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Gr  wth Sparks

Why early childhood development shapes 

the future path of a nation

The fi rst few years of a child’s life set the path for 
her development and success. Poor nutrition and 
health and inadequate intellectual stimulation 
can stunt her potential for life. 

The most important source of early support to 
children is the family, and this can be strengthened 
by both caregiver support and participation 
in crèches or preschool activities. Roughly 200 
million children in developing countries do not 
have access to the kind of services that strengthen 
healthy, positive early childhood development 
(ECD) (Grantham-McGregor et al, 2007). They start 
life at a disadvantage that is diffi  cult to overcome. 

The consequences for individual and national 
social and economic development are severe: 
children enter school with less ability to learn. They 
perform poorly at school and are unlikely to fi nd 
good jobs. Their ability to realise their potential 
is stunted. Where a signifi cant proportion of a 
nation’s children are disadvantaged, national 
economic productivity suff ers and the long-term 
potential of a country is reduced.

There are compelling moral, social and economic 
reasons to invest fully in early childhood 
development, yet South Africa does not do this.  
A Department of Education nationwide audit 
in 2001 found that only 16 per cent of children 
aged 0-5 years were in organised ECD provision 
(Williams et al, 2001). Access to services is limited, 
as a consequence of lack of funding, especially 
in poor and rural areas.  Redressing this defi cit 
in services for early childhood development 
provides a remarkable opportunity for medium- 
and long-terms gains in education and economic 
development.

The Case for ECD

Early development sets the course for life

Brain architecture develops early: The basic 
‘circuits of the brain’ develop early in life (Irwin 
et al, 2007). By age three, 85% of the brain’s core 
structure is formed. Although brain development 
continues into adulthood, this core structure is 
like the foundations of a house – once the basics 
are in place, later development may give the 
building its unique character and atmosphere, 
but it is very diffi  cult to alter the original structure. 
Early development sets the foundation for later 
learning behaviour and physical and mental 
health (NSCDC, 2007). Small disturbances in early 
development can have long-term, lasting eff ects 
on the brain’s structure and the way it functions 
(Grantham-McGregor et al, 2007). 

Environment and stimulation aff ect brain 
development: The environments and 
relationships experienced by a young child 
aff ect how the brain develops. Research shows 
that physical factors such as poor nutrition, iron 
defi ciency, exposure to toxins, as well as stress, 
poor stimulation and limited social interaction, 
change the way the brain’s structure is formed and 
infl uence cognitive and emotional development. 
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Maternal care, for example, has been shown in 
humans and animals to infl uence stress reactivity, 
anxiety and memory function (Grantham-
McGregor et al, 2007). Neurobiology research 
demonstrates that the environment, including 
the quality of relationships and the language 
environment of young children, ‘sculpts’ the 
developing brain. Stimulation (such as mothers 
and children playing with toys to guide learning 
and exploration) can improve sensory and motor 
development, even where other negative factors, 
such as malnutrition, are present (Irwin et al, 
2007). The bottom line is that socially enriched 
environments, security and cognitive stimulation 
are crucial to later success, development and 
achievement (Irwin et al 2007). 

Combination eff ects:  Early childhood 
development is a multi-faceted process, 
involving several diff erent kinds of growth 
and change: sensory-motor, social-emotional, 
cognitive, linguistic and physical. These areas 
are interdependent and change in one sphere 
can spark progress in another, while delays in 
one area constrain development in other areas. 
Supporting intellectual development is not 
enough if the physical development of the young 
child is compromised. Healthy physical, cognitive, 
linguistic and socio-emotional development 
needs a combination of opportunities for growth 
in all areas at the same time. The ‘neural circuits’ 
of the brain are highly interconnected and 
constantly aff ected by the infl uences of genes 
and environment, with genes determining when 
a specifi c circuit forms and the experiences of 
the child shaping how the formation happens.  

Diff erent aspects of development need to work 
together for the child to have the best possible 
chance. Research also suggests that the health 
and wellbeing of the mother may have a major 
impact on the early development of the child.

Early development is the foundation and 
scaff olding for later learning: International 
evidence shows that poor early childhood 
development has lasting negative impacts 
on neural infrastructure and function that are 
diffi  cult to reverse (Heckman, 2006). Cognitive 
ability becomes harder and harder to change as 
children get older. In the fi rst few years of life, 
when the brain is developing rapidly and basic 
brain ‘architecture’ is formed, the foundations are 
laid for later development and learning. ‘Circuits’ 
and skills both develop from the ‘bottom up’ – 
simple circuits and skills need to be in place so 
that more complex circuits and skills can be built 
successfully on the foundation that already exists 
(NSCDC, 2007). For example, for a child to learn 
to say the names of objects, she must already 
have developed the ability to diff erentiate and 
reproduce the sounds of her home language 
(NSCDC, 2007). 

Cognitive, emotional and social capabilities 
intertwined: The development of sturdy brain 
‘architecture’ depends on the development of 
emotional and social capacity as well as physical 
and cognitive skills and abilities. Higher-level skills 
and complex ways of thinking need more than 
simple circuits and skills to be in place. Learning 
oral language, for example, requires not just 
adequate hearing and the ability to diff erentiate 
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Poor physical development, poor cognitive 
development: Poor physical development, such as 

stunting resulting from poor- or under-nutrition, is likely 

to stunt cognitive development. International studies of 

high-risk children show that stunted children are less likely 

to be enrolled in school, more likely to start school late 

and will probably do worse in terms of the grade-for-age 

achievement and academic performance than non-stunted 

children (Grantham-McGregor et al, 2007). 

Unready for school: A child who starts off  doing well 

generally keeps doing well at school, while a child who starts 

at a disadvantage will continually struggle to reach the level 

of his peers (Naudeau et al, 2011). In Guatemala, preschool 

cognitive ability has been linked to enrolment in secondary 

school and how well children perform as adolescents, while 

a South African study linked achievement at the end of 

grade one to progress in later years of schooling (Grantham-

McGregor et al, 2007). Poor cognitive and emotional-social 

development will result in a child being less able than 

other children her own age to cope with learning or to take 

advantage of opportunities at school.

Impaired learning ability: Physical problems to 

which young children are particularly vulnerable, such 

as inadequate nutrition, chronic parasitic infections and 

frequent episodes of respiratory and diarrhoeal infection, 

impact children’s overall development and leave them listless 

and uninterested in learning and exploring. 

Impaired complex thinking: A child with poor early 

development lacks the foundational skills and brain ‘circuits’ 

needed for more complex thinking. This will make it 

increasingly diffi  cult for him to succeed in school and in adult 

life, as tasks become increasingly complex and challenging. 

Teenage drop-out: Poor early childhood development 

is associated with high teenage pregnancy rates, poor 

health and high school drop-out rates. Someone with 

an inadequate start early in life not only loses out on the 

advantages of solid learning foundations and skills, but 

often dips below the average and is more likely to become 

involved with high-risk activities and end up in prison or 

living in poverty (Heckman, 2006). Children who experience 

poor early development are likely to complete fewer years of 

schooling and learn less in each year than those who have 

had a better start early on (Grantham-McGregor et al, 2007). 

Poorer job prospects: Studies suggest that, on average, 

each extra year of schooling increases the earning capacity 

of an individual by roughly 9.7% (Grantham-McGregor et al, 

2007). Children with poor early development will not only be 

less educated and have poorer cognitive function than their 

peers, but they will be less productive as adults. 

Health: A World Health Organisation report suggests that 

many diseases, such as cardiovascular disease, obesity and 

depression, are rooted in patterns set in early childhood and 

that successful, health-promoting ECD programmes can 

reduce immediate and future disease burdens, especially 

for those who are most vulnerable (Irwin et al, 2007). Brain 

‘architecture’ and the immune system also interact as they 

develop, further infl uencing health outcomes (NSCDC, 2007).

Loss of potential: Poor early development aff ects the 

schooling success and productivity of the individual. 

Where signifi cant numbers of children face impaired early 

development, the productivity and skills base of the entire 

nation are aff ected. Poor early development results in a 

signifi cant loss of human potential, which inevitably aff ects 

national development. Cognitive skills, emotional well-being, 

social competence and sound physical and mental health, 

developed in early childhood, create a strong foundation for 

later success. Without this, adult human capital, including 

work force skills, will be reduced or compromised (NSCDC, 

2007). 

Poor early development costs the individual and society

‘The future of any society depends on its ability to foster the health and well-being of the next generation.’ (NSCDC, 2007)

sounds and link meaning to specifi c words, but 
also the ability to concentrate and to engage in 
meaningful social interaction (NSCDC, 2007). 

Early intervention can help: Even in cases of 

disrupted early development, ECD interventions 
can improve the chances that children will 
overcome early disadvantages: the earlier these 
interventions, the greater the benefi t (Grantham-
McGregor et al, 2007).
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ECD interventions are especially crucial for 

disadvantaged children

Those who need it most have least access: Nobel 
Laureate James Heckman (2006) suggests that, 
without intervention, the performance of children 
(on standardised tests of cognitive function) 
is directly linked to long-term family income – 
so children from under-resourced families and 
communities are worse off  than other children 
before they even start school. Children younger 
than 5 years, particularly in these communities, 
are often exposed to multiple risks, including 
malnutrition, poor health and an unstimulating 
home environment (NSCDC, 2007). These risks, 
independently or in combination, make it less 
likely that children from such backgrounds will 
succeed. Early interventions can mitigate this 

and increase chances of overcoming poverty and 
disadvantage. 

ECD interventions can limit intergenerational 
‘transmission’ of poverty: The cycle of poverty 
is particularly diffi  cult to break when poor early 
development limits later achievement and 
income-earning potential. Children with poor 
early development are likely to struggle at school 
and then, as adults, to have lower incomes than 
their peers, have children at a younger age 
and to provide poor health care, nutrition and 
stimulation to their own children (Grantham-
McGregor et al, 2007). Poverty is transferred 
from one generation to the next, with limited 
opportunity to break the cycle. Early childhood 
interventions can help to change this. 

Ilifa Labantwana (meaning ‘children’s heritage’) is a four-year initiative to develop quality, scalable and 

sustainable Early Childhood Development (ECD) programmes for disadvantaged children in South Africa. The project is 

funded and driven equally by three funders: The ELMA Foundation, the DG Murray Trust and the UBS Optimus Foundation. 

The project’s aim is to support the South African government’s ECD policies and plans, thereby increasing widespread access 

to quality ECD opportunities and building strong foundations for education for all of South Africa’s children.

This ‘Growth Sparks’ is the fi rst in a series aimed at sharing the experiences and lessons learned from Ilifa Labantwana.

For further information or to provide feedback on ‘Growth Sparks’, please contact us on:

Tel: +27 (0) 21 670 9840

Fac: +27 (0) 21 670 9850

www.ilifalabantwana.co.za  
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