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Abstract

This study examined the challenges faced by caregivers in Early Childhood Development and
Education (ECDE) in Kiambaa sub-county, Kiambu County. The study was anchored in
Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory, which helped identify external environmental
factors contributing to caregiver challenges. The study used mixed-methods research with a
descriptive cross-sectional design. The target population comprised caregivers and managers
from across 18 ECDE centres. The study adopted multiple sampling approaches. First, the
study purposively selected locations based on population dynamics. Second, a stratified
approach was adopted where the nature of the ECDE centre (whether public or private) was
used as the main strata. The findings indicated that low motivation was the most significant
challenge faced by caregivers, followed by heavy workloads and limited training opportunities.
Limited access to training was associated with limited professional skills, technical
competencies, and digital literacy. The workloads and external challenges faced were
associated with psychological stress and emotional strain, affecting the ability of caregivers to
commit and concentrate. The study recommends that county governments and relevant
stakeholders increase remuneration and offer permanent contracts to address motivation, the
most common challenge. Lastly, the study recommends institutionalizing professional
development programs to ensure caregivers have the skills and capabilities needed to deliver
holistic development in ECDE contexts.

Keywords: Early childhood learning, caregiver challenges of early childhood learning, early
childhood development centres, Kiambaa, Kiambu

1. INTRODUCTION

Early Childhood Development and Education (ECDE) plays a pivotal role in children's
cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development (Davis & Elliott, 2023). However,
scholars argue that ECDE success depends heavily on caregivers' ability to provide support and
ensure learners achieve holistic development (Bawani & Mphahlele, 2021). Globally,
frameworks such as Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) Target 4.2 place responsibility for
equitable and inclusive access to care and high-quality early education on caregivers. Despite
this, scholars recognize that caregivers face structural challenges that often outpace the
systemic support institutions offer. Across sub-Saharan Africa, caregivers continue to work in
difficult conditions characterized by overcrowding and insufficient learning materials, which
affect their ability to provide quality ECDE (Gao et al., 2021).

In Kenya, the shift towards the devolved model of governance transferred the management of
ECDE centres to the county governments. Some of the benefits associated with the shift have
been the expansion of ECDE centres and the increase in enrolment rates (Chenane et al., 2025).
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For caregivers, the shift means county governments directly manage their activities, which face
funding challenges and may be affected by competing development priorities. In Kiambu
County, for instance, population growth has increased demand for ECDE services without a
proportionate increase in caregivers or the resources available to them (Mwaniki et al., 2020).
This means that despite challenges such as overcrowding and insufficient infrastructure and
materials, caregivers are still required to provide quality learning that aligns with national and
international standards and promotes holistic development.

Research has demonstrated that teacher-related challenges significantly affect the
implementation of competency-based assessment and curriculum delivery in pre-primary
schools (Ngusa, Begi, & Ndani, 2026a, 2026b). Additionally, teacher competence and
professional training have been found to influence the use of instructional strategies to enhance
pupils' literacy skills (Otwate, Begi, & Mwangi, 2021a, 2021b). These findings underscore the
critical role of caregiver preparedness and ongoing professional development in achieving
quality early learning outcomes. Furthermore, studies have established that school-related
factors, including class size and physical facilities, significantly influence children's acquisition
of early mathematics competencies and overall satisfaction with the quality of education (Rono,
Begi, & Mwoma, 2020; Rono, Mwoma, & Begi, 2020; Njiru, Begi, & Mwoma, 2018).
However, the current literature provides limited empirical evidence on caregiver-specific
challenges and their influence on early learning opportunities in Kiambaa sub-county, Kiambu
County.

1.1 Problem Statement

The success of early learning depends heavily on caregivers, who directly implement the
curriculum and facilitate activities that promote holistic growth. Current evidence from
Kiambu County indicates that the local administration has made substantial efforts, especially
in terms of the construction of ECDE centres and the implementation of a school feeding
program (Mwangi, 2023). Mwangi (2023) also notes that the feeding programs have increased
enrolment, forcing educators and caregivers in the area to manage crowded classrooms. Other
scholars, such as Mwaniki et al. (2020), have identified challenges such as limited
infrastructure and low funding, making it difficult for caregivers to fulfill their roles efficiently.

Research has also shown that school-related factors, including remuneration and working
conditions, influence teacher attrition in pre-primary schools (Ngala & Begi, 2017), while pupil
absenteeism and transition challenges affect the achievement of literacy competencies (Matage
& Begi, 2017; Kigadi & Begi, 2021). These challenges are compounded by the fact that many
caregivers operate in environments with limited professional development opportunities and
inadequate technological competencies (Mwololo & Begi, 2019; Mwololo, Begi, & Mweru,
2019). However, in Kiambaa sub-county, Kiambu County, empirical evidence on caregiver-
specific challenges and their influence on early learning opportunities remains limited. This
study therefore sought to fill this gap by examining the caregiver-related challenges affecting
the provision of early learning opportunities in ECDE centres in Kiambaa sub-county.

1.2 Research Objective

Explore the caregiver-related challenges in providing early learning opportunities in early
childhood development Centres in Kiambaa Sub-County, Kiambu County.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW

The study was anchored in Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory, particularly because
it posits that learning outcomes for children in ECDE settings are likely products of external
learning environments (Feriver et al., 2022). At the same time, the theory also helps show that
caregivers' challenges are not necessarily the result of their own actions but rather the
interaction of different elements within the external environment. Research has consistently
shown that the quality of physical environments in preschools significantly affects children's
development and educational outcomes (Begi, Mwoma, & Murungi, 2023; Begi, 2023).

At the microsystem level, in the immediate school environment, one of the main challenges
caregivers face is overcrowding, which makes it difficult to provide individualized attention.
Similarly, at this level, caregivers often face insufficient learning materials, which can affect
their ability to implement the curriculum effectively, as Tudge et al. (2022) observed. Research
on safety and security in preschools has further revealed that inadequate physical facilities and
overcrowding compromise children's safety and learning outcomes (Mwoma, Begi, &
Murungi, 2018; Murungi, Begi, & Mwoma, 2021).

At the mesosystem level, the focus would be on the linkages between caregivers and the home
and school environments (Banda et al., 2025). As Gitonga et al. (2025) observed, the
curriculum adopted in ECDE settings requires substantial parental engagement. Studies have
established significant relationships between parental engagement and children's early
language competencies (Onyango, Begi, & Mugo, 2024a, 2024b), as well as the influence of
parents' socioeconomic status on satisfaction with quality of services in pre-primary schools
(Kaminju & Begi, 2017). In some cases, a lack of alignment between parents and the school
can affect the likelihood of caregivers achieving their desired impacts.

At the exo-level, county government policies on funding and capitation affect access to
required resources, which ultimately affects the ability to achieve the desired change. For
instance, delayed salaries affect caregivers' motivation and ability to deliver. Research has
shown that school climate and administrative support significantly influence parents'
involvement in early years education (Mariba & Begi, 2020), and that parents' perceptions of
teacher roles are influenced by demographic factors (Avoga, Wambiri, & Begi, 2020).

The macrosystems in this case include broader policies adopted by the national government
and the Ministry of Education that guide and direct efforts to achieve early learning goals. In
some cases, these policies and standards may pressure caregivers to focus on academic
performance, which may affect their ability to achieve other goals related to holistic learner
development. Research has demonstrated that instructional leadership and teachers'
professional training significantly influence the implementation of competency-based
curriculum in early years education (Awili & Begi, 2021; Otwate, Begi, & Mwangi, 2021b).

The last element considers the changes over time (Banda et al., 2025). External changes such
as rapid urbanization within Kiambu County, as well as the evolving nature of the competency-
based curriculum and devolution systems, are likely to challenge caregivers, who will need to
adapt to remain relevant. Research has emphasized the importance of continuous professional
development and integration of information and communication technologies to address these
evolving challenges (Begi, 2014; Mwololo, Begi, & Mweru, 2019).
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3. METHODOLOGY
3.1 Study Design

The study used a mixed-methods design to collect data using a combination of techniques
(Timans et al., 2019). The design adopted was descriptive and cross-sectional. The design was
effective for understanding and describing the challenges caregivers face and their
contributions to early learning within Kiambaa sub-county.

3.2 Study Settings

The study was conducted in Kiambaa sub-county, Kiambu County, Kenya. As noted by
Mwangi (2023) and Mwaniki et al. (2020), the region has witnessed significant progress in
ECDE facilities. Despite this, early education quality remains moderate. This justifies
examining the challenges caregivers experience. Research on centre-related factors influencing
curriculum implementation in similar contexts has highlighted the importance of understanding
local dynamics (Ngirerea & Begi, 2018).

3.3 Target Population

The population under focus was the ECDE caregivers and centre managers from Kiambaa sub-
county. The caregivers were selected because of their direct interaction with the learners, which
implies they understand the challenges that hinder the quality of early education. The next
group was managers, selected because of their roles as administrators, which implies they are
likely to understand the challenges caregivers face.

3.4 Sampling Approaches

The study adopted a combination of various sampling techniques. First, the researcher
purposively selected Kiambaa sub-county because of the developments and challenges
experienced in ECDE. Next, the researcher used stratified sampling, with the nature of ECDE
centers (public or private) as the stratum. At this stage, the researcher selected 18 centres, of
which 14 were public and 4 were private. The final stage was a simple random sample of
caregivers and center managers, as shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Simple Size

ECD Centre Caregivers & Administrators
Population 15% Sample Population Sample
Public 92 14 92 28
Private 26 4 26 8
Total 118 18 118 36

3.5 Data Collection Process

The study applied a number of approaches in collecting data related to caregiver challenges
within the ECDE centres at Kiambaa sub-county. First, the researchers administered
questionnaires to caregivers because they could reach large groups of participants. Second,
interviews were conducted with the managers to acquire detailed information. Third, the
checklists were applied to enhance the overall credibility of the study. All instruments were
pretested to evaluate their suitability before data collection. As a result, the researchers
conducted a pilot test across two randomly selected ECDE centres in the study area. Data
collection was conducted in person over a 12-week period, beginning with questionnaires,
proceeding to interviews, and, lastly, observation checklists.
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3.6 Data Analysis

The analysis was conducted across three main phases. The first was quantitative analysis,
which was conducted in the form of mean and frequency distributions to identify the patterns
and common attributes associated with caregiver-specific challenges within the centres. The
second phase was qualitative analysis, where insights from the centre managers were evaluated
thematically. The findings were further supported by the insights from observation checklists.
The third phase was triangulation, where interview insights were used to support the challenge
results from the questionnaires.

3.7 Logistical and Ethical Considerations

The first phase of this study was obtaining approval for the research from the institutional ethics
board. After authorization, the researchers obtained a research permit from the National
Commission for Science, Technology and Innovation and, later, institutional permission from
the Department of Education within the County Government of Kiambu. Consistent with Hasan
et al. (2021), the study included several ethical considerations. First, all participants received
relevant information about the study and were required to provide consent. Participants were
assured of confidentiality and informed that participation was voluntary. All information
acquired was safely managed to prevent unauthorized access.

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The study aimed at evaluating the challenges experienced by caregivers in ECDE centres in
Kiambaa Sub-county in Kiambu County. The questionnaire consisted of 10 challenges, and
participants were required to indicate the most relevant ones. Table 2 summarizes the
frequencies for each main challenge. This section uses qualitative findings from the themes to
support the quantitative results and develop comprehensive findings on the challenges
caregivers experience.

Table 2: Caregiver-Related Challenges

Challenge Frequency %

Low motivation 18 100
Heavy workload 16 88.9
Inadequate training opportunities 15 83.3
Limited technological competence 10 55.6
Psychological stress 9 50

Insufficient professional skills 8 44.4
Emotional strain 8 44 .4
Inadequate qualifications 7 38.9
Limited digital literacy 6 333
Human resource limitations 5 27.8
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From Table 2, the most significant challenge, evident across all participants, was low
motivation. This suggests that teachers in ECDE centres in Kiambaa sub-county are not fully
motivated to deliver quality learning. Scholars such as Barenthien et al. (2020) have found
teacher motivation crucial to ECDE success. Interview findings point to low, often delayed
salaries that affect teacher motivation. At the same time, the managers interviewed reported
that some of the caregivers are employed on short-term and contractual bases, which affects
their ability to commit and deliver quality instruction. Consistent with Mwangi (2023), the
findings imply that caregivers continue to worry about salaries and job security, which affects
their overall responsiveness to learners' needs. Research has similarly established that teacher
attrition in pre-primary schools is significantly influenced by remuneration and employment
terms (Ngala & Begi, 2017), reinforcing the critical nature of this challenge.

The next most common challenge was heavy workloads. In the interviews, participants
reported large class sizes, which limited caregivers' ability to provide personalized attention.
This challenge aligns with previous observations by Mwangi (2023) and Mwaniki et al. (2020)
on ECDE in Kiambu County. As Gitonga et al. (2020) observed, the success of the current
ECDE curriculum depends on providing tailored content that meets learners' specific needs.
Research has demonstrated a significant correlation between class size and pupils' acquisition
of early mathematics competencies (Rono, Begi, & Mwoma, 2020), suggesting that larger class
sizes compromise learning outcomes. This means children in the care of overstressed
caregivers are less likely to receive effective lessons and the close supervision needed to
achieve the intended goals.

According to Table 2, 83.3% of participants reported limited access to training opportunities.
As a result, participants also reported insufficient professional skills and inadequate
qualifications. From the interviews, participants reported limited opportunities for professional
growth and recertification, especially regarding implementing the competency-based
curriculum in ECDE. Current changes in ECDE, especially the shift toward inclusion, holistic
development, and digital learning methods, require caregivers to engage in continuous
development to remain relevant, as Njiru and Odundo (2024) observed. Research has
established that teachers' professional training significantly influences their use of instructional
strategies to enhance pupils' literacy skills (Otwate, Begi, & Mwangi, 2021a, 2021b), while
teacher preparedness and professional development are critical for successful competency-
based curriculum adoption (Njiru, Begi, & Mwoma, 2018; Ngusa, Begi, & Ndani, 2026a). In
this case, a lack of training opportunities would affect caregivers' ability to deliver confidently,
especially in modern pedagogical approaches.

Study participants further reported limited technological competencies. Current evidence
indicates that educational technologies have grown significantly in value within ECDE settings
over time (Mwangi, 2023; Mwaniki et al., 2020). However, more than half of caregivers
reported having limited digital literacy. Qualitative interviews support these findings, with
some participants reporting an inability to integrate digital tools such as tablets and e-learning
into their day-to-day activities. Research has demonstrated that lecturers' perceived usefulness
and leadership support significantly influence the integration of information and
communication technologies in instruction (Mwololo, Begi, & Mweru, 2019), while faculty-
perceived ICT abilities influence the integration of technologies in instruction (Mwololo &
Begi, 2019). Caregivers' limited technological competence reflects broader challenges in
integrating ICT into early childhood education in Kenya (Begi, 2014).
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Half of the participants in this study also reported psychological stress, affecting their ability
to deliver quality ECDE. From the interviews, psychological stress and emotional strain may
have resulted from heavy workloads, low salaries, and unsupportive working environments.
According to Njiru and Odundo (2024), psychological stress and emotional strain reduce
caregivers' patience, responsiveness, and capacity to manage young children, thereby
negatively impacting classroom interactions and learning. Research has shown that school-
related factors significantly influence teacher well-being and retention (Ngala & Begi, 2017),
while the quality of the physical environment in preschools affects children's development and
education (Begi, Mwoma, & Murungi, 2023). Additionally, studies have shown that safety and
security concerns in preschools create stressful working environments for caregivers (Mwoma,
Begi, & Murungi, 2018; Murungi, Begi, & Mwoma, 2021).

Lastly, human resource limitations were the least frequent challenge. In this case, 27.8% of the
participants reported experiencing staff shortages, which affect caregivers' ability to provide
quality supervision and individualized learning opportunities. Research on centre-related
factors influencing curriculum implementation has similarly identified staffing shortages as a
significant challenge (Ngirerea & Begi, 2018), while studies on transition challenges have
highlighted the importance of adequate human resources in supporting children's achievement
of literacy competencies (Kigadi & Begi, 2021; Macharia, Mugo, & Begi, 2025).

5. CONCLUSION

The study identified a number of challenges faced by caregivers in ECDE centres within
Kiambaa sub-county. The main challenge identified was a lack of motivation, driven by heavy
workloads and low salaries. The study found that most caregivers were on contract, which
affected their ability to commit and deliver quality instruction. The study also found that
caregivers have limited access to training opportunities, resulting in insufficient professional
skills and inadequate qualifications, making it difficult to apply modern pedagogical
approaches. Participants also identified challenges related to limited technological
competencies and digital literacy that affect their ability to apply digital tools in early learning.
Lastly, participants reported that they frequently experience psychological stress and emotional
strain, which were found to decrease the responsiveness of caregivers to the needs of learners.
Collectively, the identified challenges affect caregivers' ability to provide consistent, holistic,
and developmentally appropriate early learning opportunities. Research has consistently
demonstrated that addressing these challenges requires systemic interventions including
improved remuneration, professional development opportunities, and supportive working
environments (Begi, 2023; Otwate, Begi, & Mwangi, 2021a; Ngusa, Begi, & Ndani, 2026b).
Therefore, strategies are needed to address these challenges.

6. RECOMMENDATIONS
6.1 County Government

(1) County governments should improve remuneration and ensure prompt payment of
the ECDE caregivers. The findings indicate that caregivers are not uniformly
permanent, so county governments should provide permanent, pensionable
contracts to minimize job insecurity and improve caregiver motivation. This
recommendation is supported by research demonstrating the significant influence
of remuneration and employment terms on teacher retention and satisfaction (Ngala
& Begi, 2017; Kaminju & Begi, 2017).
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(1)  The county government and relevant stakeholders should institutionalize
continuous professional development programmes among the caregivers. The
programs could be offered annually to help caregivers continuously align their
methods with required national and international standards. Research has
demonstrated that professional development significantly influences teachers'
competence and use of instructional strategies (Otwate, Begi, & Mwangi, 2021a,
2021b; Awili & Begi, 2021), and is critical for successful implementation of
competency-based curriculum (Ngusa, Begi, & Ndani, 2026a, 2026b; Njiru, Begi,
& Mwoma, 2018).

(ii1))  The County government should provide for more ICT training in order to improve
the technological competencies and digital literacy of the caregivers. Research
shows that integrating information and communication technologies into instruction
requires perceived usefulness and leadership support (Mwololo, Begi, & Mweru,
2019), as well as adequate faculty ICT skills (Mwololo & Begi, 2019). County
governments should invest in ICT infrastructure and training programs to enhance
caregivers' digital literacy.

6.2 ECDE Centres

(1) The ECDE centres should create psychosocial support systems aimed at addressing
the challenges of emotional exhaustion identified in the study. Given the established
relationship between school climate and teacher well-being (Mariba & Begi, 2020;
Begi, Mwoma, & Murungi, 2023), centres should implement wellness programmes,
counselling services, and supportive supervision to mitigate psychological stress
and emotional strain among caregivers.

(1))  There is a need for policy interventions addressing the human resource limitations
in ECDE centers. County governments should develop comprehensive staffing
norms that account for actual pupil-to-caregiver ratios and ensure adequate staffing
to enable individualized attention and high-quality learning opportunities. Research
has demonstrated that class size significantly influences children's acquisition of
competencies (Rono, Begi, & Mwoma, 2020; Rono, Mwoma, & Begi, 2020),
underscoring the importance of adequate staffing.
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