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Background: In 1994, the African National Congress identified early childhood development
as a potential strategy to redress the inequalities of apartheid, however, two and a half decades
later, poverty still persists, and South Africa is one of the most unequal countries in the world.
Aim: This article explores how policy texts based on and with the use of certain data practices
establish ‘truths’ about childhoods and society, construct families and communities, and
determine forms of provision to address inequality.
Setting: In 2015, the South African government published the National Integrated Early
Childhood Policy (NIECDP) to continue to address poverty and inequality. Its implementation
increasingly draws on data practices that measure and inform solutions. The use of data
practices, while also providing needed information, prioritises solutions that proceed in
technocratic ways instead of facilitating social change.
Methods: With a critical discourse analysis of policy texts and the introduction of alternatives,
the analysis seeks to highlight the power and knowledge hierarchies that construct the policies
of NIECDP.
Results: This article demonstrates how discourses and data practices prioritise ‘the government
of poverty’ instead of helping to eliminate it and silence the voices of those living with poverty.
This form of government through data also undermines the policy’s potential to respond to the
different life chances resulting from the diverse conditions in which young children live in
South Africa.
Conclusion: This article seeks to re-open a debate that the NIECDP successfully silenced,
specifically who benefits, who speaks and who is silenced.
Keywords: data practices; policy analysis; South Africa; early childhood; social justice.

Global discourses with a propensity for measurement
There is a global agreement on the benefits of early childhood education, including poverty
alleviation, and a growing consensus around mobilising resources for early childhood services
based on needs established on data (Britto et al. 2018). However, the way ‘data’ and ‘evidence’ are
constructed and the kind of data practices that are used warrants closer attention. While centralised
population-based data are necessary for general planning, allocation of resources and identifying
areas needing policy input, exclusive reliance on this kind of data-driven policy and decisionmaking can risk depoliticising early childhood policy (Dahlberg & Moss 2005; Morabito,
Vandenbroeck & Roose 2013) and silencing broad, continuous and necessary debates about early
childhood services. More specifically, it leaves little space for discussions regarding notions and
values underpinning early childhood provision, such as the competing understandings of
childhood and society promoted by diverse communities, and the values, which inform funding
strategies. While challenges to the global consensus and policy decisions involving data use can
be found in the literature (Campbell-Barr, Lavelle & Wickett 2012; Cannella, Pèrez & Lee 2016;
Dahlberg, Moss & Pence 1999; Millei & Gallagher 2017; Penn 2010; Roberts-Holmes 2015), there is
little critical attention being given to this issue in South Africa. The acclaim for the long-awaited
integrated early childhood services and increased government funding promised in the South
African 2015 National Integrated Early Childhood Development Policy (NIECDP) (RSA 2015) has
overshadowed critical response to the specific policy choices and programme options that are
defined and delivered on particular presentations of data. By relying solely on centralised
planning, the NIECDP constrains space for beneficiaries to contribute more refined data generated
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through decentralised participatory processes at the local
level to guide a responsive integrated approach.
In this article, we analyse the kinds of data practices promoted
in the 2015 South African NIECDP and argue that the
current dominant global discourses, with a propensity for
measurement and a particular kind of data use, undermine
the stated policy intention to address poverty and inequality.
By revealing the underlying policy discourses and power
relations that shape the collection, administration and use of
data, we aim to stimulate debate about different data practices
and constructions of evidence in current early childhood
policy in South Africa.

Systematic data practices and the
analysis of policies
The stated intention of the 2015 NIECPD is to address
inequality, claiming that ‘inequality within and between
populations has its origins in poor early childhood
experiences’ (RSA 2015). Consequently, it argues that
investment in early childhood development (ECD) that
targets the underlying social and economic causes and
consequences of risk factors can ‘limit inequality at its source’
(RSA 2015). To create information on how and what kind of
investments are to be taken, an evidence-based policymaking
discourse is mobilised. This calls for the collection of data
based on an autocratic and bureaucratic point of view. The
problem is, however, that instead of gathering local data in
discussions with community stakeholders, policymakers
exclusively use large population data sets and centrally
devised measures in determining the set of early childhood
services to be funded and scaled up. As a result, there is
insufficient detail about local conditions. This kind of
standard data practice is explored in the literature as
datafication, data-driven and evidence-based decisionmaking. We follow Kelly and Noonan’s (2017) distinction
between ‘systematic practices’ and ‘edifying practices’ of
datafication in their research on the Indian public health
sector. Bringing Rorty’s (1979) notion of ‘edifying practices’
to their conceptualisation, they emphasise the ‘shifts from
representing the world (with a view to domesticating it) to
cultivating the skills to experience it more fully’ (Kelly &
Noonan 2017:878). They oppose standard systematic data
practices that represent the world with a view of objectifying
and simplifying it to fit normalised understandings. For
example, in relation to the measurement of poverty with
some numerical indicators, data enact relational object
positions, such as positioning some people ‘below the
poverty line’, or in groups that are at ‘risk of poverty’, thus
creating distinctive forms of sociality that are understood in
well-rehearsed or normative ways. Kelly and Noonan (2017)
remind us that practices are performative and they therefore
conceive of data not as a noun or a thing but as a kind of
‘doing’ that can produce worlds and also reveal new worlds
and possibilities through conversation with various
stakeholders. Using a practice theoretical approach, they
suggest understanding data as being performed within
social practices. They promote what they term as ‘edifying
http://www.sajce.co.za

Original Research

data practices’ that generate mutual exploration and learning
of complex conditions through conversation (Kelly &
Noonan 2017).
The standard systematic data practices in the South African
early childhood policy scene are used to measure the success
of implementation. The South African Early Learning
Outcomes Measure (ELOM) seeks to determine the level of
success of services, based on the measurement of children’s
performance improvement (Dawes et al. 2016; DGM
Moderator 2016; Snelling et al. 2019). This is in line with the
recently launched global campaign by the Early Childhood
Action Network (ECDAN1) that proposes standardising
global reporting of implementation based on predetermined
‘evidence to inform effectiveness, quality, and scale’ (Britto
et al. 2018). In addition to its compliance with the global
expectation of comparable measurement tools, South African
early childhood policy and practice is strongly informed by
the dominant position that there is sufficient evidence of
effective programmes that should merely be taken to scale
(Britto et al. 2018). Thus, it seems that the South African
government strategy to reduce inequality is primarily based
on needing effective large-scale data sets to determine needs,
administer the correct measures of funding and upscaling,
and prove success with the measurement of learning
outcomes through predefined measurement procedures.
Policymaking, informed and evaluated primarily by
quantified measurements, contributes to the process of what
Grek and Ozga (2010) term the ‘scientisation’ of education
governance, where it is ‘increasingly assumed that it is only
knowledge based on data (and in particular statistical
knowledge) that can reveal problems and shape solutions’
(Grek & Ozga 2010). Adding to this observation, Dahlberg
(2016) notes, in relation to the context of the Global North,
that data use follows dominant economic rationalities and
neoliberal ideologies. For example, systematic quality
assurance and quality control practices use predefined
measurement procedures to assess children in terms of
predetermined outcomes and, in so doing, govern and
normalise young children and their families. In contrast to
this approach, she presents an ‘ethico-aesthetic paradigm’
that accommodates the possibility of imagining and enacting
alternatives and thus allowing for change, creativity and
hope (Dahlberg 2016).
Dahlberg’s (2016) argument is further complicated in South
Africa by the colonial history that vests colonial power
relations in policy for young children (Porteus 2004). To
consider this complex historical and policy terrain, we chose
the policy-as-discourse analysis method (Bacchi 2000; Shore
& Wright 2011) to reveal colonial power relations and political
agendas inherent in policy texts and processes. This approach
highlights the ways in which a ‘problem’ is represented in
policy and how that can frequently generate rather than
solve problems. From decolonial perspectives (Mignolo 2007;
Santos 2007), policy-as-discourse works towards identifying
1.UNICEF and the World Bank Group launched the Early Childhood Development
Action Network (ECDAN) in 2016 see https://www.ecdan.org/.
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hierarchies of knowledge and the ways global colonial and
the so-called ‘western’ perspectives can subjugate or silence
other knowledges.
In our analysis, we focus on how policies construct the
problem by, firstly, identifying particular policy statements
that allude to a problem by using Kendall and Wickham’s
(1999) method of discourse analysis. We explore the possible
meanings implied in a given statement, including the
categorisations and binaries it constructs, the way it positions
certain people, how it creates and shapes personal and
institutional relationships, and draws on stereotypes, notions
of equality, justice and injustice, and politics. We scrutinise
how different actors, such as children, communities and
experts, are constructed and how power relations and
hierarchies are produced through these statements. We
explore how discourses and described practices align with
or subjugate particular understandings of childhood and
early childhood education. We relate this to other discourses,
concepts and frames mobilising available and dominant
discourses, such as global consensus on the benefits of early
childhood education and care and systematic data practices.
The policy-as-discourse approach takes the position that
policy is a complex, interactive, multi-layered and valueladen process (Shore & Wright 2011). Therefore, relevant
policy documents in their context, as well as those that
informed the policy and those that have emerged from it, are
analysed in order to create a complex account. We pay
particular attention to the 12 background papers produced as
part of the diagnostic ECD review that informed the policy
(Richter et al. 2012) and the overarching national guiding
framework (National Planning Commission 2012; RSA 2011).
The reports and literature that have been brought together by
the ECDAN to support its recently launched global campaign
give us some indication about the kind of dominant early
childhood discourses used in South African early childhood
policymaking (Britto et al. 2017, 2018). In order to retrace
historical contextual information, the analysis is also
informed, in addition to the published literature, by the
personal archives of one of the authors, including personally
stored government reports and personal communications
dating back to the 1980s.
In this study, all of the recent data and most of the historical
data are in the public domain and consist of documents that
are either already available or in the process of being made
available in digital form. Therefore, there are no ethical
considerations relating to the source or accessing of data,
other than possibly personal communications, which are
only used to inform the policy analysis and thus identities are
not revealed. In writing up this analysis, we kept asking the
questions: what can we say, with what authority and with
what consequences? While policy critique focuses on
documents, it is still about the people who stood behind
those policies. Therefore, analysis and critique must be
levelled with knowledge and consideration of the
consequences for not only those who were behind these
policies but also for those who are reading our analysis.
http://www.sajce.co.za
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These ethical considerations guided our decisions, including
where to publish this article.

Context for a more ‘edifying’ policy
In 1994, when the African National Congress (ANC) came to
power in South Africa, it promised to redress the inequalities
inherited from the apartheid regime by attacking poverty
and deprivation as its first priority. The ANC identified ECD
as one strategy for achieving the kind of convivial society
envisaged by the 1955 Freedom Charter that had inspired
and directed the political and armed struggle that ended
apartheid and led to the first democratic election. While there
is no longer legal racial discrimination, the spatial inequalities,
the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) pandemic, the
poor state of the economy and high unemployment rates
have exacerbated poverty and inequality. The most serious
consequence of poverty is child hunger, stunting,
undernutrition and low birth weight. According to the South
African Early Childhood Review 2017, ‘30% of young
children fall below the food poverty line (FPL)’ (Hall et al.
2017:8). Nearly one-third of South Africa’s children do not
have sufficient nutritious food.
The Population Registration Act of 1950 classified people
according to their racial characteristics and each group lived
in a different area as part of the system of apartheid.
Segregation, land dispossession, the system of migrant
labour and forced removals dislocated families and
communities. The vast majority of indigenous peoples were
dispossessed of their ancestral and agricultural lands onto
the ‘Bantustans’ where they eked out a living supported by
remittances from family members who worked in cities or on
the mines. The political struggle for democracy itself left
an indelible mark. Economic policies post-1994 have also
deepened inequality (Du Toit 2012).
In the case of schooling, the legacy of apartheid has been
exacerbated by the school fee policy. The ANC legislated for
free basic public schooling and committed to paying for a
standard number of teachers for all schools. However, by
allowing school governing bodies to determine fees for
additional costs, the schools in previously advantaged areas
were able to offer much better schooling at a higher cost to
those who could afford to pay. Only a small minority of the
previously disenfranchised population had the financial
means to relocate to the previously advantaged racially
segregated areas, and consequently today enjoy better
services. In addition, there are families who have the
resources to transport their children to schools in wealthier
neighbourhoods. However, the vast majority remain in rural
areas or have moved to informal urban areas, which lack
services and adequate schooling (Goldberg 2009).
Extensive literature (Christie 2010; Soudien 2004; Unterhalter
2009) portrays the inequitable education provision and
curriculum that undermine the intended values of a convivial
society post-apartheid. Spreen, Vally and Thapilyal (2012)
describe social injustice in education policy in terms of power
Open Access
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relations in decision-making, pointing to the kind of
knowledge that is valued, the legitimacy of actors and the
‘ideological acceptance of the broad framework of the
globally dominant, neoliberal, political and economic
orthodoxy’ that undermined equality and equity (Spreen
et al. 2012:53). The displacement of the voice and power of
beneficiaries by technical experts (Du Toit 2012; Vandenbroeck,
Coussée & Bradt 2010) is evident across the South African
education system from the early childhood sector to higher
education.

The South African early childhood landscape
Before the first democratic election in 1994, the system of
provision for young children was extremely unequal, with
well-funded government preschools in the ‘white’ education
system and reliance by the majority of ‘black’ children on
limited community-based and fee-paying educare centres for
children from three to six years. Teachers in preschools were
university trained and a relatively small group of nongovernment training organisations offered non-formal
training in the ‘educare’ sector, which fell outside of
government influence and dominant apartheid Christian
National Education with its fundamental pedagogic
approach. This allowed a few non-government organisations
to develop innovative and progressive approaches, such as
using a Freirian conscientisation approach and drawing on
indigenous childcare practices (Biersteker 2018; Swart 1996).
Community-based centres with children from three to six
years and home visiting programmes located services close
to where children lived, encouraging family and community
participation (Rudolph 2017). In 1980, the apartheid
government introduced a ‘school readiness’ bridging period
to address the high failure and drop-out rate among children
classified as ‘black’. The non-government ‘educare’ sector
argued instead that schools should be ‘ready’ to ‘receive’ and
support children and accommodate diversity (ELRU 1994).
For nearly 20 years the primary focus of government services
for young children has remained on the introduction and
expanding of a single year of provision for children before
they enter primary school, referred to as Grade R. This is
despite the intended broad integrated approaches set out in
the Interim Policy for ECD (DoE 1996) and later in the
National Integrated Plan (NIP) (DoE, DOH & DSD 2005) and
the Children’s Act (DSD 2005). Grade R is not yet available to
all children and those living in urban areas and those with
greater financial resources are more likely to be in a Grade R
class (Biersteker 2018). Since those classes attached to schools
are better funded, educated practitioners prefer to be
employed in schools. Drawing on recent research, Biersteker
(2018) concludes that ‘while Grade R was established as a
means of reducing inequalities, it simply extended the
advantage to children in more affluent schools’ (Biersteker
2018:305).
Before the introduction of and dominant focus on Grade R,
the standard model of early childhood provision was
in community-based centres with children from three to
http://www.sajce.co.za
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six years. This format encouraged family and community
participation and nurtured peer teaching and learning more
closely aligned to traditional childcare arrangements
(Rudolph 2017). The community-based system of provision
has been eroded by age segregation and the flight of
practitioners to better paying jobs in schools (Biersteker
2018), thus undermining the pre-1994 progressive work of
non-governmental organisations and reproducing inequality
on economic lines.

Constructing ‘vulnerable’ children and families
as the problem
The NIECDP draws extensively on dominant early childhood
discourses that promote ECD as a panacea for all social
problems, especially poverty and inequality. This is evident
in the exclusive reference in the policy to the ‘neuroscience’
perspective and human capital. The NIECDP claims that
‘inequality between and within populations has its origins
in poor early childhood development experiences’
(RSA 2015:21). It states that:
The science is conclusive: investments in early childhood
development yield lifetime development returns for the child,
his or her family and society. Notably, early childhood
development has the potential to contribute significantly to the
reduction of key development challenges facing South Africa in
2015, particularly poverty and inequality. (p. 21)

The policy states that it has taken into account ‘recent
scientific evidence’, including the evidence of the ‘challenges
that young children and families experience, especially those
most vulnerable’ (RSA 2015:120). ‘Vulnerable children’ are
constituted as:
Those who experience compromised caregiving and/or
compromised access to quality early childhood development
services because of one or more structural, social, economic,
geographic, physical, mental, psychosocial, racial, familial or
any other risk factors associated with poor access to services,
and/or poor early childhood outcomes. (p. 14)

The primary focus, in the discourse, on ‘compromised’
caregiving and lack of access to ECD subjugates real
conditions of families. By making this discursive move, it is
possible to narrow the focus, in line with human capital
discourses, to only focus on education. The policy lists 12 of
these risk factors, starting with ‘Children living in poverty’;
and including (RSA 2015):
Orphaned children and other children living without their
biological parents; Children living in child-headed households;
Children whose caregivers abuse substances such as alcohol and
drugs; Children who are exposed to violence; Children living in
under-serviced rural areas or urban informal settlements. (p. 14)

Referring again to the Centre on the Developing Child (2007),
the policy states that ‘Poverty is widely recognised as a root
cause of poor child development’ and that ‘low socioeconomic
status is a key predictor of poor early childhood development’
(RSA 2015:19). Demarcating, identifying and characterising
large groups of children this way makes it possible to amass
Open Access
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them, collate data about them through systematic data
production and make them the specific targets of these
policies. Amassing unifies specific conditions, subjugating
their real-life conditions to the overarching discourse of
needing education. Having shaped the problem in a specific
way determines the solution. Consequently, in this case, the
solution to the absence of learning is addressed through
improving learning outcomes. This kind of construction of
the problem denies the many interlinked conditions children
experience as discussed above.
A discourse in the UNICEF 2012 report resonates with the
NIECDP’s construction of poverty:
Leaving a young child alone or in the care of another child is a
dereliction of caregiving responsibilities and can have harmful
consequences. It exposes the child to increased risk of not only
injury, but also abuse and neglect. (pp. 9–10)

Children living without biological parents are described in
the NIECDP as being ‘especially at risk of being denied
the care necessary for their physical and psychosocial
well-being’ (RSA 2015:14 referring to UNICEF 2012). This
perspective disregards the strong argument made in
the wake of the AIDS pandemic, that there is a mismatch
between international policy definitions and local or
community constructions of ‘childhood’, ‘vulnerability’ and
‘orphanhood’. For example, Meintjes and Giese (2006:407)
argued that these global perspectives were ‘shifting the
terrain of orphanhood at a local level in South Africa and
producing new struggles on the ground’. They argued
that the construction of ‘orphans’ in the AIDS pandemic
discourses obscures the range of childhood vulnerabilities,
especially children living in poverty. Emerging from this
literature, a research project facilitating community-based
dialogue revealed that the status of children is not static
and that children continually move in both directions on a
continuum between well-being and vulnerability depending
on their changing family circumstances (Rudolph et al. 2008).
This research offers a more complex and relational view
of poverty, which highlights its temporality. Dialogue in
communities, as the above research powerfully shows, can
help in revealing the unproductive policy frames that place
certain people in static economic categories, as does the
NIECDP, rather than relating it to changing socio-political,
health, economic conditions and personal circumstances.
The poor are constructed as deficient and in need of services
that counteract the ‘biological and psychosocial risk factors
that limit [them from providing] care, stimulation and
learning opportunities’ that are understood to result in
unequal development (RSA 2015:21). In this way, the policy
locates social problems in the biological and psychosocial
composition of the population affected by poverty. It
emphasises solutions, such as passing on general information
about parenting, rather than focusing on targeting the
systemic drivers of basic and long-standing economic
inequalities and discrimination that led to the impoverished
circumstances that large sections of the population experience.
http://www.sajce.co.za
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The policy is permeated by examples of responsibility for
children’s health and well-being being passed on to parents.
This reflects the dominant practice described in other contexts
(Vandenbroeck et al. 2010) and is visible in the major focus in
the NIECDP on providing skills and information (especially
for parents and through media campaigns) rather than
the much needed material support. We will return to this
topic later.
By drawing on a Western individualistic construction of risk
and vulnerability, the policy also subjugates the indigenous
African perspective that views ‘being needed’ and ‘being in
need’ as inevitable and valuable features of life (Ebersöhn
et al. 2014). Through the natural periods of vulnerability in
one’s personal life-cycle, or the shocks and stresses that
impact families and communities, connectedness and
reciprocity are key features of nurturing and caring responses.
In contrast, the NIECDP does not refer explicitly to the
strengths and resources of young children and their
families or the role of social solidarity. Therefore, this kind
of construction helps erase not only the complexity of
worldviews but also the diversity of life experiences across
each lifespan.

Constructing the ‘parent’ and ‘expert’ binary
The diagnostic report undertaken by the National Planning
Commission that informed the vision of the National
Development Plan (NDP) identified one of South Africa’s nine
key challenges as ‘the standard of education for most black
learners is of poor quality’ (RSA 2011:3). The two proposals
most closely linked to early childhood are a nutrition
intervention for pregnant women and young children, and
universal access to two years of ECD (RSA 2012). The plan
constructs early childhood as an enabling milestone and links
to it the need to ‘increase the quality of education so that all
children have at least two years of preschool education and all
children in Grade 3 can read and write’ (RSA 2012:3).
To achieve its goal, the NIECDP proposes a ‘comprehensive
package’ of services (RSA 2015). Given that young children
cannot wait for their rights to be progressively realised,
especially in the critical period from conception to two years,
the policy proposes an ‘essential’ package of services to
promote their survival and development with immediate
effect (Hall et al. 2017; RSA 2015). The ‘essential package’ will
be implemented by 2024 as a stepping stone to the delivery of
the ‘comprehensive’ package by 2030 (DBE, DSD & DOH
2017). The essential package consists of maternal and child
health services; nutrition support for pregnant women,
mothers and children; support for primary caregivers,
including parenting skills and psychosocial support; social
services; and stimulation for early learning (Hall et al. 2017).
The intention is to eventually make these programmes
universally available through ‘equitable access’ (RSA
2015:48). While the intentions of the programme are
commendable, the immediate effect is postponed to 2024
and the meaning of what will constitute ‘equitable’ remains
undefined.
Open Access
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The NIECDP also makes a clear distinction between the
role of parents and technical expertise, as is evident in the
quotation below (RSA 2015):
The inputs required for early childhood development include
parental love, food, safety and stimulation. At the same time,
there is a need for sufficient technical expertise to design and
develop quality content for early learning, and to plan and
manage large-scale services. Sufficient technical expertise is
required to ensure that early childhood development in
South Africa achieves the significant returns on investment
achieved by a number of other countries. (p. 21)

What is provided by parents is defined here as love, food,
safety and stimulation, all basic needs linked to healthy
physical development, and includes stimulation for brain
growth. So, the role of parents is limited to meeting the basic
needs of children, while experts are constructed as those
who are capable of providing learning experiences and
services that ensure early childhood development. Parents
and experts thus are constructed on a binary. The National
Integrated ECD Policy defines a ‘parent’ as a (RSA 2015):
[B]iological, foster or adoptive mother and/or father responsible
for the care and protection of a young child, who is stable in the
child’s life and who loves the child and wants to protect the
child. (p. 13)

This construction again circumscribes the capacity of the
parent to ensure the child’s basic needs. Moreover, as
exemplified in the next quote from the essential package, the
policy assumes little knowledge on behalf of parents to raise
healthy and useful members of society, and they are therefore
in need of ‘factual information as well as the social support’
... ‘to ensure the survival and development of their children
to their full potential’ (RSA 2015:58).
Parents and other caregivers are constructed as needing
information and support to be able to ‘understand and fulfil
their role in children’s early learning’ (RSA 2015:27). Besides
constructing parents as lacking competency, this perspective
sidelines the possibility of citizens with an already rich
understanding of their parental roles needing material
resources rather than information. The policy proposes the
development and implementation of systematised national
communication campaigns that relay ‘pertinent early
childhood development messages’ on topics such as nutrition
and protection (RSA 2015). This top-down approach negates
the complexity and material challenges many parents face in
terms of feeding and protecting their children and distracts
attention from the underlying causes of food insecurity and
social conflict.
In summary, we can argue that despite its social transformation
intentions, the 2015 ECD policy constitutes the primary
problem as the need to prepare young children for schooling
and prioritises the voices of early childhood ‘experts’ over
beneficiaries, children and their families. By drawing
uncritically on global discourses and normative notions of
‘risk’ and ‘vulnerability’, it constructs families living with
poverty as deficient and in need of information campaigns
http://www.sajce.co.za
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and messages. The policy also suggests that ‘communication
aimed at parents should enable them to … understand and
demand quality early learning and development’ (RSA
2015:45). This suggests that the authors of the information
campaign must transfer their understanding of ‘quality’ and
‘development’ to beneficiaries who do not have their own
constructions of childhood, well-being or the kind of society
they want for themselves and their children. Parents must be
told to ‘demand’ the prescribed services on offer without any
opportunity to participate in designing the kind of services
they want or explaining why they are not utilising available
services.

Data practice as population-based
planning to solve the problem of
poverty
The current South African guiding framework for
development, set out in the 2011 NDP and Vision 2030, ties
in well with global discourses on the assumption that
(RSA 2015):
[T]he loss of human capital is avoidable through the provision of
timely and appropriate quality early childhood development
services targeting the causes and consequences of the known risk
factors. (p. 20, see note s36)

Laying down two fundamental objectives attached to
measurable risk factors – to eliminate poverty and to reduce
inequality (RSA 2011) – it addresses critical gaps ‘to ensure
the provision of a comprehensive, universally available
and equitable early childhood development services’ (RSA
2015:8). The notions of ‘targeting’, ‘risk factors’, ‘critical
gap’, ‘comprehensive’ and ‘universally available’ together
construct a policy field where data practices are needed and
are the best tools to prepare decision-making about provision.
Moreover, the plan is driven by an ‘evidence-based’ approach
that seeks to measure success ‘by the degree to which the
lives and opportunities of the poorest South Africans are
transformed in a sustainable manner’ (Statistics South Africa
2017:6). This statement further contributes to constructing
the need for measures, in this case, to assess delivery, and
against which progress can be calculated. These notions and
discourses create the need for and justify the top-down use of
expert-driven data practices.
Based on available population-based data, the NIECDP
identifies and prioritises ‘the poorest 63.9 percent of children,
since these comprise the most vulnerable children as well
as the group that will benefit most from early childhood
development services’ (RSA 2015:68). The practice of
targeting these children based on systematic data produces
an affective structuration of society, locating vulnerability
and hope in this objectified and uniform body of children.
A different affect, that is, loss and despair, is also associated
with this group of children: ‘in the absence of appropriate
and high quality early learning opportunities, earlier
disparities in language and socio-emotional development
determined by socio-economic status can become increasingly
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apparent’ (RSA 2015:68). Constructing an affective
structuration in society and mapping vulnerability against
poverty, population-based planning is positioned as the most
effective and equitable strategy for this assumed dire need
(RSA 2015):
[T]o assess [the] scale and nature of the need for early childhood
development services, and to plan for universal availability
at a local level of sufficient early childhood development
programmes in sufficiently close proximity to young children
and their families, especially in under-serviced areas, to meet
such demand. (p. 69)

Dahlberg (2016) warns that ‘implementing standardised
tools, which culminate in classifying children as “at risk”
and/or “in need,” may, if not scrutinised and contested, be
counterproductive’ by exacerbating marginalisation and
limiting participation (Dahlberg 2016:128). On the one hand,
dominant risk and vulnerability discourses in the NIECDP,
and on the other hand objectification and uniformisation of a
large section of the population through systematic data
practice, produce knowledge from a hierarchical position.
This knowledge marginalises the voices of beneficiaries, who
are ‘reduced to spectators’ in this construction of the problem
(Vandenbroeck et al. 2010). Moreover, by making poverty the
primary indicator for vulnerability and linking vulnerability
to the need for early childhood education, regulating the
private life (such as their parenting practices within their
homes) of those people, who are reckoned as poor according
to data, becomes possible.

Expanding regulative roles to technical experts
The NIECDP refers to the 2001 Education White Paper 5
(2001) in acknowledging that an integrated approach
requires the involvement of ‘civil society organisations, the
corporate sector, religious organisations, non-government
organisations, parents and children’ (RSA 2015:90). However,
to enable targeting the NIECDP locates data practices within
a centralised system where expertise is supposedly more
available. The required data practices to do this work are
described as follows (RSA 2015):
• Assess population-level needs for early childhood
development services.
• Plan the provisioning of suitable early childhood
development programmes and services to meet the
identified needs (population-based planning).
• Develop and implement appropriate coverage targets
and quality service standards and systems.
• Monitor compliance and provide support for ongoing
quality improvement.
• Evaluate and report on progress. (p. 84)
To enable these processes, the government’s first priority
was to put in place the ‘management structures and systems
for population-based assessments’ (RSA 2015:24). This is
intended to aid in working out the number of services
needed for different ages, places and ‘developmental needs
for the full range of early childhood development services
at a national, provincial and municipal level’ (RSA 2015:24).
http://www.sajce.co.za
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This kind of data generation is what Kelly and Noonan (2017)
term ‘systematic’ data practices. Data are collected based on
large-scale population measures and trust is placed in these
tools to show complex and extremely diverse economic,
social and health conditions and needs. However, the data
sets being used to determine the need and location of services
cannot take account of complexity as they rely primarily
on the macro aggregated socio-economic status of the
community in which the service is situated. Besides,
producing this type of data will require a gigantic machine of
bureaucrats, professionals and ‘measurement’ experts to
facilitate the envisioned systematic data practices and
centralised planning, monitoring and reporting needed ‘to
strengthen, integrate and improve availability of and access’
to these proposed ECD services (RSA 2015:48).
‘Measurement experts’ are given three major roles by the
NIECDP: firstly, through using population data sets they
determine the need for services; secondly, they assess the
‘quality’ of services by measuring learning outcomes; and
thirdly, they monitor the impact of the system by using
centrally predetermined indicators. All these roles rely on
indicators established by early childhood ‘experts’ drawing
on international discourses on quality, with no systematic
participatory opportunities for beneficiaries to add to criteria.
In summary, the NIECDP relies solely on centralised data
based planning, implementation and monitoring and
suggests that high-level collection and analysis of data is
regarded as the most important planning tool. The focus of
the initial implementation process is to build integrated
national and provincial structures using systematic data
practices for planning and monitoring. The NIECDP
overlooks the responsibility of municipalities to implement
early childhood services and the potential of the Integrated
Development Plans for the participation of beneficiaries in
local planning. The Toolkit of the Education and Training
Unit (ETU) for Democracy and Development explains
that ‘Integrated Development Planning is an approach to
planning that involves the entire municipality and its citizens
in finding the best solutions to achieve good long-term
development’ (ETU 2018). While local government has failed
to live up to the aims of decentralisation and participation set
out in the 1997 Constitution of South Africa, there is growing
renewed interest in it (Tshoose 2015). Past civil society
experience and existing local government policy generate
space for ongoing local dialogue that includes beneficiaries
in planning early learning services.

Reproducing coloniality through systematic
data practices to measure learning outcomes
The glossary of the NIECDP links quality to the measurement
of the efficiency of interventions in the provision of ECEC:
‘(t)he quantity of interventions, services, programmes,
training and systems linked with and achieving child
outcomes’ (RSA 2015:14). To explore this link further, it is
important to reveal the colonial power hierarchies this
document reproduces. Some observers hail the possibility
that systematic data practices create for the comparison of
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service types and for the improvement of performance
(Dawes et al. 2016). However, comparability is built on the
selection of existing programmes deemed good quality and
worthy of replicating. Thus, ‘five well-capacitated non-profit
organizations were invited to submit proposals for ECD
interventions that responded to key identified issues’
(Biersteker & Dawes 2019:94). Consequently, the quality of
services in the future will not only be compared to
interventions selected and supported by well-resourced
training organisations, but also on a historical measure of
quality, and thus side-lining the knowledge and changing
experiences of communities. This accommodates scaling
up existing kinds of services, leaving little opportunity to
generate innovation.
To understand the effect of this systematic data practice
requires attention to historical legacies. Apartheid has
generated the intractable problem of spatial inequality that
has resulted in continued unequal access to services,
including schooling (Vally, Motala & Ramadiro 2010).
Goldberg (2009) argues that post 1994, racial apartheid has
transformed into a more generic and so supposedly less
pernicious class apartheid. He identifies neoliberalisation as
a contributing factor, since segregation based on racial
classification has been displaced by separation based on
access to material resources as we have described earlier.
South African citizens now have the opportunity to make
choices that can only be made (Goldberg 2009):
[W]ithin the limits of one’s means and networks, one’s inheritance
and education, one’s class and gender, all of which are racially
marked if much less deeply and directly determined than under
apartheid. (p. 528)

The way government constitutes the problem, constrains
Biersteker and Dawes in the development of measurement
tools and the selection of data practices. This produces
unintended consequences. Biersteker and Dawes (2019:93)
acknowledge that despite the intention to design programmes
using local knowledges, ‘very little space is afforded to these
when it comes to measurement and evaluation’. In developing
the learning outcomes and their measurement, they sought
to determine the extent to which indigenous rather than
globalised modern practices might influence the skills
commonly assessed in development tests. In their argument
for using globalised modern practices, they claim that rural
children today in traditional settings are neither as exposed
to indigenous practices nor as insulated from modern
practices as they were 20 years ago. They base this claim
on data about increased urbanisation, access to television,
mobile telephones and electricity. Consequently, they
calculate that those young children who are primarily
exposed to indigenous early childhood practices are ‘probably
restricted to more remote rural areas’ (Biersteker & Dawes
2019:93). With their specific data use, they circumscribe and
erase from consideration an assumedly small community not
really worthy of consideration in a national policy.
We read this tactic as the presence of coloniality that
subjugates valuable perspectives, such as ‘connection and
http://www.sajce.co.za
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relatedness’ in the African tradition of ‘ubuntu’ (Green 2013;
Mji 2012). Their conclusion disregards the need to preserve
indigenous understandings that continue even in urban
contexts. In adapting the globally designed test items to the
local context, they focus on differences in language use and
the difference in the nature and prevalence of objects in
varying areas. For example, they replace the word ‘squirrel’
in test items with ‘mouse’, which is more universally present
in South Africa. This kind of adaptation of test items
borrowed from developmental psychology consequently
reinforces the dominant and normalised constructions of
childhood that further favours ‘white’, male, middle class
norms and values (Burman 2007). Burman (2007) reminds us
that we need to consider the emergence of this kind of ‘mental
measurement, classification of abilities and establishment of
norms’ as historically located during the industrial revolution
with the purpose of regulating ‘those populations deemed a
social threat to the prevailing order’ (2007:13–14).
A genuinely integrated approach that accommodates
multiple visions of childhood and society would generate
complexity that is perhaps more difficult to manage with
systematic data practices. In the face of this complexity,
Biersteker and Dawes (2019) do not take into consideration
community-based ECD services. This type of service does
‘not readily lend itself to requirements of formal evaluation’
as these services frequently respond to community priorities
and a complex range of interacting factors (Biersteker &
Dawes 2019:94). They also acknowledge that ‘randomization
is extremely tricky in many situations’ in the context of
diversity (Biersteker & Dawes 2019). By including the early
childhood practitioners that they have trained as assessors
in the piloting of standardised tests, they assume that they
can account for the multiplicity of viewpoints. However,
they do not consider that although assessors might live in
marginalised communities, they might not represent the full
range of local perspectives. Unlike the majority of the targeted
population of ECD services, trained practitioners will
inevitably already have achieved some success within the
education system in which Western knowledge dominates,
subjugating indigenous knowledges.
Systematic data practices do not easily accommodate the
complexity of integrated approaches that respond to local
contexts and constantly changing priorities. Kelly and
Noonan (2017) suggest ‘edifying practices’ to grapple with
complex conditions. In ‘edifying data practices’, data are
revealed through ‘patient engagement with’ local conditions
in non-judgmental and attentive dialogue with local
stakeholders, as opposed to standard systematic data
practices that erase local differences and act as an arbiter
between competing claims to truth (Kelly & Noonan
2017:885). ‘Edifying practices’ assume a dialogical approach
generating mutual exploration and learning through
conversation, while in standard evaluation approaches,
authority is produced through a hierarchical position with a
tendency towards reprimand and risk aversion. In ‘edifying
data practices’, ‘authority is produced through demonstrated
situated expertise’ with ‘tendencies towards openness and
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experimentation’ (Kelly & Noonan 2017:885). Conversation
generates receptiveness through curious and sympathetic
dispositions to compel the search for other perspectives.
The currently adapted learning outcomes in South Africa
unfortunately allow little scope for innovation to emerge
outside of the predetermined indicators.
Despite the acclaim for the learning outcomes in South Africa,
recent global literature, on this kind of data practice, raises
several red flags. The learning outcomes are designed for
comparison so that ‘data can flow and travel well’, creating
spaces for international comparison instead of a detailed
portrayal of local conditions and achievements (Piattoeva
2015:14). By tracking the power of numbers in the data
generated in national examinations, Piattoeva raises
important considerations. She illustrates how these kinds of
numbers can be used for different government purposes and
at the same time ‘preclude criticism of their political effects’
(Piattoeva 2015:14). These political effects are varied; for
example, Bradbury draws on the experience of testing fiveyear-old children since 2003 in England to warn that the
production of numerical data in early childhood education
creates a ‘high stakes situation’ that can lead to more time
‘teaching the test’ than supporting the learning and wellbeing of young children (Bradbury 2014:336). Roberts-Holmes
and Bradbury (2016:600) draw on the testing of children aged
five years old in England to show how the ‘surveillance
and performative culture of accountability both affirms,
legitimates and seduces through discourses of quality while
increasingly regulating and governing the early years’. Millei
and Gallagher (2017) show the complex entanglements that
data practices produce and the resulting ambivalent positions
in which professionals find themselves. They reveal the
ethical dilemmas, practical and material consequences, as
well as the political possibilities for resistance and advocacy
that data practices bring forward. Millei and Gallagher
(forthcoming) also illustrate how data practices actually can
work against the stated initiative of universal access and
create new forms of inequalities instead of overcoming those.

The ‘government of poverty’
The withering away of ANC policy commitments and
principles is evident across many policy sectors. It is also
visible in the dominant government strategies for addressing
poverty that some argue is a strategy to merely manage the
consequences of rising unemployment and inequality (Du
Toit 2017; Hickey 2014; Seekings 2014), rather than as a
strategy for meaningful social change intended in the
Freedom Charter (ANC 1955). Du Toit (2017) calls this policy
strategy the ‘government of poverty’. In this article, we have
demonstrated how through systematic data practices the
NIECDP ‘governs poverty’ by objectifying and constituting a
large section of the population as vulnerable, thus needing
intervention into their lives. Part of this form of governance
is to place the power to make decisions about resources in the
hands of measurement experts rather than engaging the
service providers and beneficiaries in ongoing reflection and
action. While acknowledging that social grants and other
http://www.sajce.co.za
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pro-poor government policies have alleviated some suffering
for many families in South Africa, Du Toit (2017) points to:
[D]isplacement of a political practice of popular mobilization
and social transformation by a new technocratic rationality of
government that seeks to construct poor populations (and
poverty as such) as objects of scientific knowledge, understanding
and technical intervention. (p. 2)

Du Toit explains that the use of mostly quantitative and
usually fairly positivistic discourses promoting ‘evidencebased policymaking’ has institutionalised the ‘power and
voice of a distinct cadre of technical experts and professional
bureaucrats’, who generate the ‘knowledge’ used to make
decisions about resource allocations to vulnerable and
marginalised communities (Du Toit 2017:2).
This notion of ‘government of poverty’ used by Du Toit
to argue that evidence-based policymaking discourses
undermine local decision-making in marginalised
communities also holds true for the NIECDP, which in a
similar manner prioritises and adapts the globalised
neoliberal discourses and practices of measurement experts
to the constructed problems of the government. However, in
Foucault’s (1991) terms, discursive practice is always in flux
and power is not fixed; moreover, where there is power there
is resistance. Consequently, change is possible with the
capacity to recognise and question norms and constraints.
Kelly and Noonan suggest reconsidering ‘conceptions of
data as a given “thing” that unproblematically reflects an
underlying reality and to focus instead on how data are
made and what this making does’ (Kelly & Noonan 2017:879).
For example, this kind of thinking raises the possibility of
re-examining the kind of individuals, groups and needs that
are identified and constituted through different kinds of data
practices. They also highlight the importance of studying the
relations between data, knowing and managing. They
encourage unpacking ‘practices of datafication’ and relating
them to the ‘broader practices of organizational knowing
in which they are typically embedded’ (Kelly & Noonan
2017:876). In particular, they call attention to finding or
creating data practices that can accommodate uncertainty
and contingency and keep the conversation open through
dialogue that attends to power relations and diversity.
In this article, we show the ways in which systematic
data practices in South African early childhood policy
brush over complex conditions, legitimate their own use and
silence less-dominant knowledges of local communities. If
governments are truly concerned about inequality and the
future of their countries, instead of governing poverty, they
could engage in dialogue with families and communities
about the kind of society they want for themselves and their
children and find out what help they need to build that kind
of society. This article takes a first step to open spaces for this
type of engagement by inviting the readers to think about
power relations and data practices prevalent in and proposed
by the NIECDP to better understand: who benefits, who
speaks and who is silenced.
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