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Principles of Early Childhood Care and Development

The principles of Early Childhood Care and Development (ECCD) were created by the partners of the Consultative Group on ECCD. They are based on research related to the importance of the early years in establishing the foundations for an individual’s current and future growth, development, and well-being, and on international experience in creating successful policies, strategies, and financing to support young children and their families. The principles are framed by positions presented in international conventions and agreements (e.g., the Convention on the Rights of the Child, a World Fit for Children, the Summit on Children, and others). 
  
Preamble

· Young children (prenatal to age 8), by reason of their physical and mental immaturity, need special safeguards and care; they depend on others to provide them protection and promote their best interests. 
· Respecting young children’s evolving capacities is crucial because of the rapid transformations in children’s physical, cognitive, social and emotional functioning from conception to the beginnings of schooling. 
· Regardless of age, all children require an environment that is free from toxic stress.  They need access to clean drinking water, adequate hygiene and sanitation, good nutrition and health care. They also need care, nurturing and affection, interaction with adults and other children, and opportunities to explore, discover and learn.
· All children, without distinction of gender, race, language, religion, ability or of any other kind of status, have the right and should be provided the opportunity to develop to their full potential. 

· Children living in especially difficult circumstances need special consideration. They are particularly vulnerable to malnutrition, disease, abuse, neglect, social exclusion (discrimination) and a range of other adversities that could negatively affect their entire lives. 
· Young children’s experiences are powerfully shaped by cultural beliefs about their needs and family and community expectations about their abilities and roles in family and community. 
· Children living in areas prone to natural disaster, famine, water scarcity, or environmental degradation require special protection and supportive services to ensure they are well-nurtured, safe, healthy and well-nourished.
· Parent's and families
 -- men as well as women -- have the primary responsibility for the upbringing, development and education of their children.  
· It is the responsibility of government, through an inclusive process in which all stakeholders are involved, to develop and implement policies and key early childhood strategies that enable families and communities to fulfil their responsibilities for child rearing, development and protection.
Development and Learning Principles

1. Development and learning begin during the prenatal period
During the prenatal period, important developments affect brain growth and chemistry and the physical body. These all have an impact on a child’s ability to thrive, grow, learn, and be healthy. 

Therefore, policies and strategies need to ensure that adolescent girls and pregnant women receive adequate physical, nutritional, and psychological care, as well as protection. During this critical phase of women’s and children’s lives, all possible measures are needed to improve preconception, prenatal and perinatal/neonatal care for mothers and babies in order to reduce infant and child mortality, improve birth outcomes, prepare families for positive parenting, and create conditions that promote the well‑being of all young children. 
2. The first eight years of a child's life form the foundation for all later development; early attention to the child’s needs is critical
Throughout the first eight years young children experience the most rapid period of growth and change during the human lifespan. During the early years a child develops all the basic brain and physiological structures upon which later growth, development, and learning are dependent. During this period, children experience increasing mobility, and the development of communication skills and intellectual capacities, all of which lead to rapid shifts in children’s interests, abilities and competencies. 

Therefore, prenatally and once the child enters the world, it is important to ensure that appropriate nutritional support (with six months of exclusive breastfeeding whenever possible) is available; that a healthy, safe, clean and enriched environment is provided; and that children are protected, loved and nurtured.  Good care is the best preventive measure to avoid disabilities and developmental delays. The earlier that attention is given to the child’s developmental progress, the more likely that problems can be prevented. Similarly, it is essential to identify any special needs as early as possible, from birth onward, through screenings and assessments, as may be required.
3. Development varies as a function of the child’s nutritional and biomedical status, genetic inheritance, individuality, social and cultural context, and interactions
While there is a general pattern or sequence for development that is true of most children, the rate, character, and quality of development will vary from child to child as a result of what the child brings into the world (nature) and the child’s experiences (nurture). Young children’s growth and development will vary according to their individual nature, as well as their gender, living conditions, family organization, care arrangements and services provided by government and civil society. 
Therefore, strategies should identify and adjust to varying individual and social needs of children and will have different emphases in relation to the child’s evolving capacities. For most children, the following sequence of development can be distinguished:

· Preconception, pregnancy and birth.  During this period, attention is focused on the mother and the developing child through maternal and child health strategies and through family support for mothers, fathers and other caregivers. 
· Infancy (up to about 18 months). Particular emphasis needs to be placed on nurturing care and bonding between infant and parents, health checkups, good nutrition, home hygiene, sanitation, and interactions that support development. Attachment to a significant caregiver during this period is critical. 
· Toddler and post-toddler (about 18 to 36 months). During this period nutrition continues to be critically important. The child's physical coordination, language skills, ability to think, self-regulation, emotional and social skills advance rapidly. 

· Pre-school (approximately ages three, four and five, and sometimes six, depending upon the country). In the pre-school years, socialization and preparation for schooling take on greater importance, and the circle of peers and caregivers widens.  From age four onward, early childhood strategies are more likely to be associated with education and preschool, but health and nutrition and a safe and clean environment remain key components of what young children need.

· Early primary school, a period of transition into school and the world at large (roughly ages six to eight). Depending on the degree of synchronicity between home and school, this transition can be relatively easy or extremely difficult. The transition can be made easier with good quality pre-school education and a variety of supportive services for parents and primary schools.
4. All forms of discrimination violate children’s rights and impact the child’s well-being
Discrimination (based on gender, ethnic origin, social and cultural status, disabilities, status as a refugee or displaced person, and/or a child affected or infected by HIV/AIDS) has a negative impact on growth, development and well-being. Discrimination may result in reduced levels of nutrition, inadequate care and attention, restricted opportunities for play, learning and education, and, frequently, inhibition of free expression of feelings and views. Discrimination may be expressed through harsh treatment and unreasonable expectations, both of which may be exploitative or abusive. Young children who suffer multiple discriminations are especially vulnerable. 
Therefore, it is important to develop universal and inclusive policies, plans, strategies and services, with special emphasis on vulnerable children.  To be inclusive of those that are discriminated against requires both an intentional focus and a commitment of resources.
5. Development and learning occur as a result of the child interacting with significant people 
The child’s well-being is closely linked to the well-being of the family, and most specifically to the well-being and status of the primary caregiver(s). Children need opportunities to interact with adults and peers in a supportive environment that provides the child with security and acceptance. Under normal circumstances, young children form strong mutual attachments with their parents or primary caregivers. These relationships offer children physical and emotional security, as well as consistent care and attention, in ways that are respectful of their individuality and growing capacities. Through these relationships children construct a personal identity and acquire language and culturally valued skills, knowledge and behaviours.
Many factors have an impact on parents’ capacities to interact with and fulfil their responsibilities towards children.  A feature of all societies is that increasing numbers of young children are growing up in multicultural communities and in contexts marked by rapid social change, where care giving practices, beliefs and expectations about young children are also changing, and this presents a challenge to families.
Therefore, children’s growth and development are affected by improving the well-being of the primary caregiver(s), increasing family income, upgrading health and sanitation in the community, and enhancing the social and political milieu, although the impact will be more indirect than the development of services specifically for the child.  
6. Development is holistic; it consists of inter-dependent dimensions
A young child’s health and well‑being are in many respects interdependent: children's development is holistic. Therefore, a child's development cannot be compartmentalized into health, nutritional, educational, social, emotional, and spiritual variables. All are interwoven in a child's life and are developing simultaneously. Progress in one area affects progress in others. Similarly, when something goes wrong in any one area, it has an impact on all the other areas. 
Therefore, coordinated, multisectoral strategies are required in order to ensure that children’s best interests are always the starting point for service planning and provision. These should be based on a systematic and integrated approach to policy development and law in relation to young children. Strategies should include attention to safety, physical development (through health and nutrition), intellectual development (through providing opportunities for play, learning and formal education), language and communication (through support for mother-tongue learning) social‑emotional development (through providing affection, gaining the ability to self regulate, and opportunities for social participation), and spiritual development (as defined within the child’s culture). These need to be provided in healthy, safe and stable environments, as well as in emergency situations, such as natural disasters or violent conflicts. 
7. Children are active participants in their own development and learning through interactions with the environment
Young children actively make sense of the physical, social and cultural dimensions of the world they inhabit, learning progressively from their activities and their interactions with others, children as well as adults. They are acutely sensitive to their surroundings and very rapidly acquire understanding of the people, places and routines in their lives, along with an awareness of their own unique identity. They make choices and communicate their feelings, ideas and wishes in numerous ways, long before they are able to communicate through the conventions of spoken or written language. It is important for children to have opportunities to construct their own knowledge through play, exploration, and interaction with materials, peers and adults. Learning and related development involve the child's construction of knowledge.  While recognizing that learning happens in different ways and in diverse settings, the ultimate goal is for each child to develop curiosity that leads to exploration and problem solving, critical thinking, and cooperation – the skills and disposition for lifelong learning.
Therefore, from an early age, children should be included in activities promoting good nutrition and a healthy and disease‑preventing lifestyle.  ECCD strategies should not put undue emphasis on rote memorization and learning of the 3 Rs (Reading, wRiting, and aRithmetic). Emphasis should be on learning how to learn rather than mainly on what to learn. 
Strategic and Policy Principles

Both theory and practice inform the process of creating policies and strategic plans that seek to ensure that the rights of young children are being met. Some principles that guide the development of policies and strategies intended to improve the welfare of children in their early years are described below:

Contextual Principle

· Context is (almost) everything.
Common sense, as well as a growing literature, tells us that the impact and success of policies and strategies are affected by the context in which they are developed and implemented. The economic, social, political and cultural dimensions of the community and nation have an impact on whether or not children thrive. Bio-ecological system theory posits that there are a series of nested systems that surround the child and define the place of the child in the environment.  The child at the center is surrounded by the family and neighbourhood that exist within the wider community. The community is nested within the larger socio-cultural context that includes legal frameworks and a cultural ethos based on national economic and political realities which, in turn are shaped by global influences.  Each system contains roles, norms and rules that can powerfully shape a child’s growth and development at any given point in time. 

Therefore, to create policies and to provide appropriate strategies for young children and their families, the total context within which the child lives must be taken into account, with a recognition that systemic changes may be required if the situation of young children and their families is to be improved over the long-term. Comprehensive policies and strategies to support child development should function simultaneously at different levels, focusing respectively on the child, caregivers, and national institutions and policies.  To be fully effective, they must be embraced by communities and families, for all effective ECCD services ultimately are local.

Social Principles

· Seek equity, attending first and foremost to those who are the most vulnerable
This principle stresses the urgency of attending to children living in conditions that make them vulnerable to delayed or debilitated development (e.g., children living in poverty, those from a minority population, those with special needs such as developmental delays, physical, mental or emotional disabilities, malnutrition or diseases, and experiencing emergencies). Potential discrimination in access to quality, individualized and enriched services for young children is a particular concern, especially where health, education, welfare and other services are not universally available and are provided through a combination of State, private and charitable organizations. Those who are most vulnerable are frequently the children who are hardest to reach with services.  

Therefore, when resources are limited, the most vulnerable children should be priority beneficiaries of ECCD services and lines of action. 

· Derive strategies from local cultures and linguistic traditions 
ECCD strategies should build on the strengths, cultures and languages of communities. Strategies are most effective and likely to be sustained when they are built on the knowledge that people already possess and on the known factors/experiences in people’s lives. When people feel that their language, cultural values, practices and beliefs are respected and recognized, it gives them confidence to entertain alternative ways of doing things.

Therefore, begin developing strategies with a dialogue of stakeholders through which it is possible to identify, assess and understand people’s reality and the structures that exist within a given community. It is important to recognize that strategies cannot be based solely on context. In creating strategies it is important to seek a balance between local knowledge and experiences, evidence-based knowledge and lessons learned in other contexts. 

· Partner with stakeholders at each level
A growing body of knowledge shows that stakeholder involvement increases the sense of ownership and effectiveness of policy implementation. Stakeholders at all levels (including the family, influential members of the community, service providers, local and national policy makers) need to be included in the process of developing and implementing policies and strategies that allow for the extension of the services beyond what would be possible if only the budgets and resources of the public sector are used.  Civil society, non-governmental organizations, private enterprises, religious and international actors, all have something to contribute and should be involved in appropriate ways.
Technical Principles

· Develop strategies within a broad conceptual framework that is part of a comprehensive, multi‑faceted strategy; strategies should not be developed in isolation of other services.
There is unity in a child’s needs. Hence, effective strategies require holistic attention to children. Efforts should be made to maximize resources through multi‑dimensional strategies that combine health, nutrition, education, protection, sanitation, and social actions. 
Therefore, strategies and lines of action should be part of a broad conceptual policy that addresses the needs of children prenatally through at least the early primary school years. To the extent possible, convergence and continuity of comprehensive and continuous services should be sought in the conceptualization, planning, and implementation of strategies.  
· Be flexible; seek diverse strategies
Individual, social, and contextual variations, taken together with the changing nature of the child during the early childhood period, all point to the conclusion that there can be no single formula for creating an ECCD strategy. Complementary strategies should be developed and implemented to address children’s rights. Each country will have a different set of ECCD strategies to fit its unique cultural and socio-economic realities, needs and level of ECCD service development. For the youngest children, in particular, it is important to focus on the family.  
Therefore, strategies that provide support to parents in their parenting role, and strategies that help change the economic situation of the family, are important and ultimately have an impact on the child.  Similarly, community development (empowerment) efforts can be helpful when they improve the environment within which children are being raised. The strengthening of institutions which work with families is another strategy that can be used to support the development of quality ECCD services.  Ultimately all of these efforts are supported (or inhibited) by national policies and financing, and by international policies and funding streams.  
· Ensure quality

A quality service/line of action is one that is appropriate to the child's stage of development and addresses the needs of children while respecting individual differences. In seeking quality, planners need to know that quality is affected by the motivation and training of personnel, the physical environment, and the materials and supports available to providers. It is essential that quality not be lost as a result of trying to implement low‑cost models and/or trying to increase the coverage of proven models. The argument that efforts should be aimed at increasing coverage before endeavouring to improve quality misses the essential point that without quality, costs will be incurred later on, in schooling and by society. Low quality strategies are ineffective, deprive children of benefits, and represent a waste of resources.

Therefore, quality must be addressed at all levels; it cannot be achieved solely through legislation or through setting norms and standards at a national level. Neither can quality be defined by the level of expenditure. Resources (financial, institutional, and human) must be allocated at each level, along with supervision, guidance, monitoring and evaluation to ensure quality provision of services.
· Prioritize strategies toward young children and their families
While it is necessary to implement strategies within recognized resource constraints, and they should be economically feasible over time, such feasibility is only partly a matter of available funds. Priorities determine how funds are allocated. If a strategy is accorded a high enough priority, it usually has a greater likelihood of being funded and implemented. 
Therefore, policy advocacy and social communications are needed to make ECCD a priority. Public awareness and political will are important dimensions in making ECCD a priority and determining the resources made available for young children and their families. The people involved in such efforts need to be accountable in identifying, implementing, monitoring and evaluating cost‑effective models to ensure the maximization of existing and planned resources. 
· Be creative in achieving expanded coverage
Coverage does not have to be achieved through the implementation of a common strategy nation-wide.  In some situations, a comprehensive mosaic of programme strategies may be more effective in achieving wide-scale coverage than the implementation of a few large-scale programmes that have been demonstrated to be successful. A mosaic approach, where specific strategies can be developed for specific contexts, is likely to be required to reach the hardest to reach populations and those in countries with many cultures and languages.
Therefore, choose an appropriate approach, based on the country context. In either approach, it is essential that planning and resources ensure that quality not be lost when attempting to increase coverage. 
· Design strategies that support children’s transitions throughout the early childhood period and beyond
Every effort should be made to see that the gains made by a given strategy are sustained over time. At the level of the child, this means paying attention to the child’s development over time -- where the child has come from before participating in a given service and where the child is going once the child moves on. Without attention to the transitions in children’s lives, the gains made in one setting can be diminished in another. While basic foundational capacities may not be lost (those developed during the first 3 years), without continuous supportive family and community environments and ECCD services, the child may not realise his or her potential.

· Incorporate monitoring and evaluation from the outset
Too often little thought is given to evaluation until a strategy is being implemented. By designing an evaluation at a later point, it is not possible to capture what the environment was like before the strategy was in place.  Thus, it is not possible to make statements related to “before” and “after” implementation of a strategy.  Monitoring and evaluation from the outset also can provide the data required for conducting cost-benefit and cost-effectiveness studies.  In turn, these are necessary inputs for advocacy to inform policy and strategy development and the distribution of resources for ECCD services.
Therefore, when objectives are formulated, they should be framed in such a way that they can be measured. This will provide a framework for monitoring the project, and the necessary data on which to evaluate the effort.   

� These principles are derived from earlier work by the Consultative Group (1993, 2000).  Much of the language comes from General Comment 7. Implementing Child Rights in Early Childhood (Fortieth session, 2005), U.N. Doc. CRC/C/GC/7/Rev.1 (2006). http://www1.umn.edu/humanrts/crc/crc_general_comments.htm


� Family here refers to a variety of arrangements that can provide for young children’s care, nurturance and development, including the nuclear family, the extended family, and other traditional and modern community�based arrangements, provided these are consistent with children’s rights and best interests.
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