
1

Gr  wth Sparks

Explaining Ilifa Labantwana

Number 3: June 2011

Early childhood development (ECD) is crucial for 
children now and for their success later in life. 
Ilifa Labantwana Growth Sparks 1 discusses this 
in more detail.  Based on this understanding, the 
Ilifa Labantwana Initiative was created to respond 
to the challenge - early childhood development 
among disadvantaged South African children.

Ilifa Labantwana (meaning ‘children’s heritage’) is 
a four-year initiative to develop quality, scalable 
and sustainable ECD 
programmes for children 
in rural and under-
developed communities 
in South Africa. The 
project is donor funded 
and driven equally by 
three funders. Over four 
years, 2009-12, the three 
partners are investing 
R60 million to support implementation of the 
South African government’s National Integrated 
Plan for Early Childhood Development, thereby 
increasing widespread access to quality ECD 
opportunities and support to build strong 
foundations for education for the most vulnerable 
of South Africa’s children.

There are seven parts (sub-objectives) that 
contribute to achieving the larger objectives of 
the project. 

Objective 1: Demonstrate scalable, 

integrated ECD programmes for under-

served communities (Sobambisana Project) 

Fewer than 1 in 5 children under 5 years in South 
Africa is in organised ECD provision. Infrastructure 
is insuffi  cient across the country and the cost of 
ECD is prohibitive for many families. Innovative 
models, including non-centre-based models 

of ECD provision, are needed to achieve the 
kind of coverage that will improve social and 
individual capital through eff ective early 
childhood development. The Children’s Act of 
2005, amended in 2007, recognises the need 
for programme-based approaches to ensure 
widespread ECD provision. 

The focus of the Sobambisana project is to 
demonstrate integrated, child-centred strategies 

that will make ‘going 
to scale’ a reality.  Five 
major South African 
ECD Resource and 
Training Organisations 
implement this 
aspect of the project 
in four provinces. 
Their focus is on child 
stimulation, parenting 

skills, integrating key stakeholders (like local 
communities, authorities and primary schools), 
and preparing children to transition to formal 
schooling. The ultimate aim is to pilot and then 
advocate for the widespread implementation of 
such approaches.

Objective 2: Robust, external research on 

the Sobambisana project

There is a lack of strong, external research on the 
eff ectiveness of ECD in the South African context. 
The research component of Ilifa Labantwana 
aims to provide this kind of research, linking 
ECD activities to child outcomes and tracking 
eff ectiveness in order to establish causal links and 
identify eff ective practice. 

At the same time, there is a lack of tested, 
researched innovative models of ECD 
provision, such as are crucial in order to reach 

The ultimate aim is to 

pilot and then advocate 

for the widespread 

implementation of such 

approaches.
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a greater proportion of children, particularly 
disadvantaged children, in South Africa. Research 
on the Sobambisana project will begin to provide 
this. 
Research external to the rest of the functioning of 
the project is essential to ensure that the research 
is independent and the results credible. 

Ilifa Labantwana therefore includes a robust 
external research process to track and monitor 
child outcomes and the eff ectiveness of the fi ve 
integrated models. 

Objective 3: Improve training for ECD 

practitioners 

In the past, training for ECD practitioners has been 
conducted by a variety of regional organisations 
(resource and training organisations - RTOs), 
many of them in the not-for-profi t sector, who 
have used diff erent standards, goals and curricula. 
This has meant diff erent approaches and a lack of 
standardisation. 

The National Early Childhood Development 
Alliance (NECDA), on behalf of its membership 
of some 90 ECD NGO’s, contracted the services 
of highly specialised ECD curriculum developers 

to write materials and resources for the core 
and elective unit standards for the Further 
Education and Training Certifi cate in ECD (Level 
4) qualifi cation. Curriculum and materials were 
contributed towards this process from 5 leading 
ECD NGOs. 

These materials were submitted and have 
been approved by the ETDP SETA for ‘Learning 
Programme Evaluation’. ECD training providers 
wishing to use these materials for their own ECD 
learning programmes are able to enter into a 
contract with NECDA, on condition that they meet 
the eligibility criteria e.g. ETDP SETA accreditation 
status, evidence of registered assessors and 
moderators, and attendance at NECDA’s ‘Training 
of Trainers’ programme for the delivery of the 
FETC in ECD learning programme.   

Objective 4: ECD Management capacity and 

succession planning

Leadership and management capacity is crucially 
important to the sustainability and on-going 
eff ectiveness of the ECD sector. In order to 
secure the future sustainability of the sector, Ilifa 
Labantwana supports this capacity building and 
succession planning to strengthen successive 

Child outcomes tested through standardised 
child measures: 

 Cognition

 Language

 Literacy & numeracy

 Social & emotional functioning

 WHO anthropometry & disability screen

Reach: Has this project extended the reach of early childhood 

services to children not in formal ECD sites?

Figure 1: Research parameters

Test eff ectiveness of models in terms of: 

 Centre-based training and enrichment to improve quality 

of provision and hence child outcomes

 Advocacy with government structures to improve services

 Home-based parent training to improve early learning 

environment of children not in ECD sites

 Community playgroups to provide stimulation for children 

not in sites

 Home-based health, nutrition, safety and hygiene 

interventions

 Home and centre-based parent information on how to 

access services

 Centre-based interventions to improve transitions to school
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cohorts of ECD leadership. This is particularly 
important in terms of the regional organisations 
that support ECD implementers and training 
practitioners. 

Objective 5: Access to government support

ECD funding in South Africa does not currently 
derive from a single, consolidated budget. 
Funding is available through a variety of 
mechanisms and channels, at local, provincial and 
national government level. Unfortunately, it can 
be diffi  cult for community-based organisations 
and ECD sites, to identify and understand the 
funding opportunities that exist in order to 
access this funding, crucial to the sustainability of 
the ECD sector. 

This priority of the Ilifa Labantwana initiative is 
intended to assist ECD sites and programmes 
to access funding. At the same time, the new 
Children’s Act (2007) shifts the focus in terms of ECD 
from site-specifi c funding to programme-driven 
ECD implementation. A clear understanding of 
how funds fl ow in the ECD sector is necessary to 
support the implementation of the priorities of 
the Children’s Act in ECD and help government 
increase the fl ow of public funding to improve 
sustainability in ECD. 

Objective 6: Site upgrading 

The government funding system requires sites 
to be registered in order to access funding. This 
registration requires the sites to meet certain 
basic requirements. For many sites, this is 
diffi  cult. The eff ort to support site-upgrading is 
part of a commitment to get behind provincial 
governments as they seek to roll out ECD services 
and adopt a more province-wide approach based 
on coverage and quality service to more children 
and families. 

Ilifa Labantwana therefore aims to increase 
sustainability of quality ECD delivery by working 
in partnership with provincial governments 
to develop and roll out integrated ECD plans 
(initially in two provinces). The partnership will 

include upgrading of ECD sites to ensure access 
to government subsidies, and provision of non-
centre-based services.

Objective 7: Public and offi  cial awareness

Over the past few years there has been growing 
political awareness of the importance of ECD. 
At the same time, available resources remain 
inadequate. While communities and families 
recognise the importance of ECD, opportunities 
do not necessarily exist or are not suffi  ciently 
aff ordable for families and caregivers to support 
and stimulate their young children. 

This public campaign aims to capitalise on the 
demand that exists by showing how the ECD 
sector and government can create mechanisms 
of scale and move towards a programme-based 
approach to ECD. 

The campaign will focus both on sharing 
academic information with key stakeholders 
in government and the ECD sector, and on 
increasing understanding of and awareness 
about ECD in the general public, particularly 
among caregivers and parents of young children. 

Ilifa Labantwana aims to promote the long-term 
importance of ECD nationally, ultimately with 
government taking responsibility for rolling out 
quality ECD provision across South Africa. All 
stakeholders, from parents and caregivers to 
government offi  cials, will be encouraged to play 
their part in recognizing the need for quality 
ECD provision and ensuring its sustainability. 
The project’s involvement in unlocking and 
increasing access to government and private 
funds (including building awareness with national 
and international donors of the importance of 
ECD and the value of funding ECD initiatives 
collaboratively) is critical to providing sustainable 
ECD to disadvantaged children. 
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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 third 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  

2011 Focus

In 2011, Ilifa Labantwana will continue to work towards these seven sub-objectives in order to 
achieve the greater goal of increased access to supportive ECD services for disadvantaged children 
in South Africa. The specifi c focus areas of the project for 2011 will be: 

Objective 1: Demonstrate scalable, integrated ECD programmes for under-served communities
2011 Focus - Support partners in continued implementation of non-centre-based ECD programmes

Objective 2: Robust, external research
2011 Focus – Support on-going research process

Objective 3: Improve training for ECD practitioners 
2011 Focus – Further development and distribution of a national ECD curriculum

Objective 4: ECD Management capacity and succession planning
2011 Focus – Capacity building/training for key ECD-sector future leaders

Objective 5: Access to government support
2011 Focus – Research project to map and track government funding fl ows to allow for further 
dissemination of information and engagement with stakeholders

Objective 6: Site upgrading and support for provincial roll-out
2011 Focus – Continue to work with and support two provinces in their roll-out of integrated ECD 
plans

Objective 7: Public and offi  cial awareness
2011 Focus – Develop and implement advocacy and awareness campaigns and disseminate 
research fi ndings


