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TOWARDS EFFECTIVE ECD: EVIDENCE 
FROM THE SOBAMBISANA INITIATIVE
Ilifa Labantwana is a national initiative aimed at promoting Early Childhood Development in South 
Africa. Among other things, it seeks to design and test integrated and affordable models of ECD which 
could be taken to scale, thus ensuring that all children in South Africa have access to the services 
they need to realise their full potential. In 2008, Ilifa commissioned five non-profit organisations 
working in ECD in different settings in four provinces to test various models of community-based 
ECD. This resulted in a four-year programme known as the Sobambisana (‘Togetherness’) Initiative. 

The interventions were intensively monitored and evaluated. The results have been recorded in a 
series of reports, and summarised in five Learning Briefs. This, the first Learning Brief, summarises 
the general findings of the Sobambisana evaluation, general lessons learnt from the Initiative, and 
its broader implications. The other four – Building Local Evidence, Group Learning Programmes, 
Home-Visiting for Households with Children not in Formal Education, and Group Programmes for 
Parenting Education – summarise the more specific findings about and lessons learnt from the vari-
ous interventions under the Initiative.

About this Learning Brief
The Sobambisana Initiative comprised five kinds of inter-
vention: home visits to caregivers and children; com-
munity playgroups with parent education components; 
community playgroups without parent education compo-
nents; centre- and school-based interventions; and advo-
cacy for improved and integrated services for children 
among regional and local government officials and civil 

society organisations. The findings of the Sobambisana 
evaluation in respect of the various types of interventions 
are summarised in Table 1. 

This is followed by a summary of general lessons learnt 
from the evaluation, and a general conclusion drawing out 
the broader implications of the Sobambisana Initiative. 

Table 1: Summary of the Sobambisana findings

HOME-BASED PROGRAMMES (VISITING) PROGRAMMES 
ASSESSED RATING

Reach Vulnerable children and caregivers were reached by all three 
partners

3

Access to social grants and 
services for children

Access increased significantly in Lusikisiki where a strong 
holistic community development approach was used

3

Safety and hygiene in the 
home

Where this was low at baseline, programmes improved safety 
and hygiene in the home

3

Knowledge of early 
development and improved 
stimulation of young 
children

Findings are variable. Programmes of longer duration with 
good oversight improved parenting and early stimulation in 
the home

3

Caregiver coping Significant improvements were achieved in caregiver coping 
over time

1

Child cognitive, numeracy, 
and language development 
and readiness to learn

Home visiting could not be shown to have an impact on these 
outcomes

1

Home visiting could not be shown to have an impact on Grade 
R outcomes

3
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COMMUNITY PLAYGROUPS WITH PARENT EDUCATION COMPONENTS PROGRAMMES 
ASSESSED RATING

Improved safety and 
hygiene in the home

Significant positive change was achieved
1

Knowledge of early 
development and improved 
stimulation of young 
children

Significant positive change was achieved

1

Access to social grants and 
services for children

Access improved when  a holistic community development 
approach was adopted

2

Child cognitive, numeracy, 
and language development 
and readiness to learn

Children with high rates of participation showed significant 
improvements in cognitive and language development

2

Playgroup programmes which were strongly aligned to 
schooling achieved promising impacts on cognition and 
school readiness in Grade R

2

COMMUNITY PLAYGROUPS WITHOUT PARENT EDUCATION COMPONENTS PROGRAMMES 
ASSESSED RATING

Child cognitive, numeracy, 
and language development 
and readiness to learn

Impact data for Grade R is available. No impact was evident
1

CENTRE- AND SCHOOL-BASED INTERVENTIONS TO IMPROVE QUALITY PROGRAMMES 
ASSESSED RATING

ECD site and classroom 
quality

Regardless of the type of intervention, classroom quality 
improved in almost all cases, sometimes substantially

5

Impact of teacher training 
and enrichment on children 
in Grade R

Children taught by ECD teachers trained by partner 
organisations achieved better scores on all outcome measures 
than those who had not been exposed to an ECD programme, 
or had been exposed to a home visiting or playgroup 
programme. Levels of academic readiness and cognitive, 
numeracy, and language development were significantly 
higher than among children who had not benefited from any 
interventions. No significant improvements were recorded in 
respect of vocabulary or resilience.

5

ADVOCACY OF IMPROVED AND INTEGRATED SERVICES TO CHILDREN
(Engagement with government, NGOs and community members to facilitate integration and 
access to services)

PROGRAMMES 
ASSESSED RATING

Access to social grants and 
integration of services for 
children

Advocacy was most successful when efforts were sustained, 
had a clear purpose, and when government officials and 
community members came together at meetings to discuss 
what needed to be done to improve access to services for 
children

4
Community awareness of 
the rights and needs of 
young children

KEY

Consistent statistically significant effects

Variable findings: some significant effects, some no effects

No effect



4 Ilifa Labantwana

Learning Brief No. 2

Lessons from the Sobambisana Initiative

1. Programmes need to be adapted to local contexts.
Local conditions and circumstances have a major 
impact on the efficacy of various kinds of interven-
tions, and need to be adapted accordingly. Factors 
such as working in remote and underserviced areas, 
delivering programmes at a distance, and training 
and supervising local staff all need to be considered. 

2. Children’s growth status and pre-existing levels of 
cognitive development have a significant impact 
on the outcomes of ECD interventions.
High levels of stunting were recorded at all pro-
gramme sites. Moreover, levels of cognitive devel-
opment were below the norm for age. Both factors 
significantly reduce the chances of community-
based ECD interventions improving cognitive and 
language development. Put differently, stunting as 
a result of malnutrition has a major impact on chil-
dren’s development and life chances, and has to be 
addressed if efforts to improve ECD are to succeed. 

3. The vulnerability of caregivers and households 
has  significant implications for the efficacy of 
ECD interventions.
Caregiver wellbeing and health, education levels, 
cultural factors, and household resources were not 
assessed. However, observations suggest that these 
factors significantly moderated the effects of the 
interventions. Put differently, it is more difficult to 
improve ECD by vulnerable caregivers, or in vulner-
able households. This reinforces the conclusion that 
ECD cannot be addressed in isolation, and that the 
socioe-conomic status of caregivers and households 
needs to be addressed if efforts to improve ECD are 
to succeed. 

4. Playgroup programmes can be effective, but need to 
conform to several requirements if they are to suc-
ceed.
If playgroup programmes are to make a difference, 
they need to be of high quality, and focus on school 
readiness. They need to be sustained and children 
need to attend regularly. Besides ECD, playgroups 
can be a vehicle for facilitating access to health, 
nutrition and social services.

5. Home visiting programmes are very effective vehicles 
for reaching vulnerable households and facilitating 
access to social and other services for children.
These programmes improve caregiver well-being, 
safety and hygiene in the home, and increase sen-
sitivity to and stimulation of young children. In 
addition, the employment of local home visitors 
facilitates community acceptance and helps build 
social solidarity among vulnerable families, includ-
ing those who are not enrolled in the programme. 
The success of this approach suggests that it should 
be prioritised.

6. Educational workshop programmes for parents may 
be less effective in reaching caregivers, which sug-
gests that, in a context of limited resources, other 
types of programmes should be prioritised.
Workshops for parents are generally not well 
attended, and the benefits are limited to the small 
proportion of people who do attend regularly. Work-
shops about ECD do not attract members of com-
munities who need to prioritise basic needs.

7. Focused training of ECD practitioners is an effective 
intervention which can produce meaningful results.
Short training courses (such as 10 workshops) for 
ECD practitioners can substantially improve teach-
ing and learning in ECD centres. Effective manage-
ment and support of ECD practitioners also makes a 
significant contribution.

8. Advocacy of integrated and improved services for 
children is a major challenge which requires multi-
ple strategies in order to succeed.
Advocating improved and integrated services for 
children among government officials and civil soci-
ety organisations can be challenging. Attempts to do 
so work best when local practices such as imbizos 
for community members and other stakeholders are 
utilised in conjunction with sustained engagements 
with role players.
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9. Training and support play an important role in ensur-
ing the success of ECD interventions.
Effective training and frequent and regular sup-
port to all programme staff are essential to ensure 
effective programme implementation. 

10.  Community-based ECD programmes are more sus-
tainable when local people are involved and when 
they are remunerated.
Sustainability is enhanced when programmes are 
locally embedded and are not entirely dependent on 
volunteers.

11.  Costs, demands on institutional capacity, and fit 
with local contexts should be considered before pro-
grammes are scaled up.
Sound programmes will be more easily implemented 
in different settings if they are adapted to local cir-
cumstances. Local capacity and affordability must 
be considered

12.  Incentives raise levels of participation in ECD inter-
ventions, particularly in poor and vulnerable com-
munities.
Food served at meetings, food parcels, and food 
gardens are powerful incentives for participation in 
programmes in vulnerable communities. Effective 

incentives for caregivers are making toys and other 
items to take home, and the social support and fun 
provided by group sessions.

13.  Staffing programmes with local people is a viable 
approach, provided they are well trained and pro-
vided with ongoing support.
Involving local people is also an effective way of 
getting communities to accept and appropriate the 
interventions.

14. Monitoring and evaluation are essential components  
of effective ECD programming. 
Monitoring and evaluation are essential for ensur-
ing fidelity, tracking progress, learning lessons, 
and adapting programmes where necessary. Robust 
and simple M&E systems should be designed and 
implemented.

15.  Clear guidelines and manuals are also essential 
for effective ECD programming.
Clear written guidelines and manuals play a vital 
role in successful interventions, and should be com-
pleted before implementation begins and adapted 
as necessary.
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16. ECD programmes should as far as possible be evi-
dence-based.
Interventions must be planned with evidence of 
effectiveness in mind. All interventions must be 
based on a sound theory of change, which should 
be used to guide programme design and formulate 
realistic outcomes.

17. Further evaluation of various types of community-
based ECD programmes is needed.
Some community-based ECD interventions form-
ing  part  of the Sobambisana Initiative achieved 
promising outcomes among young children as well 
as caregivers. The findings correspond with interna-
tional evidence, but more rigorous evaluations with 
sufficient statistical power are required in order to 
build up the body of local evidence.

General conclusions

The evaluation results are promising. They show that 
home visits and playgroups can be effective vehicles 
for promoting ECD. 

However, levels of participation by both parents and chil-
dren in playgroup programmes were frequently low. In 
programmes where access increased very rapidly, the 
quality of delivery was a challenge. 

Training and support succeeded in improving the qual-
ity of ECD centres. 

Programmes aimed at improving children’s readiness for 
Grade R achieved mixed results. Group programmes at 
ECD centres showed the best results.

Improving services to young children is not easy. In some 
cases NGO and local field staff were able to enhance 
service access by simultaneously raising community 
awareness of and demand for services to children, and 
advocating better service delivery. This required a com-
munity development approach which needed to be sus-
tained over several years. 
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These findings provide helpful pointers for implement-
ing the South African National Integrated Plan for ECD, 
namely:

zz Vulnerable young children and their caregivers require 
a range of services, and programmes which adopt a 
holistic approach are most effective in this regard. 
While programmes to improve children’s readiness for 
school are essential, they need to be nested in a holis-
tic approach.

zz Programmes must not only be well designed, but also 
well delivered.

zz Regardless of the efforts put into community and site-
based ECD programmes, some factors largely beyond 

the control of implementers, such as the growth sta-
tus of children and the nature of their home environ-
ments, play significant roles in moderating the results. 
For example, the growth status of many children tested 
for this evaluation was found to be seriously compro-
mised, which reduced the chances of achieving suc-
cessful developmental outcomes.

zz Vulnerable young children and their caregivers require 
a range of services, and programmes that adopt a holis-
tic approach are most effective in this regard. While 
programmes to improve children’s readiness for school 
are essential, they need to be nested in a holistic 
approach.
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