L E A Leadership for Progress

in Foundational Learning

Component 1: Quality Early Learning

Instructions for Independent Reading:

Please read this brief and complete the Week 1 activity by Friday 12 September 2025.

Why is early learning important and what is the state
of early learning globally?

Summarized from Quality Early Learning, Nurturing Children’s Potential

Investing in the early years is one of the smartest things a country can do to eliminate extreme poverty,
boost shared prosperity, and create the human capital needed for economies to diversify and

grow. Both brain science and economic evidence tell us that early childhood experiences have a
profound impact on brain development (Yoshikawa et al. 2013). Young children have an enormous
capacity to learn, and we must nurture and harness this capacity and ensure their early years are filled
with high-quality, playful learning experiences.

High-quality early learning can help children develop cognitive and socio emotional skills, executive
function, and motivation that will help them succeed in school and beyond (Cunha and Heckman
2007; Rao et al. 2014). At primary levels, children who have attended early learning services
demonstrate higher attendance and better achievement, and are less likely to repeat, drop out, or
require remedial or special education (Berlinski and Schady 2015; Naudeau et al. 2011). Quality early
learning opportunities also lead to increased perseverance in school, higher education attainment,
and improved health and labor market outcomes (Chetty et al. 2010; OECD 2017; Schweinhart et al.
2005). Children who benefit from quality early learning are more likely to vote and less likely to commit
crimes (Currie 2001; Magnuson, Ruhm, and Waldfogel 2007; Schweinhart et al. 2005; Sondheimer and
Green 2010; World Bank 2018b). The availability of high-quality early learning can also generate strong
positive spillovers, including increased participation of older siblings in school (Martinez, Naudeau,
and Pereira 2012) and of mothers in the labor force (Berlinski and Galiani 2007; Evans, Jakiela, and
Knauer 2021).

Yet, despite the overwhelming evidence of the value of early learning opportunities, today too many
children either do not have access to early learning opportunities or are enrolled in services that are
not of good enough quality to unlock their potential. Access to early learning has increased
dramatically in the past decade, and today 62 percent of children are enrolled in early learning
services worldwide (UIS 2020). This is good progress, but it is insufficient. Just 20 percent of children in
low-income countries are enrolled, and we know that within countries there are great inequalities by
socioeconomic status, disability, geographic location, and other factors that affect access to early
learning services of reasonable quality (UIS 2020). Even when children are enrolled in early learning
services, many of them are not learning or have as positive an early learning experience as they could
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because of low levels of quality. However, the expansion of early learning in recent decades has not,
unfortunately, been consistently accompanied by investments to ensure quality.

How does early learning promote foundational
learning success?

Summarized from Handbook for Literacy Lesson Planning: Early-Grade Classroom Activities for
Teaching Children to Read and What You Say, and How You Say It: Preschoolers' Growth in Vocabulary
and Communication Skills Differentially Predict Kindergarten Academic Achievement and Self-

Regulation

The Early Grade Reading Rainbow (Figure 1) provides a simple way to understand how skills overlap
and build on one another for literacy. There are eight key skills students need to master to become
independent readers. The first four skills build on experiences from birth and are strengthened through
early learning opportunities.

Figure 1: The Early Grade Reading Rainbow
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Master oral language: The amount of vocabulary that children know, even as early as age two, is a key
predictor of reading achievement during the early grades (NICHD Early Child Care Research Network
2005; Morgan et al. 2015). This helps children to later read words in print (Storch and Whitehurst
2002).
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Hear and make the sounds of words: The ability to recognize (hear) and make the sounds of words
prepares students to match letters with sounds and sounds with letters. Through early learning
opportunities, children learn this skill orally and then in print through games that help them to later
break words into parts for reading in the early grades.

Mapping letters to sounds and sound to letters: Children need to know the names of all the letters in
the alphabet used to write the target language and then learn the sounds these letters make by
themselves and in combination with other letters. Letter name, sound, and basic word reading should
proceed together, starting with the simplest word forms (e.g., cat/hat/bat in English).

Understand the alphabetic principle: By using storybooks and print materials around the classroom,
children in early learning settings learn that all words are written with letters and that letters can be
used to write any word. As children become better at “sounding out” words, they begin to internalize
the logic of how letters work together to make words they can read and understand.

These language comprehension skills in the early years also support achievement in mathematics.
Children with larger vocabularies can find it easier to comprehend new math concepts, including
symbolic skills like counting and story word problems (Powell and Nelson 2017; Purpura and Ganley
2014). As with language comprehension above, these skills persist into primary school to form
stronger foundation for numeracy (Purpura et al. 2011). For example, in Indonesia, children who
participated in a playgroup model had stronger receptive vocabulary, mathematics, and reasoning
skills in early primary grades over those who did not attend early learning activities (Hasan et al. 2021).

What are the elements of quality in early learning
settings?

Summarized from Guidance Note: Essential elements of quality in childcare settings

Learning poverty begins early, which means our efforts to address it must also begin early. As
countries expand access to early learning opportunities, it is imperative that they also ensure children
are in quality early learning environments from an early age. While the evidence shows that quality can
generate a range of positive child development outcomes, low-quality settings can cancel out
potential benefits or even have detrimental effects on children’s development (Britto, Yoshikawa, and
Boller 2011; Howes et al. 2008).

Because there can be considerable variation in early learning settings, quality early learning can be
achieved through focusing on a few critical elements, which can be flexibly implemented across high-
and low-resource settings. This guidance outlines the basic elements of quality that are needed across
all programs that can be flexibly implemented across diverse types of provision (including center-
based and home-based settings), rather than restrictive standards, which may not be feasible in lower
resource settings or some local contexts.
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The main aspects of quality are generally conceptualized as either structural or process (Slot 2017;
OECD 2018). Structural quality focuses on the physical environment and basic characteristics of early
learning services, whereas process quality is about the experiences that children have within these
environments and relies heavily on their interactions with, and the capabilities of, early learning
practitioners (Devercelli and Beaton-Day 2020). These structural and process quality elements
support settings to provide the critical components of inclusive, nurturing care.

In many systems, there is a focus on elements of structural quality, which are easier to define and
monitor than process quality. While structural quality elements are necessary and lay strong
foundations for process quality, they are insufficient for ensuring positive child outcomes and so a
joint focus on elements of structural and process quality is essential.

The key variables associated with structural and process quality are listed below and summarized in
Table 1.

The key variables for structural quality include:

i. aphysical environment that is safe and secure with enough space to move around, free from
hazards, adequate ventilation, light, accessible exits and appropriate toilets and handwashing
facilities;

ii. core program characteristics that meet basic needs, such as a manageable adult to child ratio
(with higher ratios for younger children) and provision of clean drinking water and age-
appropriate nutritious food (which could be provided by parents or organized/provided through
the setting);

iii. avariety of age-appropriate play and learning materials available to support development and
learning; and

iv. aworkforce thatis trained to keep children safe, notice and respond to their signals and
individual needs and support their development, and is provided a living wage and adequate
working conditions.

The key variables for process quality include:

i. age-appropriate play-based curriculum and pedagogy that support cognitive, socio-emotional
and motor development through a mix of structured activities in the language that children
speak at home, significant time for free play, and time for eating and naps (for younger children);

ii. the promotion of children’s health, hygiene, nutrition, protection and wellbeing; and

iii. caring and responsive interactions - this includes warm and responsive interactions between
carers/educators and children to foster strong bonds, protect children from psychological harm
and support their development, opportunities for children to interact and learn from each other,
and ongoing two-way interactions with parents.
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Table 1: Summary of Structural and Process Quality Variables

Variables Elements

Safe and clean environment (free of hazards, secured premises, and with
ventilation, light, and accessible exits), adequate space with decorations,
age-appropriate toilet and handwashing facilities, age-appropriate furniture
Meet basic needs through provision of drinking water and age-appropriate
nutritious food and a manageable ratio of adults to children with higher ratios
for younger children

(iii) Materials Variety of age- and culturally appropriate, play and learning materials
Trained to keep children safe, respond to their needs and support their
development; provided a living wage, adequate working conditions,
supervision and opportunities for professional development; lead person
with overall responsibility and suitable people in direct contact with children
Vv Structural quality lays the foundations for process quality v

Age-appropriate play-based activities and pedagogy that support cognitive,
(i) Curriculum & socio-emotional and motor development through a mix of structured
pedagogy activities/curricula and significant time for free play and time for food and
naps (for younger children)

(i) Physical
environment

(ii) Program
characteristics

(iv) Workforce

STRUCTURAL QUALITY

(ii) Health, hygiene,
nutrition, protection
& wellbeing

Attention to children’ health, hygiene, nutrition, protection, and wellbeing,
including having clear, inclusive protocols and practices in place

Warm and responsive caregiver-child interactions and age-appropriate
(iii) Interactions communication, opportunities for child-to-child interactions, regular
engagement with parents

PROCESS QUALITY

Some variables of process quality rely on early learning practitioners’ capabilities, so it is essential to
ensure practitioners are well-trained, supported, and motivated through elements of structural quality.

Governments can ensure this alignment by implementing a robust quality assurance system with
policies, frameworks, and opportunities around training and support to facilitate a well-prepared and
well-supported workforce.

Key elements at the system level to promote quality early learning include:

e Aquality assurance system, including feasible quality standards, a clear and manageable
registration process, regular monitoring of early learning settings to meet quality standards, and
data and information systems

o \Workforce policies that attract, prepare, support, and retain early childhood practitioner
workforce, through training opportunities, decent terms and conditions of employment. This
includes defining practitioner qualification frameworks and facilitating access to appropriate
training opportunities, as well as providing a living wage, adequate working conditions, social
protections, and the right to voice and representation

Figure 2 provides a snapshot of how these system-level elements of quality interact with one another.



Figure 2: Essential System Elements to Ensure Early Learning Quality
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Reflection Questions

Reflect on the following two questions and record your answers in your Country Activity Sheet by
Friday 12 September 2025.

Question 1: In a maximum of two sentences, please provide the key messages of how investing in
quality early learning supports children to develop strong foundational learning skills.

Question 2: What is one question that you still have on how quality early learning opportunities
support foundational learning goals?
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