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Good early childhood development (ECD) 
interventions can mitigate many of the serious 
problems associated with the eff ects of poverty 
on children’s growth and development. 

Studies in Jamaica show that stunted children 
who were exposed to cognitive stimulation 
performed much better than equally stunted 
children who did not have the same stimulating 
experiences (Walker et al, 2005). By age 17-18 
years, stunted children without stimulation 
performed signifi cantly worse on standardised 
tests, while those who were stunted and received 
stimulation performed almost as well as those 
who had normal growth.

International research suggests that there are 
several features that make an ECD intervention 
eff ective. In summary, eff ective interventions are 
likely to be those that:

 Provide direct learning experiences to children 
and families;

 Are targeted towards younger and more 
disadvantaged children;

 Continue for longer and are of higher quality 
and intensity; and 

 Are integrated with family support, health, 
nutrition and educational systems and 
services (Biersteker & Kvalsvig, 2007). 

The structure of the most eff ective programmes 
includes parent support and training and 
centre-based teaching, and has a community-
development aspect (Siraj-Blatchford & 
Woodhead, 2009). 

Integrated ECD programming: The best 
programmes are those that combine diff erent 

aspects of early development. Strong ECD 
programmes aimed at improving stimulation, 
psychosocial development and cognitive 
development achieve the best outcomes when 
linked with health, nutrition, family support and 
educational systems and services. This is because 
disruptions in one aspect of early development 
can aff ect all other aspects (see Ilifa Labantwana’s 
Growth Sparks 1). An ECD programme might, 
for example, work with local health facilities to 
ensure access to health services or assist families 
to apply for social grants, so that they are better 
able to support the nutritional needs of children. 

A chance to play: The opportunity to explore 
ideas and experiences in a supportive, supervised 
environment is crucial to development. Play is 
important to stimulation, socialisation, language 
acquisition and cognitive development. Play 
must be supervised to ensure that children are 
safe and, particularly in the early years, can be 
productively combined with adult interaction 
and stimulation, where possible: for example, 
mother and infant playing together with age-
appropriate toys (Irwin et al, 2007). Play should 
include the opportunity for children to initiate 
exploration (Naudeau et al, 2010).

Explicit, appropriate and interactive curriculum: It 
is not enough for children simply to be in an ECD 
environment. Eff ective ECD requires a structured 
programme. This requires ECD implementers to 
have a routine and a planned manner of exposing 
children to diff erent learning experiences and 
ensuring that they have suffi  cient stimulation but 
also have time to play, explore and rest (Peralta, 
2008). A structured programme is particularly 
important for language acquisition and cognitive 
development. Practitioners who are working 
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from a clear curriculum are more likely to be able 
to provide the best possible ECD experience for 
children. 

Responsive parenting and care: One of the 
most important opportunities for growth is 
a stimulating and loving home environment. 
Irrespective of income levels, the way in which 
parents and carers interact with children is of 
crucial importance. A strong ECD programme 
should aim to improve the responsiveness of the 
adults with whom young children interact. These 
include parenting classes, community playgroups 
and home visits, where community workers 
demonstrate and model responsive interaction 
and provide information and support for parents 
and caregivers. While providing programmes and 
education for parents is helpful for improving 
early development, direct learning opportunities 
for children are also necessary for success (Engel 
et al, January 2007).

Parent and caregiver involvement: While 
programmes and centres can help to supply 
ECD opportunities for children, particularly 
disadvantaged children, parents and caregivers 
have a key role to play in creating a demand for 
services (from providers and government) and 
in holding service-providers and government 
accountable for delivery of these services. This 
requires that parents are made aware of their 
rights and understand the value of ECD to their 
children, as well as having the opportunity to 
speak out. 

Community engagement and outreach: 
Processes of active community engagement 
can increase the understanding of, and demand 
for, quality early childhood development.  If a 
municipality really understands the value of 
ECD in its community, it will be far more likely 
to invest resources and integrate it into its 
local social and economic development plans.  
Engaging community members, caregivers and 
parents through every possible opportunity, 
from playgroups to formal presentations, helps to 
increase support and buy-in for early childhood 
development interventions. 

Organised physical space:  Many parents cannot 
aff ord to send their children to pre-schools, 
and the emphasis of the State must be to 
support access to quality ECD services, both 
at accredited sites and through non-centre-
based programmes. The physical space used for 
ECD purposes, whether at a centre or in other 
contexts, is important. Age-appropriate facilities, 
where toddlers and older children are provided 
with separate programmes, are also important to 
successful ECD provision (Peeters, 2008). Younger 
children learn and play diff erently from older 
children and need a diff erent level of supervision. 
In the same way, older children require a diff erent 
kind of input and interaction from that required 
by very young children. An organised physical 
space can help to improve the eff ect of ECD 
programmes. Learning and play require space 
and supervision, as well as access to a variety of 
appropriate objects (Peralta, 2008). These do not 
need to be sophisticated, high-tech or expensive, 
but must provide a variety of experiences and 

Characteristics of successful 

early child development 

interventions

 Integration of health, nutrition, education, social and 

economic development, and collaboration between 

governmental agencies and civil society.

 A focus on disadvantaged children.

 Of suffi  cient intensity and duration and including direct 

contact with children from early in life.

 Parents and families as partners with teachers or 

caregivers in supporting children’s development.

 Provide opportunities for children to initiate and 

instigate their own learning and exploration of their 

surroundings with age-appropriate activities.

 Blend traditional child-rearing practices and cultural 

beliefs with evidence-based approaches.

 Provide early childhood development staff  with 

systematic in-service training, supportive and 

continuous supervision, observational methods to 

monitor children’s development, and good theoretical 

and learning-material support.

 (Engel et al, January 2007)
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stimulation for children.
Enough, qualifi ed teachers: Teachers with 
training and experience are better equipped 
to ensure that children receive the right kind of 
input and interaction at the right time. Without 
enough, qualifi ed teachers, the impact of early 
childhood development interventions is likely 
to be limited. Some reports recommend a ratio 
of one teacher (possibly with an assistant) for 
every 16 to 20 children, with smaller numbers 
for younger children (Schweinhart in Siraj-
Blatchford & Woodhead, 2009). The number of 
teachers is important for supervision, but also 
so that there is suffi  cient interaction for healthy 
socialisation and development. Smaller classes 
provide children with the best opportunities to 
learn. Qualifi ed teachers and ECD practitioners, 
especially when provided with ongoing support, 
are able to provide better opportunities and 
inputs for young children than those without 
training, experience and support. 

Target lower-income families: Research suggests 
that disadvantaged children benefi t particularly 
from strong early interventions. This is partly 
because they are less likely to access pre-schools 
and crèches, but also because the developmental 
defi cits they face, as a result of poverty, leave them 
particularly in need of this type of programme 
(Siraj-Blatchford & Woodhead, 2009). Targeted 
interventions are, therefore, vital for addressing 

the needs of disadvantaged children.
Sustainable funding: The Children’s Act (2007) 
commits the national Department of Social 
Development to a ‘national strategy aimed at 
securing a properly resourced, co-ordinated and 
managed early childhood development system’. 
Currently, per capita funding is provided to some 
sites registered formally with the Department, 
but there are many registered sites that receive 
no per capita subsidies and there is little funding 
for the programmatic scale-up of ECD services 
referred to in the Children’s Act. 

Early intervention: Addressing at an early stage 
the eff ects of poverty on children’s health 
and development is much more eff ectual 
and cost-eff ective than trying to mitigate the 
impact of poor early development later in life. 
Programmes such as remedial teaching and 
extra lessons aimed at fi lling in the early learning 
gaps cost more and have less impact than 
early interventions (Heckman, 2006). Figure 1 
shows the decreasing return on investments 
aimed at building human capital, from birth 
to adulthood. Part of the reason for this is that 
brain development is extremely rapid in early 
childhood and becomes less fl exible as children 
get older (NSCDC, 2007). This means that there is 
a clear advantage to providing the appropriate 
stimulation and development opportunities at 
an early age, rather than trying to help children 



Number 2 June 2011

4

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 second 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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compensate for poor early development when 
they are older, when interventions prove to be 
less eff ective. Within ECD, diff erent opportunities 
need to be created for children of diff erent ages 
(Peeters, 2008), but it is clear that poor ECD is very 
diffi  cult to correct with later interventions. 

Access to strong, high-quality ECD interventions 
is crucial to ensure that children, especially those 
from disadvantaged backgrounds, are able to 
reach their full potential. Early interventions are 

more eff ectual and cost eff ective in building 
the human capital of a country, securing 
the future of its citizens and preventing the 
intergenerational transmission of poverty, than 
later interventions. Children should have time 
to play within a structured routine, parents and 
communities should be involved, there should 
be suffi  cient, well-trained teachers, and ECD 
spaces should be well organised and equipped. 
These are some of the factors that contribute to 
good ECD interventions. 


