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Abstract

The Life Skills Programme, which is one of the newest programmes in the Kenya Preschool educational system was
explored to establish the impact it had on the lives of preschool children in Embu West, Kenya. A primary school that
is perceived as having well-disciplined children was purposively selected. The sample consisted of 39 students, 43
preschool teachers and 31 parents. The data collection methods included use of a questionnaire, interviews,
observations and a documentary analysis. A content analysis was used to examine the data collected. A main finding
was that, teachers and parents seemed to cherish the Life Skills Programme as a subject that enabled children to acquire
relevant skills for their growth, development and survival. Another finding was an indication of a link between children
who had mastered the life skills and academic performance. The study recommended the need to develop clear policy
and supervisory guidelines to allow the effective implementation of the Life Skills Programme to benefit all children.
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1. Introduction

A life skills programme endeavours to be a vehicle for the development of people in a multi-dimensional way. That is,
the programme targets elements such as the cognitive, emotional and relational attributes of people. The anticipated
outputs for the people who are enrolled in the programme are qualities such as self-esteem, sociability, tolerance,
responsibility and freedom (Ferrari, Hogue & Scheer 2004; Goody 2001; Ouane 2002). Therefore, the aim of such a
programme is to provide people with tools for self-care, self-direction and survival in their society. A study by
Albertyn, Kapp and Groenewald (2001) in South Africa has shown that following a life skills programme, the
participants who consisted of 37 workers, were empowered. More specifically, the participants manifested positive
qualities which included greater levels of feeling of confidence, critical thinking and a heightened feeling of autonomy.
It would not be far-fetched to conclude that these attributes demonstrated by the workers positively contributed
towards their work experiences.

In a Kenyan context, the Kenya Institute of Education (2008), defines life skills as competencies that a child acquires
for effective adaptation and to be used to deal with the daily demands of life. Evidently, the Life Skills Programme
goes beyond academic achievements. It is argued that the programme empowers children to manage new situations
without getting discouraged and experiencing defeat (Kenya Institute of Education 2002; Mweru 2005). Children
acquire skills, attitudes and values for development and survival in an environment that is ever changing (Goody 2001;
Ouane 2002). It is proposed that the learning experiences that the children are exposed to due to the programme form a
basis for their future undertakings in society.

At a logical level, the teachers who facilitate the programme have an important role. In addition, education scholars
have argued that in curriculum implementation the teacher who organises learning experiences and manages the
learning environment for the benefit of the children is key in determining the outputs (Alisinanoglu, Ozbey &
Kesicioglu 2012; Gatumu 2010; Shiundu & Omulando 1992). This may be the reason why Hawes (1979) argued that
there is no conceivable way in which curriculum implementation can be divorced from the process of teacher education.
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Therefore, the influence that that teachers had was one of the focuses of this research.

In Embu West, which is a sub-county in Kenya, majority of preschool teachers are trained in preschool education either
at certificate or diploma level. According to the District Education Office (2011) out of 153 teachers, 149 (97.4
percent) are trained while only 4 (2.6 percent) are not. Despite the fact that they had professional training, there was no
evidence of training in the Life Skills Programme (District Education Office Embu West 2011). Given this
shortcoming, the study intended to explore how the implementation of the Life Skills Programme prepared preschool
children for next level of schooling and life. The findings are of potential use to stakeholders such as non-governmental
organisations, and the tertiary education sector for advocacy and policy advancement on the importance of the Life
Skills Programme among the children and youth. This would then form a basis for strengthening and motivating
teachers and parents to support the programme’s implementation in a more systematic manner.

The Ecological System Theory (Bronfenbrenner 1989) formed the basis of this exploration. The theory demonstrates
that the being of a child is a result of micro, meso and macro systems. The preschool setting, an output of these three
systems, was viewed to be essential in contributing towards preparing the child for a self-fulfilled life through Life
Skills Programme. Thus, the purpose of the research was to explore the effects of the Life Skills Programme on
children who are at a point of their school lives where they are transitioning from preschool to primary school. The
focus was on the skills children display as they interact with their new social and physical environments in primary
school.

2. Method

A case study research design was used to address the research aim. The case study design enabled the collection of
in-depth data on the exploration of the Life Skills programme. The researchers purposively selected one public primary
school in Embu West Sub-County that is perceived in the community as having a high level of discipline. The sample
consisted of 39 children who were in primary one (they were in preschool the year preceding data collection) and 31 of
their parents. In addition, using stratified random sampling technique, 43 preschool teachers from the Sub-County were
selected to participate in the study. The 43 preschool teachers were randomly selected from the 57 public preschools
and 71 private preschools.

The data collection procedures were as follows:

1. The 43 preschool teachers were subjected to an open-ended questionnaire where they freely expressed the key
competencies connected to Life Skills Programme which preschool children should acquire by the time they
move on to primary school. The open-ended questionnaire was used due to its advantages in that it permits
greater depth of responses.

2. An interview schedule was used to gather data from the 31 parents on changes they had seen in their
children’s behaviour and attitude to life which could be attributed to Life Skills Programme. This data
collection procedure is similar to Ferrari, Hogue and Scheer (2004) who used interviewing to obtain parent’s
perspectives on a life skills programme.

3.  An observation schedule was used to record the competencies the primary one primary school children had
acquired from the Life Skills Programme that was provided at their preschool. The observations were made
during the first two weeks of the first term as the children moved from preschool to primary one. The direct
observations enabled the researchers to identify children’s behaviours and attitudes as they adjusted to
different classroom contexts (Lee 2006).

4. The Life Skills Programme syllabus’ objectives and content were accessed through use of documentary
analysis schedule. The data obtained using this procedure served as a way to corroborate data that was
collected using the other procedures (Miles & Huberman 1994).

The data collected was mainly qualitative in nature. Content analysis of the competencies from the questionnaires,
observations, interview schedules and documentary analysis schedule paved the way for calculation of frequencies and
percentages. Then, combining both the qualitative and quantitative techniques, a description of competencies children
displayed in their daily interactions in school and home was made.

3. Results and Discussion

The documentary analysis of the Kenya Institute of Education Life Skills Programme syllabus identified the
competencies that children who were moving from preschool to primary one in primary school, were expected to have
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acquired. The identified competencies were: awareness of self, being assertive, effective communicating with others
and observance of personal hygiene (Kenya Institute of Education 2008). These themes that emerged from the syllabus
agree with what the preschool teachers indicated in their questionnaire responses as their expectations for their
preschool children. The competencies capture the skills that children need as they grow, develop and thrive to fit in the
physical and social environments of their lives. Malti and Latzko (2010) highlight that the purpose of a life skills
programme is to empower children to fit in various contexts of the society’s life. Thus, the output of the programme is
that preschool children become functional in the life of the society.

Table 4.1 below shows that feeding self was the most cited competency (that is by 35 (81.4%) preschool teachers).
Feeding self is a self-help skill (Zigler & Stevenson 1993). This is a skill that touches on children’s physical
development in that they can generally coordinate their fine hand muscles subsequent to sufficient practice
(Venetsanou, Kambas, Ellinoudis, Fatouros, Giannakidou & Kourtessis 2011). In a study on effect of age and gender
on 283 children’s balance skills in Peloponnesus, Southern Greece, the researchers found that age may be a significant
factor in children’s balancing skills while gender did not feature as a significant factor (Venetsanou et al. 2011).
Feeding self is an independence and responsibility oriented competency as it demands a child to take charge of his or
her feeding situation at hand, display maturity and autonomy and ability to balance physically.

Table 1. Pre-School Teachers’ Life Skills Competences for Preschool Children

Skill Frequency Percentage
Feeding self 35 81.40
Dressing 30 69.77
Personal hygiene 30 69.77
Self-awareness 34 79.10
Safety 20 46.51
Relating well with others 20 46.51
N=43

Table 2 below shows the skills that the children displayed as they were observed in their school activities. From the
researchers’ observations, it was recorded that 34 (87.2%) children had acquired self-feeding competence while five
(12.8%) had not. These 34 children seemed excited that they were capable of feeding themselves and would finish their
food faster than the five who were either being fed or under strict supervision by the teacher. From the 34 children
mobility ability and self-satisfaction were noted in that they would display their empty plates to the teacher to show that
the eating exercise was over and needed to be congratulated for a job well done. The ability to feed self, enabled them
to immediately engage in other physical social activities like peer playing while the five slow ones seemed victims
restrained for movement until they finished, experiences many times they never participated in.

Table 2. Life Skills as Primary School Children Were Observed

Skills Acquired Not acquired

F % F %
Self-awareness 36 92.0 3 333
Effective communication 25 64.7 14 353
Personal hygiene 36 91.2 3 8.8
Feeding self 34 87.2 5 12.8
Dressing 36 91.2 3 8.8
Safety 30 76.5 9 23.5
Relating to strangers 0 76.5 9 23.5

N=39

Of concern are the five children who had not acquired this skill. They could not hold their plates and spoons steadily
and looked rather untidy as they poured food on themselves. These five children needed strict supervision from the
teacher as they ate. They were slow and took much of the teachers’ time. It is important to note that these same children
were rather under-achievers academically making them be children at risk and demanding a special programme to
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enable them to enjoy their being in school for broader interesting physical and social tasks. It also shows how life skills
influence other dimensions of a child’s life (Shala 2009). Shala’s study in Kosovo on social emotional skills and
children’s academic performance showed that children’s level of social emotional skills was a significant predictive
factor in relation to how they performed academically.

Children dressing themselves was another competency that demanded coordination of motor skills. As shown in Table
1, it was 30 (69.77%) teachers who presented it as an essential competency that shows that a child has matured. An
example of a way in which this competency was demonstrated was the way the children dressed themselves after a PE
lesson (Lee 2006). In the interviews, one parent expressed it as an important competency because it saves her time in
the morning which tended to be extremely hectic. The observations also showed that the children who could feed
themselves, could dress themselves; they kept themselves clean and even wanted teachers to note that they were neatly
dressed (Zigler & Stevenson 1993). There were 36 (91.2%) children who could dress and display their individuality as
they interacted with the immediate environment, while three (8.8%) children could not. Many of those who had
mastered the skill had passion as they did it. This is showing one’s independence as suggested by Eggen and Kauchak
(2012). For instance, the primary school teacher of the 39 children commented that dressing was a moment for a child
to show off, getting excited and deliberately showing high self-esteem.

Observing personal hygiene was another widely cited competency (that is by 30 (69.77%) teachers). At a preschool
level, children are vulnerable to infections which can be avoided (Zigler & Stevenson 1993). Observing hygiene is also
a practical competency expected from children. Through this skill of observing hygiene, a child is seen to be in control
of what he/she does. It is a competency by which a child manages and controls his/her environment for health reasons
(Meggitt & Walker 2004). According to the observations, 36 (91.2%) children had acquired a competency in personal
hygiene, showing that they could protect themselves from basic forms of infection. This competency was demonstrated
by washing of hands, proper use of the toilets and keeping oneself presentable. It was also observed that the 36 children
tended to relate well with others; could communicate effectively with others and when it came to feeding themselves,
they managed without much problem. One child was heard telling the others that one can get sick if one does not wash
hands before eating. The same child made a connected comment in class when the teacher announced that one of the
children was absent and the child said that it is because she had not washed her hands before eating the previous day.
This attitude of exhibited by the child reinforces the notion that children have a role to play in promoting health
messages to others (Hawes & Scotchmer 1993).

A contradiction can be noted between parents’ and teachers’ responses on personal hygiene. Most teachers, 30
(69.77%) mentioned personal hygiene, while only one (3.3%) parent mentioned it in the interviews. The disparity may
be due to fact that home and school environments are different. In a home environment, children tend to receive a lot of
attention from their parents/guardians like being frequently washed and changed unlike in school where children spend
much time playing with their peers in all manner of scenarios. More so, the teacher lets children move freely as they
interact with other immediate environments. Also, the diverse backgrounds of the children may tend to influence the
teacher in putting much emphasis on the importance of observing hygiene as they interact with each other (Hawes &
Scotchmer 1993).

Relating well with others was cited by 20 (46%) teachers, while 30 children displayed this competency during the
observations. Logically, this is an important skill to facilitate children’s adjustment to new school settings. According
to Katz and McClellan (1997) the ability of children to interact with other people leads children to maximise their
potential. The skill of relating well with others can be quantitatively measured and evaluated through children’s social
dynamics like play (Lee, 2006). Children’s status of the ability to relate well with others was observed as they
undertook group tasks. On one observed incident, as the teacher grouped the children in a Social Studies lesson to
model a family member, one child chose to work alone. This child on his own modelled a father holding a slasher. His
attitude towards others emerged when he volunteered to talk about his model to other children. With a lot of
gratification, he shared with others that he had modelled his father who had used a slasher to chase away thieves from
their house. The teacher and other children applauded him for displaying a protective attribute and for being aware of
his fellow classmates. Mweru (2005) presents this picture of children sharing with their peers as very self-fulfilling in
her analysis of sibling teaching among the Agikuyu of Kenya. In an earlier study of children in Embu, Kenya, Njenga
and Kabiru (2001) highlighted the group personality oriented life skills, which a child needs to grow holistically in a
dynamically changing Kenya society. Njenga and Kabiru (2001) emphasise on the role of the school and the family in
enhancing social relationship skills. Similarly, Alisinanoglu, Ozbey and Kesicioglu (2012) in research to show the
relationship between social skills and children’s behaviour problem in Gazi, Turkey, showed that both the family and
school should cooperate to reduce children’s behaviour problems. In fact, children working with one another and their
parents is the philosophy advocated by Reggio Emilia approach to maximise children’s construction of knowledge,
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skills and values (Rinaldi 2006).

Most of the teachers, that is, 34 (79%)) indicated that they expected all the children to have the skill of self-awareness.
From the observations, 36 (92%) of the children observed, had acquired self-awareness as a competency while 3 (8%)
had not. The 36 children could state their personal details which included, their name, parental names; where they lived;
name of their preschool and their primary school. Basically, they knew who they were. The other 3 children who could
not express themselves clearly and were not aware of who they were raises a concern as one wonders what was
happening in the classroom. It was observed that these three children were rather withdrawn and the teacher did not
seem to integrate them to the community life in the class so that they could engage in activities of others. During the
observation, one six-year-old boy could not even express his parents’ names and where they lived. When asked
whether he was a boy or girl, he could not distinguish the two. This child seemed to be at risk in handling
environmental issues and thus may require a special attention programme to help him be and become. Katz and
McClellan (1997) and Smidt (2007) recommend that setting a stimulating environment is vital for children to be
communities and to be individuals. The observed class was too big for a single teacher teaching all the subjects to these
39 children.

Observing personal safety and relating to strangers as competencies had each been acquired by 30 (76%) children and
not acquired by nine (23.5%). Competencies on safety and relating to strangers are crucial in relation to responding to
the environment by making a rational judgement. This is a skill which highly depends on how the child is socialised at
home (Njenga & Kabiru 2001; Bronfenbrenner 1989). There were children who would rush to strangers as if they
knew them and this is deemed risky. Those strangers the teacher welcomed warmly into the class found themselves
accepted by most of the children. During play in the field, the nine children would move aimlessly even to grounds not
marked for play by the teacher. The teacher gave an incident of a child who got badly hurt by thorns and stones as he
wandered from others to show mastery of the environment. Surprisingly this child wandered while other children still
called on him and reported it to the teacher.

The findings on the identified competencies acquired by these children in primary one support the assertion by
Nutbrown (2006) that children replicate what they have mastered and acquired in their earlier learnings. Therefore, the
learned experiences in the Life Skills Programme at preschool are important in their transition to primary one and
subsequent life. This suggests that the benefits that accrue to children because of being taught Life Skills Programme
far outweigh any challenges that may be experienced (Shala 2009). For the Life Skill Programme to be productive and
have a positive impact on the users, the programme must be anchored on a perspective that emphasises the mutual and
dynamic interaction between individuals and society (Edelstein 2010). An environment for free movement and
expression may be a necessary condition needed for enhancing maximum growth and development of autonomy such
that the children become responsible, independent and altruistic adults (Eggen & Kauchak 2012; Rinaldi 2006).

3. Conclusion and Recommendations

The competencies addressed by the Life Skills Programme are important for children as they transition from preschool
to primary one. An inference that can be made from the findings is that life skills at preschool level can form a basis of
predicting how well children perform in future life and later schooling. The competencies are characteristics of a
self-fulfilled life for a mature person. Thus, teaching preschool children Life Skills Programme paves the way for their
schooling and social responsibilities. In this regard, how the programme is implemented becomes central for its future
benefits to children’s lives.

It is recommended that the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology in Kenya develops more policy and
supervisory guidelines to allow Life Skills Programme more effective implementation targeting all children. A more
integrated approach framework to teach the Life Skills Programme could be formulated to ensure that all preschool
activity areas contribute towards the attainment of healthy and productive lives for all children.
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