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Early psychosocial support for children 
and their care-giving system is critical 

The vital importance of Early Childhood 
Development (ECD), education and protection for 
the future of South Africans has been extensively 
discussed over the last 20 years.  There is abundant, 
high quality international and local research which 
provides compelling evidence of the long-term 
benefi ts to individuals, families, communities and 
societies.

In September 2011 the internationally renowned 
medical journal, The Lancet, revisited the topic 
of early childhood development.  A key message 
conveyed in the editorial article, is that “the 
challenge of supporting 200 million children under 
fi ve years to reach their developmental potential 
remains”.  Anthony Lake, the Executive Director of 
UNICEF, writes that the authors of recent studies 
“conclude that early childhood is the most eff ective 
time to prevent inequalities before disparities 
widen, particularly for the poorest children.  

By investing in children in early childhood, there 
are lifetime consequences not only for individuals 
but for the wellbeing of societies”.  Prof Susan 
Walker and colleagues noted that “Caregiver-
child interactions that facilitate early social-
emotional development include caregiver positive 
emotionality, sensitivity, and responsiveness 
toward the child, and avoidance of harsh physical 
punishment. Lack of early learning opportunities 
and appropriate caregiver-child interactions 
contribute to loss of developmental potential.”

South Africa has a policy framework to support 
large-scale implementation of ECD (although 
there is no legal obligation on state departments 
to provide it). The implementation of the new 

Children’s Act and the increasing coverage of 
vulnerable children by social grants are important 
manifestations of a national concern for children.  
The recently published National Development 
Plan, which maps out a strategy until 2030, 
identifi ed ECD as an essential need, and proposed 
that all South African children should have two 
years of pre-school. 

Given the overwhelming evidence of the 
importance of early childhood development, 
and South Africa’s policy acknowledgement of 
this, there are questions about how high quality 
provision may be scaled up in order to invest 
eff ectively and confi dently in the future of our 
society.  The time for expanding action on ECD in 
South Africa is now.

It may be argued that psychosocial support 
within ECD provides a key opportunity to 
intervene eff ectively in the emotional world of 
pre-school children, many of whom are growing 
up in communities locked into the cycle of 
poverty.  There is overwhelming evidence of the 
importance of psychosocial factors in eff ective 
ECD, and ECD practitioners need knowledge and 
understanding of the emotional development of 
children, particularly those from disadvantaged 
circumstances.  It is vital, also, to stress the 
importance of sensitive and empowering 
interaction with parents and other caregivers.

Early childhood experiences are the most 
signifi cant predictor of mental health in later 
life – and the converse is equally true.  There is 
abundant evidence of the potential to prevent 
mental ill-health by providing psychosocial 
support to children from birth to seven and to 
their care-giving system of parents, families and 
other carers.  Programmes designed specifi cally 
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to support ECD and emotional wellbeing have 
been demonstrated to be signifi cantly more cost-
eff ective than therapeutic intervention that occurs 
in adolescence and adulthood.

Thinking about the Early Child: What it 
involves

Our programme ‘Thinking about the Early Child’ 
is designed for people who, with no or limited 
post-school education, are working with children 
under seven, their parents and other caregivers.  
The only criterion for participants wanting to take 
part in the course is that they are working, or are 
interested in working, with children under the 
age of seven.  Participants need access to pre-
school children in order to complete the practical 
requirements of the course.  Most participants are 
childcare workers who are paid a monthly stipend 
through the Extended Public Works Programme 
and who are attached to small community-based 
organisations in Gauteng townships.

The central idea of the training is to enable the 
practitioner to introduce primary caregivers to the 
emotional world of the child, by understanding 
their own emotional world.  The course aims to 
introduce caregivers to the emotional aspects of 
teaching, learning and development with children 
under the age of seven.  This is about exploring 
the emotional world of the child, from pregnancy 
through the fi rst few years of life. In addition, the 
course aims to facilitate self-awareness and growth 
in the childcare workers themselves in order to 
increase sensitivity and thoughtfulness in their 
work. 

The course is embedded in the relationship 
between ‘mother’ (or primary caregiver, which in 
the South African context is often not the mother) 
and child, and how this serves as a blueprint for 
all future relationships. The crucial role of the 
early childhood development practitioner in 
the development of the child is also emphasised 
and explored. The course also incorporates an 
observational component where trainees are 
introduced to the skill of purposeful observation.

The training incorporates experiential learning 
and group sharing of experiences, both of 
which encourage self-refl ection and growth. 

Experiential training requires trainees to be 
engaged in the process and to interact as they 
would in real life.   Each session also incorporates 
a focus on observational skills. The course 
facilitates the trainees’ own personal exploration 
of child development through exploring their 
own experiences as children and with their own 
children.  Participants thus become mentally and 
emotionally involved in the training.

In tailoring the course for diff erent groups, we 
probe where the learner should be by the end of 
the course.  What should people who work with 
the early child have gained at the end of the ten 
weeks? 

Some of the key outcomes include:

Develop greater awareness that infants and 
children have an emotional world
Understand the internal or emotional world of 
children and how they might experience life 
from conception to seven years of age
Link this to an understanding of the emotional 
world of the teacher or caregiver
Use the Ububele model of Listen, Observe, Feel 
and Think (LOFT)
Become more observant, learn not to attribute 
and to be more sensitive in observation
Grow awareness of the development of the 
child’s emotional life and evocation of own 
feelings
Develop improved ways of communicating 
with children, parents and caregivers.

How we have implemented Thinking 
about the Early Child

The ‘Thinking about the Early Child’ training aims 
to provide training in the psychosocial aspects of 
child development and support to practitioners 
working in community-based settings, particularly 
with orphans, vulnerable and traumatised children. 
Implementing the course involved the following:

Planning
Planning for the training involved the development 
of a project implementation plan in order to 
guide and track progress against objectives and 
milestones during the implementation of the 
project.  The ‘Thinking about the Early Child’ 
training team was established and consisted of two 
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trainers who received weekly training supervision 
from the Clinical Director at Ububele.  

Building Relationships
Prior to the training, all managers of the 
Community-Based Organizations (CB0s) involved 
were contacted and invited to attend a plenary 
meeting aimed at management.  The aim of this 
plenary was to secure management buy-in and 
increase participant attendance of training and 
the follow-up workshops after the training.  Four of 
the fi ve managers attended the plenary.  Managers 
were asked to allow the Ububele Persona Doll 
practitioners at their organizations to attend the 
trainee plenary, as well as the ten-week training.  
The plenary was arranged for the 14th September 
2011 and 24 potential trainees attended the 
plenary.  

The Training
The training was completed over three months 
from 21 September 2011 to 30 November 2011.  
It included ten sessions running from 9.00am to 
12.30pm each day.  It started with an introduction 
to the course, as well as an introduction to 
observation with the use of video material.  

In the second session, the mother and infant’s 
experience of both the pregnancy and the birth 
were explored.  The training then moved on to look 
at the child’s holistic development from infancy to 
the age of six.  The fruitful discussions at each age 
were complemented by a work discussion group 
exploring the observation of children within that 
specifi c age category.  In this way, observation 
skills were developed at the same time as the 
trainees explored child development.  The trainees 
spend the time in empathic refl ections about the 

child’s emotional experience through exploring 
their own recollections of their childhoods.  

The attendance at the training was 95%. This very 
high rate of attendance and completion is typical of 
Ububele’s courses.  We believe that reasons include 
the preparatory work with both the leadership 
of the CBOs and prospective participants, the 
relevant and accessible course material, our adult 
learning approach and the warm and containing 
group atmosphere maintained by our facilitators.   

Evaluation
Participants completed pre- and post-
training evaluation  forms.   The content of the 
questionnaires was used to help the trainers better 
understand the achievement of the outcomes and 
the trainees’ personal experiences of the training 
process.  

What we have learned through the 
experience

1. Trying to understand the work of the trainees 
and the context of this work

Prior to developing ‘Thinking about the Early 
Child’, a training needs plenary was held with child 
caregivers.  As part of the Extended Public Works 
Programme (EDWP), these remarkable people 
work with orphans and vulnerable children every 
day for a very small monthly stipend. Working in 
small groups, the participants identifi ed some 
of the key challenges and joys of their work and 
articulated their need for training and support.  

They discussed:

How hard it can be to work with children:  There 
are so many needy children that this can be 
overwhelming for child care workers. 
The hope and the fulfi lment of working with 
children:  The hope of being able to make a 
diff erence in the lives of children.
What the caregivers bring to their work with 
children: Passion and caring, their own personal 
diffi  culties and judgment.
What the caregivers can learn from children: 
How children think, patience and perseverance, 
genuineness and honesty.
Practical diffi  culties of the work: Long distances 
to walk, safety issues of home visits and being 
unable to provide for material needs.
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 Personal diffi  culties with the work: The 
caregivers worry about the children and this 
impacts their interactions with family and 
friends.

 The need for emotional support and training 
for child care workers: Addressing the children’s 
emotional well-being creates a need for 
emotional support to address the feelings these 
needs raise in child caregivers. Child caregivers 
also need to know a lot about children, their 
development (including their emotional 
development) and how to assist and stimulate 
them.

The better facilitators understand the life 
experience, contexts and circumstances in which 
the trainees live and work from their perspective, 
the more eff ective the training. 

2. Developing and sustaining ongoing 
relationships

The establishment of long-term relationships is 
always seen as very important in the ‘Thinking 
about the Early Child’ training.  

Relationships with the managers of CBOs ensure 
that their full support for the training.  This helps 
with participant attendance.  It also helps the 
managers to feel that there is some support 
available to them in their roles as managers and 
that the childcare workers will enhance their skills 
and knowledge allowing them to work more 
thoughtfully and eff ectively with children.  This 
has benefi ts for the CBO as a whole, as well as the 
community in which the CBO is based and the 
many clients utilising the CBO’s services.  

Relationships with the trainees ensure that they 
are personally committed to the training process.  
At the initial plenary, potential trainees are given 
the option of attending training.  If they decide 

that they would like to attend, they sign a consent 
form.  This is respectful of the trainees and their 
own decision-making capacity.  Following the 
training, qualifi ed trainees are invited to attend a 
follow-up training workshop at Ububele four times 
per year.  This ensures that the relationship, as well 
as the support that they receive, is ongoing.  

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
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Tel:  +27 11 786 5085
Fax:  +27 11 887 2724

Email:  info@ububele.org 
Web:  www.ububele.org

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

Physical address: 

The Ububele Educational and 
Psychotherapy Trust
1,10th Road, Kew, Johannesburg

Postal address:

P O Box 425, Highlands North 2037, 
South Africa
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