














Lessons learned

Between June and September 2023, we interviewed
a total of 17 participants and stakeholders. They
included leading academics and researchers in the
field, UN agency representatives, and experts in
financing and health policy.

The trajectory of the Early
Childhood Development field

There was wide agreement among respondents that
the global Early Childhood Development (ECD) field
has expanded exponentially in the last decades, with
a proliferation of research, policies, and programs..
Interviewees reported that key enablers for this
growth have included its prioritization by multilateral
organizations such as the World Health Organization
(WHO); the establishment of intersectoral
partnerships internationally and nationally; the
increased foci of national ministries of health and
education; and the robust scientific evidence for
ECD interventions. Major milestones were noted,
including the Lancet series on Early Childhood
Development (2016), the inclusion of ECD in the
Sustainable Development Goals (2015), the World
Health Assembly Resolution on Early Childhood
Development (2010), and the development of the
Nurturing Care Framework (2018).

From a public health perspective, the increase

in infant and child survival was noted as

a particular success. The development of
preschool interventions was reported to have
made significant progress, while domains such

as parenting, childcare, child protection, and
disability support are lagging behind in terms of
development and practice. Respondents described
the momentum and growing commitment to
address ECD challenges globally in the period
before the COVID-19 pandemic.They also reported
that commitment is now flailing, due to financial
challenges and the weakening of multilateralism.
Key challenges relate to financing of ECD for LMICs
and coordination for national implementation.
These are hindering the reach and quality of ECD
programming for the most vulnerable children.
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 Notable outcomes in the ECD field in
recent decades include the increase in
infant and child survival, along with the
proliferation of preschool interventions

» The translation of science for advocacy
has played an important role in advancing
the field

e Multilateral leadership has been
instrumental in growing the field, as has
the fostering of intersectoral collaboration

The role that science has played as
an advocacy tool

Several respondents noted the important role that
science, particularly neuroscience, has played as an
advocacy tool to catalyze interest in and support
for ECD.

‘ ‘ The one that stuck the most
was neuroscience. | mean, it really had a
fascination. Everyone heard it and said,
“Wow!"” Because people care about being
smart. Brains matter.” — Policymaker

Evidence-based advocates at the multilateral
organizations (WHO, UNICEF and World Bank) have
reportedly contributed to embedding neuroscience
into the global ECD discourse by translating it

for national ECD policymakers. This advocacy

has resulted in productive dialogues on child
development at the highest level in ministries of
education, health, and social protection. However, a
respondent reflected that the neuroscience evidence
started to diminish in its utility as an advocacy tool as
the need for implementation science became more
apparent.



‘ ‘ That neuroscience argument didn't
get refreshed. It sort of stayed 20 years

old at the turn of the century... We should
have either stayed with neuroscience or

we should have brought in other scientific
evidence that was not for advocacy, but

for implementation. And we should have
strengthened the implementation science
part, which we didn't quite do.” — Researcher

Multilateral leadership

A number of respondents pointed to the important
role that multilateral organizations, particularly
UNICEF, the World Health Organization (WHO) and
World Bank, have played in framing and building
global governance for ECD. These efforts have
been instrumental in consensus-building, which

has led to priority-setting for ECD in SDG 4.2 and
the development of policy instruments, including
the Nurturing Care Framework (NCF) in 2018.
Some believe that the NCF has a wide scope for
interpretation, and respondents felt that it brings the
right actors together, enabling the expression of a
unified goal to improve the lives of children globally.

‘ ‘ The Nurturing Care Framework
really was the centrepiece of that— bringing
the science into the public view and actually
influencing policy.” — Researcher

Respondents referred to the central role that the
World Health Organization (WHO) has played in
consensus-building, the development of guidelines,
sponsoring research, and setting up working groups
to guide implementation. They identified important
achievements, including the decision made at the
World Health Assembly in 2018 for health ministries
to take responsibility for parenting programs, and the
positioning of ECD research, policy, and practice as
a responsibility of the health sector. The creation of
the Early Childhood Action Network (ECDAN) and
its associated regional networks was also noted as a
major success as a space for researchers, advocates,
and policymakers to work together to drive the ECD
agenda.
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‘ ‘ “It was unheard of, for example,

for WHO, UNICEF, and the World Bank to

all agree on a particular priority in this area

at the same time So, it was always very
scattered and uncoordinated action.... And
that's been the biggest development in global
work in the field.” — Researcher

These developments have reportedly led to the
following positive changes in ECD financing:

1. A gradual shift for national governments to
budget ECD from the fiscus, rather than with
off-budget financing

2. The influence of United Nations agencies as a
conduit for donor funding, impacting on the
priority of ECD in LMICs

3. Multilateral funders such as the World Bank and
the Global Partnership for Education working
directly with governments in LMICs, paying
attention to plans and outcomes

4. Multilateral funders working with a wider range
of geographies

5. Sustainable financing for regional ECD networks

Despite these developments, one respondent noted
that the trajectory of ECD on the international
agenda has not been constant, due to changes

in the foci of international agencies. There was
agreement among respondents that the strength of
multilateralism has declined in recent years, with the
fracturing of the geopolitical landscape. UN agencies
are seen by many as being less powerful, as political
commitment to international cooperation declines.

Critique of the Nurturing Care
Framework

Although many respondents viewed the publication
of the NCF in 2018 as a pivotal point in cooperation
for ECD globally, the interviews bore some criticism
of the framework. One respondent reflected that the
NCF does not support country-level implementation,
fundraising, governance, or program strengthening
because it is too much of a ‘catchall’ concept, with
an overwhelming scope.



‘ ‘ Most countries cannot do

everything. It's a good catchphrase and it's a
good checkbox and it's a good word to have
in a report if you're doing a review and seeing
how many times nurturing care is mentioned.
It doesn’t unpack what it actually is. Most
policymakers don't have the bandwidth

to wait for you to unpack it. Most people
honestly can’t even explain it to you. They
just say, ‘nurturing care,” expecting everyone
to understand what's going on.” — Researcher

One of the reported stumbling blocks for the
implementation of the NCF is the challenge of
coordinating between the functions of health,
education, nutrition, and child protection.

Response to the polycrisis

There was widespread agreement amongst
respondents (and mirrored in the literature) that
COVID-19 and the corresponding economic
downturn has led to substantial learning setbacks in
the health, development, and learning opportunities
for children, offsetting most of the improvements
that had been achieved in previous years. However,
the polycrisis also generated opportunities to
strengthen support for improving ECD, some of
which unfortunately have been missed. Specifically,
the pandemic was described as a missed
opportunity to advance the parenting agenda.

‘ ‘ COVID-19 opened up a new
opportunity —the era of parenting. Parents
were the first-line responders. But we got
mired in * what sorts of parenting? For whom?
For what?’ And we didn’t have the leaders
who were able to capture the imagination of
the world in the new polycrisis to be able to
take it forward.” — Policy expert

Some respondents believed that leaders in the
field have not sufficiently leveraged the decline
of multilateralism as an opportunity to identify
the drivers of change in-country and to advocate
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governments to strengthen their own population

in this new era. There was broad agreement that
the polycrisis is diverting attention away from early
childhood, and that the emphasis for many actors
has reverted to ‘survival,’ rather than renewing a
commitment to ‘thriving'. There is therefore an
urgent need to amplify the advocacy for ECD. One
respondent argued that a narrative should be crafted
demonstrating the importance of ECD in early
human capital development to addressing urgent
problems such as climate breakdown. This argument
was reportedly successful for the inclusion of early
childhood development in SDG 4.2 in 2014.

‘ ‘ The broad narrative will be that

we need to double down on investments

in human capital because it's going to be
people who get us out of this situation,

not technology. It's going to be people’s
behaviours, people’'s adaptability. And to have
that, people need to have the knowledge to
act.” — Health policy expert

Additionally, there was a proposition to use shorter-
term arguments to advocate for ECD. For example,
the pandemic experience should be used to shine

a light on the relationship between childcare

and gender equity, demonstrating how qguality,
subsidized care enables mothers to re-enter the
workforce. Some respondents believed that it is now
time to bring funders, implementers, and researchers
together to evaluate the state of the field within the
current environment, with a view to establishing

a refreshed agenda so that funding is aligned

with countries’ needs and that evidence exists for
advocacy and financial motivation.

Transdisciplinary/intersectoral
collaboration

Respondents cited the significance of increased
global collaboration between actors in health,
nutrition, social protection, and education,
exemplified by the collaboration to develop the
NCF. At a national level, there has been a growing
adoption of responsibility by ministries of health and



education for ECD, which has led to the drafting
of ECD legislation and corresponding budget
allocations. Some governments are assembling
multisectoral committees, indicating an increased
commitment to address ECD holistically. In some
African countries, there are newly established
ministries of ECD.

The importance of strong political leadership at a
national level was highlighted, exemplified by the
previous president of Chile, Michelle Bashelet, who
created the intersectoral Chile Crece Contigo ECD
program. Latin America is seen as a policy leader in
ECD within the global South. This is associated with
strong intercountry collaborative momentum due,
in part, to countries’ strong identification as part of a
regional collective.

‘ ‘ And so there is a natural inclination
to learn from each other. There's quite a

bit of influence. When one country does
something, there are some ripple effects.”"—
Economist

However, although there is increased collaboration
among sectors, several respondents warned that
the field is fraught with politics.” For example, there
is a reported tension between public health actors
seeking universally applicable interventions, and
the ‘sidelined’ cultural anthropologists who believe
that cultural differences should have an important
bearing on the development of interventions.

Integration of nurturing care into
primary care

‘ ‘ For every complex problem there is
an answer that is clear, simple, and wrong.”
— H. L. Mencken

Integrating interventions to improve early child
development into the primary care systemis
somewhat of a 'holy grail’ in the ECD field. The last
5-10 years has seen two major RCT initiatives in this
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regard. The first is the SPRING for MDGs (Sustainable
Program Incorporating Nutrition and Games),

a seven-year research program funded by the
Wellcome Trust. The aim of SPRING was to develop
an integrated strategy to reduce child deaths and
improve child growth, nutrition, and development.
Implementation took place in India and Pakistan —
there was no impact on ECD outcomes or growth in
either setting.?®

The second RCT was conducted in Siaya County,
western Kenya and involved integrating ECD into
routine facility- and home-based health services in
four sub-counties. While the outcome paper from
this trial has not been published, it is known to have
failed to improve primary outcomes. These negative
findings may have significant implications for the
ECD field, given the extent to which funders and
governments may be inclined to conclude that
integration is not possible.

Uncritical use of evidence

Some participants expressed concern regarding the
way in which evidence from HICs is often applied
uncritically to LMICs.

‘ ‘ You'll get the largest benefits for

the poorest kids. Well, that's your poorest
kids, not our poorest kids, I'm afraid. If the
situation is so bad, you won't get anything.
Because when the situation is so bad in other
domains, you just won't get a return.” —
Economist

Specifically, they cited the way in which the research
and conclusions of Nobel laureate economist James
Heckman have been used in both HICs and LICs. The
entire Heckman model is predicated on two things:

1. The savings one gets on future spending by
investing in the early years

2. The structural conditions are not so adverse as
to ensure that benefits do not accrue



‘ ‘ Essentially the model is that we're
basically borrowing off the future. We're
spending a dollar now to save seven to ten
later. And how have you estimated this? And
they said, well, look at the evidence from
the United States. But the calculations in the
Heckman model are based on inefficient
spending on health care and prison systems
in the United States later on in life. The reason
the U.S. saves a lot of money is because it
spends too much on those.” — Economist

A number of respondents stated that they believed
that the Heckman model has perhaps ‘outgrown its
usefulness.’

Scaling narrow interventions

Linked to the points about Heckman’'s model and
about scaling and integrating ECD into primary

care was the widespread practice of assuming

that narrow interventions that have been shown

to be effective in tightly controlled RCTs would
immediately be successful when implemented
within a whole health system, without consideration
of diverse social and structural challenges.

‘ ‘ That is like putting flour in the oven
and expecting a cake. If you have presented

it as this thing in the sort of Heckman way -
that you can invest in this thing and you will,
no matter how badly off the child is, get these
high returns — then it’s a risk.” — Economist
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« Integrating ECD interventions into primary
care systems is complex and will require
significant system transformation before it
is likely to succeed

» Trying to scale up effective interventions
is unlikely to succeed unless the structural
context is also improved, thus scaffolding
narrow interventions

» Evidence and investment models
developed in HICs must be carefully
scrutinized with a critical eye before they
are used globally as either models or
justification

Humanitarian settings and
migration

‘ ‘ Every child in every refugee camp
in the world wants to be a doctor. What they
mean is they want to make things better.”

- AAGill

In recent years, there has been a steep rise in forced
migration. Several respondents anticipated that this
trend will continue. According to a respondent,
although the international humanitarian system has
several ‘ad hoc’ mechanisms to support people

in humanitarian crises, there is no delivery system
to buffer people from the effects of poverty and
environmental disruption by reacting quickly and
effectively to crises. Refugee situations often extend
for several years, affecting an entire childhood.
What is needed, according to one respondent,

is the development of models for both acute

and prolonged crises, including components of
education, health, nutrition, shelter, and thriving
that apply to all children from early childhood to
adolescence.
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» Forced migration will continue to increase
in the next decade

e There is a need to build models for ECD
programming for complex situations
involving humanitarian architecture, a host
government system, and arriving migrant
cultures

e Thereis a moral imperative to care for
children in humanitarian and migrant
contexts

Child protection — “Invisibility of
social protection”

Child protection was described as a particularly weak
issue politically, with states rarely taking initiative on
it. Nationally, the budgets for child protection are
described as 'tiny." One respondent cited the reason
for underinvestment as being that children requiring
protection are the least politically empowered and
most marginalized: many live on the streetsor come
from impoverished families that may be affected by
substance abuse and associated stigma. They are
viewed as the ‘undeserving poor.’

‘ ‘ When we talk about child protection,
we're talking about just about the least
empowered, most vulnerable, most at risk,
politically weakest segments of society.

I mean, the children on the streets, the
children who are trafficked, child labour,
children in the homes who are being abused.”
— Political scientist

Globally, the child protection sector is
reportedly embroiled in policy conflict regarding
deinstitutionalisation and other "relatively minor
disputes,” which is scuppering political action.
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‘ ‘ The global child protection
community, or whatever they want to call
themselves, has hampered its authority and
political power by being embroiled in policy
disagreements that divert their energy away
from collective action and toward internal
policy fights.” — Political scientist

On the one hand, there is criticism that the issue is
donor-dominated, with little appreciation of local
cultural nuance. On the other hand, there is concern
that if the donor community does not act, states will
not prioritize the issue. UNICEF is reportedly driving
the agenda for child protection and offering financial
incentives. One respondent noted that states are
slowly being ‘'won over’ on the issue, although more
effort is needed and civil society should be more
active in its advocacy efforts.

It was suggested that in order to convince
governments to take more action on child
protection, an alliance should be created, with
UNICEF as its leader and including heads of states,
national departments of social affairs, heads of
finance, parliamentarians, and motivated grassroots
actors. Success of such a would depend on
national political interests and the power it confers
to prevailing governments. It was reported that
this model is currently achieving some success

in Cambodia where there are high levels of child
trafficking and sexual exploitation.

Childcare

Childcare is considered a relatively new area of
focus for the global ECD community, driven by
increases in maternal employment worldwide.
According to some respondents, international
organizations and academics currently know little
about the characteristics of childcare globally and
how its quality could be improved. There appears
to be little coverage of childcare in LMICs, and its
quality is lower than that of pre-primary education.
Childcare centres usually operate in the informal
sector, where childcare is provided by family and



community members. In many countries, there is
little training, no oversight, and no basic standards of
safety, health and hygiene. One reported challenge
is that childcare is viewed as unimportant, because it
is not ‘'educational .’

‘ ‘ I've been at meetings where people
get very precious about this. ‘But that's not
educational!’ As if there could be any form
of childcare that would be useful or helpful
for parents or beneficial for children that
wasn't also looking at their development.” —
Researcher

Some argued that in order for childcare to be
prioritized, it is essential for it to be reframed within
the context of women in the economy and gender
transformation.

‘ ‘ Unless childcare can be reframed
within the economic transformation of
gender, we're not going anywhere, it's a point
of stasis.” — Researcher

Respondents agreed that there are many key areas
that need to be developed in the childcare sector,
including the development of adequate compensation
models and training.

Disability

According to a number of respondents, the area of
disability and ECD is particularly poorly developed.
For some, this is due to the belief in a number of
contexts that children with a disability cannot learn,
and so they are excluded from preschools. There
is a need to build awareness among caregivers of
the potential for children with disabilities. There
are some positive models of inclusion for children
with disability in LMICs of which reviews have been
conducted, althoughone respondent noted that
further research is needed to explore successful
models of disability inclusion in LMICs and identify
strategies for integrating disability perspectives into
ECD initiatives (for instance, the development of
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legislation and professional development systems
to upskill community-based workers to support
families).

‘ ‘ Sometimes we set up very good
programs, ECD intervention programs, but
then we don't reach those who are most in
need because they're not visible or they are
forgotten, or they are in places that are hard
to reach. And some of these communities
are children with disabilities or children
living in highly disadvantaged settings, like in
pastoralist settings where their families keep
moving around.” — Academic researcher

KEY TAKEAWAYS

o Children with disabilities have been
forgotten and are to a large degree
invisible

o Attempts at inclusive education have not
been successful

o A consortium of funders is required to
build out this area with a long-term view
(10-20 years)

Framing and definition

‘ ‘ It is the fate of children to be

waiting. They are waiting to become adults;
to mature; to become competent; to get
capabilities; to acquire rights; to become
useful; to have a say in societal matters; to
share resources. The list is potentially long of
the characteristics that children are putatively
lacking but eventually will acquire as time
passes.” (109)

The complex and incoherent framing of ECD

is viewed by some as problematic, presenting

a barrier to policy and investment. The term
‘early childhood development’ has various uses,



including as a shorthand for a developmental
process, a developmental outcome, for nurturing
care, and even for a place (e.g., a creche). Shawar
and Shiffman (2017) have argued that a shared

and coherent narrative/framing is essential to

the progress of the ECD agenda globally.’® The
Frameworks Institute has comprehensively shown
that how people think about or “frame” an issue
affects their actions and public policy preferences.
Research conducted in South Africa®” illuminated
critical gaps between the evidence from current
brain and development research and how members
of the public and other stakeholders understood and
acted on ECD. One example lay in the mismatch
between what the science tells us about the
foundational importance of pregnancy and early
post-natal stages (first 1000 days of life) for later
development and the focus of most stakeholders
and members of the public, who acknowledged
the importance of this period but, when asked what
government should fund, immediately sequewayed
to pre-school and primary school. Richter and
colleagues refer to this as ‘aging up'.’

KEY TAKEAWAYS

» The framing of ECD has a significant
influence on intervention development
and financing

» There is confusion about the meaning
of ECD - as a developmental process, a
developmental outcome, nurturing care,
or a place

e There is concern that the framing of ECD
is Western-dominated

* The attempt to identify critical periods for
intervention contributes to a fragmented
view of human development

e Early childhood needs to be situated
within a life-course perspective that
considers the ‘'whole child’
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A fragmented construction of
human development

Some respondents blame the perception of ECD

as a discrete developmental process for creating

a fragmented view of human development. They
report a battle for territory between those who have
a particular interest in certain ‘critical’periods in the
life-course and those focused on particular domains
of development. There is a 'sway’ between the
broadening and narrowing of focus of ECD across
developmental domains and within the lifespan,
with lengthy debates and people ‘picking sides.’

One respondent referred to the way in which
specialists advocate for the "part-child”:

‘ ‘ | call people ‘part-child’ advocates

- advocates for ‘part’ of the child. So, either
some particular aspect of their well-being —
their health, education, safety from violence
or some particular period of their life — early
childhood, adolescence, mid-childhood. So
how do you go from ‘part child’ advocates to
‘child’ advocates? You think about what is the
right mix of services across the life-course
that will produce the best outcomes for the
child, but then you can also then end up in
competition with adulthood.” — Economist

A concern was expressed that the framing of
ECD can be too broad, impeding the success of
advocacy efforts.

‘ ‘ | think the other kind of poor
communication has been when we say,

‘Child development — everything affects child
development,” which is true, right? Nutrition
affects child development, health, environment,
there's a danger of it being everything and
nothing. So that's unhelpful when you're trying
to say what it is that you actually want. What
are the absolute essential things that you
want? What are those key interventions that
are going to make a difference? And while |
get that everything from climate change to (...)
should include and address children, it's not
particularly useful.” — Researcher



One respondent was also concerned that the child
was being viewed as an isolated focus of intervention
separate from its family context, leading to policies
and interventions that do not prioritize the natural
unit of the family as an enabling environment for
development.

‘ ‘ The child being the focus in the way
in which | think a lot of the policy goes — and
particularly developmental assistance —is
actually quite harmful. It's actually saying,
we want to benefit the child. The child is a
member of the deserving poor, so we need
to find a way to get to them. And we don't
want leakage to the family, we want to get
this child. And that, | think, is dangerous. And
that comes out in that conception of early
childhood development too.” — Economist

The quest to identify critical moments for discrete,
measurable interventions, rather than locating the
child within its familial and sociological context,

is associated with a donor reluctance to take
responsibility for addressing the bigger problem,
global poverty.

‘ ‘ From an international donor
perspective, they particularly can't take on
poverty — or they could, but they don't want
to. So, they want to limit responsibility. And
focusing on a particular thing - a child, a life
stage in these sort of Heckman arguments
- can be quite damaging. They say ‘Well,
we've made this lifelong impact from our
ten-session program in the first few weeks of
life." | don’t have a problem with ten session
programs. | think that could be great, but
they are one thing that needs to be followed
by multiple other things. But if you're trying
to limit your responsibility while claiming big
impacts, it's a very nice thing to do, to focus
on this key window.” — Economist

Stakeholder interviews n

An alternative life-course framing

The same respondent argued that the solution to
the tension across the life-course of children should
be to adopt the family as the unit of analysis and
seek to improve the capacity of those close to the
child, while identifying environmental components
for children’s well-being. This would support the
strengthening of families in various ways — for
example, by providing mental health care to
caregivers, financial assistance, and improved access
to services. According to one respondent, there is
some move towards a life-course orientation in the
field, exemplified by the growth of intergenerational
programs and ones which marry the needs of both
adolescents and young children.

In line with this life-course framing, another
respondent suggested that instead of ‘early
childhood development,” ‘brain health’ may be a
more useful term, because it implies continuity and
an enabling environment for success. There was a
suggestion that life-course framing could be linked to
multigenerational programs, to leverage adolescents’
capacity to contribute to communities and to scale
up national policies by engaging young adults in early
childhood workforces.

The cultural displacement of ECD
interventions

One respondent criticized the prevailing framing

of ECD as being too deeply embedded in Western
values, which are often disconsonant with other
cultures. For instance, the prominent Western focus
on developing 'human capital’ contrasts with values
in East Africa, where the foremost desired outcome
of development is social responsibility.

‘ ‘ So, what does that mean? If a
curriculum were to actually incorporate an
emphasis on social responsibility, how does
that alter everything — from the kinds of
outcomes you're looking at, to the curricula,
to standards for quality, to training the
workforce? How do we incorporate really
specific notions of human development into
the program and policy process?” — Researcher



As the Western perspective is most prominent,
well-financed, and familiar to international NGOs,
interventions developed in Western populations
are often adopted and adapted in favour of the
creation of culturally-rooted interventions that
originate from the specific needs of communities.
However, according to the respondent, there is a
rising consensus that cultural grounding should
be considered at every stage of program and
policy development, rather than merely translating
materials to ensure that they make sense in the
local language. There are some positive models
for this —for example, the inclusion of Indigenous
perspectives within the national ECD system

in Colombia, including the participation of 110l
indigenous language groups and local healers in
dialogues on national standards, which has created a
nationally-generalizable model.

‘ ‘ And | do think that's absolutely
where many of the NGOs, funders, advocacy
organizations, and regional networks are now
challenging some of these more top- down
or Western-derived models. And that's a very
positive development.” — Researcher

The problem of the emphasis on
education

One respondent noted that ECD is commonly
associated with the image of children in a classroom
setting, receiving instructions from a teacher in the
‘foundational skills” of literacy and numeracy. This
prevailing perception tends to overshadow the
importance of the 0-3 childhood settings, such as
childcare and the home environment, where 'non-
academic’ development takes place and innate
human relational skills such as empathy, listening,
and reflection are learned. The educational focus
takes the skills learned in the home environment
for granted, even though research has shown that
the home environment is more important than the
school environment in determining educational
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outcomes. This orientation is blamed for the
preference of funders to invest in education and the
prevalent backloading of investment in LMICs.

‘ ‘ We're still in this annoying sort of
back and forth with the education folks...
about what preschool is for. Say, school
readiness. But that's assuming that what
the school is going to provide is really what
we need for child development, human
development, social development overall.
There's no good evidence that it's doing its
job right now... and that kind of puts a big
wedge of the money and the effort and the
goodwill into something which | think is
broadly unhelpful.” — Key informant

Some satisfaction with the framing
of ECD

Not all respondents view the framing of ECD as
problematic. Some find that the term is useful in
describing the scope of the field and see the debate
about framing as having limited utility.

‘ ‘ | know they keep asking about that.
ECDAN did... but everybody knows what
this means, and | don't really see the point
in changing it now. For me, it refers to early
childhood development, which sort of refers
to the programs, but | also see it as early
child development, which is a child phase.
So, we measure early child development,
and we deliver early childhood development
programs. So, | don’t know why not keep it."
— Researcher

Some respondents preferred the term ‘Early
Childhood Care and Education’ as it ranges from
0-3 up until the early school years.



‘ ‘ I am a big fan of the term’ early
childhood care and education’ or ECCE

or whatever you want to call it. The thing

| especially like about that term is that it
includes care and education together. What

| really don't like is when people separate
education and care as though they are
distinct. Right? | see that a lot. In the U.S,,
childcare is for zero to three-year-olds, and
then early childhood education is for four and
five-year-olds. And it’s like, all of a sudden, on
your third birthday, you're capable of receiving
education and you're no longer receiving
care. And that just makes no sense to me.” -
Researcher

Children are often overlooked and
seen as unnecessary

A number of respondents, when asked why they felt
the rights and needs of children were not seen as
sufficiently important in decision-making, stated that
one of the reasons was that children are not seen a
useful. While conceding that some children are seen
as important — usually one’s own children or those
of close family members — the rest are not treated as
important because they're not useful to the country.

‘ ‘ Those kids who are not getting
enough are not going to be important for the
overall development of the country. They're
not important for us, so it's charity and so then
the charity is based on the extent to which
they care. So if we're left at the mercy of how
much they care about other people’s children,
we're not in a great situation because, like
you say, they don't... and | really don't think
they see them as useful and unless we show
that it is actually important for the country
then | think we're fighting a losing battle.” —
Economist
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“Short-termism and long-termism”

One respondent described feeling confused about
why funders in the field of child development persist
in funding short term projects, when they understand
the ‘unfolding’ nature of development across the
life-course. NGOs and CBOs are likely to receive
funding for a year, or 18 months, or three years if they
are lucky. She also stated that this led to a focus on
magical solutions to complex problems.

‘ ‘ ...the kind of short-termism of policy
funders and so on is perplexing — this idea that
you can have sort of silver bullet interventions
that are going to change everything.” —
Researcher and advocate

When asked about some of the reasons behind the
short term nature of so much of the funding, one
respondent stated that it had to do with the political
economy of the donor community.

‘ ‘ There is a political economy, |

think, behind this — to be seen to be doing
something and then the need for donors

to have tangible results and so | think it is
saying that the same political economy and
factors that drive the other vertical programs
are driving this one in terms of the short-
termism —the need to see tangible, quick
results, to report back to donors. And donors
need to report back to their constituencies.” —
Muiltilateral agency

Financing

‘ ‘ Anything we can do, we can afford” —
John Maynard Keynes

Respondents reported that the pandemic led to
the de-prioritization of ECD financing globally and
nationally, with a redirection of resources that have
not been reinstated. Concern exists that with all
the new priorities and demands on policymakers,



children will be 'squeezed out’ of the agenda. There
is also apprehension that large philanthropic funders
are contemplating a shift in their strategic focus,
from the first thousand days to preschool. This post-
pandemic fiscal pressure is said to be redirecting
the focus of ECD policymakers to ‘surviving,” rather
than considering what is necessary for children

to 'thrive’ and providing them with essential
foundations: including a right to citizenship and
access to healthcare, education, and protection. For
example, LMICs such as Ghana, which was previously
considered an economic ‘success story,” are paying
more on debt repayment than on healthcare.

‘ ‘ More and more of health expenditure
is shifting to either private out-of-pocket

are or to these insurance-type mechanisms,
both of which don't really prioritize early
childhoods and children and whether they
survive or thrive. The sort of bog standard
primary health care systems are getting
squeezed.” — Health policy expert

‘Poor children are a poor investment’

‘ ‘ If a happy childhood was proved to
be harmful to a prosperous economy, which
would we choose?” (Qvortrup, 2004)7°

There was agreement among respondents that there
needs to be an increase in investment in poverty
reduction and social protection. One respondent
highlighted that every day, 17,000 children lose their
lives due to poverty and its sequalae. However, this
dire situation is not being acknowledged as an urgent
matter, nor is it being considered a crisis on par

with the response to COVID-19, which involved the
raising of $11 trillion in just over six months. Several
respondents argued that financial resources do exist
to support basic ECD services for universal coverage
in LMICs, through the commitment of a fraction’

of the GDP of the richest countries. Interventions
continue to be tested, often over several years, while
countless children are dying and failing to meet their
developmental potential.
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Some respondents believed that financing
institutions are unwilling to address global poverty
at a fundamental level, preferring to finance discrete
interventions — which is akin to ‘putting bandaids on
utterly inhumane conditions.” Some also reported
that a fragmented view of ECD results in limited
appetite for financing intersectorally, and thatthere is
also ‘'short-termism’ — the need to demonstrate quick,
tangible results to constituencies (such as boards).
This creates a preference for siloed interventions,

or ‘cheap add-ons,” rather than holistic intersectoral
programming where ‘returns’ may be seen 18 years
later. The prevailing analogue of an ‘investment
return’ was criticized:

‘ ‘ So, when am | going to get my money
back? There are a number of errors here.
Firstly, it's not your money. And some things
we don't expect to get anything back from.

It could be 20 years, 30 years. And political
cycles aren't built for returns in 20 or 30
years. It's very interesting because Heckman'’s
returns are over 20-30 years and we tend not
to have that conversation, just that you're
going to save.” — Economist

Criticism was directed towards the emphasis on
seeking "sustainable business models,” at the expense
of prioritizing a rights-based or ethical approach.

‘ ‘ | think there's been a lot of wasted
effort on childcare, trying to find sustainable
business models. And there really aren't
any anywhere. There's no such thing as
‘sustainable.’ It's like saying, ‘We want to make
a sustainable business model for schools, for
the poor’. It doesn't exist.” — Economist

One respondent believed that the reason for low
global finance commitments for ECD is the failure

of advocacy for a robust global finance mechanism
such as the Global Alliance for Vaccines and
Immunisation (GAVI) or the Global Fund to Fight AIDS,
Tuberculosis and Malaria — both of which resulted in a
successful reduction in rates of these diseases.



Backloaded funding in LMICs

Respondents reported that in LMICs, ECD usually

has a low policy emphasis — 'something that

the foreign assistance folks manage.” While high-
income countries are making the shift from more
backloaded funding profiles to balanced ones, in
LMICs the emphasis is on secondary school and
higher education, with children receiving few services
unless they go to school — 90% of domestic finance
for education goes to compulsory school while only
6% is invested in preschool. A number of respondents
argued that there was an urgency to advocate for
funding to strengthen the home environment, by
providing social protection such as universal child
benefits and maternity leave and pay so that ECD
interventions can take place as early as possible.
According to one respondent:

‘ ‘ Foreign assistance needs to catalyze
domestic financing and really start to shift
some of that money away from higher
education — not necessarily compulsory
secondary school, but higher education —
to bring it forward and make the case that
reorganizing domestic finance is an optimal
way for child development overall. You will
get more out of the dollars you put in to the
education system.” — Policy expert

Financing for systems
transformation

As national budgets do not typically have
improvements built into them, respondents produced
several recommendations for the strategic allocation
of resources for 'systems transformation.” Financiers
should:

1. Build strategic continuity by identifying innovative
financing mechanisms to enable longer-term
funding (10 — 20 years). The average three-year
funding cycle was criticized repeatedly as ‘short-
termism,” with one respondent stating that it was
unrealistic for ECD investments to mature in a
linear fashion over a three-year period. Funders
should consider forming a consortium for long-
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term commitment to system transformation,

with innovators being ongoing learning
andimprovement partners. This may involve a mix
of several financing instruments, akin to private
equity investments.

‘ ‘ You don't finance a company with just
one stream of capital. You put together four or
five different kinds of debt, different kinds of
equity — early stage, later stage, and project
finance. We need to be thinking much more
creatively about financing on an ongoing
basis. And my core message is that as opposed
to a model where funders are in and then out,
they need to think of themselves much more
as part of a consortium where they represent
one stream or type of financing, and they
need to help to create the full portfolio of
financing.” — System expert

Support interventions that plan for scale from
their inception. This would motivate researchers
to focus on implementation rather than
attempting to prove the efficacy of ‘petri dish’
interventions.

Focus on the integration of piloted interventions
into the existing systems of countries,

especially into health and education systems.

In addition, there is a need to ensure that all

ECD interventions themselves, such as nutrition,
hygiene, and child protection, are integrated with
each other.

Support cumulative learning by working with
governments to ask questions about adaption
and to tweak’ aspects of interventions for
particular contexts, empowering governments
to drive their own systems improvement more
effectively.

Focus on the amount of improvement in the lives
of individuals, rather than on the number of lives
touched by an intervention, which often does not
correspond with a positive impact.



In summary, financing for system transformation
requires a more strategic, long-term view that seeks
a more effective strategic allocation of resources and
cumulative learning.

Child-lens investing

A relatively new development in ECD finance is
child-lens investing, which is aimed at Impact

and Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG)
investors. It is an approach through which private
investors intentionally consider child-related factors,
to advance positive child outcomes while also
minimizing child harm. With its intention to overcome
the siloed nature of ECD financing, child-lens
investing considers the wider ecology of well-being
and the universality of positive child outcomes from
an investment perspective % UNICEF is presently
partnering with numerous stakeholders to develop
a framework for child-lens investing, which was was
launched at the UN General Assembly in September
2023. This will be followed by the building of an
investment thesis articulating the needs, trends,
opportunities, and risk mitigation for investors,
taking into consideration predicted changes globally
over the next decades, such as the development

of artificial intelligence and climate change. Setting
benchmarks for good investments will also be
considered.

‘ ‘ We're building this predictive model|,
and our problem is what are we solving for? To
say, if you put all these investments in, this is
what you get. And what is it that we're trying
to move the needle on?" — Economist

Child-lens investing will also address the issue of
short-termism in ECD financing, and one respondent
believes that the concept of ‘patient capital’ will
characterize this field.

‘ ‘ So, investors would be willing to wait
10-15 years before they get the return on
their investment — when it comes to children,
whichever sector you're honing in on, | think
there’s this recognition that the return on the
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investment has to be somewhere around 15
years. And there are investors, particularly
within the climate or agriculture sector, who
already have long-term fund investment
Horizons.” — Economist

One of the challenges of the field is to marry
the interests of investors with the trends in ECD.
Investors tend to look at market opportunities based
on population growth and consumers for their
products or servicess rather than adopting a holistic
view of the issue that includes child development. .

‘ ‘ Some of the work that we're trying to
tease out is to really lead them on a learning
journey. To say, ‘Listen, have you thought
about what COVID opened up in terms
of opportunities to rethink the education
system? And what would investing in an
education system that is pandemic-resilient or
responsive look like?” — Economist

KEY TAKEAWAYS

e The polycrisis has redirected ECD financing
to other perceived priorities

e The fragmented framing of ECD has led to
donors who address areas of development
discretely, rather than focusing on a life-
course approach

e LMICs are characterized by backloaded
financing, providing very little support for
children aged 0-3 years

e There was criticism of the concept of
seeking an ‘investment return’ from money
invested in children

» Thereis a need to encourage funders to
take a longer-term, multisectoral view of
ECD investments

e Child-lens investing may offer a promising
tool for encouraging investment in the
early years




Problems with didactic approaches
to parenting

One respondent noted that in the field of parenting,
the focus has been on teaching parents specific
skills — responsive care, for example — rather than
supporting them to activate their intuitive response
to their child. Financiers have had a tendency to
view responsive care as a skill to be learned, with

a problematic mode of delivery where parents are
‘lectured to’ on specific responsive care techniques.
This gives the parents the performance-oriented
goal of achieving certain 'tasks.” This approach is
unmotivating to parents and ineffective in largescale
interventions.

‘ ‘ As a parent, I'm very responsive
because | know the next thing to teach is this!
Yeah, | am! And | must do it now! And | must
do it quickly! And | must do it in this particular
way! This is the way some funders are seeing
and promoting responsive care.” — Researcher

Building demand for parenting
and home visiting

There is little reported demand at a community
level in LMICs for parenting and home-visiting
programs, as parents have little knowledge of the
benefits of stimulation, play, and brain development.
Respondents suggested that advocacy should be
intensified to promote parenting programs. One
respondent suggested that the approach to building
demand should come from preschools, asparents
are generally more motivated to send their children
to preschool due to the view that it will prepare them
for primary school.

‘ ‘ So, | still believe that's how

government should start - by promoting
preschool and a good preschool. And at
that point, the teachers will be saying to
the parents, ‘Look, your child’s not even
ready for preschool, so you need to attend
this parenting program to start introducing
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learning through play and reading books or
looking at pictures with your child’. Then that
would raise the demand for parenting. So,
although a lot of people have thought of it in
the reverse way - that you start at birth and
move forward, that's just not how parents are
going to buy into it.” — Researcher

Other suggestions to support parenting are the
education of adolescent girls and increased focus on
maternal mental health, which respondents reported
is low priority in LMICs.

Bilateral funders

Several respondents were concerned about the
withdrawal of a number of funders from the field of
ECD improvement, although they recognized that
some funders were growing the funding envelop.
Additionally, and perhaps more importantly, they
lamented the fact that there was not a bilateral
champion for ECD.

‘ ‘ We still don't have a bilateral
champion, and we have all these crises and
things that make it even harder, | think, to
bang the drum for young children.” — Funder

The same respondent added that there was some
hope, given the recent publication of the Global Child
Thrive Act in the U.S. which offered some leverage for
pushing the U.S. government on USAID funding.

Implementation

Although a number of successful pre-primary
interventions have been developed and implemented,
there has been slow growth for services addressing
the 0-3 age range, including support for parenting,
childcare, social protection, and disability. Despite
national ECD policies in a growing number of
countries, there are not many with reported success
in national implementation of coordinated, high
quality programs, with the appropriate resources and
support, or with evidence of impact on children’s
development and learning. One respondent

noted that a common problem with national



implementation is that bureaucracies do not typically

have highly motivated people at the front line.

Instead, they are mired by bureaucratic flaws, with a

focus on activities rather than results. Key enablers
for implementation were seen to be coordination,
governance, and human resources development.
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Preschool

One respondent reported that several quality
preschool programs have been developed and
implemented in LMICs, with good methods for
evaluating both quality and child outcomes. Most

1.

Itis critical to coordinate implementation across
health, education, nutrition, and protection.

‘ ‘ That's a lot of inter-ministry,

interagency coordination at a population
level across the country — about which
families need what in the prenatal period, the
postnatal period, during the first thousand
days, and then into the pre-primary years and
the transition to primary. So, that's all quite
complicated.” — Researcher

Governance:Co-ordination at the national,
subnational and local levels.

Support caregivers and teachers through the
employment of well-recognized principles of
workforce support at scale, including in adult
learning, motivation, and structure.

‘ ‘ There is a notion of supporting
teachers with a combination of curricula,
lesson plans, teaching and mentoring, and
materials. And so, when you bring that
package together — this is true in early
childhood education as well as in primary
education — you find evidence of pretty robust
impacts on learning. There are success stories
in primary education on that front, in places
like Kenya or India.” — Researcher

Employment as an ECD practitioner is often seen

as a ‘fallback’ position in LMICs. There needs to
be increased recognition of the ECD workforce,
professionalization through qualification, and
investment in understanding the needs of
frontline staff (e.g., community health workers
who deliver interventions).

of these programs are showing positive outcomes,
leading to many more children accessing pre-primary
and primary school. There is a growing emphasis on
teaching literacy and numeracy in LMICs, rather

than just play.

‘ ‘ Initially they focused on play because
U.S. funders and researchers thought that

was the essence of preschool. Everything

was dominated by this sort of American
experience, even though everybody knew that
you need to bring in literacy and numeracy at
that age in low- and middle-income countries.
These were not middle-class kids who had
exposure to literacy at home the way they do
in the U.S." — Researcher

However, according to one respondent, there still
needs to be more consensus on what constitutes a
good preschool program.

‘ ‘ Still too many people are saying it
depends on context.” — Researcher

There were several reported catalysts for the
improvements in pre-primary education:

1. Millennium Development Goal 2 aims to achieve
universal primary education.

2. Through the necessity to prepare children for
primary school, pre-primary education became a
focus.

Good measures of quality and child outcomes

have been developed, including the Early Grade
Mathematic Assessment Toolkit (EGMA) and the
Early Grade Reading Assessment Toolkit (EGRA).

4. There is an increased focus on teacher training
for preschool.



However, quality preschool program coverage
remains limited in LMICs, with Africa facing persistent
challenges in improving both accessibility and
quality. Despite the growing acknowledgement of
the sector’s significance, there is no commensurate
investment, with most preschools being privately
funded. Further work is required to encourage
governments to fund pre-primary education and the
training of pre-primary teachers (many working in
the ECD field are actually qualified as primary school
teachers, and therefore do not have the requisite
skills to work with preschool children).

The future of education

Some respondents believe that the simplest part

of the agenda is traditional education, because it

is handled by the education system which is well-
developed institutionally. However, there was a
concern that school systems are not future-focused
and innovative enough to address the challenges of
the polycrisis and the growth of artificial intelligence.
Rather than building on children’s natural innovative
abilities, they still mould conformity.

‘ ‘ If you go to the doctor today, and
then you go back, whatever, 30 years ago,

you wouldn’t recognize the processes that are
followed in terms of diagnostics. Things would
look dramatically different. In education,
things look amazingly similar, not just to 30
years ago, but to 100. It's the same technology
that we're using. It's a super conservative
industry...And it is really worrisome.” —
Advocacy and education expert

One respondent compared COVID-19 to a mega
experiment where teachers and parents were
required to innovate to enable learning for children.
The response to this challenge was suboptimal,
evidenced by the backsliding of educational
indicators in the post-COVID period.

‘ ‘ Now we're all very concerned that
the inertia in the school system is such that
we're going back to the old ways. | think

Stakeholder interviews n

it's about the whole education system, to
what extent we can recreate the sense of
innovation, entrepreneurship, experimentation
in a more benign form than through a deadly
pandemic. | think that's really the challenge.” -
Economist

Early childhood care

Many of the respondents stated that the COVID-19
pandemic shone a light on the importance of early
childhood care — how important it is that investment
in child development also supports gender equity,
and that child care also be a means by which parents
could return to the workforce.

‘ ‘ We know a lot less in global settings
about the key ingredients of high-quality
early childhood care and education programs,
specifically for the younger age groups like
zero to three.” — Academic researcher

‘ ‘ | was saying that the only national
demonstration of impacts of a parenting
program implemented across a country was
in Peru. We just don't have enough examples
of national quality implementation, with
evidence of impact paired with how we
implement this kind of program.” — Policy
researcher

Scaling up

‘ ‘ The world will not evolve past its
current state of crisis by using the same
thinking that created the situation.” — Albert
Einstein

A common theme amongst many of the respondents
was a despondency about what happens when
effective interventions are taken to scale. They
argued that if you are not building in scale from the
beginning, you can forget about scale —pilot studies
are simply never taken to scale.



‘ ‘ The important thing around scaling
is that you get these amazing pilot studies,
which then transition to some kind of small
scale and are really effective, and then just
totally fall apart when they are tried at some
higher level of scale.” — Economist

One respondent even went so far as to say that the
very idea of scaling an intervention was problematic
- that it was an "oxymoron.” Another commonly
expressed view was that the scientific literature has
been highly successful in making the case for the
importance of the early years — for how adversities
experienced early in life may have impacts across
the life-course, and for how interventions conducted
in highly controlled settings may have a major
impact — however, we have not shown how these
same interventions can be integrated into existing
services, or how they can have similar impacts when
implemented at scale. One respondent stated that, in
the advocacy realm, the field may have oversold what
impacts these programs can have.

‘ ‘ | think this is the tension that we
have faced, and | do worry a little bit about
the ways that science has been used for
advocacy so far. | think it's done a great job
of saying, these are the challenges that kids
are facing. We need to be investing more. | do
worry we've oversold a little bit what some of
these programs can do at scale.” — Academic
researcher

Another concern that was expressed was what
happened when promising approaches were taken
on by governments with the aim of scaling. For
instance, one respondent stated that there are
principles around how to support the workforce
involve adult learning, motivation, coaching, and
mentoring, but that these are rarely invested in when
governments take programs to scale.

Some respondents thought that the concept of
scaling by creating multiple intervention sites in
LMICs should be reconsidered, as it is too onerous on
many countries, especially those that do not budget
for ECD. Rather than judging success by the number
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of intervention sites, small gains — such as increased
fiscal commitment — should be commended and
encouraged.

‘ ‘ When people say, ‘We've scaled

and we're collaborating with a particular
government,” we know that’s not true, having
worked with governments in Africa. They

are not taking up these things. They are not
committing money from fiscus. It is happening
very slowly.” — Researcher

In most cases, effect sizes are smaller for scaled
interventions. A suggested reason was that the bulk
of finance focuses on initiating the intervention or
transitioning to scale, rather than on building system
improvements such as technology, processes and
protocols, infrastructure, and training. Interventions
lose energy, becoming activity-driven and
bureaucratic. Therefore, financiers should consider
redistributing funding across the implementation
phase of the intervention. There was also a
suggestion that, for better outcomes, scaling should
take place horizontally, rather than vertically. Scaling
of parenting programs such as Crianza Feliz in Brazil
were criticized as being 'top- town.” involving lots of
mass media and advocacy which ultimately proved
ineffective.

A number of respondents also spoke about how the
very concept of scaling appears to be misunderstood.
One respondent stated that while she was supportive
of a number of international funding efforts and

that their aspirations were good, in fact they
misunderstood how scaling takes place.

‘ ‘ The second thing is this major
misunderstanding of scaling. It makes my
brain boil when | mean, there’s just recently
been this seminar on scaling and we're talking
about moving to five sites or scaling up to
200 - or this is not scale. You've got to have
a perspective of a low- and middle-income
country to actually talk about scale. Scale
means that you'll fundamentally change the
population curve rather than do the scaling
thing.” — Researcher



Another respondent, echoing the idea that scaling
is misunderstood, argued that the number of steps
taken to scale is often not fully comprehended.

‘ ‘ | think scaling is often misunderstood.
It's as if you move a pilot study to the entire
country, when in fact there's about 500 steps
in between.” — Funder

Learning from the health sector

One respondent recommended taking lessons

on systems improvement from the health sector,
which has emphasised impacts on basic health
outcomes at a national scale — for instance, the way
that CHWs in South Africa were leveraged in task-
shifting to achieve national impact on HIV/AIDS.
The mainstreaming of the kangaroo model of care
for preterm infants, which was achieved over a long
period of small steps through the commitment of

a large number of stakeholders,*® also serves as an
exemplar for systems transformation, according to
one respondent.

Measurement

Respondents viewed investment in appropriate
indicators and standardized measurements for
both implementation and outcomes as a necessary
component of national systems integration and
transformation. There was consensus regarding the
progress in the development of measuring tools in
recent years.

‘ ‘ Ten years ago, there were no
measurement tools that were validated

for global settings to measure early child
development. Now we have a lot more. We've
had a lot more people, for example, using the
Multiple Indicator Cluster surveys to generate
global data on ECD... | think they've really
exploded and that has generated a lot more
large-scale databases to do research and
analysis.” — Researcher
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Some respondents believed that the development
of the Global Scales for Early Development (GSED)
was a significant advance in providing a standardized
method for measuring the development of children
at the population and programmatic levels. Although
it is only validated in a few countries, there is a

view that its wider validation would enable the
development of norms necessary for developmental
assessment globally. However, there is a caution
that the international adoption of the GSED is likely
to take time, as will its use to generate data to
improve services and support for children globally.
An interesting observation from one respondent
was that most current measures (including GSED)
are based on ‘old science’ - such as the 1932

Gesell Developmental Schedules — and have not
incorporated recent work and thinking.

‘ ‘ I know children who can stack three
blocks. Well, what does that mean? It doesn't
mean anything at all except that it has some
relationship with age. It doesn’t mean anything
at all except that you can do three after you
can do two, so you have a progression. That
doesn’t speak to development.” — Researcher

There was also concern that many measurement
tools are not culturally responsive, most having been
borrowed and adapted from the Western context.

‘ ‘ We need tools that are contextualized
and meaningful for our (African) context.

So that what we are measuring is actually a
reflection of children’s abilities or children’s
performance. | think the process of modifying
tools is a bit problematic because you find
people taking a tool from the West and
changing one or two terms and saying, ‘I've
adapted this for our context,” but | think that is
not the right way to go about it. There should
be full-scale development of tools that would
be meaningful for this context.” — Researcher



Research

There was wide agreement that there has been
significant growth in ECD research in recent years,
including in LMICs, that has provided a consistent
body of evidence of what can be done to support
children’s development in the early years, and for
making an investment case for ECD. This research
has demonstrated that it is not only important to
focus on children’s physical health and nutrition,
but to provide support for them cognitively, socially,
and emotionally. The Lancet series on early child
development (2016) was noted as being particularly
impactful in raising global awareness about the
critical role of early childhood development in
shaping future outcomes and the importance of
investment in ECD programs and policies.

There was increasing recognition of the importance
of data to help policymakers make decisions about
interventions. It was noted that there has been an
increased focus on translational science — presenting
evidence in distilled ways that can facilitate changes
in policy and practice.

‘ ‘ I've been particularly impressed by
the advocacy of the global ECD community
as well as the focus on translational science.
Again, ECDAN and Nurturing Care framework
are the kinds of initiatives that | would say
have been really central in doing that.” — Key
informant

Optimisation of finance for research

There were concerns among respondents about
the inadequate optimization of research funding.
Some believed that there is a need to improve the
distribution of research findings, particularly of
implementation science for the cumulative learning
of the ECD community. One respondent pointed
to the importance of publishing implementation
findings, even when interventions have not been
successful.
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‘ ‘ There needs to be an avenue to
publish this type of data. Still, there are too
few outlets for disseminating implementation
research. There's a lot of it going on, but we
don’t hear about it.” — Researcher

One respondent argued that there is widescale waste
of research funds in the academic community and
international organizations, who do the same things
over and over again. They arqued that funds should
instead be allocated to benefit children more directly.

‘ ‘ There's an awful lot of it. A lot

of academia is running over things again

and again, and a lot of the international
organizations are producing models and
processes which fundamentally keep them in
a job.” — Economist

Geographic representation

One respondent pointed to an imbalance in the
global leadership of ECD research, noting the
difficulty for researchers in LMICs to access finance.
Several respondents said that they would like to see
more geographic representation in research within
countries and across continents.

‘ ‘ | was feeling that there was too much
dominance by the American experience. | still
feel that way about preschool research - that
citations in papers are dominated by the U.S.
In fact, if you don't have enough U.S. papers in
there, they tell you that you have to cite them.
And the quality measures are coming from
the U.S. They totally ignored British measures,
the ECRSE extension, which actually has
some assessment of literacy and numeracy
and correlated better with child outcomes
compared to the American quality measures.
But you still don’t find American researchers of
preschool citing any of the British or anybody
from Kenya who used the British measure.” —
Researcher



A few researchers were heartened that there is now
a growing contribution of local researchers based in
LMICs, and a lot more global research published in
journals.

The petri dish of randomized
control trials

A number of respondents acknowledged the
importance of RCTs in providing evidence and
establishing causality, but they noted the problem
of assuming that evidence from these ‘petri dishes’
was credible or always generalizable. They were
worried that these may present false promises to an
organization funding ECD programs.

‘ ‘ ....a silver bullet of an intervention
that's going to improve things and the
assumption is that the intervention can be
specified and isolated from the delivery
system that's actually carrying it...It is a form
of short-termism. The expectations are
unrealistic...And funders are always very keen
that you go to the worst places in the world to
try and make this work so that you can really
show that this is a robust intervention. There
is a risk that when you target these bullet-like
interventions and just evaluate the outcome it
might be negative. You have the science which
knows what works but the study says 'no’ so
funders may move on. The types of efficacy
studies of the silver bullet are too simplistic.” —
Systems expert

It was noted that many of the studies that have been
used to demonstrate the benefits of early learning
interventions had small sample sizes — including the
Jamaican study by Sally Grantham McGregor, and
the Perry Preschool Program. The promotion of

this evidence has not adequately taken context into
account — the context of implementation and the
variability in children’s environments, particularly in
LMICs. For example, the evidence for home-visiting
programs was described as ‘overstated’ on the basis
of a few small trials, but this is not valid for situations
where both parents work and environments in LMICs
such as dynamic slums. There was a view that some
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funders tend to finance pilots in favour of strong
programs and robust measures

for the sake of ‘innovation.” As interventions lack
credibility, this research does not get published and
does not enter the critical space where cumulative
learning can take place.

‘ ‘ They're weak programs and they
didn’t have any interesting results... So long
as it looked like an innovative delivery system,
they said ‘Great!’ and then, of course, it would
fall apart” — Researcher

KEY TAKEAWAYS

» There has been significant growth in ECD
research in recent decades

» The polycrisis has redirected ECD financing
to other priorities

» Although more is being published by local
researchers in LMICs, research continues
to be dominated by HIC research

» There was criticism of adopting
randomized control trials and pilot studies
for the purpose of scaling

» Respondents reported an urgent
need for system transformation using
implementation science —trying to
understand the core ingredients of an
intervention and how it can be adapted
and integrated to a local system

From system adoption to system
transformation: A case for
implementation science

Numerous respondents noted the importance

of reaching more children. However, the current
approach of scaling by growing the number of
intervention sites implementing the RCT or pilot
model was roundly criticized. There is also a
perceived fragmentation of ECD interventions, with



many being trialled over short periods, creating

a barrier to the cumulative learning necessary to
improve outcomes. Most believed that the quest for
‘innovation’ associated with RCTs and pilot studies
should be replaced by the contextual adaption that
characterizes ‘'systems transformation’ — involving
continuous learning in the field, rapid cycle research,
and a focus on understanding the heterogeneity of
empirically-established interventions so that core
ingredients can be better understood for adaptation
to real-world, diverse contexts.

‘ ‘ Who is benefitting more and who is
benefitting less from interventions? Can we
strengthen the intervention to support those
who are not benefitting — for example, the
most disadvantaged? What is the mechanism
by which the intervention works?” —
Researcher

According to one respondent, systems
transformation involves a crucial capacity-building
layer between piloting and repeating the pilot at a
larger scale.

‘ ‘ It's not a straight path from

fragmentation to scale. You actually need

to have a strategic layer about what things
should scale, where they should they scale,
and in what contexts. And how do we partner
with the systems that are trying to do things
at scale and looking for the things that could
help them better. It's a supply and demand
issue, as opposed to just pushing scaling from
the supply side. We've got something that
works, so how do | make it scale? We're trying
to work the integrated context.” — Systems
expert

According to respondents, system adoption assumes
that philanthropists are “temporary midwives to good
ideas that will be picked up by systems” while systems

transformation rethinks the role of philanthropy

and large international institutions. It involves long-
term ‘learning partnership’ collaborations between
scientists, financiers, and large system experts from
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outside of the ECD field to interrogate and work

with local variables including elements of the system
necessary for success (e.g., training and supervision).

It also involves a quest for constant improvement by

working with systems’ internal improvement capacity.

For systems transformation, it is necessary for data to
be owned by governments and for technical support
to integrate data into existing national surveys and
systems for health, education, and social protection.
Not only quantitative but qualitative data is needed
to understand how variables in systems such as
health and education work to support or impede
interventions that are being introduced to promote
children’s development.

‘ ‘ It's a flippant mindset to say that
variability is your friend. You want to learn
from variation because it's telling you
something about the system. And then how
do you use variation to stimulate learning?
The importance of variability occurs in
who the frontline worker that happened
to have the interaction with, the nature of
their relationship to the parent, their level of
motivation, and what their supervisor was
doing.” — Systems expert

System transformation uses data to track outcomes
as a guide to making progressive improvements,
rather than to predict what progressive improvements
need to be made.

‘ ‘ Basically, what you do is track
outcomes. You say ‘Where am | getting better
outcomes and where am | getting worse
ones?’ And so, it's all about the distribution
and you keep looking, ‘Well, what's different
about the places where I'm getting better
outcomes from the places where I'm getting
worse ones? It's the weekend shift when we
get worse outcomes. Well, what's different
about the weekend shift? And then you
discover, well, it's not about the people, but
it turns out we turn off this other system.’
But because you're dealing with a complex



system, you don’t know in advance what to
look at. It's a process of enquiry as to where
things are better versus where they are worse.
It's a problem-solving process to keep asking
Why? Why?" — Systems expert

Quality

A common theme across many respondents was the
issue of quality — quality of programming, quality of
evidence, and the use of quality indicators.

‘ ‘ Another obstacle is that poor
countries are trying to use volunteer
workforces, which yeah, like in Africa, they
have community health workers who are part
of the system, but they're so busy with other
stuff that they hand over the parenting to
these community-based volunteers. And they
are as unfamiliar and as naive as parents are. It
takes a lot of training to get them up to speed
and to get them to deliver a quality program.
Financing and training, a proper workforce, |
mean, at some point they're going to have to
pay these people a stipend because they're
just losing them at a very quick rate.” - NGO

‘ ‘ | think also that measurement would
be not just measuring development outcomes
in terms of interventions and policies, but also
being able to measure the implementation
processes and characteristics. What do we
mean when we say 'high quality parenting
program’'? No matter what the variation
of these parenting programs, what are the
features that we want to say are essential to
high quality? | think there are areas where we
don’t have standardized measurements that
we need to be investing in.” — Researcher

Digital futures

In the context of the exponential growth of
technology, including artificial intelligence, a number
of respondents stated that leveraging technology

to improve research and practice is essential.
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Technology could be used to track the child in its
environment holistically to understand how various
interventions impact on development.

For example, technology is underused in assessing
child and parent interactions and capabilities in

a more granular way (See Figure 19 for a short
description of an ongoing project to develop
machine learning approaches to assessing parent-
child interaction).

‘ ‘ Well, that's building up a database
questions like — how are these kids
progressing, which ones are progressing,
which families are not progressing? What
other things are going on that aren't just about
the protocols? There's a lot of other stuff
about whether the family is able to execute
the protocols. Like what if the household
income has plummeted because they can't
work, because they have to spend time at
home with the child?” — Researcher

On the other hand, there was concern about the
danger of technology being increasingly used to
pacify children. A respondent recommended that a
regulatory framework for technology use, particularly
for young children, should be developed by the
United Nations.

‘ ‘ | think that's only going in one
direction unless there’s very deliberate efforts
to change it.” — Researcher

Responding to the polycrisis

All respondents stated that the polycrisis will continue
to present grave risks for children globally. Climate
change, threats to democracy, rapid unplanned
urbanization, and humanitarian crises related to
conflict are expected to drive up malnutrition and
forced migration. There is significant concern that
growing is inequality affecting the most vulnerable
children, including those with disabilities and those
that are difficult to reach(for example, in pastoral
communities and informal settlements).
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Going forward, a key risk lies in ineffective resource
allocation without system improvement or integration
across various stages of child development.
According to one participant, the solution to tackling
these pressures involves implementing interventions
that combine both poverty reduction and social
protection. These interventions should adopt a
multigenerational approach while also aiding adults

in achieving economic productivity, not solely in their
role as parents.

‘ ‘ There is a concern that we fail
children because we may be only thinking
about the short-term things that we need for
young children. Immediate survival things, but
not what they need to be able to thrive — their
rights to citizenship, their rights to access
education, their rights to access health, their
rights to access protection and all those things
that we need to ensure children’s rights.” —
Researcher In conclusion, one respondent summarized a
number of key issues emerging from the interviews.
One notable challenge is the step back to the goal of
child ‘survival’ from that of ‘thriving’, which has more
long term, less measurable objectives. There is a
need to intensify efforts to advocate for child thriving
among policymakers who are managing many
pressures.

‘ ‘ How do we maximize implementation
quality? How do we address financing needs?
How do we ensure multisectoral approaches
that are sustainable, that are scalable? How
do we celebrate cultural values while also not
being paralyzed by this idea of having each

‘ ‘ We haven't framed it at the moment culture define its own outcomes and targets?

in a way that tugs the heart, the way that the
idea of a little child getting sick and dying
does. And for a policymaker, it's very ethical
for them to take the view that, yeah, we want
our country to be better off or our world to be
better off 20 years from now. But they've got
other pressures on them.” — Researcher

So | think there’s a lot of really open questions
about how we leverage the advocacy
momentum that we've made over the past

ten years to actually bring this into practice
and to understand those more nuanced
questions that help the field to move forward.”
— Researcher




Conclusions and
recommendations



‘ ‘ Historically, pandemics have forced
humans to break with the past and imagine
their world anew. This one is no different. It
is a portal, a gateway between one world and
the next. We can choose to walk through it,
dragging the carcasses of our prejudice and
hatred, our avarice, our data banks and dead
ideas, our dead rivers and smoky skies behind
us. Or we can walk through lightly, with little
luggage, ready to imagine another world. And
ready to fight for it.” Arundhati Roy, 2020'%°

In the first year of the pandemic, Arundhati Roy
posed this challenge to us.

However, far from a portal into imagining the world
anew, the pandemic has been little more than a
regressive bridge, obliterating so many of the gains
of the last two decades. Children today are living

in a world of considerable risk, whether navigating
jungles in the Darien gap; living in the refugee
camps of Syria, Turkey, and Kenya; or falling ill on
the floating disease-ridden barges of an intolerant
U.K. government. Climate breakdown, the aftermath
of the COVID-19 pandemic, political fracturing,

and widespread conflict and migration are all
co-occurring and being exacerbated by growing
economic risks.

And the political response? In a rather harsh reading,
the September 2023 High-Level Meetings at the

UN General Assembly in New York were recently
described as “saying nothing new. They offer no fresh
commitments. They recycle ancient promises. Even
worse, they are riven with clichés and lies".*® This is
an aspect of the reality that forms the backdrop to
this report.

Top S priorities

Perhaps the main high-level takeaway of this report
is the extent to which the most marginalized and
vulnerable children (those with a disability, migrants,
children being trafficked, and those in need of child
protection services) continue to be ‘invisible.’
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Climate breakdown is the singular threat to the future
of vulnerable children. In Response, however, there is
the strong likelihood that a ‘climate breakdown donor
industry” will emerge —an industry focusing ever more
narrowly on particular shocks and consequences

as each donor fights for their space. Virtually all

the sequalae of climate breakdown are the very
consequences of our current reality — displacement,
floods, food insecurity, violence and conflict. A child
suffering from stunting is suffering from the same
stunting whether caused by a drought or by war.
Children need to be at the centre — not climate.

Another shortcoming has been that simply imagining
that success in advocating for children will translate
into financing has been a mistake. One of the
outcomes of the ‘survive agenda’ has been the
increase in numbers of children with a disability. The
most marginalized and vulnerable children continue
to be invisible, and this needs to be addressed. Linked
to this is the issue of the child protection sector,
which is woefully inadequate.

« Climate breakdown is a major risk to
children in the next decade, and with
this there will undoubtedly be a massive
uptick in humanitarian emergencies and
increasing numbers of migrant children

» Children with disabilities are a particularly
vulnerable group and have been largely
ignored

» Child protection is massively neglected,
with ever-increasing numbers of vulnerable
children becoming ‘invisible” within already
vulnerable populations

» A system transformation is urgently needed
for sustainable change

 We recommend learning partnerships

e Our current financing models are
inadequate, and funding has not followed
from advocacy success

e Long-term funding across the life-course
is essential to better understand the
mechanisms of child development




Other priorities

Another high-level takeaway is that something
radically new is needed in how we conceptualize

and frame ECD and the role of young children in
policy formation spaces. Children — particularly young
children — do not have a voice, and nowhere was this
as apparent as during the pandemic.

Addressing the issue of childcare is a synergistic
satisfier,'®* where satisfying one need (responsive
caregiving for young children) contributes to the
simultaneous satisfaction of another need (maternal
employment and income-generation). This report has
also shown that the hope that evidence generated
in tightly controlled RCTs will naturally translate

into scaled-up system change to affect population
health is not plausible. Linked to this is the ongoing
focus on producing new ‘branded’ interventions

to show that early intervention is important. The
case has been made, and what is needed now are
large scale implementation studies targeting system
transformation.

F )
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What is needed are common-element approaches
that target proven mechanisms of change.

The current funding model of many donors,
philanthropies, and research funding agencies
focuses on short term rapid impact. However, child
development is progressive and unfolds across the
life-course. As a result, there is a mismatch between
the short-termism of funding and the long-termism
of child development. Long term, life-course funding
must be unlocked to truly understand the shaping
role of early experience and intervention on later
development. Finally, despite the key role that the
early years (first 1000 days) and the pre-school period
has been shown to play in all facets of development,
governments continue to prioritize educational
spending from the start of formal schooling onwards.
The result is countless children who are unlikely to
meet their developmental potential.




e The framing of early child
development and the routine exclusion
of children from policy formation
spaces requires urgent attention

o Addressing the issue of childcare is
crucial

e 'Scaling interventions’ has not proven
a success and a different approach to
scaling is required

« New ‘branded interventions’ are
not required, but rather large-scale
implementation science within health
systems is needed

o Too often lip-service is paid to the
brain development of infants but
then interventions and financing are
targeted at pre-school age children.
Early means early

One of the issues in the field, often linked to scaling,
is that of program quiality. It is an all-too frequent
occurrence that, when interventions are scaled or
adopted changes are made to training, supervision,
and even dosage. In addition, a focus on outcome
has replaced careful attention to quality and
implementation — powerful proxies of effectiveness.
Linked to the issue of framing, it is vital that we
focus on the ‘whole child' in context and within an
enabling environment. Linked climate breakdown is
the issue of massive increases in urbanization, and
all the risks that come with it. This will be particularly
true for Africa and Asia. Finally, technology and Al are
going to shape much of our future but are currently
underutilized.
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e Quality of implementation is a crucial area
that has received little attention

» We are moving into a period of heightened
risk for children globally that will manifest
in extremely high levels of urbanization —
particularly in Africa and Asia

e There is no accountability for the ‘'whole’
child — the system remains focused on the
‘part child’

 New technologies are currently underused

Conclusion

Our current approaches remain disease -focused
and vertical, with children compartmentalized into
the neonate, the toddler, the ‘'middle child,” and the
adolescent. We urgently require a holistic focus on
the whole child as they navigate the life-course,
and an approach to policymaking, funding, and
humanitarian response that puts children firmly at
the centre. What is required is a move away from
what John Gray, the liberal philosopher, describes
as technocratic pragmatism’ — using conventional
thinking to deal with carefullydefined problems. In
these cases, group think, and 'the usual’ answers
predominate. What is needed is ‘out of the box’
thinking — systems transformation and a revolution
in our thinking about how to ensure children emerge
from the current polycrisis.

‘ ‘ The children are always ours, every
single one of them, all over the globe; and

| am beginning to suspect that whoever

is incapable of recognizing this may be
incapable of morality.” — James Baldwin
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Appendix 1: All countries, all papers 2020-2023

Review Reference Key takeaways
Agrawal et al,, Agrawal, P, Nair, D., Salam, S. S, Islam, The cognitive and psychosocial improvements seen
202218 M. 1., Hamadani, J. D., & Alonge, O. with short-term exposure to structured ECD programs
(2022). Does Long-Term Enrollment (day-care) were observed to be sustained over time with
in Day-Care Maintain or Increase Early continued exposure. Home stimulation and parental
Developmental Gains-Findings from an  involvement add to the long-term benefits of ECD.
Intervention Study in Rural Bangladesh.
Children (Basel), 9(7). doi:10.3390/
children9070929
Andrew et al., Andrew, A., Attanasio, O., Augsburg, Potentially scalable home-visiting intervention is effective
202018 B., Day, M., Grantham-McGregor, in poor urban areas.
S., Meghir, C., . .. Rubio-Codina,
M. (2020). Effects of a scalable
home-visiting intervention on child
development in slums of urban India:
evidence from a randomised controlled
trial. J Child Psychol Psychiatry, 61(6),
644-652. doi:10.1111/jcpp.13171
Arabin et al,, Arabin, B., Hellmeyer, L., Maul, J., Discusses how maternal stress influences cognitive
2021 & Metz, G. A, S. (2021). Awareness development and resilience, but also designs possibilities

of maternal stress, consequences
for the offspring and the need for
early interventions to increase stress
resilience. J Perinat Med, 49(8), 979-
989. doi:10.1515/jpm-2021-0323

of non- invasive interventions for both mothers and
children, summarized and evaluated in light of their
potential to improve the health of future generations.

Attanasio et al.,
2022188

Attanasio, O., Baker-Henningham,

H., Bernal, R., Meghir, C., Pineda,

D., & Rubio-Codina, M. (2022). Early
Stimulation and Nutrition: The Impacts
of a Scalable Intervention. J Eur Econ
Assoc, 20(4), 1395-1432. doi:10.1093/
jeea/jvac005

Describes and evaluates using a cluster-Randomized
Controlled Trial of an intervention designed to improve the
quality of child stimulation within the context of an existing
parenting program in Colombia, known as FAMI. The
intervention improved children’s development by 0.16 of a
standard deviation (SD) and children’s nutritional status.

Attig et al.,
2020

Attig, M., & Weinert, S. (2020). What
Impacts Early Language Skills? Effects
of Social Disparities and Different
Process Characteristics of the Home
Learning Environment in the First

2 Years. Front Psychol, 11, 557751
doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2020.557751

Taking into account the families’ socio-economic status
as well as various process characteristics of the home
learning environment — such as different characteristics
of maternal interaction behaviour and the frequency of
joint picture book reading across the first 2 years — will
help to better understand what happens in families in
the first 2 years and what precisely impacts the language
development of children.

Bliznashka et al,,
202310

Bliznashka, L., Jeong, J., & Jaacks,

L. M. (2023). Maternal and paternal
employment in agriculture and early
childhood development: A cross-
sectional analysis of Demographic and
Health Survey data. PLOS Glob Public
Health, 3(1), e0001116. doi:10.1371/
journal.pgph.0001116

Parental agricultural employment may be an important
risk factor for early childhood development. More
research using more comprehensive exposure and
outcome measures is needed to unpack these complex
relationships and to inform interventions and policies to
support working parents in the agricultural sector with
young children.
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Review

Reference

Key takeaways

Bliznashka et al.,
2022t

Bliznashka, L., McCoy, D. C., Siyal,

S., Sudfeld, C. R, Fawzi, W. W., &
Yousafzai, A. K. (2022). Child diet and
mother-child interactions mediate
intervention effects on child growth
and development. Matern Child Nutr,
18(2), e13308. doi:10.1111/mcn.13308

Two mechanisms were mutually reinforcing, and
interventions leveraging both mechanisms are likely to
be more effective at improving child outcomes than
interventions leveraging only one of these mechanisms.

Bliznashka et al.,

Bliznashka, L., Udo, I. E., Sudfeld, C.

Women's empowerment was positively associated with

202112 R., Fawzi, W. W., & Yousafzai, A. K. early child cognitive development, child growth, early
(2021). Associations between women's  learning, and nutrition outcomes in SSA. Efforts to improve
empowerment and child development,  child development and growth should consider women's
growth, and nurturing care practices empowerment as a potential strategy.
in sub-Saharan Africa: A cross-
sectional analysis of demographic
and health survey data. PLoS Med,

18(9), e1003781. doi:10.1371/journal.
pmed.1003781

Blume et al,, Blume, J., Park, S., Cox, M., & Findings indicate significant, positive associations over

2022193 Mastergeorge, A. M. (2022). Explicating  time between child pro-social behaviour and receptive
Child- Driven Patterns of Parent- vocabulary and parenting quality across all three stages of
Child Responsivity in Fragile Families: early child development. The steady decline in magnitude
A Longitudinal Approach. Front of these associations over time highlights the importance
Pediatr, 10, 813486. doi:10.3389/ of synergistic parent-child interactions in toddlerhood
fped.2022.813486 as an early opportunity to propel these developmental

outcomes and supportive parenting behaviours.

Boivin et al,, Boivin, M. J., Augustinavicius, J. L., Mediational Intervention for Sensitizing Caregivers training

2020%4 Familiar-Lopez, I., Murray, S. M., resulted in some short- term neurocognitive benefits

Sikorskii, A, Awadu, J., . .. Bass, J. K.
(2020). Early Childhood Development
Caregiver Training and Neurocognition
of HIV-Exposed Ugandan Siblings.

J Dev Behav Pediatr, 41(3), 221-229.
doi:10.1097/DBP.O00000O0000000753

for school-aged siblings, but these differences were not
sustained at 1-year follow-up. Exploring potential impacts
of parenting programs on other children in the home is an
important development for the field.

Bonthrone et
al., 202119

Bonthrone, A. F, Chew, A, Kelly,

C. J., Almedom, L., Simpson, J.,
Victor, S., ... Counsell, S. J. (2021).
Cognitive function in toddlers with
congenital heart disease: The impact
of a stimulating home environment.
Infancy, 26(1), 184-199. doi:10.1111/
infa.12376

Supporting parents to provide a stimulating home
environment for children may pro mote cognitive
development in this high-risk population.

Brentani et al,,
2021196

Brentani, A., Walker, S., Chang-
Lopez, S., Grisi, S., Powell, C., & Fink,
G. (2021). A home visit-based early
childhood stimulation programme in
Brazil-a randomized controlled trial.
Health Policy Plan, 36(3), 288-297.
doi:10.1093/heapol/czaal95

Home visiting programs have the potential to improve
child development among poor urban families in Brazil.
However, delivering home visiting interventions through
already active CHWSs may not be feasible in the Brazilian
context and coordination across sectors is essential to
effective ECD policies.
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Broadbent et al.,
20227

Broadbent, E., McConkie, M., Aleson,
E. Kim, L., Stewart, R., Mulokozi, G, . ..
West, J. H. (2022). Promoting Caregiver
Early Childhood Development
Behaviors through Social and
Behavioral Change Communication
Program in Tanzania. Int J Environ

Res Public Health, 19(9). doi:10.3390/
ijerph19095149

The results presented here provide evidence for successful
mass media and IPC efforts to improve parents' ECD
behaviours.

Canfield et al,,
202218

Canfield, C. F, O'Connell, L., Sadler,

R. C., Gutierrez, J., Williams, S., &
Mendelsohn, A. L. (2022). Not built

for families: Associations between
neighborhood disinvestment and
reduced parental cognitive stimulation.
Front Psychol, 13, 933245. doi:10.3389/
fpsyg.2022.933245

Indicates that the neighbourhood-built environment is
associated with parenting behaviours that have important
impacts on infants’ learning and development.

Cuartas et al,,
202210

Cuartas, J. (2022). The effect of
maternal education on parenting and
early childhood development: An
instrumental variables approach. J Fam
Psychol, 36(2), 280-290. doi:10.1037/
fam0000886

Increases in maternal stimulation and children’s
attendance to early childhood education programs

and reductions in harsh corporal punishment partially
explain the effects of maternal education on children’s
development. The positive impacts of education on
parenting and child development indicate the need for
more efforts to expand access to education in Uganda
and other low- and- middle-income countries, including
the abolishment of school fees for primary education.

Cuartas et al,,

Cuartas, J., Rey-Guerra, C., McCoy,

Maternal knowledge when children were 9-26 months

202020 D. C., &6 Hanno, E. (2020). Maternal old indirectly predicted growth in children’s cognitive
knowledge, stimulation, and early receptive language, and gross motor skills at ages 27-46
childhood development in low-income  months, partially through maternal en gagement in
families in Colombia. Infancy, 25(5), stimulating activities with the child.

526-534. doi:10.1111/infa.12335

Domek et al., Domek, G. J., Szafran, L. H., Allison, Finger puppets may provide a low-cost and scalable way

20232 M., Kempe, A., Jimenez-Zambrano, A., to support early language and child development.
Silveira, L., & Camp, B. (2023). Finger
Puppets to Support Early Language
Development: Effects of a Primary
Care-Based Intervention in Infancy.

Clinical Pediatrics.
Drago et al,, Drago, F., Scharf, R. J., Maphula, A., Stronger association with child cognitive development
2020202 Nyathi, E., Mahopo, T. C., Svensen, E., at 5 years of age for socio-economic status compared

.. .Rogawski McQuade, E. T. (2020).
Psychosocial and environmental
determinants of child cognitive
development in rural south africa and
tanzania: findings from the mal-ed
cohort. BMC Public Health, 20(1), 505.
doi:10.1186/512889-020-08598-5

to more proximal measures of psychosocial and
environmental determinants. A better understanding of
the role of these factors is needed to inform interventions
aiming to alleviate the burden of compromised cognitive
development for children in LMICs.
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Dulal et al,,
2022203

Dulal, S., Prost, A, Karki, S., Merom, D,
Shrestha, B. P, Bhandari, B., . . .Saville,
N. M. (2022). Feeding, caregiving
practices, and developmental delay
among children under five in lowland
Nepal: a community-based cross-
sectional survey. BMC Public Health,
22(1), 1721. doi:10.1186/s12889- 022-
13776-8

Suboptimal caregiving practices, inappropriate early
breastfeeding practices, delayed introduction of
complementary foods, inadequate dietary diversity and
low animal-source food consumption are challenges in
low- land Nepal. We call for urgent integrated nutrition
and caregiving interventions, especially as interventions for
child development are lacking in Nepal.

Ebert et al,
2020204

Ebert, S., Lehrl, S., & Weinert, S. (2020).
Differential Effects of the Home
Language and Literacy Environment
on Child Language and Theory of Mind
and Their Relation to Socioeconomic
Background. Front Psychol, 11, 555654.
doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2020.555654

Findings provide new evidence on how different facets of
the home language and literacy environment are related
to ToM and language development and their interrelation
as well as their SES-related disparities.

Falk et al.,
2021205

Falk, S., & Audibert, N. (2021). Acoustic
signatures of communicative
dimensions in codified mother-infant
interactions. J Acoust Soc Am, 150(6),
4429. doi:10.1121/10.0008977

Provides insights into the functions of acoustic variation of
ID communication and into the potential role of codified
interactions for infants’ learning about communicative
intent and expressive forms typical of language and music.

Fatori et al.,
2021206

Fatori, D., Fonseca Zuccolo, P,
Shephard, E., Brentani, H., Matijasevich,
A., Archanjo Ferraro, A., ... G, V. P.
(2021). A randomized controlled

trial testing the efficacy of a Nurse
Home Visiting Program for Pregnant
Adolescents. Sci Rep, 11(1), 14432.
doi:10.1038/541598-021-93938-7

Primeiros Lacos is a promising intervention to promote
child development and to improve the home environment
of low-income adolescent mothers. However, considering
the limitations of the study, future studies should be
conducted to assess Primeiros Lacos potential to benefit
this population.

Gaidhane et al.,

202227

Gaidhane, A., Telrandhe, S., Holding,

P, Patil, M., Kogade, P, Jadhav, N., . ..
Zahiruddin, Q. S. (2022). Effectiveness
of family-centered program for
enhancing competencies of responsive
parenting among caregivers for early
childhood development in rural India.
Acta Psychol (Amst), 229, 1036609.
doi:10.1016/j.actpsy.2022.103669

A locally adapted, family parenting curriculum was a
practical approach for enhancing parents’ competencies
and confidence to promote early child development.

Garach-
Gomeza et al,,
2021°08

Garach-Gomeza, A., Ruiz-Hernandeza,
A., Maria Garcia-Laraa, G. M., Jiménez-
Castillob, 1., Ibaf ez-Godoyb, |., &
Exposito-Ruizc, M. (2021). Promoting
early reading in a social exclusion
district in primary care. An Pediatr
(Barc), 94.

Results reveal a slight improvement in the preference for
reading as an activity in the children that took part in the
literacy program.
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Garcia et al,,
2022209

Garcia, I. L, Fernald, L. C. H., Aboud,
F E. Otieno, R, Alu, E., & Luoto, J. E.
(2022). Father involvement and early
child development in a low-resource
setting. Soc Sci Med, 302, 114933.
doi:10.1016/j.socscimed.2022.114933

Results show the potential promises and challenges of
involving fathers in a parenting intervention in a rural low-
resource setting. The findings do highlight the importance
of considering intra-household pathways of influence in
the design of parenting interventions involving fathers.

Hammersley et
al., 2021210

Hammersley, M. L., Jones, R. A, &
Okely, A. D. (2021). Relationships
Between the Home Learning
Environment, Weight Status, and
Dietary Intake: Results From a
Cross-Sectional Study of Preschool-
Aged Children in New South Wales,
Australia. J Prim Prev, 42(3), 239-256.
doi:10.1007/s10935-021-00628-1

While reading was significant across all income levels,
teaching the alphabet was only significant in children
from higher-income families. We also found significant
inverse relationships between discretionary food intake
and: visiting a library, teaching numbers or counting, and
teaching songs, poems and nursery rhymes in lower-
income families only. There was no association between
the home learning environment and meeting individual
dietary guidelines. This area requires further research

to explore broader home environment factors that

may influence these relationships. We also suggest that
interventions explore the use of strategies to improve the
home learning environment to determine its efficacy in
improving healthy eating behaviours.

Hodsoll et al,,
20221

Hodsoll, J., Pickles, A., Bozicevic, L.,
Supraja, T. A, Hill, J., Chandra, P. S,

& Sharp, H. (2022). A Comparison of
Non-verbal Maternal Care of Male and
Female Infants in India and the United
Kingdom: The Parent-Infant Caregiving
Touch Scale in Two Cultures. Front
Psychol, 13, 852618. doi:10.3389/
fpsyg.2022.852618

We conclude that PICTS items can be used reliably in both
countries to conduct further research on the role of early
tactile stimulation in shaping important child development
outcomes.

Hutton et al,,
20202

Hutton, J. S, Huang, G, Sahay, R. D.,
DeWitt, T., & Ittenbach, R. F. (2020). A
novel, composite measure of screen-
based media use in young children
(ScreenQ) and associations with
parenting practices and cognitive
abilities.Pediatr Res, 87(7), 1211-1218.
doi:10.1038/s41390-020-0765-1

ScreenQ shows potential as a composite measure

of screen-based media use in young children in the
context of AAP recommendations. ScreenQ scores were
correlated with lower executive, language and literacy
skills, and less stimulating home cognitive environments.

Islam et al.,
20233

Islam, M. M., & Khan, M. N. (2023).
Early childhood development and
its association with maternal parity.
Child Care Health Dev, 49(1), 80-89.
doi:10.1111/cch.13011

Early childhood development is negatively correlated with
maternal parity. The literacy-numeracy domain constitutes
the major developmental delay. Programs for parental
awareness should be widely expanded.

Johnstone et
al., 2021°

Johnstone, H., Yang, Y., Xue, H., &
Rozelle, S. (2021). Infant Cognitive
Development and Stimulating
Parenting Practices in Rural China. Int
J Environ Res Public Health, 18(10).
doi:10.3390/ijerph18105277

Caregivers with different characteristics engage in various
levels of stimulating practices and have infants with
different rates of delay. Specifically, infants of better-
educated mothers who have greater household assets are
in families in which the caregivers provide more SPPs and
have infants who score higher on the study’'s cognitive
abilities scales.
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Kelley et al., Kelley, L. E., & McCann, J. P. (2021). Study adds to the growing body of literature that
2021%% Language Intervention Isn't Just unexplained language disorders in signed languages exist
Spoken: Assessment and Treatment and provides preliminary evidence for positive outcomes
of a Deaf Signing Child With Specific from language intervention for a Deaf signing child. The
Language Impairment. Lang Speech case described can inform professionals who work with
Hear Serv Sch, 52(4), 978-992. Deaf signing children (e.g., speech-language pathologists,
doi:10.1044/2021_LSHSS-21-00038 teachers of the Deaf, and parents of Deaf children)
and serve as a potential starting point in evaluation and
treatment of signed language disorders.
Khuda et al., Khuda, P, Fatima, R. A., Bhatnagar, The integrated child development package is acceptable
202126 A., Savaria, M., & Das, M. K. (2021). and feasible for implementation through community
Promoting Family Integrated Early functionaries and possible integration into the existing
Childhood Development During programs at scale.
the First 1000 Days in Urban Slums
of Delhi: Feasibility and Early
Implementation Experience. Indian
Pediatrics, 58.
King et al,, King, Y. A., Duncan, R. J., Posada, G, Provide evidence that although the overall home
20202V & Purpura, D. J. (2020). Construct- environment is predictive of school readiness, the
Specific and Timing-Specific Aspects of  stimulation construct of the home environment at 54
the Home Environment for Children’s months has additional concurrent relations to children’s
School Readiness. Front Psychol, 11, school readiness. Implications for the role of the home
1959. doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01959 environment and children’s school readiness are
discussed.
Larose et al., Larose, M. P, Cote, S. M, Ouellet- Easily accessible community childcare may be a relatively
202128 Morin, I., Maughan, B., & Barker, E. D. low-cost public health strategy to prevent the emergence

(2021). Promoting better functioning
among children exposed to high levels
of family adversity: the protective

role of childcare attendance. J Child
Psychol Psychiatry, 62(6), 762-770.
doi:10.1111/jcpp.13313

of externalizing behavioural problems in adolescence
through its positive effects on cognitive abilities.

Li etal, 20227

Li, X., Wu, X, & Liu, Q. (2022).
Children with low effortful control
benefit in high-quality home learning
environment: Evidence from China.
J Fam Psychol, 36(6), 1021-1029.
doi:10.1037/fam0000999

Providing a high-quality home learning environment may
be a feasible target for interventions aimed at improving
the development of children with low effortful control.

Linberg et al,,
20202

Linberg, A., Lehrl, S., & Weinert, S.
(2020). The Early Years Home Learning
Environment - Associations With
Parent-Child-Course Attendance

and Children’s Vocabulary at Age 3.
Front Psychol, 11, 1425. doi:10.3389/
fpsyg.2020.01425

Highlights the need to differentiate aspects of the early
HLE to disentangle which children are at risk in terms of
which stimulation at home and the possibility to enrich the
HLE through low threshold parent-child courses.
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Luoto et al,,
2021

Luoto, J. E., Lopez Garcia, |., Aboud,

F. E. Singla, D. R, Fernald, L. C. H.,
Pitchik, H. O., . . . Alu, E. (2021). Group-
pased parenting interventions to
promote child development in rural
Kenya: a multi-arm, cluster-randomised
community effectiveness trial.

Lancet Glob Health, 9(3), e309-e319.
doi:10.1016/S2214-109X(20)30469-1

Parenting interventions delivered by trained community
health volunteers in mother—child groups can effectively
promote child development in low-resource settings and
have great potential for scalability.

Luoto et al,,
2021222

Luoto, J. E., Lopez Garcia, |, Aboud,
F.E. Singla, D. R, Zhu, R,, Otieno, R.,
& Alu, E. (2021). An Implementation
Evaluation of A Group-Based Parenting
Intervention to Promote Early
Childhood Development in Rural
Kenya. Front Public Health, 9, 653106.
doi:10.3389/fpubh.2021.653106

A group-based parenting intervention delivered by local
delivery agents can improve multiple child and parent
outcomes. An upfront investment in training local trainers
and delivery agents, and regular supervision of delivery of
a manualized program, appear key to our documented
success. Our results represent a promising avenue for
scaling similar interventions in low-resource rural settings
to serve families in need of ECD programming.

Medawar et al.,

20232

Medawar, J., Tabullo, A. J., & Gago-
Galvagno, L. G. (2023). Early language
outcomes in Argentinean toddlers:
Associations with home literacy, screen
exposure and joint media engagement.
Br J Dev Psychol, 41(1), 13-30.
doi:10.1111/bjdp.12429

Passive screen exposure and inadequate content may be
detrimental for toddlers’ language outcomes, probably by
displacement of socially-significant interactions.

Mehrin et al,,
202024

Mehrin, S. F, Hamadani, J. D., Salveen,
N. E., Hasan, M. |, Hossain, S. J., &
Baker-Henningham, H. (2020). Adapting
an Evidence-Based, Early Childhood
Parenting Programme for Integration
into Government Primary Health Care
Services in Rural Bangladesh. Front
Public Health, 8, 608173. doi:10.3389/
fpubh.2020.608173

The largest challenges were related to incorporating the
parenting program into health staff's existing workload
and promoting mothers’ engagement in the program. We
also simplified the content and structure of the curriculum
to make it easier for health staff to deliver and to ensure
mothers understood the activities introduced.

Mehrin et al,,
202322

Mehrin, S. F, Salveen, N. E., Kawsir, M.,
Grantham-McGregor, S., Hamadani,

J. D., & Baker-Henningham, H.

(2023). Scaling-up an early childhood
parenting intervention by integrating
into government health care services in
rural Bangladesh: A cluster-randomised
controlled trial. Child Care Health Dev,
49(4), 750-759. doi:10.1111/cch.13089

Integration into the primary health care service is

a promising approach for scaling early childhood
development programs in Bangladesh, although further
research is required to identify feasible methods for
facilitator supervision.
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Okelo et al,, Okelo, K., Onyango, S., Murdock, The study findings provide evidence for policy formulation
202222 D., Cordingley, K., Munsongo, K., and a guide for implementation of policies that can
Nyamor, G., & Kitsao-Wekulo, P. (2022).  influence changes in perceived gender roles in parenting.
Parent and implementer attitudes on
gender-equal caregiving in theory
and practice: perspectives on the
impact of a community-led parenting
empowerment program in rural Kenya
and Zambia. BMC Psychol, 10(1), 162.
doi:10.1186/s40359-022-00866-w
Piccolo et al., Piccolo, L., Weisleder, A., Oliveira, J. Self-regulation represents an important mechanism by
20222% B. A., Mazzuchelli, D. S. R., Sa Lopez, which reading aloud interventions affect language and
A., Neto, W. D, . .. Mendelsohn, cognitive outcomes. Investigators should consider the role
A. L. (2022). Reading Aloud, Self- of self-regulation when refining interventions, seeking to
Regulation, and Early Language and prevent poverty-related disparities.
Cognitive Development in Northern
Brazil. Journal of Developmental and
Behavioral Pediatrics, 43(2).
Piccolo et al., Piccolo, L. R, Oliveira, J. B. A, Promotion of cognitive stimulation pre-pandemic
202328 Hirata, G., Canfield, C. F, Roby, E,, may have reduced risk for effects of the pandemic on
& Mendelsohn, A. L. (2023). Pre- parenting/ parent-child reading.
pandemic support for shared reading
buffers adverse parenting impacts: an
RCT in Brazil. Pediatr Res, 94(1), 260-
267.doi:10.1038/s41390-022-02419-8
Roby et al,, Roby, E., Miller, E. B, Shaw, D. S., Findings replicate and extend previous VIP findings across
2021%° Morris, P, Gill, A, Bogen, D. L., . .. samples and assessment methodologies. Examining
Mendelsohn, A. L. (2021). Improving subsequent assessments will determine impacts and
Parent-Child Interactions in Pediatric feasibility of the full SB model, including potential additive
Health Care: A Two-Site Randomized impact of Family Check-Up for families at elevated risk.
Controlled Trial. Pediatrics, 147(3).
Russel et al,, Russell, A. L., Hentschel, E., Fulcher, Findings demonstrate a positive association between
202220 I, Rava, M. S., Abdulkarim, G., Abdalla, both the frequency of caregiver child interactions and
O., ... Wilson, K. (2022). Caregiver knowledge of adequate dietary diversity, and ECD
parenting practices, dietary diversity outcomes. This aligns with global evidence that promoting
knowledge, and association with early early stimulation, play and learning opportunities, and
childhood development outcomes dietary diversity can improve developmental outcomes.
among children aged 18-29 months in Further study is needed to establish causal relationships
Zanzibar, Tanzania: a cross-sectional and assess the impact of ECD programming in Zanzibar.
survey. BMC Public Health, 22(1), 762.
doi:10.1186/512889-022-13009-y
Sanchez Sanchez-Vincitore, L. V., & Castro, A. Although the results show a protective effect of
Vincitore et al., (2022). The role of socio-demographic  psychosocial factors, sustainable and large-scale
2022%% and psychosocial variables in early interventions should not be limited to just buffering

childhood development: A secondary
data analysis of the 2014 and 2019
Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys in the
Dominican Republic. PLOS Glob Public
Health, 2(7), e0000465. doi:10.1371/
journal.pgph.0000465

effects, but to solving the underlying problem, which

is that poverty prevents children from reaching their
developmental potential and exposes them to life-long
greater risk for chronic disease. Addressing delay early in
life can therefore contribute to achieving health equity.
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Schneider et al.,,
2021°%

Schneider, A., Rodrigues, M., Falenchuk,
O., Munhoz, T. N,, Barros, A. J. D.,
Murray, J., . .. Jenkins, J. M. (2021).
Cross-Cultural Adaptation and
Validation of the Brazilian Portuguese
Version of an Observational Measure
for Parent-Child Responsive Caregiving.
Int J Environ Res Public Health, 18(3).
doi:10.3390/ijerph18031246

The Brazilian Portuguese version is a valid and reliable
instrument for a brief assessment of responsive caregiving.

Shah et al,, Shah, R., Herekar, V., Metgud, D., Kim, Our findings suggest integrating an ECD intervention
2022238 H., Atkins, M., & Dhaded, S. (2022). with routine healthcare visits is a feasible and promising
Implementing an early childhood strategy for supporting ECD in India. Further studies
development intervention with routine are needed to determine the effectiveness of SDP on
immunization visits in India: a feasibility  children’s development.
trial. Eur J Pediatr, 181(7), 2799-2808.
doi:10.1007/s00431-022-04485-w
Sharma et al,, Sharma, P., Budhathoki, C. B., Maharjan,  Nutritional status and psychosocial stimulation appear
2023234 R. K. & Singh, J. K. (2023).Nutritional to be major factors affecting cognitive development of

status and psychosocial stimulation
associated with cognitive development
in preschool children: A cross-sectional
study at Western Terai, Nepal. PLoS
One, 18(3), e0280032. doi:10.1371/
journal.pone.0280032

pre-schoolers. Nutritional promotion strategies, as well as
techniques for optimal psychosocial stimulation behaviour,
may play an important role in enhancing pre-schoolers’
cognitive development.

Suttora et al.,
2021%%

Suttora, C., Zuccarini, M., Aceti, A.,
Corvaglia, L., Guarini, A,, & Sansavini,
A. (2021). The Effects of a Parent-
Implemented Language Intervention
on Late-Talkers’ Expressive Skills: The
Mediational Role of Parental Speech
Contingency and Dialogic Reading
Abilities. Front Psychol, 12, 723366.
doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2021.723366

Parent-implemented intervention was effective in
supporting late-talkers’ gains in language development

as a cascade result of the improvements in parental
contingency and dialogic reading abilities. Findings suggest
to examine not only children and parental outcomes but
also the intervention mechanisms promoting changes in
late-talkers’ language development as a clearer view on
such process can inform the development of feasible,
ecological and effective programs.

Thomas et al.,

Thomas, M. S. C., & Coecke, S. (2023).

Highlights the importance of implemented models to

202326 Associations between Socioeconomic test competing accounts of environmental influences on
Status, Cognition, and Brain Structure: individual differences.
Evaluating Potential Causal Pathways
Through Mechanistic Models of
Development. Cogn Sci, 47(1), e13217.
doi:10.1111/cogs.13217
Tofail et al., Tofail, F., Islam, M., Akter, F., Zonji, S, A comprehensive intervention, delivered through group
2023% Roy, B., Hossain, S. J., ... Hamadani, sessions in health facilities, was effective in promoting

J. (2023). An Integrated Mother-Child
Intervention on Child Development
and Maternal Mental Health. Pediatrics,
151(S2).

child development and reducing maternal depressive
symptoms among mothers who reported using negative
or harsh discipline.
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Upadhyay et al.,  Upadhyay, R. P, Taneja, S., Strand, Moderate to high quality stimulation may alleviate the risk
2022238 T. A, Sommerfelt, H., Hysing, M., of sub-optimal development in LBW infants with linear

Mazumder, S., ... Bahl, R. (2022).

Early child stimulation, linear growth
and neurodevelopment in low birth
weight infants. BMC Pediatr, 22(1), 586.
doi:10.1186/s12887-022-03579-6

growth deficits.

Verguet et al,,

Verguet, S., Bolongaita, S., Morgan, A,

With increasing attention and investment into ECD

2022259 Perumal, N., Sudfeld, C. R., Yousafzai, programs, consistent assessments of the relative cost-
A. K., & Fink, G. (2022). Priority setting effectiveness of available interventions are urgently
in early childhood development: an needed. This paper presents a unified analytical framework
analytical framework for economic to address this need and highlights the rather remarkable
evaluation of interventions. BMJ range in both costs and cost-effectiveness across currently
Glob Health, 7(6). doi:10.1136/ available intervention strategies.
bmjgh-2022-008926

Westman Westman Andersson, G., Gillberg, This study shows that parents expect competence and

Andersson et

N., & Miniscalco, C. (2021). Parents
of Children Diagnosed with Autism

knowledge about ASD among preschool staff, including
the principal. They need continuous dialogue between

41

al. 2021 Spectrum Disorder: What Do parents and the preschool staff and expect individualized
They Expect and Experience from support for their child. Concerns about their child in
Preschools? Neuropsychiatr Dis Treat, preschool frequently occurred.
17, 3025-3037. doi:10.2147/NDT.
5324291

Yoon et al,, Yoon, S., Kim, M, Yang, J., Lee, J. Y, Findings highlight the need for active engagement of

202124 Latelle, A, Wang, J., . . . Schoppe- fathers in parenting interventions to promote child

Sullivan, S. (2021). Patterns of Father
Involvement and Child Development
among Families with Low Income.
Children (Basel), 8(12). doi:10.3390/
children8121164

development.
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