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DRIVE PUBLIC INNOVATION BY REIGNITING CIVIL SOCIETY

HOW DO WE GET ECD BACK ON TRACK? 

One route is to move from solely ECD registered sites to 
providing subsidies to a population-based approach whereby 
quality early learning is also delivered in home or community-
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More than eight months after the closure of South Africa’s early childhood development (ECD) programmes on 18 March 2020, 
the ECD sector is likely to still be operating at less than a quarter of its pre-lockdown levels1. This makes it even more imperative 
that we work to achieve universal access to quality ECD services – already a challenge prior to the COVID pandemic. In this 
learning brief, we explore how Kago Ya Bana (KYB), a social programme of the Hollard Foundation Trust, and SmartStart, 
a non-governmental organisation, are working to remove regulatory hurdles to scaling quality education.

1 Wills, G., Kotze, J. & Kika-Mistry, J. 2020. A sector hanging in the balance: 
ECD and Lockdown in South Africa. WAVE 2 National Income Dynamics Study (NIDS) 
– Coronavirus Rapid Mobile Survey (CRAM). Available at: https://cramsurvey.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/09/15.-Wills-G.-Kotze-J.-Kika-Mistry-J.-2020-A-Sector-Hanging-
in-the-Balance-ECD-and-Lockdown-in-South-Africa.pdf

2 UNICEF. 2013. Why Early Childhood Development? Available at: https://www.
unicef.org/earlychildhood/index_40748.html 

3 Data from the second wave of the NIDS-CRAM telephonic survey shows a 
massive decline in ECD attendance. According to the General Household Survey (GHS 2018) 
about 47% of children aged zero to six attended an ECD facility in 2018. The comparable 
figure in July/August this year (NIDS-CRAM Wave 2) was just 13%. Available here: https://
cramsurvey.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/15.-Wills-G.-Kotze-J.-Kika-Mistry-J.-2020-
A-Sector-Hanging-in-the-Balance-ECD-and-Lockdown-in-South-Africa.pdf

4 Hickman, R. 2020. Closing the gap in South Africa’s early learning provision: 
The case for a national delivery platform. Published by SmartStart. Available at: https://
www.smartstart.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/200701_National_Delivery_
Report_WEB.pdf 

5 Ibid.

South Africa has 6.5 million children under the age of five, 
most of whom live in impoverished households. Research has 
shown that strong early foundations can improve children’s 
chances of breaking out of the cycle of poverty and give them 
a fighting chance at future school success, good health and 
employment prospects2. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
only 40% of three- to four-year-olds attended early learning 
programmes and the quality of these programmes was often 
poor. South Africa’s lockdown has meant that now even fewer 
children are benefitting from these programmes3.

based settings. However, this route is hampered by excessive 
government regulation. The government currently regulates 
the ECD sector in two main ways: registering early learning 
programmes to ensure minimum standards are met, and 
subsidising programmes that serve poor children4. 

Unfortunately, the entry-level standards for conditional 
registration are set so high that many programmes simply 
don’t qualify. This creates a circular problem – the programmes 
cannot improve their infrastructure and provision without 
funding, but the government will not provide the ECD subsidy 
until the programme is registered5.

In response to this Catch-22 situation, Kago Ya Bana and 
SmartStart are exploring ways to cut back on regulations, 
without sacrificing quality – and in so doing, effectively 
increase universal access to ECD.  

https://cramsurvey.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/15.-Wills-G.-Kotze-J.-Kika-Mistry-J.-2020-A-Sector
https://cramsurvey.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/15.-Wills-G.-Kotze-J.-Kika-Mistry-J.-2020-A-Sector
https://cramsurvey.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/15.-Wills-G.-Kotze-J.-Kika-Mistry-J.-2020-A-Sector
https://www.unicef.org/earlychildhood/index_40748.html
https://www.unicef.org/earlychildhood/index_40748.html
https://cramsurvey.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/15.-Wills-G.-Kotze-J.-Kika-Mistry-J.-2020-A-Sector
https://cramsurvey.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/15.-Wills-G.-Kotze-J.-Kika-Mistry-J.-2020-A-Sector
https://cramsurvey.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/15.-Wills-G.-Kotze-J.-Kika-Mistry-J.-2020-A-Sector
https://www.smartstart.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/200701_National_Delivery_Report_WEB.pdf
https://www.smartstart.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/200701_National_Delivery_Report_WEB.pdf
https://www.smartstart.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/200701_National_Delivery_Report_WEB.pdf
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THE ROAD TO REGISTRATION
By engaging with the DSD and various other government 
departments, KYB was able to gain a solid understanding of DSD 
registration requirements for non-centres. This included key 
information such as: staff clearances and qualifications, venue 
and programme requirements, and the fact that the registration 
process would take 18 months or longer. Crucially, it allowed KYB 
to understand where the registration process was being blocked, 
where concessions could be made, what the non-negotiable 
requirements are, and how they could help non-centres be 
ready for registration. 

In 2019 SmartStart entered into a  service level agreement (SLA) 
with the Gauteng DSD, enabling the KYB SmartStart franchisor 
to support franchisees (day mothers/playgroups) on the path 
to registration and potential funding. On their own, franchisees 
cannot be registered because they are not legal entities, but 
under the umbrella of a registered hub, which supports them 
to meet requirements, they stand a chance of being registered 
and accessing funding9. If funding is obtained, the subsidy is 
allocated, administered and monitored by SmartStart. 

Kago Ya Bana (KYB) – a SeSotho phrase meaning ‘working 
together for children’ – is a social programme of the Hollard 
Foundation Trust, dedicated to building and enabling systems 
that contribute to universal access to ECD. KYB partners with 
local municipalities and the provincial departments for Social 
Development (DSD) and Education (DoE) to unblock laws 
and enable pathways to registration and funding, including 
unlocking multiple sources of funding for start-up practitioners. 

In 2009, KYB set out to learn how to increase quality access 
to ECD through systems change in partnership with the 
municipalities of Midvaal, Lesedi and the City of Johannesburg. 
KYB tested two delivery platforms (referred to as hubs and 
spokes)6 with day mothers registered through a) ECD centres 
and b) a child protection NPO. The objective was for hubs to 
‘adopt’ day mothers operating with up to six children7, and 
to work with municipalities to enable compliance, registering 
and funding. 

SmartStart launched in 2015 with the aim of increasing 
access to quality early learning. It uses a social franchise 
model for scaling up a structured programme of quality early 
learning (through standardised materials, training, support and 
monitoring), whilst at the same time packaging and promoting 
a brand that will appeal to and connect with both parents/
caregivers and SmartStarters (practitioners). In the five years 
since it launched, SmartStart’s social franchise model has 
enabled it to reach over 75 000 children8. 

The programme is supported by operational tools and play 
materials; a network of clubs; and training, licensing and quality 
assurance processes that are implemented by a national team 
of coaches. Through its network, SmartStart trains and recruits 
early learning facilitators – often unemployed women and men 
– to run their own SmartStart programmes. This not only allows 
for the delivery of a defined, quality daily routine for young 
children, it also empowers franchisees to support themselves 
as micro-entrepreneurs – and in so doing, the  development 
of a large cohort of ECD facilitators who can be upskilled for a 
national ECD service delivery system in the future.

In 2015, KYB signed up as a SmartStart franchisor to test 
the scale-up of non-centres using the SmartStart model. 
SmartStart became the third hub model to be tested. One 
of SmartStart’s first franchisors, KYB SmartStart is today the 
largest of the network’s franchisors, with a third of SmartStart 
franchisees. It has 850 day mothers and playgroups, and 400 
centre-based programmes with SmartStart’s three- and four-
year-old classrooms.

6 The KYB hub and spoke model is a methodology that expands access to 
quality, affordable early learning opportunities. It enables government funding to flow from 
registered entities (hubs) to community or non-centre based ECDs (spokes).

7 A day mother working with six children or less may ensure easier ECD access, 
because consent use is not required from the municipality. Playgroups tend to meet three 
times a week for a certain number of hours. Consent use is required for playgroups of 
seven or more children, because even though this is not full-time ECD, the number means 
government views them in the same light as ECD centres.

8 Hickman, R. 2020. Closing the gap in South Africa’s early learning 
provision - The case for a national delivery platform. Published by SmartStart. Available at: 
https://www.smartstart.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/200701_National_Delivery_
Report_WEB.pdf

9 It is a common misconception that registration guarantees funding. Once an 
ECD provider is registered, they may apply for funding, but the two do not go hand-in-hand.

There were three key role players that enabled the registration 
and funding of franchisees during this time frame. They were:

1. KYB catalysing systems change, working with 
municipalities and DSD to create enabling conditions 
to scale mixed-model (centre and non-centre) ECD 
options.

2. The KYB SmartStart franchisor, which implemented 
the SmartStart model, allowing for selection, training 
and support of franchisees. 

3. The KYB ECD Incubator, which leveraged private 
sector funding to provide start-up subsidies and a 
DSD-compliant Health and Safety pack for franchisees.

On 25 January 2018, Hollard Foundation Trust signed an MOU 
with Gauteng’s  Department of Social Development (DSD). 
The MOU ended in March 2020. The focus of the MOU was 
on four broad areas: the scaling of mixed-model delivery; 
streamlining municipal compliance; enabling registration and 
securing funding.

https://www.smartstart.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/200701_National_Delivery_Report_WEB.pdf
https://www.smartstart.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/200701_National_Delivery_Report_WEB.pdf
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 “What is important is that we don’t 
compromise on the health and safety 

measures, on stimulation, on good nutrition, 
and trained practitioners. Infrastructure 

should not exclude practitioners from practice. 
We should focus more on safe spaces for 

children as a requirement.”

 Nobayeni Dladla, Head of KYB

While the registration rate of 11% was lower than KYB expected, 
funding was achieved for some children. On the one hand, this 
demonstrates that non-centre ECDs can access funding with the 
right support; on the other, it demonstrates that there are still 
significant blockages in the pipeline to universal ECD access.

Some non-centres were viewed in the same light as ECD 
centres and so were subject to the same regulations, which 
hindered registration. KYB managed to secure concessions 
that streamlined the process. For example, Gauteng DSD 
agreed that certain ECD centre requirements, such as the 
requirement of a management board, do not apply to non-
centres. These concessions allowed KYB to develop a non-centre 
DSD compliance checklist and a standard non-centre Health 
and Safety pack, thereby allowing franchisees to jump through 
fewer hoops. 

Less regulation did not mean the quality of education suffered. 
SmartStart still delivered proof of effective programmes being 
implemented. In 2019, an independent evaluation of the progress 
of 199 children attending 69 SmartStart programmes confirmed 
that it was achieving positive outcomes for the children. Using 
the standardised Early Learning Outcomes Measure (ELOM) tool, 
the researchers found that 62% of children were achieving the 
expected standard for their age at endline, compared to 32% 
at baseline11.

10 The clearance process takes 21 days to six months and is administered by the 
National DSD.

11 Hickman, R. 2020. Closing the gap in South Africa’s early learning 
provision: The case for a national delivery platform. Published by SmartStart. Available at: 
https://www.smartstart.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/200701_National_Delivery_
Report_WEB.pdf

The three main learnings gleaned from this experience are:

1. There is no link between strict regulations and quality.

2. Government can create an enabling environment for 
different ECD programmes. 

3. Bylaws remain a major barrier to scaling ECD services.

There is no link between strict 
regulations and quality1

Non-negotiable requirements for 
non-centres wishing to register:

KYB steps to help 
non-centres register:

Non-centres must be registered as ECD programmes.

Non-centres have to be linked to a registered NPO, which is a 
hub that is responsible for monitoring, reporting and the flow 
of funding. The hub submits registration application forms for 
all qualifying non-centres linked to it.

Venues must meet minimum Health & Safety requirements in 
terms of the DSD Norms and Standards.

The number of children must be in line with programme type.

Mixed age groups are not allowed (for example, mixing babies 
with toddlers).

Clearance from the National Child Protection Register, which 
includes all adults in the household present when children are 
in attendance10.   

Proof of qualifications.

Proof of an effective ECD programme being implemented.

Support franchisees with venue requirements.

Help franchisees to comply with child numbers in line with 
programme type (playgroup or day mother).

Ensure the provision of standard Health & Safety packs from 
the ECD incubator. 

Bulk submission of Child Protection Clearance application 
forms to DSD Pretoria.

Hold DSD registration sessions with franchisees to assist with 
the completion of DSD forms.

Bulk submission of all required documents for assessment of 
applicants (franchisees) to respective DSD regional offices.

Weekly problem-solving and feedback sessions.

During the MOU with Gauteng’s DSD, the KYB SmartStart 
franchisor supported 632 active franchisees (day mothers/
playgroups). SmartStart as the DSD registered hub, submitted 
the applications of 347 franchisees to the DSD for registration 
(the remaining 285 were awaiting Child Protection Clearance); 
and 39 of these were registered. Twelve day mothers of 
these were granted government subsidies and funding for 66 
children. The SmartStart hub administered the funding from 
July 2019 to February 2020.
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By keeping regulations and registration criteria needlessly strict 
and cumbersome, many children are missing out on having 

quality ECD in their communities. 

KYB tested three different hub and spoke models in three 
different municipalities (two peri-urban municipalities and 
Metro) and proved that these could co-exist within the greater 
ECD paradigm. By working with municipalities to define the 
different ECD modalities (non-centre and centre) during the 
registration process, they were able to help make registration 
easier for non-centres.

As seen in one of DGMT’s earlier learning briefs, ‘How to develop 
a crèche in a poor and marginalised area’12, bylaws have long been 
an impediment to ECD sites in the community. To register, any 
micro-enterprise, from a non-centre ECD to a spaza shop, must 
first engage with the municipal bylaws pertaining to Land Use 
Management (LUM), which defines areas zoned for residential, 
industrial, educational activities, etc. However, an informal 
settlement has often not been proclaimed and there are no 
zoned areas. Bylaws are legal requirements and regulations that 
aim to ensure that land is developed in a desirable and sustainable 
way; they were never designed with informal settlements in 
mind. This tension means that most micro-enterprises are not 
able to register for their desired land use. 

Bylaws for ECD fall under four government departments: 
LUM, Building Control, Emergency Management Services 
and Environmental Health. These different departments are 
not coordinated – the result being that a person applying 
for registration may get a different requirement from each 
department. KYB has demonstrated success working with 
three municipalities to actively coordinate and streamline the 
compliance process and requirements to meet local context. KYB 
advocates that there should be a technical task team that meets 
on a regular basis to streamline and customise compliance. 

Government can create an enabling 
environment for different ECD 
programmes to co-exist

Bylaws remain a major barrier 
to scaling ECD services

2

3

CONCLUSION: 
A SIMPLER REGISTRATION 
PROCESS CAN HELP MORE 
CHILDREN ACCESS ECD
The Covid-19 pandemic has further restricted access to ECD and, 
for the foreseeable future, many children will continue to be 
disadvantaged by their circumstances. KYB’s journey illustrates 
how a simpler registration process allowed 66 children to gain 
access to funding and quality programming from SmartStart. 
A focus on basic minimum standards for registration would 
streamline the process and help more children gain access 
to ECD. 

A package of quality ECD – nutrition, early learning and language 
development – can be delivered in any setting, as long as 
the children are kept safe. Administrative compliance and 
infrastructure are important, but secondary factors. As South 
Africa considers expansion of public employment programmes 
like the Community Work Programme, investing in ECD will give 
us a double benefit – of employment for the practitioners and 
enhanced employability of the children when they grow up.

Learning brief developed by Daniella Horwitz

WWW.DGMT.CO.ZA

This is the learning experience of:

12 DGMT. 2013. How to develop a crèche in a poor and marginalised area. 
Available at: https://dgmt.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/LearningBrief-32-
web-final1.pdf 

https://dgmt.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/LearningBrief-32-web-final1.pdf 
https://dgmt.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/LearningBrief-32-web-final1.pdf 

