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ECD in UNICEF - Overview 
UNICEF focuses on four areas of intervention for early childhood 
development: 

a) quality basic health, nutrition, HIV/AIDS prevention, 
education and protection services; 

b) good care practices for children within the family and 
community; 

c) early child development policies including those on early 
learning 

d) peacebuilding in early childhood.  

UNICEF works with governments, civil society, private sector, communities,  
inter-governmental agencies and other partners 



ECD in UNICEF ‒ Why? To Strengthen EQUITY! 

•  ECD is a Human Right 
•  Evidence from Economics: 
•  Evidence of Social returns 
•  Evidence on ECD and social cohesion 
•  Evidence from Neuroscience and Research on Brain 

Development 



ECD in UNICEF ‒ Why? The Sustainable 
Development Goals  
•  For the first time in international development, ECD is listed 

in a global development framework.  

•  The Secretary General’s synthesis report: The Road to 
Dignity by 2030 mentions ECD in building human capital.   

•  ECD is also listed as a target in the goals outlined by the 
OWG and the SDSN, signaling a global recognition of the 
importance of the early years for sustainable development. 

•  Target 4.2 the explicit ECD-specific target, but there are 
ECD-linked targets also in the SDGs 



ECD in UNICEF ‒ Key Messages 
Early brain development & function is the foundation for                      

life long learning, behavior and capabilities 



Message 1 
The relationship between genes and environment is 

closer than ever before 



Message 2  
Timing matters - early intervention is the answer 

Nelson, Fox  & Zeanah (2013) 



Message 3  
Toxic stress during early childhood = lifelong impact 

POSITIVE 
Brief increase in heart rate, mild elevation in stress 

hormone, Cortisol 
TOLERABLE 

Serious temporary stress responses, buffered by 
supportive relationships 

TOXIC 
Prolonged activation of stress response systems, in the 

absence of protective relationships  



Message 3  
Toxic stress during early childhood = lifelong impact 

Toxic stress occurs when a  child experiences 
violence, abuse, neglect, enduring hunger ‒ 
deep, chronic, and often multiple adversities.  
 It produces high levels of cortisol, a stress 
hormone that disrupts the process of brain 
development by limiting proliferation of brain 
cells, damaging health, learning, and behavior.  



Message 4  
Brain complexity - not homogenous but interconnected 

Amygdala 

Basal 
Ganglia 

Hypothalamus 
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Message 5   
Nourishing the mind = nutrition + stimulation 



ECD in UNICEF: Multi-sectoral Actions  



ECD in UNICEF: Multi-sectoral Actions  



UNICEF Global Priorities  
•  Investing in caregivers, families and communities 

•  Professionalization of Work Force that serves 
young children and families 

•  Innovations for equitable and quality early learning 
opportunities 

•  Metrics and measurement for monitoring 



Regional Overview - Themes  
•  Policies: Development, Implementation and Monitoring 

•  Access: With a  particular focus on equity-based initiatives for reaching the 
most vulnerable and marginalized children  

•  Holistic ECD (encompassing the health, nutrition, early learning, protection, 
hygiene, safety and well-being of young children) 

•  Standards, regulations and guidelines, and training and capacity-building: 
Current and proposed work in the region (East-Asia and Pacific ECD Scales) 

•  The quality imperative: Defining quality and analysing caregiver‒child ratios 
and interactions, parenting and community involvement, the role of social 
emotional learning in children’s development, curriculum and approaches, 
coordination and convergence among multiple actors, monitoring and 
evaluation.  



Regional Overview - Evidence 
•  The developmental potential of close to 40% of children are still compromised 

by malnutrition, primarily during the prenatal period and during the first eight 
years of their life.  

•  An alarming number of children in the region are growing up in situations of 
serious risk. Exposure to violence, stress, disasters and other forms of 
deprivation poses risks to early childhood development.  

•  Recent research in East Asia and the Pacific suggests ranges of prevalence of 
physical abuse against children from 40% to 66% (UNICEF, 2012).  

•  Critical early interventions to support health, educational and socio-emotional 
well-being can improve the life chances of all children 



Regional Overview - Priorities 

•  ECD Scales: 5 countries validated these (Cambodia, 
Mongolia, PNG, Timor Leste, Vanuatu). Short version being 
developed; Research briefs will be guiding initial documents 

•  Regional Dashboard for key ECD Activities, outputs at 
country level developed 

•  The role of partnerships: ARNEC, ASEAN, SEAMEO, 
PRC4ECCE, academic institutions 

•  Knowledge management and dissemination of cutting edge 
science 



UNICEF and Partners ‒ How we Work with 
Regional Partners 

•  In 2007, UNICEF EAPRO supported the establishment of 
the Asia-Pacific Regional Network for Early Childhood 
(ARNEC), promoting holistic ECD in partnership.  

•  In the Pacific, UNICEF was instrumental in supporting the 
establishment of the Pacific Regional Council for ECCE  
(PRC4ECCE), a vibrant and innovative network of senior 
level government and development partners .  

•  UNICEF plans to develop ECD standards in collaboration 
with the ASEAN    



“The objective of a Montessori education is to assist 
the child in developing his or her natural own talents 
and capacities in an environment that is intellectually 

stimulating and socially challenging. [As I said 
earlier], our ultimate goal is to enable children to 
become a responsible citizen of a peaceful and 

harmonious society.” 

by André Roberfroid, President of the Association Montessori Internationale and 
former Deputy Executive Director for programme and strategy of UNICEF,  

at the opening of the 27th Int’l Montessori Congress, July 31st, 2013 
(Source: http://montessoricongress.org/andre-roberfroids-speech/ )  

Montessori 



Montessori ‒ the approach as understood by 
UNICEF 
•  An environment that serves the particular needs of each 

child’s stage of development 
    
•  An adult who understands child development and acts as a 

guide to help children find their own natural path 

•  Freedom for children to engage in their own development 
according to their own particular developmental timeline 

Maria Montessori was an ambassador for the UNICEF Charter of Human 
Rights and a strong advocate for world peace.  (Source: 
http://www.montessorihouse.net/index.php/the-method/maria-montessori) 



Montessori & UNICEF ‒ Common Approaches 
to ECD 
•  Equity: education for most disadvantaged children 
•  “Sensitive periods” for learning:  
•  Child-Friendly, Child-Centered learning environment, 

echoes Montessori call for “respect” of young children 
•  “Autoeducation”, Multiage approach:  Teacher as 

facilitator, the need for “prepared Environments” resonates 
with UNICEF encouragement for inquiry based learning and 
learning to learn rather than rote 

•  Social Emotional Learning (leading to the development of 
Global Citizens), including through SEA-PLM 

•  Education and Peacebuilding 
•  Right to Play 



Way Forward	  

•  ARNEC-Montessori collaborations for enhancing 
expertise in child-centered approaches in region  

•  Knowledge sharing:  Tried and true principles and 
practices from Montessori institutions from around 
the world can be shared 

•  Knowledge-sharing: UNICEF publications and 
advocacy around neuroscience and brain 
development can be built into training and capacity 
building for Montessori staff and teachers 

•  Joint advocacy:  Regional advocacy to parents and 
communities thro ARNEC (www.arnec.net) and 
other partnerships ‒ country level thro’ TWGs etc 



Thank you! 


