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       eadership is critical in any non-profit organisation, business, sports team and community, amongst others. With 
good leadership miracles can be achieved. We need only look through history where the underdog has triumphed 
because of leadership – think about the 1995 South African rugby team – not the best team at the World Cup but 
certainly the best leadership. In the early childhood development sector we see that those five or six organisations 
which are thriving have excellent leadership and many of those organisations that have closed or are struggling have 
had poor leadership and poor strategy in place. 
 
What brought this thinking on is an article on the leadership lessons of past President of the United States of 
America, Barrack Obama. With Donald Trump now in power, we can clearly see the difference between Obama’s 
inspired leadership and the many incompetencies of Donald Trump. So what can we learn about leadership from 
Barrack Obama’s eight years in office? 
 
Business Times journalist,  Zipho 
Sikhakhane, describes Barrack Obama as a 
rare leader respected the world over. So, 
respect is the first requirement.  We earn 
respect through our knowledge, through our 
integrity and through how we treat people. 
Donald Trump evidently treats his own team 
members poorly and we are slowly seeing a 
revolt against this.  The same with Jacob 
Zuma (I will not call either Zuma or Trump 
“President”, as they are not Presidential).  
 
He writes that Barrack Obama “understood 
the importance of leading from your 
strengths.  Leaders need to stand firm on their strengths”. Leaders are also focused and targeted. Sikhakhane says 
“The more focused a leader is, the more likely you are to achieve your goals”. In our ECD sector leadership means 
working all out to meet the needs of young children. But how many of those organisations that have closed had 
leaders that did this? Watching organisations at work one can predict with accuracy which will close and which will 
thrive. 
 
Outstanding leaders do not rest on their laurels and relax because of successes. They do not become complacent.  
 
Finally, real leaders, in Sikhakhane’s words, are “confident to display their vulnerabilities, and in doing so to build 
trust and instil confidence in others”. Can you ever see Trump or Zuma doing this?  
 
I hope you enjoy this edition of EARLY YEARS. 
 
ERIC ATMORE 
Director 

L  
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ANALYSIS: NUTRITIONAL 
STUNTING AND WHY SOUTH 
AFRICA IS COMING UP SHORT 

 
~ Marelise van der Merwe  

 
 

Statistically, the best predictor of an adult’s economic 
potential is their height at two years old. Yet recent research 
tells us that two decades into democracy, a quarter of South 
African toddlers are nutritionally stunted. Stunting is costing 
us a staggering R40-billion each year and South Africa is 
lagging behind other countries at comparable income levels 
in overcoming it. Why?   
 
Last year, World Bank President Jim Yong Kim vowed to name 
and shame governments at the World Economic Forum which 
failed to commit to eradicating stunting by 2030. 
 
There’s a reason stunting is increasingly on national and global 
agendas: it’s costly to overlook. But in South Africa, something 
has gone awry. Despite numerous interventions, stunting 
remains a serious problem. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The first obstacle: it’s not only a food issue. The second 
obstacle: grants aimed at improving nutrition aren’t hitting the 
spot as hoped. 
 
South Africa ranks 70th out of 132 countries for stunted growth 
rates and the third Global Nutrition Report, released at the end 
of 2016, found that South African children were worse off than 
their counterparts in many poorer countries, including Haiti, 
Senegal, Thailand, Libya and Mauritania. 
 
Malnutrition and nutritional stunting are not the same thing, 
explains Joanne Peter, who is spearheading the DGMT Zero 
Stunting Campaign in South Africa. “People may not realise the 
extent of stunting in South Africa because they may be thinking 
of an extremely thin, starving child,” she says. “But it’s not 
always that. Thinness alone may indicate very acute 
malnutrition, but in the case of chronic malnutrition, it may be 
indicated more by height, or the thinness may be masked by 
short stature.” Some forms of poor nutrition may also involve 
obesity, or “hidden hunger”, says Peter. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
More importantly, stunting is not only a physical symptom – it is 
a biological marker that often indicates numerous systemic 
vulnerabilities, she says. In short, it’s an indicator of what is 
usually a complex, multifactorial set of problems – ranging from 
food insecurity to poor access to sanitation and clean water, 
which may cause gastric illness that worsens malnutrition. 
 
In a study published by BMC Public Health, it was reported that 
South Africa’s prevalence of stunting had hovered between 20-
30% for the past 20 years despite the Integrated Nutrition 
Programme implemented in 1996. South Africa was ranked 
highest in the first Hunger and Nutrition Commitment Index– 
Africa (HANCI-Africa). Nearly 10-million children have benefited 
from the national school feeding programme in the past 
financial year (although the minority of learners receive two 
meals). Yet South Africa is underperforming nutritionally 
compared to countries at similar income level: Brazil, Colombia, 
Mozambique, Malawi, and Peru have all achieved significant 
gains where nutrition is concerned, but South Africa’s 
improvement has been limited. 
 
A recent study showed, South Africa’s social grants debacle 
notwithstanding, that the grant system is not working to its full 
potential. Nearly a third of South Africans (and over half of 
households in some provinces) receive at least one grant from 
the state, argues Dr Stephen Devereux, with the largest of these 
being the child support grant. But the grant, although in terms 
of numbers it goes to almost two in three children under 18, 
doesn’t necessarily feed through to reducing child malnutrition, 
and Devereux believes grant increases will not necessarily 
remedy this. 
 
Red tape 
 
Devereux argues that this is partly because the grants are often 
not sufficient for the number of people they are ultimately 
shared between. But, adds Peter, it’s also an issue of 
bureaucracy. The Zero Stunting Campaign is calling for 
preregistration of babies during pregnancy, so that mothers do 
not lose out on access to child support grants during the first 
year of the child’s life. 
 
“Currently, the mother must produce the child’s birth 
certificate in order to receive a child support grant,” she 
explains. “This can substantially delay receiving the grant, as the 
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mother is not getting through the red tape after the birth and 
not getting the grant during the most critical time.” It is not 
merely an issue of buying food, says Peter. If the mother has 
more money, she may be under less pressure to return to work 
and breastfeeding may be more feasible practically. Later on, 
when the baby is introduced to other foods, she may be able to 
afford foods like peanut butter, which are more nutritionally 
dense. And good nutrition is crucial immediately, says Dr 
Lisanne du Plessis, of the Division of Human Nutrition at 
Stellenbosch University. If left untreated, chronic malnutrition in 
the first two years of life is irreversible. 
 
The damage, warns Du Plessis, is severe. “Stunting is a 
nutritional disorder that comes about due to a number of 
factors, including inadequate diet, disease, suboptimal caring 
practices, poor food security, inadequate healthcare, poverty 
and poor governance of health, food and other resources,” she 
says. “It manifests in poor growth, particularly in height. It also 
impacts on brain growth. If undetected and untreated by the age 
of two years, the damage is irreversible. The child cannot reach 
his or her full cognitive potential, which impacts on schooling 
achievement, and later on educational and employment 
opportunities.” 
 
“There is also increased risk of chronic diseases in adulthood.” 
These include diabetes, cancer and heart disease, as well as 
hereditary conditions that can affect the next generation. 
 
 
Counting the cost 
 
Maternal undernutrition accounts for around 20% of stunting, 
with a low birth weight rate of 13% and high levels of stunting 
that some have argued cost as much as R40-billion a year; 
conversely, zero stunting could allow some one million more 
children to thrive each year and, in the long term, have a 
proportionately positive impact on GDP. 
 
According to a series of articles published in The Lancet, 
stunted children go on, on average, to earn some 26% less than 
their peers in adulthood. The same researchers argue that the 
cost of stunting is, for some countries, up to twice their 
healthcare expenditure. 
 
Health24 previously reported that a third of preventable deaths 
in poor and middle-income countries could be attributed 
to malnutrition. The World Bank has suggested that investing in 
childhood nutrition is one of the most cost-effective 
development actions: globally, every $1 invested in averting 
stunting delivers an $11 economic return, and every $1 invested 
in exclusive breastfeeding achieves a $35 economic return. 
Reductions in stunting, meanwhile, can increase the potential 
GDP per capita of countries in Africa and Asia by as much as 4-
11%. The trick, says Peter, is that this must not happen in 
isolation. Sanitation, social support and other systems have to 
be included in the solution. Government support for agriculture, 
including sustainable family farming, also has a positive impact 
on stunting levels. 
 
Although the national prevalence of stunting in South Africa 

decreased by 10.5% between 2008 and 2013, the most recent 
national nutrition survey (SANHANES-1, 2014) found that 
prevalence remains at 26% for boys and 25% for girls aged 1-3 
years. “Despite economic growth, political and social transitions 
and national nutrition programmes in South Africa over the past 
few decades, stunting remains a stubborn problem which 
impacts our economic growth and prosperity,” says Du Plessis. 
 
Breastfeeding rates, too, are low. Initiation rates are nearly 
90%, but they decline within weeks, with one study reporting six
-month rates to be just 8%. This, says Peter, is partly because 
communication around breastfeeding has been confusing due 
to HIV/Aids, and mothers were initially encouraged not to 
breastfeed, then told to breastfeed exclusively, and now may 
mix feeding methods provided they are on ARVs, if they are HIV 
positive. 
 
“I believe combined and focused efforts [at multiple levels] to 
improve nutrition during pregnancy, infancy and childhood can 
have the most significant impact on stunting,” says Du Plessis. 
Social support should ideally complement financial support, she 
adds. 
 
Additionally, says Peter, streamlining access to grants, and 
taking an approach that avoids the silo effect, would be ideal. 
“At the moment we do have political will and we have 
concentrated efforts committed to nutrition, which is great,” 
she says. “But [paradoxically] in some ways there are [both] too 
many owners and too few owners. It’s difficult to get stunting 
across as one defined issue. Is it agriculture? Is it education? Is it 
healthcare? Stunting requires extremely focused leadership 
support,” she says. 
 

Article  available at  
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2017-05-02-analysis-

nutritional-stunting-and-why-sa-is-coming-up-short/?
utm_term=Autofeed&utm_campaign=Echobox&utm_medium=S

ocial&utm_source=Facebook#link_time=1493746483 
 
 
 

ARE ALL EARLY CHILDHOOD 
EDUCATION EXPERIENCES 

EQUALLY COST-EFFECTIVE? 
 

~ Amer Hasan and Nozomi Nakajima 
 
 

International evidence shows that investing in high-quality early 
childhood programmes can have large economic returns, 
especially for children from socially disadvantaged groups. In 
response, developing countries are looking to increase public 
investments in the early years, especially in early education 
programmes. As they do so, one of the challenges policymakers 
face is deciding what to fund. After all, there are a wide range of 
opportunities for early childhood education that already exist in 
local settings such as playgroups and kindergartens. As a result, 
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with the probability of children’s enrollment in both playgroups 
and kindergartens rather than enrollment in only playgroups or 
only kindergartens. 
  
This self-selection into different early childhood education 
pathways has potential longer-term consequences. We 
leveraged data collected as part of an impact evaluation in rural 
Indonesia to examine how the sequence, timing, and duration 
of attending different types of early childhood programmes 
(between the ages of 3 and 5) predict subsequent academic 
outcomes in primary school (between the ages of 6 and 9). 
  
The test scores of children who enrolled in a full sequence of 
playgroup and then kindergarten are about one grade level 
ahead of their peers who had never enrolled in any early 
childhood education – holding constant child, family, and 
community characteristics such as age, household wealth and 
average quality of preschool services in the community. 
Moreover, children who enrolled in a full sequence of both 
playgroup and kindergarten were about one semester ahead of 
their peers who enrolled either in only kindergarten or only 
playgroup. 
 
In rural Indonesia, early childhood education is most effective 
when children enroll in a combination of playgroup and 
kindergarten at the intended ages. Figure 1 (below) summarizes 
our estimates and shows that for every $100 spent on early 
childhood education, children gain approximately an additional 
month of learning. However, Figure 1 also underscores that the 
cost-effectiveness of early childhood education depends on 
the pathway of services taken. The cost-effectiveness of 
enrolling in only playgroup and only kindergarten are not 
distinguishable from zero. In addition, the cost-effectiveness of 
enrolling in both playgroup and kindergarten but at a later age 
(1 year of playgroup (age 5) and 1 year of kindergarten (age 6)) 
is also indistinguishable from zero (see grey bars). 
  
In the Indonesian context, the added effect of enrolling in a 
playgroup then in kindergarten is likely due to the different 
curricula used in each of these programme settings. Child 
development research has shown that children’s development is 

different children can often have very different early childhood 
education experiences on their way to primary school. 
 
To overcome this challenge, policymakers might begin by 
looking at the existing evidence on the effectiveness of early 
childhood education programmes. The majority of research from 
developing countries that measures effectiveness of early 
childhood education programmes are evaluation studies, which 
typically compare children who attended preschools with those 
who never attended. 
  
Some studies might compare children who attended preschools 
with improved quality to those who attended preschools which 
were not improved. However, such studies may not adequately 
capture the reality of many local settings, where children enroll 
in different types of early childhood programmes at different 
ages, and for different lengths of time. In other words, 
policymakers need evidence on the effects of early childhood 
education programmes by comparing the different alternative 
early childhood education pathways children actually take. 
  
Take, for example, Indonesia, where early childhood services 
are overseen by multiple government departments and 
agencies, and where each provides a variety of different 
programmes. Some primarily offer play-based care (playgroups 
or kelompok bermain as they are referred to locally) while 
others focus more on academic preparation for primary school 
(kindergartens or taman kanak-kanak and raudhotul atfal). 
Despite formal public guidelines about the intended age group 
and length of programmes, families make personal decisions 
about where, when, and for how long to enroll their children in 
early childhood programmes. This results in children often 
having very different pathways to primary school. 
  
In a recent World Bank working paper, we show that even 
among poor villages in Indonesia, there is considerable 
variation in early education pathways. Unsurprisingly, we find 
that these early education pathways are highly correlated with 
family and community characteristics. For example, mother’s 
education level, family income, and the quality of early 
childhood services in the community are all positively correlated 

EARLY YEARS 
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1 year Playgroup (age 3/4) then 1 year of Kindergarten (age 5/6) 

1 year Playgroup (age 5) then 1 year of Kindergarten (age 6) 

2 years of Playgroup (age 3/4) then 1 year of Kindergarten (age 5/6) 

Kindergarten only 

1 year Playgroup (age 3/4) then 2 years of Kindergarten (age 5/6) 

2 years of Playgroup (age 3/4) then 2 years of Kindergarten (age 5/6) 

Playgroup only 

Equivalent years of additional learning for every 100 USD spent of early childhood education 
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best supported when they receive increasingly complex, 
differentiated learning experiences. 

 Play-based learning helps children develop their fine and gross 
motor skills, develop language and socialization skills, and 
become creative problem solvers. However, playgroups in 
Indonesia were not designed to provide multiple years of 
unique, developmentally appropriate learning. As a 
result, children who subsequently enroll in kindergarten are 
more likely to avoid redundancy in their learning experiences by 
having exposure to different, more academically-focused 
curricula. 
  
This suggests that focusing on providing access to both 
playgroups and kindergartens to young children at the 
appropriate ages can optimize public investments in early 
childhood education. Given that the current policy debates in 
Indonesia are centered on universal preprimary education, 
these findings are timely. 
 

 Article  available at  
http://blogs.worldbank.org/education/are-all-early-childhood-

education-experiences-equally-cost-effective?
cid=EXT_WBBlogSocialShare_D_EXT 

 
 
 

HOW BABIES LEARN FASTER 
WHEN DADS PLAY WITH THEM 

 
~ Victoria Allen 

 
 

Babies learn faster if their fathers engage with them, a study 
suggests.  It found that infants with more remote fathers tended 
to be slower at recognising colours and objects. 
 
The study, by researchers at Imperial College London, King’s 
College London and Oxford University, is one of the first to 
examine the impact of men, rather than women, on a child’s 
development. 
 

Fathers were monitored playing with their children at the age of 
three months and reading to them at two years. The results 
suggest it is hugely important that men speak to a child in a 
positive tone of voice, pay attention to what interests them and 
elaborate on their speech. 
 
It is thought this superior social interaction helps babies make 
sense of the world, making them more intelligent as toddlers.  
 
"Even as early as three months, these father-child interactions 
can positively predict cognitive development almost two years 
later," said Paul Ramchandani, the Imperial College professor 
who led the research. "There’s something probably quite 
meaningful for later development, and that really hasn’t been 
shown much before." 
 
Playtime with men has been found to be more stimulating and 
vigorous than that provided by mothers, encouraging children to 
take risks and explore. 
 
The researchers asked 128 men to play with their three-month-
old babies, without toys, for three minutes, grading how 
sensitive, intrusive, remote and depressive they were with their 
child. The fathers, all well-educated, were then filmed reading a 
book to their child at two years old. 
 
Mental development tests were carried out when children were 
two, finding those with greater paternal engagement and less 
controlling fathers did better. 
 
These included men who responded to their children spotting 
something of interest. When reading a book, they were more 
likely to notice a child focusing on a picture, asking them about 
it and relating it to real life. These children were then better at 
mental development tests, displaying the ability to follow 
directions and name objects. 
 
Dr Vaheshta Sethna of King’s, who co-wrote the study, said: 
"We also found that children interacting with sensitive, calm 
and less anxious fathers during a book session at the age of two 
showed better cognitive development, including attention, 
problem-solving, language and social skills. 
 
"The clear message for new fathers here is to get stuck in and 
play with your baby. Even when they’re really young playing and 
interacting with them can have a positive effect." 
 
The study, published in the Infant Mental Health Journal, said: 
"It is likely that remote fathers use fewer verbal and non-verbal 
strategies to communicate with their infants, thereby reducing 
the infant’s social learning experience. 
 
"Moreover, the first year of life is a period characterised by rapid 
advances in language and other symbolic competencies." 
 

Article  available at  
http://www.iol.co.za/lifestyle/family/baby-toddler/how-babies-

learn-faster-when-dads-play-with-them-9039777 
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