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Part One: What is ECD and what does it do?
1. What is Early Childhood Development?

In its simplest definition, ECD is the process children go through from conception until the age of 6-8 years, moving from simple to complex physical, physiological and behavioural patterns. All societies have their own specific mechanisms for educating and taking care of young children and these can vary significantly across cultures. Raising children can be the prime responsibility of the parents or can be shared by the extended family. The wider environment also plays a major role in children’s development and this brings community members and policy makers into the equation. In this paper, the term ECD is used in a broader and more inclusive sense as it also refers to the whole range of activities that promote the care, socialisation and education of children – be they in the home, in the community, or in centres.

ECD is increasingly gaining an additional connotation, if not a completely separate interpretation, in the world of policy makers, development organisations and donors. For them, ECD is a policy tool, a building block in a nation’s overall development, and an area for intervention and programme development. In this context, ECD becomes more loosely defined and tends to incorporate a range of inter-linked activities and processes seeking to benefit children. Components and activities relating to parent education, mothers’ groups, community development, child advocacy, children’s rights, maternal health, and even income-generating activities and NGO capacity building become part and parcel of ECD. It also recognises, or it should, that children’s development is influenced not only by care and educational services provided, but certainly also by their families, the prevailing health systems, and the neighbourhoods they live in. The advantage of taking this wide interpretation is that it recognises how embedded ECD is in larger societal structures and acknowledges that it cannot develop in isolation. The disadvantage is that these additional activities can become ends in themselves and end up having little to do with children.
Thus, ECD programme approaches may readily focus on different groups of participants, however, they typically include:

· Educating caregivers: aimed at educating and empowering parents, family and other caregivers. 
· Promoting community development: encourage community awareness and community participation and initiatives in a range of activities related to ECD.

· Delivering a service: enhancing child development by catering to the needs of children in centres outside the home.

· Strengthening national resources and capacities: strengthening the human, financial and material resources of institutions responsible for implementing programmes.

· Strengthening demand and awareness: this focuses on the production and distribution of knowledge among the public in order to increase awareness, create a demand for services, and build political will among policy makers.

· Developing national child care and family policies: encouraging policies that are sensitive to the needs of families and women with respect to their childcare and child rearing responsibilities.

· Developing supportive legal and regulatory frameworks: increasing awareness of rights and legal resources such as maternal leave and benefits, supporting breastfeeding for working mothers.
The term ECD is also often used to describe services for pre-school age children in group settings outside the home, be it in a crèche, kindergarten, day care centre or nursery, which could be organised by the community, be part of State provision, or run on more commercial lines. These are usually initiatives started by professionals and are formal in structure. By their very nature, such programmes are seldom available universally and are, in principle, open only to those who can access them or afford them. Such an approach only serves to mystify the whole issue of the care and education of young children as something special that needs the input of professionals. It can have the unpleasant consequence of excluding those children who are the most vulnerable or most ‘at risk’. The professionalization of ECD can also result in disempowering parents whose role as the prime educators of their children is devalued and in discouraging community initiatives.

It is important to remember that not all childcare and education takes place in institutional settings outside the home. From the beginning of time, children have been looked after at home by mothers or older relatives. Informal arrangements outside the home have also always existed as effective and low-cost alternatives. There is nothing intrinsically inferior about the quality of care provided to children in these settings as all that children need to thrive is ‘an average good environment’, and most parents know how to provide this environment for their children. This requires that children are safe, get proper health care, fed, can play and interact regularly with at least one reliable adult and live in secure and healthy physical environments. If these conditions are met, children will in the main develop quite normally. The ‘academisation’ of preschool education also has served only to further enhance this divide and sanction the formal.
However, many parents are not in a position to provide this ‘average good’ environment to their children. When the parents themselves are out earning a living and no reliable caretaker is present,  or live under severe stress caused, for example, by war, displacement, poverty, isolation, discrimination, psychological distress, or ill health, the situation of children becomes critical. Children of these parents may not receive sufficient psychosocial stimulation, their access to nutritious food may be limited, they may not receive the required batch of immunisations or have access to health services, and they may be locked up with a slightly older sibling who takes care of them during large tracts of the day. Outside intervention is then required to support and supplement the parents’ effort. Family policies, should therefore, be part and parcel of any comprehensive ECD programme and seek objectives such as to:
· Strengthen the family economically 
· Facilitate at-home role for women of young children

· Encourage family leave

· Facilitate employment for women

· Support women’s equality

· Acknowledge the value of parenting

· Help families cope with problems, crises and major decisions

It is obvious from the above discussion that programmes for pre-school-age children should not focus narrowly on high-cost, institutional activities but should encompass a broader approach which is more inclusive and reaches a wider audience. Special efforts need to be made to identify, describe and investigate low-cost, community-based ECD approaches, analyse their impact on the overall development of children, and validate and legitimise them accordingly.

2. Why Invest in ECD?

The early months and years are crucial for the future of the young individual; nonetheless, this important period of a child’s life can also be a source of peril. Long-term exposure to risk factors such as poverty, inadequate care, illness, discrimination, poor nutrition, family stress and monotonous environments damage the growth and development of girls and boys, affect their sense of wellbeing, compromise their future, and even lead to death. The reverse also holds: children who are raised in stimulating and healthy environments usually thrive. The quality of care, interaction and education provided during this period – whether by parents or outside the home – has an impact on the growth and development of the child. It also has consequences for the family and the society into which they are born.

It is now widely accepted that investing in the development of children yields high rates of return in social as well as in economic terms. Research and experience from various parts of the world demonstrate that children who have enjoyed early care and education show:

· Improved health, nutritional and social status
· Better readiness for schooling
· Improved school attendance and performance
· Reduced delinquency during teenage years
· Reduced teenaged pregnancy
· Reduced need for curative medical attention; and
· Fewer accidents
In addition to benefits for children, there are also significant gains for their families, communities, and society at large.

Benefits to children

The importance of the early years for the child’s physical, mental, emotional and social development is well established. Children need a warm, responsive and stimulating environment in order to develop their faculties to the fullest. This can be provided by parents or outside the home by caregivers and pre-school teachers. While it is possible to make up for some of the deficits suffered by young children in later life, the foundation laid during this period will have a lasting effect on their intellectual capacity, personality and social behaviour as adults.

A link has also been made between early childhood interventions and school readiness. International research confirms that attendance in pre-school programmes is associated with a smooth transition to school and improved performance
. Here again, girls and boys from disadvantaged groups benefit more than children from advantaged backgrounds
.
“Established and emerging evidence about brain development in the early years reinforces that quality early childhood development programs are a key social imperative. Scientists have shown definitely that brain development is experience-based and has long-lasting effects; these findings have severe implications for early child development. We now know that a child’s environment and experiences –beginning in utero- not only affect human development, but also physical and mental health, learning and behavior for a lifetime. These effects span much more than early learning or education. This key period affects well-being and health for life.

Countries can no longer ignore this evidence...must give priority to in the development of their populations, this investment must begin in early childhood.”

Mary Eming-Young and Fraser Mustard

Benefits to families

The availability of early childhood programmes – if they offer full-day childcare – can facilitate the entry of mothers into employment. More women now have to and wish to work, not just for personal fulfilment and to maintain lifestyles but more importantly to ensure the wellbeing and survival of their families. Other social trends such as breakdown of traditional extended family support systems, growing urbanisation and migration, and the rise in the numbers of female-headed households are also global phenomena that are on the increase. Media and the Internet also sources of information that are increasingly consulted by parents. These trends make the provision of affordable, convenient and safe childcare services a priority area for working women and sometimes a crucial factor in their ability to participate in income-generating activities.

Early childhood programmes can make an important contribution to releasing siblings from childcare responsibilities and allowing them to attend school. Where suitable arrangements for childcare are not available, children may be left in the care of older siblings – generally girls - who are frequently little more than children themselves. The quality of care provided in such arrangements is at best inadequate, and likely to have a detrimental effect on the healthy development of both the younger and older ones.
Children’s participation in ECD programmes is also associated with an alleviation of maternal stress and a general increase in family well being. When children are looked after women are less anxious and more productive. Other family members also experience a reduction in stress.
Parents and families of children who participate in high-quality ECD programs also benefit. For example, mothers have fewer additional births, have better nutrition and smoke less during pregnancy, are less likely to abuse or neglect their children, complete more years of schooling, have higher high-school graduation rates, are more likely to be employed, have higher earnings, engage in fewer criminal acts, have lower drug and alcohol abuse, and are less likely to use welfare.

Lynn Karoly et al

Benefits to communities/society

Early interventions, especially when these combine health education and nutritional supplements with cognitive and psychosocial stimulation, can mitigate some of the worst effects of poverty and help to break the inter-generational transmission of poverty. Poverty has a profound impact on all aspects of a child’s life, from survival to access to health, nutrition, clean water, sanitation, safety and education. Studies from around the world show that the benefits of these programmes are greatest for low-income families.
Children’s participation in ECD programmes can be empowering for mothers and indeed for the whole family as it creates new networks, links people together and helps families to break out of their isolation. It can also encourage community action, for example when a new centre has to be built or upgraded, when parents have to assist caregivers, or when they are involved in making toys for their children.

The benefits of ECD programmes extend to the community as well. They can be an important source of employment generation and a good training ground for women. Participation in an ECD programme is often the first step in career development for para-professional workers who learn new skills and discover their own potential by accepting new tasks and responsibilities. In general, people working in ECD see their social and employment skills grow. One of the striking outcomes of these programmes is, indeed, the upward social mobility and empowerment of its workers.
Al Gore’s (2006), An Inconvenient Truth, the Stern (2006) review into the economics of climate change, and the report of the Inter-Governmental Panel on Climate Change (2007), have heightened awareness of how humans are over-stretching the Earth’s life-support systems. Not only are there significant concerns with global warming and its impacts, there is a raft of other environmental challenges that need to be addressed, such as rapid urbanization, diminishing fresh-water supplies, loss of forests and biodiversity, ongoing use of toxic chemicals in the food chain, to name a few.
While not the complete answer to the question of how we move whole societies towards sustainability, education must play a role in imagining new ways of living and transforming existing patterns (Fien, 2001). This includes early childhood education and care (ECEC). There is already a growing research literature that shows the value of quality ECEC to the development of healthy children and healthy communities (Friendly and Browne, 2002). Central to the provision of such quality care and education in the early years is the recognition that early experiences be stimulating and involve positive interactions with adults in appropriate learning environments.
Julie Davis

Recently, a new set of arguments has entered the debate on ECD, which seem particularly pertinent to Khanty-Mansiysk and Russia as a whole. The argument is that the degree of inequality in a society is related to the quality of physical and mental health of a nation. Thus the steeper the ‘gradient’, the more the population is under threat. This applies to all persons who make up society, including the better off or the dominant classes. It is further argued that the processes triggered by steep gradients are ‘embedded in development structures’ at an early age. ECD is seen as one way of countering the effects of steep gradients of inequality. Any significant ECD programme has to be reviewed in the framework of these wider implications; thus how does ECD affect the children, their families, communities, and the society they are part of? These questions, should therefore, also guide any ECD policy and programme endeavour.

3. Rights of the Child

Children’s right to receive care and to develop to their full potential is best embodied in the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) which sets out the principles regarding children’s basic needs as well as the roles and responsibilities of parents, communities and the state towards children. Perhaps the most important contribution of the CRC is that it recognises children as intrinsically important, regardless of their social, economic or ethnic background, their physical, mental or future status, and apart from the economic returns to investing in their welfare. Children have the right to receive care, even when it cannot be ‘proved’ that this care will be translated in positive outcomes later on in their lives.

Convention on the Rights of the Child

Article 6

1.
States Parties recognise that every child has the inherent right to life.

2.
States Parties shall ensure to the maximum extent possible the survival and development of the child.

Article 18

2.
States parties shall use their best efforts to ensure recognition of the principle that both parents have common responsibilities for the upbringing and development of the child. Parents or, as the case may be, legal guardians, have the primary responsibility for the upbringing and development of the child. The best interests of the child will be their basic concern.

3.
For the purpose of guaranteeing and promoting the rights set forth in the present Convention, State Parties shall render appropriate assistance to parents and legal guardians in the performance of their child-rearing responsibilities ad shall ensure the development of institutions, facilities and services for the care of children.

4.
States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that children of working parents have the right to benefit from child-care services and facilities for which they are eligible.

United Nations (1989)

There is a growing trend, spearheaded by The World Bank, to move away from a rights-based approach and to justify investments in ECD in terms of cost-benefit calculations, cost savings and economic outcomes. They argue that ECD leads to increased employment and economic productivity in later life. Although the search for long-term effects of early childhood education is legitimate, it carries with it the inherent danger of looking at children only as future adults and, in particular, as economic performers. The well being, needs and aspirations of children in their own right can be easily overlooked.

4. ECD is more than school-based approaches
The argument forwarded here is that efforts to improve the well being and life chances of young boys and girls is a matter that concerns all segments of society and should, therefore, also draw on all these segments. ECD as it is discussed in national and international forums, however, is mainly restricted to formal approaches and in most instances initiated by ministries of education. The emphasis is then on the number of children enrolled in kindergartens or pre-schools, and on the EFA-supported move of ‘extending downwards’ by basic schools to include classes for children aged five or four years old. A healthy exception is formed by the kindergartens in Khanty-Mansiysk, which provides ECD as a separate service from the primary schools.
Since a few years, this discussion is being enriched by raising such issues as maintaining and upgrading quality standards, and improving the accessibility for minority children and for those with mental or physical handicaps. ‘Inclusion’ and ‘respect for diversity’ are key concepts in this regard. The resources that are available in the family or in the community are, however, largely ignored or are looked upon as less effective if not inferior to those offered by the kindergartens or basic schools. This attitude should be challenged as not only incorrect but also as highly unproductive as both informal and nonformal ECD has great potential in their own rights but also as they could enhance the quality and outreach of formal ECD. But first, what is informal, nonformal and formal ECD?
5. Informal, nonformal and formal ECD
There is a host of definitions at play in the educational community; for the purpose of this paper the following is used:
Informal
All those activities that are casual, mostly voluntary, not officially controlled and not backed up by written agreements or regulations. This is not a satisfactory definition and the concept could perhaps better be explained by examples. Thus, informal ECD takes place in the family, in the interaction between parents and the children, among the children, in the spontaneous encounters between people, things and the children both inside and outside the house. Informal ECD occurs when children watch TV, or visit the zoo with their grandparents, look at letters, shapes and colours in the shop windows, or take care of their pets.
Informal ECD is, however, not only a thing of the family and the street, but is also co-determined by messages given out by media –TV, radio, newspapers, Internet, the access to information that parents have to these media and such sources as libraries and announcements by the municipality, medical posts or the commercial sector. Similarly, the overall climate in a neighbourhood, town or even country plays an important role: is the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child widely and generously promoted, is there an explicit child-friendly policy?
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It is easy to interpret this picture as showing a grandmother, two parents and their baby and a younger sister of the mother and that all the grown ups have explicit meaning for the little boy. They would protect, play, stimulate him and introduce him to a specific value system and that both grandmother and sister would be  around when the parents go out or need support.
TV is, of course, another major source of informal ECD with great potential as it is relatively cheap and reaches out to all members of the (extended family) and the child’s community, offering access to new information and ideas and opportunities for learning and development. The counter side, manipulating the minds and hearts of boys and girls and driving them into unwholesome directions as well as the power and outreach of the people behind the commercials that are directed to these children cannot be underestimated. In spite of all the public and official indignation and lip service, few governments are inclined to take radically protective measures in this respect. Internationally, the jurisdictions with the most extensive legislative prohibitions on advertising to children are Sweden and Norway, and the Canadian province Quebec. In Sweden and Norway and Sweden, commercial advertising directed to children on television is prohibited, while in Quebec, this prohibited through any medium. The restrictions apply to commercial advertising of all products and services to children, not just food advertising. Greece prohibits commercials for toy guns, tanks or other war instruments and bans all other toy ads between 7am and 10pm.
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This situation in a street is completely informal. It is a casual, unregulated encounter among young boys and girls. A great deal that is of importance to their well-being and future development is going on. They socialize, develop their language, investigate, make fun, and experiment, among other things. The way they have parked their bicycles also forces adults to pay attention to them.
Nonformal
These are activities that are governed by agreements or regulations that are usually written up and spell out rules of behaviour and of membership. They are, however, made on the basis of voluntariness and without governmental interference, although they should function within the framework of the law. Instead of ‘nonformal’ the term ‘community-based’ is also used. They degree of nonformality can vary from rather loosely to strictly organized. 
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These are children playing soccer in the USA; remarkable are the large number of boys and girls involved and the mix of ethnic backgrounds. They have to abide by the rules, they wear uniforms and they know who is a member and who is not.
There is a wide gamut of community-based ECD intervention; their implementation depends on the specific requirements, constrains and possibilities of the community and the resources of the external agent. The most common are:

· Mothers groups. Here, mothers come regularly together to discuss children’s issues and share experiences, solutions and resources.

· Home-based care. Usually, one mother, grandmother, watches over a small group of children at her own home. She may be assisted in this work by another mother. Various variations are possible, for example with mothers taking on turns.

· Playgroups. At regular intervals and at a safe place in the community, children play under supervision of one or more mothers.

· Home visiting. An experienced mother, who has received special training, visits regularly young families and shares her experience and knowledge with the parents. 

· Parents education groups. Young mothers and fathers participate in discussions on childrearing issues, often initiated by a community worker.

· Mobile preschool/kindergarten. A van or a bus with on board an experienced early learning specialist and educational materials visits families or places where parents and their children gather and provides on-the-spot support.
· Home schooling. Parents or other family members teach their children at home, often using the curriculum and learning materials as being employed in the kindergarten. 
· Mobile or itinerant services. Remote, sparsely populated localities, itinerant family groups, or extremely poor neighbourhoods are served by a mobile provision. This can be a community worker on a bicycle, a van with ECD materials or a space for parents to meet or children to play. They move from place to place sharing messages with parents and offering demonstrations on how to interact with children.

· Distance education. To reach isolated families specific ECD messages are sent by the medium of radio, TV, or even via advertisements on the wrappings and packaging of food or other items of daily consumption. The Internet is now becoming accessible to the remotest places and is likely to increase in importance as an interactive medium for ECD.
· Child-to-Child activities. Older children are trained and used to assist younger children in accomplishing their developmental tasks. They may also report on unsafe areas in the community, promote health messages, play with children and also inform their parents about matters they learn in school and are pertinent to the care and education of children. Adolescents can be trained as ‘baby sitters’.

· Community-based centres. In a suitable location in the community –this could be a mosque, a room in the town hall, in a school, a private house, a cottage in the woods, or even a place under a tree- children come together on fixed times under the supervision of one or more mothers, who may or may not call in the help of a teacher
.

In Khanty-Mansiysk, all these interventions, individually or combinations thereof, seem perfectly viable. They do appeal to and build on existing coping mechanisms by the families. The pivotal role by mothers and women is also necessitated by the massive absence of young fathers who work out in the oilfields for long periods of time to generate the bulk of the family income.
Possibly due to the widely-promoted cost-benefit studies, the general belief has gained ground that only ‘high-quality’ ECD, that is services that are delivered by well-trained, well-paid, well-supported professional teachers, who follow specific and scientifically-tested curricula, and deliver these in ‘enriched’ classrooms with ample teaching and educational materials. Here it is argued that ECD delivered by, for example, mothers who are poorly-trained, poorly-paid, and who interact with children in inadequate settings and work with low-cost, often self-made materials could be effective as well, if not more so, as they are highly-motivated, know the children and their backgrounds and bring in indispensable local knowledge.

Lack of funds is, however, not the only argument in favour of promoting community-based action. In many high-income countries, similar schemes are in place. There too, the main workers comprise mothers, or, mainly female, para-professionals, as they are often called. The most feasible approach in working with these child workers is not so much imposing minimum standards as to their qualifications and activities, as is often the case, for this will likely to force them to go underground, but to offer them training and, importantly, access to other support networks. World-wide experience shows that most para-professional workers are keen on improving their skills and the services they offer to the boys and girls under their care. Key competences that are generally part of their training consist, among others, of the ability to conduct a limited psychosocial assessment of family needs and strengths; develop a trusting relationship with parents; understand what promotes optimal parent-child interaction and infant, toddler and child and life-span development, continue professional growth, complete required documentation and, significantly, attend to their own personal needs
.
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This picture could be showing a group of parents who are discussing the construction of a community centre that they would like to build in the neighbourhood and that during the day could be used for ECD facilities. Here, the stakes of the participating members are higher and binding agreements have to be made.

Formal
These are statutory forms of provision that are framed by statutory laws introduced and monitored by the central or local authorities. ECD is here part of the established system and is characterized by such things as formally-trained teachers, an officially-backed up curriculum and standards, external monitoring and inspection, and ongoing financial inputs. The centre-based kindergartens and the ‘downward-extended’ classes of the basic schools form prime examples. 
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This picture shows a scene in a typical formal Russian ECD provision; the presence of trained teachers and educational materials is characteristic.
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This illustration shows another aspect of a formal ECD service: the checking of physical growth of children.

In both cases, the service is part of a formally recognized system with official rules regarding the staffing, implementation, financing and monitoring. Instead of the word ‘formal’ the term ‘centre based’ is often used in this respect.
6. Strengths and weaknesses of the three ECD approaches
Informal and nonformal activities have in common that the key actors usually the mothers or otherwise experienced women, live in the community, know the children under their care and are selected by other mothers or the community as a whole. They often take the initiative, bear the burden and make things work. When they are part of a scheme, these women may receive some training and supervision and a small fee, although they may also be rewarded in kind. Another common feature is that these interventions are multi-disciplinary as they look in a comprehensive manner after the nutritional, security, physical, educational, social and often the spiritual needs of children. They also do not make sharp distinctions as to their ages; as is the case in centre-based more formal pre-school education. Men usually come in when they are being called in by their spouses or when things get more structured.
All the initiatives listed above address also concerns relating to the needs of others than the children. In women’s groups, for example, issues such as birth control, road safety, drug abuse, domestic violence, or market prices are being tackled. This should indeed be welcomed, as it makes participation in these groups doubly rewarding for the mothers. Another joint feature is that the attention is on the ‘whole’ child; that is all aspects of the children are being addressed and no artificial boundaries between educational, physical or social components of development are drawn up. Informal and nonformal ECD is also less concerned about dividing children up in age groups, typically they younger and older children are grouped together. They are also, as a rule, low cost. The role of the local or central authority is less defined. In some cases, they can come in as a resource for support; in other instances they may be absent. But the most exciting aspect of both is that they tend to validate and to build on the strengths that are present in the parents, families and communities. Successful informal and nonformal both draw on these assets and at the same time help to develop them, thus in fact empowering those who are involved. 

Community-based ECD should not be seen as in competition with, or inferior to the formal, centre-based provision. It can fill the gaps left open by the formal services or complement and strengthen these. It is not uncommon that community-based ECD gradually evolves in into a more formal-looking intervention as standards are being raised and people working with children are getting more professional and the management structure more sophisticated.

The advantages of formal ECD provisions are, however, also impressive. In the main, their quality is higher, they have better access to new knowledge, offer a more enriched environment to the children and are, by their very nature, sustainable. They are, though, more expensive and run the risk of being less contextual sensitive than the other two approaches.

7. The golden triangle

It is evident that all forms of ECD have a role to play in the lives of young children and their families and that all of them have the potential to contribute to their health and development. It seems foremost essential that informal and nonformal approaches are given the status they deserve and are taken seriously and supported in all manners. This entails, as is the case in many countries, that the ministry of education has to acknowledge the participation of other partners in the debate and practice of ECD and validate their work, or if this responsibility has been delegated to the municipal level, that the municipalities take on this assignment. The three approaches should mutually reinforce each other and lead to an ongoing improvement and deepening of ECD and strengthening of a community-wide partnership.

Additional research into the various forms of ECD may help to speed up this process. First, this research should deepen the understanding of what is actually going on in informal and nonformal ECD and which components could be strengthened. Then there are the obvious questions as to how does:
· Informal ECD lead to nonformal ECD?

· Informal ECD lead to formal ECD?

· Nonformal ECD lead to informal ECD?

· Nonformal ECD lead to formal ECD?

· Formal ECD lead to informal ECD?

· Formal ECD lead to nonformal ECD?

Research on the dynamics that bring about this positive spiral of interactions is far and few in between and more information on it would be welcomed as it would help to understand, speed up and sustain these processes.
Kindergartens, which are at the heart of formal ECD, are in the unique position to promote an ECD climate and to serve children who are outside their ambit and extend its facilities to become a resource for the entire community. They enjoy both excellent physical and human resources that could be readily used to other ends as well. With will and commitment on the part of policy makers, the following activities, singly or in combination could be envisaged:

· ECD Resource centre: The kindergartens could function as ECD resource centres providing access to qualified personnel, trainers, training facilities, teaching and resource materials, and a toy lending library. These services could be utilised by agencies wishing to set up formal kindergartens as well as more non-formal provision such as home visiting programmes or community based groups. They could also run in-service training and upgrading courses. The possibilities are endless.

· Centre for Community Action: Outside regular kindergarten hours, the space could be utilized to run a variety of community activities ranging from evening classes for adults to mother-toddler groups and workshops in toy making, health, nutrition etc. for parents. The community could play a role in prioritizing the nature and kind of services offered to ensure that they meet the real needs and wishes of the participants.

· Drop-in Centre for Youth/Adolescents: Given high youth unemployment rates and the lack of appropriate leisure facilities, the centre could provide a welcome alternative for channeling the energies and creative skills of youth who might otherwise succumb to drugs, petty crime, and other anti-social behaviour. Computer courses and life-skills training have proved to be effective and popular with youth elsewhere.

· After School Care: This is particularly relevant in urban areas where extended families may no longer be available to take care of children after school hours. An additional spin-off is that this would increase the options of working mothers as well as those wishing to seek employment for the first time.

· Child Monitor: The kindergartens are also well placed to act as child monitors within their own specific catchment area. They could play a role in making their services accessible to the particularly hard to reach and vulnerable group of children and ensuring their participation in the activities of the centre.
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Kindergartens could very operate a toy library for the neighbourhood and open its doors for other than their own children.

An illustration how things may evolve could start with Informal ECD: Two parents take their children often out for a walk to show them what is displayed in the shops or to play with them in the nearby park as also to give them an opportunity to mingle with other children. When sitting on a bench with other parents they talk about setting up a play group. At this stage, Nonformal ECD elements come to the fore: They decide to do so, and organize a neighbourhood meeting and establish the play group. They further decide to take turns and get in touch with the municipality to fence of a part of the park so that children can’t amble away easily. After one year they start pressurizing the Municipality to build a kindergarten in their neighbourhood. Two years later, the kindergarten is in place and a Formal ECD service sees the light: During parent-teacher meetings, the parents receive information on how to improve the language skills of their children and what to do if they face behavioural problems. They also inform the parents about the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child, all this is being used in Informal ECD settings: the parents start reading with their children to expand their vocabulary and communication skills and this, in turn, leads to another Nonformal ECD activity: After a while the parents decide to pool their books and CDs and to make these available to all children, they are allowed to use a room in the local church to this end. Their success leads again to more Formal ECD: the municipality, in a deal with the kindergarten, opens a library there. Teachers, with the help of volunteering parents, run it.

Many more examples could be given here and could be started from any where, kindergartens could open their doors to the community and make their resources and expertise available to individual parents, parents groups and Community-Based Organizations (CBOs), the point is, though, that each approach, be it informal, nonformal or formal ECD, could be a starting point to bring new life to the other and so on and on. They could form indeed a golden triangle.
8. Conditions for a Supportive Environment
Reaching out to large numbers of children activities, especially those who are marginalised, is a complicated, cumbersome, costly and time-consuming process and there are no easy solutions and/ or short cuts. However, it is useful to look at the various trends in policy and practice that offer some promise, and also to explore the long research tradition to elicit pointers. The following actions and processes are particularly relevant:

· Understanding the principles and processes underlying good practice;

· Giving validity to all knowledge, including that of users;

· Establishment of outcome-oriented networks;

· (Local) government and NGOs working together for children and youth;

· Involvement of stake-holders from the stage of project design; and

· Establishment of a monitor to oversee the situation of children and youth; and
· Encouragement of participatory ‘mini-research’
Understanding the principles and processes underlying good practice

A first step to understanding why programmes work is to uncover the principles and processes underlying the practice. Most reviews of ‘good practice’ are mainly descriptive in nature, they seldom go further than offering evidence that the project has a positive effect on children and should, therefore, be supported or emulated. Analytical studies that reveal why programmes work, under what conditions and how, are rare. Without this understanding, the disseminating of projects, or of their elements, could degenerate into a form of blind cloning or become a matter of intuition.
A number of principles have already been referred to in the text, as they appear to be essential to most successful programmes. They include:

· Empowerment of users;
· Inclusion of the ‘weakest’ members;
· Gender sensitivity;
· Recognition of cultural diversity and local needs;
· Promotion of holistic development; and

· Parental involvement.

However, mechanical adherence to these principles will not automatically lead to positive development of children and youth; their meaning and function should be continually analysed. For example, a deeper understanding of the processes underlying parental involvement can be attained by asking questions such as: how does parental involvement work?; what mediating role do parents play between the child and the environment?; what factors affect this mediating role of the parents?; and, do similar social conditions affect the father and the mother, in what ways and why? 
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A simple traffic sign like this one, shows a community’s interest in children’s wellbeing

Giving validity to all knowledge, including that of users

Knowledge is not objective or value-free; it is often identified with the groups that create it and habitually serves to further their interests while disregarding others. In order to ensure that knowledge transfer does not become a way to exert power and control over small local organisations, care should be taken not to treat ‘knowledge users’ as empty receptacles with no mechanisms for their own knowledge creation. This requires giving validity to all kinds of knowledge - be it research or practitioner knowledge. Similarly, in order to be truly effective, knowledge should not be imposed from outside but should be owned or internalised by users. Ideally, two-way information sharing, rather than knowledge emanating from a single source, would be one way to avoid this situation. At the practical level, it would be more effective to present users with a range of programme and policy options rather than promoting one particular prototype. This would allow them to make comparisons and to select and combine elements to suit their particular environment. It is ironic that the usual rhetoric glorifies ‘local knowledge’ and the ‘valuable contributions of parents’, but that most policies and programmes are directed at training community workers and providing support to parents, rather than drawing on their assets.
“A recent review of the literature … revealed that grandmothers, in virtually all cultures and communities, have considerable knowledge and experience related to all aspects of maternal and child development, and that they have a strong commitment to promoting the well-being of children, their mothers, and families. Societies around the world acknowledge that grandmothers play an influential role in the socialization, acculturation, and care of children as they grow and develop and in the education and supervision of their daughters and daughters-in-law. The study concluded that while certain harmful practices are promoted by grandmothers in various cultures, given the wide-ranging role they play and their influence and intrinsic commitment to promoting the well-being of women and children, they should be viewed as key actors in development programs.”
“The things that grandmothers can see while sitting on the ground, younger people cannot see even if they climb to the top of a tree.”

Senegalese proverb
Judi Washington

Establishment of outcome-oriented networks

Outcome oriented networking of networks is a useful way of disseminating good practice, information and skills. Ideally, the participants should belong to vertically and horizontally linked structures, connecting public and private organisations. These networks work best when they are  multi-nodal and comprise autonomous subsystems and when there is not a tightly-structured chain of command or communication. The participants should have the capacity to act and learn without being forced to do so and they should have the potential for voluntary and collective action. Most importantly, they could form coalitions of smaller NGOs or Community-Based Organizations, who can act together to make an impact. Networks that are constructed to operate in this way are potentially strong learning organisations. They have the capacity to absorb and generate new knowledge and are an appropriate system for dissemination and implementation.
Networking also has its drawbacks: it is not low-cost. They can easily degenerate into talking shops, or turn into elite groups, excluding others and monopolising the debate. Sustained, effective and locally rooted dissemination is most likely to take place through outcome-directed networking. Traditionally, government agencies and grant-making organisations tend to take over the role of supervising and sustaining the process of networking. Some of the problems associated with this could be avoided if NGO coalitions were also to take on these functions.

The British Association for Early Childhood Education is the national voluntary organisation for early years practitioners promoting the right of all children to education of the highest quality. It provides support, advice and information for everyone concerned with the education and care of young children from birth to eight years. Members include teachers, parents, nursery nurses, day nursery and family centre staff, playgroup workers, social workers, local authority administrators, advisers and inspectors, university and college lecturers, health visitors, doctors and psychologists and others interested in early childhood education.

Early Education

 (Local) government and NGOs working together for children and youth

This is yet another area that needs to be carefully explored. Whether this should happen or not is no longer as issue for debate. Barring authoritarian regimes, NGOs and governments have no option but to co-operate as they are dependent on each other. There will always be a sense of uneasiness between them as their operational styles, incentive systems, responsibilities and distance from constituents are dissimilar. Local governments have the final vote as they have the resources to finance programmes and to facilitate them through legislation, priority setting, and technical support. NGOs have a role to play in safeguarding local control, in prodding governments into action, and generating new impulses and visions. Even when working in complete unison and drawing on monies from the private and commercial sector, NGOs will never be in a position to replace the government.

“In March 1999, the New South Wales Government of Australia made a commitment to “negotiate a Compact between the government and the community and voluntary sectors” as part of its Supporting Families and Strengthening Communities policy. Within this policy framework, the NSW Government and non-government human service organisations have been working to strengthen local communities, build NGO capacity and establishing partnerships with communities to address complex local and regional issues. This Compact is essentially an Agreement, which outlines why and how Government and NGOs can focus their efforts in partnership.

Role of Government

Within the context of this Agreement, the role of Government includes:

· Being accountable to all citizens in New South Wales and acting in their collective best

· interest;

· Identifying social needs and services, projects and programs to address these needs;

· Selecting the most appropriate avenues to address the identified need including providing services directly or via the funding of non government organisations;

· Providing resources to maintain community infrastructure and build the capacity of

· non-government organisations.

Role of Non-Government Organisations

· Partnering with Government in its planning and service delivery role by identifying

· social needs and services, projects and programs to address these needs;

· Advocating in the interests of disadvantaged people and communities across NSW;

· Facilitating the participation of people and communities in policy and decision-making processes;

· Contributing resources, including unpaid human resources, to community development and the provision of programs and services;

· Identifying, developing and managing innovative programs and services which effectively meet community needs and build community infrastructure;

· Ensuring that services are developed and provided in a non-discriminatory manner.”

Bob Car et al.

Involvement of stake-holders from the stage of project design

This is increasingly seen as a necessary precondition for the success of intervention programmes. There are strong economic, political, ethical, psychological and developmental arguments for investing in children. Effective programmes for children and youth benefit not just their immediate target group, but virtually all of society. In a sense, everybody is a ‘stake-holder’ in programmes for children. This is now common understanding, although not yet common practice and the welfare of children and youth are still seen as the responsibility of parents and of specific government departments and specialised NGOs. But all responsible citizens, whether as individuals or as members of organisations, should realise that positive development of all children is in everyone's interest. Therefore, they too are stakeholders. They should experience ownership of the programme, feel that they can give it direction and make critical decisions on policy and programme matters. This entails that prospective stake-holders should be involved as early as is feasible in the design of any dissemination efforts. 
Establishment of a monitor to oversee the situation of children

There is a need for an overall body that could monitor the situation of children. At the most basic level, such a monitor could gather data on children, their needs, what programmes are offered for them, how many participate and who and how many are left out, or require special attention. Accurate and reliable statistics and documentation on marginalised and at-risk groups, in particular, would be a first pre-requisite to developing appropriate policies and programmes. At present, data appear to be restricted to facts, figures and descriptions of available services. Additionally, the monitor could feedback information and demonstrate the effectiveness of dissemination programmes. Local governments have the main responsibility for setting up such a monitor while NGOs could play a role in gathering data about groups that are traditionally hard to reach. The internationalisation of these monitors would be a mandatory next step to allow for co-operation and comparisons.
Here the notion of ‘social reporting’, as contrasted with the more common ‘economic reporting’, comes in. For young children, the critical concerns to be accounted for would include Infant- and Under-Five Mortality Rate
 number of children living in poverty, of being malnourished, of being abused, of being reached by non- or formal ECD.
“The Child Development Index is made up of three indicators of three areas of child wellbeing. The indicators were chosen because they are easily available, commonly understood, and clearly indicative of child wellbeing. The three indicators are:

· Health: the under-five mortality rate (the probability of dying between birth and five years of age, expressed as a percentage on a scale of 0 to 340 deaths per 1,000 live births17)

· Nutrition: the percentage of under fives who are moderately or severely underweight.

· Education: the percentage of primary school-age children who are not enrolled in school.

These three indicators are aggregated by simply calculating the average score between them for each period under review, meaning that they each have equal weighting in the index scores. Countries are then ranked: Japan is ranked first, scoring 0.41, representing the highest level of child wellbeing – through to the country with the lowest level, Niger, which scored 58.” Russia sits in the 16th place with a score of 5.05, just above China.
Save the Children UK

Encouragement of participatory ‘mini-research’
Very little is known about how children grow up in the many cultural and social contexts of Khanty-Mansiysk, the diverse child-rearing practices, the various parental belief systems, the use of toys and games, and many other things that impact on the shaping and growth of the region’s children. Local knowledge is essential but is habitually looked upon as inferior to that being generated by academics. Much valuable knowledge and understanding can be gained by means of short-term and low-cost research involving local specialists, such as the parents, teachers, community leaders and even the children themselves. Discussion and focus groups with the principle stakeholders or field observations usually yield most valuable information. By spreading this information, for example via workshops and newspapers, local practices and cultural capital can be validated and used to good effect. With small financial incentives, staff of universities, NGOs, teacher training institutions and governmental agencies could be engaged in this type of research. Local authorities could undertake a lead role here in helping in defining the issues, the research design and in disseminating the outcomes.
***
The discussion on ECD is chiefly determined by events in the health and educational systems and in Kindergartens. Little structural attention is given to other factors that are found in families, communities or the society at large that profoundly affect the healthy development of children and, more pronouncedly, their psycho-social make up. Reflections on such crucial issues as the effects of children’s exposure to domestic violence, physical and sexual abuse, ethnic and gender discrimination, and, communal conflict, trauma caused by displacement and uncertainty have yet to start in earnest.
What also seem to be missing are materials that would fill in the gaps and validate the many efforts of parents and other care givers. Qualitative descriptions of traditional practices and ethnographic and anthropological studies are under-represented. This newly acquired understanding could also be used to develop appropriate educational materials and books and stories for children from different backgrounds.
9. Keeping Children in Focus

Children fare better than ever before the world over and receive more media and public attention than they used to and in Khanty Mansiysk their birth rates are rising again, there is an improvement in health and nutrition statistics, and a lot of childhood diseases have been eradicated. At the same time, there are a growing number of children whose lives are grimmer and less tolerable than before. The ever-present threat of economic downturns and the accompanying welfare cuts and adult unemployment have a negative impact on the welfare of children. It is crucial for ECD interventions to target such ‘boys and girls at risk’ and develop strategies for reaching them.

The interests of the child do not feature prominently in general policy pronouncements. They are judged in terms of their economic benefits, and of late in terms of their impact on the environment and women. Politicians do not often pause to reflect on how their decisions affect children. It would be challenging to review major undertakings such as urban development or the construction of a dam or airport with the best interests of the child in mind. The environment lobby, and increasingly gender activists would have their arguments ready, but this is not the case with children’s advocates. The potential impact on children is not even considered to be an issue. And yet, they are the socio-economic developments such as these that often create the stressful conditions under which children and families have to live.

The question that should be raised with any policy issue is simple: what does it mean for children? If policy development in one area goes contrary to the best interests of the child, it should be questioned. One possible way to guarantee a minimum of child-friendliness would be to fix it to a standard, or a ‘Child Friendliness Index’. This would reveal how each town, municipality or state treats children. It would offer information on basic services like education, safety and health and also on opportunities for participation, challenge, and assuming responsibility by all members of the community.

Discussions on ECD and on subsequent policies and programmes can get so complicated and cumbersome that they lose track of the child. All energy is spent on the means while the end moves out of sight. Thus, such interventions as decentralising kindergartens, upgrading class rooms, training teachers, introducing safety measures, promoting income generating activities for parents, providing safe drinking water, are all useful and create the necessary conditions to attain good results for children. However, there is a danger that they may stray away from maintaining a clear focus on the needs of children. Put in simple terms, the following question should be raised of any intervention: what is the impact on children? In the main, though, children are conveniently left out; they seldom participate in crucial decision-making that touches on their lives. It is only gradually being understood that they too should be heard and be allowed to chart out their own destinies.

This recognition, that children should be listened to and that they should be given space, in other words, that they have ‘agency’, is perhaps the most important discovery in the field of child psychology in the late Twentieth Century. It is now widely accepted that children are actively involved in shaping their own development right from the day that they are born. This implies that the role of children’s agency should be reassessed in the debate on ECD. They should be seen as active, experimenting, and creative shapers of their own lives.

Children are increasingly capable of analysing complex and fairly adult situations, and of finding adequate solutions. However, when children experience continuous and severe stress the signals that they give out may be confusing, making it difficult to respond to them. This is obvious, for example, in children who suffer from long-term malnutrition. Instead of protesting or otherwise attracting the attention they require, they do everything to conserve energy. They sit quietly in a corner, do not disturb the group and may even be described as ‘sweet’. For these children, ECD interventions are extremely important.
There are clues about what may happen to the psychological make-up of children who have been exposed to excessive hardship. Intelligence seems the most robust of the subsystems that children employ in their social, emotional and intellectual functioning. Children’s cognitive skills are likely to remain intact for a long time even when things are rough for them. However, personality, motivation and attitudes are far more easily corrupted. Children who have suffered a great deal may lose hope, self-confidence and self-respect. Children with damaged images of themselves are not likely to do well.

Discussions on ECD have traditionally takes place within the restricted group of persons or organisations that are professionally involved with the care and education of children or as a subject in women’s magazines. These are educators, child oriented NGOs and government departments of health, welfare and education and mothers. Moving the debate on ECD to an ever-wider audience could enhance this process even further. Prime candidates here would be professionals and groups concerned with issues such as women’s employment, globalisation, macroeconomic policies, urban development, and pollution, to name the most obvious. But also the business community and media should be involved as they too are stakeholders in ECD, albeit that many of them have to be convinced of their interests in the healthy development of young children. Good rapport with both the print and electronic media is essential as it helps to fortify ECD’s platform as well to secure a place on the political agenda. Practices such as distance selling to children, toy and TV advertising, banning the use of PVC in toys, can only be cleared out of the way by engaging the commercial sector and to insure that children’s best interests take precedence over economic considerations. In short, all processes of social change should also be approached with an eye on their impact on children. This interaction between ECD sector and the other stakeholders should be a two-way process, undoubtedly leading to new insights and innovations in both fields.

Another way of elevating the debate to a higher order would be to explore social issues that are largely ignored or under taboo. Illustrations of these are child abuse - particularly sexual abuse, domestic violence, gender selection, child prostitution, and transmission of HIV/AIDS to new-borns. ECD policies and practice have largely managed to skirt around these unpleasant but important issues. It is evident that children, who are sexually and physically abused, witness domestic violence, are not welcome because they are girls, are traded into prostitution, or start working at the age of five will not grow into healthy and mature adults. Yet, most of these forms of violence against children take place during the early years and are widespread. No discussion on ECD can be complete without incorporating a full exploration of all the problems children face.

The expansion of ECD provision requires the creation of a partnership involving government, NGOs, the private sector and communities. So far, ECD programmes have been restricted mainly to the kindergarten and primarily the government has run these. However, with the move to an authentic child-friendly community, other players can now enter the field and enter into a partnership. This would enable the delivery of a variety of programmes as well as increase access and coverage of ECD provision.
10. Fertile ECD soil

The view presented here is straightforward: Khanty-Mansiysk offers a fertile soil for both community-based a non-formal ECD. Both lack of financial resources as well as the opening of reaching out to more children and their families effectively form strong arguments for this view. It is evident that a blossoming ECD programme will not emerge without external inputs. In fact, the design and subsequent implementation of such a programme is a delicate and complex process that requires a great deal of vision and sensitivity, new knowledge and skills, new partners, finances, and above all perseverance.

The vision entails a radical acceptance of local people, some of them poorly educated or belonging to minority groups, as equal partners, with values and customs that should be respected if not validated. Special knowledge and skills are needed to organise and mobilize communities, to train trainers who on their turn could train community workers and to allow for bottom-up inputs. New partnerships have to be forged, including local administrators, representatives of the health and nutrition sectors, teachers of primary schools, and community leaders. Although low-cost, it still is a major financial operation. Building up a genuine ECD community asks for patience and time, it does not permit short-cuts or ‘quickies’.
The expansion of ECD provision requires the creation of a partnership involving government, NGOs, the private sector and communities. So far, ECD programmes have been restricted mainly to the kindergarten and primarily the actions of local government. However, other players can now enter the field and enter into a partnership. This would enable the delivery of a variety of programmes as well as increase access and coverage of ECD provision. Building coalitions across sectors for advocacy, awareness-raising, movements and mobilisation campaigns is a strategy that is beginning to gain ground and could be usefully employed to further the cause of ECD.
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