Lessons from the Early Childhood Development "Mentoring" Initiative - Namibia (2001)

Many parents in Namibia, especially single-parenting mothers, have to rely on group day care for their young children. For the majority of children, this day care is provided through about 1800 home-based facilities. Most of them are informal arrangements within a neighbourhood or a village, where an unemployed woman looks after the children for a small fee. For the caregiver, this arrangement provides a small income. Many caregivers try to establish their facility as a "kindergarten" in the hope of attracting more clients. However, the quality of care actually provided is often sub-standard, in terms of a programme of activities for the children, use of local play and learning materials, child stimulation, hygiene, safety, supervision or general administration. Contact between caregivers and parents has not normally been used to strengthen knowledge of parents about childcare practice.

The Ministry of Children and Women’s Affairs, and the Ministry of Local Government together with UNICEF and the NGO community have been seeking ways to upgrade the standards of care in daycare centers primarily in disadvantaged communities. Although a network of healthworkers and social workers exists in Namibia, it appeared unlikely that this cadre would be able to conduct adequate training programmes for all childcare caregivers. Also, it was clear that once-off training would have only a limited effect. On the other hand, many experienced and well-run facilities (kindergartens) do exist, especially among better-off communities. A strategy was developed that would enable better-off facilities to share their knowledge with less developed ones. Local knowledge in neighbouring communities is used to help those in need of information and skills.

A number of part-time mentors from the disadvantaged communities serve as “interns” one day a week in a well-run kindergarten and participate in activities and administrative tasks. The other days of the week they spend time in the disadvantaged facilities, and apply what they have learned. Each mentor provides on-the-job-training to up to four facilities, over a period of about 3 months. 

A better-off kindergarten can host one to three mentors, on different days. For the better-off kindergarten, the mentor is an extra hand. The disadvantaged facility is visited at least once a week by the mentor, for at least half a day. “Theme months” have also been introduced, encouraging the facilities to share good child care practices with parents and the community. The themes have so far covered playground safety; basic hygiene; toy making; and the detection of disabilities. Mentoring activities are monitored through report forms indicating whether mentors conduct their visits, and whether the better-established facilities provide the agreed support. A satisfactory report is necessary to ensure ongoing funding of the scheme.


The mentors are administered by the Rossing Foundation, a well-known NGO in Namibia, which pays modest incentives and periodically provides additional formal lessons to the mentors.

Based on the small-scale pilot phase, programme partners agree that the "mentoring" model is a rapid and effective way to transfer skills from established facilities to less established one. A minimum of three months seems to be required for a mentor to be able significantly to help in improving a facility. Follow-up supervision and monitoring of the facilities should be planned for. Some form of parallel formal training for the caregiver at the needy facility is recommended.

The main challenge is now to take this intervention to scale. There are over 900 child care facilities that could use support under the mentoring initiative. And this initiative is only a starting point: there needs to be long-term capacity development assistance to the more than 1,800 facilities in the country. As the impact of HIV/AIDS increases in Namibia, these facilities will have to take on more responsibilities, both for childcare and outreach to families.


