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Key Highlights

This policy brief examines Foundational Literacy and Numeracy (FLN) research in Senegal, drawing 
from both local repositories (2010-2023) and international databases (2015-2023). It focuses on 
research outputs, funding, and collaboration trends to inform evidence-based education policy in 
Senegal. 

• One hundred and twenty-seven (127) FLN research outputs were identified. Of these, 115 
were published in local repositories in Senegal between 2010 and 2023, the majority being 
in 2017. In contrast, only 12 outputs (nine in French and three in English) were identified in 
international databases between 2015 and 2023.

• Most outputs were published as journal articles. For research outputs identified from local 
repositories, journal articles accounted for 40%, followed by reports (31%), books (19%), 
and PhD theses (10%); international outputs are similarly dominated by journal articles.

• Eighty-eight per cent (88%) of outputs in local repositories are freely accessible compared 
to 58% open-access outputs published in international databases, reflecting a strong 
open-access commitment.

• A significant disparity exists in funding disclosure among FLN research outputs. Only 34% 
of studies found in local repositories report receiving funding, in stark contrast to 8% of 
studies published in international databases. Considering those that disclosed their funding, 
international organisations are the dominant source, accounting for 84% of locally 
published FLN research and 100% of internationally published outputs.

• Within local repositories, literacy is the dominant thematic area in FLN research outputs, 
receiving twice the attention of numeracy. In contrast, for outputs in international databases, 
'students’ learning and assessment' is the top thematic focus.

• Quantitative methods are the dominant research approach across all FLN outputs, though 
with subtle differences. They account for 50% of studies in international databases, 
followed by qualitative at 25%, mixed at 17%, and reviews at 8%. Similarly, quantitative 
methods lead in local repositories (47%), with qualitative and review methods both at 18%, 
and mixed methods at 15%

• Eighty-eight per cent (88%) of outputs in international databases involve collaboration, but 
only 13% were with sub-Saharan Africa (SSA)-based researchers. However, 49% of FLN 
research outputs published in local repositories (excluding PhD theses) involved in-country 
collaboration, 39% involved collaboration outside sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) and 12% within 
SSA. International outputs showed a mix of in-country collaboration at 42%, SSA 
collaboration at 29%, and collaboration outside SSA at 29%.

Introduction

Foundational Literacy and Numeracy (FLN) refers to the basic reading, writing, arithmetic, and 
socio-emotional skills that children should acquire during the early years of schooling. Developing these 
skills is crucial for lifelong learning. However, it remains a significant challenge in sub-Saharan Africa, 
including in Senegal. 
Over the past few years, various initiatives have been undertaken as part of the Sector Program for 
Quality, Equity and Transparency in Education (PAQUET 2018 – 2030) to improve FLN skills of primary 
school learners. These include the Project to Improve Elementary Mathematics Learning (PAAME), the 
Reinforcement of Initial Reading for All (RELIT), and the Harmonised Model of Bilingual Education 
(MOHEBS), among others. 

These initiatives have led to improved learning outcomes in Senegal. According to the 2019 PASEC 
assessment, 65% of Senegalese children demonstrated sufficient proficiency in mathematics and 75% 
in reading by the end of primary education. This represents a significant improvement from the 2014 
assessment, where only 59% of children were proficient in mathematics and 61% in reading (PASEC, 
2021). Despite these improvements, the country still has a high learning poverty rate, with 69% of 
children not able to read and comprehend age-appropriate texts by the age of 10. Contributing to this 
problem is the fact that 24% of primary school-aged children do not attend school, making it difficult for 
them to develop essential reading skills (World Bank, 2022; UNESCO, 2024). 
Research plays a vital role in addressing these challenges by providing evidence-based insights to 
inform policies and interventions. Yet, little is known about the contribution of Senegal-based 
researchers to the FLN field. This policy brief is a summary of the FLN publications mapping or search 
that was conducted by Education Sub-Saharan Africa (ESSA) and the Research for Equitable Access 
and Learning (REAL) Centre to address this evidence gap. 
The mapping exercise defined FLN research as studies focusing on reading, writing, and numeracy skills 
acquired and practised by primary-school-aged children within the education system. It followed the FLN 
mapping protocol (Binesse, Rose & Silva, 2023) to systematically retrieve publications. For international 
databases (Dimensions, Scopus, and Web of Science), studies published between 2015 and 2023 were 
included. For local repositories and non-indexed sources, the mapping covered studies published 
between 2010 and 2023. These included outputs from national and regional academic journals not 
indexed in major databases, as well as institutional repositories and websites of international 
organisations and Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs).

Key highlights include:
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Foundational Literacy and Numeracy (FLN) refers to the basic reading, writing, arithmetic, and 
socio-emotional skills that children should acquire during the early years of schooling. Developing these 
skills is crucial for lifelong learning. However, it remains a significant challenge in sub-Saharan Africa, 
including in Senegal. 
Over the past few years, various initiatives have been undertaken as part of the Sector Program for 
Quality, Equity and Transparency in Education (PAQUET 2018 – 2030) to improve FLN skills of primary 
school learners. These include the Project to Improve Elementary Mathematics Learning (PAAME), the 
Reinforcement of Initial Reading for All (RELIT), and the Harmonised Model of Bilingual Education 
(MOHEBS), among others. 

Foundational Literacy and Numeracy Research in Senegal
FLN Research Output and Accessibility

FLN research in Senegal is growing, with 115 FLN studies identified in local repositories between 2010 
and 2023, while 12 studies were identified in international databases between 2015 and 2023 (see 
Figures 1a and 1b). Of the 115 studies identified in the local repositories, journal articles account for 
40%, reports 31%, books 19% and PhD theses 10%. The 12 International publications identified were 
similarly predominantly journal articles. It is reassuring that the majority of publications are available as 
open access, with 88% of local outputs freely accessible online, along with 58% of those in 
international databases. The slightly lower open-access rate internationally suggests barriers to global 
dissemination. This could be in part due to the cost of making publications open access in some journals. 
The low number of studies in 2023 is attributed to the partial rather than full year mapping.

Figure 1a: Number of FLN publications identified in local repositories

These initiatives have led to improved learning outcomes in Senegal. According to the 2019 PASEC 
assessment, 65% of Senegalese children demonstrated sufficient proficiency in mathematics and 75% 
in reading by the end of primary education. This represents a significant improvement from the 2014 
assessment, where only 59% of children were proficient in mathematics and 61% in reading (PASEC, 
2021). Despite these improvements, the country still has a high learning poverty rate, with 69% of 
children not able to read and comprehend age-appropriate texts by the age of 10. Contributing to this 
problem is the fact that 24% of primary school-aged children do not attend school, making it difficult for 
them to develop essential reading skills (World Bank, 2022; UNESCO, 2024). 
Research plays a vital role in addressing these challenges by providing evidence-based insights to 
inform policies and interventions. Yet, little is known about the contribution of Senegal-based 
researchers to the FLN field. This policy brief is a summary of the FLN publications mapping or search 
that was conducted by Education Sub-Saharan Africa (ESSA) and the Research for Equitable Access 
and Learning (REAL) Centre to address this evidence gap. 
The mapping exercise defined FLN research as studies focusing on reading, writing, and numeracy skills 
acquired and practised by primary-school-aged children within the education system. It followed the FLN 
mapping protocol (Binesse, Rose & Silva, 2023) to systematically retrieve publications. For international 
databases (Dimensions, Scopus, and Web of Science), studies published between 2015 and 2023 were 
included. For local repositories and non-indexed sources, the mapping covered studies published 
between 2010 and 2023. These included outputs from national and regional academic journals not 
indexed in major databases, as well as institutional repositories and websites of international 
organisations and Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs).
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Figure 1b: Number of FLN publications identified in international databases 

FLN Research Funding

Funding for FLN research in Senegal is limited, with 66% of studies in local repositories lacking explicit 
information about their sources of funding. Of the 115 FLN research outputs identified, 34% mentioned 
receiving funding, leaving 66% unfunded or without reported funding details. Similarly, out of the 12 
studies identified in international databases, only one study was funded or disclosed its funding source, 
which was from international donors. For studies identified in local repositories, international institutions 
such as multilateral organisations, international development agencies, and external philanthropy 
accounted for 96% of the funded studies, while government funding only contributed to 4% of the 
studies (see Figure 2). This situation indicates the significant role played by international institutions in 
supporting FLN research in Senegal.

Figure 2: Sources of funding for FLN research published in local repositories
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FLN Research Focus

FLN research published in local repositories prioritises literacy while those published in international 
databases prioritise 'students, learning and assessment' as the top thematic focus. Locally, outputs on 
literacy are far more common than numeracy. Internationally, students, learning and assessment 
dominates while literacy and numeracy exhibit a balance (see Figures 3a and 3b). 

Figure 3a: Thematic areas covered by FLN researchers that are published in local repositories

Figure 3b: Thematic areas covered by FLN researchers that are published in international databases
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FLN Research Methods

Research methods vary between outputs published in local repositories and outputs in international 
databases. In studies published in local repositories, quantitative  research1 methods dominated FLN 
research in Senegal, representing 47% (54 of 115 outputs) of the studies. This was followed by 
qualitative2 methods and reviews3, each accounting for 18% of the studies, and mixed methods4 with 
15%. Notably, action research, vital for addressing specific classroom challenges and supporting 
professional development, was underutilised, accounting for just 2% of studies (see Figure 4a). 
Expanding the use of action research could significantly enhance the practical application of FLN 
studies. Internationally, quantitative methods are predominant (50%, which is 6 of 12 outputs), followed 
by qualitative methods (25%), mixed-methods (17%), and reviews (8%).  However, no studies 
employing action research methodologies were identified among those retrieved from international 
databases (see Figure 4b).  

1 This method focuses on collecting and analysing numerical data, like test scores, survey results, or statistics, to find patterns or 
measure things.
2 This method looks at people’s experiences, opinions, or feelings by using interviews, focus groups, or observations. It helps 
understand the why and how behind behaviour or events.
3 A review gathers and analyses findings from many existing studies to understand what we already know about a topic.
4 This approach combines both quantitative and qualitative methods to get a fuller picture—using numbers to measure things and 
stories or experiences to explain them.

Figure 4a: Research methods used in FLN studies published in local repositories

Figure 4b: Research methods used in FLN studies published in international databases
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Policy Recommendations

To enhance FLN research in Senegal and increase its visibility locally and globally, the following 
recommendations are proposed:

• Increase the visibility and use of FLN research in Senegal by establishing open-access 
platforms and national research repositories. This could help to facilitate the dissemination 
of FLN studies, improving collaboration between Senegalese research institutions and 
global educational networks, and promoting participation in regional and international FLN 
conferences, policy dialogues, and workshops. All of this could help to ensure that 
Senegalese research informs both national and global policy discussions.

• Strengthen collaboration among FLN researchers in Senegal, those from other sub-Saharan 
African countries, and globally, by encouraging co-authorship and joint publications among 
African researchers. This could strengthen regional research partnerships and improve 
visibility. 

• Expand funding opportunities for FLN research in Senegal by advocating for greater 
government investment in FLN research and ensuring that national budgets allocate 
resources for education research. Additionally, specific funding for early career researchers 
through grants, fellowships, and training programmes could be introduced to reduce 
reliance on personal resources, which are often limited.

• Increase publications in international journals. Provide mentorship and other forms of 
support to increase publications in high-quality, peer-reviewed, international journals. 

• Promote the use of locally-led policy-relevant research topics to address the foundational 
learning issues in Senegal.

Next Steps

ESSA and the REAL Centre will contribute to strengthening Senegal’s FLN research landscape by 
convening researchers, policymakers, and practitioners to collaboratively identify FLN research gaps 
and develop country-led research ideas and priorities for implementation in Senegal. Following this, we 
will run a competitive seed grant programme for FLN researchers in Senegal. To foster a sustainable 
community, we will also provide ongoing support through information sharing on events, capacity 
building/strengthening, and funding opportunities. These initiatives aim to promote collaborative 
research, build a robust FLN network, enhance research and researcher visibility, and drive 
evidence-based policy and practice in Senegal.

Collaboration in FLN Research

Collaboration is a strength among FLN researchers in Senegal. Of the 103 research outputs analysed 
(excluding PhD theses), 88% resulted from collaboration, while 12% were single-authored. The analysis 
revealed a strong emphasis on in-country collaboration, accounting for 46% of the identified studies. 
Collaboration with researchers outside sub-Saharan Africa accounted for 41%, while only 13% of 
collaborations involved researchers based in sub-Saharan Africa. Internationally, the 12 outputs showed 
a mix of in-country collaboration (43%), within SSA collaboration (29%), and global collaboration at 
29%. 
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www.essa-africa.org 
www.educ.cam.ac.uk/centres/real/ 

Education Sub Saharan Africa (ESSA)
Research for Equitable Access and Learning (REAL) Centre
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