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Background: context of early learning programmes in South Africa  
 

South Africa’s National Development Plan (NDP) Vision 2030 (National Planning Commission, 2012, 
p.300) proposes making: 

“early childhood development a top priority among the measures to improve the quality 
of education and long-term prospects of future generations. Dedicated resources should 
be channelled towards ensuring that children are well cared for from an early age and 
receive appropriate emotional, cognitive and physical development stimulation.”  

Among other provisions the NDP calls for encouraging innovation in:  

 the way early childhood development services are delivered 
 piloting of home and community-based early childhood development interventions in 

selected districts 
 the introduction of two years of pre-primary education 
 investing in the training of practitioners, thereby upgrading their qualifications  

Accordingly, the early learning related goal of the National Integrated ECD Policy (2015, p.59) is: 

“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 development of young children through play and 
other related, recognised methods for early learning…” 

The policy refers to a continuum of early care and learning settings for the delivery of early 
learning opportunities. These include: 

 home visiting/health facility-based programmes for parents 
 child minding services 
 community-based early learning playgroups  
 ECD programmes  

These services are specifically for 3 and 4-year olds and encourage social and emotional 
development, and preparation for schooling through play-based learning and exploration.  The 
Department of Social Development (DSD) draft document on funding models for early childhood 
development (DSD,  2014) recognises the range of programmes and for children aged three to four 
years (i.e. not yet five years) and provides costings for ECD centres, toy libraries, mobile 
programmes, and community based playgroups. At the same time, by 2019, the Department of 
Basic Education (DBE) needs to have a plan in place for the form that the second year of pre-
primary will take.  

Currently, a range of programmes of different kinds are being funded by DSD as well as by the 
donor sector.  It is a priority to evaluate the effectiveness of these different types of provision to 
build evidence of what programming options are worth investing in, and to provide direction for 
the scale up of services and, in particular, for the planning of the pre-Grade R year.  It is also 
important to explore how great an effect can be expected from well-implemented programmes for 
different kinds for children in different quintiles. This is especially pertinent in 2019, after 
President Cyril Ramaphosa’s announcement on 7th February 2019 that ECD would migrate from the 
DSD to be fully immersed in the DBE; and that two years of pre-primary (Grade R and Grade RR) 
would become compulsory.  
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This document summarises the global evidence-base for the effectiveness of both centre and non-
centre based programmes in promoting early learning, as well as social, emotional, and cognitive 
development in young children prior to entering school.  

 

Effectiveness of playgroups in promoting readiness for school  
 
Constraints of the available research   
The National Integrated ECD Policy (2015, p. 13) defines a playgroup as:  

“A group of young children organised for play or play activities for early learning and 
development usually accompanied by their mothers and/or their fathers or primary 
caregivers, and supervised by a voluntary or paid playgroup facilitator.”  

It is important to note that the playgroup programmes discussed in this review have varying 
designs and delivery modalities. For example, some focus primarily on improving parent 
capabilities for care and stimulation at home. In others, the programme is delivered to children 
only and parents are not included, or it includes both parents and their children. Inputs and 
outcomes also vary, with some focusing on child socialisation and play, while others seek to 
improve school readiness. This ‘apples and pears’ problem makes it very difficult to draw overall 
conclusions from the limited available research because the unit of analysis is not consistent. 

Studies of playgroup programme outcomes are very limited (we know of no randomised trials). The 
literature is primarily descriptive and qualitative, and tends to emphasise improving the quality of 
services through practitioner training, support and resources (e.g. Ramsden, 1997; French, 2005). 

Evidence base 
A review of playgroup programmes in the UK by Lloyd, Melhuish, Moss & Owen (1989) concluded 
that while preschool programme exposure (2 to 3 mornings per week) was beneficial for children's 
development and educational attainment, the relative effectiveness of different forms of provision 
(e.g. playgroup or nursery school) was unclear, with studies reporting conflicting results.  A major 
problem at that time was the lack of controlled studies on playgroups. This remains the case. 

One of the few studies on the effects of playgroups on cognitive outcomes was conducted with 
children (average age of 49 – 50 months), in Northern Ireland by Turner (1974). The programme ran 
for three hours a day five days per week during the school terms. Findings showed that 
participating children had significantly higher vocabulary and cognitive scores than non-attending 
children from the same community. Note that in this case the ‘dose’ would have been fifteen hours 
per week, which is the minimum recommended participation for children to benefit from an early 
learning programme (UNICEF, 2008). 

Regarding effects of playgroups and other forms of preschool experience on social relations, Erwin 
and Letchford (2003) found that those who attended had better social relations than their peers 
when the children were in primary school (dose is not reported). 

In the only low income country experimental study on playgroups we were able to source, Rao, 
Pearson, Constas & Pearson (2007) and Rao and Pearson (2009), report research on what they term 
home-based “playgroup style programs” run by Cambodian “core mothers”, where mothers and 
their children meet once per week for one hour over 26 weeks. The programme sought to reach 
mothers and children who would not otherwise access an ECD service. The mothers were provided 
with inputs on how to promote their children’s development. Core mothers received training from 
preschool and primary teachers, and attended monthly meetings. Part of the programme involved 
working with parents twice a month to help them understand how they could help their children to 
learn and assisting them to design child development activities that are comprehensive, holistic 
and culture-specific. Children who had attended a playgroup programme were assessed on the 
Cambodian Developmental Assessment Test (CDAT). Playgroup children had better developmental 
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outcomes than children who had not participated in a programme, and had the same performance 
as those who attended five session per week home-based preschools. Children attending 
government preschools performed best (Rao et al., 2012).  

A  recent three year tracer study in Uganda (Centre for Basic Research, 2017) assessed the extent to 
which school readiness through attendance of pre-primary educational provision improves 
learning achievement of children in primary one to three comparing children who had gone 
through the RARE project Home Learning Centre (HLC) education and those who had no exposure.   
The HLC programme focuses on pre-literacy development for 3 – 5 year olds and is offered by 
trained community parent educators three days a week for at least three hours a day. It is 
supported by parenting sessions which focus on equipping parents with information and skills to 
support their children’s education. Results from standard tests on numeracy and literacy indicated 
that children who went through the HLC scored relatively better in numeracy and literacy, by a 
range of about 8.9% and 8.3% respectively, by primary three. However, in general, more than half 
of all children, whether under the control or the experimental group, did not meet the proficiency 
level in both numeracy and literacy by primary three. 

Some evidence for the effectiveness and benefits of playgroup attendance for younger children 
(under 36 months) has been established by Hancock and colleagues (2012) using longitudinal data 
from Growing Up in Australia: The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC). After 
controlling for a range of socio-economic and family characteristics, playgroup children from 
disadvantaged families who attended prior to 36 months of age, had higher early learning 
competence than children from the same socio-economic background who were not exposed to an 
early learning programme (ELP). Dose was not specified in the report. 

In sum, very few studies have investigated the effectiveness of playgroups in improving the school 
readiness of children. However, as with other ELPs, it is plausible that those characterised by 
higher intensity (more sessions more frequently), delivered by well-trained facilitators who focus 
on abilities that are related to readiness to learn in school, are likely to more successful.  There is 
some evidence that relatively light touch interventions can achieve this goal as demonstrated by 
the Cambodian study, where it is likely that the instruction of mothers in child development 
contributed to the outcome.  

Parenting programmes as a component of playgroup programmes 
 

There is extensive literature on the features of effective parenting programmes but these have 
diverse goals and target a range of ages.  Studies and reviews of parenting interventions  (e.g. 
Baker-Henningham & Boo, 2010;  Evans, 2006; Richter& Naiker, 2012; Rao et al,  2014;  Skar et al, 
2015) tend to include the following as key features of effectiveness: 

 Programmes must be appropriately timed in order to reach parents when they are most 
receptive to change. 

 Parental participation needs to be active, engaged and regular, normally over extended 
periods. Contact (home visits and group meetings) over at least a year is desirable. The 
actual amount depends on degree of risk and complexity of messaging. Evidence suggests 
that at least two sessions a month are needed and, if a programme is of short duration, 
booster sessions are important (Aboud, 2007). 

 Parenting programmes are more likely to be effective if they change parents’ attitudes, 
skills and aspirations, rather than only improving their knowledge. Including an active, 
skills-based component where parents practise their newly acquired skills supports this.   

 Joint interventions that involve direct activities with the child and training with the parent, 
plus joint activity with both, work best to improve cognitive and language development. 

 A focus on building social support among participants and assisting participants in 
identifying external sources of social support (referrals). 
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 Parent programmes which help parents cope with stress and build their self-efficacy are 
more likely to be successful. 

 Group based programmes are efficient for reaching parents and also create a supportive 
group environment. However, to be effective barriers to participation such as time 
constraints, distance/transport cost, lack of available childcare, and lack of salience must 
be addressed. 

 Facilitators must be culturally competent, warm and empathic, responsive to families, and 
have respect for individual differences; a strengths-based approach is helpful. 

 Facilitators (professional or para-professional) need adequate training, support and 
effective supervision for fidelity of implementation. 

Turning to parent programmes focused on school readiness, and therefore aged children 3 – 5 
years, studies are limited. The Turkish Early Education Project (Kagitcibasi et al., 2009) had 
significant long-term positive effects on children’s cognitive skills, social relations, and school 
adjustment compared with control peers, even seven years after the end of the intervention. This 
was a two year programme with weekly participation: a one-on-one visit in week one and a group 
meeting every second week.  

The Rwandan Early Literacy and Maths Initiative end-line study found weekly parenting 
programmes run by trained volunteers with the support of programmed radio broadcasts 
impacted positively on parenting group children 3 – 6 years, producing gains in early literacy and 
maths (measured on the IDELA tool) almost as strong as ECD centres at much lower cost.  

A final point of importance for the delivery of all early learning programmes is the availability of 
manipulatives and materials to support a range of learning experiences. Each of the ELPs in this 
study provides some support with this.  While the need for these is widely recognised, research is 
limited. Montie, Xiang, and Schweinhart (2006), using data from 10 countries, found significantly 
better language outcomes at age seven from children who had attended preschools where free-
choice activities predominated supported by access to many and varied materials.  

Key elements of practitioner development and programme resources in 
promoting early learning  
 

The focus of the following section is on practitioner development and resources as key 
components of centre-based programme design and delivery. However it is defined, outcome is 
the product of curriculum design, content and associated activities, the quality of the interactions 
between practitioners and children, available materials, and the time devoted to the programme 
(dosage) overall, and to specific domains (Wasik et al., 2013). The classroom may be likened to a 
pedagogic ecosystem or niche, which includes the physical setting and equipment, the children 
and practitioners, and the daily routine and activities managed by the practitioners. Practitioners’ 
understandings of young children and their development, and how their interactions can enhance 
this are central to how they go about their interactions with the children. Their ability to guide and 
scaffold children’s learning in areas related to school readiness is central to the realisation of that 
goal (Weiland, & Yoshikawa, 2013; Zaslow, et al., 2016). That is by no means a simple process. 
Training and enrichment programmes have the potential to support practitioners to improve their 
interaction skills. 

Professional Development  
Research conducted in a range of countries and contexts has established that practitioner 
qualifications and/or training are associated with improved child learning outcomes. These 
indicators are often used as indicators of service quality (e.g. UNESCO, 2007; Fukkink & Lont, 2007). 
The level of education and participation in training is a better predictor of program quality than 
other factors such as child-staff ratios or group size (Burchinal et al., 2010).   
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However, qualifications alone are not sufficient to make a difference. Oversight, mentoring and 
support from suitably qualified personnel, is central to quality improvement and successful 
programme delivery (Early et al., 2007).  Continuing support is important, even where practitioners 
are qualified, to ensure that the effects of initial education do not fade out (Fukkink & Lont, 2007; 
OECD, 2012). Ongoing professional development has the potential to fill in the knowledge and skills 
that staff may be lacking or require updating due to changes in particular knowledge field. 

Recent reviews of effective continuing professional development (CPD) (US Department of 
Education, 2010; Eurofound, 2015) and a consensus study on key issues for training of the ECD 
workforce in low resource contexts (DFID, 2017), as well as a range of smaller studies, highlight the 
following key components for practitioner continuing professional education to support effective 
delivery of early childhood programmes:  

 mentoring and supervision  

 focus on practice linked to knowledge  

 reflection and peer learning  

 specific training focused on interaction skills 

 motivational management and leadership 

 

Mentoring and supervision in supporting effective early childhood practices is widely referred to in 
the literature on ECD provision of all kinds (DFID, 2017). For example, the Aga Khan Foundation’s 
successful Madrasa ECD programmes, like many others, have incorporated on-going mentoring in 
their approach (Evans & Bartlett, 2008). In a Delphi study on training for the ECD workforce in low 
resource contexts (DFID, 2017), expert consensus was strongest around the importance of ongoing 
supportive mentoring and supervision. However, challenges with effective delivery, including the 
capacity of supervisors and trainers, commitment and cost acknowledged. 

Field-based/on-site consultation is a key component of effective CPD, as it provides ECD staff with 
the possibility of receiving feedback on their practices. The importance of reflection and peer 
learning as part of the learning process was also highlighted in the DFID study. As one expert 
commented: 

“For all ECD professionals - my perspective is that a combination of 
gaining/strengthening knowledge and practices related to ECD theory with actual 
practice - and then coming together to reflect and discuss issues experienced that touch 
on theory and practice works the best.” (DFID 2017 p24)  

CPD guidelines for South East Asian countries (Putcha, 2018) also include these elements 
recommending that it be: 

 purposefully designed to include the active participation of those receiving the additional 
training 

 have enough space and time for “reflective practice,” peer learning and class-based 
exploration  

Furthermore, programme managers play an important role in supporting professional 
development, quality is maintained by leadership that motivates and encourages working as a 
team, information sharing and professional staff development (OECD, 2006). The quality of leaders 
and managers of ECD services is also strongly related to their level of education and professional 
development, as found in the EPPE study (Sylva et al., 2010). Education (2010) 

Table 1. Evidence for Effective Professional Development for Early Child Educators from the US. 
Department of Education (2010) 



8 
 

 presents evidence for effective professional development for early childhood educators compiled 
by the US Department of Education (2010) 

Table 1. Evidence for Effective Professional Development for Early Child Educators from the US. 
Department of Education (2010) 

 

 

A systematic review of  European CPD initiatives for early childhood staff  focused on which 

features of CPD affect children (their outcomes/well-being) and staff–child interactions and which 

forms of delivery are most effective (Eurofound, 2015). The general conclusions are presented in 

Error! Reference source not found..  
 

 

 

CPD EVIDENCE COMMENT 
Professional Development (PD) has 
specific and articulated objectives.   

Specialised content specific training in child 
interactions is associated with overall practitioner 
competence (Fukkink & Lont 2007). 
 
PD content should be guided by what is appropriate 
and important for children to know in particular 
domains.  Content should take account of curriculum 
standards and guidelines. 
 

PD has an explicit focus on practice; 
educator knowledge and practice must 
be linked. 

Most studies reviewed, combined course work or 
training with individualised modelling and feedback 
on interactions with children in the practitioner’s 
classroom. While not all evaluations involving 
individualised PD showed positive effects on 
practice or child outcomes, there is promising 
evidence.  
 

Collective participation of teachers from 
the same classrooms or schools 
supports embedding of learning. 

Joint participation can help to support a 
professional culture and ensure the sustainability of 
new techniques and skills 
 

The intensity and duration of PD is 
matched to the content being conveyed. 

The length of time spent in PD activities depends on 
the goals of the activities themselves. 
 

Practitioners are assisted to conduct 
child assessments and interpret their 
results as a tool for ongoing monitoring 
of the effects of PD. 

Assessments can help practitioners view their 
knowledge and skills as contributing to 
improvement in children’s outcomes, and can serve 
as a source of feedback for how to target instruction 
overall and for individual children. 
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Table 2. Features of CPD that Influence Child Outcomes and Staff–child Interactions: Evidence from 
the European Union. 

CPD EVIDENCE  COMMENT 

CPD interventions that are integrated into the 
early childhood care and education centre 
(ECEC)’s practice with a focus on reflection that 
leads to changes in practice and curricula 
(feedback component) are effective.  

For short-term training, intensive intervention 
with a video feedback component has been 
found to be effective in fostering practitioners’ 
competences in care-giving and language 
stimulation; regarding children’s short-term 
outcomes, there were significant gains in terms 
of language acquisition and cognitive 
development. 
 

Long-term CPD interventions integrated into 
practice, have proven effective in very different 
contexts including in countries with low 
qualification requirements and poorly 
subsidised ECEC systems. Those that build on 
practitioners’ needs and involve their 
participation increase pedagogical awareness 
and professional understanding. 

Pedagogical support to staff by specialised 
coaches or counsellors in reflection groups 
enhances the quality of ECEC services (e.g. 
Sheridan, 2001, Hayes et al., 2013). Several 
studies report improvements in at least one 
aspect of development, including maths, 
science language and social development (e.g. 
Beller et al. 2007, 2009; Evanschitzky et al 2008; 
Hayes et al, 2013). 
  

Provide CPD activities that enhance 
practitioners’ reflectivity both at individual and 
at team level. 

These allow practitioners to strengthen their 
capacities and address areas for improvement 
in everyday practices. 
 

CPD needs to be focused on practitioners 
learning in practice, in dialogue with colleagues 
and parents. 

A coach should be available during both contact 
and non-contact hours (for parent 
interventions). 
 

Providing ongoing CPD of sufficient duration is 
important 

Attending a workshop may be an easy way to 
realise means of professional development but 
may only be suitable for highly specific inputs. 
High-quality subject training, field-based 
consultation training or supervised practices 
may be more effective for more complex areas 
such as practitioner-child interaction and 
scaffolding of learning. 
 

Practitioners in reviewed studies reported on the value of: 
 Active participation in a learning cycle characterised by learning skills of reflective 

thinking, action and goal setting  
 The development of practitioner self-confidence both individually and as a team; through 

the active participation process 
 
The support provided in studies showing successful child outcomes has generally been intensive 
and quite extended. For example, the German approach of Evantischzky involved 90 sessions over 
two years, and the Beller intervention involved weekly group training and one-on-one feedback 
sessions based on video clips over a 6 month period.  Sheridan involved 8 group lectures a month, 
group reflections and feedback on video over a year. These are simply not practicable in a low- 
resource context such as South Africa. 
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There is the additional caveat (e.g. Putcha, 2018) about the dilution of training in cascade systems 
of training (train-the-trainer models), in which master trainers at the top of the system train a 
layer of trainers below, who then train another layer below and so on. Quality assurance must 
avoid a situation in which the message received at the bottom becomes much less detailed or 
accurate than that at the top. 

Finally it should be noted that very few studies report on retention of training effects.  This is a 
significant weakness in the research. Fukkink and Tavecchio (2010) showed retention of learning at 
three months post-intervention. The long-term impact of CPD was not reported in any of the 
Eurofound studies. 
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