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Significant data developments in early learning 

Initiatives have largely been spearheaded by the Department of Basic Education (DBE) after assuming
responsibility for ECD from the Department of Social Development in 2022.

The ECD Census: Mapped every early learning programme (ELP) in the country. Data collected from August
2021 to February 2022 covered various aspects such as location, operations, income, resources, registration
status, enrolments, staffing, teaching practices, and infrastructure at 42,420 sites.

The Thrive by Five Index: Launched in April 2022, this index monitors the development of preschool
children in early learning, physical growth, and socio-emotional functioning. The initial assessment,
conducted between September and November 2021, involved 5,139 children aged 50 to 59 months from
1,247 ELPs. The next data collection is set for late 2024.

The ELP Baseline Assessment: Conducted alongside the Thrive by Five Index, this assessment involved
interviews with principals and practitioners at 545 ELPs, with analyses based on 522 ELPs. Observations and
ratings of the learning environment and interactions provided insights into provisioning quality in various
areas. Future assessments will include all participating ELPs.



Access to early learning programmes remains
skewed across provinces and income groups

68% of children aged 3-5 years attended a group learning programme of some kind in 2022; with
45% of 3-5 years olds attending ECD centres, crèches, and playgroups; and 23% attending primary
school. 
Around 1.15 million children aged 3-5 years are not enrolled in any kind of early learning
programme. 



Enrolment in ELPs ranges across provinces





COVID-19's impact on ELP enrolment rates
18 March 2020, ELPs were
instructed to close due to COVID-
19. In July 2020, ELPs were legally
permitted to reopen, provided
they met health and safety
standards. 
ELPs could not resume their
services for much of 2020 because
many parents were unable to pay
fees, there were delays in
government ECD subsidy payments
and the costs of the health and
safety protocols were prohibitive. 
There was some recovery in 2021,
but enrolment rates remained
lower than 2014. 
By 2022, attendance rates had
improved but had still not entirely
caught up to pre-COVID-19 levels

Hundreds of thousands of
children were left vulnerable

during the Covid-19 pandemic  



Insufficient funding for early learning burdens
providers and parents

In 2020/2021, government expenditure on early learning amounted to
R9.5 billion, of which 59% was allocated to Grade R provision and the
remainder to pre-Grade R services, including the ECD subsidy (R2.8 billion),
ELP infrastructure, and practitioner training. 

In contrast, approximately R14 billion in ELP fees was paid by
households over the same period, with approximately R3.7 billion spent
by the poorest 60% of households. 

Only one-third of ELPs report receiving a government subsidy. The vast
majority of ELP income is raised through fees.  

A three-year-old child in the wealthiest quintile is 1.6 times more likely to
attend an ELP than their same-age peer in quintile 1 (the poorest quintile).



The access gap closes considerably as
children grow older and become

eligible for Grade R at no-fee schools.



Attendance rates plummeted
across the board in 2020 due

COVID-19.

Between 2014 and 2019, some progress was made
in closing the “inequality gap” in access. Comparing
young children (3-4 years) in quintiles 1 and 5, the

difference in reported attendance reduced from 37
percentage points in 2014 to 20 percentage points in

2019

Attendance rates increased again in 2021
as ELPs resumed, but the result was a re-

widening of the gap between Q1 and Q5 to
26 percentage points. 



Early learning programmes serving poor communities who can access the subsidy charge 45% less than
ELPs serving the same communities who are not accessing the subsidy.

The 2023 Budget Bill provides increased allocation to the early learning conditional grant of 4.2% in
2023/24, 51% in 2024/25, and a further 24% in 2025/26. In addition, just under R300 million in 2024/25 and
R400 million in 2025/26 are set aside for a nutrition support pilot for ELPs and piloting a results-based
financing model to expand ELP access and quality.

The budget provision over the Medium-Term Expenditure Framework enables an increase of 20% in the
number of children subsidised, from a 2023 baseline of 625,000 children to 757,903 children in 2025/26.

The value of the subsidy has been severely eroded by inflation, and the tabled budget is insufficient to
bring the subsidy in line with real costs.

Increasing the value of the R17-per-child-per-day subsidy could enable ‘no-fee ELPs’ for the poorest
children, eliminating the fee barrier and opening the way for greater equity in access.

Early learning subsidy needs to increase for greater
equity in access



The ELOM 4&5 Assessment Tool categorises children into those On Track for their development, Falling
Behind, or Falling Far Behind in five key developmental domains
The 2021 Thrive by Five Index found that only 46% of children aged 50 to 59 months attending an ELP in
South Africa can do the learning tasks expected of a child their age (On Track), with 28% of children
Falling Far Behind the expected standard. 
Performance was particularly poor in three key areas of development. For Fine Motor Coordination and
Visual Motor Integration, only three out of every ten children were found to be developmentally On Track,
and just four out of ten children were On Track in the Cognition and Executive Functioning and
Emergent Numeracy and Mathematics domains.
The Index finds a strong association between levels of stunting and learning outcomes, as well as a
relationship between children’s socio-emotional functioning and ELOM scores. 

Less than half of children aged 50-59 months enrolled
in ELPs are On Track for early learning

Young children need access to the full package of services and support necessary for
their healthy development.





Strong relationship between poverty and early learning
Children who attend ELPs
with higher fees are more
likely to be developmentally
On Track for their age than
those who attend ELPs with
low fees. 
Only 3 out of 10 children in
the lowest fee band (up to
R110 per month) are On
Track in their total ELOM
scores, compared to 8 out of
10 children in the highest fee
band (over R1,750 per month. 
Disparities are likely to be
even greater if one includes
children not enrolled in
ELPs, with the vast majority
likely amongst the poorest.



Access to quality is key 
Poor outcomes for poor children are not inevitable. High-quality programmes can and do significantly
improve early learning outcomes for poor children in South Africa. 

Achieving access to quality at scale will require far greater investment in material and human resources.
Only 23% of all teaching staff at ELPs have a level of education above the completion of secondary school.
Nine out of 10 practitioners report earning below the minimum wage, with more than half receiving less
than R1,000 monthly. 

While responsibility for registration, funding, and oversight of ELPs has moved from the Department of
Social Development to the Department of Basic Education, the actual provision of ELPs remains primarily
with the non-governmental sector.

The Department of Basic Education can leverage data to increase investment in early learning and drive
long overdue systems reform in partnership with a dynamic sector. 



continued 
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Longitudinal data are needed to understand the extent to which the developmental gains made for
children attending high-quality ELPs are sustained as children progress through primary school and the
necessary conditions for this.

Data on the development outcomes of the 30% of 3-5-year-old children not attending ELPs are needed.

There are limited data on the development of children younger than 4 years. Investment is needed in
developing scalable measurement tools that reliably and affordably assess key developmental domains in
younger children.

There are also limited data on the proportion of young children with disabilities and the extent to which
these children can meet key developmental milestones.

There is a need to strengthen routine administrative data on ELP enrolment, attendance and
subsidisation to enable the government to monitor and plan for population-level coverage.

Data gaps


