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LEARNING BRIEF 1:
How to restore — and maintain — the home as a site of learning
South Africa’s national COVID-19 lockdown forced us to reassess our homes as primary
sites of learning. Many adults, however, felt ill-equipped to suddenly become their
children’s educators. Rather than step back during the pandemic, many innovative
non-profit organisations (NPOs) quickly stepped in to guide their beneficiaries through
unchartered territory. In this learning brief, we look at how Thanda, Shine Literacy,
Nal’ibali and the FunDza Literacy Trust adjusted their programmes to support learning
at home during lockdown – and how they hope to build on this experience to sustain
connections forged.
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LEARNING BRIEF 2:
Against all odds — enabling distance learning in lower quintile schools
While public benefit organisations have long spoken out about the importance of
bridging the ‘digital divide’, the COVID-19 pandemic revealed, more acutely than ever
before, the impacts of unequal access to digital tools and connectivity. In this learning
brief, two initiatives committed to keeping learners in school – the Zero Dropout
Campaign and Public School Partnerships – share how they supported learners
through the mandatory school closures, outlining key breakthroughs and barriers
along the way.
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LEARNING BRIEF 3:
Breaking down the barriers to quality ECD
More than eight months after the closure of South Africa’s early childhood development
(ECD) programmes in March 2020, the ECD sector is likely to be operating at less than
a quarter of its pre-lockdown levels. This makes it even more imperative that we work
to achieve universal access to quality ECD services, but crucial shifts in our national
system are needed. This learning brief explores 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.
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Lessons from responding
to the COVID-19 pandemic

HOW TO RESTORE - AND MAINTAIN THE HOME AS A SITE OF LEARNING

South Africa’s national COVID-19 lockdown1 forced us to reassess our homes as primary sites of learning. Many adults,
however, felt ill-equipped to suddenly become their children’s educators. This is the result of a number of socio-economic factors,
including poverty and poor educational experiences, which mean that many parents and caregivers lack the confidence to help
their children with schoolwork; combined with the fear and uncertainty that coronavirus brought with it. Rather than step back
during the pandemic, many innovative non-profit organisations (NPOs) quickly stepped in to guide their beneficiaries through
unchartered territory. In this learning brief, we look at how Thanda, Shine Literacy, Nal’ibali and the FunDza Literacy Trust
adjusted their programmes to support learning at home during lockdown – and how they hope to build on this experience
to sustain connections forged.
South Africa’s public education system has long been teetering
on a knife edge. School dropout is very common: out of every
100 children who begin Grade 1, 60 will make it to Grade
12, and only 40 will actually matriculate from that cohort2.
The 2016 Progress in International Reading Literacy Study
(PIRLS) revealed that eight out of 10 Grade 4 learners are
unable to read for meaning, in either English or their home
language3. We won’t know the full impact of COVID-19
on our already precarious education situation for some
time, but according to South African education expert
Dr Nic Spaull: “Children have lost 40% of the academic

year and some estimates are that we will only get back
to our pre-pandemic learning trend in 2031 depending
on how much catch-up there is in the years to come.”4
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South Africa went into lockdown from midnight 26 March to 30 April 2020.
This emergency protocol required all South Africans to stay at home unless performing
an essential service, getting an essential good or receiving an essential service, such as
collecting a social grant, seeking emergency, life-saving or chronic medical attention.
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DRIVE PUBLIC INNOVATION BY REIGNITING CIVIL SOCIETY

Research consistently shows that children have better
academic, social, and emotional outcomes when their
parents are engaged in their learning, especially in the home5
– yet many parents do not realise the important role they
play in this regard. In South Africa, for example, only 5% of
parents think that reading to children before they can talk
or read helps them to learn6. Parent-teacher dynamics may
Spaull, N. 2020. ‘The Lost Decade’ – my FM article on NIDS-CRAM W2.
Available at: https://nicspaull.com
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also further reinforce the way parents feel about themselves –
and their ability to help their children succeed in the classroom.
As a South African study examining the relationship between
parents, learners and socio-economic class found, teachers
expect middle-class parents to play a role in their children’s
education, but the same expectations do not exist for
low-income parents7.
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RAPID RESPONSES TO
THE NATIONAL LOCKDOWN
The COVID-19 pandemic and national lockdown radically
transformed every aspect of our lives, but for three NPOs –
Thanda, Shine Literacy and Nal’ibali – the immediate priority
was finding ways to keep in touch with the caregivers/guardians
of the children who benefit from their respective programmes.
Thanda (meaning love in isiZulu) provides early childhood
development (ECD) and after-school programmes to the children
of Mthwalume, a rural community in KwaZulu-Natal where there
is a high rate of unemployment8. Angela Larkan, Thanda’s cofounder, says lockdown saw the shutdown of their community
centre – normally open 365 days a year – and brought their
educational initiatives to “a screeching halt”.
As soon as lockdown was announced, Thanda gathered the phone
numbers of as many caregivers/guardians as possible so that
staff could communicate with them even once the centre was
shut. This was heavily motivated by the fact that 40% of children
in their initiatives are cared for by grandparents, many of whom
are at greater risk of more serious illness from COVID-19. Using
WhatsApp, Thanda sent out updates about the coronavirus,
information about prevention methods, and suggested daily
activities that guardians could do with their children at home,
such as: “Ask your child to draw a picture of ‘Oh no, GEORGE!’ the
dog in the story that we always read at story-time9. “Things like
that help provide some comfort and stability to children, and a
connection to what had been happening before lockdown, when
they were thrown into this whole new world,” explains Larkan.

Shine Literacy offers literacy support programmes in 77 primary
schools in the Western Cape, Eastern Cape, Gauteng and
KwaZulu-Natal. Programme manager Vuyelwa Mbalekwa says
that because lockdown started in the school holidays and no one
was sure how long it would last, it took Shine some time to adjust.
When the reality hit that children were going to be at home for
longer than anticipated and that Shine’s usual programmes would
not be able to resume, the NPO had to find other ways to reach
its beneficiaries. As Shine operates in schools, the immediate
challenge was reaching children’s caregivers. The organisation
had to wait for school principals to return to get permission to
access the relevant contact numbers. Most agreed to share the
data; the next challenge arose when they discovered that only
55% of the numbers were correct.
Once the NPOs managed to connect with parents,
they were not out of the woods yet. Next they had the
two-fold challenge of working out how to keep reaching
children at home and how to turn the tide of adults’
historically low involvement in their children’s education
at home. Following, we explore the three key steps they took
to address this challenge:
1. Deliver food and educational resources
to vulnerable households
2. Actively support learning at home
3. Return to safe interaction.
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Deliver food and educational
resources to vulnerable households

Nal’ibali (isiXhosa for “here’s the story”) works to support
parents, teachers, caregivers and communities to root reading
and writing habits in children’s daily lives. Nompu Ntsele,
Nal’ibali manager for partnerships, says lockdown was a culture
shock because their model relies on person-to-person interaction.
So, when they realised that the 21 days of hard lockdown would
be extended, the campaign had to quickly adapt.

When schools closed due to lockdown, government school
feeding schemes stopped, too10. Children were not able to
receive meals from NPO programmes, either. In Mthwalume,
hunger became a growing concern. Thanda took advantage of
a funding opportunity and in mid-April, for the first time ever,
they distributed monthly food parcels to each child in their
early learning and education programmes. They delivered food
parcels to 520 households, reaching 721 children. To date, the
organisation has distributed 144 329kg of food.

Nal’ibali provided virtual stories – in the form of voice notes and
audio recordings – and learning tips via WhatsApp. Ntsele says
this platform was chosen because in rural areas such as Limpopo,
few people can access the internet, but most have access to a
mobile phone. In addition, Nal’ibali fieldworkers, known as Story
Sparkers, created WhatsApp groups with parents – typically 16
to a group. But in one instance, Nal’ibali reports that a teacher in

While delivering food parcels, Thanda also delivered education
packs. Larkan recalls: “The staff at the centre raided the
classrooms and art centre; they collected all of the crayons,
scissors and Lego we had and distributed these to as many kids
as we could, together with the first food parcels. We also had
some Book Dash books and Wordworks material that we added
to the packs.”
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Alexandra, Gauteng, shared story resources via WhatsApp with
900 children twice a week. In a departure from their normal focus
on literacy, Story Sparkers assisted members of their WhatsApp
groups with school assignments in any subject; they would then
complete each session with a literacy activity.

Seekings, J. 2020. Feeding the poor: The Government has failed. University of
Cape Town News, 3 June 2020. Available at: https://www.news.uct.ac.za/article/-2020-0603-feeding-the-poor-the-national-government-has-failed

Mthwalume is near Hibberdene, about 100km south of Durban in KwaZulu-Natal.
The messages were sent in isiZulu as many guardians don’t speak English.
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Shine Literacy contacted the caregivers of learners to ask if they
wanted reading resources, which they could collect from the
schools once lockdown measures eased somewhat. In June/
July, Shine delivered reading packs to 958 learners in Grade
2 and 3 classes in seven schools in Metro Central Education
District in Cape Town. An additional 1 231 learners received
reading resources in October in a further nine schools in the
Greater Cape Town area.
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Actively supporting learning
at home

At the beginning of May, to capitalise on the interest shown by
guardians and parents in their education packs, Thanda gathered
together their programme developers, long-standing facilitators,
and managers to create a new programme called ‘Learning at
Home’. This scaled-up printed packet of daily activity ideas in
isiZulu, was based on Thanda’s current curriculum for Grade
000 to Grade 5, but directed to children at home – and designed
to be facilitated by parents or guardians. Most of the activities
involved treasure hunts and drawing with sticks in the dirt i.e.
they required minimal or no materials. Nal’ibali also partnered
with a special C-19 coalition of organisations to support ECD
centres/groups, guardians and parents by developing a manual
– ‘Supporting Learning at Home’. The content of the manual was
then shared in a special edition supplement12.
To further support adults helping their children at home,
Thanda organised a team of guardian home visitors. Made up
of the organisation’s regular after-school facilitators, the home
visitors went house-to-house, handing out the ‘Learning at

Home’ packets of information, explaining the programme’s
various activities, and addressing any questions that parents or
guardians had.

4

Shine tried to help parents become active in using their resources,
too, without overburdening them. They offered support by
sending, on a scheduled basis, bulk SMSes or WhatsApp
messages, checking on how children were using the resources.
Parents/caregivers were invited to send back messages – voice
or written in the language of their choice – about how they
were finding the resource pack. A Google feedback form could
be completed using a cell phone. Finally, Shine’s website
was zero-rated so that adults with access to the internet via
cellphones, could support children in the home or immediate
community without having to worry about the high cost of data.
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To deliver reading materials during levels 5 and 4 of lockdown,
Nal’ibali also partnered with essential service organisations
already distributing food parcels. Between March and October
2020, 1 926 049 Nal’ibali reading supplements were distributed.

Returning to safe interaction

At level 2 lockdown (from mid-August), Thanda transitioned
from its ‘Learning at Home’ package to ‘Neighbourhoods
ECD’ – offering regular ECD programmes within 18 different
neighbourhoods (rather than at ECD centres), facilitated by the
Thanda ECD practitioner living within walking distance of each
neighbourhood. The practitioner follows an adapted curriculum
to cater for the mix of Grade 000s and 00s (children aged 3-5),
and the classes take place outside for COVID-19 safety. Thanda
also began to phase in a similar structure for its after-school
programmes in 38 neighbourhoods.
The Nal’ibali teams also began to go back into their communities
to facilitate reading in small groups (10-15 children) at
level 2 lockdown. Prior to the pandemic, reading clubs operated
in schools, ECD centres and libraries. Now they take place for
shorter periods on school premises after school, or outside in
communal areas. The teams follow strict COVID-19 protocols.

Targeting teens directly
While many organisations had to pivot to operate in the virtual environment during lockdown, the FunDza Literacy Trust was able to hit the
ground running. FunDza’s main programme uses mobile technology to get teens and young adults reading, writing and learning. The Trust’s
zero-rated site – www.fundza.mobi – provides access to a growing library of local reading materials. Original content is added daily and
readers can send in their work to be edited and published on the site. “Our mobi site came into its own during lockdown,” shares Dorothy
Dyer, FunDza programme manager. “People were scrambling for content and we could say: ‘Here it is, here is a library, come and visit us’.”
Typically fundza.mobi does not contain information that dates easily, but the NGO wanted the site to reflect issues that readers were facing
as a result of the pandemic, and so they designed topical content, including a ‘Lockdown Live Diary’, which ran during the first 35 days
of level 5, and comprised three new activities each day for readers to do at home. This new approach received a thumbs-up from readers,
with the Diary receiving comments such as: “We are not bored” and “Thanks for keeping things fresh”.
FunDza also compiled a short booklet ‘Soul Food’ to go out with National Association of Child Care Workers (NACCW) food parcels.
This four-page resource contained poems, short texts, and the beginning of a story with a QR code for readers to read the rest of the story
on the FunDza mobi site. In total, 23 000 copies were distributed in the Western Cape, KwaZulu-Natal and the Free State.
An unanticipated development during lockdown was the emergence of WhatsApp reading groups using FunDza materials. Lighter than the
mobi site, the FunDza WhatsApp platform features a limited library of regularly updated downloadable stories, blogs, essays, poems and
plays11. The NACCW opted to share this content, too. Dyer expands: “Many after-school programmes were using WhatsApp to communicate.
They sent learners one of our stories and had a real-time discussion about it. We were very excited when we discovered this.”
FunDza then added an option to its WhatsApp menu, Reading Group Support. This offered notes on how to start a WhatsApp reading group,
stories that could be shared and three questions about the stories requiring opinion-based answers. FunDza has run about 15 WhatsApp
reading group webinars (including five for NACCW groups) with about 100 facilitators from organisations using FunDza’s WhatsApp portal
to run virtual reading groups with high-school learners.
11

Users can save FunDza as a contact – 060 054 8676 – and then say ‘hello’ to
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get the menu.
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Thanda, Shine and Nal’ibali’s lockdown-inspired innovations
have generated a number of important learnings; the most
significant being that, with the right support, parents are not
only able to facilitate learning, but they enjoy doing so. Below
we outline the seven key learnings the three NPOs gained
from operating during lockdown:
1. Grab the opportunity to engage
2. Supporting the caregiver facilitates learning
3. Partnerships can shift perceptions
4. Local is lekker
5. Be prepared to change tack
6. Many still cannot reach the virtual world
7. Human connection is still the best.

1

Angela Larkan, co-founder of Thanda

Grab the opportunity to engage

WhatsApp groups showed that many parents and caregivers
were becoming increasingly active in their child’s learning and
that they enjoyed doing so, with many sending photos to Shine
and Thanda of their children engaging in the at-home activities.
Thanda was determined to build on this enthusiasm and
engagement. Larkan explains: “We realised if we wanted to keep
the kids stimulated, we needed a better long-term solution that
reached all the children, because WhatsApp was only reaching
some of them.” With only 34% of guardians found to be using
WhatsApp, Thanda switched to a bulk SMS system in June, once
they acquired the necessary funding. They also continued to
drop off printed educational materials direct to homes (in the
form of their ‘Learning at Home’ programme).
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“Most parents and guardians in our
community are not usually involved in
their child’s education; they wait for the
child to bring a report card home from
school, believing that education can only
happen within those walls. We realised
the pandemic and our response to it had
created a seismic shift – and we saw
an opportunity.”

2

Supporting the caregiver
facilitates learning

In rural areas in particular, the role of Nal’ibali Story Sparkers
changed significantly. Due to their association with the readingfor-enjoyment campaign, parents assumed they were all-round
educators and often approached them for help with schoolwork.
Nal’ibali encouraged their teams not to say, “No, I am not a
maths expert,” but to rather help where they could, topping
off their engagement with a layer of literacy activities such as
stories, tips on how to read effectively, and how to start reading
clubs at home.

At the start of lockdown, many adults felt intimidated stepping in
as their children’s educators because education has traditionally
been viewed as something that is outsourced to teachers and
schools; the idea that they could be a teacher and the classroom
the backyard was a foreign one. Shine’s Mbalekwa says that when
the Shine team spoke to parents/caregivers telephonically, they
tried to be mindful of the stresses they were facing. For example,
if someone had just lost their job, coming to school to pick up
a resource pack may not be a priority. But, by reaching out to
caregivers, Shine was able to find ways to reassure them they
were capable of helping their children. Mbalekwa expands: “You
don’t have to teach them the core maths components. But you
can teach them measurements, like: Can you fill this cup? Can
you fill it half-way? Can you fill it three-quarters?” She believes
this not only encouraged parents to feel more confident, it also
enabled them to see the value of education and how it links to
the formal curriculum.

Another example of pivoting to seize opportunities was
demonstrated by Thanda’s delivery of food parcels. At the time,
schools, the tribal authority and the government were not
providing food, and so Thanda’s food delivery was a sea change.
The food parcels were met with laughter, tears, and relief. As one
grandchild, Luyanda Khambule said: “I was so happy in a way
that I pushed a wheelbarrow filled with food parcels over a steep
hill without feeling any heaviness. Whereas on other days, the
hill becomes too steep, especially when travelling to school.”

Similarly, Thanda’s ‘Learning at Home’ programme was designed
to be fun for the children and easily achievable for the guardian.
The objective was not to make adults sit with their children for
two hours each day, but rather to suggest activities a guardian
could assign to the child for independent execution. For example,
a child could go on a discovery walk to find leaves that were
triangle-shaped and return to present them to the guardian. This
facilitated caregiver involvement in the learning process, without
overburdening them.

Larkan believes the food parcels met an immediate need at a
difficult time, relieving the stress of many guardians. This helped
to shift Thanda’s relationship with parents and guardians,
something the NPO had been battling to cement for over a
decade. The unique circumstances of lockdown put Thanda in a
position to forge a more solid connection with caregivers.

Caregivers also learnt that sticks, stones and mud could be useful
resources. “For a lot of our people, being disadvantaged is such a
part of their identity,” explains Tyler Howard, Thanda programme
director and co-founder. “They think: ‘Oh we don’t have stuff, so
we aren’t able to do that.’ Then they realise that ‘No, we actually
have plenty of resources.’ I think that was a big deal.”
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Caregivers also began to understand the importance of allowing
children to ask questions. Howard explains: “Particularly for
children in rural Zulu communities, it is a huge taboo to interrupt
grandparents with a bunch of ‘irritating’ questions… There is still
a place where those questions are not acceptable, but there is
now a place where the child can ask these questions. That has
been an important shift.”

Drawing stars with charcoal
Zethu Kunene, mom of Andile, Andiswa and Ziyanda, chuckles
as she recalls a moment: “Yesterday we were looking at the
stars and drawing them using charcoal (from the cooking fire).
They had a jol! They were laughing at my drawing and loved
using the charcoal as a crayon. Although now they are using
the charcoal to draw on our zinc walls!”

3

Partnerships can shift perceptions

Once secure partnerships were established with parents/
caregivers, Thanda found they were more open to previously
unaccepted ideas. Home visits allowed the facilitators to share
educational ideas with the caregivers at their own pace. They
could also present unfamiliar methodologies such as learning
through play. Many caregivers said they enjoyed the activities
because they had fun with the children – a significant gain given
that the concept of learning as ‘fun’ not only encourages ongoing
learning, it draws families closer together and strengthens
relationships.
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Results from Thanda’s evaluation of the ‘Learning at Home’
programme show that 95% of households implemented
the activities. Of those, 47% of households implemented
the activities fully, and the remainder to varying degrees.
Overall, 80% of caregivers reported that they learned
something new from the programme. The average amount
of time spent on the ‘Learning at Home’ curriculum per
day across households was 75 minutes.

4

Local is lekker

‘Learning at Home’ and ‘Neighbourhood ECDs’ could not
have had the same impact if a Thanda staff member had not
been embedded in the community. The delivery of food and
educational resources depended on their local knowledge and
allowed Thanda to establish how the community lives in different
neighbourhoods, made up of clusters of huts in different
areas. This was crucial when it came to offering more targeted
programmes – rather than bringing all the children back to the
centre (increasing the risk of COVID-19), the learners stayed in
one neighbourhood, or ‘Neighbourhood ECD’. If an outbreak
did occur in a ‘Neighbourhood ECD’, it could be localised to one
area. Similarly, Nal’ibali Story Sparkers based in the community
were easily able to help set up WhatsApp accounts for caregivers
struggling to do so. They were also able to facilitate small local
reading groups when lockdown levels relaxed.

5

Be prepared to change tack

The many unknowns associated with COVID-19 meant regulations
often changed at a moment’s notice. To stay connected with
beneficiaries, NPOs had to be light on their feet and able to
change tack quickly. Typically operating largely through face-toface engagement, Nal’ibali’s Ntsele acknowledges that it was a
challenge to develop a new virtual approach – not only for the
communities, but also for the fieldworkers themselves, who had
to be trained virtually. She explains: “Instead of standing in front
of a team of people and training them, the team recognised
that sharing tips on how to hold a book, how to read aloud and
finding content on YouTube is also training in its own right.”

Kwanele Zindela takes care of her nephew, Sfundo.
She says about the time they spend together doing the
‘Learning at Home’ programme: “We like to sit together and
talk and play. We even tell each other fairytales. He is the one
who reminds me that we have activities to do.”

Mbalekwa reflects that even though they were initially caught off
guard, the lockdown gave Shine a unique opportunity to expand
their offering and reach more children and parents. To date, they
have distributed reading material to 10 812 children across 46
schools in the Western Cape, Eastern Cape, Gauteng and KwaZuluNatal. Shine is also planning to introduce two new initiatives to
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ensure they can stay in touch with their beneficiaries on virtual
platforms. The first is ‘Shine Online’, a WhatsApp platform that
will share reading material with children. The second is ‘Shine
Youth’, which will see youngsters from the communities helping
children in local schools – historically, Shine volunteers have
been older, more mature people who do not necessarily live in
the area.
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For Thanda, feedback revealed that a curriculum for every two
grades i.e. Grade 1 and 2/Grade 3 and 4, in the ‘Learning at
Home’ programme was overwhelming for guardians who had
children of various ages at home. As a result, they modified the
programme so that all activities were based on the same story
and theme, but could be made easier or more difficult depending
on the age of the child. For example, there would be a 12-piece
puzzle for younger children to make and a 30-piece puzzle for
older ones to complete.

6

Many still cannot access
the virtual world

Learning may have moved into the virtual world for many, but
NPOs still need to figure out how to make it more accessible to
their communities. For instance, even if the NPO’s website is
zero-rated, few beneficiaries have access to a computer. Some
beneficiaries have access to WhatsApp, but the cost of data
remains a sticking point13. Nal’ibali’s Ntsele adds that, “it is one
thing getting reading materials to a person, but we also need to
spend a lot of time and effort promoting technology and the use
of technology in our communities.”

7

Human connection is best

Technology appears to have made tentative inroads into some
rural areas, but is it as effective as person-to-person interaction?
Ntsele observes that young beneficiaries in township areas tend
to use more data generally, but in rural areas, “going in and
interacting with communities remains one of the best resources
that Nal’ibali has in terms of rolling out our programmes.”

Thanda’s home visitors were a significant source of personal
support for caregivers. Many shared their concerns about food
security, having children at home all the time and the future.
Larkan believes this was extremely beneficial for the caregivers’
psycho-social and emotional wellbeing. Now that children are
returning to more formal education, the home visitors continue
to form an important link between home as the site of learning
and other venues. For example, in ‘Neighbourhood ECD’, the
visitors will let the caregivers know what book they are reading
that week and explain the story, so that when the three-yearold comes home, the caregiver can ask them questions about
the book. This continues to facilitate the involvement of the
caregiver in the child’s education.

CONCLUSION:
BUILDING ON THE
FOUNDATIONS OF HOMES
AS SITES OF LEARNING
COVID-19 has provided us the opportunity for a paradigm shift.
By motivating parents and caregivers with support, training
and the provision of content, Thanda, Shine and Nal’ibali have
accelerated the movement towards creating a culture of reading
and learning in the home.
The challenge now facing these NPOs is how to sustain these
elusive gains made during lockdown. The possibility of a second
COVID-19 wave in South Africa makes planning difficult14,
but one thing is clear: the involvement of a loving adult is crucial
for children’s success, perhaps now more than ever before.
Shine’s Mbalekwa concludes: “Parental engagement has always
been the poor cousin. We used to talk about it, but we didn’t
really invest in it and push it. But now parents have a kind of
momentum to be involved in their children’s education, and we
cannot afford to let that slip!”

Learning brief developed by Daniella Horwitz
13

Even with zero-rating - whereby an internet service or mobile provider allows
the consumer to use certain content or apps without charging their data plan or bundle data remains an issue. This is because the user may need a positive data balance to get to
the site, unless the site has been saved, and/or there may be content embedded on that site
that is not zero-rated.

14

In early December 2020, a major surge in COVID-19 cases was reported in the
Eastern Cape and Western Cape, prompting fears of a second wave and possible regional
lockdown. For more information, visit: https://www.nicd.ac.za/covid-19-second-wave-insouth-africa/
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Support young people
to keep their grip
on opportunity

COVID-19 Response

AGAINST ALL ODDS:
ENABLING DISTANCE LEARNING
IN LOWER QUINTILE SCHOOLS
While public benefit organisations have long spoken out about the importance of bridging the ‘digital divide’,
the COVID-19 pandemic revealed, more acutely than ever before, the impacts of unequal access to digital tools
and connectivity. In this learning brief, two initiatives committed to keeping learners in school – the Zero Dropout
Campaign and Public School Partnerships – share how they supported learners through the mandatory school
closures, outlining key breakthroughs and barriers along the way.

THE ZERO DROPOUT CAMPAIGN aims to halve South Africa’s school dropout rate by 2030
by spurring individual and collective ownership of the problem. Established as a research project
funded by the DG Murray Trust in 2015, the Zero Dropout Campaign has since grown into a national
advocacy campaign with two dedicated programmes of action and a national network of implementing
partners. Today, the campaign works with four implementing partners operating in 27 schools across
the country.
PUBLIC SCHOOL PARTNERSHIPS is a collaborative approach to public school innovation

that brings together government, funders, no-fee schools and non-profit education support
organisations. It seeks to provide additional expertise, resources, flexibility and greater accountability
to no-fee schools in a bid to achieve greater equity in quality education.
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INTRODUCTION: SCHOOLS
ARE CLOSED, NOW WHAT?

Within this framework, there are four key things to consider
before switching to digital:
1.

Access to digital tools, connectivity and resources

On 15 March 2020, President Ramaphosa declared a state of
emergency and announced school closures from 18 March until
after the end of the April school holidays. While the decision to
close schools was an attempt to contain the spread of coronavirus,
it came with significant social and economic costs – particularly
for those already living in disadvantaged communities.

2.

A safe and supportive environment for learning

3.

Teacher readiness

4.

Tracking learner progress.

For example, after a month of intensive lockdown, active
employment was found to have decreased by 40%, and in nearly
half of these cases, workers did not expect to return to their
jobs1. The National Income Dynamics Study (NIDS) Coronavirus
Rapid Mobile Survey (CRAM) also found that 47% of respondents
reported that their household ran out of money to buy food in
April 2020 (prior to the lockdown, 21% of households reported
that they ran out of money to buy food in the previous year)2.

1

Disruptions of this nature and severity can trigger or
worsen instability in lives of learners, placing them at risk of
disengagement and dropout3. While schools across the globe
turned to distance or remote learning options to mitigate the
impact of school closures4, this is not a viable option in areas
where there is unequal access to digital tools and technology,
such as rural or poor communities. Studying at home is further
complicated when the child does not have a caring adult to
support their learning journey. In South Africa, distance learning
is possible for roughly only 5-10% of all learners5.
This brief explores how the Zero Dropout Campaign and Public
School Partnerships (PSP) approached distance learning with the
help of their respective NGO implementing partners and school
operating partners (SOPs). Their interventions are focused
on Quintile 1-3 schools6, where learners are most at risk of
dropping out.

THINGS TO CONSIDER
WHEN SWITCHING TO
DISTANCE LEARNING

1

Jain, R., Budlender, J., Zizzamia, R., & Bassier, I. 2020. The labour market and
poverty impacts of COVID-19 in South Africa. Available at: https://www.csae.ox.ac.uk/
materials/papers/csae-wps-2020-14.pdf

2

Spaull, N. et al.2020. Overview and Findings NIDS-CRAM Synthesis Report
Wave 1. National Income Dynamics Study (NIDS) – Coronavirus Rapid Mobile Survey
(CRAM). Available at: https://cramsurvey.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Spaull-et-al.NIDSCRAM-Wave-1-Synthesis-Report-Overview-and-Findings-1.pdf

3

The World Bank 2020.The COVID-19 Pandemic: Shocks to Education and
Policy Responses. Available at: https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/education/publication/
the-covid19-pandemic-shocks-to-education-and-policy-responses
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It goes without saying that access to the internet and digital
resources is the main hurdle to distance learning in South Africa.
Statistics shows that only 22% of households have access to a
computer and just 10% have internet connection at home8.
While mobile penetration is high among adults, only 60% of
mobile phone users are connected to the internet, and it is
unclear whether children have exclusive or unlimited access to
these devices9.
The cost of data is a further barrier for many households. Even if
resources are open access or even zero-rated, they may remain
inaccessible due to connectivity issues or the lack of hardware
in learners’ homes, including a basic smartphone for many.
Learners and/or their parents may also lack familiarity with the
online learning platforms being used. Access to adequate signal
or electricity in rural areas, as well as the time spent helping in
the home rather than studying are additional barriers to distance
learning for many learners.
In the absence of access to digital tools, connectivity and
resources, educators and learners are unable to develop their
digital literacy competencies. Digital literacy can be defined as
“the skills you need to live, learn, and work in a society where
communication and access to information is increasingly through
digital technologies like internet platforms, social media, and
mobile devices”10.

2

According to UNESCO, the effectiveness of distance learning
solutions depends on four levels of preparedness: technical
preparedness, content readiness, pedagogical preparedness and
monitoring and evaluation7.

Access to digital tools,
connectivity and resources

A safe and supportive
environment for learning

If a learner does not have food, a safe and quiet space in which
to study, and some form of support at home, these factors can
affect their ability to learn and stay connected with school.
While primary caregivers are not expected to play the role of
substitute teacher in distance learning, their love, encouragement
and support are important contributors to good educational

4

UNESCO. 2020. Dealing with obstacles to distance learning. UNESCO, 20 April
2020. Available at: https://en.unesco.org/news/dealing-obstacles-distance-learning

5

Van der Berg, S & Spaull, N. 2020. Counting the Cost: COVID-19 school closures
in South Africa & its impacts on children. Research on Socioeconomic Policy (RESEP).
Stellenbosch University. Stellenbosch. Available at: https://nicspaull.files.wordpress.
com/2020/06/van-der-berg-spaull-2020-counting-the-cost-covid-19-children-andschooling-15-june-2020.pdf

6

Quintile 1, 2 and 3 schools are not allowed to charge fees as they are located in
the poorest areas of the country; they are often referred to as no-fee schools.

ENABLE ALL YOUNG PEOPLE TO GET THEIR FIRST DECENT JOB

3

Teacher preparedness

Educators need to explore how best to convert content created
for face-to-face learning into lessons that will be comprehensible
and engaging through digital channels. They must adapt their
teaching style so that learners are able to understand the work
without the advantages of a traditional classroom setting, such
as the ease of communication between teacher and learner.
Educators must also consider their learners’ cognitive abilities
and capacity to work independently at home. Some learners may
need additional support and tutoring if they are not performing
at the level of their peers.
Given the speed at which schools were closed, there was little to
no time to ready teachers to engage in virtual learning. However,
skill is not always as important as will. The most important
aspect of teacher readiness in this instance was to have
teachers connect, experiment and show learners there was still
a connection to school. Cultivating a disposition to try was the
real measure of success. The technical capacity to teach virtually
will be of less importance over the long term to learners than
hearing from caring adults at school. Even so, teachers found
creative ways where they were willing to try: some sent voice
notes, others called every child in their class and some uploaded
YouTube videos where they could.
Once teachers became more familiar with distance learning
and the platforms at their disposal, the challenge was – and
will remain – sustaining the enthusiasm for online teaching
and learning. There is still so much we do not know about
how to effectively ensure learners are learning at home in the
South African context that is warrants further investigation and
innovation.

4

MAKING THE SWITCH:
PIVOTING OUR PROGRAMMES
The Zero Dropout
Campaign
The Zero Dropout Campaign works with NGO implementing
partners that have established relationships in vulnerable
communities. The implementing partners identify learners
who are at risk of dropping out, using an early warning system
that tracks chronic absenteeism, behaviour and academic
performance (also known as the ABCs). Learners found to
be at risk of dropout are enrolled either in A) mentoring sessions,
B) in-school accelerated catch-up programmes or referred
to other state services for additional support. During C) home
visits, primary caregivers are supported to understand their
role in helping children succeed at school.

A MENTORING
Before the national lockdown came into effect, the National
Association of Child Care Workers (NACCW), an implementing
partner of the Zero Dropout Campaign, would hold face-to-face
mentoring sessions with at-risk learners. These services were
constrained by lockdown restrictions, forcing the organisation to
rethink how it connected with learners. The lockdown hastened
the launch of a ‘Virtual Connection’ programme in which
Child and Youth Care Workers (CYCWs) connect with learners
via WhatsApp groups. Learners are now also able to participate
in digital reading clubs, poetry sessions, and debates in these
digital groups.

B IN-SCHOOL ACCELERATED
CATCH-UP PROGRAMMES
The ‘Reading for Meaning’ after-school programme is a core
project of the Zero Dropout Campaign. The programme aims to
rebuild foundational literacy skills among learners whose reading
competencies are below their grade level. During the lockdown,
the campaign moved quickly to make ‘Reading for Meaning’
stories and activities available online and via WhatsApp for
parents and education practitioners.

Tracking learner progress

Knowing how many learners have access to digital tools and
connectivity in a given school is important. This information
can be captured in a Google form that can also be used as a
monitoring and tracking tool. Once a remote learning solution
is established, educators need to determine the best way to
regularly assess progress.

C HOME VISITS
The Khula Development Group (KDG), a Zero Dropout Campaign
implementing partner, renders services in disadvantaged
communities in Paarl and Stellenbosch where access to data is
limited. To mitigate the impact of learning losses, fieldworkers
began promoting at-home learning and distributing school packs
to beneficiaries.

7

UNESCO. 2020. Dealing with obstacles to distance learning. UNESCO, 20 April
2020. Available at: https://en.unesco.org/news/dealing-obstacles-distance-learning
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Van der Berg, S & Spaull, N. 2020. Counting the Cost: COVID-19 school
closures in South Africa & its impacts on children. Research on Socioeconomic Policy
(RESEP). Stellenbosch University. Stellenbosch. Available at: https://resep.sun.ac.za/
counting-the-cost/
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outcomes. However, the type of support a caregiver is able to
give is conditioned by socio-economic factors and their own
level of literacy. For example, two in three South African parents
say that they never read to their children11.

Western Sydney University. What is digital Literacy? Available at: https://www.
westernsydney.edu.au/studysmart/home/digital_literacy/what_is_digital_literacy

ENABLE ALL YOUNG PEOPLE TO GET THEIR FIRST DECENT JOB

“During a survey conducted at 11 schools,
we found that the participation levels of
primary caregivers with learners doing
schoolwork at home was poor to moderate.”
Bianca Oppelt, Communications Manager,
Khula Development Group
11
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Public School Partnerships

Collaboration Schools – the name given to schools part of the
Public School Partnerships programme in the Western Cape –
used a range of strategies to ensure learners stayed on track
during lockdown. From making basic smartphones available to
reducing the cost of connectivity, the below interventions were
found to drive up engagement and attendance rates:

ACORN EDUCATION

Acorn Education is a Western Cape PSP operating partner.
Learners in their network of schools could access virtual
schooling via the Moodle app or browser, completely data free
as the service was zero-rated via Binu. Where households did
not have access to a basic smartphone or internet-enabled
device, they were loaned these devices. Steps were also taken
to reduce the cost of connectivity through reverse billing and by
regularly sending data directly to learners’ phones.

EXAMPLES OF DIGITAL TOOLS
AND TECHNOLOGY:
HARDWARE

A number of school operating partners purchased basic
smartphones, or   Kicka phones, for learners. These are
hard-wearing, affordable phones that cost roughly R250
each. Some schools allowed learners to borrow phones
as school property, while others implemented a buy-back
model.

SOFTWARE

Different modalities of teaching and learning are better
suited to particular platforms, such as WhatsApp,
Facebook, Zoom or Moodle. For example:
> WhatsApp:
This platform is inherently social and carries multi-media
messages. However, you need data to use this app.
> Facebook:
Educators can record lessons on their phones or
computers and upload these lessons onto a Facebook
page or group.

Acorn Education’s Moodle LMS
on the affordable Kicka smartphone.

APEX HIGH SCHOOL

A no-fee school supported by Acorn Education, Apex High
initially used Facebook when virtual teaching was required.
Fifty-five Facebook groups – all linked to the Apex High Facebook
page – allowed educators to upload and share pre-recorded
lessons on their phones or computers via the relevant Facebook
subject group daily. The school quickly transitioned to Moodle,
with the Apex High Virtual School quickly running a full timetable
for all grades, from 8am-4pm, four days a week.

Khayakazi Namfu, Programme Director,
Public School Partnerships

OBROADCAST TECHNOLOGY:

In collaboration with the Department of Basic Education,
the SABC – the public broadcaster – made lessons
available on radio and television for certain grades.

Also supported by Acorn Education, these schools transitioned
to virtual learning by sending WhatsApp messages of recorded
lessons and worksheets to learners covering key subjects.
12

> Zoom:
Teachers can host lessons with multiple participants.
It is easy to use and install, but requires a subscription
fee and stable internet connection.
> Moya messenger:
This app is not as popular as WhatsApp, but has similar
features. It is a data-free platform for messaging, but
requires data to open and view files and send voice
notes.

“Apex High learners proved keen to continue
their learning as average learner attendance
reached nearly 80% across subjects.”

FOREST VILLAGE LEADERSHIP ACADEMY
AND APEX PRIMARY SCHOOL

> Moodle:
All Collaboration Schools migrated to Moodle – a free
and open-source learning management system (LMS).
The system allows schools to upload and manage content
and lessons, set assessments, and track individual
learner engagement as well as manage calendars and
virtual classrooms.

OTHER RESOURCES:

Access to electricity and the internet.
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LESSONS LEARNT
IN THE TRANSITION
TO DISTANCE LEARNING
The cost of connectivity

In just over three months of implementation, the Zero Dropout
Campaign and Public School Partnerships – together with their
partners, and a lot or trial and error – gained the following
insights and achievements to better facilitate distance learning
in the South African context moving forward:

Khanya is 18 years old and in grade 11 at Khayelihle High
School in Umbumbulu. He lives nearby with his grandmother
and two cousins in Empandwini, Umbumbulu. His parents and
siblings live in Port Shepstone but he moved to look after his
grandmother. Although his home is not too far from the main
road it is impossible to reach with a car. “We tried to form
a WhatsApp group but it was not efficient because
some of us do not have cell phones.”

REVERSE BILLING:

Through a partnership with a data-free platform created by BiNu,
Public School Partnerships arranged for the cost of data to be
reverse-billed so that poor families did not carry the financial
burden.

ZERO-RATING EDUCATION WEBSITES:

The DG Murray Trust, together with the support of the initiatives
it funds, lobbied mobile operators to zero-rate educational
content.

CHEAPER DATA:

School operating partners made a point of purchasing low-cost
data bundles that proved value for money. They made use of
WhatsApp data bundles and platforms such as Flickswitch, which
help to manage data connectivity.

2

Deciding what platform to use

It is beneficial to choose a platform that learners and educators
are already familiar and comfortable with. The platform should
be compatible with their devices, light on data, safe and secure
to use. WhatsApp ticks all of these boxes, making it a popular
choice in the transition to distance learning.

ADVANTAGES OF WHATSAPP:
Facilitates group chats
Facilitates real-time communication between
learners and teachers

NOVEMBER 2020
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topics, structuring lessons around familiar concepts for learners
and/or focusing on learning areas that are least likely to cause
misunderstanding), this was not often the case.
Teachers mostly made do with what was at hand, using textbooks
they had with them, covering largely familiar Term 1 and Term 2
topics. Some committed teachers were able to keep pace with
the full curriculum before plans to consolidate were announced.
For those teaching matric subjects, there was more of a
concerted effort to cover all possible content. Some partnership
primary schools in the Eastern Cape attempted to shift the
focus towards skill-building, rather than curriculum coverage. As
certain schools perfected their distance learning, full curriculum
coverage became a possibility once more. However, the degree
of coverage was highly dependent on the ability to support,
develop and hold accountable teachers for distance learning at a
time when there were no clear national directives.

CREATIVITY:

The content should be interactive, relevant and interesting
enough to spark curiosity and discussion. Depending on the
platform and context, making use of images, voice notes, emojis
and videos help to encourage engagement.

Facilitates real-time communication between
teachers and caregivers
Audio lessons can be sent directly to learners
Learners can access multimedia content
Report cards can be sent directly to the
caregiver’s phone.

3

Tailoring the content

CONSOLIDATION:

Though the best theoretical approach would be to consolidate
content to suit distance learning (for example, avoiding new
ENABLE ALL YOUNG PEOPLE TO GET THEIR FIRST DECENT JOB

“Emojis and fun activities can be used to
initiate a conversation when learners are
reluctant to talk about how they are doing or
feeling. In our programme, we ask learners to
share the last three emojis they used or ask
them to do brain teasers and tongue twisters.”
Kuhle Ntintili, Isibindi Ezikoleni
Programme Coordinator at the National
Association of Child Care Workers (NACCW).
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Distance learning can be a challenge – even in well-resourced
environments. To avoid digital fatigue, it is useful to keep the
sessions short (one to two hours at most) depending on the
content and objective.

CONCLUSION: DELIVERING
HOLISTIC AND SCALABLE
SOLUTIONS

ADULT SUPPORT:

Distance learning presented education officials with a dilemma
from the onset. In South Africa many vulnerable learners do not
have exclusive access to a television or radio in the home, let
alone access to digital tools and connectivity. As outlined above,
the Zero Dropout Campaign and Public School Partnerships,
through their partners, quickly put into place measures to
overcome some of these barriers to distance learning.

LIVE LESSONS:

However, schools are not only spaces for learning – they are
also places where many learners access meals and psychosocial
support. Distance learning is therefore only one piece of the
schooling package that needs to be translated into a digital
experience. A good example is the NACCW’s ‘Virtual Connection’
programme, which adopted a blended or hybrid approach to
managing the provision of psychosocial support services and
mentoring. Similarly, Khula Development Group combined
home visits and caregiver education with the provision of
distance learning material.

Key aspects that seem to drive engagement at Collaboration
Schools appear to differ depending on the age of the learner.
For primary school learners, it is vital to involve parents in
the process. Where schools have managed to reach parents,
engagement has been found to be higher. High school learners
are more independent but early evidence from PSP indicates
that engagement is higher when a learner has a supportive adult
in their life who shows interest in what they are doing.
Whether or not the learning modality is live or pre-recorded
also affects engagement. Live lessons are likely to increase
engagement compared to studying alone.

TIPS TO IMPROVE ENGAGEMENT:
Summarise the information
Clarify and show examples
Make the lesson memorable
Use multimedia content
Make activities fun, practical, and relatable

With the possibility of future lockdowns and school closures,
learning from these initiatives will help us to build a robust
evidence base for good practice to better support learners
through distance learning, particularly those who are already
vulnerable. Taking these initiatives to scale, however, will
require the buy-in and support of education officials, parents,
teachers and their unions. It will also require that educational
resources provided by public benefit organisations are
zero-rated going forward.

Monitor and evaluate learner progress.

This brief was authored by Rahima Essop, Communications Lead for the Zero Dropout Campaign,
with contributions from the National Association of Child Care Workers (NACCW),
Khula Development Group (KDG), and Public School Partnerships (PSP).
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Experience Learning

Kago Ya Bana & SmartStart
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Give every child the
benefit of early childhood
development

BREAKING DOWN THE BARRIERS
TO QUALITY EARLY CHILDHOOD DEVELOPMENT

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.
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.

HOW DO WE GET ECD BACK ON TRACK?

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.

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-

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.

1

3

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

4

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/wpcontent/uploads/2020/09/15.-Wills-G.-Kotze-J.-Kika-Mistry-J.-2020-A-Sector-Hangingin-the-Balance-ECD-and-Lockdown-in-South-Africa.pdf

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.-2020A-Sector-Hanging-in-the-Balance-ECD-and-Lockdown-in-South-Africa.pdf
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
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DRIVE PUBLIC INNOVATION BY REIGNITING CIVIL SOCIETY
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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.

DECEMBER 2020
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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.
There were three key role players that enabled the registration
and funding of franchisees during this time frame. They were:

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.

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.

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.

THE ROAD TO REGISTRATION

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 fouryear-old classrooms.

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.

6

8

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.
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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
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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.

GIVE EVERY CHILD THE BENEFIT OF EARLY CHILDHOOD DEVELOPMENT

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

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.
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.

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.

KYB steps to help
non-centres register:
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.

1

There is no link between strict
regulations and quality

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 noncentres. 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.

Weekly problem-solving and feedback sessions.

“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.”

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.

10

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

Nobayeni Dladla, Head of KYB

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

DECEMBER 2020

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.

3

Bylaws remain a major barrier
to scaling ECD services

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.

By keeping regulations and registration criteria needlessly strict
and cumbersome, many children are missing out on having
quality ECD in their communities.

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

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-32web-final1.pdf
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