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Abstract

This article provides an overview of selected ongoing international efforts that have been inspired by Edward Zigler’s vision to improve
programs and policies for young children and families in the United States. The efforts presented are in close alignment with three strategies
articulated by Edward Zigler: (a) conduct research that will inform policy advocacy; (b) design, implement, and revise quality early child-
hood development (ECD) programs; and (c) invest in building the next generation of scholars and advocates in child development. The
intergenerational legacy left by Edward Zigler has had an impact on young children not only in the United States, but also across the
globe. More needs to be done. We need to work together with a full commitment to ensure the optimal development of each child.
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Be totally committed to the optimal development of each child.
Good parenting benefits the community, as well as kids.
It is the environment that determines a considerable part of the growth
and development of children.
I believe officials have listened to me over the years because they see me as
a scholar, not as an advocate who has some other agenda. My only agenda,
the one that has guided me throughout my career, is to serve the best
interests of children and families.

Edward Zigler (1930–2019)

The case for early childhood development (ECD) has been made.
As a field, scholars and practitioners in psychology, psychiatry,
neurology, pediatrics, public health, economics, education, and
related disciplines are becoming increasingly aware of the impor-
tance of ECD in setting the stage for the emergence of neurodeve-
lopmental and neuropsychiatric disorders later in life (Cicchetti &
Sroufe, 2000). Beyond psychopathology, it is also clear that events

early in a child’s life can directly impact their physical health, learn-
ing and well-being and the degree to which a child is able to reach
their full developmental and economic potential, which rests in
large part on the positive interaction between genes and the envi-
ronment or “nature via nurture” (Britto et al., 2017; Daelmans
et al., 2017). This science has conveyed a message of hope and
change, that by altering contexts for young children, their life tra-
jectory can be positively influenced. As a world community, policy
makers, civil society, media, and advocates are also becoming
increasingly aware that the early years of life can set the foundation
not only for individual children but also for the societies in which
they live (Clark et al., 2020). This recognition could not be timelier
as the world grapples to formulate the “reset” button, following the
COVID-19 pandemic, by prioritizing actions that will serve to
build back a brighter future. Elevating the agenda for young chil-
dren and parenting are key investments of the formula.

Strategy 1: Research for Policy Advocacy

Beginning in 1959 and well into the 21st century, Edward Zigler’s
research focused on improving services for the most disadvan-
taged children, particularly those living in poverty and with
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disabilities. The aim of his research was to inform and improve
social policies.1

Zigler’s scholarship aim to influence social policy has seen con-
tinuation in the global arena with The Lancet Early Childhood
Development Series that was published in January 2017. This
issue focused on the latest scientific evidence for ECD and parent-
ing interventions. This series reported that, based on proxy mea-
sures of stunting and poverty, approximately 250 million, or 43%
of children under 5 years of age are at risk of not achieving their
developmental potential (Black et al., 2017). These articles are par-
ticularly timely and significant because they were released immedi-
ately after the world community universally endorsed ECD as a
transformative element in the 2030 Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs).

The SDGs are a collection of 17 global goals designed to be a
“blueprint to achieve a better and more sustainable future for all”
(United Nations, 2020). The SDGs were approved in 2015 by the
United Nations (UN) General Assembly (2015). To achieve the
SDGs by 2030, it is clear that national policies and programs
for all children need to be strengthened. Indeed, the recent
WHO–UNICEF–Lancet Commission report that was prepared
by the World Health Organization and UNICEF entitled, “A
future for the world’s children?” makes a compelling case that
the needs of children should be at the center of SDG policies
(Clark et al., 2020). The Lancet Commission’s report presents a
“flourishing index” (FI; range—lowest 0.0 to highest 1.0) for
each country which reflects a number of key indicators of child
wellbeing that are each closely linked to the SDGs (Clark et al.,
2020).

The Lancet ECD series (Daelmans et al., 2017) also provides
evidence-based recommendations regarding how best to
strengthen national policies and programs as well as a framework
to understand the holistic needs of the developing child. Our
genetic blueprint provides only the broad strokes of the develop-
ment of our bodies and brains; it is the quality and timing of early
environments that shape a child’s future potential during critical
periods of development, from pre-conception onwards. Indeed,
how a child is parented provides a legacy that transcends their
genes (epigenetics) and can directly affect the development of
the child’s brain, their cognitive and socioemotional skills, as
well as their mental and physical health (Black et al., 2017). The
Lancet series summarizes this holistic framework as “nurturing
care” and identifies five inter-related components that need to
be addressed for children to reach their full developmental poten-
tial: (a) security and safety, (b) adequate nutrition, (c) access to
health services, (d) responsive caregiving, and (e) early learning
opportunities. The importance of “nurturing care” is manifested
through behaviors, attitudes, and knowledge about caregiving
(e.g., health, hygiene care, and feeding); stimulation (e.g., talking,
singing, and playing); responsiveness (e.g., early bonding, secure
attachment, trust, and sensitive communication); and safety
(e.g., routines, protection from violence, abuse, neglect, harm,
and environmental pollution) (Britto et al., 2017).

Many children in our world do not receive adequate nurturing
care (Clark et al., 2020). They lack adequate nutrition and positive
and responsive parenting practices. For many children, even their

homes do not provide a safe haven. Every year, hundreds of mil-
lions of children are exposed to and are victims of domestic vio-
lence and harsh parenting, often from an early age (Hillis, Mercy,
& Saul, 2017). It is also estimated that globally one in ten children
are sexually abused before the age of 18 years (https://www.child-
hood-usa.org/). Other challenges include the presence of parental
psychopathology and the use of addictive substances by parents.
As a result, hundreds of millions of children are growing up in
the context of “toxic stress” and as a result may fail to reach
their full developmental potential (Shonkoff & Garner, 2012).
This reality clearly points to the urgent need for global action.

In addition to exposure to violence, abuse, neglect, and/or
exploitation, toxic stress encompasses other unfortunate circum-
stances in which children lack adequate nutrition and positive
and responsive parenting practices. Thus, many of these children
growing up in toxic stress will fail to reach their full developmen-
tal potential (Shonkoff & Garner, 2012). This reality clearly points
to the urgent need for global action.

The Lancet series, in keeping with the applied research of
Edward Zigler, summarizes evidence-based interventions that
have shown significant benefits throughout the life course
(Britto et al., 2017). It highlights both the affordability of early
childhood interventions as well as the high cost of inaction. The
four actions recommended by the series echo Edward Zigler’s
determined efforts to serve the best interests of children and fam-
ilies in the United States through the provision of universal, high-
quality ECD programs (Zigler & Styfco, 2002).

Action item 1: Expand political will and funding through
advocacy for the young child related SDGs. Under the SDG
umbrella, investing in ECD is not only an aim in itself, but it is
also a requisite for achieving several other SDGs (e.g., SDGs 1–
5, 10, 16, and 17). For example, SDG 4.2 calls for universal access
to quality ECD, care, and preprimary education, and provides
unprecedented opportunity to scale up ECD services. At a time
when deceleration of results for infants and young children is
forecast, due to the disruption of basic services, the imperative
to prioritize the young child targets of the SDGs is even greater.

Action item 2: Create a policy environment that supports
nurturing care of young children. Efforts to improve childhood
development and ensure nurturing care require the support of
government officials and policy makers who need to identify
gaps and priority areas for intervention and develop sustainable
and cost-effective action plans. Five transformative policies for
which there is robust global data include: (a) paid parental leave
for new mothers and fathers; (b) breastfeeding breaks at work;
(c) paid leave for parents to care for sick children; (d) income sup-
port through a minimum wage; and (e) tuition-free preprimary
education.

Action item 3: Build capacity to promote ECD through
multi-sectoral coordination. In each setting, interventions are
highly dependent on the availability of skilled human resources
to broaden their scope and provide equitable access and can be
implemented by government and nongovernment agencies. The
integration of ECD interventions into existing service delivery
platforms such as health and nutrition services, starting with fam-
ily planning and routine antenatal care and continuing through
early childhood, is the best way to reach large numbers of families
and children. Multiple lessons can be learned from the US
Administration for Young Children and Families on multisectoral
coordination to improve outcomes for children living in low-
income families and communities (https://www.acf.hhs.gov/).
The enabling environment created through these policies serves

1In 2008, T. Barry Brazelton, on his 90th birthday, asked Kyle Pruett to drive him from
Boston to Edward Zigler’s home in Connecticut. Kyle recalls a frank and open discussion
over lunch during which Zigler said, “Don’t tell people what they should feel – they don’t
like it, and it doesn’t help. Show them what they can change and tell them what the data
shows regarding why they should change.”

2 P. R. Britto et al.
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to support parents and elevate parenting as an accelerator to
achieve optimal developmental outcomes for young children.

Action item 4: Ensure accountability for early child develop-
ment services, increase research, and foster global and regional
leadership and action. Ensuring the inclusion of a core set of
ECD indicators is of paramount importance. Research that links
detailed longitudinal data on policies and programs with outcomes,
allowing causal modelling, is essential to ensure continuing progress
of the field. The newly released “Early Childhood Development
Index” ECDI-2030 (https://indicators.report/indicators/i-32/), has
been endorsed by the UN Statistical commission as the tool to
measure SDG 4.2.1 (referenced above) and is the first ever
population-based tool for measuring young children’s development.

The Early Childhood Development Action Network
(ECDAN). ECDAN is a nascent global alliance of over one hun-
dred organizations and networks, with thousands of members
committed to improving the lives of young children from concep-
tion to five years of age. Its inception is closely aligned with
Action items presented in the 2017 Lancet series. As expressed
by the G20 (2018 leaders’ communique), ECDAN serves as a plat-
form for knowledge exchange across countries and communities,
including technical resources, policy trends, and advocacy materi-
als, and provides mechanisms for collaborative action at local,
national, regional, and global levels. In addition, ECDAN advo-
cates for equitable resources and services for young children
and their families by launching a global movement to spur invest-
ment and to help countries achieve the SDGs by meeting the
needs of children.

Next Steps. While there is a significant awareness of the
importance of nurturing care to ensure children’s well-being
and optimal development, much of what we know remains at
the level of a framework. Evidence is required on how best to
implement and sustain programs of proven value, within existing
services and delivery systems (Britto, Singh, Dua, Kaur, &
Yousafzai, 2018). This gap in our knowledge is being actively
addressed by a working group of more than 30 researchers, prac-
titioners, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and advocates
headed by experts based at UNICEF, and by the intramural pro-
gram at the National Institute of Child Health and Human
Development (NICHD), funded by the LEGO Foundation. This
effort has sought to identify “The Knowns, Unknowns, and
What Should be Known” regarding the next generation of ECD
and parenting interventions. Three technical consultations were
held in 2019, with the aim of developing a research agenda to
inform the design, implementation, refinement, and dissemina-
tion of the next generation of ECD parenting programs that will
help achieve the 2030 SDGs.

Strategy 2: Design and Implementation of Quality Programs—
The Promise of ECD Programs as a Path to a More Peaceful
World. While ECD programs in high-income countries (HICs)
can be dated back to the 1800s (Zigler & Hall, 2000), it was only
in the 1970s that they started to emerge in low- and middle-income
countries (LMICs) (United Nations Educational, Scientific, and
Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2007) and only very recently
have they begun to be implemented in most countries of the
world (Britto & Gilliam, 2008). This follows Edward Zigler’s second
strategy which was to design and implement quality programs for
vulnerable young children and families in the United States. In the
early 1970s, he and his team helped to initiate and refine the Head
Start program as part of an antipoverty program that had begun in
the 1960s, which aimed to build the developmental potential of
young children (Greenberg, 2004; Zigler & Anderson, 1979).

The evidence is clear, ECD programs are one of the most
cost-effective strategies for poverty alleviation. Multidisciplinary
research findings demonstrate that family and community-based
ECD services are cost-effective and have the potential to contrib-
ute to reducing the inequality that is so often present in LMICs
as well as in marginalized communities within HICs, based on
the benefits that accrue to individuals, communities, systems,
and societies in the long term (Heckman & Raut, 2016;
Heckman, Moon, Pinto, Savelyev, & Yavitz, 2010).

In the 21st century, as before, many children do not receive
optimal care. This reality is compounded by the situations of
inequality, war, conflict, pandemics, and migration to which
many families are exposed. More children than ever before—at
least 420 million globally—are now living in areas affected by
conflict (Graham, Kirollos, Knag Fylkesnes, Salarkia, & Wong,
2019). Sadly, it is estimated that 29 million babies were
born into conflict affected areas in 2018 (UNICEF, 2019a).
Worse yet, as estimated in a recent report by the UN, every 5
min, somewhere in the world, a child is killed by violence
(UNICEF, 2019a).

One of the biggest issues facing ECD programs is understand-
ing the evidence for the potential to build social cohesion within
extended families and communities—as a pathway to peace from
one generation to the next (Connolly, Hayden, & Levin, 2007;
Leckman, Panter-Brick, & Salah, 2014). To date, emerging science
indicates that if societies invest in quality ECD services, this can
truly be transformative (Britto et al., 2014).

The Early Childhood Peace Consortium (ECPC). The ECPC
was founded in 2013 on the belief that the global community
must address the root causes of violence and conflict, and that
children and families can be agents of change for peace. The for-
mation of the ECPC was inspired by: (a) the work of His
Excellency, Ambassador Anwarul K. Chowdhury and the land-
mark resolution from the United Nations General Assembly,
the “Declaration and Program of Action on a Culture of Peace”
(UN Resolution A/RES/53/243, adopted in September 1999); (b)
the findings of the Mother Child Education Foundation (Anne
Çocuk Eğitim Vakfi [AÇEV], 2008) in Turkey (ACEV, 2012);
and (c) the deliberations of 50 world experts from a broad
range of disciplines at the 15th Ernst Strüngmann Forum in
October of 2013 in Frankfurt, Germany (Leckman et al., 2014).
The Consortium’s mission is to create an inclusive movement
for peace, social cohesion, social justice, and the prevention of
violence through using ECD strategies to enable the world com-
munity to advance peace, security, and development. The
Objectives of the ECPC are closely aligned with the goals of
ECDAN and the 2030 SDGs.

Objective 1. To link emerging knowledge from bio-behavioral
and environmental sciences with existing evidence to increase
investment, advocate for and create local and sustainable pro-
grams, as well as policies and systems for peacebuilding and
reduction of violence through ECD programs.

Objective 2. To contribute to peacebuilding by focusing
on ECD and engaging families, communities, civil society, gov-
ernments, and philanthropists through science, practice, and pol-
icy development.

Objective 3. To advocate and disseminate information for aca-
demics, policy makers, networks, providers of family-relevant
social services, parents, caregivers, and children to build a global
movement that values young children and families as agents for
peace. This information is disseminated in print and digitally
via the ECPC website (https://ecdpeace.org/).
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Peacebuilding ECD Programs across the Globe

In this section we highlight programs internationally that seek to
advance social cohesion and peacebuilding through ECD and par-
enting programs. We begin with the Mother Child Education
Foundation (AÇEV) based in Turkey (https://www.acev.org/en/).
We then turn to The Early Years Organization in Ireland
(http://www.early-years.org/) and the LINKS Initiative that is
being supported by the National Institute for Health Research
(NIHR) Global Research Group on ECD for Peacebuilding
based at Queen’s University in Belfast. The LINKS Initiative is
currently providing support for ECD programs that are being
piloted in conflict affected regions of the world (https://www.
qub.ac.uk/sites/links/).

AÇEV (Anne Çocuk Eğitim Vakfi) (authored by S. Hanöz-
Penney and D. Sunar). AÇEV was founded in 1993 with the
aim of providing early childhood education using the methods
of the Turkish Early Enrichment Project (TEEP) (Kağıtçıbaşı,
Sunar, Bekman, Baydar, & Cemalcilar, 2009). TEEP consisted of
an innovative, home-based program in which mothers were
trained to provide cognitive enrichment to their preschool aged
child, combined with a group-based mother support program.
This two-pronged approach was later modified by AÇEV for
community application and became known as the Mother–child
Education Program (MOCEP). The original TEEP research
(Kağıtçıbaşı, Sunar, & Bekman, 2001) drew its inspiration in
part from pioneering programs such as Head Start, championed
by Edward Zigler and his colleagues.

The current form of MOCEP is a group-based, 20–25-week
ECD program designed for mothers of children 4–6 years of
age who do not have access to formal preschool education. For
the child, MOCEP seeks to improve a child’s cognitive and socio-
emotional development and to support her or his readiness for
school. For the mother, her participation in the support and dis-
cussion groups has the potential to improve her self-efficacy skills
as well as ensure that the home environment is nurturing and
healthy. For the family, the local community, and society as a
whole, ECD programs like MOCEP have the potential to foster
social cohesion and peacebuilding.

Ongoing implementation research has made MOCEP more
responsive to the needs of the participants. For example, when
mothers expressed the need to enhance family cohesion and
engage fathers, AÇEV developed a separate program for fathers.
Similarly, MOCEP’s content was expanded to include themes of
social cohesion, child protection and violence prevention (Sunar
et al., 2013). The original TEEP intervention was found to have
favorable long-term effects, into the children’s early adulthood.
Unfortunately, a similar follow-up study of MOCEP’s effects is
not available; nevertheless, qualitative observations suggest long-
term positive effects (Bekman & Koçak, 2011). Despite this prom-
ise, challenges remain in implementing MOCEP and bringing it
to scale in Turkey and beyond.

International Exemplars of AÇEV’s MOCEP. International
applications of MOCEP have been part of AÇEV’s mission nearly
from its earliest days. Initially, applications were carried out with
Turkish migrant populations in European nations including
Belgium, Germany, and Switzerland. In addition to Turkish-
speaking families in Europe, MOCEP has now been translated
and culturally adapted with partners across multiple countries.
As of 2019, culturally adapted versions of MOCEP have been
implemented in more than 14 countries. In these settings,
MOCEP is carried out by local partners who are responsible for

the translation and adaptation of MOCEP to the local language
and culture. They also mobilize trainers, recruit participating fam-
ilies, and raise funds to implement MOCEP in close consultation
with AÇEV. Indeed, after MOCEP was adapted and piloted in
Lebanon, Brazil, and Saudi Arabia, randomized clinical trials
(RCTs) have been or are currently being conducted (Ponguta
et al., 2019a, 2020).

The Impact ofMOCEPamong Refugee andOtherMarginalized
Communities in Lebanon (authored by L.A. Ponguta, G. Issa, S.D.
Hein, & J.F. Leckman). The Arab Resource Collective (ARC) has
been implementing a locally adapted version of MOCEP in
Lebanon since 2009. In 2013, the UBS Optimus Foundation, The
Open Road Alliance, AÇEV, and Yale University provided funding
to support a pilot RCT to evaluate the impact of MOCEP on vulner-
able populations in Beirut, Lebanon (ClinicalTrials.gov Identifier:
NCT02402556). Participants were residents of three communities
in Beirut: Bourj El Barajneh, Shatila, and Chiyah. Both Bourj El
Barajneh and Shatila are areas of the city specifically designated for
refugee families and have historically been home to members of
the Palestinian refugee community. They include a large number
of refugees from Syria including some whom are of Palestinian ori-
gin. Chiyah, by contrast, is a neighborhood in Beirut that is home to
predominantly low-income Lebanese families. The directors of com-
munity service centers located within each community facilitated the
recruitment process. The implementation of the pilot RCT at the
three sites took place in 2015 and 2016. A total of 106 mother–
child dyads were randomly assigned to either an intervention
group (n = 53) or a wait-list control group (n = 53). After completing
the program, assessors, whowere blind towhether or not the mother
had participated in MOCEP, determined that the mothers in the
intervention group showed both a significant reduction in harsh par-
enting behaviors and in their level of perceived stress in their role as a
parent (Ponguta et al., 2019a, 2020). However, the immediate impact
on the children was limited, most likely because a majority of the
children already had access to early childhood development and edu-
cation programs at their local community service centers. To date, a
lack of funding has precluded a longitudinal follow-up of these chil-
dren to determine whether a positive impact of MOCEP would have
become evident at a later stage of the children’s development.

Qualitative data concerning the impact of MOCEP were also
obtained from both mothers and fathers in focus group discus-
sions (FGDs) and one-on-one interviews before and after the
RCT (Hein et al., 2020; Ponguta et al., 2019a). Prior to the pro-
gram being implemented, some mothers initially showed a degree
of resistance based in part on the perception that parenting
knowledge is innate. Many of the mothers reported that yelling,
punishing, ignoring, and hitting were commonplace in their
homes. During MOCEP, the mothers reported that they realized
that they needed to change their behavior. One mother said,
“Now I have changed the way I treat my kids, and the way I
deal with our family’s problems.” Another said, “In my commu-
nity, beating the child is the normal way to educate him. The pro-
gram changed me radically. I learned how to deal with my son’s
and my daughter’s conflicts without yelling and shouting.”
Mothers also frequently reported their joy in establishing an emo-
tionally positive relationship with their child and how that posi-
tive change was empowering to them and to their children.

In addition to responses from the mothers, fathers also
reported benefits to their marriage and to their family. For exam-
ple, one father mentioned that his relationship with his wife “has
become much better. Once she’s calm, I become calm, and our
lives are now much better than before.” Several of the fathers

4 P. R. Britto et al.
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mentioned the positive changes in their social interactions with
other members of their community. For example, one husband
described how his wife’s behavior had changed, “She improved
the way she interacts with me, her family and her friends, became
more social.”

To explore the impact of MOCEP on perceived social cohe-
sion, the mothers were also asked to discuss their feelings about
the social dynamics within their group. There was a sense that
the groups provided direct support, a space for socialization,
and that this in turn improved their self-confidence. In many
instances, the mothers established groups in social networking
and communication apps/programs (e.g., on WhatsApp) so that
they could continue to connect with one another following the
completion of the study.

Given the ongoing conflicts in the Middle East and the
day-to-day challenges that families are facing in the region, Dr.
Issa, who directs ARC, and his team have now developed a
more condensed parent training program, the “Health, Early
Learning and Protection Parenting Programme.” It is currently
being scaled up following an evaluation of a recent pilot imple-
mentation in both Lebanon and Jordan (Lakkis et al., 2020).

Importantly, ARC also now hosts the Arab Network for Early
Childhood Development (ANECD; https://anecd.mawared.org/
en). ANECD is the Middle East regional hub for ECDAN and
it seeks to ensure the development potential of all young children
in all Arab countries through the production and dissemination of
knowledge, sharing of best practices, and advocating for policies
that support the care and development of young children. As
with MOCEP, this new program actively brings together multiple
partners including government officials, academics, and NGOs,
as well as experts and practitioners from across the region.
Unfortunately, the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has created
many challenges for the implementation of ECD programs in
the region.

Mother Support Program (MSP) in Brazil (authored by M.C.
do Rosário; https://www.facebook.com/programaprimeirainfan-
cia). Brazil is among the countries with the highest income
inequality indexes (Clark et al., 2020). Although Brazil has
reduced the number of people living in extreme poverty, in
2012, there were still 2.5 million people living (∼1.3%) below
the extreme poverty line. Rates of domestic violence in Brazil
are also extremely high (Rodrigues et al., 2017). In June 2015,
after participating in two symposia held in Istanbul that were
organized by the AÇEV Foundation, Yale University and
UNICEF, Professor Rosario was convinced that it was imperative
to implement ECD parenting programs in Brazil to mitigate the
deleterious effects of the direct and indirect violence on young
children’s socioemotional development.2

In 2016, an implementation of the Brazilian adaptation of
AÇEV’s MOCEP, named the Mother Support Program (MSP),
was initiated in the city of Embu das Artes, located in the metro-
politan area of São Paulo. Embu das Artes has high levels of urban
violence, economic disadvantage, and substance use disorders.
The city’s Secretary of Education gave permission to the
Brazilian team to contact the coordinators and teachers from

the city public pre-schools who in turn gave them access to all
mothers of 3–6-year-old children enrolled in the public pre-
schools. Following a series of FGDs with mothers living in
Embú das Artes, the Early Childhood Support Program
(Programa de Atenção a Primeira Infância, PAPI) implemented
the MSP. PAPI is an interdisciplinary team composed of psychi-
atrists, psychologists, pediatricians, nutritionists, and speech ther-
apists. This project is being funded by the Melinda and Bill Gates
Foundation and the Brazilian National Council for Research.

The MSP is a 13-week group-based ECD parenting program
designed for mothers of children 3–6 years of age. The sessions
provide a setting in which mothers and caregivers can model pro-
social behaviors and practice conflict resolution techniques with
young children. It is an empowerment program that improves
parenting and parent–child relationships by focusing on parental
well-being, positive parenting skills, and conflict resolution. The
sessions, which are carefully designed to have a parent-friendly
language, hold various activities that address: narratives and the-
oretical information about program topics; specific questions to
evoke a mother’s reflection on program topics and on her own
early childhood experiences; role-play techniques; group discus-
sions; and discussion of examples of events during mothers’ inter-
actions with their children and families during the course of the
program.

To date, 255 mothers of 3–6-year-old children have partici-
pated in 24 MSP groups. Initial qualitative analyses have revealed
that before participating in the MSP, mothers reported that they
often felt tired and overwhelmed with their workloads. They
also felt that they had very little social support and they felt impo-
tent to make any changes in their family environments. They did
not recognize the long-term negative impact of conflict and vio-
lence in their homes. They also frequently underestimated their
children’s abilities and expressed belief that they did not need
to receive parent training. After participating in the MSP, the
mothers reported in FGDs feeling “less anxious and tired” and
“less lonely” because the group had become a source of support
for them within their communities. They also stated that: (a)
their interactions with their children were more sustained and
pleasant; (b) they had learned strategies to manage undesirable
behaviors of children without violence; and (c) that their homes
had become more “peaceful.” Many mothers were also surprised
and delighted by their children’s new abilities and progress in
preschool.

In addition, to the FGDs, quantitative analyses are currently
underway to assess the impact of the MSP on the cognitive and
social development of the children as well as the level of maternal
stress. Similar to the RCT in Lebanon, the mothers are also being
assessed with regard to harsh parenting behaviors and whether or
not there have been changes in their interactions with the fathers
of the children and other members of their community.

In 2019, the PAPI team was invited to implement the MSP for
266 families living in very vulnerable conditions in the City of
Sobral, in the state of Ceará that lies in the northeast region of
the country. The PAPI team is very excited about the implemen-
tation of the MSP in this new, culturally diverse city and are hope-
ful that the experience will provide more information on how to
develop a scale-up plan for the MSP in Brazil. Unfortunately, the
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has placed the implementation of
MSP in jeopardy.

MOCEP in Saudi Arabia (authored by M. A. Almuneef). The
future of Saudi Arabia, as with other countries, is highly depen-
dent on its youth. In Saudi Arabia, 48% of the population is

2Of note, while preparing this article, Professor do Rosário recalled being introduced
to Edward Zigler while visiting him in his home in 2014. During her visit, Professor
Zigler mentioned that one of his happiest moments in recent memory was when his sur-
geon at a local hospital thanked him for being the “father of Head Start.” The doctor told
him that he had participated in a Head Start program when he was a child and that the
experience had completely changed his life’s trajectory.
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under 18 years of age and approximately 10% are younger than
five years of age. In Saudi Arabia, shouting at and beating children
are socially sanctioned forms of discipline in the home, and cor-
poral punishment is a common form of discipline in schools (Al
Eissa & Almuneef, 2010). The Child Care Association (CCA) and
the National Family Safety Program at the King Abdulaziz
Medical City-Ministry of National Guard Health Affairs have
been implementing MOCEP for more than a decade. The Saudi
government in its 2030 Vision statement, stressed the importance
of investing in national programs to support the optimal develop-
ment of young children and to reduce domestic violence and child
abuse (Alzahrani, Abaalkhail, & Ramadan, 2016; Vision2030
[https://vision2030.gov.sa/en]).

Initially, MOCEP was implemented in Riyadh. By 2013, it had
expanded to include all 13 regions of Saudi Arabia. To date, more
than 12,000 mothers have participated in MOCEP. Despite this
progress, many challenges remain including difficulty in reaching
mothers in remote areas of the Kingdom and in very poor dis-
tricts of cities. It has also been a challenge to monitor and main-
tain high-quality implementation of the MOCEP program, which
requires sustained effort from the CCA. Providing the necessary
funding to train the trainers and provide them with sufficient
financial support to deter them from moving on to other employ-
ment opportunities is another major challenge. At present, the
Saudi Arabian adaptation of MOCEP is being evaluated by
researchers from Saudi Arabia in collaboration with colleagues
from the Freie Universität Berlin and Yale University.
Approximately 200 mother–child dyads will be enrolled in the
RCT with half in the intervention group and half in the wait-list
control group. This rigorous evaluation is sought to ensure the
continuing support for MOCEP across the Kingdom for years
to come. Unfortunately, the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has
placed the implementation of MOCEP in the Kingdom in
jeopardy.

The Early Years Organization (authored by S. Fitzpatrick).
The Early Years, the Organization for Young Children (https://
www.early-years.org/), formerly known as the Northern Ireland
Pre-School Playgroup Association, was founded in 1965 with
the aim of developing community-led preschool services. Three
years later in 1968, Northern Ireland witnessed the beginning of
a 30-year conflict, which had a devastating impact on every com-
munity across Northern Ireland. This led the organization to refo-
cus its commitment to supporting the development of preschool
services where children and families from both the Protestant and
Catholic communities could come together to build trusting and
respectful relationships. During the worst years of the conflict,
this effort grew and by the beginning of the 1990s, virtually
every small community across Northern Ireland had initiated a
community-managed preschool playgroup or parent and toddler
group.

In 1994, after the paramilitary ceasefires, the European Union
(EU), through the Special Support Programme for Peace and
Reconciliation, recognized the importance of the organization as
one of the key strategic partners in building and sustaining
peace and reconciliation in Northern Ireland. From 1994–2020,
the EU has invested significantly in supporting the early years sec-
tor across Northern Ireland and the Southern Border Counties in
the Republic of Ireland. With financial support from the EU, the
International Fund for Ireland, the Atlantic Philanthropies and
the Department of Education in Northern Ireland and with
research support from Queen’s University Belfast, the Early
Years Organization developed the Media Initiative for Children

Respecting Difference Programme (MIFC) for preschool children,
their parents, teachers and the wider community. The aim of the
program is to build a culture of respect for those who are different
in terms of race, religion, ethnicity and disability. The curriculum
of the program intentionally supports young children to develop
positive self-identities and respectful positive attitudes towards
others who are “different.” The curriculum is supported by a
range of culturally and contextually appropriate resources that
reflect the nature of division in Northern Ireland. Teachers and
parents also receive in-depth experiential learning opportunities
that help them reflect on their own attitudes and beliefs and sup-
ports them to develop positive inclusive strategies to work with
young children. The preschool program is also supported by a
multimedia strategy with six, 1-min cartoon animations being
broadcast on national television for 3 weeks during the three
terms of the school year.

Thus far, MIFC has been subjected to several qualitative and
quantitative evaluations. In 2010, Queens University Belfast car-
ried out an RCT in 76 preschool settings in Northern Ireland
and the Republic of Ireland that found significant positive results
in terms of children’s social and emotional well-being and their
willingness to include others who were different in their play
(Connolly, Miller, & Eakin, 2010). Since then, the program has
been implemented at scale across Northern Ireland and is being
used to support the new Shared Education Policy in Northern
Ireland and the Republic of Ireland where children from different
religious backgrounds are experiencing a minimum of 30 hr
shared preschool educational activity each term. The program
has also been adapted, implemented and evaluated in the
Balkans, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan with plans for implementation
in Colombia, Israel, and Palestine. In Northern Ireland, MIFC has
been further developed to cover the age range of 2 to11 years. A
program for 2- and 3-year-old children is currently being piloted
in a SureStart Developmental Programme, and it is currently
being evaluated by Fielding University.

LINKS (The NIHR Global Health Research Group on Early
Childhood Development for Peacebuilding (authored by
S. Miller, L. Dunne & P. Connolly). Inspired by the work of
The Early Years Organization and Queen’s University Belfast in
relation to the adoption of an evidence-based approach to the
development of the MIFC, Queen’s University Belfast has part-
nered with UNICEF, Yale, Harvard and New York University to
lead a new global research network that is funded by the
National Institute for Health Research (NIHR) in the United
Kingdom. The LINKS initiative is an associated project of
ECPC whose goal is to support the development and evaluation
of ECD programs in societies affected by conflict. During its ini-
tial phase, the network is supporting the development of pro-
grams in Egypt, Mali, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Timor-Leste, and
Vietnam. There are also pilot programs being developed in
Colombia, Israel, and Palestine. The LINKS team hopes to explore
whether ECD programs can not only play a key role in contribut-
ing to sustainable development, but that they can make a signifi-
cant contribution to peacebuilding. Aligned with this, the LINKS
Initiative also seeks to develop a measurement framework which
can be used as a resource for governments, policy makers,
researchers, and ECD service providers working in conflict-
affected areas.

Exemplars of the LINKS Initiative:
The Mama Yeleen program in Mali (authored by Y. Togo).

Mama Yeleen is an ECD parenting program developed by
UNICEF. It is currently being piloted in five locations in Mali
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(Gao, Mopti, Ségou, Sikasso, and Timbuktu) as well as in other
countries in Sub-Saharan Africa (UNICEF, 2019b). In Mali, expe-
rienced mothers are now being trained to implement the Mama
Yeleen, which translates as “Model Mothers” or “Light
Mothers” in Bambara, the national language of Mali. The overall
goal of the program is to provide nurturing care and promote pos-
itive parenting practices within the communities, as well as to
reduce levels of parental stress. In addition to the participating
mothers, fathers are both direct and indirect participants in the
program.

This program is urgently needed as Mali has a “very poor” FI
of just 0.14. Most of the modules of the Mama Yeleen program
focus on providing support to expectant mothers and women
with children aged 0–1,000 days. The Mama Yeleen program
includes 15 key modules that, among other topics, include the
importance of prenatal visits, the benefits of breastfeeding and
adequate nutrition. Other modules include the importance of a
parent interacting, stimulating and playing with her or his
child over the course of her or his development, as well as the
use of positive parenting techniques to discipline the child.
Participating mothers are also actively encouraged to access
Centers for Early Childhood Development to support their
older children’s cognitive and socio-emotional development. In
addition, the Mama Yeleen program aims to build social cohesion
within the community by establishing women’s networks that can
serve as platforms for mothers to reflect on their place within
their local community and to be a source of support for one
another. This child-based program is designed to reduce domestic
violence in the home by promoting games and fun activities in
which both parents and their child participate.

Traditionally in Mali, parents rarely say “I love you” to their
child. While all parents love their children, their way of loving
their children is typically focused on ensuring the child’s safety
by avoiding dangers as well as keeping them clean and feeding
them. Historically, there were many things that women did that
were not always in the best interests of themselves and their chil-
dren. For example, some women hid their pregnancy, often even
from their husbands at the start of their pregnancies. Many moth-
ers (19.3%) never went to community health centers, and 32.8%
of them gave birth at home (INSTAT, 2019).

In the communities where Mama Yeleen is being piloted, sev-
eral positive outcomes have been reported for participating chil-
dren and their families, as well as in each community as a
whole. Now, most expectant mothers are seeking prenatal care
at their local health center and appreciate the importance of
breastfeeding and good nutrition. One of the participating moth-
ers who learned about the benefits of exclusive breastfeeding to
children under 6 months of age said, “We do everything we can
to make sure that our children are well fed and healthy.” In addi-
tion, more mothers are using local produce and agricultural prod-
ucts to prepare nutritious foods for their children and families.
Another mother reported, “This actually allowed us to reduce
our expenses because when our child was sick, it cost us all our
savings.” Thanks to Mama Yeleen, many mothers have also
gained a better understanding of their need to directly interact
and play with their infants and toddlers. Likewise, some women
in rural communities said that before the program, they would
rarely see fathers playing with their children. The fathers would
say that they were “too busy” to play with their children. Now,
many more fathers are actively engaged in child rearing without
using harsh psychological or physical discipline. In the past, the
father and mother were almost never seen playing together with

the child. Now, when the child cries, both the father and mother
often try to console their child.

The Mama Yeleen program has been reported by participating
families to have significantly reduced their level of harsh punish-
ment toward their children. Now, parents are aware of the long-
term negative consequences that harsh punishment can have on
their children that can extend into adulthood, as well as impact
how they will behave when they become parents.

Mama Yeleen’s impact regarding social cohesion has been
impressive, according to the Local Development Service in the
Ségou region where the program has been piloted. The program
has provided an opportunity for mothers to get to know one
another. For example, mothers are now organizing events in
their community, such as cooking classes, where they can inter-
connect and give each other advice on how to find solutions to
problems affecting their children and family. Some of the partic-
ipants who were once shy have become very open. They can now
spend the whole day at their neighbors’ homes engaging in social
events. Remarkably, the mothers work together to set up “ton-
tines” to overcome financial difficulties, especially during social
events such as weddings or baptisms. Each month, most of the
mothers contribute between 100 and 500 francs for tontines
and then they make a joint decision to give a tontine to cover
the needs of one or more families. This continues in turn until
each family has received it once and then they resume.

Despite the initial positive qualitative results of the program,
Mama Yeleen faces many limitations and challenges that threaten
its sustainability. Some of these limitations and challenges are
related to its implementation and cost. UNICEF hopes that the
Mali government will soon decide to provide programmatic and
financial support for Mama Yeleen. However, in the current con-
text, Mali’s budget priorities are given primarily to ensure the
safety of communities. Likewise, the ongoing COVID-19 pan-
demic has also placed the program in financial jeopardy. Also,
the mothers who implement Mama Yeleen are volunteers who
receive very little financial support. As a result, many of these vol-
unteer mothers are tempted to leave the program at the first
opportunity they have to engage in income-generating activities.
Consequently, many program implementation sites frequently
need to recruit, hire and train additional staff. This has the effect
of delaying the implementation of the program as well as placing
the program at risk for discontinuation.

Another major challenge for Mama Yeleen with respect to its
impact is related to the continued involvement of fathers. In
Malian society, the father is usually the decision-maker in the
family (INSTAT, 2019). As a result, the father can decide that
his wife should no longer participate in the program. Lastly, the
program has yet to determine how best to build, or even measure,
social cohesion across neighboring villages that have a history of
being in conflict with one another.

Increasing resilience of youth for peaceful and inclusive
communities in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan (authored by
J. Kurbonov and N. Choibekov). Ongoing sporadic tensions
among neighboring villages that lie on the border between
Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan have weakened intercommunity trust
and caused an environment of uncertainty that has adversely
affected children. For example, communities in the densely popu-
lated area of Ferghana Valley (Northern Tajikistan) were tradition-
ally intertwined—sharing the same roads, electricity supply, and
water sources. Now, in the post-Soviet era, levels of tension and
violence have increased due to limited access to land, roads, and
water (Tajikistan, 2011; Trilling, 2014). Intercommunity hostility
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has brought about a toxic environment, making it difficult for fam-
ilies to access social services needed to provide adequate nurturing
care to their children. Indeed, many members of these communi-
ties have reported having an awareness of “invisible borders”
between families of different ethnic backgrounds that keep them-
selves physically and socially distant from members of the
“other” community. When interacting with members of another
ethnic group, they are often cautious and suspicious.

In part, because of the ongoing tensions in Kyrgyzstan and
Tajikistan, a majority of children aged 3–5 years old are severely
deprived of quality, early learning programs. Now, thanks to the
UNICEF country offices in Tajikistan (UNICEF) (https://www.
unicef.org/tajikistan/what-we-do), a number of low-cost programs
are now in place to foster the health and the nutritional needs of
young children. There are now more than 70 community-based
Early Childhood Education (ECE) centers spread across the bor-
der of the two countries, where children from Tajik, Uzbek, and
Kyrgyz minorities have the opportunity to receive their first learn-
ing experiences as well as build positive and healthy peer relation-
ships within and across their ethnic groups (Tajikistan, 2011). In
addition, in Kyrgyzstan between 2015 and 2016, 17 community-
based kindergartens designed to support social cohesion were
opened with support of UNICEF and the Department of
International Development in the United Kingdom (UNICEF
report, 2016).

Remarkably, these “invisible borders” do not exist in the local
ECE centers where young children play, eat, and sleep together.
Although they do not speak the same language, they can easily
understand one another. However, adverse events occurring
within a community can compromise this sense of togetherness.
For example, a teacher in a Tajik school on the border zone
with the Lailak district of the Kyrgyz Republic said that, “When
that incident happened (a violent interaction that took place in
the Lailak region), Tajik and Kyrgyz families asked their children
to stop playing with each other, and my 4-year-old grand-
daughter asked me why she could not speak with the Kyrgyz chil-
dren from the neighborhood, and this question made me think a
lot about this issue.”

Over the past four years, this program, in close cooperation with
government officials and local education authorities, is providing
support for a number of ECD services including: (a) increased
access to ECD services for young children and families from ethni-
cally and linguistically diverse backgrounds; (b) expansion of the
curriculum for Tajikistan’s Teachers Training Institute to include
opportunities for multi-lingual education and peacebuilding ele-
ments; (c) promotion of social cohesion and peacebuilding through
the formation of culturally and ethnically diverse parenting pro-
grams and child-friendly media materials; and (d) support of stake-
holders from both Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan to develop the skills
needed for peaceful collaboration. It is hoped that the above-
mentioned interventions will directly contribute to the creation
of inclusive, tolerant and peaceful societies, when an increasing
number of children and parents see diversity, interaction, and tol-
erance as enriching for their community.

With the support of the LINKS initiative, this project also
seeks to develop culturally appropriate tools for monitoring and
evaluating the impact of the program, both quantitatively and
qualitatively. Alongside randomized controlled trials, plans are
also in place to conduct qualitative research to better understand
the attitudes and perceptions among children, their parents/care-
givers and ECE teachers in relation to socio-ethnic and linguistic
differences that exist within their communities. Data from this

research will generate evidence to influence existing attitudes,
expectations and practices through a set of targeted programmatic
interventions at individual, family, and community levels.

Many of the participants are quite positive about the program
and its impact. For example, the mother of two young sons from
the Jabbor Rasulov district of Tajikistan, where most of the resi-
dents are from the Uzbek minority, stated, “My son Ahliddin
was in the ECE program during the 2018–2019 academic year,
and he successfully started his primary school at the local school,
and he now speaks more Tajik with me, though we are Uzbek. He
has improved his communication skills.”

Another project, “Social Cohesion in Early Childhood
Development,” is also underway. This project seeks to document
the impact of an animated cartoon series entitled the “Magic
Journey” (Solodunova, 2007). The Magic Journey began in
November 2006 and is set to run every evening as part of a one-
year project by the National Kyrgyz Tele/Radio Corporation, with
support from UNICEF, the Aga Khan Foundation and the Early
Childhood Development Programme. This broadcast cartoon
reaches the most remote regions of Kyrgyzstan. Every episode
invites children and their parents to send in their story ideas
for future episodes. In this way, children have become regular
contributors and are actively creating their own magic journey.

The Integrated Early Childhood Development Program in
Vietnam—Changing the Lives of Young Children and Their
Families (authored by H.T.T. Phan). Despite enormous improve-
ments in the care and education of young children in Vietnam,
made during the last few decades, young children under 8 years
of age remain exposed to multiple deprivations in health, nutri-
tion, education, and protection, especially in the remote rural
northern mountainous and central highland areas of Vietnam.
In this context, an Integrated Early Childhood Development
(IECD) program was launched in 2017 to improve the quality
of and access to ECD services for young children and their fam-
ilies (UNICEF Vietnam, 2018). The IECD is a comprehensive life
cycle-based approach involving policies, service provision, and
intervention programs for children from conception to 8 years
of age, and for their parents/caregivers and the communities in
which they live. The IECD program offers multifaceted interven-
tions in “nurturing care” while emphasizing the promotion of
holistic positive parenting and children’s social–emotional devel-
opment. The interventions are delivered through health centers,
schools, and IECD parenting clubs in each village, or commune.
Parents and caregivers gather regularly at the IECD clubs to
learn about childcare and practice parenting skills under the guid-
ance of facilitators.

The overall aim of the IECD program is to reduce maternal and
neonatal deaths, eliminate stunting, and promote a clean environ-
ment, good hygiene, early stimulation, early learning, and holistic
parenting. Furthermore, the IECD program hopes to strengthen
social cohesion within the project communities through its activi-
ties (UNICEF Vietnam, 2018). The activities include efforts to
build trust and social cohesion by initiating programs that promote
community engagement, mutual support, and solidarity between
families, children and caregivers from different ethnic groups, as
well as between families and ECD providers and government offi-
cials. Improving social cohesion will clearly help to support the
development of young children while building a foundation for
sustainable peace for the whole society.

Since 2017, a pilot implementation of the IECD program has
been carried out in 27 of the most disadvantaged communities
in nine districts of the three poorest provinces in Vietnam.
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Building social cohesion in these three provinces is a challenge,
given the high degree of ethnic diversity. Each community has
its own language and customs and their citizens tend to only
interact within their own ethnic group (UNICEF Vietnam,
2018). The pilot implementation of the IECD program was com-
pleted in early 2020 involving approximately 35,000 children aged
0–8 and 25,000 parents and caregivers (UNICEF Vietnam, 2020a,
2020b). Endline assessments for the program’s impact on the
quality of and access to ECD services are currently underway.
The impact of the IECD program on social cohesion is being eval-
uated by a team of three national researchers involved in the
LINKS network who are implementing a mixed methods
approach in intervention and control groups that involve ques-
tionnaires, FGDs, and in-depth interviews with ECD service pro-
viders and parents.

To date, the research team found that the IECD program has
brought about positive changes in parents’ and caregivers’ beliefs
and attitudes toward, and practices of child upbringing. For exam-
ple, an illiterate 45-year-old mother of a one-year-old boy from
her second marriage said: “I feed and care for him [her youngest
son] totally differently from the older ones [two adult children
from her first marriage]. That’s thanks to the workshops [at
IECD parenting club]. Before we didn’t know how to feed and
care for our babies in a good way.” Many of the parents report
that they now believe that physical punishment can harm their
children and that their interactions with their young children
are much more positive.

Based on these interviews, it also appears that newly acquired
knowledge in child upbringing and participation in different
IECD-related activities has increased the level of social cohesion
within participating communities. Interviewed parents said that
they now ask for help not only about parenting but also about
other issues of life and work. Many of the parents also indicated
that they now have greater trust in the local authorities that sup-
port ECD services.

The delivery of these programs to ethnic minority children and
families living in remote areas of Vietnam is a high priority. But
there are still several obstacles to overcome. These include geo-
graphically distant locations with long travel times, as well as lan-
guage barriers, and cultural practices, norms and values that are
unique to each ethnic group. In addition, recruiting and retaining
qualified staff in each community has been a challenge given the
limited funds currently available.

Next Steps. As these programs come of age, they need to bring
closer together the agendas on environmental sustainability and
child development, given the linkages between biophilia in early
childhood and the role of human action in preserving the planet.
In doing so, ECD programs provide a pathway towards climate
resilience and adaptation capacity. The biophilic tendency,
which needs to be nurtured during early childhood, allows
young children to develop empathy for the animate world, flora,
and fauna, as they do with the human world, thereby cultivating
human relationships with nature and conservation.

Strategy 3: Mentoring the next generation of scholars in child
development—The Edward Zigler Center in Child Development
and Social policy—and the Child Study Center, Yale University.
A lasting legacy of Edward Zigler is the generation of scholars he
inspired and mentored. Under his leadership, the Edward Zigler
Center (EZC) opened a global arm that fostered partnerships
among faculty and scholars from around the world. For example
in 2015, the EZC partnered with researchers from Harvard
University and Aga Khan Universities to develop, implement,

and scale-up one of the few robustly evaluated youth-led ECD
programs in a LMIC, the Youth Leaders for Early Childhood
Assuring Children are Prepared for School (LEAPS) program
(Ponguta, Rasheed, Reyes, & Yousafzai, 2018b; Yousafzai et al.,
2019). LEAPS is a set of cross-generational programs that aim to
train, mentor, and empower youth to promote the demand for
quality ECD programming in their communities. Indeed, LEAPS
is an evidence-based program that is contextually aligned, directly
providing programmatic opportunities for the youth that are closely
aligned with a number of the UN’s 2030 SDGs (Clark et al., 2020).

Youth-led ECD programs like LEAPS address ECD workforce
gaps, which is a critical barrier to accessible services, while meet-
ing youth development, leadership, and employment needs. In
addition, from an individual developmental trajectory perspective,
executive function skill proficiency develops more acutely during
early childhood and youth years compared to later periods of
development (Daelmans et al., 2017). As a result, the LEAPS pro-
gram offers a unique opportunity to promote a developmental
period known to be critical to multiple learning and behavioral
outcomes throughout the life course. In addition, macroeconomic
evidence shows that investing in early learning and youth devel-
opment yields greater cost savings than investments later in life.
Below, we present two exemplars of the LEAPS program in
Pakistan and Colombia.

Exemplars of the LEAPS initiative:
Youth Leaders for Early Childhood Assuring Children are

Prepared for School—Pakistan (authored by L.A. Ponguta). In
Pakistan, LEAPS has utilized a cross-generational strategy to sup-
port learning and the development of young children (3.5–6.5
years of age) and female youth (18–24 years of age) (Ponguta
et al., 2018b, 2020). Preschools run by the Community Youth
Leaders (CYLs) implement LEAPS in two groups per day. At the
time of enrolment, the first group includes children 3.5–4.5 years
of age and the second group includes children 4.6–5.5 years of
age. Each group completes a 3-hr session for 5 days per week
(Ponguta et al., 2020; Yousafzai et al., 2018).

Attention to quality is a central pillar of the LEAPS program. To
this end, the proposed CYL-to-child ratio follows the national stan-
dards in Pakistan. During the pilot, candidates were selected to par-
ticipate in the basic 4-week training after a 1-day workshop to
evaluate skills, creativity, problem solving, planning, and leadership
skills. Successful candidates enrolled in a 6-month vocational train-
ing where they are paired with an experienced mentor. The peda-
gogical approach is holistic, evidence-based, and culturally relevant.
The program also promotes communities of practice to encourage
peer-to-peer learning. The program has a community and family-
engagement strategy, adaptable to different local contexts, to pro-
mote demand and wider stakeholder participation.

A recently-completed RCT (ClinicalTrials.gov # NCT02645162)
(Khizar, 2016) of the LEAPS program (n = 340 children) demon-
strated that children who participated in the program scored higher
on key developmental indicators with an average effect size of 0.3
ranging from 0.1 on the motor skills subtest to 0.6 on the socioe-
motional skills subtest (Yousafzai et al., 2018). CYLs scored higher
in executive function tests after participating in the program and
reported increased sense of empowerment and professional growth
(Yousafzai et al., 2018). The program is currently being taken to
scale in Pakistan, where adjustments to implementation and an
assessment of the system’s uptake are being tested to increase access
while sustaining the program’s impact.

Youth Leaders for Early Childhood Assuring Children are
Prepared for School—Colombia (authored by L. A. Ponguta).
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Given the success of the LEAPS initiative in Pakistan, work is also
now underway to explore the feasibility of implementing LEAPS
in target municipalities in Colombia. Working with local leaders
and academic partners, the LEAPS implementing team is cur-
rently in the process of rolling out a study to assess: (a) the gov-
ernmental support and assessment of governance and
institutional arrangements for program sustainability and
scale-up; (b) the attributes of youth buy-in for program participa-
tion and assessment of the benefits of the program for youth pro-
fessional development in the Colombian context; (c) the nature of
community and family perceptions and level of acceptability of
youth-led programming for early childhood; and (d) the processes
to establish academic partnerships and mentoring for sustained
program implementation and evaluation. The initial plan is to
conduct a qualitative study to characterize the above areas, as a
first step to determine key attributes of the program’s adaptation.
The data will then be utilized as a key set of preliminary findings
to rollout a culturally adapted and contextualized program in
Colombia, scheduled to be piloted in 2020.

Closing Remarks

This review article has been co-authored by three generations of
scholars, each of whom has been either directly mentored by
Edward Zigler or by one of his mentees. It was inspired by his
determination to improve and sustain ECD programs through rig-
orous research and effective advocacy. By linking ongoing ECD
efforts across the globe with Edward Zigler’s vision and determina-
tion, we have sought to demonstrate both the impact of his work
and the reality that much more needs to be done, in the United
States and beyond. Indeed, the magnitude of what needs to be
done for the next generation is truly daunting (Clark et al., 2020).

Given the importance of this topic, we as partners, must con-
tinue to expand the evidence that will engage government officials
and policy-makers around the globe to invest in ECD and parent-
ing services, using a multi-sector approach. Governments are ask-
ing for national level evidence and data that is applicable to their
implementation contexts. We need to continue to support young
scholars to generate this much-needed evidence.

At present, we urgently need to join with UNICEF and our
other global partners to find ways to limit the negative impact of
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. Children are, in many ways,
the hidden victims of this pandemic. Some of the ECD programs
mentioned above are being scaled-back or discontinued. School
closures across the world are having a negative impact on their cog-
nitive and socio-emotional development, their nutritional status,
and their access to basic health services. For children on the
move or living through conflicts, the long-term consequences
will likely be even more problematic. We also need to generate evi-
dence that links ECD with Climate Action, because the harmful
effects of climate change and pollution are being disproportionately
borne by young children under 5 years of age. The next generation
of ECD evidence needs to address climate change, just as previous
generations have addressed the harmful impact of poverty and
other societal challenges (Clark et al., 2020).

In keeping with Edward Zigler’s focus on continuous program
improvement, we also need to initiate and sustain an ongoing dia-
logue with the families that are being served. A crucial component
of improving quality is to take the beneficiary perspective into
consideration; indeed, it is an ethical imperative (LEGO
Foundation & UNICEF, 2019; Ponguta et al., 2018a). Taking
into consideration the beneficiary perspective and the demand

side of services is a very important component to improving qual-
ity. Thus far, ECD programs design has focused on the supply
side of the program. Required for greater effectiveness and
scale-up are flexible programs that take into consideration the
needs and cultural dimensions of the beneficiaries. Also, we
must use cutting-edge technology to facilitate data collection
and analysis in order to improve quality of ECD services. In
this regard, our colleagues at the Harvard Humanitarian
Initiative in collaboration with the LINKS Initiative have intro-
duced the KoBoToolbox, which is designed to use the latest infor-
mation technology to collect and analyze data using culturally
appropriate measurement tools (https://www.kobotoolbox.org/).
KoBoToolbox is a freely available resource to researchers across
the globe working in fragile and challenging settings. Given the
closing of many ECD programs due to the COVID-19 pandemic,
there is clear need to embrace to global telehealth opportunities
provided by the KoBoToolbox.

The Edward Zigler Center in Child Development and Social
Policy has played a key role in propelling ECD policy develop-
ment and advocacy nationally and internationally. Guided by
Zigler’s approach to policy analysis and advocacy, a new genera-
tion of translational and applied research has addressed the
need to assess the equitability and quality of ECD services in
LMICs. These include systems-level analyses of ECD governance
and finance as well as some of the first assessments of ECD ser-
vice quality at scale in resource-constrained settings (Britto et al.,
2014; Ponguta et al., 2019b, 2019c).

We also need to find a way to support the next generation of
youth to become leaders in this field and to support them as part-
ners and leaders in decision-making and in peacebuilding pro-
cesses, as stipulated in the resolution on Youth, Peace and
Security adopted by the UN Security Council in 2015 (UNSCR
2250). For far too long, young people have been sidelined. The
recent WHO–UNICEF–Lancet Commission identified a number
of barriers to their engagement and this must change (Clark
et al., 2020). The voices of the children and the youth need to be
heard and we need to promote their full and effective participation
in efforts of ECDAN and the ECPC (Gatera & Pavarini, 2020).

Finally, the global community needs to invest in the careers and
wellbeing of the local practitioners who are implementing these ECD
and parenting programs (Clark et al., 2020; Leckman, Donaldson,
Affolter, & Ponguta, 2019; Ponguta et al., 2018b). Also, the global
community needs to invest in the careers and wellbeing of the prac-
titioners within the community who are implementing these ECD
and parenting programs (Ponguta et al., 2018a). A lasting legacy of
Edward Zigler is that he invested in people—his staff, his mentees,
his students, and his junior scholars. This is an intergenerational
investment that has had a multiplier effect not only on the research
and policy expansion, but on expanding the agenda to give each child
the best possible start to life.
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