
The best start in life for every child

Supporting early  
childhood development
Every child has the right to the best possible start in life, 
which paves the way for healthy development and life-
long learning. A poor start, however, can lead to life-
long problems. 
To ensure the best start for their children, all families need 
some support. But some vulnerable families, who face 
additional challenges such as poverty, disability or social 
exclusion, need more help than others.

UNICEF focuses on three key elements. First, we support 
young children and their families by tapping into their contact 
with health workers during the first 1,000 days of a child’s 
life, when the most rapid development of the human brain  
builds the foundations for health, well-being and 
achievement. Our work promotes positive parenting, caring 
for the care-giver and non-violent forms of discipline.

Second, we promote early learning for all children, aged 3 to 6, 
by strengthening pre-primary education so that children arrive 
at primary school ready to make the most of their education. 

Third, we promote the full inclusion of all children 6 years old 
and under who may have developmental delays or 
disabilities. We aim for universal access to high quality early 
intervention services that help them catch up and reinforce 
their skills – a sound investment that saves major resources 
for individuals and societies. 
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IN FOCUS: THE BEST START IN LIFE FOR EVERY CHILD 

Toward 2030
Target 4.2: Ensure 
that all girls and 
boys have access 
to quality early 
childhood 
development, care 
and pre-primary 
education so they 

are ready for primary education.

Mother Nazik, at home for the first 
time with her second son Abdylguly, 
in Ashgabat, Turkmenistan.

Nazik’s husband, and father of the 
little boy says, “I haven’t slept for 
two weeks, I was so nervous. 
Now the baby has arrived we  
can celebrate.”

UNICEF is one of the only 
organizations working on Early 
Childhood Development in 
Turkmenistan, and has supported 
the Government’s establishment 
of services including guiding 
parents on children’s growth and 
development, early identification 
of disabilities and supporting 
families with activities that 
influence the healthy brain 
development of their children. 

UNICEF has also helped establish 
a National Strategy on mother and 
newborn health and provides 
parenting courses in health centres 
across Ashgabat.
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The best start in life for every child

Challenges
Across Europe and Central Asia, there are children who still do not get the 
best start in life. Often, these children are living in poverty or they are exposed 
to neglect, discrimination and harsh discipline or may have developmental 
delays and disabilities. Children with disabilities, may be ‘invisible,’ with their 
conditions not identified or diagnosed which can result in them not getting the 
specialized support they need. They are often the children abandoned and 
institutionalized by families struggling to cope.

Children may also face poor nutrition in a Region with one of the world’s 
lowest breastfeeding rates: in 2015, only 27 percent of infants in the Region 
were exclusively breastfed until six months of age.  Stunting remains a risk, 
affecting more than 20 percent of children under five in Albania, Armenia, 
Tajikistan and Turkmenistan,  and has a disproportionate impact on children 
from marginalized communities.

There are equity gaps in pre-primary education based on income, ethnicity, 
disability and residence. The Region has millions of young children who lack 
the stimulation, skills and experiences they need for learning, and who are 
unprepared to benefit from schooling.

There is a lack of financial investment in the early years and limited 
understanding of the significant impact the earliest years have on ensuring a 
healthy and productive life.  The results for individual children later in life can 
include poor physical and mental health, poor achievement, unemployment 
and poverty – a loss of potential that is often transmitted to the next 
generation and that undermines national economic and social development. 
Early childhood is the best time to invest and break this cycle of inter-
generational disadvantage.

Our Aim
UNICEF’s work on early childhood development (ECD) in Europe and Central 
Asia recognizes that every growing child needs nurturing care, good health, 
optimal nutrition and a stimulating and safe environment. Given their many 
interlinked needs, we work closely with health, nutrition, education and child 
protection systems, promoting and supporting initiatives to give every child 
the best possible start in life.

Our Actions
The first 1,000 days of life

We recognize that a strong bond between a young child and a parent or 
caregiver from the earliest moments is the foundation for a happy and healthy 
childhood. We start by focusing on families with children during their first 
1,000 days of life. 

The health sector is our main partner during this time, given that health 
workers have regular and consistent contact with pregnant women and young 
children. We build on the early contacts between health services and families, 
particularly through existing home visiting services that reach marginalized 
families. Home visitors provide advice, identify developmental problems, and 
support families, referring them to specialized support where necessary. For 
families under pressure, such services can strengthen their ability to nurture 
their young children and build trust between families and local healthcare 
systems, helping to reduce equity gaps in the provision of health services. 

In Bulgaria, home-visiting services have helped to link vulnerable pregnant 
women and those without health insurance to the health system and has 
reduced the placement of young children in institutional care. As a result, the 
Government of Bulgaria is now prioritizing early childhood development (ECD).
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 “ The time to invest in the  
future strength of our nations, 
our economies and our 
communities is in the earliest 
years of life. The clock is always 
ticking and the time to act  
is now.” 
Jack P. Shonkoff, M.D., Director  
of the Center on the Developing 
Child at Harvard University

Fast facts on early 
childhood development
• Infants and young children who 

have been abused or neglected 
can have delayed development, 
experience learning difficulties 
and perform poorly at school.

• Of the estimated 5.1 million 
children with disabilities across 
Europe and Central Asia, only 
one third have been officially 
identified as having disabilities.

• Certain groups of young children 
are particularly disadvantaged: 
stunting has been found to be 
more than three times higher 
among Roma children in the 
former Yugoslav Republic of 
Macedonia and Serbia than the 
national averages.

• While pre-primary enrolment 
rates have improved in the 
Region since 1999 (up by 14 
percent in Central Asia and 23 
percent in Central and Eastern 
Europe), demand for preschool 
spaces far exceeds availability.  

As a result, approximately 1.4 
million children of pre-primary 
age are not in school.

©
 U

N
IC

EF
/U

N
02

02
84

6/
PA

N
CI

C
Father Branko Popov with his one 
year old daughter Uros in Belgrade, 
Serbia. UNICEF works alongside 
the Government of Serbia to 
strengthen early childhood 
development programs.



In Georgia, trained primary health professionals identify developmental risk 
factors while observing a child and their family environment during their 
regular home visits, as well as providing information and counselling. Children 
identified as being at risk are linked to social services. Meanwhile, two new 
electronic platforms that were developed with UNICEF support can now 
connect health and social systems and collect vital data  on children’s 
development and their social well-being for further analysis to guide policy 
decisions. 

An evaluation of home-visiting in Kosovo (UNSCR 1244) found that families 
trust home visitors. The advice they give over the course of seven visits is not 
only appreciated, but often has a positive influence on parenting skills. Many 
vulnerable families have been reached, and plans are underway to scale up 
the programme. 

Promoting learning and school readiness for children from three years  
of age to school entry

UNICEF advocates for, and supports, good quality and inclusive pre school 
education as the start of life-long learning, working across the Region to 
support pre schooling for every child. 

Traditional all-day kindergartens are expensive to set up and tend to be 
concentrated in urban areas.  So UNICEF provides support for alternative, 
low-cost models that can be replicated easily and reach children in areas 
without preschools. Examples have included community-based ECD centres 
in Armenia, Kosovo (UNSCR 1244), Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, Montenegro, the 
former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and Turkey (where they reach Turkish 
and Syrian refugee children). In Kosovo (UNSCR 1244), for example, UNICEF 
has supported the revision of the new preschool curriculum to improve the 
quality of ECD programmes and services. In Kyrgyzstan, the UNICEF-
supported animated TV series Magic Journey, has been seen by 98 percent of 
children aged 3 to 6 years old and has proved effective in helping them learn 
and prepare for school.

With UNICEF support, Armenia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Georgia, Kosovo 
(UNSCR 1244), Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, and the former Yugoslav Republic of 
Macedonia now have legislation to support equitable preschool education and 
the inclusion of rural, remote and underserved communities. In Kyrgyzstan, a 
Presidential Road Map has confirmed high-level political commitment to fill 
the gap in pre-school provision.

Full inclusion for every child aged 0-6

Research shows that early identification of developmental delays and 
disabilities, coupled with high quality early childhood intervention (ECI) 
services, can transform a child’s developmental trajectory, and improve both 
learning and behaviour.

As well as helping to strengthen the capacities of home visitors and primary 
healthcare providers, UNICEF is supporting developmental counselling units 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, as well as Serbia, the former Yugoslav Republic of 
Macedonia and Turkmenistan, where paediatricians and other professionals 
are being trained to use valid and standardized tools to identify developmental 
delays and provide interventions at an early stage. In Croatia, UNICEF is 
exploring how to make assistive and augmentative communication devices 
accessible to young children with communication challenges.

Government 
commitments to 
support early childhood 
development
Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (CRC), 1989

• Article 24 (e): ensure that 
everyone, particularly parents 
and children, has access to 
information, education and 
support on child health and 
nutrition.

Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities, 2016

• Article 25 (b): provide the health 
services needed by persons 
with disabilities, including early 
identification and intervention, 
and services to minimize and 
prevent further disabilities, 
including among children.

• General comment No. 4 (2016) 
on the right to inclusive 
education, para 67: ensure 
access to quality early childhood 
development, care and pre-
primary education, and support 
and training for parents and 
caregivers of young children 
with disabilities.
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Children attend kindergarten in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, where 
UNICEF supports a “Preschool for 
All” campaign to improve access  
to early learning for all children, 
including the most vulnerable.
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UNICEF Europe and Central Asia 
Regional Office

5-7 avenue de la Paix CH-1211 
Geneva 10 Switzerland

Telephone: +41 22 909 5111 
ecaro@unicef.org 
www.unicef.org/eca
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An unfinished agenda
Ensuring the best start in life requires well-funded and sustained collaboration 
across sectors, and across decades, rather than small, short-term projects. 

Support for children during the first 1,000 days of life, for example, requires 
home-visiting nurses to work with other social service providers who have the 
necessary skills to support families that have multiple social disadvantages. 
UNICEF is already supporting the strengthening of home-visiting services in 
12 countries, aiming to scale-up coverage to ensure that all families of young 
children can get the support they need.

From home-visiting to early detection of disabilities, and from pre-primary 
education to school readiness, the Region needs to embed the science of 
early childhood into the activities of all those working with young children, 
backed by strong policies and sustainable, long-term financing. Such 
comprehensive approaches are the best way to ensure that every child can 
get the best start in life.
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A young girl plays with her dad at a preschool in Bosnia and Herzegovina. UNICEF has worked closely with the 
Government to help strengthen early childhood development services. This includes training social workers and other 
professionals to identify and address developmental difficulties in the earliest years of life.


