THE VALUE OF EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT — THE CASE FOR INVESTMENT
At various points throughout the Conference, speakers outlined the factors which should incline governments, international aid donors and others to give priority to support for early childhood education and development. The arguments drew on both practical and ethical considerations to make a compelling case for this basic investment in the future of society as a whole.

LEGAL COMMITMENT
Mr. Macharia Kamau, the Area Representative in the UNICEF Caribbean Area Office,  noted in his opening remarks that all countries of the Caribbean were States Parties to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. Under the terms of the Convention, all the nations of the Caribbean region were, therefore, obliged to provide services that fulfill child rights. In particular, Mr. Kamau, and later Mr. Fabio Sabatini, Monitoring and Evaluation Officer at the UNICEF Caribbean Area Office, cited Articles 18.2 and 18.3 of the Convention:

“18.2. For the purposes of guaranteeing and promoting the rights set forth in the present Convention, States Parties shall render appropriate assistance to parents and legal guardians in the performance of their child-rearing responsibilities and shall ensure the develop​ment of institutions, facilities and services for the care of children.

“18.3. 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.”

These two paragraphs provide clear direction to governments and society as a whole to make early childhood care and education a priority. However, as Mr. Kamau pointed out, “the challenge, however, is not purely a legal or legislative one. The challenge is truly and fundamentally of a moral and ethical, and developmental character.” It also has practical aspects, as Mr. Sabatini demonstrated.

EFFICIENCY AND PERFORMANCE
In his presentation, Mr. Sabatini cited the need “to adjust labour force skills to more complex tasks and sophisticated thinking processes required by rapidly changing production patterns of the 21st century” as essential for economic growth and development in the countries of the Caribbean.

Using statistics drawn from situation analyses of several countries in the region, after making it clear that the examples chosen were not intended in any way to identify some countries as having greater difficulties than any of the others, Mr. Sabatini showed that economic patterns in the region are changing, away from such activities as basic agriculture towards service industries, such as tourism, which require a more sophisticated and varied set of skills from workers.
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High rates of illiteracy in the region were, according to Mr. Sabatini, the outcome of an education system that fails to provide adequately for the children who depend on it. He concluded that “the reason we are not able to maximize educational potential for children is because we start too late. As the saying goes, ‘Eight is too late’. We have already lost 50% of the potential development of children because we haven’t done anything until age five.”
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It was Mr. Kamau who first pointed out that “fifty percent of the potential intelligence development of all children is done by the age of four...Missing out on proper early childhood care and  development puts 50 percent of a child’s intellectual development at risk.”

This critical point was reinforced by the keynote speaker, Dr. Lilian Katz, Professor of Early Childhood Education at the University of Illinois and Director of the ERIC Clearing House on Elementary and Early Childhood Education. 

She explained that “the new research on neurological development indicates that approximately 80% to 85% of the neurological pathways a person ultimately acquires will develop during the first six years of life, and the rate of growth is steepest in the earliest of those years.” 

The experiences a child has during those critical formative years will have far-reaching effects. As Dr. Katz said, “any provision for young children — whether in the home or outside of it — that is less than top quality represents missed opportunities to make substantial contributions to the rest of their lives.”

On the basis of all the evidence available, Mr. Sabatini could therefore argue that “early childhood development has been proved to increase education system performance and efficiency, through less repetition, drop-out, truancy and failure.”

EFFECTIVENESS
Support to early childhood education and development also makes good practical sense in terms of the wider public expenditure, beyond the education system. In his introductory remarks, Mr. Kamau said, “It has been demonstrated that interventions between the ages of zero to five significantly increase returns of social expenditures  due to synergies realized among social services that can be provided for in an integrated fashion within a pre-school setting: for example, early stimulation and education, better parenting training for mothers and fathers, as well as child and maternal health. Governments and individuals that invest in early childhood strategies enjoy lower health bills, because of resulting less disabilities, less anaemia, less malnutrition and even less abuse and neglect of children.”

Mr. Sabatini carried the argument further, noting how structural adjustment programmes undertaken by governments throughout the region had caused economic hardship. He showed the connection between economic distress, in terms of declines in growth of the Gross Domestic Product, and increasing rates of criminal and socially undesirable activity.
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He noted that “the integrated approach to early childhood development facilities can put a cushion or a buffer between the economic hardship and its social effect of children and families”, adding that “early childhood development, by having an integrated approach to service delivery, has a synergistic and multiplicative effect which improves how much you’re getting out of each dollar that you spend for public provision of services.”

On this basis, he argued for better social targeting of government expenditures, both to increase the overall allocation for basic social services (in keeping with the 20/20 principle enunciated at the World Summit on Social Development in Copenhagen) and to direct the services to those most in need of them.
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For her part, Dr. Katz focused on the ways in which early childhood education can promote greater security in the broader society. She ex​plained “that unless children achieve minimal social competence by about the age of six, plus or minus half a year, the child is at risk for the rest of his or her life.”

 The risks are many and serious. Beyond the danger to mental health, Dr. Katz noted that children who do not develop adequate social skills are more likely to drop out of school, to have trouble keeping a job or to have problems themselves with their eventual responsibilities as parents.

Moreover, “there is some reason to suspect that children who are rejected by their peers early, repeatedly eventually find each other, and they get from each other a sense of belonging and intimacy based on their shared bitterness and hostility to the rest of the community.” She said that these “groups of disaffected youth are analogous to having time bombs in our own back gardens.”

EQUITY
Mr. Sabatini pointed out that “Caribbean countries suffer from inequities between sexes and among socio-economic classes, and from inequitable intergenerational distribution of resources..” He argued that effective early childhood development  can mitigate social inequities, by providing equal opportunities to develop and learn for children of both rich and poor.

There are marked disparities in the amounts of money governments spend on schools and students,  depending on the income level and location of the community being served.  Generally, the available information shows that schools in wealthy urban districts receive more money from government expenditure than do those in poor or rural districts.

This is a particularly acute problem, given that approximately one-third of the people in CARICOM countries, for example, live in pov​erty.In his presentation, Mr. Sabatini (who was introduced as “an economist with a human face”) also noted the inadequacy of traditional economic measures to assess the impact of economic conditions on children. 
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“The working population increased in the past decade or so for men and women. An economic evaluation will consider this as a net positive gain for the poor, as the number of working hours in the household has increased and unemployment is reduced, but it will disregard the fact that less time is available for child care. A child-centred social accountancy system would have to evaluate the gains to society: has children’s physical, intellectual and emotional development also improved when their caregivers or parents work for more hours?”
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This concern is closely linked with the problem of insufficient coverage for day care and pre-school  in the Caribbean region. Especially in the case of day care facilities (generally for young children of working mothers) the number of spaces available falls far short of the number of children needing the service in many countries.

Both Mr. Kamau and Mr. Sabatini also ex​pressed great concern for the intergenerational inequities in education expenditure throughout the region.

Taking Trinidad and Tobago as an example, they both noted that the government spends only TT$385 per year on each pre-school student, while making annual expenditures of TT$20,875 for each tertiary level student. 

Trinidad and Tobago is not the only country to show this pattern. Rather, it is typical of the region as a whole. Another example, from Jamaica, shows that 14% of the education budget is spent on tertiary education, compared to only 2.5% for early childhood.
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Mr. Kamau asked, “Does the discrepancy between what governments spend on university students in the Caribbean and what they spend on pre-schoolers have to be so high? What is the economic or social justification of this variance? Is four years of university education that much more valuable to society than four years of edu-care or pre-school? And can a better balance be struck between government expenditure on pre-schools and universities?” 

And he noted that “studies have shown that the returns to society and to individuals in general are significantly more for children who have been through pre-school...than returns gained by and individual and society, on average, because of tertiary learning. “

Mr. Sabatini made a good case for the af​fordability of early childhood education and development programmes. In a direct response to Mr. Kamau’s final question, Mr. Sabatini demonstrated that, if students who could afford to were required to pay all or part of the costs of their university education, there would be sufficient additional funds available in the education budget of Trinidad and Tobago to increase the investment in early childhood development and, in the process, make pre-school education available and accessible to all children in the target age group (only a fraction of whom are currently benefitting from services available).
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The value of making early childhood education available to children of the poor was stressed by Mr. Kamau. “We have seen that where government supports communities in providing for day care and early childhood programmes, poor families participate fully in the utilization of these services to the benefit of the economy and the entire society.”

WHAT MOTHERS WANT
The final argument in favour of granting in​creased priority to early childhood services is based on democratic principles: it represents one of the highest priorities of the people themselves, especially the poorest segments of the population.

Mr. Sabatini demonstrated this by showing the results of a 1995 survey conducted by the Caribbean Development Bank in St. Lucia, in which day care centres and pre-schools were placed at the top of the list of priorities most frequently mentioned in focus  group sessions.

This interest reflects the fact, also pointed out by Mr. Sabatini that there are more female headed house​holds in the poorer segments of the population than among those who are well-off, and so it is much more likely that female heads of household will have to work, and will therefore need to find adequate and appropriate care for their children while they are away from home. Once again, support to early childhood services makes good economic as well as social sense, because it frees mothers to work, thereby contributing toward both family income and the growth of the overall economy, while also promoting gender equity in the work​force.
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In summary, investment in early childhood education produces significant returns for both society and the individual. It results in long-term savings for other social expenditures that are directed to dealing with problems later in life which can be more easily resolved or prevented with early interventions. It eases the effects of economic hardship on the poor, who account for substantial proportion of the population of the Caribbean region, and it provides the basis for acquisition of economically worthwhile skills which can contribute to increased employment and a healthy growing economy. It enables parents to take better care of their own children and it enables society to fulfill its responsibility to respect and promote the rights of children.

Dr. Katz, in her keynote address, drew all these considerations together succinctly. “I really believe each of us must come to care about everyone else’s children. We must come to see that the well-being of our own children can only be secured when the well-being of all other people’s children is also secure...But to care about others’ children is not just a practical matter; it is also the right thing to do.”



