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Accelerating the Transformation of Early Childhood Education and Development Systems in
West and Central Africa: From Scientific Evidence to Policy Implementation

The Expert Meeting on Early Childhood Education and Development (ECED), held in Dakar from 20
to 22 January 2026, brought together government representatives, regional organizations,
technical and financial partners, and civil society actors from West and Central Africa. With five
years remaining until the 2030 deadline, discussions highlighted the urgency of accelerating the
transformation of ECED systems in the face of persistent constraints, including underfunding,
institutional fragmentation, shortages of qualified personnel, and insufficient actionable data. The
meeting emphasized the need to move from a logic of commitment to a logic of implementation,
grounded in strengthened governance, coherent financing, improved service quality, and the
integration of crisis resilience. The discussions resulted in the development of an operational
Roadmap in preparation for the 2026 Ministerial Conference.
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UNESCO - a global leader in education
Education is UNESCO's top priority because itis a
basic human right and the foundation for peace
and sustainable development. UNESCO is the
United Nations’specialized agency for education,
providing global and regional leadership to drive
progress, strengthening the resilience and capacity
of national systems to serve all learners. UNESCO
also leads efforts to respond to contemporary
global challenges through transformative learning,
with special focus on gender equality and Africa
across all actions.
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The Global Education 2030 Agenda

UNESCO, as the United Nations’ specialized agency for
education, is entrusted to lead and coordinate the
Education 2030 Agenda, which is part of a global
movement to eradicate poverty through 17 Sustainable
Development Goals by 2030. Education, essential to
achieve all of these goals, has its own dedicated Goal 4,
which aims to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality
education and promote lifelong learning opportunities
for all.” The Education 2030 Framework for Action
provides guidance for the implementation of this
ambitious goal and commitments.
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The Expert Meeting on Early Childhood Education and Development (ECED) in West and Central
Africal, held on 20-22 January 2026, in Dakar, Senegal, is part of a regional effort to accelerate the
achievement of equitable access to quality services for the holistic development of children from
birth to age 8. It was held under the auspices of the Senegalese Ministry of National Education and
co-organized by UNESCO, the African Early Childhood Network (AfECN) and the World Health
Organization (WHO), in collaboration with the West African Health Organization (WAHO).

With five years to go until the 2030 deadline, the meeting reaffirmed the urgency of accelerating
progress towards the targets related to SDG 3, SDG 4.2 and SDG 16, in a context marked by multiple
crises: climate shocks, security tensions, forced displacement, socio-economic pressure and the
weakening of public systems. This meeting had a dual ambition: to move from "why invest" to "how
to transform". It combined an evidence-based approach (child development science) with a systemic
approach (governance, financing, quality, staffing, data and resilience) in order to provide countries
with relevant tools for operational decision-making that promotes realistic scaling up.

The meeting is designed as the technical segment of the initiative "Accelerating Early Childhood
Education and Development in West and Central Africa by 2030 and Beyond", which aims to
generate contributions and recommendations for the political segment of the Ministerial Conference
scheduled for 2026.

Discussions during the Expert Meeting were structured according to a logical progression:
Aligning knowledge and priorities (scientific foundations, frameworks and regional trends);
Strengthening the understanding of systems and the appropriation of analysis and steering

tools;
Planning the next concrete steps for the 2026 Ministerial Conference, with a roadmap and
deliverables.

Opening policy messages: an urgent need, a

human development imperative, and a common

The opening speeches highlighted a strong convergence of views: Early Childhood Education and
Development (ECED) is the foundation of well-being, learning, human capital and social cohesion;
and every child has the right to quality care, protection and education from early years onwards. It
can no longer be considered a "complement" to education, but rather an imperative and a structural
investment that determines academic success, the reduction of inequalities, resilience and the
human development of societies.

1 Documents and materials related to this meeting can be found at: https://linktr.ee/ECED Dakar
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Three policy messages have emerged:

ECED as a lever for human development and equity: early childhood lays the
foundations for human development and is one of the few areas where public
action can massively reduce inequalities from the outset, particularly for children
who are poor, vulnerable, displaced or living with a disability.

ECED as a collective responsibility: ECED is, by its very nature, multisectoral. It
requires effective coordination between actors involved in education, health,
nutrition, protection and care, as well as synergies with communities, partners and
other stakeholders.

Funding allocated to ECED as an indicator of credibility: without increased
domestic resources and significant budget allocations, ECED will remain a stated
priority rather than a real one.

This opening sequence thus anchored the Meeting in a logic of transformation: the field of ECED must
be better constructed, better funded and better managed.

Regional findings: real progress, but hampered by

systemic bottlenecks

The regional framing session highlighted notable progress in several countries, but insufficient in
relation to needs. Discussions converged on a central observation: ECED in West and Central Africa
continues to face structural constraints that limit access, quality and equity.

Several challenges were widely shared:

First, health and nutritional vulnerabilities continue to affect children's development trajectories, with
direct impacts on learning abilities and entry into basic learning. The mortality rate for children under
5 is the highest of all African regions: 91 out of 1,000 children in West Africa and 73 out of 1,000
children in Central Africa, according to reports from “Countdown to 2030.”

Furthermore, access to pre-primary education remains insufficient and highly unequal, particularly
depending on household income and geographical location. According to data available from the
UNESCO Institute for Statistics, the net enrollment rate for early childhood education will be the
lowest of all African regions in 2024 (or thereabouts): 14% in Central Africa and 22% in West Africa. In
several contexts, urban/rural disparities and poverty-related gaps remain decisive factors.
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One cross-cutting barrier was identified as critical: the lack of reliable and usable data. Participants
highlighted the obsolescence or incompleteness of certain indicators, the lack of harmonization
between sectors, and the difficulties in producing information that can be used for planning,
targeting, equity and the efficient allocation of resources.

Finally, two bottlenecks emerged strongly:
chronic underfunding, which is often fragmented and unpredictable;
a shortage of qualified and sustained personnel, limiting the quality of practices and the
capacity for scaling up.

he science of ECED: Why investing in the early

vears of life is important

The scientific session reinforced a widely shared conviction: investing in early childhood is first and
foremost a requirement for the realization of children's rights, and secondly an evidence-based
development imperative. The early years of life — up to the age of 8 — represent a period of maximum
plasticity in brain and socio-emotional development. They have a lasting impact on learning abilities,
health, autonomy and social skills. The discussions highlighted that children exposed to malnutrition,
toxic stress, insecurity or unstimulating environments accumulate delays that can lead, in the long
term, to persistent academic difficulties, increased vulnerability and a reduction in human potential.

The discussions confirmed that educational success is not solely determined in the classroom: it
begins before children start school and is built through daily experiences, stable interactions and
protective environments within the family and community. With this in mind, participants reaffirmed
the relevance of an integrated approach focused on the real needs of the child, based on the logic of
attentive care, which combines in an inseparable way:

good health,

adequate nutrition,

safety and protection,

early learning opportunities,

attentive and responsive care in daily relationships.

A cross-cutting approach has emerged: improving ECED also involves strengthening the child's
immediate environment and the conditions for daily support. This includes supporting families,
caregivers and carers, promoting positive parenting, and better integrating psychosocial well-being—
including mental health and stress management—particularly in fragile and crisis-affected contexts.
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Strengthening systems: from intention to

implementation

The meeting emphasized the need for a profound transformation of systems, recalling that quality
ECED does not depend on a single factor or actor, but on coherence between several pillars:
governance, financing, standards, quality of services, personnel, data and accountability.

Participants highlighted a key challenge: many countries have policy frameworks or strategies relating
to these key areas, but their implementation faces persistent obstacles such as institutional
fragmentation, insufficient coordination, weak implementation mechanisms at local and national
level, and inadequate human and financial resources.

In this context, some key diagnostic tools? were presented as a decisive lever to help countries:
objectively identify bottlenecks,
prioritize reforms,
sequence realistic measures,
and strengthen accountability through indicators and monitoring mechanisms.

ECCE-PATT: adoption, added value and

implementation expectations

Discussions highlighted the very favourable reception given to Early Childhood Care and Education-
Progress Assessment Tool for Transformation (ECCE-PATT), which is seen as a structuring tool for
strengthening the coherence of ECED policies and supporting analysis-based transformation. Several
national delegations emphasized that ECCE-PATT meets a concrete need: to provide a clear, readable
and operational framework for identifying bottlenecks, establishing a shared diagnosis, and placing
ECED within a systemic logic, at the intersection of governance, financing, access, quality and
personnel. Participants particularly appreciated the tool's potential to create a common language
between different sub-sectors and facilitate a more concrete discussion on trade-offs and priorities.

At the same time, countries expressed high expectations that the ECCE-PATT would contribute to
tangible results beyond the diagnostic phase. They emphasized the need for methodological and
technical support to ensure effective ownership, particularly in facilitating the self-assessment process,
ensuring the genuine involvement of multisectoral stakeholders, and promoting the participation of
stakeholders at the devolved and decentralized levels. Several country delegations highlighted the
most decisive stage: transforming the results of the ECCE-PATT into operational decisions, with
realistic, quantified priorities integrated into existing national processes and frameworks (ECED
strategies, sectoral plans, budgetary frameworks, platforms and monitoring mechanisms). Finally,
participants emphasized the importance of establishing a dynamic exchange of good practices,
communities of practice and peer learning, so that ECCE-PATT becomes a relevant tool for steering and
accountability.

2 For example, CATCh-ECE, ECCE-PATT, Early Childhood Development Financing Toolbox.
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Crises and vulnerabilities: integrating resilience

The thematic sessions confirmed that resilience is becoming a central requirement of ECED in the
region. Crises are no longer exceptional shocks: they now shape the living conditions of young
children and the functioning of services.

e Climate shocks and environmental stress

Discussions showed that the impacts of climate change directly affect early childhood: food
insecurity, health risks, family stress, service disruptions, infrastructure degradation, displacement
and increased vulnerabilities. Participants stressed that the specific needs of young children are still
insufficiently integrated into responses to climate change, despite the existence of regional and
continental frameworks.

Among the priorities discussed were: the explicit integration of ECED into risk management plans, the
strengthening of resilient infrastructure (including WASH), the continuity of essential services
(nutrition, protection, learning), staff training and the use of adaptive social protection mechanisms.

e Conflict, displacement and protection risks

Discussions on conflict and displacement reiterated a fundamental principle: the right to education
and protection applies to all children, regardless of context. Crises increase the risks of violence,
disruption to learning, stress and trauma, making emergency measures and integrated responses
essential.

The solutions discussed included the establishment of appropriate learning spaces, child protection,
psychosocial support, access to educational kits, household support and community mobilization.
Participants emphasized the importance of strengthening intersectoral coordination in order to move
from ad hoc responses to sustainable continuity of services.

Financing ECED: gradually improving

implementation engineering

The in-depth session on financing allowed for a direct, pragmatic discussion focused on concrete
solutions, highlighting a widely shared frustration: even though the strategic importance of ECED is
now better recognized, the resources mobilized remain insufficient, unpredictable and often
fragmented, limiting countries' ability to plan structural actions with confidence and scale up.

A strong message emerged: the main challenge lies not only in the overall level of budgets, but in the
ability to build a coherent financing architecture capable of supporting holistic ECED (health,
nutrition, protection, early learning) and ensuring continuity of services, including in crisis contexts. In
this regard, the discussions identified several recurring obstacles: insufficient data on costs or results
achieved, fragmentation of interventions between different sub-sectors, budgetary mechanisms that
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are ill-suited to integrated services, and the difficulty of ensuring sustainable and equitable funding in
the medium and long term.

The session also highlighted the value of the Early Childhood Development Financing Toolbox,
presented as a concrete lever for moving from a general diagnosis to an operational financing
strategy. This toolbox was appreciated as a structured approach to clarifying needs, mapping services
and target populations, improving efficiency, identifying options for resource mobilization and, above
all, sequencing financing choices (short, medium and long term) in line with countries' institutional
capacities. Participants emphasized that the challenge is to move away from a "project-based"
financing approach towards more coherent mechanisms that are better aligned with national systems
and capable of producing equitable, high-quality results over the long term.

The shared objective at the end of the discussion is clear: to support countries towards realistic and
sustainable financing trajectories by strengthening both resource mobilization and the capacity to
transform these resources into integrated, high-quality services for the benefit of the most vulnerable
children.

Advocacy for transformation

The advocacy session brought together panelists from various stakeholders to examine how to
strengthen early childhood education and development (ECED) across Africa, both at the continental
and national levels.

It highlighted the leading role played by the African Union in promoting a continental strategy,
supported by thematic groups and ministerial platforms that encourage its implementation in all
Member States. Although ECED often competes with other priorities, participants emphasized its role
as a powerful multiplier for economic growth, youth employment, gender equality and social
cohesion. They noted that effective advocacy requires evidence-based messages that demonstrate
both the long-term impact and short-term benefits for teachers, women, communities and the
workforce.

It was emphasized that advocacy must be complemented by local activism and testimonials to
amplify the voices of parents and families and create momentum. Key principles include clarity of
roles, strategic communication, strong relationships with decision-makers, patience, perseverance
and accountability. Civil society was recognized as essential in bridging local realities with national
and continental agendas to ensure that commitments translate into action.

Practical approaches adopted by national networks included: providing evidence and visibility to
influence government decisions; building consensus from the ground up; engaging communities
through awareness campaigns and regional collaborations; and calling for the creation of a unified
multisectoral platform.

The importance of data, local languages and community leadership in holding governments
accountable, in the spirit of 'Africa for Africa’, was also highlighted. Overall, the session highlighted
that harmonizing continental frameworks, national networks, local activism and evidence-based
advocacy is essential to position ECED not as a competing priority, but as the cornerstone of Africa's
social and economic transformation.
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Roadmap and next steps

At the end of the meeting, participants agreed on an operational roadmap designed to maintain
momentum beyond the expert meeting and to rigorously structure preparations for the 2026
Ministerial Conference. Discussions focused on a key issue: transforming general agreement on the
importance of the ECED into a structured process based on clearly sequenced steps, measurable
deliverables and a rigorous division of roles and responsibilities. The shared objective is to ensure
that the Ministerial Conference is underpinned by a robust technical basis, realistic priorities and
credible commitments.

It was thus agreed that each country should, in the near future, undertake a national consolidation
process, led by a designated Focal Point and supported by a multisectoral National Team of Experts,
tasked with producing a document outlining: the main bottlenecks, the priority reforms to be
undertaken, the support needs of the partners and the conditions for the successful implementation
of the roadmap. Participants emphasized that the ECCE-PATT self-assessment provides a common
methodological basis for organizing this work, provided that it remains firmly action-oriented,
effectively involves the relevant actors (including at the devolved and decentralized levels) and leads
to operational decisions. The discussion also highlighted the need for a regional synthesis
consolidating national contributions in order to identify common trends, shared priorities and
strategic options to be taken forward at the political level. Finally, participants emphasized the
importance of preparing an Outcome Document, to be validated and adopted at the Ministerial
Conference, reflecting the collective commitment and accountability for the transformation of ECED
in the region.

Participants recommended several measures to facilitate countries' preparations for the Ministerial
Conference, including: the creation of WhatsApp groups to share experiences and advise each other
on conducting national self-assessments; the receipt of letters from the organizers to senior
authorities regarding countries' preparations and commitments; the use of technical assistance from
the organizers to conduct the self-assessment and prepare the national report through training
sessions and online exchanges.
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Conclusion

The Dakar meeting established an essential point of convergence: accelerating ECED in West and
Central Africa depends not only on expanding access to services, but also on systemic transformation
based on governance, financing, quality, staffing, data, resilience, and partnership with families and
communities. The main achievement of the meeting was to refocus the debate on implementation:
rigorous diagnosis, prioritization, sequencing, financing, monitoring and reporting. In a regional
environment exposed to multiple shocks, ECED appears to be not only an education, social and
economic investment, but also a tool for stability and cohesion.

The meeting called for refocusing on a few key priorities:

Strengthening governance and intersectorality: Institutionalize ECED coordination, clarifying
mandates, strengthen regulatory mechanisms and ensure effective coordination between
central and territorial levels.

Build coherent, equitable and sustainable financing: Improve the targeting of resources,
increase domestic financing, improve the efficiency of financing expenditure, reduce
fragmentation, integrate ECED into budgetary frameworks and strengthen mechanisms
adapted to shocks (climate, emergencies, displacement).

Invest in staff quality and professionalization: Develop competency standards, structure
initial and continuing training, strengthen support and supervision, and improve working
conditions, particularly in disadvantaged areas.

Use data for steering: Harmonize indicators across sub-sectors, improve data availability and
quality, and strengthen the use of evidence to better target, monitor and report.

Integrate resilience as a minimum standard for ECED: Ensure the continuity of essential
services, strengthen infrastructure, develop crisis-responsive mechanisms, and strengthen the
protection of young children and their families (e.g., resilient infrastructure, WASH, adaptive
social protection, educational continuity, psychosocial support).

The meeting produced three concrete outcomes with immediate value for public decision making:

1.

A common and consolidated understanding of the scientific and systemic determinants of
ECED, aligned with a holistic child-centred approach.

An understanding of the ECCE-PATT, widely welcomed as a structural tool for diagnosing
bottlenecks, setting priorities and monitoring progress. Countries expressed clear
expectations: technical guidance for self-assessment, participation of decentralized levels
and conversion of results into sequential and quantified plans.

An operational roadmap towards the 2026 Ministerial Conference, based on milestones and
expected results: national consolidation (diagnosis and prioritization), regional synthesis, and
preparation of an adoptable "final document".
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