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The report is structured under four main headings: 

1. Introduction 

2. Background 

3. Contextualising the dialogue 

4. Outcomes of Dialogue 

5. Conclusion 

 

1. Introduction 
A dialogue on Early Childhood Development (ECD) was convened on the 19-20th March 2014 at ITEC 

(Institute of Training and Education for Capacity-building, an East London NPO), to discuss ideas to 

feed into the planning phase of the Eastern Cape Planning Commission’s (ECPC) work. Three 

constituencies participated, namely, government representatives, NGOs - including resource & 

training organisations and ECD practitioners - and researchers who represented the Early Childhood 

Development (ECD) community of the Eastern Cape (EC). 

The two day dialogue set out discussion along two main themes, firstly, to consider the broader 

context of ECD from a policy and analysis point of view and secondly, to collectively craft a set of 

propositions for the ECPC to consider in its provincial plan. 

The Eastern Cape ECD Forum, which constitutes a representative body of state representatives, 

NGOs, higher education, researchers, donors and activists in the EC, played an important role in 

bringing the ECD community into dialogue on possibilities for provincial planning. From the outset 

the secretariat of the ECD Forum (ITEC) was involved, with the Planning Commission, to 

conceptualise and plan proceedings. 

Three kinds of presentations were elicited to provide a basis for discussion and to shed light on: 

 national policy developments and implications for the EC, 

 the role of the state, particularly the Department of Social Development, to support ECD, and 

 demonstrations of success as a source of insight and hope to enhance ECD practices. 

These inputs generated discussion that eventually led to distilling a set of practical ideas that could 

catalyse change and build a visionary outlook for actors in this sector, and thereby respond to a set 

of issues to be addressed.  

This report sets out the context of the discussion and how a set of propositions for catalytic 

interventions emerged and includes an overview of the proposed interventions.   

2. Background 
ECD is a bedrock on which to launch development initiatives that makes a different kind of society 

thinkable and therefore possible. Recognition of ECD as integral to a development agenda, finds 

expression in policy and literature on ECD. 

ECD is considered as fundamental to developing a healthy society and as a basis for meaningful 

participation in a democracy. Theorists and policy-makers draw on two main sources to ground 
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children’s development prospects. Firstly, environmental factors should be conducive to nurturing 

emotional wellbeing, physical safety, and mental stimulation of children. Secondly, biological factors 

allow for healthy growth patterns and good physical development. Combined, these sources lead to 

proper brain development and physical growth that are supported through balanced nutrition and 

well-grounded educational principles.  

Policy and legislative frameworks for ECD are well established at both international and national 

levels, ranging from declarations such as the millennium goals to national statements such as the 

Children’s Act (2005). The scope of this report does not allow an in-depth reference and 

contextualisation of the many policies, declarations and plans; see the draft National ECD Policy on 

Policy for an exposition of these frameworks (HRSC, 2014). However it is useful to note that, taken 

together, these wide-ranging frameworks call for increased rights of children to proper health care, 

emotional support, mental stimulation, safe environment and good nutrition. In essence there is a 

growing consensus, globally and nationally, that ECD should be approached as a public good.  Giving 

proper attention to children from conception to school-going age means that we invest consciously 

in developing healthy and motivated individuals which in turn is an investment in an entire 

generation of people.  Caring holistically for children stands to have positive effects on the social and 

economic prospects of society.  

The ECPC therefore posits ECD as the foundation on which to build an education system anew. 

Against this background and through the lens of ECD, the dialogue sought to open discussion on how 

to cultivate a generation that is capable, caring and inspired to contribute meaningfully to society.  

3. Contextualising the dialogue 
The ECPC process involves a dual process of firstly initiating a process of conscientisation that begins 

to build a vision for a better social reality. Secondly, the process involves drawing on the experience 

of the Eastern Cape community to craft catalytic interventions that can breathe life into such a 

vision. A central means to accomplish the objectives of vision-building and of crafting interventions 

is dialogue or ‘incoko’.  

Dialogue becomes the medium through which we can access the public consciousness and draw on 

the concrete experiences of people, that is intended to give substance to this development process. 

Vision-building implies that the ECPC work is considering long-range propositions to alter social and 

economic relations, provide resources in ways that support local communities and to build 

collaborative partnerships.  

Cultivating possibilities for joint action between state and non-state entities is part of what these 

dialogues explore. Central to evoking such collaboration is to think about how these two broadly 

defined entities can work co-operatively while retaining and strengthening their autonomy. Given 

how civil society and the state situate themselves respectively, they might have different roles to 

play in relation to the lived realties of people. The point is to articulate these roles in ways that 

pursue the same vision. Well facilitated dialogues provide a space for speaking about how these 

roles can function in relations that build multiagency in this sector. It is noteworthy that the 

demonstrations, within the NGO fold particularly, have shown how carefully-honed practices can 



4 
 

have a positive impact on children’s lives. These demonstrations of success need to be shared 

broadly to help shape systemic responses.  

Dialogues serve to inform how local agency and self-reliance within contexts of deprivation, can 

generate profound knowledge to tackle problems in this sector. It follows then that continued 

dialogue, strategizing and especially action, needs to further embed and publicise practical ideas of 

how to realise ECD as a social good and as a right of all children. 

What follows are the outcomes that were shaped by a vision-building exercise. 

4. Outcomes of the dialogue 
Three main outcomes were formulated in the dialogue: a vision, a catalytic intervention and 

enabling mechanisms. 

4.1 Building a Vision for Early Childhood Development in the Eastern Cape 

After engaging with the presentations, participants responded to the question:  ‘What vision do you 

have for Early Childhood Development in the Eastern Cape?’  Key concepts emerged in this vision-

building exercise as follows:  

Agency: Participants had a strong view on the agency of the individual and particularly parents, and 

the pivotal role of families in ECD.  The importance of men becoming more fully engaged in the 

development of young children was foregrounded. Strong leadership from the state and 

communities would enable better coordination in addressing ECD challenges.  

Development of children: The development of children was visualised as holistic and child-centred 

with opportunities for optimal brain development being emphasised.  For children to take up their 

future roles, their well-being would be at the forefront of a child-friendly Eastern Cape.   

Access: Stakeholders articulated their view that access to ECD opportunities would enable the 

equitable development of all children. Including children with disability is a pivotal component of the 

vision for young children in the province.   

Quality: Dialogue participants visualised a strong element of quality being embedded in Early 

Childhood services to ensure that children could learn, play and be happy within their communities. 

Sufficient and appropriate resources should be available, to create a sustainable ECD experience for 

every young child in the Eastern Cape.  These concepts underpin a proposed formulation for the 

following vision statement: 

The ECD community of the Eastern Cape undertakes to nurture happy and healthy 

children through creating a stimulating environment within caring communities.  

 

The proposed vision was extrapolated into the following broad actions: 

 

As an Eastern Cape ECD community we should cultivate agency amongst men, woman and 

youth to develop children in a holistic and child centred manner. 
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As an Eastern Cape ECD community we undertake to develop happy and healthy children 

through access to quality learning, adequate resourcing, sustainable community initiatives, 

engaged parents and successful leadership.  

 

Understanding the interplay between challenges and responses in this sector is key to formulating 

feasible responses. We now look at how the challenges are understood. 

4.2 ECD challenges 

Five themes emerged as ECD challenges.  Central to these is that ECD is not yet being valued as a 

public good, further entrenching the deep systemic problems.   The five thematic areas provided a 

useful framework to organise the problematic and possible responses. These are: 

1. Governance and co-ordination 

2. Funding  

3. Access 

4. Capacity 

5. Quality  

Discussions on these themes raised critical interventions to be addressed.    

Governance and co-ordination – current policy does not compel government to deliver ECD services 

and although the development of young children is prioritised by the South African state, 

implementation of services and programmes remains piecemeal and is still inadequately co-

ordinated.   

Funding - the current state funding model for early childhood development programmes and 

services is insufficient to reach all children, and in its current format entrenches existing inequities.  

Access – only 7% of children between 0-5 years have access to subsidised ECD Centres, indicating 

that the vast majority of children in the province are either unaccounted for or accessing services 

through community based services.  Access is currently skewed in favour of children with some 

means who and who are slightly older, whereas the most vulnerable and youngest children are likely 

to be excluded from the services they most need.  

Capacity - human resource development plans are required to meet the needs of parents, 

practitioners, teachers, civil society and state officials to provide good quality early childhood 

development programmes and services. Capacity building programmes are considered against the 

background of poor remuneration, insecure work conditions, low work status and few career 

options. These factors militate against good quality early childhood development programmes. 

Quality - examples of excellent, integrated ECD programmes have been developed, but are 

implemented unevenly across the country and the province.  Early Childhood Development Centres, 

as the primary means of current ECD provision, often do not provide the quality of service required, 

due to poor infrastructure as well as inadequate human and physical resources.  The quality of 

cognitive stimulation within the current context is often compromised leaving children ill-equipped 

to enter the formal schooling system.   

These themes were useful in conceptualising a set of catalytic interventions.  
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4.3 Towards a Catalytic Intervention for ECD  

 

The key catalytic intervention proposed is: 

Ensure that children under school going age in the Eastern Cape have Optimal Nutrition 

and Care, along with Quality Learning. 

   

Interventions were discussed as a means to respond to the complex and challenging areas in ECD.  

The catalytic intervention embodies a set of strategic actions, as follows: 

 

i. Devise and implement a Systematic Plan to ensure Optimal Nutrition for young 

children. This should include nutritional support for pregnant mothers and promotion of 

breastfeeding along with provision of micronutrient and food supplementation support 

targeting vulnerable children.  Drawing on the potential of local communities to produce 

foods such as fruit and vegetables can provide food security for children and stimulate 

local economic activity. 

 

ii. Develop a Comprehensive Funding Model for ECD which will enable all children in the 

province to access an essential package of services. Accessing essential services requires 

financial support which can be provided particularly by state departments. 

 

iii. Develop an Integrated Human Resource Plan for the ECD Sector which will enable the 

roll out of a high quality ECD programme in the province.  Special attention to creating 

salaried ECD posts is needed, along with a training and skills development programme to 

capacitate a cadre of ECD workers including Practitioners, Cooks, Gardeners, Cleaners, 

Play Group Facilitators, Family Field Workers, Day Mothers and Community Health 

Workers and other relevant role-players. In addition, decision-makers and managers in 

the sector need continuous information about policy as it evolves, as well as the growing 

scientific body of understanding of early childhood.  

 

iv. Roll out a stratified ECD Advocacy Programme within the province, especially targeting 

the role of the state to communicate the catalytic role of ECD in transforming society. 

Such a programme can firmly position ECD as a public good in society.  Build awareness 

and capacity among parents to ensure that they understand their role within ECD and 

are empowered to access services for their children.     

 

v. Implement an integrated approach to Infrastructure Development and Resource 

Provision to facilitate high quality ECD services and promote compliance with 

regulations for the care and development of young children.   

 

vi. Develop Standardised Models, Programmes and Guidelines for the various modes of 

ECD provision, including Centre Based ECD, Play Groups, Home Visiting, Resource 

Centres, and Parenting Programmes. Particular attention can be paid to curriculum 

design, especially concentrating on features of content and method, to support for 
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children from birth to school going age. Standardisation is recommended for the dual 

purpose of rapidly up-scaling services and of promoting quality.  However 

implementation must be flexible enough to allow for adaptation within the various 

contexts in which holistic ECD takes place.      

 

These interventions were aligned with potential institutions and organisations to act as possible 

implementing hubs to deliver on a co-ordinated plan. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participants drew up ideas for catalytic interventions that would transform early childhood in the Province 
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4.3.2   Possible Institutions and Organisations 

 

The Establishment of a Dedicated ECD Agency in the Province responsible for the coordination of all 

ECD activities including the following:  the formulation of an integrated ECD strategy with clear goals 

and clearly defined roles and responsibilities; the implementation of ECD programmes along with 

monitoring and support, and effective and sustained stakeholder engagement and communication.  

The Agency should be mandated to provide funding and capacity development (training).  The 

agency should be staffed by salaried experts in their field.   

Suggestions for the placement of the Agency within the Province include: 

 An Independent Agency that reports to a National Office and is accountable to Parliament, 

An Agency placed within the Office of the Premier, or 

 An ECD Directorate strategically placed within a key department   

Other organisations that work extensively within the ECD sector should be considered when 

designing institutional arrangements and assigning responsibilities: 

 NGOs that work in ECD  

 Education Institutions including FET Colleges and Universities  

 Government departments, including, but not limited to, DSD, DOH and DOE 

 Local government including municipalities 

 Existing government agencies and authorities e.g. NDA, SETAs 

 Business Sector  

 Donors  

 

4.3.3   Co-ordination and Accountability 

Working groups considered coordination as central to attaining the vision for ECD in the province.  

The participants suggested that the role of coordination should fall largely to the proposed Agency 

for ECD who will work co-operatively with the DoSD, DoE, DoH and civil society.    As ECD has so 

many inter-related functions, strong coordination will be required to clearly set out the roles and 

responsibilities of each stakeholder, including the various government departments, and to closely 

monitor the fulfilment of these responsibilities by each stakeholder.     

The coordinating agency will need to ensure that the various duty bearers set goals that are aligned 

to the provincial ECD strategy and to allocate sufficient funds for the attainment of these goals 

within their scope of responsibility e.g. municipalities should include ECD outcomes and indicators in 

their IDPs, and budget accordingly.  Local communities who are carrying much of the responsibility 

for ECD services should be engaged more deliberately. 

Community safety is an essential element for the holistic development of children and community 

structures and individuals can consider ways in which they might contribute to current efforts by the 

SAPS.   
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4.3.4   Potential economic opportunities 

The relationship between institutions and economic opportunity was discussed, in relation to the 

proposed interventions. Working groups identified numerous areas of potential economic 

opportunity within the current and proposed ECD landscape.  If good quality and comprehensive 

ECD is provided a range of economic spin-offs are likely to arise.     

Opportunities for micro-enterprise development as well as the establishment of cooperatives exist, 

particularly for women and youth who are currently unemployed, through the direct care and 

development of young children in various contexts e.g. ECD Practitioner, ECD Play Group Facilitator, 

Day Mother, Home Visitor and Family Health Care Worker.    ECD workers could start their own small 

businesses or they could cluster their services with other ECD workers in a cooperative model.   

Developing a layer of ECD professionals who have a deep understanding and sensitivity to how best 

to support children’s growth will create opportunities for a range of careers. Opportunities can span 

specialising in fields such as health, education, litigation and systemic support- systems. 

Opportunities exist for significant job creation in ECD support services such as cleaning, cooking and 

gardening within ECD centres as well as various other community settings.    Professional services 

such as nursing and social work will be required in various localities to effectively roll out an 

integrated ECD programme within the province.  Management skills including project management 

along with ECD specialised training, monitoring, evaluation and support are additional areas 

identified for job creation.   

Putting the infrastructure in place to provide good quality ECD will require a massive programme by 

municipalities, public works and housing, inter alia, to ensure that children are cared for within an 

environment that is conducive to their optimal development.  This includes considerations such as 

provision of land, housing, ECD facilities, water and sanitation.  Numerous economic opportunities 

exist in the provision of the infrastructure required for ECD.   

A vast number of resources including educational equipment, learning and teaching materials, 

nutritional feeding equipment, fresh vegetables, etc. are needed to ensure good quality ECD takes 

place.  There are opportunities here for the manufacturing and retail of certain resources such as 

educational materials and other equipment required to facilitate ECD.  Food production and 

provision to ECD Centres, Play Groups and various other ECD programmes is a further opportunity 

that can be realised.   

Linkages to job creation and up-skilling programmes such as EPWP and unemployment safety nets 

such as CWP should be considered more carefully. Existing capacity building funds and stipends 

made available through these programmes by government could be successfully leveraged to 

provide ECD services.   

Elevating ECD to a public good will create an enabling environment for increased economic activity, 

which in turn serves our children.   
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5.  Conclusion 
 

The dialogue concluded by advancing four prospects for Early Childhood Development: 

 Think of ECD as a public good and as a right. 

 Concentrate on key areas of intervention: build capacity for quality learning, ensure strong 

systems for governance, co-ordination and funding, strengthen access to balanced meals and 

appropriate facilities. 

 Support co-ordinated responses, bolster institutional and organisational capability and 

resourcing. 

 Encourage increased state support of the role civil society is fulfilling in ECD services. 

These outcomes seek to draw the ECD community into united action around a vision that says: 

 

The ECD community of the Eastern Cape undertakes to nurture happy and healthy children through 

creating a stimulating environment within caring communities. 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

 


