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Why is early childhood education important? 
 

The future prosperity of any society relies on its investment towards the healthy 
development of its youngest citizens. Solid investments that are made in children and families 
yield strong returns for the next generation, including educational achievement, economic 
productivity, social cohesion, and security. In recent years, there has been increasing global 
agreement on the importance of early childhood development and education, and its potential to 
benefit both the individual child and society in positive ways across multiple domains. 

Early childhood (EC), the period from prenatal to primary schooling1, is recognized as a  
sensitive period that can shape an individual’s developmental trajectory in powerful ways. With 
the advancement of empirical research in the past several decades, we have been able to take 
bold steps towards understanding the dynamic interplay between the individual and environment 
during early cognitive development. In particular, the pre-primary years (3-6 years-old) is a 
formative stage of rapid cognitive, social, and emotional development, with potentially 
irreversible effects when faced with environmental stressors, such as those related to economic 
and health deprivation.2,3 It is of utmost importance to target this high-potential period to build a 
strong foundation in learning through quality early childhood care and education (ECCE). 

A long-standing line of developmental, neuroscience, economic, and education research 
supports the value of early childhood investment for gaining long-term benefits to children and 
society.4,5,6,7 Developmental psychology research has shown links between quality ECCE and 
building a strong brain architecture which prepares children for higher levels of literacy and 
skills early in life. Advances in neuroscience show the malleability of neurobiological 
development and its susceptibility to environmental influence, with lasting effect to brain 
development even in adolescence and early adulthood.4,5 Economics research illustrates greater 
economic productivity and narrowing of the inequality gap through early investment in human 
capital and expanding access to ECCE.5,8,9,10,11 Finally, evidence from program evaluation 
research highlights the importance of quality pre-primary programs in generating school-
preparedness and upward mobility.12,13,14  

Growing international interest in the prioritization and investment in EC is demonstrated 
by public policy agendas around the world that have shifted towards providing access to quality 
ECCE. In the last three decades, ASEAN has committed itself to quality learning by endorsing 
and adopting the following declarations and standards.  All 10 ASEAN Member States (AMS) 
have ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), consisting of 54 articles that 
cover four major categories of child rights: the right to life, the right to protection, the right to 
development, and the right to participation15. In 2015, the ASEAN Early Childhood Care, 
Development, and Education (ECCDE) Quality Standards was developed to outline how to 
ensure that EC care, development, and educational services/programs would be safe, reliable, 
and of good quality.16 All AMS recognized the importance of early childhood developmental 
period (particularly the first 5 years of life), and the need for both national quality standards for 
good practice as well as development of regional minimum standards.  

An important indicator for whether children are developmentally on-track (regardless of 
income status or level of support for learning at home) is national attendance rates in EC 
education programs.17 Currently, early childhood education (ECE) attendance rates vary greatly 
for AMS. Table 1 summarizes data from AMS for 2019 (with the exception of Brunei and 
Singapore).  
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Table 1. Early Learning Indicators for ASEAN Member States 2019 

Data source: https://nurturing-care.org/resources/country-profiles 
 

What appears to stand out is the disparity between two seemingly low/high attendance 
rate country groups – Indonesia, Myanmar, Philippines, and Lao PR with less than a third of 
their population attending ECE, and Malaysia, Vietnam, and Thailand with over 50% ECE 
attendance. Low attendance rates may not necessarily be associated with a country’s economic 
performance. For example, although Indonesia and the Philippines both have low attendance 
rates (17% and 29% respectively), they both have higher Gross Domestic Product (GDP) than 
Vietnam (see Figure 1 below), which has an ECE attendance rate of 71%.  

 
Figure 1. GDP (current US$) 1960-2018- ASEAN Member States 

 
Source: <iframe src="https://data.worldbank.org/share/widget?indicators=NY.GDP.MKTP.CD&locations=KH-ID-MY-TH-MM-LA-PH-SG-VN-BN" width='450' height='300' 
frameBorder='0' scrolling="no" ></iframe> 

 
As can be seen in Figure 2 below, Vietnam’s high government expenditure on pre-primary 
education compared to its ASEAN counterparts could potentially explain its relatively higher 
attendance rate. We also note the gap in data available to make further speculations for previous 
years as well as recent years.  

 Early stimulation at 
home 

Children’s books in 
home 

Playing at home Early childhood 
education attendance 

Cambodia 45% 4% 34% 15% 
Indonesia n.d. n.d. n.d. 17% 
Philippines n.d. n.d. n.d. 29% 
Thailand 93% 41% 76% 85% 
Vietnam 76% 26% 52% 71% 
Myanmar 52% 5% 72% 23% 
Lao PR 30% 4% 61% 32% 
Malaysia 25% 56% 62% 53% 

https://nurturing-care.org/resources/country-profiles
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Figure 2. Government Spending on ECE for ASEAN Member States 

 
Source: https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/government-expenditure-on-pre-primary-education-as-share-of-gdp?tab=chart&country=IDN~MYS~VNM~PHL~KHM~LAO~THA 
Note. Missing data from Singapore and Brunei 

 
Furthermore, the correlation between a country’s income and its expenditures is only moderately 
positively related according to past figures (See Figure 3). It is also noteworthy to point out that 
when looking at the different levels of incomes (the x-axis), the variation in pre-primary 
education expenditures among countries is very large (y-axis). This suggests that despite the 
country’s income, many different factors are in play to assist or limit the flow of funding towards 
ECE. In the ‘Allocate sufficient funds for ECE’ section, I will discuss the different financing 
models and use a case study to demonstrate one successful model that has been used in AMS.  

 
Figure 3. Relationship between country income and expenditure on pre-primary education 

 

https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/government-expenditure-on-pre-primary-education-as-share-of-gdp?tab=chart&country=IDN%7EMYS%7EVNM%7EPHL%7EKHM%7ELAO%7ETHA
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Source: van der Gaag, J., Putcha, V. 2015. Investing in Early Childhood Development: What Is Being Spent, and What Does It Cost? Brookings Global Working Paper 
Series. https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/ECD-Costing-Paper-Final-highres.pdf 

 
As will be discussed in this report, greater allocation of sufficient funds for early 

childhood education will be an important step for AMS in improving their ECE sector. 
Additional steps will be recommended in this report as well as several case studies from ASEAN 
countries that will be examined to demonstrate successful approaches to improving ECE that 
might be applied across other contexts.  

While previous reports by international organizations and institutions have stated simple 
and general suggestions for governments to provide quality standards to early childhood 
services, recent briefs have provided more comprehensive data analyses to understand the 
progress being made internationally and provided more detailed and realistic recommendations. 
The current report aims to make sense of the various briefs and suggestions made to assist 
countries in their goals to prioritize ECE, or pre-primary education. We (1) summarize and 
provide an outlook of the suggestions made by international organizations for providing equal 
access to quality pre-primary education, (2) evaluate ASEAN’s current status, and (3) provide 
future directions for member states. There is substantial variation in the way that countries have 
addressed, implemented, and assessed the quality of ECE programs in their respective countries, 
as well as the suggestions we provide should be tailored to the specific context. We do not 
provide an exhaustive account of all ECE initiatives in the region, however, we hope to highlight 
a few suggestions with examples that may be adapted to meet the needs of specific AMS. Some 
of the recommendations made in this report have been echoed in worldwide recommendations, 
as such, we tailor our discussion to the context at hand.  
 

Early childhood education outlook in ASEAN region 
First, we describe ASEAN’s timeline of commitment to the early childhood development 

(ECD) causes. Following the 2015 adoption of the ECCDE Quality Standards, ASEAN made a 
declaration on the ASEAN Declaration on Strengthening Education for Out-of-School Children 
and Youth (OOSCY) in 2016, reinstating the importance of addressing gaps in access to quality 
education.18 The economic cost of leaving millions of children and youth out-of-school, is 
estimated to top US$35 billion for ASEAN countries collectively.19 Predicted economic loss due 
to unskilled workforce will be significant for Thailand, Cambodia, and Indonesia, for example, 
costing them 1.7%, 1.9%, and 2.0% of their GDP respectively.20 The 2016 ASEAN Declaration 
calls for the strengthening of regional cooperation and ensuring of inclusive, equitable, 
accessible, flexible, and sustainable educational programs and practices for OOSCY. It outlines 
ways to improve mechanisms and personnel to execute the right to education, to develop more 
efficient data monitoring systems, and to provide educational materials and resources equitably. 
Finally, it declares strengthening coordination, cooperation, and dialogue among AMS, such as 
supporting stronger ministerial links among AMS and sharing of technical and financial 
resources.  
 Following the 2016 Declaration on the Strengthening Education for OOSCY, in 
partnership with UNICEF, AMS highlighted 10 recommendations to meet the rights of every 
child.21 In line with the ASEAN Vision 2025 and the 2030 Sustainable Development Goal, 
member states recommitted to catalyzing efforts within and across the region to ensure every 
child’s rights. Recommendations include cross-regional collaboration between member states, 
intergovernmental bodies, and private sector to protect children’s rights; recognizing 
underrepresented children; closing gender gaps; ensuring equal access to quality services to 

https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/ECD-Costing-Paper-Final-highres.pdf
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reduce disparities in quality of services, promoting legislative and policy frameworks as well as 
closing gaps; exploring technologies and new innovations to assist children’s rights; creating 
social engagement to promote change; increasing financial and social resources; and 
strengthening the use of data systems. On a similar note, the RISE Institute, UNICEF, and Early 
Childhood Development Task Force produced The Global Survey of Inclusive Early Childhood 
Development and Early Childhood Intervention Programs in 2019.22 The online survey 
highlighted gaps in providing accessible inclusive early childhood development services and 
early childhood intervention programs. Recommendations were made for policy-making, 
program development, national strategies, and implementation and expansion of services. 

Elaborating on many of these issues on a global platform and focusing on pre-primary 
education (as opposed to intervention services), UNICEF published a brief advocacy the same 
year (2019) to call to action global investment in early childhood period and support for 
universal access to quality early childhood education. The brief makes clear recommendations 
based on UNICEF’s overview of current implementation of inclusive early childhood 
development and early childhood programs and activities in countries of different income levels 
and contexts.17  

More recently the World Bank Group published a policy research working paper 
“Toward Successful Development Policies: Insights from Research in Development 
Economics”23 in 2020 to provide major insights in developmental economics on how policies 
should be designed, executed, and assessments to impact successful economic development. One 
area highlighted in this policy research is early childhood interventions in education and health. 
The paper stresses the importance of investment in the early years and provides a reminder that 
health and learning go hand-in-hand. Among the strategies used to address the underinvestment 
in pre-primary education, the World Bank publicizes high returns of ECE, and offers support in 
helping to finance and design early childhood programs.  

Since the ratification of these mutual agreements and reports, AMS have responded in 
different ways. In the following section, we summarize the suggestions made across these 
reports, highlight emerging themes, and illustrate examples of policies that have made progress 
in ASEAN, as well as point out challenges that still exist: 
 
Step up leadership and commitment 
 A call for countries to demonstrate leadership that is committed to results has been voiced 
in the UNICEF 2019 report17 as well a RISE Institute report on Global Survey of Inclusive Early 
Child Intervention Programs22. This kind of leadership support can come from higher-level 
leadership or sub-sector leadership. For example, political leaders of ASEAN countries can show 
vocal political support for ECD, reinstating the State’s responsibility to ensure ECE as a national 
priority and as fundamental to children’s rights. In particular leadership from the education 
sector is critical to making effective policies.  
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Effective leadership in Vietnam 
 

Leadership in education sectors and ministries can advocate for prioritizing pre-primary 
education by supporting efforts for quality standards, teacher training, and allocations of funds. 
For example, the government of Vietnam has consistently stated their commitment to making 
school education a national priority and the official statistics support their claims. In the past two 
decades, Vietnam has shown relatively high spending on education (20% of all public spending) 
compared with other forms of public expenditure. Their underlying reason for making education a 
priority has to do with their belief that the scale and quality of the education system would help 
lift them from a low-income, agrarian country to a more prosperous country with a thriving 
diverse economy. Since 2000, the government has invested in public kindergartens so that nearly 
all children have spent a year in kindergarten before starting primary school.24 

The government has demonstrated strong leadership through four main features of 
policymaking and policy implementation in Vietnam: 1) high expenditure on education, 2) 
government investment on educational improvement (access and quality), 3) effective ‘delivery 
system’ for policy implementation based on the combination of top-down direction and bottom-
up feedback, and 4) active professional and public discourse on education policy and school 
quality.24 

The government has raised the standard for teaching qualification by making pre-service 
training requirements for teachers at all levels of the preschool and school system. They have also 
supported policy that emphasizes encouraging teachers to use more engaging pedagogical 
techniques and progressive curriculum. For example, spear-headed by its Ministry of Education 
and Training (MOET), Vietnam introduced a novel, competency-based curriculum that integrates 
Learning through Play (LtP) pedagogies with the in-service primary teacher professional 
development system. With support from The LEGO Foundation, the iPLAY project provides LtP 
teaching materials for teachers, and materials for school leaders and district education officials to 
support environments for LtP. To leverage the accessibility of curriculum, the MOET has 
partnered with departments both within the MOET (Department of Teachers and Education 
Administrators, Primary Education Department) as well as the National Women’s Union (NWU), 
Vietnam Institute of Educational Sciences, National Institute for Education Management, and 
Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City, and Danang Universities of Education.25 This scaling strategy is aimed 
to reach 14,695 schools and more than 150,000 primary school teachers in the country by 2023, 
and reach 3 million parents by 2024.26 By coordinating with multiple players, Vietnam has 
demonstrated how extensive partnerships starting from the leadership of the MOET to other 
education sectors and institutions of higher education can expand the outreach of an upgraded 
curriculum and teacher training. Although this project is focused on the primary school level, it 
would be important for strategies and partnerships such as these – in which leadership from 
education sectors play a central role in initiating and supporting quality standards and teacher 
training – to eventually be applied to pre-primary education settings as well.  

As illustrated by the government of Vietnam, it is possible for national governments of 
AMS to move forward with their commitments to ECE by adopting a clear method of policy 
making and implementation beginning with allocating greater resources to ECE. With the 
commitment to invest in pre-primary education, AMS should develop consistent and innovative 
ways for to follow through with continuous policy that encourages educational improvement, 
creates quality standards of teacher training and qualification, and provide feedback to continue 
scaling up efforts and improving services. 
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To leverage pre-primary education as a valuable subsector to invest in, leadership will have to 
ensure that allocation of funds are sufficient and used effectively. As emphasized in the next 
section, strong leadership comes with the essential task of governments to budget and track smart 
financing in pre-primary education.  
 
Allocate sufficient funds for ECE  

The amount of funds allocated to pre-primary education is positively associated with the 
percentage of children who are enrolled in a country, even after controlling for country wealth, 
demography, and overall education budget.17 Investment in pre-primary education produces the 
highest return compared to all education sub-sectors. The current recommendation by UNICEF 
stands at encouraging countries to scale up investments (at least 10% of national education 
budget).26 Yet, typically pre-primary education receives the smallest share of government 
expenditure compared to primary, secondary, and tertiary education. As of 2019, by region, the 
East Asia and Pacific countries including AMS have dedicated 5.3% of government education 
expenditure on pre-primary education.22 Within ASEAN, as indicated in Figure 2, AMS vary in 
their expenditure on pre-primary education as a percentage of their GDP. Similarly, the 
percentage of ‘education’ expenditure that governments are spending on the pre-primary sector 
also are varied (See Figure 4). As a whole ASEAN member states are struggling to meet this 
recommended allocation of funds. 

 
Figure 4. Portion of education expenditure spent on pre-primary education 

 
Source: The UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS), http://data.uis.unesco.org/index.aspx?queryid=3373# 

 

http://data.uis.unesco.org/index.aspx?queryid=3373
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According to the limited data, Malaysia appears to show consistent investment of 3% of 

their education expenditure on pre-primary which is still less than half the recommended 10% 
allocation. Only Vietnam has exceeded this recommendation, spending 15% of their education 
expenditure on pre-primary sector in 2013. In order for AMS to better focus their education 
expenditure towards pre-primary sector, efforts should be made to understand the unique as well 
as shared challenges that the countries face in terms of budgeting. Existing data in this area is 
scarce and/or scattered with some countries having not reported or collected data for gaps of 
several years. Figure 5 below illustrates the scarcity of data available by number of countries. 
Even the highest income countries have a mere 37% data available on pre-primary education 
spending. Consequently, this creates a huge limitation in terms how AMS can be better advised 
to address their low rates of recommended expenditure towards ECE. Suggestions on how 
government can efficiently utilize data collection and monitoring systems to better identify areas 
of need and more effectively allocate their investments, can be found in the section on ways to 
‘improve availability and reliability of routine data for preprimary education’.   
 
Figure 5. Percentage of data available by low/middle/high income countries. 

 
Source: van der Gaag, J., Putcha, V. 2015. Investing in Early Childhood Development: What Is Being Spent, and What Does It Cost? Brookings Global Working Paper 
Series. https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/ECD-Costing-Paper-Final-highres.pdf 

Indicator Expenditure on pre-primary as a percentage of government expenditure on education (%) 

Year 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

Country                 
Brunei Darussalam   .. .. .. 0.73834 .. .. .. 
Cambodia   2.65695 2.63265 .. .. .. .. .. 
Indonesia   1.84725 1.7552 .. .. .. .. .. 
Lao PDR   6.55839 6.5526 .. .. .. .. .. 
Malaysia   3.12252 3.35027 3.10476 3.3969 3.19906 3.20671 .. 
Myanmar   .. .. .. .. 0.49569 .. .. 
Philippines   .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 
Singapore   .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 
Thailand   5.41678 .. .. .. .. .. .. 
Viet Nam   15.73196 .. .. .. .. .. .. 
Data extracted on 02 Jul 2020 09:15 UTC (GMT) from UIS.Stat 

https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/ECD-Costing-Paper-Final-highres.pdf
http://data.uis.unesco.org/OECDStat_Metadata/ShowMetadata.ashx?Dataset=EDULIT_DS&Coords=%5bEDULIT_IND%5d.%5bXPUBP_02%5d&ShowOnWeb=true&Lang=en
http://data.uis.unesco.org/
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 Despite the increase in domestic financing for pre-primary education over the past two 
decades,27 there is an evident need to close the investment gap to reach the recommended 10% to 
expand provisions. In addition to better data management and monitoring, adjusting such budget 
would require the support and leadership of government. International donors should also lead by 
making the same commitment of allocating 10% of their education investments to early 
childhood education.17 To maintain quality while expanding access, it is recommended that 
governments should commit at least 25% of the recurrent pre-primary education budget towards 
non-salary expenditures such as teacher training, curriculum development, teaching and learning 
materials, and quality assurance methods.17  

In terms of achieving universal access to pre-primary education, a more ambitious 
approach that has been suggested as an efficient financial move to is to provide and implement a 
single year of universal, free pre-primary education for all children and gradually expand the 
number of years in this package, as the pre-primary system grows.17 This approach can address 
situations where current financing is not available to ensure access for all children for three or 
four years, especially for countries that are significantly behind in providing support for and 
developing their pre-primary sectors. This option allows for paving the way for a strong 
equitable pre-primary system that can expand overtime. The alternative path to this approach has 
been to finance three or more years of pre-primary education to a small subset of children and 
families (typically privileged), and gradually broaden services to reach more marginalized 
children.17 AMS with under-developed ECE sectors, in particular, will have to evaluate which of 
these recommendations to invest their financing would best suit their situations. As demonstrated 
in the next section, to maximize their capacity and resources, governments will need to 
coordinate with a wide range of partners including the private sector and non-governmental 
organizations.    
 
Establish partnerships between government and non-state pre-primary education 
providers 

To scale up access to pre-primary education, governments must mobilize multiple 
partners while maintaining standards and quality control from its central position. As stated in 
2019 UNICEF Advocacy Brief, the recommendation to set up effective partnerships between 
governments and non-state providers of pre-primary education is crucial for increasing access to 
and realistic implementation of ECE.17 Non-state providers include the private sector, civil 
society, and wider communities to maximize access to pre-primary education. For example, as 
seen in Figure 6, both public and private financing can support a range of early childhood 
development interventions, including pre-primary education. 
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Figure 6. Framework for how to organize ECD Funding.  
 

 
Source: van der Gaag, J., Putcha, V. 2015. Investing in Early Childhood Development: What Is Being Spent, and What Does It Cost? Brookings Global Working Paper 
Series. https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/ECD-Costing-Paper-Final-highres.pdf 
 

Countries vary greatly in their primary sources of funding with some ECD financing 
models showing most of the investment sources through public funding and others sourced 
predominantly by private sources. Alternatively, not all movement of funds flow directly to 
services, for example, public funds may be directed to private providers for input subsidies, like 
in Indonesia.24  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/ECD-Costing-Paper-Final-highres.pdf
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Although the private sector and civil society organizations provide ripe opportunities to 
leverage the capacity and provision of pre-primary education, there still remains a strong need 
for government to coordinate, provide guidelines and quality assurance to ensure equitable 
access to quality pre-primary education. Furthermore, while broadening the reins to non-state 
pre-primary education providers, it will also be important for AMS to continue to address low 
levels of public investment, poor training for early childhood teachers, and sustainability of 
programs.27 As seen in the next section, coordination both within and outside of government 
entities, can also achieve change for children who are most at-risk for accessing to ECE.  
 
Ensure pathways for inclusive education  

Implementing policies that prioritize poorest and hardest to reach children is considered 
one of the pillars for making substantial gains in universal pre-primary education. In Thailand, a 
huge gap exists in access to pre-primary education between children of non-native Thai speakers 

Effective partnerships in Indonesia 
 

One example of proactive efforts by government to coordinate with non-state entities 
is in Indonesia. Indonesia’s pre-primary education enrollment has been growing rapidly with 
the majority of pre-primary enrollment being primarily through private institutions, such as 
private for-profit institutions and community services (faith-based and secular).17 Only 5% 
of pre-primary education enrollment is through public institutions. Indonesia’s National 
Education System provides three types of community-based, private providers of early 
childhood care and education that illustrate a wide range of partner providers: kindergartens 
and Islamic childhood education, playgroups and childcare centres, integrated care centres 
with healthcare provision, and non-Islamic, faith-based institutions.  

[Between 2002 and 2005, the Ministry of National Education (MONE) Directorate of 
Early Childhood of Education provided regular block grants to 4,000 ECE institutions and 
new block grants to 3,000 new initiatives. The grants varied in amount with kindergarten 
and child care programs grants totaling $3,000 and those for informal health services 
totaling $300. Since 2007, the World Bank has supported a project in 3,000 villages in 50 
districts to support ECE development. The block grants used for these projects were $18,000 
over three years to setup and operate two ECE development centers. These efforts show how 
they have been able to scale up ECD through provider and input subsidies.]24 

A more recent initiative to help the government of Indonesia achieve their 
sustainable development goal towards improving ECD and ECE, a private foundation 
(Tanoto Foundation) granted around $194,000 towards UNICEF to adapt a version of the 
Early Childhood Development Index (ECDI) and Caregiver Reported Early Development 
Index (CREDI). These measures would help collect population-based data on the 
development of children from 0-3 and 3-5 years of age. UNICEF will test and validate the 
results of the adapted version for Indonesia’s Central Statistical Bureau (BPS) to use for its 
2020 National Economic and Social Survey (SUSENAS).25  

It will be important for AMS to use similar efforts of collaboration between 
government, private foundations, and intergovernmental organizations to collect data 
efficiently and effectively. The process of adapting early childhood development indicator 
measures is essential so that relevant changes can be made to ensure data collection is 
ecologically valid.  
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and native Thai speakers with the former facing significant challenges. Great leaps have been 
made to narrow this gap. While 55% of the poorest children attended early childhood education 
programme in 2005, this number jumped to 86% by 2016 (2 percentage points above the 
attendance rate of children from the wealthiest quartile).17 This progress can be attributed to 
Thailand’s strong political will and commitment to broaden the country’s free education system 
to include pre-primary education and to decentralize provision of pre-primary education to the 
subdistrict level.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Culturally responsive ECCE with the Tahderiyyah Programme in the Philippines 
  
With support from their country’s UNICEF Office and in collaboration with their 

Department of Education, the Philippines runs programmes (ex. Supervised 
Neighborhood Play, Kinder Catch-up Education Program (KCEP), and Tahderiyyah) that 
are designed to extend access to children in remote, disadvantaged regions. One 
successful example, the Tahderiyyah Programme, provides education services to 
minority children in conflict-affected Bangsamoro communities using a system that 
creatively combines religious values with principles of early childhood development.  

The Tahderiyyan Programme was developed to address the poor enrollment of 
and access to pre-primary education of young children in a historically war-stricken, 
marginalized, and impoverished area of Philippines’ Bangsamoro territory, which 
consists of provinces under the Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (ARMM) and 
includes the four provinces of Lanao del Sur, Maguindanao, Sulu, and Tawi-Tawi.28 The 
majority of the Muslim population in the Philippines inhabit Mindanao (Muslims in 
Mindanao are called the Bangsamoro). Over the past half century, the Bangsamoro have 
struggled to assert their cultural identity and achieve self-rule. 

 In the past several decades, separatists movements that have led to armed 
conflicts against the Philippine Government29, resulting in grave violations against 
children including killing, use of child soldiers, rape, abduction, and attacks on schools 
and hospitals.30 In the past, the Philippine Government has failed to recognize Islamic 
laws in the Philippines, even in Mindanao, and consequently alienated the Bangsamoro 
people. In the Philippine education sector, public schools failed to recognize and 
accommodate for Filipino Muslims.31 For example, Bangsamoro children in public 
schools were required to learn Christian scriptures and textbooks; teachings also used 
examples that were offensive to Filipino Muslims.32 
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Furthermore, the Philippine Government made little effort to promote socio-economic 
development in this territory, leading to overall underdevelopment of the region.29 According 
to data from Philippines Statistics Authority in 2015, while 31.4% of children are living 
below the basic needs poverty line nationally, 63.1% of children were in ARMM.33 The mass 
displacements of people in this region have paid a huge cost on the education of children. As 
of 2013, about 42% of 3-4 year-olds were enrolled in day care centres, with less than 30% 
enrollment for children below the age of five in ARMM.34 Recent data in the ARMM show 
that the rate of children completing primary education is at 33% which is only half the 
national average of  67%.35 The Tahderiyyan Programme aims to help these children by 
providing better access to pre-primary centres, a more balanced, “Islam-responsive” 
kindergarten curriculum by mainstreaming ECD with preschool curriculum for Muslim 
children, and better school readiness.  

Through 3 phases, the programme has expanded from 13, to 300 to 500 centres.29 
Assessment results from Phase 2 of the programme (2013-2014) showed that 86% 
demonstrated school readiness.35 Phase 3 saw a continued high percentage of Tahderiyyan 
completers who passed the school readiness by 80% in 2017 assessment.36 Tahderiyyan 
Programme has been implemented in 4 regions plus ARMM, and has increased school 
readiness and transition into regular public education system. 

According to a 2018 UNICEF program evaluation, this program has already been 
recommended to enter the next phase of scaling-up access to quality learning services in the 
region while also advocating expansion of early learning in other Muslim-majority areas 
throughout the Philippines. The Department of Education plans to explore the adoption of 
other models merging the Tahderiyyan centers with other education providers, such as nearby 
public elementary schools, a model that is used for Indigenous people’s learning centers. 
Tahderirrayn centres serve as a great example of how to expand access to ECE to hard-to-
reach populations while minimizing resources. Other AMS can learn to expand access to 
quality ECCE and integration of ECD perspectives in religious schools by approaching pre-
primary services with greater cultural responsiveness that are in harmony with the culture and 
religion of disadvantaged ethnic groups. This can begin with a re-evaluation of the  
mainstream curriculum and making modifications in line with the cultural values of the 
ethnic groups (with guidance from religious teachers and respected community members). 
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Indonesia’s ECED Project is highly transferrable to different contexts and other low-and-

middle-income AMS countries as it involves a very straightforward and simple process of 
targeting select districts, leveraging community facilitators, and using block grants introduced by 
the government. However, something to take note of is that targeting disadvantaged areas does 
not always translate to successfully reaching specific vulnerable groups. As evidenced by the 
Vietnam Escuela Nueva Project (VNEN) in Vietnam – which sought to introduce new 
pedagogical approaches to disadvantaged groups of primary students—while the targeting 

Early Childhood Education Development Project in Indonesia 
 

In partnerships with the World Bank and the Dutch government, Indonesia also made 
initiatives to provide pre-primary education access and increase school-readiness to poverty 
high districts through its Early Childhood Education Development project. This project 
actively targeted rural districts based on poverty rates as well as gross enrollment rates, 
Human Development Index (HDI) ranking, geographical remoteness, and whether they are 
districts already ensured to early childhood services. A total of 3,000 villages were targeted in 
this study and were required to set up an early childhood services office in return for services 
of a community facilitator who raised social awareness of benefits of pre-primary education, 
block grants, and teacher training. Block grants allowed communities to set up preschool 
services of their choosing for children 0-6 years old.  

This project targeted the poorest districts based on a score that accounted for poverty 
rates, gross-enrollment rates, Human Development Index (HDI) rankings, geographical 
remoteness, whether or not they were border districts and district assurance of being 
“committed” to early childhood services. After selection process, each participating district 
received the following: 1) a community facilitator who helped raise community awareness on 
importance of early childhood services and provided training on how to prepare proposals for 
block grants available through project. 2) block grants for 3 years in the amount of 
$18,000USD per village to establish two centers.37 3) 200 hours of teacher training for two 
teachers per center. The most common form of service provision chosen by communities was 
establishment of a playgroup for 4-6 year-olds.  

Results from an evaluation of the project focused on 310 villages and showed that for 
villages that participated in this project, the achievement gap between richer and poorer 
children decreased for children’s performance on language, mathematics, and cognitive 
reasoning when they reached primary school years.37 Another analyses showed that the 
project also led to increased enrollment in preschool services, increased school readiness 
which was evidenced by greater improvements in social competence, language and cognitive 
development, executive functioning for disadvantaged children than on all or rich 4-year-olds. 
Achievement gaps in enrollment, social competence, communication, and general knowledge 
decreased significantly.37 They also found that in terms of healthy trajectories, children who 
were enrolled in playgroup programs when they were 3&4 years old, followed by 
kindergarten at 5&6 performed significantly higher on primary school tests than those 
enrolled only in playgroup or only in kindergarten programs. 

Indonesia’s experience provides lessons on how it is possible for well-designed, low-
cost, community-based early childhood programs in rural areas can have sustained impacts on 
child development, and narrow (or close) early achievement gaps.  
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method creates momentum needed to inspire use of the model in all provinces, it struggled to 
reach even more ethnic minority children than it could have. Because of the targeting process to 
select and favor the best schools in locations where ethnic minority and other disadvantaged 
populations were present, it did not necessarily reach schools in which such children were 
mainly concentrated.52  

It will be important for similar school-preparedness efforts that respect religious/cultural  
values and use dynamic and flexible approaches to be made in other ASEAN countries with 
either special administrative zones or with barriers to providing access to minority, hard-to-reach 
groups. One way to manage and monitor ongoing progress in these efforts would be to design 
data collection and analyses for regular feedback systems for pre-primary institutions.38  
 
Improve availability and reliability of routine data for preprimary education 

Improving the availability and reliability of reliable routine data on preprimary education 
can help better inform program planning and policy for the subsector, ensuring the delivery of 
quality education to the most vulnerable populations.17 For example, an important contributor to 
narrowing the gap in accessibility of pre-primary education for non-native Thai speakers in 
Thailand was the efficient use of data for policy and planning. Thailand’s National Statistics 
Office conducted in 2006, 2012, and 2016 the Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS)39, an 
international household survey programme developed by UNICEF to gather statistically sound, 
internationally comparable estimates related to 130 different indicators to assess the situation of 
children, women and men. The MICS includes a section on early childhood development that 
measures the developmental status of children in literacy-numeracy, physical, social-emotional, 
and learning domain. These data helped make clear the connections between poverty, gender, 
geographical location and parents’ education levels throughout the country which facilitated 
increased accountability and political commitment.17 Thailand’s routine data collection has 
addressed the growing need for transparent assessments and accountability.  

Apart from UNICEF’s MICS, another population-based data collection and monitoring 
system used by an intergovernmental organization is the Early Development Instrument (EDI) 
Assessment used by the World Bank. Developed in Canada and used internationally by 
kindergarten teachers, EDI is used to measure children’s ability to meet developmental 
expectations in five domains: physical health and well-being, social competence, emotional 
maturity, language and cognitive maturity, communication skills and general knowledge25. 
These assessments are essential for assessing strength and weaknesses of students, reports on 
populations of children in different communities, and provide kindergarten benchmark for 
monitoring children’s development trajectories.  

Out of all ASEAN nations, currently, the EDI has been used in research and pilot projects 
(non-population level collections) in Cambodia, Philippines, and Indonesia. Only Vietnam has 
used it thus far as a district-wide collection (municipalities and neighborhoods) and found that 
one in four children were not deemed “school-ready”; they were not ready for schooling, their 
families were not ready to support their child’s learning, and schools weren’t ready for their 
children. Furthermore, they found that compared to the non-ethnic children minority children 
(19%), 45% of ethnic minority children were at risk for not being school-ready.41 Furthermore, 
curricula was outdated and 10% of teachers had not received any training. These findings led to 
the creation of Vietnam’s School Readiness Promotion Project (see next section on 
implementing clear standards and regulations).  
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The practice of collecting routine data related to curriculum implementation for 
preprimary education continues to be scarce, making it difficult to maintain regionally 
comparable data on curriculum standards within ASEAN as well as globally. It will be important 
for AMS to continue any efforts to collect monitoring data, particularly regarding vulnerable 
children. AMS governments are encouraged to use population-monitoring measures, such as EDI 
or ECDI in the following ways: as a way to inform national and community-level policy 
development and program evaluation on child development, appropriate investments in ECE, 
identify areas with the highest needs, ‘and/or’ in research/pilot studies to provide insight on 
social and biological factors to children’s health, well-being, and development. This point has 
also be emphasized in the ASEAN Declaration on OOSCY, calling for member states to work 
towards establishing a monitoring and reporting system for data in order to better identify and 
track OOSCY, to support the assessment of the pre-primary sector, and implementation of 
inclusive and quality education.17 Centralizing agencies can assist in setting standards and 
quality control for the pre-primary sector.  
 
Implement clear quality standards and regulatory mechanisms for the subsector  

There are three aspects of building a quality assurance system for the pre-primary 
subsector recommended by UNICEF: (1) development of clear and consistent standards, (2) 
design of a monitoring or regulatory mechanism, and (3) data analysis for ongoing improvement, 
including regular feedback loops to pre-primary institutions.38 Development of government 
body, agency, council that can focus on quality assessment throughout each country. For 
example, centralizing agencies within countries can take leadership roles in providing clear and 
consistent standards. Two examples of how centralized agencies can develop and improve 
quality assurance, commit to strengthening the ability for the system to produce regular and 
adequate data on early childhood education can be seen in the Philippines and Singapore. Both 
countries have set up centralized agencies on early childhood to provide standards and quality 
control. In Singapore, the Early Childhood Development Agency (ECDA) was set up in 2013 as 
a separate entity from Ministry of Education to provide quality assurance to schools, professional 
development recourses for teachers, and outreach for families.42,43 In the Philippines, the Early 
Childhood Care & Development (ECCD) Council was set up in 2009 in partnership with the 
Department of Education, Department of Welfare and Development, etc. It established national 
ECCD standards and provides technical assistance as well as program support to ECCD service 
providers.44  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Vietnam School Readiness Promotion Project 
 

One example of a country developing a quality assurance mechanism that assessed 
service standards comprehensively is Vietnam. In 2013, Vietnam’s Ministry of Education and 
Training started the School Readiness Promotion Project (SRPP) with support from the World 
Bank. The goal was to rollout a systemwide approach to improve the quality of its preschool 
program for 5-year-olds, introduce a new professional development program for preschool 
personnel, and to implement an external preschool accreditation system.  

Vietnam used the following ways to execute its goals of improving pre-primary 
education: 1) promoting supply through construction of standard classrooms, functional rooms, 
and kindergartens; 2) providing play sets and teaching aids; 3) promoting quality through an 
expansion of teacher training; and 4) driving demand through sponsoring of lunch subsidies 
disadvantaged children aged 5.45  
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Moving forward, it would be valuable for AMS to be mindful of decentralized contexts 

and challenges of administration levels when adopting or scaling up a systemwide approach to 
improve quality assessment measures. For example, SRPP made it compulsory for provincial and 
district officials to provide follow-up support after face-to-face training and to provide technical 
knowledge to the preschool accreditation and self-assessment process. Vietnam’s SRPP also 
illustrates the importance of using social assessments in addition to program evaluation. Social 
assessments can provide windows into barriers in culture, society, and social contexts that may 
limit the efficacy and quality of programmes and services, such as school distance or parental 
knowledge. Furthermore, baseline assessments can call to attention more vulnerable populations, 
such as Vietnam’s ethnic minority children (compared to those to speak Vietnamese) to take 

Key factors that helped during preparation include: evidence-based design, 
appropriate selection of beneficiary groups to target (like Indonesia’s Early Childhood 
Development Project), appropriate plan for monitoring (results-based financing mechanism, 
such as using incentives for use and reporting of self-assessments), and adequacy of risk 
and mitigation measures identification (this was new for the government agencies involved 
but was helpful to predict risks in preparation). Key factors during implementation includes 
collaboration of ministry, horizontal coordination, close partnership between Ministry of 
Education and Training and the Bank (more efficient responding to issues and challenges 
with strong local staff in country), use of technical assistance to support key interventions 
(ex. conducting baseline studies, supporting self-assessment and accreditation systems, 
preparation of professional development programs for ECE staff).  

Within 3 years of its implementation, this project led to 41% preschool 
accreditation, and 98% of early childhood education teachers and managers completing 
compulsory professional development training. Since the project’s closure in 2017, the 
government has worked to scale-up enrollment beyond kindergarten and further improve 
the school self-assessment process.  

Some important insights that can be drawn from the project include the importance 
of incentives (ex. social and health insurance), follow-up support (ex. financially supporting 
reporting systems), and long-term commitment needed when expecting significant 
pedagogical changes from teachers. Within Vietnam’s education system, regulating 
mechanisms for follow-up support to teachers that already existed included school visits, 
principal feedback, and peer-to-peer learning at school cluster meetings. E-learning was 
utilized for the follow-up knowledge under SRPP, and while it helped bridge some of the 
gaps in follow-up support, it may not be entirely conducive to all teachers or a long-term 
solution. It is worth noting that this kind of support was more effective in some provinces 
than in others. The program design and implementation did not differentiate resources or 
technical support to provinces to address differences in capacity which resulted in 
disadvantaged provinces having fewer accredited schools.  

It would be important for other AMS to use similar efforts to lay the foundation for 
curriculum reform and associated teacher training. Equally important is the lesson learned 
in allotting teaching resources and technical support in a more efficient way that targets 
disadvantaged provinces with different capacities.  
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better targeted action towards supporting these populations. Addressing vulnerable populations 
can also include engagement with families. As demonstrated in the next section, participation of 
families is crucial in children’s early learning. 
 
Strengthen engagement with families 

 To support and guide children towards successful development, it is important to 
consider the role of parenting and family dynamics. Recent research shows that parental 
education can partially account for the negative effects of socio-economic disadvantage on 
children’s brain development. At the same time, positive parenting can provide partial buffering 
against the negative impact of socio-economic disadvantage on neurological growth.26 With 
maternal education being a significant factor in whether the child enrolls in pre-primary 
education, efforts must be placed to assist and care for the caretakers of children. One way of 
economic engagement is conditional cash benefits.23 Another would be to encourage parent 
involvement with early childhood education. For example, encouraging parents to take full 
participation in program activities and decisions for their children.22 

ECE programs themselves can promote children’s school readiness and social-emotional 
competencies by encouraging positive relationships within the home and school systems between 
teacher-child, parent-child, and parent-professional. In particular, the parent-child and parent-
professional relationships involve active engagement of parents as significant teachers and 
partners in their children’s learning and development.45 One way to get parents involved with 
their child’s early learning includes government efforts to provide community outreach 
opportunities. For example, the non-profit government organization, VVOB, supports Vietnam’s 
Ministry of Education and Technology by providing community outreach in collaboration with 
National Women’s Union to caregivers to change social norms around Vietnam’s focus on 
cognitive skills at the detriment of overlooking or undermining social, emotional, physical, and 
creative skills development.25 

The Parent Effectiveness Service (PES) supported in part by UNICEF has also be used 
successfully by local government units in the Philippines to help parents, surrogate parents, 
guardians, and caregivers, particularly those in low-income groups to enhance their knowledge, 
skills, and attitudes in parenting so they can play a major educational role in their child’s growth 
and development.46 The PES has become a major component of the home-based ECCD 
programme in the Phillippines.44 This project engages parents at the village level by providing 
parent meetings and support systems. For example, the Neighborhood Parent Effectiveness 
Assembly is one way in the project to reach parents to gather weekly to discuss common 
problems and their solutions. The Day Care Service Parents’ Group for parents of birth-to-6 
year-olds provides effective parenting group sessions and Home Training is also provided by 
social workers to parent volunteers who in turn, reach out to parents who are unable to attend the 
former meetings.47 The PES also provides parenting training to fathers as primary educators in 
the development of children, provides materials for effective parenting, and offers radio listening 
parenting programme to reach parents in very remote areas who cannot benefit from the 
aforementioned programs.  

In some communities, the role of educator may very well lie with the child’s parent. 
Home-based pre-primary education services in Cambodia, for example, emphasizes mothers as 
the child’s first and primary teacher. The program educates mothers on how to engage their 
children in early learning activities in the home setting while also providing a calendar of 
activities developed by UNICEF. By doing so, the program aims to promote child development 
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and school readiness. Weekly convening mother groups are given educational resources and are 
led by a “core” mother who provides instruction on how to promote children’s development. 
These core mothers also attend monthly meetings where they are provided handouts, hands-on 
practice with children in homes, peer support, and equipped with problem-solving skills. 
Children attending these home-based programmes before primary school had better learning 
outcomes compared to those without any pre-primary experiences.48,49,50 It would be important 
for AMS to strengthen ways to engage families as active participants in their child’s 
development and learning so that quality early education programmes can be brought to the 
forefront as a national central priority, and so that they can provide better facilitation of learning 
at home.21  

 
Conclusion 

We hope this report can begin to shed light on some of the topics that are important to 
expand ECE, but it is in no way exhaustive. The suggestions summarized here provide a 
systemic way that countries can better keep track of their progress and assess the areas that need 
to be addressed specifically to better provide access to ECD services. Dynamic and flexible 
approaches are needed to support vulnerable children, in particular, who struggle the most to get 
access to quality ECE. While systems should practice flexibility, so should curricula that are 
directly involved with the child. Curricula and teaching practices should be child-centered, 
inclusive, and holistic to better integrate children into the education system and society.17  

Another important point to remember is that health and learning go hand-in-hand.27 
These suggestions for programs, planning, and investment in ECE cannot achieve success if they 
do not account for other developmental challenges that impede a child’s learning. As such, 
national guidelines for school health and screenings should not be ignored. Although early 
childhood education might be recognized as a priority (as indicated by their ratification of 
rights/declarations), so are other basic needs such as child protection for health and safety. 
Cambodia, Indonesia, and Myanmar have the lowest rates of early childhood attendance 
according to the UNICEF country profiles (see Table 1). When you look at these counties, they 
are dealing with both unique and also shared issues. Indonesia is focused on providing basic 
sanitation/hygiene supplies to support healthy learning environments, school health and 
screenings, and dealing with a rising income inequality. 36% of children in Indonesia suffer from 
stunting due to malnutrition.51 Myanmar and Cambodia do not even have policies on child and 
family social protection. In Myanmar, 80% of children aged 1-to-4-years-old experienced 
violence and maltreatment (psychological aggression and/or physical punishment) in the past 
month (2005-2018), a real threat to early childhood development. It is imperative that progress 
be made in the short-term and over the next decade to provide a foundation that addresses health 
and safety concerns in tandem with equal learning opportunities for children.  
 Through continued regional and political cohesion, economic integration, and mutually 
held social responsibility to ensure children’s right to learn, ASEAN can build the foundations to 
secure a successful path towards universal, quality ECE. To achieve this, no child can be left 
behind and education must be considered a fundamental right for all children.  
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