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Since gaining independence in 1966, Botswana has maintained a position of peace and
stability and become one of Africa’s most successful nations. This perception of wealth and
success often overshadows long term challenges that exist in the country; poverty rates are
high with 46% of children under 15 impacted (World bank, 2015) and female-headed
households, which are prevalent as 84% of births are to single mothers (Statistics
Botswana, 2019), experience the highest poverty rates.

Early childhood education (0-8 years) is another, related and often hidden, struggle. The
Government has demonstrated its ambition for Early Childhood Education (ECE); it became
an integral part of the education system in 2012 when all children became eligible for a year
of pre-primary education before starting school. However, in reality, access (availability and
affordability) and parental attitude to ECE remains problematic and staff shortages and a
lack of training impact on the quality of provision and setting ratios in the ECE centres that
do exist. Enrolment in ECE remains low at an estimated 27% in 2021 (Pillar and Haricharan,
2023) with the most recent Botswana Demographic Survey report highlighting that this
figure is almost two-thirds lower for young children living in rural locations (See Table 1).

Early Childhood Education Sfill at school Yes left Never attended Total
Place of Residence

Cifies/Town 43.5 34 53.1 18392

Urban Vilage 294 21 485 38476
Rural 9.7 0.8 89.5 38887
Total 24.1 1.8 74.1 95955

Table 1: Percentage Distribution of children aged 36-59 months attending organised (Statistics Botswana, 2018)

Another key issue for the country relates to mental health and well-being. Botswana is
ranked as one of the unhappiest countries in the world, recently ranked 137t out of 143
countries (World Population Review, 2023). Consequently, it has one of the highest youth
suicide rates in the world. There are insufficient mental health services especially for young
people and a shocking 22% of adolescents have had suicidal thoughts with 19% engaging in
suicide attempts (UNICEF, 2022).

Learn To Play’s Solution: Community-Led, Play-Based Learning for the Most
Marginalised

Learn To Play (LTP) was founded in 2017 with the mission to make mindful and play-based
early childhood education accessible across Botswana and beyond through playgroups,
educator training, and parenting programmes. LTP focuses on creating transformative
change for children. In response to the deep inequalities affecting children’s early
development in Botswana, Learn To Play (LTP) has developed a grassroots model that
enables communities to create nurturing, play-based early learning spaces for their
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youngest children. LTP's approach is not to replicate a standard preschool model, but rather
to reimagine early childhood education by embedding it into the heart of each community;
making it accessible, relevant, and sustainable.

At its core, LTP believes that play is not a luxury; it is the most powerful, developmentally
appropriate way children learn and heal. In low-resource settings where trauma, stress, and
limited adult engagement are common, play becomes a critical tool to support a child’s
emotional well-being, social development, and cognitive growth.

LTP’s community-led model revolves around the establishment of village-based playgroups,
run by local caregivers trained in child development and play-based methodologies. These
playgroups are often held in outside community spaces or in community halls — wherever
a safe, trusted space can be found. What makes a playgroup thrive is not the infrastructure,
but the relationships, trust, and ownership built within the community. Every playgroup is
co-created with local leaders and parents, ensuring cultural relevance and long-term
commitment.

Mindful Play and the Parent Playbox: Supporting Children and Families Together

Recognising that many children face emotional and behavioural challenges linked to stress,
trauma, or neglect, LTP has developed a unique mindfulness curriculum for young children.
Delivered in 15-minute daily sessions, this curriculum uses simple, engaging activities,—
from body awareness games to emotion-based storytelling,—to help children build skills
in emotional regulation, resilience, and attention.

The Mindful Way is more than a curriculum. It is a philosophy that integrates mindfulness
and movement, calm and creativity, into children’s daily routines. It is especially powerful in
contexts where formal mental health support is not available.

“I have never done this before and now I understand that this mindful play system is actually
able to bring a bad and careless mind back to the right track instantly. We can overcome our
our own depression by practicing them, but this system seems completely different and we
think it is a very effective approach.”

Equally important is caregiver support. In many of the communities LTP serves, parents,
particularly single mothers, often feel overwhelmed and unsupported in their parenting
journey. To meet this need, LTP created the Parent Playbox: a low-cost, portable resource
packed with simple materials, storybooks, and guided activities that parents can use to play
and learn with their children at home.

One mother living in Dukwi refugee camp in Botswana shared:

“I am from Congo where life was very hard, but now I have reached Botswana and you are
showing us the importance of playing with our children. I didn't know I could do it because |
wasn't used to it.. Now, I am close to my child. I used to be strict with my child. If my child
made a mistake, I would scold them, but now I see changes. I see the results. I play with my



children, and my child can laugh with me. Previously, my child feared me, but now we can
laugh together... Thank you very much. I am very grateful.”

The Playbox bridges the gap between the home and playgroup, increasing parent
engagement, and helping families create playful, nurturing home environments with
whatever resources they have.

Impact and Evidence: Transforming Lives Through Play

The effects of LTP’s model are visible in the confidence, curiosity, and joy of the children
who attend. Children who were once withdrawn or dysregulated are now able to express
themselves, form friendships, and engage meaningfully in group activities.

A parent from the Bontleng Playgroup shared:

“My child spent 2 years at LTP and during that time, he learnt so much, including how to count
numbers. He is now at primary school. I am thankful for the exposure Learn To Play has
provided me — especially activities like yoga and mindfulness, as they benefit both us and our
children. We are able to manage ours and our children’s emotions and we have less stress and
behaviour problems.”

To date, LTP has reached thousands of children across Botswana, Kenya, Uganda, South
Africa and Tanzania, finding spaces where there is a community need e.g.in refugee
settlements and indigenous communities, and through government partnerships. Hundreds
of community educators have been trained, with many becoming local champions for early
childhood education.

Working with Government: Embedding Play into National Systems

LTP understands that for real, lasting change, systems must shift and that requires strong
partnerships with government. Over the past few years, LTP has worked closely with
national and local stakeholders in Botswana to demonstrate the effectiveness of
community-led, play-based approaches.

This collaboration has resulted in increased recognition of play as a key learning strategy in
early years education. LTP has supported curriculum development, contributed to teacher
training strategies, and advocated for the inclusion of social-emotional learning and
mindfulness within government pre-primary programmes.

The goal is not to replace government services, but to complement and strengthen them—
particularly in under-resourced rural areas.

A Scalable and Sustainable Model

One of the reasons we believe LTPs approach is gaining traction is its adaptability. It does
not rely on expensive infrastructure or imported materials. Instead, it harnesses the
strengths of the community — its people, its stories, its traditions — and builds around
them.



Training community educators ensures that knowledge stays within the community and the
provision is sustainable. Involving parents through the Parent Playbox builds partnerships
and strengthens the home learning environment. Embedding play and mindfulness into
daily routines means the benefits extend far beyond the playgroup itself.

Play is the Pathway

In the face of poverty, inequality, and rising mental health challenges, LTP is proving that
play is more than fun;—it is healing, empowering, and transformative. By centering play,
mindfulness, and community in early childhood education, LTP is giving children across
Botswana and beyond the strongest possible start.

Our focus is more than learning outcomes; it is about the importance of belonging,
resilience, and joy. Our mission is to ensure that every child, no matter where they are born,
has the chance to grow up feeling safe, seen, and capable.

In a world full of complex challenges, it is the human-centred approaches like play-based
learning that can create a profound and lasting change.

To find out more about LTP’s work visit https://www.learntoplay.org/
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