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This chapter puts a spotlight on issues that drive and influence 

quality in early learning – from the home to structured learning 

programmes – and concludes with a tangible set of actions that 

can be taken by the sector to progress quality early learning in 

South Africa. The first section delves into the essence of quality 

early learning, beginning with critical definitions, highlighting 

the pivotal role of play-based approaches and child agency, 

emphasising inclusion, and exploring key enablers of quality. 

The chapter then moves on to outline a concrete set of actions 

for government and broader early childhood development 

sector. It addresses the professionalisation of practitioners 

delivering early learning programmes, quality assurance and 

support systems, and the central role that resource and training 

organisations should continue to play alongside government to 

support quality. Additionally, we examine how technology can 

be harnessed to scale and enhance quality in early learning. 

The National Development Plan 20301 sets out the country’s 

strategic plan and vision for 2030 and elevates early childhood 

development (ECD) as an education sector priority in order to 

improve the quality of education and long-term prospects of future 

generations. To do this, the plan provided for two years of quality 

and compulsory preschool enrolment before Grade 1 and a policy 

and programme shift to ensure that the Department of Basic 

Education (DBE) takes the core responsibility for the provision 

and monitoring of ECD. This shift became effective in April 2022. 

The National Integrated Early Childhood Development (NIECD) 

Policy,2 ratified by Cabinet in 2015, specifies a comprehensive 

holistic service package for young children. This includes health, 

nutrition, social security and protection, parenting and family 

support, and early learning opportunities, which align with the 

global Nurturing Care Framework.3 The Policy defines the goal 

for early learning as: 

By 2030, to provide a universally available 

comprehensive quality age and developmental stage 

appropriate opportunities for learning for all children 

from birth until they enter formal school, which lay the 

foundations for optimal early learning, inclusion and the 

socio-emotional, physical, intellectual and language 

development of young children through play and other 

related, recognised methods for early learning, as well 

as safe daily care in the absence of their parents and/or 

primary caregivers (p 59).2

Opportunities for early learning can be provided through a range 

of modalities including programmes that support parents to 

provide early learning and stimulation at home, such as parenting 

workshops, toy libraries and home-visiting programmes; and 

programmes for groups of children such as playgroups, ECD 

centres and preschools.  Because early learning needs to be 

supported at home as well as in early learning programmes 

“recognition of and respect for parents and caregivers as primary 

and central to early child development” (p 51) is a fundamental 

principle of the NIECD Policy requiring good communication and 

partnership with parents. 

In addition, South Africa has ratified the Sustainable 

Development Goals, and committed to ensuring that all boys 

and girls have access to quality early childhood development, 

care and pre-primary education by 2030 so they are ready for 

primary education.4 Yet, the nationally representative Thrive 

by Five Index Study5 of 5,139 children in 2021 found that 

only 45% of children 50 – 59 months attending early learning 

programmes are developmentally on track for early learning for 

the beginning of Grade R. A third were not emotionally ready 

for school and 27.5% did not show adequate social skills. 

A continuum of support from home to early learning 

programmes is needed to get children on track.  In 2020, more 

than 50% of children aged 0 – 4 years stayed at home with 

parents or guardians, while approximately 30% of 0 – 3-year-

olds, and 70% of four-year-olds participated in early learning 

programmes.6  

The home learning environment is a significant determinant 

of children’s education performance – regardless of whether 

or not they attend a structured early learning programme. 

Particularly in the first three years of life, most interactions 

that support learning will come from the primary caregiver 
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and other household members. Maternal responsiveness and 

cognitive stimulation in the first two years has been shown to 

be associated with increased cognitive scores at age five for 

children in low socio-economic status homes.7  

For younger children (0 – 3 years), care at home with a 

primary caregiver is generally considered the best form of 

provision if the caregiver has adequate support and capacity 

to offer responsive care.8  For those children who need care 

arrangements away from home, such as the services of 

childminders and day care centres, these need to offer age-

appropriate care and play-based learning opportunities. 

Children between 3 – 6 years benefit from a more organised 

early learning experience such as a playgroup or ECD centre-

based programme, provided that it is of sufficient quality to 

meet their learning and developmental needs. Guidance on 

how adults (including parents and ECD practitioners) can best 

facilitate child development and early learning is specified in 

the National Curriculum Framework for Children Birth to Four 

Years (NCF).9

Is South Africa realising the right to early 
learning?
The UN Committee of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 

identified four elements of the right to education: which should 

be available, accessible, acceptable and adaptable.10, 11 Table 

24 uses this framework to assess the status of early learning 

provision in South Africa drawing on the best available data, 

including the 2021 ECD Census.

Recent data indicate that access to early learning support 

through parenting or group learning programmes is limited 

and that cost is a barrier. There are gaps in the quality of 

many early learning programmes with un- or under-qualified 

teaching staff, limited learning resources and insufficient focus 

on individual needs. Parents do engage in some play and early 

stimulation activities with their children, but few engage in 

activities that will support early literacy. New technologies offer 

strategies for addressing some of these gaps. But as it stands, 

the available data suggest an urgent need to address issues of 

quality in early learning. 

What is quality and what enables it?
The goal of the NIECD Policy is that every infant and young 

child has access to essential, quality ECD services. Definitions 

of quality commonly refer to changes in children’s outcomes 

or well-being, and the causal day-to-day experiences, 

relationships and interactions across the continuum of care 

children experience that have the most proximal influence on 

children’s well-being or outcomes.22

Defining quality in structured early learning programmes
Acceptability refers to the quality of early learning programmes 

and the extent to which they reflect local and community 

values. Quality services provide for adequate nutrition, health 

and safety, sound administration, communication with parents, 

and a balanced early learning programme which provides 

for free and guided play and covers all the Nurturing Care 

Framework learning areas. In what follows we concentrate 

on those factors most closely associated with improved early 

learning and development outcomes.    

There is substantial evidence, including from low- and 

middle-income countries, that investment in high quality 

provision is essential if children are to benefit from early 

learning programmes.23 Early learning programmes alone 

cannot guarantee progress on child outcomes, they need to 

be implemented with quality. Quality of the classroom learning 

environment can be broadly divided into:

• Structural quality: including the physical environment, 

teacher qualifications, group size and practitioner-to-child 

ratios, access to learning materials, and provision for health 

and nutrition. 

• Process quality: including classroom interactions (teacher-

child and child-child), pedagogical approaches, and 

following a planned and holistic curriculum.

Research from both high and low- and middle-income countries 

indicates that process quality has a greater influence on child 

development than structural variables.24-28 This refers to what 

children actually experience in their programme. It should include 

mediated teacher-child interaction that supports the learning, 

social and emotional needs of individual children and provides 

opportunities for children to interact with their peers. Language 

and cultural sensitivity help bridge home and school, and 

affirm children’s identity. Warm, supportive and encouraging 

relationships with teachers29 help facilitate the development 

of social and emotional skills and build children’s confidence to 

explore, investigate, try new things, and learn from mistakes all 

of which are associated with successful school transition.26, 30 

There is growing evidence that certain aspects of early 

learning programmes are more highly associated with scores 

on school readiness measures. These include more time in 

small group work,31 and positive child-child and adult-child 

interactions.32 Stronger achievement outcomes occur when 

teachers rely on curricula that focus on particular skill areas 

such as language/literacy, math and self-regulation as distinct 

from more general programmes.33 Learning through play is 

recognised as being one of the most effective ways of delivering 

quality early learning programmes.34, 35  
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Table 24: The status of early learning in South Africa  

Availability: the supply of early education programmes, workforce and public funding.

Early learning programmes

• 1.6 million children aged 3 – 5 attend 42,420 early learning programmes (ELPs).12 

• 69% of ELPS have fees as the main source of funding.12 

• 33% of ELPs receive government subsidy.12

Home

• No comprehensive data on enrolment in parenting support programmes. 

• 2023 UNICEF scoping study identified 97 organisations that offer parenting programmes (including parenting training, support groups, home 
visiting).13 

• Parenting programmes are concentrated in Gauteng (19), Western Cape (17) and KwaZulu-Natal (17) but at least two organisations are 
present in every province.

Accessibility: provision to mitigate barriers to access and other exclusions.

Early learning group programmes 

• High socio-economic status (SES) children aged three are twice as likely to attend an ELP than low SES children.14

• The vast majority of ELPs rely on income from parent fees which is a key determinant of early learning classroom quality15 and child learning 
outcomes.11

• In 2014, the majority of registered ECD centres did not have programmes to support children with disabilities.16 In 2016/2017, children with 
disabilities accounted for .003% of the total enrolment in registered ECD centres.17 In 2021, principals identified less than 1% of children as 
having possible learning barriers.18 

• 27% of ELPs had nothing in place to improve access for children with disabilities (e.g. ramps, suitable toilets, sufficient light for the visually 
impaired).18 

Home

• 27% of caregivers were too busy to play with their child when they wanted to play.19 

• 43% of households reported having no children’s books in the home.19

• 71% of children (0 – 6) regularly watched TV or videos on a phone.19 

Acceptability: standards and quality of programmes including play-based learning and child centred learning approaches, parent understandings 
of the importance of ECE. 

Early learning programmes

• 52% of ELP practitioners have National Qualification Framework (NQF) qualifications and 28% attended an early learning skills programme.12 

• Only 56% of ELPs have access to age-appropriate children’s books.12 

• 34% of ELPs do not have access to an outdoor playground with suitable equipment.12 

• 42% of practitioners have less than five years’ experience.15 

• 60% of practitioners have a daily lesson or plan to guide the learning programme.15 

Home

• 59% of caregivers report that a young child has been played with many times in the prior week with a strong focus on singing (65%) and 
active/physical play (64%) rather than cognitive activities.19

• 36% of households report never reading books or telling stories with their child.19

Adaptability: the ability of the ECE system to respond, adapt and be inclusive of the different needs of children such as children from different 
cultures and languages, children with disabilities, and children from difficult circumstances (abuse and neglect) and to embrace new technologies 
and delivery strategies to enable children’s right to education.

• Recent qualitative data suggests that most ELPs are not adaptive to individual children’s needs.20

• New technologies have expanded opportunities to access information about early learning: 

• 127,160 ECD practitioners have completed the DBE online PLAYSA course to promote learning through play.21 

• There are over 6,000 active users on ECDmobi – a low-cost app developed by DBE and UNICEF to support parents and caregivers of 
young children to facilitate learning through play in the home.21
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Play and opportunities for agency  
Play and opportunities for children to exercise their agency are 

essential ingredients of quality early learning and need to be 

actively fostered within the home and more structured early 

learning programmes. “Factory” models of education, with an 

emphasis on didactic or rote instruction and memorisation, 

are still prevalent in education systems in much of the world, 

including early learning settings.36 

However, play-based teaching and learning has become widely 

regarded as a more effective approach to early childhood 

education as it is more closely aligned with the developmental 

needs of young children. Young children thrive in a learning 

environment that allows them to explore and engage actively 

in hands-on activities, rather than sitting still for long periods 

and following a didactic teaching approach which frequently 

stifles curiosity. 

Play is one of children’s natural modes of expression and it 

allows them to explore, experiment, and discover the world 

around them in a meaningful and enjoyable manner. Much of 

the framing of the central role of play in children’s learning and 

development comes from the extensive theorising of Vygotsky 

and Piaget, where play is recognised as crucial for children's 

cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development.37, 38   

Piaget emphasized the idea that play is a primary vehicle 

for children to actively construct knowledge, develop cognitive 

abilities, and understand the world around them. He identified 

two main types of play: symbolic play, where children engage in 

pretend scenarios that foster imagination and representation; 

and games with rules, which promote social interaction, 

cooperation, and the internalisation of norms. Through play, 

children assimilate new information, adapt their understanding, 

and develop problem-solving skills. Piaget's work highlighted 

play as a vital component of cognitive and social development 

in early childhood.

Vygotsky highlights that play is a vital factor in facilitating 

optimal learning and development in children. Through play, 

children engage in self-directed challenges which maximises 

their learning potential. Play also fosters the development 

of symbolic representation and language skills, which are 

essential for cognitive growth. By actively participating in play, 

children co-construct knowledge, enhance problem-solving 

abilities, and cultivate self-regulation skills, contributing to 

holistic learning and development. Vygotsky’s theory also 

highlights the socio-cultural aspects of learning, which is 

important when bridging the divide between the home and 

early learning environments. 

iii Responsive caregiving = consistently and sensitively meeting a child's needs and cues in a timely manner.
iv Serve-and-return interactions = back-and-forth exchanges between a child and a caregiver that creates an interactive learning environment.

Learning through play takes place when a play activity is 

occurring that engages the characteristics of play that are 

also known to lead to learning. A model proposed by Zosh,35 

summarised five characteristics of learning through play 

where play is meaningful, iterative, socially interactive, actively 

engaging and joyful. This model draws on an extensive review 

of research on the science of learning.36  

Learning through play also promotes children’s agency. 

Agency involves children’s initiation and direction of activities 

but also incorporates an element of power – children have 

permission to engage and direct their own play in a learning 

environment. Agency is crucial in early learning as it empowers 

children to play an active role in their education. By fostering 

autonomy, choice, and decision-making, child agency promotes 

engagement, motivation, and a sense of ownership over learning. 

It cultivates independence, critical thinking, and problem-solving 

skills. However it should be noted that not all play necessarily 

promotes child agency. Practitioners and parents need to be 

mindful of setting up learning through play experiences that 

open up, rather than shut down opportunities for agency. 

Supporting learning through play at home 
As already emphasised, parents and primary caregivers play a 

central role in young children's early learning and development. 

As their child's first and most important teachers, they provide 

the conditions for a nurturing and supportive environment or 

conversely an environment that lacks the key features for learning 

to occur optimally. They play an essential role in promoting 

cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development through 

responsive interactions, meaningful communication and 

stimulating experiences. By engaging in activities such as 

play, shared picture book reading and reciprocal interactions, 

parents contribute to children’s language acquisition, curiosity 

and overall readiness for learning.39 The bond and attachment 

between parents and their young children create a secure base 

for exploration and lay the groundwork for future academic 

success and well-being.40

Consider three scenarios that characterise the caregiver-

child relationship and home environment: 

• Optimal – characterised by love, responsive caregiving,iii 

ample developmentally appropriate opportunities for 

learning, including play and shared attention activities such 

as picture book reading, serve and return interactions,iv and 

a rich home language environment.

• Basic – love, care, other basic needs are met, but responsive 

caregiving, learning opportunities, and parent/caregiver 
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Box 3: Playful Parenting and Early Learning – examples of innovative practice in South Africa
Nicholas Dowdalli with inputs from Hope Worldwide SA, Takalani Sesame & Mikhulu Trust

i  The LEGO Foundation

We know from decades of research that normal, everyday 

parent-child interactions shape a child’s life trajectory. From 

the earliest moments, these engagements start building 

neural pathways, shape social-emotional competencies 

through sensitive and responsive caregiving, and ultimately 

impact on a child’s academic achievement into adolescence 

and beyond. 

However, not all parents appreciate this central role that 

they play as their child’s first teacher, social navigator and 

bedrock of emotional wellbeing. Too often parents assume 

that learning and education only happen in preschool, rather 

than being something that is cultivated first and foremost 

at home. 

Often what is needed is a slight reframing of how parents 

understand the everyday interactions they have with their 

young children to help them recognise how play connects to 

the science of learning. 

A sensitive and joyful parent is a crucial part of early 

learning. Every interaction, no matter how mundane, has a 

learning opportunity embedded within it. Many of the most 

valuable of these interactions occur in the context of play 

including games of hide and seek, singing and dancing, or 

looking at a picture book together. How we reinforce and 

amplify these learning opportunities is crucial. This case 

study highlights three different examples of playful parenting 

interventions from South Africa. While all are unique in their 

approach, they share a common orientation of building on 

what parents inherently know and do, with an emphasis on 

promoting responsive, joyful engagement. 

Caregiver Learning Through Play – Hope Worldwide 
The Caregiver Learning through Play (CLTP) programme 

is delivered through a collaborative effort between four 

National NGOs (HOPE Worldwide SA, Save the Children SA, 

Ntataise and the Early Learning Resource Unit) and is funded 

by the LEGO Foundation. It is a grassroots-level intervention 

based on the understanding that children learn best through 

play and that caregivers have a strong, natural care and 

learning disposition that can be built on. It is designed for 

under-resourced settings, especially where children do not 

have access to formal early learning opportunities.

CLTP directly educates families and caregivers on the 

importance of responsive care and strong caregiver-child 

relationships, and how they can impact on their child’s 

cognitive, social, and emotional development through the 

power of play in the home environment. For example, by:

• Finding opportunities for learning through play during 

everyday house chores, such as sorting laundry (colour 

identification);

• Allowing children to help with preparing meals in a 

positive and fun way (e.g. helping to count and measure 

ingredients whilst singing a song;

• Telling children stories about themselves and their family 

(e.g. why you decided to name them as you did).

To date, the evidence-based curriculum – delivered through 

a four-session, face-to-face, group-based, facilitated 

approach to caregivers and young children (0 – 6 years) – 

has trained over 141,000 caregivers and over 5,000 ECD 

practitioners.

Initial assessments have shown positive results in the 

knowledge, attitudes and practices of caregivers around the 

importance of play. Specifically, there has been an increase 

in knowledge of play and its role in child development, more 

positive attitudes towards play, and an increase in play-

based activities with children. Encouragingly, the programme 

has also shown a reduction in stress and depression levels 

among participating caregivers.

Play to Learn – Sesame Workshop South Africa 
Play to Learn is a five-year, multi-media initiative that aims to 

increase capacity for learning through play among parents 

of ECD-age children, teachers in ECD centres, educational 

leaders, and social workers serving ECD-age children. 

Specifically, it aims to increase the capacity of these key 

figures in young children’s lives to integrate playful learning 

into their everyday interactions in the home, classroom, and 

community centres. 

The initiative is funded by the LEGO Foundation 

and implemented in selected districts across Gauteng, 

Eastern Cape, and Free State. This direct programming 

in communities runs in parallel with broadcasting of the 

Takalani Sesame TV show, which also highlights learning 

through play for young viewers and their families.

The intervention runs a series of 12 weekly workshops 

taking place in different locations across the respective 
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provinces. Play workshops are community events that 

bring together caregivers and children to participate in pre-

designed play activities and discover the benefits of learning 

through play. The workshops aim to support caregivers to 

experience play with their children, to learn about the benefits 

of play and to empower them with quick, easy, achievable 

tips on how to create meaningful play experiences as part of 

everyday life. The play workshops are facilitated by Sesame 

Workshop trained play facilitators.

Key messages include:

• Play helps children learn new words to help them succeed 

at school;

• There is no cost to play, you have everything you need;

• Play teaches sharing, caring, and respecting others.

Take-home materials, specifically textless storybooks, 

supported the increase in time spent by caregivers reading 

and telling stories with their children. WhatsApp groups 

were used as a bridge between facilitators and participants 

to drive and support the continuous implementation of 

playful learning at home.

From 2018 – 2023 the programme had a cumulative 

direct reach of 137,794 children and 5,500 caregivers, while 

the TV show has reached well over 4 million families.

Picture Book-Sharing – Mikhulu Trust 
Mikhulu Trust (MT) is an early childhood development 

organisation that focuses on developing support systems for 

parents of young children. MT supports parents to develop 

nurturing and stimulating relationships with their young 

children by providing them with useful tools to spend quality 

time with their children. “Dialogic book-sharing” is one of these 

tools. Parents attend 4 – 8 sessions with a trained facilitator 

where they learn how to use wordless picture books to have 

engaging interactions with their children from age 10 months 

up to 5 years. Key messages to guide interactions include:

• Follow the interests of the child;

• Point and name what you see in the pictures; 

• Ask lots of questions (what | where | why | how | who); 

• Use the pictures to talk about emotions, intentions and 

perspectives. 

Parents are encouraged to follow children’s interests, ask 

stimulating questions and praise children’s contributions 

during the activity. Through these skills, book-sharing fosters 

reciprocal, fun, interactive and engaging communication 

between parents and their young children. 

The book-sharing programme has been evaluated in 

several randomised controlled trials, two of which took 

place in Khayelitsha, Cape Town. Through these studies, it 

was shown that children’s cognitive and socio-emotional 

development benefitted immensely from this activity. 

Impressively, though, it was also found that parents’ 

behaviours with their children changed – after being 

trained in the book-sharing programme, parents were more 

reciprocal in their engagements and communication, and 

were more responsive and sensitive to their children’s needs. 

Since 2018, MT has trained and supported 35 partner 

organisations across civil society and government to 

incorporate book sharing training into their programming. 

They have trained over 200 librarians, 650 community 

health workers and reached over 35,000 families with the 

programme.

At its core, playful parenting is about helping parents 

have joyful interactions with their children, but in addition 

to having fun, it is important to see changes in both parents’ 

behaviours and children’s outcomes, and book-sharing 

has been shown to positively benefit both of these. A good 

picture book can function as a stimulus for rich discussion 

– the pictures can be interpreted without the instructions 

or restrictions given by a written narrative. Often in shared 

reading, a caregiver and child will construct the story 

together, and then deconstruct it and reconstruct it in a 

different way. There are also no hard and fast rules like 

reading the pages in a specific order, the child is encouraged 

to use their agency and explore their own interests.

knowledge and awareness of child development are lacking 

as they see their role as providing care and not stimulating 

learning. However, there is no ‘neutral’ approach to 

parenting, and not engaging in certain types of interactions 

can have a negative impact on child development. 

• Harmful – exposure to harsh and punitive parenting 

interactions, toxic stress,v violence (physical or verbal abuse), 

v Toxic stress = prolonged and severe adversity that can negatively impact a child's brain development, emotional well-being and overall health.

no stimulation (neglect), and no love. Such environments 

can have seriously adverse impacts on child wellbeing and 

development and are substantially worse than the ‘basic’ 

scenario described above. 

These scenarios should help to frame what we know about 

caregiver-child interactions and home learning environments in 

South Africa at present. 
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Characteristics of home learning environments in South 
Africa
General Household Survey (GHS) data offer nationally 

representative insights into home learning environments. 2018 

was the last time that a set of questions were administered 

to assess the frequency of storytelling, book reading, drawing, 

naming objects, counting, and discussing activities with a child 

within the household. The findings reveal that almost half of 

children younger than four years never engaged in reading 

books (47%) or drawing activities (43%) with a parent or 

caregiver, while approximately a third of children were never 

engaged in storytelling or just talking about things done with 

the child. Taken together, this paints a picture of many young 

children deprived of rich language experiences, which are 

critically important for holistic development, school readiness 

and future academic success.41 It is therefore essential 

that South Africa resumes regular collection of nationally 

representative indicators on the home learning environment 

through existing population-level surveys like the GHS. 

Some recent South African studies have sought to identify 

the links between the home learning environment and holistic 

child development outcomes using tools like the Early Learning 

Outcomes Measure (ELOM).42 The Early Learning Programme 

Outcomes study,43 while not nationally representative, echoed 

many of the concerning findings from the  GHS about a 

lack of learning and play resources in the home and limited 

engagement in cognitive stimulation (shared reading, telling 

stories, singing) between caregivers and children. However, 

on a more positive note, more than 90% of caregivers reported 

playing, naming and counting things regularly with their 

children. This related to child learning outcomes on the ELOM 

as follows: children with greater learning resources (books and 

toys) at home demonstrated significantly higher performance 

on fine motor, cognition and executive function assessments. 

This positive effect stems from the presence of a greater 

number of books and a diverse array of toys, including store-

bought, homemade, and everyday objects repurposed as toys 

(e.g., sticks and pans).43

Most recently, a larger scale study by UNICEF and the 

DBE,44 revealed a mix of encouraging and concerning parenting 

practices. The study focussed on caregiver knowledge, attitudes 

and practices in relation to play-based learning in children 

from birth to 6-years old and included responses from 1,422 

participants across South Africa’s nine provinces. Considering 

the 2021 Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 

results which indicated that only 19% of Grade 4 learners could 

read for meaning in any language,45 a spotlight on shared 

reading practices in the home revealed that 42% of households 

had zero access to books in the home, and while 58% had at 

least some books, only 32% used them regularly with their 

children. Encouragingly, 92% of respondents believed that it 

is important to play with their children, but there was limited 

knowledge about the link between play and optimal early 

learning. Parents and caregivers’ attitudes suggested that they 

largely believe that learning happens at preschool or creche, 

and that teaching is the responsibility of teachers rather than 

parents. Also concerning, was the apparent disappearance 

of playing traditional/indigenous games, with only 29% of 

caregivers reporting playing these games with their children. 

Given the critical importance of early learning experiences 

in the home, greater investment is needed in parenting support 

programmes to provide caregivers and families with the tools, 

knowledge, skills and support they need to create a rich and 

supportive learning environment in the home.

Teaching and learning through play in early learning 
programmes 
In traditional classrooms, teachers often prioritise "known 

answer" or quiz questions.46 But, in group early learning 

programmes it is important to carve out designated time for 

activities such as free play or drawing that allow children 

to exercise agency and encourage them to ask questions. 

Facilitators can help promote individual inquiry and agency 

through play by providing children with choices in both the 

activities they wish to carry out and how they wish to engage 

in the activities. This includes rule creation, and choice about 

who they want to engage with. Evidence from a nationally 

representative study in Columbia showed that these kinds of 

dimensions of process quality (opportunities for child choice, 

creative thinking, learning connected to prior experiences) 

were the strongest predictors of child development across all 

domains.28 

Despite the National Curriculum Framework being anchored 

in a play-based pedagogical approach, the ECD Census12 

demonstrated that minimal time is allocated to free play in early 

learning programmes, with 54% of programmes offering less 

than 30 minutes for free play as part of their daily programme. 

In addition, there was a clear socioeconomic gradient with 

more affluent programmes incorporating more time for free 

play. While research indicates that even relatively short 

amounts of free play per day significantly improved children’s 

self-regulation capacities,47 guidelines and policies often 

encourage up to 2 – 3 hours of indoor free play,48 depending 

on the length of the school day. Similarly, findings from the 

ECD Census suggested that practitioners tend to privilege their 

own agency or autonomy as a teacher over the agency of the 
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children in their care. This included items relating to children’s 

choice of play and learning activities, and their ability to explore 

subject matter and answer questions themselves rather than 

being given the answers by practitioners. This pattern was 

consistent across all income groups. Some recent analyses 

from South Africa speak to the importance of practitioners 

providing opportunities for child choice and agency in their 

own learning. The positive deviance study by Data Drive 2030 

found that teaching strategies (including allowing children 

to choose materials for engagement, levels of practitioner 

engagement during play, child participation, and use of open-

ended questions to create opportunities for autonomy) were 

associated with high performance on ELOM assessments.49 

Similarly, the Deep Dive Study found that practitioner support 

for child agency was associated with a higher likelihood of 

children being on-track for early learning based on composite 

ELOM scores.20 Finally, an analysis of the Thrive by Five 

data showed that the use of open ended play materials and 

teaching strategies that included free choice were associated 

with higher child executive function scores.50   

Enablers of quality early learning programmes
There is growing evidence of how teacher-child interactions 

that enable learning in the playroom are affected by conditions 

at the early learning programme as a whole. Good management 

has been shown to affect programme quality in South 

African quality studies.15, 66 Good leadership leads to financial 

sustainability that enables more secure working conditions and 

a resourced environment, oversight of the learning programme 

and motivated staff.67-72 Training and education of teachers 

affects the quality of services and child outcomes primarily 

through the knowledge, skills and competencies that they 

can employ to guide children’s learning. The main importance 

of staff lies in their effect on the process and content quality 

of early education (their ability to convey the curriculum).73 

Practitioners need to organise the programme and apply 

activities and strategies to facilitate the desired outcomes. A 

well-trained, motivated, and supported workforce is therefore 

key to quality implementation of the learning programme as 

this depends directly on practitioner knowledge, attitudes, 

and skills.74, 75  This requires initial training76 and continuing 

professional development (CPD) of which infield support and 

monitoring is a critical component76. 

As noted, the home learning and care environment has a 

significant impact on child development both as the first source 

of early learning support for children and to complement more 

structured early learning programmes. Good quality early 

learning programmes actively engage with parents/caregivers, 

• Executive functioning (EF) capacities underpin success 

in school51 but are insufficient without exposure to 

academic content and skills to foster preacademic skills.52 

EF includes: holding information or instructions in mind 

during playroom activities; focusing on task-relevant 

stimuli during problem solving tasks and resisting internal 

or external distractions; and the cognitive flexibility to 

adapt and think about things in a variety of different 

ways.   

• Early mathematics skills (such as counting, number 

knowledge, estimation, and measurement) are 

the strongest predictors of later overall academic 

achievement.53-55  

• Emergent early childhood literacy skills are strong 

predictors of later literacy achievement and include: a 

large vocabulary; being capable of explanatory talk; 

demonstrating some letter identification before age 

five; understanding narrative and story; understanding 

writing functions; knowing nursery rhymes; and 

demonstrating phonological awareness.56, 57 Vocabulary 

and oral language strongly predict later reading 

comprehension.58-60

• Social and emotional competence and self-regulation are 

important for school readiness and social success.61-63 

These include: self-awareness; self-management; social 

awareness; relationship skills; and responsible decision-

making.64 Prosocial behaviours enable positive peer and 

teacher relationships (e.g. helping, sharing, taking turns) 

and self-regulation skills support the inhibitory control of 

aggression.61, 65

The Thrive by Five study5 found that 41% of 4 – 5-year-olds 

in South Africa were on track for cognitive and executive 

functioning, 55% for language and literacy skills, and 34% 

for numeracy and mathematics. There is a notable socio-

economic gradient in learning outcomes, with a greater 

proportion of children from higher-income quintiles being 

on-track for learning outcomes. Children fared better on 

social and emotional functioning with 82% on track for 

social relations and 77% emotionally ready for school.

Box 4: What child capabilities are strongly associated with readiness for school?
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support their educational role, and advise on good health and 

nutrition practices. They also facilitate and link parents and 

caregivers to additional services that are of benefit to the child, 

such as social grants, developmental screening and health 

care. Figure 13 represents the pathways through which these 

factors influence child outcomes.

A supportive ecosystem  
In addition, there is strong evidence that the broader 

supportive ecosystem can enhance the quality of early learning 

programmes. The DBE Deep Dive Study20 and DataDrive 

2030 Positive Deviancevi Initiative49 investigated enablers of 

better quality programmes and outcomes, seeking levers for 

improvement.  Both studies have identified key characteristics 

and practices of successful programmes and highlighted the 

importance of a supportive ecosystem including:

• Warm relationships between practitioners and children; 

• Learning programmes allowing for free and structured play, 

as well as independent problem solving and adaptation to 

individual needs;

• Local and indigenous content integrated into the programme 

to support home to school transition and diversity;

vi Positive deviance refers to children who showed exceptional development compared to their peers, despite similar circumstances.

• A strong focus on continuing professional development 

through internal support and mentoring;

• Teaching staff and principals planning together;

• Access to external workshops and courses when available;

• High performing sites engage parents and share information 

on learning activities;

• Strong leadership and teamwork, good administration and 

community linkages for external support including NGOs, 

government, business and ECD forums.

An inclusive approach 
How early learning programmes adapt to – and accommodate 

– diverse needs is a critical aspect of quality programming.  An 

inclusive approach when “all children are actively welcomed and 

supported so that they can optimally participate and benefit 

from early learning and development opportunities… to enable 

them to participate on an equal level with others”2 is a significant 

and widely used indicator of quality programming.77 While 

inclusion is most often associated with children with disabilities 

and developmental delays, it also covers the child’s financial, 

social, and household circumstances, language, culture, and 

gender barriers to equal participation in early learning services.78 

Figure 13: Predictors of group learning programmes associated with child learning outcomes 
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An inclusive approach requires programming that is sensitive to 

diversity and that pays attention to individual children’s needs 

rather than teaching to the level of the group.20 Children with 

disabilities and developmental delays require early identification 

and intervention and may require individualised support. 

However, very few children with disabilities are enrolled in early 

learning programmes or receive an appropriate educational 

intervention.  While many providers report that they accept 

children with mild to moderate disabilities,  knowledge of how to 

identify disability and adequate programme support for children 

who are enrolled is lacking, and parents are often reluctant to 

enrol their children.20, 72, 79 This is despite the fact that children 

with disabilities are a priority target group for ECD services 

specified in the NIECD Policy and the Children’s Act 38 of 2005 

and their enrolment in early learning services is an annual 

performance indicator. The Deep Dive study20 has found that 

identification and referral of children with developmental delay 

and disability are limited. Study respondents stressed the need 

for DBE inclusion teams to take on a supportive and resourcing 

role to enable early learning providers to provide adequate 

identification and support.20 Other aspects of inclusive practice 

involve programming that is gender responsive and supportive 

of different languages. DBE has developed a guide and training 

to gender responsive programming.80 The extent of the language 

challenge was indicated in 2021 when 58.8% of early learning 

programmes used a language of learning and teaching the 

same as children’s home language and a third have different 

home languages in the classroom.80 Limited guidance on how to 

manage multilingual environments where English is the lingua 

franca makes it difficult to implement additive multilingualism, 

and parents often demand English language instruction as they 

believe it will advantage their children. 

What can be done to enhance the quality of 
learning?
A range of interventions are needed to enhance the quality 

of learning at home and in more structured early learning 

programmes. This includes the professionalisation of early 

learning practitioners, strengthening quality assurance and 

support systems, and the central role of resource and training 

organisations and technology to scale up support for early 

learning.

Supporting professionalisation
The capacity of the teaching workforce is the most critical 

element in the delivery of quality early learning programmes and 

improving teacher competencies is an urgent priority. In 2017 the 

Department of Higher Education and Training finalised policy on 

requirements for the development of higher qualifications in early 

childhood care and education.81 Since the shift in ECD function 

from DSD to DBE in April 2022, the DBE has shown an interest in 

professionalising the ECD workforce. The South African Council 

for Educators (SACE) has in place a set of teaching standards, 

and a system of CPD credit requirements which can contribute 

to the upskilling and continuing improvement of the workforce. 

However, SACE guidelines for professional teaching standards 

do not include the birth-to-four age group.  As part of their 

Learning through Play initiative, the VVOB supported by DBE 

and the LEGO Foundation has commissioned a consortium 

known as the Funda Udlale Nathi (FUN) ECD professional 

standards team82 to support the professionalisation of early 

learning practitioners by developing:

• ECD specific professional teaching standards;

• a suggested professional pathway for early learning 

practitioners; and

• recommended guidelines for providers on the development 

of early learning training programmes.83

The Occupational / Technical, Vocation, Education and Training 

qualification sub-frameworks need to align and articulate with 

professional qualifications frameworks in order to provide an 

accessible and inclusive professional learning pathway. The 

FUN ECD Professional Standards team has therefore adopted 

a systemic approach to professional development for educators 

of young children from birth to nine years old from preservice 

training to CPD, with a continuum of qualifications and different 

entry and exit points that will enable access and support 

progression along a professional learning pathway. The team 

will also evaluate and align SACE guidelines for providers to 

support flexible, quality provision.

Another promising training initiative is the development of 

the Higher Occupational Certificate: Early Child Development 

Centre Manager (National Qualification Framework Level 5). 

Once registered this should help principals with the leadership 

and management skills required to create an enabling 

environment for quality learning and teaching.

Quality Assurance and Support System
The NIECD Policy recognises that registration of ECD centres 

is not a sufficient condition to guarantee the quality of 

early learning programmes and therefore requires a quality 

assurance system to drive good child outcomes. This requires 

the development of an ECD quality control and improvement 

system including registration support, training, coaching and 

mentoring, monitoring, oversight and quality assurance for 

early learning programmes. The DBE, in partnership with Ilifa 
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Labantwana, has developed and consulted on a draft Quality 

Assurance and Support System (QASS), which is aligned 

with existing policy and practices, and draws on local and 

international quality assurance and support systems.84 This 

includes draft indicators for group programmes (playgroups, 

ECD centres etc) at three levels (beginning, establishing, 

and good) and across six domains: learning programme, 

management and leadership, parent and community 

involvement, nutrition, health and safety, inclusiveness and 

staffing. These were based on extensive research and sector 

consultation. Key principles for the assessment process include 

self-evaluation by programme staff and a developmental 

approach rather than one which penalises non-compliance. 

The QASS proposes that government focus its resources 

on supporting early learning programmes not meeting the 

minimum level of quality provided that they meet conditional 

partial care registration requirements (bronze level). Further 

development of the system will be undertaken through a long-

term testing process. Once established QASS will not only 

encourage early learning programmes to improve their quality, 

Case 6: Mazi Umntanakho – A digital tool to support social emotional development and mental health
 Catherine E Draper

Young children in South Africa face numerous threats to 

their mental health, both in their home and community 

environments, and social emotional development remains 

a relatively unaddressed component of early childhood 

development. It is essential that investments into these 

aspects of children’s well-being start as early as possible. 

Yet there is a serious lack of accessible services for children 

with developmental challenges. In this context, digital 

platforms have the potential to reach and support children 

in vulnerable settings. 

The Mazi Umntanakho (Know your child) project aimed to 

respond to these challenges and brought together a multi-

disciplinary team of local and technical experts from the 

University of the Witwatersrand, the University of California 

in Irvine and Riverside, and Chapman University in California 

to work in partnership with community-based organisations 

in the Western Cape and KwaZulu-Natal.

Together they designed and piloted a digital tool to help 

community-based workers assess the social emotional 

development and mental health of young children in 

vulnerable South African settings and to provide feedback 

and contextually relevant resources for caregivers of young 

children. 

The Mazi Umntanakho tool is a WhatsApp chatbot. It 

is currently available in in English, isiXhosa, isiZulu, and 

Afrikaans, with plans to make it available in Sepedi, Sesotho, 

Setswana, Tshivenda, and Xitsonga. The chatbot guides a 

community-based worker through two sets of questions. 

Firstly, the child’s caregiver is asked about the child’s mental 

health, using adapted questions from the Strengths and 

Difficulties questionnaire. Secondly, questions from the social 

emotional subsection of the International Development and 

Early Learning Assessment are asked of the child. Feedback 

on the assessment results and some additional information 

are then provided in the chatbot, using a simple traffic light 

system: green for no concerns, orange for some concerns, 

and red for many concerns. Caregivers can then choose to 

receive resources on self-awareness, emotions, social skills, 

difficult behaviour, and healthy habits and routines. These 

resources are available in a variety of formats including 

pamphlets, infographics, videos, and voice notes, and 

caregivers can choose to receive as many resources as they 

would like. 

Electronic versions of all resources are available on 

request to catherine.draper@wits.ac.za 

mailto:catherine.draper@wits.ac.za
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it will also enable parents to identify and choose a quality early 

learning programme. 

Use of resource and training organisations for training 
and enrichment of parents, practitioners and programmes  
Quality assessment will help identify clear areas for 

improvement and based on this, specific resources for training 

and support of the ECD programme should be recommended. 

Local ECD resource and training organisations (RTOs) are well 

placed to provide this kind of support as provincial departments 

lack expertise and human resource capacity. A recent survey 

of 79 RTOs85 found that the that the majority of providers 

are focusing on curriculum-related issues (including play and 

literacy), management and parenting support. These are key 

domains identified in the draft QASS framework. 

An effective model for using local RTOs to provide support 

has been in effect in the Western Cape where they have been 

engaged as service providers to support the registration of 

ECD programmes and services. Similarly, NGOs are providing 

parenting programming in all provinces at varying degrees 

Case 7:  Finding Thabo – for Cognition, Executive Functioning, Maths and Literacy
Andrew Rudgei

i  The Reach Trust

Finding Thabo is an innovative stimulation game for 

young children, utilising a mix of physical pictures and 

technology.  The programme places the child at the centre 

of the intervention, but interestingly the child does not use 

the technology.  Instead the child engages with a physical 

picture, similar to a “Where’s Wally?” book, while the 

caregiver (parent or teacher) receives prompts and ideas 

via WhatsApp.  This is an intentional design, seeking to 

improve responsive caregiving, by including the adult and 

empowering them to engage more effectively with the 

child.  The result is a play-based game that provides direct 

stimulation of the child while encouraging behaviour change 

in the adult. 

The programme was developed by The Reach Trust (a 

technology for good organisation) with input from Dr Ingrid 

Alhert and her team of occupational, and speech and 

language therapists at The Learning Initiative.  The activities 

cover all the early learning development areas but place a 

special emphasis on developing executive function, literacy 

and mathematical skills. 

Dr Alhert and her team have specifically focussed on typical 

learning difficulties that have been identified in studies such 

as the Thrive by Five report.

There are ten pictures in the series, each building on the 

previous picture using a scaffolding process.  The core idea 

is to ensure that children receive high quality, play-based 

stimulation even in low resource settings.

Through a partnership with a leading local retailer, the 

pictures have been distributed to more than 100,000 children 

over the past three years.  Over 3,000 ECD practitioners have 

been trained to use Finding Thabo in the classroom and in 

June 2023 a new app was launched to help practitioners to 

assess children using the Finding Thabo game.  
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of scale. We know that there are at least 97 organisations 

carrying out this essential work, but this effort would benefit 

substantially from some kind of central coordinating mechanism 

and agenda driven by government.19 The mandate for parent 

support does not currently sit squarely with any single line 

department, but it is crucial that a department, possibly the 

DBE in light of the function shift, take ownership of leading, 

coordinating and advocating for the importance of parenting 

support programmes and early learning in the home. 

Using technology to scale up support
Digital resources have potential to support the scale up 

training for quality improvement and support. There are a wide 

range of digital products from online training programmes to 

daily activity ideas. The COVID-19 pandemic pushed many 

organisations that had previously conducted programming in-

person to pivot to digital or hybrid approaches. These include 

a number of digital support platforms and appsvii that quality 

support workers could deploy. For example, PlaySA is a free 

vii Such as ECD Link, the Grow App, ECDMobi, ECD Connect, the Global Parenting Initiative suite of tools (ParentApp, ParentText, ParentChat), the True North 
Pre-School Registration Colour Guide App, the Ulwazi App, and the Impande WhatsApp Bot.

and zero-rated platform developed by Cotlands with the LEGO 

Foundation, UNICEF and DBE. It has been available since 

2017. The courses are designed for anyone who implements 

programmes for babies and young children in South Africa (e.g. 

practitioners, teachers, childminders, day mothers, playgroup 

facilitators). PlaySA reports that they have trained over 289,000 

educators across South Africa on play-based learning, 44% of 

whom are early learning practitioners.21 The course sessions 

include videos, images, reading, tasks, evaluation and reflection 

activities and are registered with SACE. Other innovative 

examples of digital support for parents and practitioners 

include Care up, Finding Thabo and Mazi Umntanakho (cases 

6 – 8).

There are, however, challenges with using digital resources. 

Most households do not have access to computers with 

which to access online content. While 89.4% of households 

exclusively use cellular phones6 and smartphone use is 

increasing, costs of data remain amongst the highest in the 

world. So, it is important to either have the service zero-rated 

Case 8: Careup – Supporting Foundational Literacy 
Andrew Rudgei     

i The Reach Trust

CareUp is a free parent focused application, designed to 

help lay literacy foundations in 3 – 5-year-olds.  The app 

was developed with funding from Innovation Edge and the 

Western Cape Department of Social Development, and 

incorporates content from partner organisations including 

WordWorks, The Learning Initiative, Nal’ibali and Bookdash.  

One of the key design principles was to ensure that the 

content is accessible to caregivers with low literacy (by 

using audio and images to minimise the amount of reading 

required) and in multiple languages (Afrikaans, English, 

isiXhosa and isiZulu).  The user can simply toggle between 

languages, by pressing the world button. 

Another key factor was cost of access.  Once downloaded, 

the app runs completely offline, meaning that there is no cost 

to the user, and Wi-Fi hotspots were created at the parent 

workshops to enable them to download the app for free. 

The CareUp app was independently evaluated and 

showed promising results in terms of engagement and 

retention.  An unexpected finding was that ECD practitioners 

who used the app showed improved teaching practice. A 

website version is also available at https://careup.mobi/. 

The website does require data to access, but is zero rated 

by the major cellphone networks. Since launch in 2016 the 

CareUp service (both app and website) has been accessed 

by more than 15,000 parents. 

https://careup.mobi/
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by the network providers, or to create applications that can run 

in offline mode. While the number of smartphones is increasing 

most tend to be low spec, with low processing power and small 

amounts of storage available. This presents a problem when 

trying to encourage the downloading of applications. Reaching 

people through apps like WhatsApp or Facebook is often more 

effective. More serious challenges are that targeted users may 

not see early education as important or find it difficult to put key 

messages and activities into practice. Take up of digital apps 

remains low.86  

Conclusion 
While the availability of early learning and parenting 

programmes has greatly increased in the last decade, 

accessibility for low-income children and those with disabilities 

remains a challenge requiring greater subsidisation and 

programme support for these priority beneficiaries. The primary 

challenge is to improve the acceptability or quality of early 

learning. This would entail strengthening both practitioner and 

parent understandings of learning through play, being more 

responsive to local contexts and the aspirations of parents, and 

providing access to appropriate training, support and teaching 

and learning resources. It is also clear that improving quality 

requires a multifaceted approach including strengthening the 

broader ecosystem of support for early learning programmes. 

Adaptability can be enhanced by focusing on new technologies, 

flexible systems of professional support and greater awareness 

of and sensitivity to children, parents’ and caregivers’ diverse 

needs in order to provide an inclusive early learning system. But 

this will require knowledge generation, evidence-based testing 

of new approaches, and resourcing. 

Child learning outcomes are influenced by multiple factors 

in the home, community and early learning programmes, and 

to improve them will require a multipronged and coordinated 

response. Addressing the systemic changes will take time but 

recent South African studies20, 49 suggest some key levers for 

improvement and there are promising innovations and planned 

initiatives which build on this foundation including: 

• A greater focus on including and supporting parents in 

their role as primary caregivers and first teachers and in 

accessing support for this role; 

• Professional support for teaching staff with particular focus 

on play, interactions and inclusion;

• Training/support for managers of early learning programmes

• Plans for a developmental and incentivising QASS;  

• Continuing support to enable compliance of early learning 

programmes including essential financial support to ensure 

sustainability and workforce retention;

• Regular collection of data to track progress – at child, 

household, community and programme level. 
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