(b) The assessment mechanism of KG schools; (c) The professional development training of KG school practi-
tioners; (d) The role of supervisors in KG schools; (e) The practices of KG schools; (f) The school-community
relationship in KG schools; (g) KG school teachers’ awareness on child-centered pedagogy vs teachers-centered
pedagogy; and, (f) The competence of KG schools management.
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Appendix

In Figure 1 the five themes (child, learning environment, pedagogy, management, and the tire) of a vehicle
symbolizes the following ideas:

Child: Under the auspices of the KG school management—a child is found at the center as they deserve the
maximum care and attention.

Learning environment: The green color depicts for the holistic development of a child and the learning envi-
ronment should be child friendly and safe as it interacts to the environment.

Pedagogy: The bright color symbolizes if early childhood practitioners approach children with playful and
loving atmosphere their future could be well enough.

Management: The position of the school management implies its responsibility in the process of making de-
pendable citizens of the nation. If they are committed and professionally competent they can drive the fate of
children towards the positive end.

Tire: the tire symbolizes the whole system “the whole is greater than the sum of its parts” [25]. Components
such as the learning environment, the pedagogical orientation and the school management, and the child depict
the relationship and interdependency and the need for better child development. Besides, as it also represents
the vehicle if it is driven properly it can take children to their destinations safely otherwise vice versa. The
strength, durability and flexibility of the tire also revealed the outcome of quality early childhood education
which may resulted in the creation of competent, lifelong desirable behavior, and adaptive nature of well reared
child respectively.

Figure 1. The conceptual frame work of the study developed by the researcher.
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