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INTRODUCTION

In South Africa, the Early Childhood Education Centre (ECEC) is a dynamic space where caregivers, 
family and community, along with government, non-government and private entities, connect around 
the needs of the young child. 

This year, the Early Care Foundation (ECF) would like to take time to acknowledge, celebrate and 
reflect on the insights that have emerged from successful, collaborative efforts in the Early Childhood 
Development (ECD) sector, specifically shining a spotlight on the role ECEC principals and 
practitioners play in leading and managing centres in underserved and under-resourced communities.

SHIFTS IN THE SECTOR: A NEW CHAPTER BEGINS



It is through the generous support of donors and collaborative partners that ECF have been able to 
focus on capacitating, mentoring and supporting ECEC principals and practitioners in low-income 
contexts to provide access to quality education and promote centres as viable small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs). In this way, ECF has been able to remain agile in adapting to the needs of its 
beneficiaries. As a result of building strong relationships with principals and practitioners in 
communities across South Africa, ECF has also been given a privileged view into the dynamic nature 
of ECECs and the practices that have shaped the success of certain centres. 

Often defined as a sector unregulated and uncontrolled, the function shift from the Department of 
Social Development to the Department of Basic Education has provided an opportunity to actively 
explore the formalisation and professionalisation of the ECD sector to change this narrative. With any 
new chapter, it is crucial to take time to reflect and gather insights that will be useful for the transition.

The intention of this document is to share insights gained from these long-term relationships, and more 
recent engagements through a 2024 qualitative research study conducted with ECEC principals this 
year, to reveal critical areas of investment and research in the sector that will serve our most vulnerable 
children. 

 FOUNDATIONS FOR CHILD DEVELOPMENT IN TOWNSHIPS

In South Africa, ECECs have become an important consideration for community development, 
especially in historically disadvantaged geographical contexts such as townships and informal 
settlements. [1] Characterised by a lack of community facilities and low levels of commercial 
investment, high unemployment, low household incomes and poverty due to historic injustices, these 
areas are faced with a challenge: Children are at a risk of not accessing early childhood education and 
development services result in underperformance despite equal potential for success.[2] 

As research on the impact of adverse experiences in early childhood have on later outcomes in life 
grows, the argument for investment in ECE interventions in underserved areas becomes unequivocal.
[3] It is equally important that ECECs shed the title of child-minding centres, as they are seen to offer 



not only pre-school education, but important childcare, health and nutrition services often absent from 
township and informal settlement communities. Engaging with the contextual realities of its community, 
ECECs in this way serve as hubs for support and development for both children and adults in the 
community.

LIMITED INVESTMENT, UNLIMITED OPPORTUNITIES: COMMUNITY-BASED ECECS

A rapid increase in early childhood research has sparked unprecedented steps to include ECE into 
approaches and policies, build capacity for research and foster communities of practice on ECE. 
Nevertheless, there remains a limited prioritisation of funding necessary for the sector. Contributing 
factors are seen to be the persistence of a low demand for ECE financing from governments and the 
difference between delivery mechanisms for ECE from other levels of education.[4] 

What is surprising is that, despite a lack of funding and lack of adequate resources, ECECs are finding 
ways to sustainably support the children in their communities. This phenomenon links to a concept in 
the literature referred to as positive deviance.

[1] Blose & Muteweri (2021)

[2] Kirori (2017); Pernegger & Godehart (2007)
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POSITIVE DEVIANCE

Positive deviance is an approach receiving increasing attention in international development that 
identifies those within a population of interest who are seen to be, in one way or another, outperforming 
their peers in similar contexts. 

As a bottom-up methodology, it assumes that solutions to problems can be found within the community 
in question and, by analysing, disseminating and learning from those that exhibit desired behaviours 
that demonstrate successful performance, it is possible to improve outcomes. [1] 

Positive deviance has been recorded to be typically used in the context of tackling issues linked to 
nutrition and health care but has application in education as well.[2] In 2024, a qualitative research 
study was conducted, composing of a literature review and semi-structured interviews with eight ECEC 
principals based in townships or informal settlements in Gauteng and the Western Cape. 

The purpose of the study was to understand the factors and motivations of ECEC principals that have 
contributed to the success of their centres despite the challenging circumstances within which they 
worked. Two critical notions form the foundation of this understanding, namely:



UNDERSTANDING MEASURES OF QUALITY

A substantial body of research has shown that access to good quality ECE provision is essential if 
children are to benefit from joining ECECs. Further research on quality variables has contributed to a 
beneficial distinction between structural quality and process quality that is crucial to prioritise the 
implementation of improvement interventions: [3] 

Structural quality variables: Structural quality is considered to shape the creation of the learning 
environment in which children work and play. These are variables that define the organisation and 
implementation of ECE often at a macro- and micro-level. Regulation of these variables happens at a 
national level often through state agencies. Examples include practitioner training or qualifications and 
child-staff ratios. 

 

[1] Albanna & Heeks (2019); Chean & Goh (2018)

[2] Giese & Henry (2023); Chean & Goh (2018)

[3] Edwards (2021); Õun, Tuul, Tera, Sagen & Mägi (2020:2); Slot (2018:2)

Process quality variables: These are variables that define the everyday social, emotional, physical 
and instructional interactions and experiences of children with adults and available resources within 
ECEC settings. Regulation typically occurs by adults in these settings who are responsible for 
establishing the social and educational setting in the centre. Examples include staff-child interactions, 
parent and peer interactions and communication in connection to learning activities, routines or play.

The reality is that the concept of ECE quality is multidimensional and complex. It is the dynamic 
interactions between different elements in the system, not the individuals alone, that are argued to 
become the determining factor of the developmental outcomes of children.[1] Measures of quality, 
however, remain focused on structural quality variables and rarely take into consideration systems-level 
factors. 

Most principals are individuals who have responded to the government’s call to establish ECD centres 
in order to make ECD services accessible to all South African children often without professional 
training.[2] Structural quality variables such as full qualifications and, centre registration compliance to 
access government funds/subsidies have therefore been a large focus of the ECD sector to improve 
ECE quality. Even so, limiting success to qualifications and the ability to comply to ECEC requirements 
that are often unobtainable for centres situated in informal contexts ignores other essential influencers 
on quality and denies ECECs in townships and informal settlement opportunities for success.[3] 

Measures of quality and
Centre leadership



Whereas structural quality contributes to elements that make up a quality learning environment, 
process quality is considered a crucial mechanism for moving quality ECE provision beyond the 
limitations of structural dimensions of quality alone.[4] There is growing evidence of how centre-level 
contextual factors and practices can directly or indirectly enable better process quality for teaching and 
learning. Research shows that the ECEC principals have a role to play in creating the environments for 
such teaching and learning to take place that support and enhance quality. 

UNDERVALUED LEADERSHIP AT AN ECEC LEVEL

Leadership is one attribute that has been shown to play a central role in supporting and sustaining 
quality in ECE centre settings but is often ignored in measurements of quality.[1] 

Douglass’s (2019) review of the ECEC leadership literature suggests that effective leadership 
establishes a set of organisational conditions that have a positive impact on child development. The 
author posits that, by improving the skills and knowledge of principals through leadership development, 
principals are able to effectively lead teaching staff and creating a climate that influences staff-child 
interactions and three critical elements that are associated with high levels of process quality (see 
Figure1). The ECEC principal, in this way, has a crucial role to play in cultivating the environment for 
learning and collaboration in their centres that influence both child and staff wellbeing and development 
outcomes.

 Figure 1: Elements associated with high levels of process quality

[1] Biersteker, Dawes, Hendricks & Tredoux (2016); Britto, Yoshikawa & Boller (2011)

Researchers have recognised the gap that exists between the training principals have and the training 
they need to be effective leaders.[1] With recent shifts, there is therefore a need to not only build 
professional capacity in the sector but build robust constructions of leadership that both connect to 
practice and contribute to repositioning the profession in order for it to keep up with the fundamental 
needs of early childhood professionals.[2] 
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In engaging with the literature and with ECEC principals who are leading centres in Gauteng and the 
Western Cape, the following factors and motivations:

1. THE NEED TO REDEFINE ECEC LEADERSHIP

ECECs involve a complex model of leadership made even more complex by the limitations of low-
resourced communities.[3] We have, however, seen how some principals have become active agents 
that are able to leverage resources, information and opportunities from the ECD ecosystem and their 
community and become self-sustaining business owners that serve the needs of the children in their 
communities, despite the challenging contexts within which they function. This leads to the conclusion 
that there is a need to redefine leadership in the sector at the level of the ECEC.

There is a need to recognise leadership styles that are highly relational and collaborative and solutions 
that are relevant for the local contexts in which centres operate.[4] Leadership models of principals 
showcasing behaviours of positive deviance were more people-oriented, informal and demanded 
constant adaptation. Speaking to the multi-faceted nature of leadership referenced in the literature, 
ECE principals often take on multiple roles, functioning as advocates, visionaries, guides to staff and 
other principals, fundraisers, strategists and/or entrepreneurs while also managing the administration 
and management of their centres.[5]

While not fully collaborative or free from competition, principals worked from a place of collaboration, 
prioritising the collective to form a functional unit.[6] Here, self-cognitions linked to leadership styles 
veering away from traditional leadership theories, such as passion-driven leadership and community 
servant leadership, were prevalent.[7] 

Important to note was the influence of professional identity on self-efficacy and motivation of ECEC 
principals and the need for principals to develop a deep sense of trust in their own abilities and sense 
of purpose.[8] 

2. REFRAMING ECECS AS BUSINESSES 

Additionally, there is a requirement for the consideration of the following needs[9]:

Were recognised to contribute to the success and/or sustainability of existing centres working in 
low-resourced, low-income contexts showcasing positive deviance
Speak to systems-level variables that complement structural and process quality variables

"The intimacy, flexibility, diversity, and individualization of early childhood programs create a decidedly
different leadership context than the formality, uniformity, rigidity, and bureaucratization that has been

conventionally associated with the corporate setting." 
- Kagan and Hallmark (2001:8) 

For ECE centres to be seen as businesses and ECE centre principals as business owners/leaders
For a greater focus on financial/economic sustainability of centres to ensure continued delivery of 
services and payment of staff
For more attention on the connection between leadership, management and administration 
responsibilities to support the successful functioning of centres



TRAINING FOR CENTRE SUSTAINABILITY TOWARDS PROCESS QUALITY

These insights point to the need for the preparation of principals to be effective leaders in their 
communities through practical training:

RESEARCH AND COLLABORATION

Lastly, this study points to the need to invest in understanding the dynamics of ECE centre ecosystems 
in South Africa through research into:

CONCLUSION

Leadership remains an important contributor to quality outcomes and an important topic of research in 
the ECD sector to understand why ECECs do better than their peers, despite facing very similar 
challenges. 

The transition period the function shift has prompted calls for a focus of attention on directing 
investment and research efforts that will help reframe the ECD sector as a sector defined by possibility 

For collaborative, targeted training focused on developing relevant, practical skills of ECE 
principals 
To recognise the role of ECEC principals as businesses that contribute to the upskilling of the ECE 
workforce, contributing to the personal and professional development and advancement of their 
employees in the communities they serve

Development of the professional self towards self-efficacy 
Leadership development and mentorship 
Centre management and administration 
Financial management and record keeping
Fundraising and how to leverage existing resources
Networking and partnership building
Reflection and preservation of learning for sustainability
Problem-solving for context

The entrepreneurial competencies of ECEC principals 
The role of self-efficacy and self-motivation of principals and staff
The role of non-profit organisations in assisting with registration challenges, additional training 
support to provide direction and support principals as centre business leaders
The role of spaces such as ECD forums and networking opportunities in connecting and 
developing principals
The role of private-public partnerships to develop a greater understanding of how to support 
centres and principals
The role of culture and space on relational ways of working in ECECs in townships vs informal 
settlements
The implications of different socio-economic contexts and leadership models on the 
professionalisation of the sector through training and qualifications
The effects of structural quality variables on process quality variables in ECECs
The effect of ECEC leadership models on child developmental outcomes



and no longer one defined, historically, by difficulty.

If further funding and research is shifted to systems-level variables that build higher levels of process 
quality and the leadership, management and administrative capabilities that create the conditions for 
quality in ECECs, it will be possible to harness the incredible potential for principals to be catalysts for 
change in their communities.

With your support as donors and collaborators, we have been able to support ECECs that have been 
responsible for children for decades and contribute to the legacy of ECECs that were there for children 
at a time when the child, and humanity itself, was neglected. It is time to continue this journey with an 
increased focus on the preparation of principals that can support the innovation and creativity that 
emerges from these ECEC settings and invest in collaborative efforts between the public and private 
sector and civil society to better support leaders as business owners and entrepreneurs.
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