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aeioTu was established in 2008 to provide high-
quality and comprehensive Early Childhood 
Development (ECD) services to 0-5 year old 
children in Colombia, with the specifi c aim of 
increasing ECD service provision to low income 
families. Their long-term vision is to create a 
fi nancially sustainable network of branded ECD 
centres through a social franchise model, in order 
to serve more than 20,000 children by 2020. 

As is the case in South Africa, Colombia has a 
signifi cant ECD service gap. The majority (68%) 
of children aged 0-5 years are from poor families1 

and only approximately 35% of these have access 
to ECD services2. Also as in South Africa, quality 
across these centres is hugely variable. The 
Colombian Government’s policies and strategies3 

call for universal coverage of ECD and include 
market-based solutions, civil society participation, 
and public-private partnerships to achieve this 
goal. aeioTu, whose vision and strategy is closely 
aligned with that of Government, was created and 
equipped with the support of private and public 
partners, to develop a quality standardised model 
of ECD centre provision that could be replicated 
across Colombia, and internationally.

aeioTu deliberately started small – in three 
centres – to develop a proven model for scale. 

1 Poor families are defi ned by the Government of Colombia’s National Identifi cation 

System for Social Programme Benefi ciaries (Sistema de Identifi cacion de Potenciales 

Benefi ciarios de Programas Sociales, SISBEN) as those families in the lowest two socio-

economic strata (SISBEN 1 and 2).

2  Source: http://www.wise-qatar.org/content/resources

3  See government of Colombia “From 0 to forever” (De Cero a Siempre).

Over the last six years they have expanded their 
model to 20 centres serving 7 500 children in 
seven of the country’s departments (which are 
similar to provinces in South Africa), with another 
10 centres to open in the coming year (taking 
their benefi ciaries to 12 000). All centres are 
currently operated by aeioTu who through the 
development phase have been testing their model 
and developing the standards and operating 
procedures while also achieving the necessary 
certifi cation, in order to launch a social franchise 
in 2015.

Even though they have not launched the 
social franchise yet, aeioTu has been designed 
to ultimately function as a social franchise, 
and therefore off ers useful ideas in terms of 
programme design and the process of developing 
and launching a large scale social franchise for 
ECD. In this learning brief we discuss aeioTu’s 
ECD programme, their eff orts to ensure quality 
implementation and their social franchise model.
We also consider important lessons learnt that are 
relevant to the South African context.

The aeioTu educational experience

“aeioTu develops children’s potential with the 
vision of transforming Colombian society. aeioTu 
seeks to create long-lasting impact that breaks 
intergenerational cycles of poverty and exclusion 
by giving children the skills to be active citizens 
from the beginning”4.  

4  http://www.aeioTu.com/who-are-we/
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aieoTu’s aim is to transform Colombian society 
by taking advantage of the potential of early 
childhood development, and creating a new 
generation of children with self-confi dence, 
respect, curiosity, analytical capacity and 
interpersonal skills. Based on Reggio Emilia’s 
education philosophy and approach to preschool 
education5, the aeioTu educational experience 
and curriculum seeks to develop the full potential 
of children through play, exploration and 
research, and emphasises reciprocity between 
teacher and child as well as the role of the school 
environment. The curriculum, which has been 
fully documented and standardised, incorporates 
activities that encourage creative and critical 
thinking, imagination, resourcefulness, sensitivity, 
oral and written communication, observation 
and interpretation skills. Pedagogy and art are 
also considered necessary to develop children’s 
learning potential and hence, all centres have 
resident artists on their staff .

In the development of their programme, aeioTu 
adapted worldwide best practice to Colombia’s 
context. The programme is holistic and includes 
education, nutrition and care, delivered through 
both ECD centres and family-based home visits. 
Programme standards require two adults (highly 
qualifi ed staff 6) for every 20 children, the provision 
of 70% of children’s daily nutritional needs, a strong 
child monitoring system, and a curriculum that 
provides teachers with tools for the development 
and delivery of the educational experience. 
aeioTu centres require specifi c features in the 
physical environment which includes specialised 

5  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reggio_Emilia_approach

6  Staff  have college degrees.

set-up, furnishings and toys7. The centres operate 
daily from 7:30 am to 3:30 pm. Each child’s 
development process is tracked; in 2015 aeioTu 
will implement Conect Tu, an electronic tracking 
system designed for their programme. 

In addition to the centre-based programme, 
aeioTu staff  also work closely with families and the 
community (through its AeioTe en Casa or Aeio 
at Home intervention) which supports parenting 
skills development and provides tools during 
home visits and meetings.

aeioTu teachers are certifi ed (as per government 
regulations) and receive a month of pre-service 
training plus on-the-job training and ongoing 
one-on-one coaching covering the programme’s 
methods, philosophy, and curriculum in order 
to enable their delivery of a quality programme. 
The teachers are provided with a checklist and 
tools, though the aim is not to limit them in their 
adaption of the curriculum. Lots of supervision and 
coaching is therefore required and teachers are 
assessed on an on-going basis to ensure quality 
and development of practice. Once teachers reach 
the required standards of implementation, the 
amount of coaching provided is reduced. aeioTu 
also employs “community mothers” who were 
previously caregivers in the Government’s “Home 
Child Care Programme (Hogares de Bienestar).  
These community women are receiving training 
to become ECD technicians (tecnico en educacion 
inicial).

Developing and proving a quality 
programme

While each ECD centre is adapted to the context 
of the specifi c community, a key aeioTu premise 
is to provide the same high-quality standards in 
all its centres, regardless of the socio-economic 
level of the children who attend. To ensure this, 
aeioTu monitors and evaluates the programme 
both internally and externally8 and has established 
quality assurance and internal control systems. 
Monitoring includes standardised assessments of 
child performance; learning capacity; cognitive, 
social and emotional development; and overall 
health and nutrition status. Their new child tracking 

7  See details on specialised furniture in http://www.behance.net/gallery/Linea-

aeioTu/11339505, and details on toys in http://www.dimajuguetes.com/web2012/

Respon_social.html

8 Information from Centre for Education Innovations, Results for Development Institute 

(R4D), aeioTu profi le.
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system (Conect Tu) will enable them to track each 
child’s development progress, and by comparing 
children’s development they are also able to track 
individual teacher’s and centre’s performance. 
In addition, aeioTu has defi ned key operational 
indicators based on the standards of the Early 
Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) 
and the Infant Toddler Environment Rating Scale 
(ITERS). Its quality assurance programme (called 
FARO) benchmarks the quality and consistency of 
the operations across aeioTu centres.

A key focus for aeioTu has been to prove the 
value of a model that can then be replicated 
at scale through a franchise system. In 2010, a 
randomised longitudinal evaluation9 of the impact 
of the aeioTu’s centres was started in collaboration 
with the National Institute for Early Education at 
Rutgers (NIIER) and the Universidad de Los Andes 
(Colombia). The main objectives of the study are 
to assess the eff ects of the aeioTu programme on 
children´s capacity to learn; their cognitive, social 
and emotional development; their nutritional and 
health development, and the cost-eff ectiveness 
of the programme. Utilising well-established 
assessment tools, the study is monitoring children’s 
development once a year during their fi ve years in 
aeioTu centres, and every three years thereafter 
on key dimensions such as physical and motor 
skills, vocabulary, literacy, numeracy, social and 
behavioral indicators10. In the longer-term (i.e. over 
the next 15 years), the study aims to assess the 
program’s impact on educational achievement, 
school performance and risky behaviors such as 
drug use and teen pregnancy11. 

Currently, their fi ndings are showing positive 
results for the child, families and communities. In 
children, there are important positive eff ects on 
language (expression and reception), and sensori-
motor development. The results show a narrowing 
in the development gap between high and low 
income children. In families, it shows that children 
play more frequently with both parents and 
that parents are more playful and have a greater 
understanding of the importance of playing and 
pedagogical materials. The community impacts 
are also interesting, showing better relationships 

9  The study is following 1200 low-income children under 5 years of age, 600 of which are 

in 2 aeioTu ECD centres in Santa Marta, La Paz . See aeioTu Annual report, 2012-13.

10  Information from Center for Education Innovations, R4D, aeioTu profi le.

11 See,http://economia.uniandes.edu.co/investigaciones_y_publicaciones/Web_de_

proyectos/Primera_Infancia/Estudios/Estudio_Longitudinal_del_Programa_aeioTU_

para_la_Primera_Infancia_en_Colombia

with neighbours and greater participation in 
community events. These interim fi ndings of 
the study are being used by aeioTu to review the 
programme and its implementation. 

aeioTu’s social franchise and fi nancing 
model

aeitoTu was started with an endowment of 33 
million US dollars and with acknowledgement 
from its funders that achieving its aim would 
take substantial time. In its current form, aeitoTu 
operates over 20 centres, employing 640 people 
across these centres. In total, they reach 7 980 
children (98% of which are from low-income 
families) in 9 cities in Colombia. Their annual 
budget in 2014 is 18,5 million US dollars of which 
16% goes towards the growth and start-up of new 
centres, 70% towards the operations of their ECD 
centres and 14% to the back offi  ce and service 
centre costs.

The heart of their structure is a central hub12 (called 
“the service centre”) comprising of 55 staff  members 
that provide the organisation’s overall strategy 
and policies, oversees and supports centres 
and manages all activities that require specifi c 
expertise and/or where economies of scale can 
be achieved through centralisation. These include, 
inter alia: pedagogy, curriculum development 
and implementation, training, communications, 
administration and fi nancial management, human 
resources, quality assurance (QA) and monitoring 
systems for the organisation. It is these standards 
and tools that will now be used for the offi  cial 
launch and roll out of the social franchise in 2015.

The service centre is also involved in policy 
dialogue with Government and engages 
with corporate and private business for non-
Government investments in the sector. This role 
has been essential in stimulating demand for ECD 
(amongst communities and parents) and also for 
building government support. In addition, the hub 
has been heavily involved in eff orts to consolidate 
non-government players (NGOs), promoting a 
rich “knowledge management” exchange on 
ECD and the development and management 
of strategic alliances. These alliances have been 
critical to enable aeioTu to start-up new centres 
by supporting investment costs and/or replicating 

12  See Inter-American Development Bank (IDB). Colombia: Improve Access to Quality ECD 

for Low Income Populations, CO-M1076. Donors Memorandum, 2011; and aeioTu Expression 

of Interest, 2013.
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the implementation of the aeioTu ECD services 
package13. 

The aeioTu’s Social Franchising model is still 
evolving. While the ECD services package has been 
standardised and documented, standardisation 
of business processes and franchise policies is 
still being developed. The key element of aeioTu’s 
operating model is that income generated by for-
profi t and self-sustaining ECD centres, including 
both ECD centres owned by aeioTu as well as 
franchised centres, will be used to sustain the 
expansion and operation of centres for children 
from poor families who cannot aff ord to pay for 
ECD services. In such instances, the Colombian 
government pays for basic costs associated with a 
centre’s operations  and aeioTu tops this up with 
their funds. 

Although all aeioTu ECD centres have the same 
physical, pedagogical and operational features, 

from a fi nancing point of view, the aeioTu model 
includes three types of ECD centres14: 

1. Type A: For-profi t centres where children 
from high-income socio-economic groups 
pay monthly fees over and above the costs of 
programme delivery. The excess of receipts 
over expenditures in these centres is used to 
subsidise centres for poor children (Type C). 
There were three Type A centres in operation 
by 2013 which are currently breaking even (as 

13  For example, in Barranquilla, aeioTu works with the municipality, the Ministry of 

Education, ICBF, a University (Universidad del Norte), two schools that also follow the Reggio 

Emilia philosophy, and another foundation (Pies Descalzos) which operates a centre for over 

300 children. See, aeioTu. El Compromiso de la Fundacion Carulla con la Primera Infancia. 

November 2009.

14  Information about the 3 types of centre comes from Asociacion de Fundaciones 

Empresariales, AFE, Proyectos e initiativas de las entidades miembros de la Asociacion de 

Fundaciones Empresariales dirigidas a la atencion de la poblacion desplazada, October 2010.

they are still in the training phase). It is these 
type of centres that would likely be the fi rst 
to expand when the social franchise launches 
as they already have a waiting list of private 
providers wanting to be part of the franchise.

2. Type B: Self-sustaining franchises where 
children of low-middle income families pay a 
monthly fee that they can aff ord. By mid-2013 
no centres of this type had been opened yet 
and the corresponding business model was 
still under development15. It is expected that 
the growth of the aeioTu network as a high-
quality ECD centre model will encourage 
middle-income individuals such as current 
aeioTu teachers and entrepreneurs to open 
self-operated aeioTu centres. aeioTu hopes 
to provide them with technical assistance on 
pedagogy, curriculum, administration and 
operations which would allow them to benefi t 
from economies of scale in procurement, 
marketing, branding etc. In exchange, 
franchised ECD centres would pay aeioTu 
royalties and fees, which would be used to 
fi nance aeioTu operations and type C centres.

3. Type C: Subsidised centres for poor and 
vulnerable children who do not pay for the 
programme. Currently the operation of the 15 
centres falling in this category is fi nanced by 
the Carulla Foundation’s endowment, private 
donations and public subsidies. Ultimately, the 
aim is that the Type A centres would fi nance 
portions of the costs for Type C centres to top 
up the support received from government.

To date, aeioTu’s fi nancing for ECD centres comes 
from a combination of sources and achieving 
fi nancial sustainability is work in progress. Overall, 
the organisation has used its branded high-quality 
ECD service package as a strong private-public 
partnerships strategy to mobilise resources to 
start-up aeioTu ECD centres. aeioTu manages 
the risk of excessive reliance on a single source 
by actively diversifying its fi nancing - as of mid-
2013, aeioTu reports partnerships with over 50 
organisations from the private, NGO and public 
sectors, including international donors (such as 
the IADB) and multinational companies. Once the 
Social Franchise is launched they aim to sell licences 
for fees to private operators to run for profi t or low-
cost ECD (type B) centres. These costs will subsidise 
the service centre and the cost for supporting 
the training and quality assurance. Additionally, 

15  aeioTu Expression of Interest. Response to A Call to Collaborate.



 Learning Brief 78Resourceful young children

The DG Murray Trust encourages its implementing partners to 
share their experiences and learning in the form of a Hands-on 
learning brief. Download guidelines on writing a 
Hands-on brief from http://www.dgmt.co.za/what-we-learned/
For more information visit http://www.dgmt.co.za

5

INCLUSIVE, ENABLING 

COMMUNITIES

RESOURCEFUL YOUNG 

CHILDREN

CREATIVE 

LEARNERS

ENTERPRISING 

SCHOOL LEAVERS

GAME-CHANGING 

LEADERS

they will continue to raise funds to provide free 
licenses to non-profi t partners who wish to deliver 
the franchise for low-income families, both in 
Colombia and internationally.

Public sector resources are fi nancing basic aeioTu 
ECD centre costs including physical space, 
furniture, equipment, and operating costs16 
through diff erent modalities. One modality is 
“service delivery contracts” where government 
contracts and pays aeioTu to deliver its ECD 
package in centres that serve children from poor 
families17. Usually these subsidies are on a per 
capita basis. Some service delivery contracts 
are with national level agencies, such as the 
Colombian Institute for Family Welfare (ICBF) and 
the Ministry of Education while others are with 
district and municipal governments18. According 
to the Inter American Development Bank, which 
is supporting the development of aeioTu’s social 
franchise business model, the goal for 2018 is to 
have 60% of children from low-income families19 in 
the programme.

Lessons for social franchising in South 
Africa

There are a number of useful lessons that emerge 
from this case study that are relevant to the South 
African context, beyond some of the design ideas 
refl ected above.

The fi rst is the substantial investment of time and 
resources that it could take to develop a replicable 
programme such as this. aeioTu has spent 8 years 
on the development and testing of their model 
both in terms of programme content as well as 

16  Fundacion Carulla, aeioTu-2010.

17 See footnote 1

18  As of mid-2011, aeioTu had signed agreements for 8 ECD centres with government. See 

IDB, Colombia...op.cit. The Fundacion Carulla, aeioTu-2010 report mentions that government 

contracts amounted to US$600,000 (Colombian $1,200 million). 

19  See IDB, Colombia....op.cit. Note that aeioTu Expression of interest....op.cit. mentions 

that “98% of aeioTu benefi ciaries are and will continue to be children from ....the two lowest 

socio-economic groups...”, which seems to be an extremely high fi gure vis-a-vis aeioTu’s 

fi nancial sustainability objectives.

organisational systems and processes. This has 
required an understanding and commitment from 
their funders and partners to support this process.

The second is the importance of developing 
buy-in from all stakeholders including strategic 
alliances with other NGOs in the ECD space. 
aeioTu worked deliberately and extensively with 
the Colombian government from the beginning 
– both in developing support for the case for ECD 
and in programme design aligned to government 
outcomes, resulting in a strong partnership with 
government in developing and delivering quality 
programmes for poor children. 

Additionally, the need to stimulate the demand 
for ECD and focus on building an understanding 
of quality programmes, is essential for success. 
When aeioTu fi rst started, some of their centres 
struggled to get parents to bring their children, as 
the understanding of the value of ECD hadn’t been 
developed yet. Government and media campaigns, 
promoting the work of aeioTu, have been helpful 
both in building demand for ECD and to instill 
confi dence in the quality of aeioTu centres.

This learning brief tells of the hands-on experience of:

Ana-Maria Arriagada is an independent 
international development consultant 

specialising in social policy, strategy 
development, organisation management, and 

learning.

Address:  Carrera 9 No. 80 - 12 Ofi c 1001 Bogotá - 
Colombia 571-743 40 10
Email:  epardo@aeiotu.org
Web:  www.aeiotu.com


