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OVERVIEW OF THE LESSONS LEARNED FROM THE IMPLEMENTATION OF NATIONAL INTEGRATED PLAN FOR EARLY CHILDHOOD DEVELOPMENT IN SOUTH AFRICA 2005-2010 IN THE BASIC EDUCATION SECTOR
1. INTRODUCTION 
The South African early childhood development (ECD) policy environment (governed by the White Paper 5 on Early Childhood Development, the Children’s Act, and the National Integrated Plan for Early Childhood Development in South Africa 2005-2010) is aimed at expanding services that promote and support the development of young children. The main vehicle for the realisation of these aspirations has been the National Integrated Plan for Early Childhood Development in South Africa, 2005-2010 since 2005.
 This plan is currently being revised. 
This paper presents an overview of the lessons learned from the implementation of the National Integrated Plan for Early Childhood Development in South Africa (2005-2010), with a special focus to the basic education sector. The paper is aimed to providing support for Parliament in fulfilling their oversight mandate. 
2. OVERVIEW OF THE NATIONAL INTEGRATED PLAN FOR EARLY CHILDHOOD DEVELOPMENT IN SOUTH AFRICA
2.1 Definition and purpose
The key aim of the integrated plan is to create synergy and coordination to government programmes undertaken by various departments in the area of ECD.
 The plan deals with children’s health, nutrition, support, and stimulation at ECD centres as well as by primary caregivers in home and community settings. Vulnerable young children are the priority target.
In South Africa, ECD refers to “a comprehensive approach to policies and programmes for children from birth to 9 years of age, with the active participation of their parents and caregivers. Its purpose is to protect the child’s rights to develop his or her full cognitive, emotional, social and physical potential”.
 However, the focus of the National Integrated Plan for ECD is on the birth to four age cohort.
 The emphasis of the plan is on the articulation of government’s intentions to ensure that a viable integrated system and mechanisms of service delivery to young children, the vulnerable in particular, is created and implemented at national, provincial and municipality levels. As such, the vision of the plan is to create an environment and opportunities where all children have access to a basket of safe, accessible, high quality ECD programmes that include a developmentally appropriate curriculum, knowledgeable and well-trained staff and educators, comprehensive services that support their health, nutrition, and social wellbeing in an environment that respects and supports diversity.
 
2.2 Features of the plan

The plan outlines specific goals for the achievement of the vision, which include, inter alia, ensuring the following:

· Vulnerable children: Vulnerable children should be identified and their state of vulnerability be clearly specified and contextualised in the integrated services being offered. Vulnerable children are defined as follows within the context of this plan:

· orphaned children;

· children with physical disabilities and incurable diseases;

· children affected and infected by HIV and AIDS;

· children from dysfunctional families;

· children in homes headed by other children; and

· children from poor households and communities. 

· ECD practitioners: ECD practitioners should be supported as professionals with a career path, ongoing professional development opportunities, and compensation that will attract and retain high quality educators.
· Families: All families should recognised as first and main providers of early childhood care and stimulation, and have access to ECD programmes that are affordable and of high quality, and should be welcomed as active participants in the education and wellbeing of their children through family involvement in programmes, as well as opportunities to increase their educational attainment. 
· Communities: All communities are accountable for the quality of early childhood programmes offered to all children, backed by the local, provincial and national funding needed to deliver quality programmes and services. 
The following principles for the achievement of the goals at the national, provincial and local levels should guide government policies and decisions:
 
· Excellence: The design, funding, and implementation of systems necessary to support best practices in early childhood programmes must be made available. 
· Access: All families must have the opportunity to participate in ECD programmes that are not compromised by prohibitive financial costs or targeted eligibility requirements. In addition, no children must be excluded, regardless of aptitudes, abilities, disabilities or geographic location. There must no barriers for children to attend high-quality programmes.
· Equity: Opportunities for all children, regardless of family status, income, disability, gender, national origin, ethnicity, religion, or race to attend high quality programmes, with an emphasis on targeting funding to ensure that those families with the fewest resources must be served.
· Diversity: Flexibility in the ways in which programmes must be provided and services must be tailored to the needs of families and children. There must e responsive and supportive programmes that recognise and respect the whole child and family, their cultural backgrounds, and the community’s culture.
· Accountability: There must be clearly defined standards for programme quality and personnel, with input from early childhood practitioners, families and communities, with ongoing planning and evaluation processes, to ensure positive educational, health and social outcomes for children.
· Community-driven provision: Communities are central to ECD provision.
2.3 Basic Education: shared roles and responsibilities 
The plan requires an intersectoral and intergovernmental system and mechanism for it to be achieved.
 However, the plan provides a matrix of roles and responsibilities for each stakeholder are provided. For instance, the Department of Basic Education (DBE) shares the following roles and responsibilities with other stakeholders (indicated in brackets) in terms of the Plan:

· Prevention, treatment, care and support for children suffering with childhood illnesses including HIV and AIDS, communicable and non-communicable chronic conditions [Department of Health (DoH), Department of Social Development (DSD), non-governmental organisations (NGOs)];

· Set up interdepartmental systems for management of childhood illnesses (DoH, DSD, NGOs);

· Increase immunisation coverage in all provinces in order to decrease the morbidity and mortality rates (DoH, DSD);

· Ensure that all children have access to a daily balanced nutrition [DoH, Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (DAFF) and DSD];
· Ensure that all children are cared for and protected [DSD, DoH, Department of Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs (DCGTA) and related organisations];

· Expand and strengthen programmes for children and their families ensuring that all children aged 0-4 years have access to quality ECD [DSD, NGOs and community based organisations (CBOs)];

· Ensure development of social and emotional skills (DSD, DoH, DPLG, and related organisations);

· Utilise skills, capacities and resources of the ECD non-profit sector in delivering ECD services and programmes (DSD and NGOs);

· Conduct a national audit of existing ECD services for children from birth to 4 years of age. Review, monitor and evaluate current policies and regulations. Identify areas to be revised. Update, amend policies to address the integrated needs of children (DSD, DoH and all relevant departments and organisations); and
· Commission and report research (DSD, DoH).
The National Integrated Plan for ECD in South Africa forms part of other existing public programmes, namely, free healthcare for children under the age of five, and for pregnant and lactating women; social assistance in the form of a child support grant; poverty-targeted per-child subsidies in non-profit community-based ECD centres for children under school-going age.
 
3. SOME LESSONS LEARNED FROM THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE NATIONAL INTEGRATED PLAN FOR ECD IN SOUTH AFRICA
The DBE is set to universalise access to Grade R by 2014.
 However, it has been recognised that Grade R alone is insufficient to provide a strong enough platform for children and those living in poverty.
 However, lessons from implementation have reminded that the provision of  ECD services to children younger than five years requires a multi-sectoral approach.
 It is not a mandate that could executed through silo approaches; it requires coordinated, integrated approaches.
The Plan has taken the understanding of ECD a little further in that it “moves from the limited view of ECD services as being crèches and preschools and encompasses sites of care including homes, formal ECD centres, community childcare settings, informal ECD settings, prisons, child and youth care centres, and places of safety. These have been categorised as home, community and formal ECD services ...”.
     
Although massive progress has been made in the provision of ECD services, particularly for children five years of age, there has been challenges and areas of concern with regards to the implementation of the plan, with a specific focus on children younger than five years.
 The following outlines some of the areas that require attention:

· ECD services for children under 5 years: ECD centres serving children under 5 years are rarely provided for by government; they are usually private or run on a non-profit basis by community groups or non-governmental organisations (NGOs). Those which receive a subsidy, receive it from the Department of Social Development (DSD). These centres need to register with the DSD before they could be considered for qualification for a subsidy. 
· Career-pathing for practitioners: The norms and standards for registration of centres requires that practitioners should have basic qualifications. However, there is a huge backlog with regards to this area. 
· Infrastructure: Poor infrastructure makes it impossible for some centres to meet minimum requirements. 
· Lack of reliable data: There is an acute lack of data on the numbers of children enrolled, the state of infrastructure, and levels of staff qualifications. 
· Provisioning and funding norms: There are no provisioning and funding norms for community and home-based programmes and regulations under the Children’s Act do not adequately cover them. 
· Role of local authorities: International experience reveals that integration of service provision happens more effectively at local level. However, there is very limited coordination in most municipalities in South Africa. This is often worsened by the lack of legislative clarity on the role of municipalities with regards to early childhood services other than environmental health and safety. 
· Funding of ECD services: The funding of ECD services is left to the discretion of provinces, which often results in the danger of competing priorities.
· ECD services for children with disabilities: Despite the fact that Education White Paper 6 (on inclusive education) was passed in 2001,
 this does not seem to have access to ECD services for children with disabilities. 
4. IMPLICATIONS FOR PARLIAMENT
· South Africa has progressively committed itself to protect and promote the development of young children. To deliver effectively on this responsibility requires policy and legislation to ensure that ECD services are adequately provided and funded, including at the municipal level. 

· The revised National Integrated Plan for ECD needs to spell out the obligations of government role players and civil society in realising a comprehensive ECD package, and ensure that a mechanism to foster integration is established. This will assist in delivering a comprehensive package capable of addressing, for instance, issues relating to infrastructure development.  
· A human resource development strategy to improve staff qualifications, pay practitioners working in early learning and care centres and programmes, and retain ECD practitioners. Anecdotal evidence reveals that the system has been to slow to absorb experienced practitioners who already have a teaching qualification (i.e. M+3 qualification). These teachers have been appointed to posts other than in ECD, with all the ECD experience that they have accumulated over the years. The development of the strategy should include an audit of existing practitioner qualifications and resourcing for initial training and upgrading. In addition, ECD needs to be professionalised in order to enable practitioners to register through appropriately with the South African Council for Educators (SACE). 
· Education White Paper 6 on inclusive education underlines the significance of early intervention.
 This suggests that the education of children with disabilities, including children experiencing other barriers to learning and development as outlined in Education White Paper 6, should be mainstreamed in the provision of ECD services. This will assist in ensuring that disabilities are identified timeously and children and families are referred for appropriate assistance. 
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