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“Building the future from the start: South Africa’s call to action on Early 
Childhood Development and Foundational Learning” 

Honourable Ministers, esteemed delegates, distinguished guests, and valued 
partners, 

It is a great privilege to welcome you all to South Africa for this important 
seminar on Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE).  

As we gather here, surrounded by the rich heritage and natural beauty of our 
country, we do so with a shared purpose: to reflect, to learn, and to lead. 

We carry the responsibility to amplify voices from across our continent, 
ensuring that global discussions on education, equity, and sustainable 
development reflect the realities and aspirations of all nations. 

The theme of today’s seminar, “New solutions for population-level access to 
quality ECCE programmes,” underscores our collective commitment to 
ensuring that no child is left behind during their most formative years.  

This is not simply a matter of education policy; it is a decisive investment in 
human capital, social resilience, and economic sustainability.  

As we gather here, surrounded by the rich heritage and natural beauty of our 
country, we do so with a shared purpose: to reflect, to learn, and to lead. 

This is a moment of history.  

For the first time, the G20 is being hosted on African soil. South Africa’s 
presidency is not just a national milestone, it is a continental one.  

And it comes with the weighty responsibility of ensuring that African 
perspectives are placed squarely at the centre of global discussions. We are 
not just participating; we are shaping the agenda. 



In the context of our G20 presidency, South Africa has identified Quality 
Foundational Learning as the top priority of the Education Working Group.  

Importantly, this focus spans the full continuum of foundational learning: from 
early childhood care and education (ECCE) through to literacy and numeracy 
in the early grades.  

In our context, we refer to Grades R to 3 as the Foundation Phase. This 
integrated approach was reaffirmed during the Education World Forum, with 
many partners highlighting that early childhood investments must be linked to 
measurable learning improvements.  

We call on all G20 members to join us in deepening our collective 
commitment to both ECCE and foundational literacy and numeracy 
outcomes.  

This dual focus ensures that the G20’s agenda reflects the full scope of what 
children need to thrive and what countries must prioritise to achieve inclusive, 
equitable learning.  

Importantly, this focus extends across the full foundational learning 
continuum: from early childhood care and education (ECCE) through to 
literacy and numeracy in Grades R to 3. 

This integrated approach is informed by the strong feedback we received 
during the Education World Forum where it was emphasised that the 
importance of connecting early childhood investments with measurable 
improvements in foundational learning outcomes.  

If we are to place foundational learning firmly on the global agenda, we 
cannot afford to focus on ECCE in isolation. It must be accompanied by a 
clear and coordinated drive to improve early grade reading and mathematics 
outcomes. 

By anchoring our G20 focus in both ECCE and the Foundation Phase, South 
Africa seeks to ensure that the global education discourse reflects the full 
scope of what is required to equip all children with the skills they need to 
thrive.  

And for good reason. 

ECCE is more than a preparatory phase for formal schooling, it is the 
foundation upon which lifelong learning, productivity, and well-being are built.  

Scientific research confirms that the earliest years of life are critical for 
cognitive and socio-emotional development, shaping not just individual 
success but the trajectory of nations. 

A nation’s prosperity hinges on its ability to equip its youngest citizens with 
the tools they need to thrive.  



Investments in ECCE generate substantial economic returns, boosting 
productivity, increasing employability, and reducing future costs linked to 
remediation, unemployment, and social welfare.  

Studies estimate that improving childcare access could contribute over $3 
trillion to global GDP, reinforcing the reality that ECCE is not just an 
education imperative but an economic necessity. 

Beyond economic benefits, ECCE is a catalyst for social justice.  

Access to quality ECCE ensures that children, regardless of their 
socioeconomic background, enter primary education on equal footing.  

It nurtures resilience, emotional intelligence, and critical thinking, attributes 
essential for building cohesive, just, and peaceful societies.  

It is the most strategic and cost-effective investment a society can make.  

The evidence is overwhelming: brain development in the first five years of life 
lays the foundation for health, learning, and social behaviour throughout the 
lifespan. 

As I have emphasised in Parliament, Early Childhood Development is not a 
luxury, nor is it just about childcare.  

It is the bedrock of a successful education system. If we are to reimagine 
education and improve outcomes across the board, we must begin at the 
beginning. 

In South Africa, we see the consequences of not getting this right.  

According to the General Household Survey, only around 44% of children 
aged 0 to 4 attend an early learning programme.  

Children in rural areas, children with disabilities, and children whose home 
language is not English are particularly likely to be left behind. 

This is not just a social issue. It is a national development challenge. And it is 
one that demands a systems-level response. 

South Africa has taken several important steps in recent years.  

The migration of the ECD function from Social Development to Basic 
Education in 2022 was a decisive move towards better alignment.  

It allows us to bring early learning into the heart of the education system. 

But integration on paper is not enough. It must be felt in communities, in 
classrooms, and in the lives of children. 



That is why we are working on a new national curriculum framework for birth 
to four.  

We are investing in practitioner training, revising registration processes for 
ECD centres, and piloting models of support that reflect the reality on the 
ground. 

In my previous speeches and public statements, I have highlighted the need 
for a whole-of-society approach.  

We cannot transform early learning in South Africa by relying on government 
alone. 

In fact, much of the innovation in our country comes from outside 
government.  

The work of organisations like SmartStart and Cotlands shows how we can 
expand access to quality, play-based learning through community-led 
models.  

These are not just service providers; they are nation-builders. 

Equally, the Presidential Employment Stimulus has created jobs while 
improving access to early learning, particularly in under-served areas.  

This dual benefit, supporting livelihoods while building foundations for 
learning, is something we should be proud of. 

We are also prioritising multilingualism.  

In South Africa, language is deeply tied to identity, diversity and inclusion.  

Children learn best in the language they understand.  

We are actively developing and distributing learning materials in all official 
languages, supporting practitioners to teach in mother tongue, and ensuring 
that linguistic diversity is not a barrier to foundational learning.  

We encourage G20 member states to share their experiences on inclusive 
language approaches, especially in multilingual societies. 

But we must be honest with ourselves: we still have a long way to go.  

Too many children are still outside the system.  

Too many centres lack basic infrastructure.  

Too many practitioners feel unsupported.  

And in many cases, data is lacking or incomplete. 



This is where systems thinking becomes indispensable.  

We need to connect the dots, between national policy and local practice, 
between government departments, between data and decision-making. 

Let me share a few of the steps we are taking to close the implementation 
gap, the persistent disconnect between policy ambition and delivery 
outcomes.  

This is where systems thinking becomes indispensable.  

Effective ECCE cannot exist in isolation.  

Social norms, political will, economic pressures, and intersectoral dynamics 
all influence whether a child thrives or falters. 

We must move beyond fragmented service delivery to integrated, community-
anchored systems that empower families, practitioners, and local actors alike. 

Just last week, during the tabling of the national budget, an important 
announcement was made: National Treasury confirmed increased funding 
support for Early Childhood Development.  

The budget maintains the additional R10 billion allocated to expanding 
access to early education, and the ECD subsidy has been increased from 
R17 to R24 per child per day.  

This funding boost is expected to provide 700 000 more children, up to the 
age of five, with access to early learning programmes. It reflects not only a 
strong fiscal commitment to early learning but also the clear intent of the 
Government of National Unity to invest in the foundations of our nation’s 
future. 

Early Childhood Development (ECD) funding 

• The budget maintains the additional R10 billion allocated for 
expanding access to early education. 

• The ECD subsidy increases from R17 to R24 per child per day. 
• This aims to provide 700 000 more children (up to five years old) with 

access to early learning programmes. 

• We are finalising a quality assurance framework that reflects the holistic 
nature of early learning, not just literacy and numeracy, but play, care, 
and emotional development. 

• We are developing a workforce strategy to support ECD practitioners, 
many of whom have worked for years without formal recognition. 

• We are strengthening our data systems to ensure that planning is 
grounded in real evidence. 

• And we are engaging with National Treasury on financing models that 
can sustain and scale our efforts. 



Collaboration is at the heart of all of this.  

Interdepartmental work is ongoing with the Departments of Health, Social 
Development, and others.  

Provinces and municipalities are vital implementation partners.  

Civil society and the private sector must remain central to our collective 
strategy. 

As a practical outcome of today’s seminar, we propose the establishment of a 
G20 Learning Exchange on ECCE Systems Change.  

This platform can foster shared learning, amplify innovation, and ensure 
continuity beyond individual summits.  

In addition, we believe that the G20 must also build consensus on a collective 
approach to strengthening foundational literacy and numeracy in Grades R to 
3.  

We therefore propose a second Learning Exchange dedicated to improving 
the quality of early grade reading and mathematics across all G20 nations. 

These dual platforms will support long-term collaboration across both core 
pillars of foundational learning.  

This platform can foster shared learning, amplify innovation, and ensure 
continuity beyond individual summits. 

Let us remember: the children who stand to benefit from our decisions today 
are not yet in formal schooling.  

Some are not yet born. But their futures are shaped by what we choose to 
prioritise now. 

Key commitments for 2025 and beyond 

In South Africa, we recognise that improving foundational learning requires 
targeted interventions across both ECCE and the Foundation Phase.  

These are two distinct but interdependent stages of a child's learning journey. 

In the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) space, our 
commitments include: 

1. Expanding Access to Quality ECCE: We will continue our mass 
registration drive to formalise ECD programmes, aligned with the 
National Curriculum Framework and supported by new learning and 
teaching support materials. We are also prioritising resourcing of ECD 
centres, particularly in rural and underserved areas. 



2. Professional Development of ECD Practitioners: We are investing in 
capacity-building and long-term professional pathways for early learning 
practitioners, many of whom work in informal or under-resourced 
settings. 

In the Foundation Phase (Grades R–3), we are committed to: 

1. Improving teacher support and development: We are intensifying 
training support with a clear focus on literacy and numeracy, and we 
are directing the Funza Lushaka Bursary Scheme to prioritise 
Foundation Phase teaching specialisations. 

2. Reviewing Post Provisioning Norms: We are undertaking an urgent 
review of post provisioning norms to ensure more equitable allocation of 
teachers, particularly to early grades. 

3. Strengthening curriculum delivery: The National Catalogue of 
Learning and Teaching Support Materials for the Foundation Phase is 
being updated to allow for the procurement of educationally sound and 
linguistically inclusive resources. 

4. Protecting teaching and learning time: We are working to ensure that 
teaching is protected across all 230 scheduled school days. Time on 
task is non-negotiable if we are to improve learning outcomes. 

We believe these interventions offer useful case studies for G20 partners, 
and we look forward to learning from the innovations and models pursued by 
others as well.  

I call on all our partners in education to work with us to realise these goals: 

1. Expanding Access to Quality Early Childhood Development (ECD): 
Universal access to quality ECD programmes by 2030 remains a 
central goal.  

We will continue our mass registration drive to formalise ECD 
programmes, aligned with the National Curriculum Framework for ECD 
and supported by newly developed learning and teaching support 
materials.  

We will prioritise the professional development of ECD practitioners, 
their integration into the basic education system, and the resourcing of 
centres in rural and underserved communities. 

2. Improving Teacher Support and Development in the Foundation 
Phase:  

Teachers are the backbone of our education system.  

We will intensify support for teacher training with a strategic focus on 
improving literacy and numeracy in the Foundation Phase.  



The Funza Lushaka Bursary Scheme will prioritise students pursuing 
Foundation Phase teaching qualifications. 

3. Improving Post Provisioning for the Foundation Phase:  

In 2025, we will urgently review the outdated Post Provisioning Norms 
to ensure they reflect our drive for universal access to quality Grade R 
and strengthen learning in reading and mathematics.  

These norms have not been updated in over 20 years. 

4. Strengthening Curriculum Delivery in the Foundation Phase:  

We are updating the National Catalogue of Learning and Teaching 
Support Materials for the Foundation Phase.  

This will allow provincial departments and schools to procure 
linguistically inclusive, curriculum-aligned textbooks and materials. 

5. Protecting Teaching and Learning Time:  

To improve education outcomes, we must protect teaching and learning 
time.  

Teachers must be in school and teaching for the full 230-day school 
year.  

I reiterate my call to provinces, districts, principals, SMTs, SGBs, 
educators, parents and learners to work together to uphold this vital 
commitment. 

These commitments are not merely administrative.  

They are about delivering a fundamentally better start for every child in South 
Africa.  

Some are not yet born. But their futures are shaped by what we choose to 
prioritise now. 

As I said in a recent address to Parliament: "If we want to build a capable, 
equal, and thriving society, we must begin with our youngest citizens. That is 
where the future begins." 

Let us reaffirm our shared commitment.  

Let us dare to reimagine education, embrace systems-driven solutions, and 
work together to craft sustainable ECCE models that serve every child, in 
every community. 



Because when we invest in our youngest learners, we invest in a future of 
possibility, prosperity, and progress. 

Together, we shape tomorrow, today. 

Let us envision a future in which all G20 countries collaborate continuously to 
advance Quality Foundational Learning.  

Let us build and sustain platforms that allow us to share what works, and 
what does not, while forming meaningful bilateral and multilateral 
partnerships.  

Let us rise to the challenge.  

Let us commit to bold, practical, and inclusive action. 

Because in our shared commitment to the world’s youngest learners lies the 
clearest path to a more equitable, prosperous, and sustainable world. 

I thank you. 

 


