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INTRODUCTION 

I have a very privileged history of supporting and promoting early childhood programs in many 

forms, through many roles and in many nations – right now I am working for the Bernard van Leer 

Foundation. This is, to my knowledge, the only Foundation that focuses solely on support for 

children from ages 0- 8 years. We work in over 20 nations currently. 

At the end of this year I will return to my adopted country Australia. Australia has recently had al 

change in government. The new, more leftist, Prime Minister (Kevin Rudd) has declared that early 

childhood is a priority – specifically early childhood and social inclusion. He wants a more equitable 

society and he is stating that a focus on early childhood is a way towards this. 

I have the great honor of having been appointed the first in Australia with the title Professor of 

Early Childhood and Social Inclusion! I am thrilled. But at the risk of seeming cynical - I am – well – 

also a bit cynical.  I have heard much of this political rhetoric before, in Australia, and in Canada 

where I was once the Regional Director of Day Care Services, and elsewhere. 

 Governments who claim (and maybe really believe) that they are supporting early childhood 

services, but who really want to support small business, or female workforce participation. They 

promote more children in services as way to enhance the tax revenues or reduce welfare rolls. This 

is fair enough but governments that do that often do not look too carefully at what goes on in those 

services. 

Training requirements, integrated services, and support for special needs, community ownership – 

these can get lost in overzealous policies to increase service availability. 

Sometimes the opposite is true: by pushing for too high standards, small, grass roots, responsive 

services are marginalized or forced out of the system.  

Sometimes apparent support for early childhood services deflects us from the raison d’être of those 

services. 
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Albeit I agree with what some of the presenters here have implied – that we need to take what we 

can get in terms of the rationale which inspire any sort of resource allocation for early childhood 

services. All we really want is to enhance the wellbeing of children – so does it really matter what 

argument is used to move others towards this goal?  I agree with this pragmatism. But we can only 

compromise and transcend our own paradigm when we feel confident about what we want and 

why we want it. And I want to remind this audience that there is one goal for early childhood 

programs which transcends all the others: That is addressing social structures and systems – social 

inclusion! 

We can’t facilitate health and wellbeing for any one child or family when that family or child is 

marginalized. Early childhood services are not merely part of – they are active contributors to - a 

social milieu which is inclusive – or not. 

I frequently use this photo (of the little pink house behind the big fence) when I speak to incoming 

early childhood students about their chosen profession.  

 

 

HIV/AIDS home for young children, Windhoek (photo, J. Hayden) 

This is community based home in Namibia for children affected and infected by HIV/aids. It is a 

pleasant place to be. What went on inside that little pink house – good food and loving care, warm 

relationships, stimulation – was a good as anyone could hope for. But the house was the only one on 

the block with such a fence, and other children were not allowed to play there. The children from 

the house were shunned when they went out on the street. 

The best early childhood curriculum in the world could not give those children what they needed – 

the right to be respected and honored participants of society. 

Early childhood programs and social inclusion 

Over and beyond the usual early childhood goals - such as enhancing employment, developing 

human capital/ economic viability of a nation, and/or increasing the efficacy of public schooling-  
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early childhood programs play a major part in society building: in nurturing social inclusion and 

respect for diversity.  

In Africa they use the term ubuntu. Ubuntu literally means if others in the community are diminished 

(marginalized, discriminated against, stigmatized) so too am I diminished, and they talk about the 

need to promote this sense of belonging and responsibility in young children1. 

In South America and in post conflict situations - convivencia – living together in peace- is 

recognized as a goal for early childhood programs2.  

Peter Moss uses the term models of democracy where the notion of citizenship is reflected and 

developed (Moss, 2008). Early childhood programs are the foundations and models of democracy 

because this is where children become aware for the first time of being part of a collective – an 

organism which is beyond their own world; where they learn about their rights and responsibilities 

as part of this collective.  

We have heard at this conference that the sense of having rights, and also of taking responsibility 

for others is not well developed in post communist regimes. But I suggest that  this is a widespread 

phenomenon. Positive communication and interpersonal skills, such as  consensus building, need to 

be learnt. Pro social behaviors, anger management , empathy, overcoming biases which exist within 

the environment: these   need to be nurtured and  facilitated in all children. And we have increasing 

scientific evidence indicating that this kind of learning - emotional and interpersonal intelligence -   

takes hold in the early years; that our biases and our world view are ingrained in the early years of 

life.  

 Early childhood  programs are fundamental to building more caring and just societies. Moss has 

put it like this  

Early childhood services are...vital to the creation of social cohesion and solidarity. (Quality)services (are)  
laboratories where new theories can be created and tries, .produced from  the encounter of different 
perspectives and identities. They are the foundation of participatory democracy (Moss, 2008  pg 33). 

 

I believe  that this role for early childhood  programs:  foundations of democracy is the 5th 

cornerstone.3 

                                                           
1
 As defined by Archbishop Desmond Tutu, Ubuntu literally means “a proper self-assurance that comes from knowing that a person 

belongs in a greater whole and is diminished when others are humiliated or diminished”  

www.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ubuntu_(philosophy)) 

2 Literally the Spanish concept of ‘convivencia’ refers to peaceful and productive co-existence.  

3 Following on the Four Cornerstones of Early Childhood Development as identified by the Consultative Group. These are 1) Start at the 

beginning, 2) Get ready for success, 3) Improve primary school quality, and 4) Include early childhood in policies (see 

www.ecdgroup.com ). 

 

http://www.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ubuntu_(philosophy))
http://www.ecdgroup.com/


 

 

4 

Advocating for what? 

This presentation is not about how to advocate for more services, for greater investment by those 

with resources, or how  to scale up. That seems to be a  complex undertaking which  the experts 

speaking here yesterday imply might need to take place outside of the sector, by specialists 

intermediaries.  

This presentation, rather,  is about how to maintain a vision of for early childhood programs that is 

relevant and responsive to individual and to societal needs ; that is  contextualized; that is most 

likely to be integrated and to have a broad base of support.  

It is about civil advocacy – gaining support on the civil landscape – because identifying  the 

correlation between how children and families experience early childhood programs and how 

society unfolds is not an easy message to sell to  politicians who are attracted to  short term, visible 

outcomes. It is a message (a vision)  that needs to be embedded in, and  promoted by, civil society   

I am told that when I take up this my Professorial post, I will have a voice in directing what seems to 

be a commitment of the government  towards early childhood and social inclusion. And am sure 

that I will be well placed to do that. But   I am equally sure that there will multiple competing voices  

-  within the early childhood  sector itself ( We have always been a fragmented lot!) and by others 

who have different claims on government resources. 

So when   there are opportunities to make one’s voice heard, we need to ensure that the issues we 

are advocating  make sense to the  users of services, that they reflect  what they need and want,  and 

we need to frame  those issues in ways that  resonate within the prevailing zeitgeist of the day;  we 

need the support and participation of civil society.  This is what I call  responsive advocacy and, I 

maintain, it  involves  five (overlapping) activities. 

Five Activities for Responsive Advocacy 

1. Know  your core goal: Know that early childhood  programs are not limited to the setting 

(those little pink houses)  in which they operate: They are the nexus of social inclusion.  

2. Assess the (positive  and negative ) power of the civic landscape –and target that power. 

3. Be conscious of the ripple effect. Be prepared to re-frame the message if and when 

necessary. 

4. Incorporate the  ‘’invisibles” ( connections and interconnections). 

5. Form communities of collaborative inquiry to ensure broad based support. 

Below I describe these steps. 
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Know  your core goal: Early childhood programs as social projects. 

Early childhood programs are fundamental to a just and fair society. They demonstrate the value 

placed on the rights and needs of young children and reflect  a nation’s commitment to equity, 

participation, and inclusion . Early childhood programs are also the place where citizenship is 

learnt and  social skills developed.   

Even those who  argue for  investment  in early childhood primarily because of its correlation to 

enhanced   national economic  development,  such as Jim Heckman,  The Nobel Laureate in 

Economic Sciences,  acknowledge   that  providing a foundation for social skills and attitudes is a 

fundamental aspect of reaching this goal.  

 Heckman states  
 

An important lesson to draw from the entire literature on successful early interventions is that it is 
the social skills and motivation of the child that are more easily altered—not IQ. …We too often have 
a bias toward believing that only cognitive skills are of fundamental importance to success in life.” ( 
Heckman, ,2008) 

Ounce of Prevention Fund 
 Assess the (positive and negative ) power of  the civil landscape  

In recent analyses of the failure  of HIV/aids programs to make a difference for young children, 

Dillis highlights the role of civil society in the failure of programs to become embedded:  

He states 

… despite a clear willingness to help; and despite the many interventions that are 

believed to be beneficial, there is as yet no comprehensive ‘package’ supported by 

established knowledge on how best to intervene…  

Although, information such as ‘The Framework’ (UNICEF, UNAIDS 2004) does 

provide the outline of an evidence-based rationale for civil society organizations, 

there has been no organized attempt to examine how evidence-based alternatives 

may be interfaced with the civil landscape. As a result current civil program efforts 

proceed rather speculatively, with little to no direction from evidence-based 

practice (Dillis, 2007, pg 2). 

Dillis argues that political priority is not related to the robustness of the evidence for an 
intervention or program. Rather  it is   the resonance or non resonance with the goals , values , 
needs and concerns of   civil society  that makes the difference between what  Dillis calls  
speculative programming and a(n embedded) systemic  response. 
 
The role of civil society in political change is becoming more prominent.  Analysts have noted that  
civil society organizations (CSOs) are playing an  increasingly powerful role as influencers of policy 
and social programs (Fowler, 2008). This is  likely due to new players in the arena. Beyond the 
traditional non government organizations (ngos), think tanks, religious organizations and 
multinationals, new players such as foundations, trusts and corporate social investment programs 
are permeating the civil society arena – often supporting and investing in each other. When the 
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social investment sector organizes, forms and makes use of peer networks and use these to enhance 
learning, advocacy and capacity building they become significant influencers of change on the civil 
landscape4.  
 
While CSOs by definition are not agents of the state, they may be co opted, pressured and or 
actually developed to represent state interests (see Kumashiro, 2008). In any case most CSOs are 
governed by state mechanisms such as legislation, regulations, and/or, program guidelines – and 
many are dependent upon state resource allocation. When  the  funding and legitimating  of CSOs 
emanate  from  conservative governments or similar  right wing institutions, they might be under 
great pressure not to  express  a critical perspective  (not to cause dissent, not to incorporate voices 
of  disempowered and marginalized groups). 
 

In this way civil society, through  CSOs,  can  be powerful promoters of radical change or they can 
use their power to prevent change, to  slow down or subvert policy implementation and/or  to 
actively keep some  items off  of  the political agenda (Hayden, 2000). 
 
In their study of early childhood programs in Africa , Jarmillo and Minget have shown how  analysis 
of  the system of complex service delivery within which any one service is connected, needs to 
include an investigation of the blockages or bottlenecks which prevent systemic changes from 
taking hold.  The authors sum up their findings as follows: 
 

To improve the coverage of the package a country needs to address system 
wide bottlenecks particularly in terms of human resources, physical 
accessibility, supplies and logistics, as well technical and organizational 
capacity… (It is the) set of system wide bottlenecks in service delivery rather 
than the basic package itself, which needs to be identified and costed (Jaramillo 
& Minget, 2008, p. 466) 

 

Developing a plan for responsive advocacy needs to be based on analyses of the relationships, 

connections and power bases within the civil landscape so that messages are targeted effectively. 

This may be a more influential pathway than direct lobbying of the political arena. 

Be ready to change  

During the development and progression of any social program it is more likely than not that 

changes in other sectors or in the political environment will occur.  Unpredictable events may call 

for the need to alter the trajectory of anticipated outcomes, including messages, allies, and sources 

of support. 

An example of this is the establishment of early childhood centers in the refugee camps in Chad, 

following the Darfur crisis. Originally the centers were planned to address the psycho social and 

cognitive development needs of young children as part of the crises intervention strategy.  

However the refugee situation produced two unforeseen circumstances: girls and women were not 

occupied with the domestic chores which would be needed under normal conditions, and there was 
                                                           
4
 This act of horizontal support has been termed philanthropy of community (Wilkinson-Maposa, 2006). 
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a desperate need to recruit workers for the child care program, including both men and women.  

These two events combined to break down the usual gender barriers within the early childhood   

services: For the first time young girls and boys were in the same classrooms, and men and women 

were working together in the same setting.  

As a result, the nature and the focus of the early childhood programs came to be perceived in a new 

way. Early childhood programs in the refugee camps became models for reflecting and promoting 

social justice and human rights over and above their early childhood related goals – and agents who 

focused on promoting equity and female rights became strong allies. 

Success was achieved because early childhood advocates were able to quickly change the rhetoric 

and redefine their outcomes in a way that would resonate with the civil landscape within the 

refugee camps. By doing this they still were able to run good ecd programs – but under a different 

auspice (see Connolly and Hayden, 2007). 

Unpredictable events, changes in financial circumstances, the arrival (or disappearance ) of a key 

champion, conditions  which demand a breakdown of gender barriers, change in government and 

other circumstances call for quick thinking and willingness to change directions.  

In this way, unforeseen issues and potential problems are used as positive forces for support.   

Responsive advocacy means being ready to seize upon opportunities for change/promotion, even 

when (especially when) those changes are situated outside of the early childhood sector.   

Incorporate the invisibles 

The term invisibles  is used by Kohl to refer to processes, values and tacit knowledge which 
underpin any model of practice (Kohl, 2005). 
 
Invisibles were assessed in  the study of mother health initiatives recently reported in Lancet. The 
authors looked beyond  linear cause- effect approaches for underlying factors which affected 
successful implementation. The result was the  identification of  four super ordinate factors which  
were found to   influence how  social  programs become part of civil and political landscapes. 
 
The four factors are 
 

1. The power of the actors. and their links  
This calls for analyses of the players who are championing the program and of the strength 
of the linkages between these actors, including their links with grass roots organizations. 
 
 

2. The way the idea is framed .  
This refers to the way in which the  idea is framed and positioned (For example HIV/aids 
has been positioned as a public health issue, a humanitarian crises and a threat to security:  
ECD has been framed as a human capital issue, employment program, poverty reduction 
strategy and a boost to corporate stability – or a gender equity issue). The framing of an 
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issue can be robust and serve to unite policy communities, or it can be fragmented and 
result in devolution from one policy community to the next. 
 

3. The nature of the political context: policy windows.  
There are  moments in time when conditions align favorably for an issue and present 
advocates with a particularly strong opportunity to influence decision making. The authors 
refer to these as  policy windows.  Advocates need to be vigilant in assessing policy windows 
and be  prepared to take ‘jump’ at the right time.  

 
4. The nature of the issue itself 

 Some issues are intrinsically easer to promote than others. Those  which are easily 
measured, have clear lines of cause/ effect, have clearly defined evidence based solutions 
and which are relatively cheap and effective will be the most compelling. 
 

Shiffman and Smith conclude that  advocacy is most likely to be successful when a  program  
 
Is cohesive, well-led, guided by strong institutions and backed by mobilized civil societies; 
has developed frames for the issue that resonate with political leaders; takes advantage of 
policy windows and addresses an issue that is easily measured, high in severity and has 
effective interventions available (Shiffman and Smith , 2007 p.7). 

 

Form communities of collaborative inquiry 

In my experience across many nations, roles and responsibilities within the field of ecd, the hardest 
lesson I may have learnt is the realization that  my   long term and deeply held convictions ,my 
commitment, and the early childhood  lens through which I view the world   could in fact be  a  
constraining factor in promoting how ecd can make a difference . 
 
Baser and Morgan use the term system blindness  and describe it thus  

People everywhere work within a number of systems. But they usually suffer from ‘system 
blindness’. They see only parts of these systems at work and then make judgments about the 
whole. They see the present, but not the evolution or history of events that got things to the 
present. They misunderstand the nature of the relationships that shape system behavior. 
And they lose track of processes within the system that make it run. Much of the more 
rational, linear, quasi-mechanical approaches to (program) development lose relevance 
because of these blind spots.  (Baser and Morgan, 2008 pg 36) 
 

The authors conclude with this statement about change 

Multi perspectives are critical! 

Other researchers reinforces this notion. Shankoff, for instance, has been analysing why the 

increasingly robust early childhood evidence has, in so many cases, not been successful in 

influencing change. He refers to tensions which exist between 3  cultures: 1)the culture of  science 

(evidence) , 2) the culture of  practice and  3)the culture of policy. 
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 Each of these incorporate goals and values which  could be  contradictory   The resulting  tensions 

constitute what he  calls   cross cultural dissonance ( another word for system blindness). 

Shonkoff  writes that while this  dissonance is true for  all fields,  it  is  likley MORE  pronounced in 

the field of early childhood development.  because child development  research, service delivery 

and policy making  around very young children  are  particularly value laden (Shankoff, 2006) 

Acknowledging cross cultural dissonance and system blindness calls on new approaches to 
advocacy: It means incorporating a contextualized value base and it means collaborative 
engagement outside of one’s sector. 

 
Overcoming cultural dissonance 
  
In their review of  advocacy and early childhood programs, Buysse and Wessley urge early childhood  
practiioners to set up learning/exploring groups with  families and/or  community representatives as a 
way to assess and guide their practice. They give examples of the power of this process, which they call    
communities of  practice  (Buysse and  Wessley, 2006). 
 
Peter Moss uses the term communities of democratic experimentation to address the same issues  
(Moss, 2008). The Overseas Develoment Institution refers to  a multi disciplinry think tanks5.  There is a 
literature which uses terms such as shared learning, collaboaritve inquiry, network  societies .  
Beyond the different terms , the notion for each of these strategies is the same: It is about 
transcending system blindness  and overcoming cultural dissonance  
 
Communities of inquiry, by nature are inclusive and participatory. They are spaces whereby 
multiple perspectives are incorporated, messages and goals become attuned to multiple needs, 
oppositional forces are heard and debated, and values are discussed and incorporated.  
 
I have been involved with a number of these communities as collaborative research projects. Some 

are global and well funded like the Joint Learning Initiative on Children and Ethnic Diversity 

(JLICED), which involves over 72 researchers around the globe, has a lifespan of 6 years and over 

one million dollars in committed funding6.   Other communities are formed around one particular 

research question and may continue for a few months only.  Some communities are unfunded 

and/or meet only virtually.    

Groups and committees become communities  of  inquiry when communication between members 

goes  beyond sharing information and when  the goal(s) of  the inquiry  go  beyond  corrective 

action within existing guidelines. Rathr than focussing on n immediate and identifable change in  

practices and policies, commuiities of practice  represent  opportunities for meaningful dialogue 

about the concepts which underlie the different world views  of each participant, and  include 

                                                           
5
 See www.odi.org 

6
 See  www.jliced.org 

 

http://www.odi.org/
http://www.jliced.org/
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analyses of  how power is distributed and can be redistributed  around a particular issue or 

problem. 

 Box 1 describes some of the characteristics of communities of inquiry. 

Characteristics of Communities of Inquiry

Membership   

• Diversity of  region, discipline, role. 

• Researchers (variety of fields) 

• those who translate research into action 
(practitioners)

• those whose values and beliefs need to be 
addressed (the recipients of the action or 
programs (families)

• policy makers who have resources and 
power to promote action/interventions.

Commitment

• shared goals and meanings (albeit often 
from different disciplines roles and 
expertise)

• a vision of a larger community or arena  ɀ

• a recognition of  each perspectives  
connection to this larger arena 

Process 
• seek similarities and gaps in the  

knowledge base,  
• question assumptions based on real 

experiences, 
• challenge assumptions
• define principles which will enhance 

practice.

Outputs  
• research agenda and identified 

funders
• a plan for action research
• the development of messages and 

other advocacy tools
• an action plan for disseminating and 

advocating findings (reports and 
publications/conferences /websites to 
promote the findings)

Adapted from Buysse, V. &. Wesley,P. (2006). 

Evidence-Based Practice in the Early Childhood 

Field. Washington, DC: Zero to Three.  

 

Conclusion 

This presentation is a little different from the one I had originally prepared – but I wanted to build 

upon and give a slightly different message from others that have been heard at this conference: In 

my abstract I mentioned making use of complexity thinking – or complexity systems analyses – and 

although I did not refer to this framework - most of these 5 points fall under that umbrella-  

Here is the summary: 

1. Remember the social development goals of ecd programs. Remember to promote them as 

laboratories where democracy is practiced and reflected - where citizenship - ubuntu takes 

hold - remember that this underlies all the other outcomes for ecd. 

2. Remember the power of civil society – and how they need to be with you – win their hearts 

and minds by co-opting key players and their viewpoints into your strategy. 

3. Acknowledge and plan for the unpredictable – be ready to change – to jump on 

opportunities that will get you to the same end – perhaps by a different path. 
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4. Include the invisibles in your analyses of strengths and weaknesses – do not underestimate 

relationship building. Gauge the connections and interconnections, assess barriers and well 

as supports. 

5. Form communities of inquiry which - in fact -  reflect exactly we want our early childhood 

services to model – meaningful participation and space for diverse perspectives. Be willing 

to bend and change in order to ensure equity and respect within these communities. 
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