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Early development sets the course for life. 
One estimate suggests that, in South Africa, a 
person who does not have access to healthy 
early development might earn up to 33% less 
than someone with healthy early development. 
Including the social costs, the loss to South Africa 
may be as much as 50% per child – eff ectively 
halving his or her long-term productivity (UNICEF, 
2007). This also represents a signifi cant loss in 
terms of human capital and skills in the economy, 
aff ecting economic growth across the nation 
(Heckman, 2006).

A lack of aff ordability means that the children 
who have the potential to benefi t most from 
preschool interventions are often least likely to 
have those opportunities. Access to services is 
limited, particularly as a consequence of lack of 
funding and especially in poor and rural areas.

Providing access to quality early childhood 
development to the majority of children from 
poor communities in South Africa may be a 
national breakthrough strategy for education 
and economic growth over the next twenty years. 
However for this to happen, both human and 
fi nancial resources are required. 

The human resource challenge

In 2000, only 12% of ECD practitioners in South 
Africa had a matric and three-year diploma (DoE, 
2001). Roughly half of all practitioners (52%) had 
passed matric and were therefore eligible for 
higher level training (Biersteker & Dawes, 2007). 
This means that at the time, almost half of all ECD 
practitioners had not completed high school. The 
quality of programmes is likely to be negatively 
aff ected if practitioners do not have training in 

ECD. Better qualifi ed practitioners are able to 
create better ECD opportunities for children. 

However addressing this issue is best achieved by 
addressing a number of other issues, discussed 
below.

Formal training opportunities: There has been 
a lack of formal training opportunities for ECD 
practitioners in South Africa. By 2001, nearly half 
of all training was off ered by NGOs through donor 
support (Biersteker & Dawes, 2007). Accreditation 
of training providers began in 2002 and by 2005, 
75 providers had been accredited. As well as 
NGOs and private training providers, FET colleges 
now off er formal training opportunities for ECD 
practitioners, generally at National Qualifi cations 
Framework (NQF) level 4 and 5. The range of 
options and the number of places available in 
each course, is still cause for concern. There is 
also a concern that ECD does not receive the 
attention it deserves at most Higher Education 
Institutions, which has a negative eff ect on the 
country’s capacity for research, management, 

Figure 1: Teacher qualifi cations (DoE, 2001)
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training, support and materials development 
(Biersteker & Dawes, 2007). Very few Higher 
Education Institutions off er qualifi cations 
specifi cally focused on pre-grade R and grade R 
teaching, and where it is off ered, grade R (as part 
of foundation phase education qualifi cations) is 
more common (Biersteker & Dawes, 2007). 

Funding for ECD training: Donor-funding allows 
NGOs to reach practitioners who would not 
otherwise be trained. Heavy reliance on donor-
funded training is however not sustainable 
because donor funds cannot be guaranteed 
in the long-term and the number of trained 
practitioners required to scale up ECD is likely to 
far exceed the capacity of donors. Government 
funding or contribution to the training of ECD 
practitioners will be necessary in the longer-
term to ensure sustainable expansion and 
development of the sector and of quality in ECD. 
Quality ECD is ultimately an investment in the 
human capital of the country (Heckman, 2006) 
but it cannot happen without prior investment in 
human resource development in the ECD sector. 
Learnerships are one way that training can be 
funded. Between 2003 and 2005, 200 NQF level 4 
and 5 learnerships were funded by the ETDP SETA 
(Biersteker & Dawes, 2007) but further funding 
options need to be explored.

Poor demand: Because parents do not have 
the money to pay high fees for their children to 
participate in ECD programmes, and because 
they are not necessarily aware of the potential 
benefi ts and need for high-quality programmes, 
there is limited demand from parents for highly-
qualifi ed practitioners. This means that there 
are not strong incentives for practitioners and 
ECD programmes to seek further qualifi cation 
opportunities. Low remuneration rates also mean 
that ECD programmes are not always able to 
attract particularly strong candidates, whether 
they are qualifi ed or not (Biersteker & Dawes, 
2007). 

Career-pathing: The sector is further limited 
because there is not a lot of opportunity for 
career advancement. Professional development 
opportunities are also limited, further decreasing 
the chances of advancement. Trained practitioners 

sometimes also move into better funded Grade R 
classes, leaving classes for younger children with 
untrained staff .

Standardising national curriculum: Standardising 
the quality of ECD training in the country is an 
important step towards improving the ECD 
services off ered to children. Over the past few 
years, work has been done to create a standardised 
and generally accepted NQF level 4 curriculum 
that can be used as a reference curriculum. An 
increasing number of training organisations 
(RTOs) are also now using accredited curricula 
and programmes to train ECD practitioners. 
More work is needed in the public education 
sphere to ensure that ECD-specifi c qualifi cations 
are off ered, through FET colleges and Higher 
Education Institutions, using programmes of 
similar quality to produce enough qualifi ed ECD 
practitioners to meet the needs of a scaled-up 
ECD sector in the country. Quality ECD at scale 
will require sustainable training options, as 
well as career advancement opportunities and 
recognition (creating demand) of the value of 
professional, qualifi ed ECD practitioners to create 
quality opportunities for children. 

Funding ECD

The Children’s Act (Act no 38 of 2005, as 
amended by the Children’s Amendment Act No 
41 of 2007) and the National Integrated Plan for 
Early Childhood Development (NIP) mandate 
government to support the roll-out of ECD 
services on a large scale:

 The National Department of Social 
Development must develop a strategy to 
“secure a properly resourced, co-ordinated 
and managed early childhood development 
system”;  

 Provincial Departments of Social Development 
“may, from money appropriated by the 
relevant provincial legislature, provide and 
fund early childhood development’; and

 Municipalities may agree to assume 
responsibilities for the registration, monitoring 
and enforcement of ECD facilities within its 
boundaries.  

However current funding models do not enable 
these government departments to fulfi l their 
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responsibilities. The National Audit showed 75% 
of funding for ECD came from private sources, 
mostly through user fees (Biersteker & Dawes, 
2007).

The need to fully fund ECD: End-user fees are not 
suffi  cient for quality and cost-recovery. Families 
may be able to make some fi nancial contribution 
to ECD funding, but often do not have the funds to 
pay for the full range of quality services required 
for strong, integrated ECD provision. Lack of funds 
also limits the quality that ECD programmes and 
centres are able to off er. With limited income, it 
is diffi  cult to attract qualifi ed and experienced 
teachers. The possibility of upgrading the skills of 
existing teachers and providing on-going support 
is also limited. It is also diffi  cult to maintain and 
improve facilities and equipment. 

Because ECD has such an impact not only on 
individuals but on the productivity and success 
of the whole country, and because strong early 
childhood development can play a signifi cant role 
in breaking the cycle of poverty, there is a strong 
argument to fund ECD fully. Government funding 
needs to be eff ectively channelled to ensure that 
more children access quality integrated ECD.

Moving towards programme-based funding: 
Funding has, in the past, been largely focused 
on centre-based approaches. South Africa simply 
does not have the ECD centre-infrastructure 
to reach all children this way. Given the need 
to scale up, the shift to programme-based 
funding1, as suggested in the Children’s Act (Act 

1 Programme-based funding refers to funding that focuses on 

ECD programmes (materials, methodologies, implementing 

organisations), rather than being directed to centres/sites of 

implementation

no 38 of 2005, Children’s Amendment Act No 41 
of 2007) is needed. Funding programmes will 
support existing ECD centres, while also enable 
the delivery of innovative ECD models to reach 
children in rural and under-served communities. 

Making sure funds reach benefi ciaries: Although 
limited funding is currently available for ECD, 
government funding fl ows do not always reach 
grassroots. The National Integrated Plan (NIP) 
envisages a strong local government role in ECD 
provision, as well as a support, planning and 
implementation role for provincial departments. 
This is not always realised, which has a signifi cant 
impact on the ability of the ECD sector to move 
towards improved coverage and quality. Based 
on 2004 fi gures, South African public expenditure 
on ECD is 0.02% of GNP and accounts for only 
0.4% of public education expenditure (Naudeau, 
Kataoka, Valerio, Neuman, & Elder, 2010). This 
limited allocation of funds, combined with the 
diffi  culty in accessing funds means that even 
the funding that is currently available is not 
necessarily reaching the intended benefi ciaries, 
and when it does, it is often inadequate to sustain 
quality. 

Improving cost-eff ectiveness: It can be very 
diffi  cult to assess the cost-eff ectiveness of ECD 
interventions because interventions are so varied 
in content, quality and methodology, and because 
monitoring and evaluation is often weak. A 
costing of the Sobambisana Project’s non-centre-
based programmes revealed large diff erences in 
the costs of interventions and highlighted the 
impact of context on the cost of delivery. It is 
very diffi  cult, for example, to compare the cost-

Table 1: Costs associated with ECD activities (Budlander, 2010)

Activity Costs associated with activity/budget items

Home visits Visitor salaries/stipends, mentoring/supervision, equipment and materials, transport 
for visitors, capacity-building for visitors

Caregiver/parent 
capacity building

Facilitator salaries/stipends, transport (facilitator and/or care-givers), 
accommodation, catering, materials (e.g. hand-outs and charts for parents)

Playgroups Facilitator payments, transport, catering (e.g. juice and biscuits for children), 
equipment (e.g. books and toys)

Community support 
structures

Staff  time spent working with the community, transport, catering
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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 fi fth 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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eff ectiveness of a home-visiting programme 
in rural areas with a playgroup in more urban 
settings. A lack of strong research specifi c to the 
South African context makes it very diffi  cult to 
determine cost-eff ectiveness and also to identify 
models appropriate for the context. What is clear 
is that innovative models, such as those being 
piloted through the Ilifa Labantwana initiative, 
should be considered alongside more traditional, 
centre-based models of service-provision in the 
roll-out of ECD to more South African children. 

The costing exercise conducted on Sobambisana 
partner projects shows spending of costs 
associated with each type of activity (see Table 1). 

In order for ECD to be sustainable, investment 
from both public and private sector must be 
eff ectively directed and suffi  ciently large. Going 
to scale sustainably requires systems to be in place 
to provide for aff ordable training and on-going 
support and supervision of ECD practitioners to 
ensure quality, and suffi  ciently attractive salary 
off erings and career advancement opportunities 
to attract and keep strong ECD practitioners 
working in the fi eld. This cannot happen without 
signifi cant public investment both in ECD service-
delivery, through supporting community-based 
ECD provision and innovative programmes, 
and in ECD training opportunities and quality 
improvement.  


