Panel:  Early Childhood Care and Education: Supporting Children’s Development and Early Learning through National Development Plans

This panel addresses the first target set in the Outcome Document, achieving quality education, underscoring the importance of early childhood care and it’s role in national development.  Country programming examples were offered for Philippines, Senegal, and internationally (Sesame Workshop).   

May 8, 2002, 3:00-4:30, Dag Hammerskjold Auditorium

Moderator:  Dr. Judith Evans, Director of Department of Programme Documentation and Communication, Bernard Van Leer Foundation, Hague, Netherlands

Speakers (in order of presentation):

Mr. Andre Roberfroid, Deputy Executive Director, UNICEF

Dr. Fraser Mustard, Founding President and Fellow, Canadian Institute for Advanced Research, Canada

Ms. Feny de los Angeles- Bautista, Executive Director, Community of Learners Foundation and Philippine Children’s Television Foundation, Philippines

Dr. Charlotte Cole, Vice President for Education and Research at Sesame Workshop, New York, USA. 

His Excellency Mr. Abdoulaye Wade, President of the Republic of Senegal, Senegal

Mr. Johann Koss, UNICEF Ambassador for Sports

The session was honoured with the presence of His Excellency Mr. Wade President of Senegal, who has spearheaded efforts for early childcare and education in Senegal.  During the session, he committed to extending the New Partnership for African Development (NEPAD) principle of peer review among African countries to child development and education.  In his role as chair of the Economic Commission of West African States (ECOWAS) he will make sure to put this principle into action. 

Early Childhood is the time of life in which what we do for and with children counts most – but it is often a time in which investments are lowest.  As Mr. Roberfroid pointed out, we know more now than we ever have in history about what we need to do to help children fulfil their potential.  Now the challenge is to put it into action.  How?  The presenters at the sessions gave examples of effective community based early childcare centres, integrated family support centres, and child friendly television programmes.  All agreed that families are the first providers of care, and investments in families are needed.  Providing services is not enough without enabling families to be the caregivers they want to be.  But national policies are also necessary, and help to make programmes a reality. 

Early child development is the centrepiece for economic development of a country.  And child development depends on what happens in the child’s brain, according to Dr. Fraser Mustard.  He indicated that brain development is most dynamic in the first years of life, and it can even be affected by parenting style and by reading to children. Most important, parent interaction was more important than economic level for children’s development.   

We know that early childhood programmes improve school success and even a country’s productivity – but perhaps they can also increase peace in the world, several speakers suggested.  Children learn tolerance at a very young age, said UNICEF Ambassador of Sport Johann Koss.  Dr. Fraser Mustard from Canada described the way that continual stress disrupts the growing brain – leading him to conclude, “Bush should put money into early child development”.  

The President of Senegal, His Excellency Mr. Abdoulaye Wade is convinced of the importance of child development.  As an economist, he has decided that “the most important capital is human capital” – and he has put that idea into action in Senegal, creating a Ministry for early childhood, and developing early childhood centres in a number of villages in Senegal. These child care centres combine the best learning equipment from Europe and the US with the traditional wisdom and learning from the cultural heritage of Senegal’s past – through stories by grandmothers and grandfathers.  

“I Can Do It” is the title of the child development chart developed by the Philippines Early Child Development Project.  Feny de los Angeles-Bautista showed how communities and families were able to put seven simple principles (e.g., care, companionship, health and nutrition, conversation) into integrated programs for young children.  These programmes involve parents who receive training in childcare.  The key was to identify and fill the gaps in existing programmes.  The most common was lack of inter-agency collaboration, especially with government at the local level, and families.  “They have highlighted the real actor in integration – the parents and caregivers; we should invest in them”. 

The Philippines case study also illustrated that a national policy for early child development may be easier to get approved when there is a good programme in place.  On the other hand, having a national policy also helps programmes to develop.  At this time the Philippines has a major project in early child development funded by the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank. 

Mustard described a programme in Toronto for young children costing about 500/child/year (in Canadian Dollars) to teach school readiness.  Children who had gone through this program were much more prepared for school.  The program cost only a 1% of what the regular school costs – isn’t this a good way to invest our funds?  

Dr. Charlotte Cole of the Sesame Workshop described the evolution of the US based Sesame Street into 20 different countries.  She described how the model is adapted to each country, selecting a setting, characters, and even learning materials that are familiar to the children in that country. She showed a segment teaching handwashing in Mexico and Russia.  

In the discussion, one of the issues were raised several times was about the integration of programmes. Several were concerned about the lack of a greater emphasis on breastfeeding, but both Dr. Mustard and Feny de los Angeles-Bautista agreed that this was an important issue and was already in their thinking.  

How can the corporate sector be involved? Feny de los Angeles- Bautista described the role of local businesses in constructing parent resource centres, and the importance of having something tangible to show to businesses, as well as talking with them and explaining the programme.  It is clear that money matters for these programmes; even though they are less expensive than school, good quality care is not free, nor is high quality media programming for children. 

Johann Koss, the UNICEF Ambassador for Sport, concluded the session with the hope that “investing in ECD is the future for transforming our society.”  He urged everyone to go out and tell his or her ministers to invest in early childhood.  Finally, he reminded us of the tragic events of September 11th, and raised the hope that with investment in early childhood, we may be able to prevent acts like this in the future – through developing a more peaceful global society.  

Quotes:

“If we think that child development will be achieved by services alone we are wrong” – we need to focus on what the enabling environment is through and with families.”  

Mr. Andre Roberfroid, Deputy Executive Director, UNICEF. 

Dr. Fraser Mustard from Canada described the way that continual stress disrupts the growing brain – leading him to conclude, “Bush should put money into early child development”. 

Dr. Fraser Mustard:  “Breastfeeding fulfils part of the sensory pathway for brain development.  Touch during breastfeeding will help brain development.  Parents could even lick their children – that would help as well!” 

Feny de los Angeles-Bautista:  “They have highlighted the real actor in integration – the parent.”

Johann Koss, UNICEF Ambassador of Sport:  “Investing in ECD is the future for transforming our society”. “Improving children’s development contributes to their development and to national development.”
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