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ABSTRACT  

Early childhood care and education (ECCE) is a crucial phase in a child’s life that lays the 

foundation for holistic development. When nurtured well, it enables children to prosper throughout 

life and helps them develop into adults who contribute positively to the socio-economic 

development of the country. Yet, early childhood education remains one of the least developed 

sectors, characterised by poor infrastructure, underqualified staff, a lack of specialised 

programmes, limited access to quality services, and a lack of monitoring and support. To bring 

about improvement in the quality of and access to ECCE, a shift of responsibility for the function 

from the Department of Social Development to the Department of Basic Education took place in 

April 2022. This function shift aims to professionalise the ECCE sector, which is largely privately 

owned and informal. However, those that it affected the most, the ECCE managers and 

practitioners, were largely unprepared. This study explores their experiences related to the 

function shift and attempts to help them navigate the changes it requires.  

I approached this study through participatory action learning and action research (PALAR) 

methodology. Through PALAR principles, I aimed to establish a collaborative relationship with 

ECCE managers and practitioners in a semi-rural context. I recruited seven participants who were 

working in the field, two practitioners and five managers of ECD centres. We formed an action 

learning set and met weekly for two hours at a time. Data was collected through a combination of 

transcripts of our discussions and creative and visual methods, including drawings, collages and 

model building. I also kept a reflective diary that I used throughout the study to reflect on the 

process and progress, and my own learning. These various methods enabled participants to 

express themselves effectively in a playful and interactive manner. Guided by critical action 

learning theory, participants worked collaboratively to identify and navigate the complexities of 

the function shift.  

Five key themes emerged through the two PALAR cycles: 1) Participants’ lack of knowledge, 

uncertainty and resistance towards the function shift, 2) Lack of support and training for ECCE 

managers and practitioners, 3) Emotional and financial challenges, 4) Competitive tendencies 

delaying collaboration and progress, and 5) Recognising the potential of collaborating to navigate 

the complexities of the function shift. This last theme emerged in cycle two and enabled them to 

develop specific actions to address the problems identified in cycle one. These actions included 

1) the formation of support groups and promotion of teamwork, 2) promoting stakeholder 

involvement, 3) ensuring compliance and financial stability, 4) conducting further research, and 

5) improving service delivery. Participants collaboratively generated a plan of action with 

timelines. This included an establishment of a hub that they named Rekopantswe. Participants 
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established this hub to enable each other to navigate the complexities of the function shift, and 

further maximise the benefits thereof. Through this hub, participants can collectively advocate for 

relevant ECCE sector support to promote sustainability in the sector.  

This study contributes to improving the practice of ECCE and informs policy in that it highlights 

the need improved communication from government. It indicates the importance of practitioners 

forming communities of practice to collaboratively address sector challenges for equitable and 

inclusive support and monitoring. The study further showed how action learning can enable 

practitioners and managers to work together to learn with and from each other to support 

continuous professional development. 

Keywords:  

Collaboration, critical action learning, early childhood care and education; participatory action 

learning and action research; professional development; sustainable development. 

  



 

v 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS  

Action Learning       (AL) 

Action Learning Set       (ALS) 

Action Research       (AR) 

African National Congress     (ANC) 

Basic Education Laws Amendment     (BELA) 

Critical Action Learning      (CAL) 

Critical Transformative Paradigm     (CTP) 

Department of Basic Education    (DBE) 

Department of Health       (DoH) 

Department of Local Governance     (DLG) 

Department of Social Development    (DSD) 

DG Murray Trust       (DGMT) 

Early Childhood Care and Education    (ECCE) 

Early Childhood Development    (ECD) 

Early Learning Programmes     (ELPs) 

National Curriculum Framework     (NCF) 

National Development Plan      (NDP) 

National Early Learning Development Standards   (NELDS) 

National Integrated Early Childhood Development Policy (NIECDP) 

National Integrated Plan for ECD     (NIPECD) 

Non-Governmental Organisations     (NGOs) 



 

vi 

National Qualification Framework     (NQF) 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 

Participatory Action Learning and Action Research   (PALAR) 

Participatory Action Research     (PAR) 

Republic of South Africa     (RSA) 

South African Integrated Programme of Action   (SAIPA) 

Sustainable Development Goal     (SDG) 

  



 

vii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS  

DECLARATION ......................................................................................................................... I 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ......................................................................................................... II 

ABSTRACT.............................................................................................................................. III 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS ...................................................................................................... V 

CHAPTER 1 1 

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY .................................................................................................... 1 

1.1 Introduction ....................................................................................................... 1 

1.2 Background and rationale ................................................................................ 2 

1.3 Guiding research questions ............................................................................. 6 

1.3.1. Primary/guiding research question ...................................................................... 6 

1.3.2. Secondary research questions ............................................................................ 6 

1.4 Theoretical framework ...................................................................................... 7 

1.5 Research methodology .................................................................................... 7 

1.5.1. Research paradigm ............................................................................................ 8 

1.5.2. Research design: Participatory Action Learning and Action Research 

(PALAR) ............................................................................................................. 8 

1.5.2.1 Research methods ....................................................................................................... 9 

1.6 Validity ............................................................................................................. 10 

1.7 Ethical considerations .................................................................................... 11 

1.8 Chapter summary ........................................................................................... 11 

1.9 Outline of Chapters ........................................................................................ 12 

 

 

 



 

viii 

CHAPTER 2 13 

A CRITICAL DISCUSSION OF THE CONCEPTUAL AND THEORETICAL 

FRAMEWORK OF THE STUDY ....................................................................... 13 

2.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................... 13 

2.2 Positioning ECCE in a Global Context .......................................................... 13 

2.3 ECCE in the Republic of South Africa (RSA) ................................................ 14 

2.4 ECCE transformation in RSA ......................................................................... 15 

2.5 The administration of ECCE in RSA before 2022 ......................................... 17 

2.6 The ECCE function shift ................................................................................. 18 

2.7 Current challenges facing the ECCE sector ................................................. 21 

2.7.1. Infrastructure .................................................................................................... 21 

2.7.2. Nutrition for children .......................................................................................... 21 

2.7.3. ECCE staff and qualifications............................................................................ 22 

2.7.4. Limited access to quality ELPs ......................................................................... 22 

2.7.5. Economic environment ..................................................................................... 23 

2.8 Action learning (AL) as a theoretical framework .......................................... 24 

2.8.1. Defining action learning .................................................................................... 24 

2.8.2. Aims of action learning...................................................................................... 25 

2.8.3. Components of action learning ......................................................................... 26 

2.9 Chapter summary ........................................................................................... 28 

CHAPTER 3 29 

A THEORETICAL JUSTIFICATION OF THE RESEARCH METHODOLOGY ........................ 29 

3.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................... 29 

3.2 Research Methodology .................................................................................. 30 



 

ix 

3.2.1. Research paradigm .......................................................................................... 30 

3.2.2. Research design: Participatory action learning and action research 

(PALAR) ........................................................................................................... 31 

3.3 Research methods .......................................................................................... 37 

3.3.1. Participant recruitment ...................................................................................... 37 

3.3.2. Data generation strategies ................................................................................ 39 

3.3.3. Data analysis .................................................................................................... 43 

3.4 Validity ............................................................................................................. 46 

3.5 Ethical considerations .................................................................................... 47 

3.5.1. Permission and informed consent ..................................................................... 47 

3.5.2. Anonymity and confidentiality............................................................................ 48 

3.6 Chapter summary ........................................................................................... 49 

CHAPTER 4 50 

DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS .......................................................................................... 50 

4.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................... 50 

4.2 Discussion of the themes and sub-themes that emerged ........................... 50 

4.3 Theme 1: Participants’ lack of knowledge, uncertainty and resistance 

towards the function shift .............................................................................. 51 

4.4 Theme 2: Lack of support and training for ECCE managers and 

practitioners .................................................................................................... 57 

4.5 Theme 3: Emotional and financial challenges set against sustainability 

and survival ..................................................................................................... 62 

4.6 Theme 4: Competitive tendencies delaying collaboration and progress ... 65 

4.7 Theme 5: Recognising the potential of collaborating to navigate the 

complexities of the function shift .................................................................. 68 



 

x 

4.8 Implications of collaboration ......................................................................... 80 

4.9 Chapter summary ........................................................................................... 81 

CHAPTER 5 82 

CONCLUSION AND REFLECTION ON LEARNING .............................................................. 82 

5.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................... 82 

5.2 Revisiting the research questions ................................................................. 82 

5.3 Implications of the findings ........................................................................... 83 

5.4 Questions emanating from this study for future exploration ...................... 85 

5.5 Limitations and challenges of the study ....................................................... 86 

5.6 Personal reflection on learning ..................................................................... 87 

5.6.1. As a researcher ............................................................................................... 87 

5.7 Contribution of the study ............................................................................... 89 

5.8 Concluding thoughts ...................................................................................... 90 

REFERENCE LIST .................................................................................................................. 91 

  



 

xi 

LIST OF TABLES  

Table 3.1:  Overview of the research methodology .................................................... 29 

Table 3.2:  Four philosophical assumptions of a research paradigm (Kivunja & 

Kuyini, 2017; Mertens, 2017) ..................................................................... 30 

Table 3.3: Participant biographic details ................................................................... 38 

Table 3.4: Overview of the ALS sessions .................................................................. 39 

Table 4.1: Overview of themes ................................................................................... 51 

Table 4.2: Overview of action plans ........................................................................... 71 

Table 4.3: Participants’ action plan to navigate the complexities of the ECCE 

function shift .............................................................................................. 79 

Table 5.1:  Implications of the findings and guidelines for the sector ...................... 84 

  



 

xii 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 3.1: The PALAR process (adapted from Wood, 2019) ............................................. 33 

Figure 3.2: PALAR cycles (Wood, 2020) .............................................................................. 34 

Figure 3.3: Phases and stages of theme development (Adapted from Dawadi, 2020; 

Maguire & Delahunt, 2017) ......................................................................... 44 

Figure 4.1: Lack of knowledge about function shift (P5) .................................................... 52 

Figure 4.2: Persistent lack of knowledge about function shift (P2) ................................... 53 

Figure 4.3: Mixed emotions due to function shift (P4) ........................................................ 54 

Figure 4.4: Parents’ reactions to special needs (P4 & P6) .................................................. 59 

Figure 4.5: Emotionally strained due to fear of job loss (P2) ............................................. 62 

Figure 4.6: Financial strain (P4 & P6) ................................................................................... 63 

Figure 4.7: LEGO model (all participants)............................................................................ 69 

Figure 4.8: Department’s WhatsApp group ......................................................................... 70 

Figure 4.9: Formation of support groups (P4 & P7) ............................................................ 72 

Figure 4.10: Working together to improve service delivery (all participants) ................... 73 

Figure 4.11: Conducting further research (P4 & P6) ........................................................... 75 

Figure 4.12: Expectations of ECCE managers and practitioners from the function 

shift (P1 & P4) ............................................................................................. 76 

Figure 4.13: Advocacy for a special needs ECCE centre (P4 & P6) ................................... 76 

 



 

1 

CHAPTER 1  

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 

1.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I focus on the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) sector in the Republic 

of South Africa [RSA], the responsibility for which has shifted from the Department of Social 

Development [DSD] to the Department of Basic Education [DBE] in 2022. Although this transition 

is officially known as the Early Childhood Development (ECD) function shift, I refer to it in this 

study as the ECCE function shift, to align with my focus on birth to four years. It represents a 

significant policy and administrative step towards improving access to quality early learning 

programmes (ELPs) and advancing the professionalisation of the sector. However, this shift also 

brings complexities for the ECCE managers and practitioners who are responsible for 

implementing these changes, many of whom were unprepared for its implications.  

ECD is the process of holistic development for children from birth to various age groups, 

depending on which source is consulted. For example, White Paper 1 initially stated that it was 

from birth to nine years (Department of Basic Education (DBE), 1995), which includes the 

Foundation Phase (Grades R–3). The Department of Social Development (DSD) (2006) says it 

covers birth to seven years; the National Integrated Early Childhood Development Policy 

(NIECDP) (Republic of South Africa (RSA), 2015) defines it from birth to compulsory formal 

schooling, as does the Children’s Amendment Act No. 41 of 2007 (DSD, 2007), which now means 

entry to Grade R, as amended by the Basic Education Laws Amendment (BELA) Act No. 32 of 

2024 (RSA, 2024). The South African Schools Act (SASA) clearly states that every learner must 

attend school from the first day of the year in which such a learner reaches the age of seven years 

(RSA, 1996).  

For the purpose of this study, I adopt the definition provided by the South African government 

website and NIECDP (2015), which frames ECD as development from birth up to age four. This 

study focuses specifically on the earlier stages of ECD, in other words, on pre-school education, 

which in RSA is commonly referred to as ECCE. Oppenheim and Archer (2021) define ECCE as 

encompassing early learning, care, well-being, and stimulation services for children from birth to 

school-going age; a definition that aligns closely with the birth-to-four focus of this study. 

According to Dawes et al. (2020), ECCE provides ELPs and services that offer valuable 

opportunities for children to access good nutrition and experience holistic learning and growth.  
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The DSD was initially responsible for Chapters 5 and 6 (Partial Care and ECD) of the Children’s 

Amendment Act, which addressed the management and strategy for ECCE services and 

programmes (DSD, 2007). However, in his 2019 State of the Nation Address, President Cyril 

Ramaphosa announced that there would be a shift of ECCE functions from DSD to DBE (South 

African Government, 2019). The ECCE function shift is a purely administrative process where 

functions or roles and responsibilities are transferred from one Minister to another (Atmore, 2022). 

It is a shift of ECCE services and programmes’ administration from DSD to DBE. The function 

shift aims to better meet the developmental and early learning needs of children from birth to age 

four (Ebrahim et al., 2021).  

This administrative shift requires collaboration from different departments. While the DSD remains 

responsible for the welfare of children, the DBE is now responsible for ELPs, practitioner skills 

and qualifications, quality control and curricula (DBE & DSD, 2022). The ECCE function shift 

officially took place on 1 April 2022 (DBE, 2022a). However, there is very limited research on this 

shift and how it has been experienced by those directly involved, namely ECCE managers and 

practitioners.  

This study explores how ECCE managers and practitioners collaboratively learnt how to navigate 

the complexities introduced by the function shift to provide insights into how to manage the 

changes better. In the following sections of this chapter, I provide and discuss an overview of the 

study, namely the background and rationale, research problem, research questions, theoretical 

framework, research methodology and the measures taken to ensure validity, reliability and 

ethical considerations. 

1.2 Background and rationale 

According to Rudolph et al. (2019), in 1994, the African National Congress (ANC) identified 

access to enhanced quality ECCE programmes as one of the potential strategies to redress the 

inequalities of apartheid. Throughout the years, programmes, plans, policies, and reports have 

been formulated to address this potential strategy. Amongst them was the National Early Learning 

Development Standards (NELDS) for children from birth to four years, which aimed at achieving 

all the developmentally desired expectations for children (DBE, 2009). The National Development 

Plan (NDP) Vision for 2030 was then developed in 2011, which also identified ECCE as the most 

effective and cost-effective time to intervene in a child’s development, as it is the period of the 

most rapid physical and cognitive development (Raikes & Shaeffer, 2016; RSA, 2015). As such, 

it is also the most effective time to assist in the prevention and/or early identification of 

developmental difficulties and disabilities (RSA, 2015) for timely intervention (DBE, 2001).  



 

3 

In 2015, the NIECDP set three termed goals: long-, medium- and short- (of which the function 

shift is part). The long-term goal of the policy is that by 2030, there must be fully comprehensive 

age-and developmental stage-appropriate quality ECCE programmes available and accessible to 

all infants and young children and their caregivers. The medium-term goal that supports this aim 

is that by 2024, age- and developmental stage-appropriate essential components of the 

comprehensive quality ECCE programmes will be available and accessible to all infants and 

young children and their caregivers. The short-term goal was that by 2017, the government should 

have established the necessary legal framework(s), initiated the organisational structures and 

institutional arrangements, undertaken the planning, and arranged the financing mechanisms 

necessary to support and realise its commitments to ensure universal availability of and equitable 

access to ECCE services. We can already note that the attainment of the short-term goal is not 

yet complete, because although the function shift has occurred, all the financing and structural 

mechanisms are not yet established to the extent that universal access to ECCE is possible. In 

line with the policy, the National Curriculum Framework (NCF) was developed to provide guidance 

for those developing programmes and working with babies, toddlers and young children from birth 

to age four (RSA, 2015). 

Raikes et al. (2023) emphasise that ECCE is rapidly gaining more attention and significant 

monetary and social investment from companies, government departments, and non-

governmental organisations (NGOs). Concerted efforts are being made to upskill and 

professionalise the ECCE workforce (Oppenheim & Archer, 2021; DG Murray Trust [DGMT], 

2018; Dulvy et al., 2023) to improve the sector in RSA in line with global trends (Baloyi & 

Makhubele, 2018; Ebrahim et al., 2021). With potential innovative public-private partnership 

(DGMT, 2018), this investment in ECCE would be a significant driver of socio-economic 

transformation and development.  

 

Mosala et al. (2017) argue that expanding quality early learning opportunities in disadvantaged 

communities can interrupt cycles of poverty and unemployment, creating long-term returns for 

both the individual and the broader economy. As it provides an opportunity for (mostly) Black 

women to earn an income and provide employment in impoverished communities (Attanasio et 

al., 2021). It also enables women, as primary caregivers and the most disadvantaged sector of 

society, to enter the labour market (Brooks, 2021; Brooks et al., 2022). Brooks (2021) emphasises 

that 95% of key staff at ECCE centres are women, with Black women in the majority. 

 

Globally, most countries have already migrated ECCE services from various ministries into the 

Ministry of Education. For example, according to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
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Development (OECD) (2016), Finland moved ECCE from Health and Welfare to the Ministry of 

Education and Culture in 2006, in line with the recognition of the importance of ECCE for the 

country’s economy and social wellbeing and to move away from an emphasis on childcare and 

welfare to child learning and stimulation. In RSA, the official migration only occurred in April 2022, 

although there have been various preparations over the last few years. However, the ECCE sector 

is market-led, dominated and largely owned by private providers (Wills & Kika-Mistry, 2021), 

including individuals, NGOs and philanthropic trusts. Since the sector is mostly private, it remains 

informal, inequitable, inadequate, and inaccessible to most children in the country (DBE, 2022b; 

Visser et al., 2021).  

 

Research has shown that families who have higher incomes provide their children with better 

education (Wimer & Wolf, 2020), both in the public and growing private sectors. Conti and 

Heckman (2012) argue that children from families at the top of the income distribution benefit 

more from good parenting and schooling, and the disparity between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-

nots’ is widening. Ashley-Cooper et al. (2019) emphasise that there is no equitable access to 

quality ECCE provisioning, resources and expenditure in certain geographical areas for young 

children in RSA. Like basic education, those who can pay for it receive a good education, but 

those who cannot – the majority in RSA – do not. While there may be a political determination to 

address ECD policy objectives, the current allocation of a mere 2% of the total education budget 

towards ECCE implies inadequate funding to achieve these objectives, as it subsidises only 27% 

of the centres’ operational expenses (DBE, 2022b).  

 
As the first attempt to obtain an overview of the sector to begin to regulate, monitor and improve 

it, the DBE conducted a census in 2021. According to the DBE (2022b), only 1 660 316 children 

access ELPs out of a potential 5 000 000 (0-5-year-olds). Approximately 60% are enrolled in 

urban areas and 40% in rural areas; only 48% of these children are from low-income households. 

This educational divide starts at ECCE and continues throughout the schooling system, as 

children who start behind stay behind (Spaull & Kotzé, 2015).  

Furthermore, 69% of the 42 420 ECCE centres included in the census are unregistered and 

therefore rely solely on the fees paid by parents/guardians (DBE, 2022b), who are predominately 

in the low-income segment in areas riddled with unemployment. Some parents are not able to 

pay monthly fees, although they can be as low as R150. Sixty-two percent of the ECCE centres 

allow some learners to attend at no cost (DBE, 2022b). This means that the centres struggle to 

meet their financial demands, and the quality of education suffers (Aina & Bipath, 2022). This is 

a social injustice, which Van Dyk and White (2020) say should be recognised as such, 

acknowledged and rectified, as ECCE provides a high return to society through increased 
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personal achievement and social productivity (Heckman, 2014; Kotzé, 2015). To support this 

suggestion, in 2013, the South African Integrated Programme of Action (SAIPA) for ECCE 

developed an infrastructure rollout plan for ECCE with special emphasis on rural areas (RSA, 

2013). Unfortunately, due to the lack of funds, not much has been done to improve the situation. 

In terms of the 198 361 practitioners active in the sector, only 52% possess relevant ECCE 

qualifications at NQF Levels 4–9. Twenty-seven percent have only attended uncertified and 

unaccredited skills training, and 22% have no relevant training at all (DBE, 2022b). This means 

that ECCE practitioners, especially those working at rural centres, do not have the necessary 

education and training to execute their duties effectively (Zulu et al., 2022, p. 9). To date, the 

government has not monitored or regulated the sector, something that the function shift aims to 

address.   

To actualise the NIECDP goals, the guidelines set in the NCF and other ECCE improvement 

strategies for overcoming these challenges and inequalities in ECCE, the function shift was 

undertaken to provide support and funding to slowly move towards a publicly supported sector, 

in line with formal schooling. Evidence shows that two years of pre-school has a positive impact 

(Fox & Geddes, 2016) on children’s development. In SA, the DBE is firstly attempting to provide 

all children (4-5-year-olds) with two years of pre-school education before entering Grade 1 (DBE, 

2015; RSA, 2011), but ideally, this should start at a much earlier age. The DBE regards the 

function shift as a ten-year process (DBE & DSD, 2022); therefore, the more data they have 

access to, the more useful it will be in helping to inform their decisions. This study contributes to 

this knowledge base.  

As a qualified Foundation Phase teacher who has worked at the Grade R-level, I am deeply 

concerned about the ECCE sector and its (in)ability to provide quality education. In my current 

position, I coordinate Grade R teachers, ECCE managers, and practitioners. This has given me 

deep insight into the problems facing ECCE centres in general, and I aim to help the ECCE 

managers and practitioners to understand the benefits of the function shift and to help them 

maximise these benefits.  

Although the function shift is very important for the sector, it is still a new phenomenon, and very 

little research has been conducted on the challenges and successes thereof. There are fears, 

frustrations and myths around it at ground level. Practitioners fear losing their jobs as they do not 

hold the qualifications required by DBE (Wood & Neethling, 2024), yet the poor salaries paid 

(predominantly under minimum wage) means the sector cannot attract qualified staff. The ECCE 

managers are equally concerned as their enrolments decreased drastically in some areas 

because there is already physical migration of children from community-based ECCE centres to 
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Grades R and RR classes in schools. In my experience, parents are taking their children to 

schools because public schools are seemingly more affordable than ECCE centres as they cannot 

turn children away if the fees are not paid. According to Wood and Neethling (2024), ECCE 

stakeholders seem minimally- and misinformed, particularly regarding the age-appropriateness 

of the curriculum and teacher competencies for these migrated learners. Parents do not fully 

understand the importance of ECCE and have just heard that children should go to Grade R, so 

they moved them there at four-and-a-half, which is the minimum age allowed. However, schools 

often are not equipped with materials and teacher expertise to offer the kind of stimulation that 

young children need in the form of holistic, play-based learning and age-appropriate activities.  

In this study, I conducted qualitative research to explore the complexities, experiences, feelings, 

knowledge and needs of ECCE managers and practitioners regarding the function shift. I 

consequently decided to focus on this topic, as, in my line of work, I observed some of the 

complexities encountered by various ECCE managers and practitioners. Through collaboration 

with ECCE managers and practitioners, this study provides critical insights about the value of 

navigating the function shift collaboratively, contributing to increased sustainability and quality 

ELPs. The research findings are intended to support the DBE and other policymakers in their 

ongoing efforts to professionalise the ECCE sector. In the following section, I present the guiding 

questions explored in this study.  

1.3 Guiding research questions  

Considering the challenges associated with the function shift and its impact on the ECCE sector, 

this study addresses the following research questions:  

1.3.1. Primary/guiding research question 

How can ECCE managers and practitioners best navigate the function shift towards quality and 

sustainable education? 

1.3.2. Secondary research questions  

a) What are the experiences, feelings, knowledge and expectations of the ECCE managers and 

practitioners regarding the function shift? 

b) What actions can they take to address the issues identified?  

 

As part of our ethical agreement, the research questions in this study were negotiated between 

the participants and me throughout the research process. The above-mentioned questions 
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represented our anticipated focus, informed by trends observed in the available literature and my 

own experiences regarding the function shift. In the subsequent section, I provide an in-depth 

discussion of the theoretical framework employed in this study. 

1.4 Theoretical framework 

A theoretical framework provides certain assumptions and principles to guide the study and to act 

as an analytical lens when making meaning of the data (Grant & Osanloo, 2014). For this study, 

I chose Action Learning (AL) theory as the theoretical basis, as it is well suited to demonstrate 

the transformation in participant learning.  

Serrat (2017) explains AL theory as a process where small groups, action learning sets (ALS), 

collaborate to understand complex problems before acting and reflecting on that action to 

ascertain if it improved the situation. This process continues until all agree that their initial goals 

have been attained. In this way, they learn on an individual and collective level, with and from 

each other. Developed by Reginald Revans in the 1940s (Pedler, 2012), this theory is well-suited 

to guide this study as I aimed to involve a small group of ECCE managers and practitioners to 

learn how to better navigate the function shift in ECCE. The group identified current challenges 

facing their practice within an ECCE centre. They then collaboratively developed strategies 

together to maximise the benefits of the function shift, ultimately enabling them to deliver quality 

education. In line with AL theory, participants had equal opportunity to provide input, and all 

contributions were valued. In the following section, I discuss the research methodology employed 

in this study. 

1.5 Research methodology 

This section provides an overview of the research methodology I applied in this study, 

encompassing the chosen paradigm, research design, research methods and measures I 

implemented to increase validity. Additionally, I outline the ethical considerations that informed 

and guided the study.  

Kumar (2019) defined research methodology as the systematic approach researchers use to 

collect, analyse, and interpret data to answer research questions. It comprises the paradigm, 

design and specific methods and outlines measures to ensure validity (Creswell, 2014). I began 

by explaining the paradigm I adopted to guide my decisions in this study. 
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1.5.1. Research paradigm 

According to Kivunja and Kuyini (2017), Khatri (2020), and Okesina (2020), a research paradigm 

can be depicted as the philosophical framework to which the researcher ascribes. For this study, 

the research paradigm is the critical transformative paradigm (CTP), which comprises the critical 

paradigm rooted in critical theory (Asghar, 2013) and the transformative paradigm focused on 

attaining change towards social justice (Mertens, 2007). The CTP investigates current reality as 

seen by participants with a view to changing it to be more socially just (Mertens, 2007). Thus, in 

this study, I aimed to integrate the experiences, realities, and ideologies of ECCE managers and 

practitioners to foster positive change and attitudes towards the possibilities that the function shift 

offers.  

The four philosophical assumptions of any paradigm concern ontology, epistemology, axiology, 

and methodology. The ontological assumptions of CTP hold that there are numerous 

interpretations of reality, depending on the perspectives and experiences of the individual (Wood, 

2020). Thus, all ideas and opinions contribute towards socially constructed knowledge 

(epistemological assumptions) that is dynamic and contextual in nature. CTP is grounded in 

values (axiological assumptions) that are life-enhancing and promote the well-being of both 

people and the planet. Thus it is apparent that CTP requires a methodological approach that 

fosters participation and democratic decision-making, and therefore, I have chosen participatory 

action learning and action research (PALAR) as the design. 

1.5.2. Research design: Participatory Action Learning and Action Research (PALAR) 

This section provides a brief overview of PALAR as a research design, with more detail provided 

in Chapter 3. PALAR emphasises active engagement and collaboration with participants to 

generate practical knowledge, address real-world challenges, and promote social change. 

PALAR represents the integration of two concepts: Participatory Action Research (PAR) and 

Action Learning (AL), as discussed by Kearney et al. (2013). This comprehensive approach is 

designed to foster social justice and address challenges effectively. According to MacDonald 

(2012), PAR is a research approach grounded in the philosophy that acknowledges the 

significance of involving the individuals being studied – in this case, ECCE managers and 

practitioners – in the entire research process, particularly pertaining to their field of expertise, such 

as the shift in the ECCE function. Equally, AL is an educational process involving small groups of 

5-8 individuals, referred to as Action Learning Sets (ALS) (Wood, 2020), who examine their 

actions and experiences to enhance performance (Serrat, 2017). Additionally, they gather insights 

regarding emerging sector developments to maximise the associated benefits. 
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The implementation of PALAR is cyclical in nature, with the learning from one cycle informing the 

next. This collaborative and inclusive methodology fosters empowerment, ownership, and 

collective learning, ultimately leading to more relevant and sustainable outcomes. The specific 

methods suited to this design will now be discussed. 

1.5.2.1 Research methods 

This section examines the research methods employed in the PALAR study, encompassing 

participant recruitment, data generation strategies, and data analysis.  

(i) Participant recruitment  

Participant recruitment is a crucial aspect of the study. Therefore, I recruited ECCE managers 

and practitioners working at both registered and unregistered centres within the [name of the 

nation] where I worked. To achieve this, I created a leaflet clarifying the study's purpose, the 

possible benefits, potential risks (Xu et al., 2020), and the targeted participants. The targeted 

participants were a group of seven ECCE managers and practitioners who were already working 

at ECCE centres in 2019 when the ECCE function shift was first announced during the launch in 

2022 and who were currently working at an ECCE centre. I decided to recruit seven participants 

as this is a manageable number that allows for meaningful engagements, enabling each 

participant to share their experiences and views. 

Upon preparing a leaflet, I discussed it with my colleague, who is an administrator and an 

independent person, and explained why I could not handle the recruitment personally. I tasked 

my colleague to conduct the recruitment from the ECCE centres. He distributed the leaflets to the 

ECCE managers and practitioners at their respective centres, providing an explanation of the 

study's purpose and objectives. During this process, I was telephonically available to address any 

questions and concerns for clarification. The ECCE managers and practitioners were requested 

to show their availability and willingness to participate. Throughout the recruitment process, my 

colleague maintained communication with the interested participants until the agreed-upon date 

when he shared the candidate details with me. 

These participants likely experienced most of the assumptions, fears, and unsettlements related 

to the study's subject. By involving my colleague in the recruitment, we ensured a more neutral 

and unbiased approach, as he did not have the same direct working relationship with the 

participants as I did. Furthermore, in the subsequent section, I discuss the data generation 

strategies applied in the study. 
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(ii) Data generation strategies 

The data generation strategies I employed in this study included transcribed discussions with 

participants, creative and visual methods and my reflective diary. Transcriptions of the research 

group meetings provided the richest source of data for a PALAR study (Wood, 2020). I audio-

taped and transcribed each session. Creative and visual methods encouraged participants to 

critically reflect on their experiences and imagine alternatives (Glaw et al., 2017), ensuring that 

they contributed to knowledge production. These methods were also useful for encouraging the 

participation of those members who may not have felt comfortable voicing their opinions orally. In 

the first cycle, I used the draw-and-write technique (Rose, 2022) to elicit their experiences, 

knowledge, feelings and expectations regarding the function shift and how it would affect their 

roles as ECCE managers and practitioners. In the second cycle, I used collage to evaluate the 

participant’s learning. Additionally, I kept a reflective diary (Germain et al., 2016) to record my 

insights about the research process, my learning and assumptions so as to guide me in making 

any required changes as the project evolved. Participatory research methods promoted increased 

involvement, trust, communication flow and collaboration (Vaughn & Jacquez, 2020) within the 

group. I provide more detail on the methods in Chapter 3 of this study. 

(iii) Data analysis 

Data analysis is a critical process in qualitative research that involves systematically organising, 

interpreting, and comprehending the gathered data to uncover patterns, themes, and insights 

(Creswell, 2014). As the study progressed, the participants helped to analyse the data through 

discussions and by grouping insights into preliminary themes. I then took these themes and 

analysed them through a theoretical lens. I analysed the transcripts of recorded discussions, 

visual data, and my reflective diary following the specific steps of Braun and Clarke (2012) to 

identify key themes and develop a coherent narrative. I provide more detail on the model in 

Chapter 3 of this study. 

I maintained a reflexive stance, critically reflecting on biases and engaging in discussions with 

ECCE managers and practitioners to ensure trustworthiness (Tracy, 2019). The analysis was 

reviewed by my critical friends and member-checked by participants to enhance validity (Tracy, 

2019), a concept I discuss in the following section. 

1.6 Validity 

The validity of the findings was ensured through the following criteria: outcome validity (did the 

study result in the outcomes desired?), process validity (did I outline the research methods and 
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process well?), democratic validity (did every participant have a chance to contribute to 

knowledge production?), catalytic validity (did the research result in emancipatory and educative 

outcomes as well as practical change?) and dialogic validity (were the findings judged reasonable 

by peers when shared throughout the process?), as proposed by Herr and Anderson (2015). Next, 

I discuss the ethical considerations. 

1.7 Ethical considerations 

This section will primarily focus on addressing the ethical considerations related to the study. I 

recognised that ethical considerations held significant importance in research. Particularly within 

the context of a PALAR approach, where active attention to power dynamics and the creation of 

an inclusive environment are crucial (Hauser et al., 2023; Reason & Bradbury, 2008; Rigg, 2005). 

Ethical considerations encompassed the principles and guidelines to which I, as a researcher, 

had to adhere to ensure the ethical conduct of this study. These considerations involved 

safeguarding the rights, well-being, and dignity of participants while upholding integrity in research 

practices. Key ethical considerations included acquiring informed consent, ensuring privacy and 

confidentiality, minimising risks, promoting fairness and inclusivity and upholding research 

integrity (Akhtar et al., 2021; Fleming & Zegwaard, 2018; Kaiser, 2009). 

Confidentiality and informed consent were strictly followed, with participants having the option to 

remain anonymous through the use of pseudonyms (Kaiser, 2009). I sought voluntary consent, 

ensuring participants had the freedom to withdraw at any stage throughout the study without any 

pressure or repercussions. I obtained approval from the university’s ethics committee and 

informed consent was acquired from ECCE managers and practitioners. I informed them of the 

potential risks and benefits of the study. Additionally, an ethical agreement was developed with 

participants during the first session to ensure mutual understanding and agreement on desired 

outcomes. The informed consent letter (see Annexure A) contained comprehensive information 

about the study’s aims, purpose, benefits, and risks. I handled data confidentially and used it only 

for research purposes. I upheld principles of fairness, gratitude, and ubuntu (compassion and 

humanity) throughout the research process and maintained open communication with 

participants. 

1.8 Chapter summary 

This chapter provided a comprehensive outline of the study, highlighting key aspects such as the 

background and rationale for the research, the research questions, the theoretical framework 
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guiding the study, the chosen research methodology, considerations of validity and reliability, and 

ethical considerations. The next chapter addresses the concepts and theories guiding the study. 

1.9 Outline of Chapters 

Chapter 1 provides the background, rationale, problem statement, purpose and significance of 

the study. It also introduces the research question and contextualises the function shift within 

ECCE policy developments. 

Chapter 2 presents a review of relevant literature and policy documents. It explores the historical 

and current ECCE landscape in RSA. It continues to explore the implications of the function shift 

and the theoretical framework underpinning this study, including participatory and critical learning 

paradigms. 

Chapter 3 explains the research methodology, highlight the critical transformative paradigm and 

PALAR design. It details the collaborative data generation strategies (including action learning 

set (ALS) discussion sessions, visual arts & a reflective diary), as well as ethical considerations 

and validity criteria. 

Chapter 4 presents the findings from the ALS processes, structured into themes and sub-themes 

that emerged through thematic analysis. These illustrate how ECCE managers and practitioners 

experienced, responded to, and began to co-navigate the function shift. 

Chapter 5 offers an implication of key findings, reflections on the PALAR process, and practical 

recommendations for supporting ECCE stakeholders in navigating systemic change. It concludes 

with limitations and suggestions for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2  

A CRITICAL DISCUSSION OF THE CONCEPTUAL AND THEORETICAL 

FRAMEWORK OF THE STUDY 

2.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I offer a comprehensive exploration of Early Childhood Care and Education 

(ECCE), encompassing its global and national context. I examine the implementation of ECCE in 

the Republic of South Africa (RSA) before the 2022 shift of the ECCE function and explain the 

reasons underlying it and the desired results, particularly regarding professionalisation and quality 

improvement through policy implementation. I also address the challenges encountered by ECCE 

managers and practitioners in meeting policy requirements and enacting the necessary changes. 

Furthermore, I highlight the need to mitigate these challenges and their implications if they were 

left unattended. I conclude the chapter by explaining the relevance of Action Learning (AL) theory 

to the study and how ECCE managers and practitioners could use it to effectively address the 

challenges they face. 

2.2 Positioning ECCE in a Global Context 

The history of childhood education is as long as the history of compulsory schooling 

(Vandenbroeck, 2020). Despite this, a universal term to denote it is still lacking. Globally, various 

terms such as Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE), Early Childhood Education (ECE), 

Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC), Early Childhood Development (ECD), Early 

Childhood Care and Development (ECCD), crèche, and daycare are interchangeably used to 

describe processes, actions, and support during the early years of a child (UNESCO, 2019). The 

use of these multiple terms reflects diverse perspectives on how the sector is conceptualised and 

highlights the lack of uniformity in the sector across different contexts and countries (Akkari, 

2022). For this study, I used the term ECCE, as it is currently the one used in the RSA for children 

from birth to four years of age. Shaeffer (2019) suggests that ECCE is perceived as more 

comprehensive, multisectoral and integrated in nature, covering holistic outcomes for children 

related to health, education, nutrition and protection.  

Globally, there is no consensus on the specific age range that ECCE focuses on, with some 

countries initiating it even before conception. Denmark, Sweden and Jamaica consider ECCE to 

range from birth to compulsory school age, integrating it into a unified system (D’Angelo et al., 

2023). In different national settings, the age range extended from birth to six years or up to eight 
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years (Shaeffer, 2019). Moreover, in some cases, the focus was from the age of three to the 

compulsory school age (OECD, 2020). However, what was clear was that ECCE involved 

education and care during the early years of one’s life. In the context of this study, I specifically 

referred to care, and education provided from birth to age four. This definition aligns with that 

stated on the RSA government website and in the National Integrated Early Childhood 

Development Policy (NIECDP) (RSA, 2015).  

This study adopts the birth to four age range not only in alignment with the NIECDP and the 

National Curriculum Framework (NCF) (RSA, 2015). It also directly reflects the focus of the ECD 

function shift (Department of Basic Education (DBE) and Department of Social Development 

(DSD), 2022; Ebrahim et al., 2021) and responds to a critical area of need. Children in this age 

group are often most vulnerable to gaps in service delivery, as many ECCE centres remain 

unregistered, under-supported and reliant on fragmented services due to limited state backing 

(DBE, 2022b; Visser et al., 2021). From age five, learners were already under the Department of 

Basic Education (DBE), as Grade R forms part of the formal schooling system. This limit marks a 

significant policy gap in the years before formal schooling. In the next section, I further explore 

this gap in the South African context. 

2.3 ECCE in the Republic of South Africa (RSA) 

In RSA, Early Childhood Development (ECD) is a commonly used umbrella term that 

encompasses the processes, actions, and support provided during a child's early years as 

stipulated by the Department of Basic Education (DBE) (2010). ECD is a complex term, 

particularly with the new focus on pre-school (0-4 years) care and education. For example, as 

detailed in Chapter 1 of this study, White Paper 1 initially defined ECD as the period from birth to 

nine years, including the foundation phase (grades R–3) (DBE, 1995). The primary objective here 

was to provide education with a focus on early identification of barriers and implementation of 

necessary interventions. The Department of Social Development (DSD) (2006) defined it from 

birth to seven years (the compulsory school age at the time), as did the Children’s Amendment 

Act No. 41 of 2007 (DSD, 2007) and the NIECDP (RSA, 2015) also defined it from birth to 

compulsory formal schooling. The South African Schools Act (SASA) requires that learners begin 

school on the first day of the year they turn seven (RSA, 1996). The Basic Education Laws 

Amendment (BELA) Act No. 32 of 2024 has now been signed, reducing the compulsory school 

age to six years and making Grade R compulsory from the age of five (RSA, 2024). This legislation 

specifies that the minimum admission age for a learner entering Grade R in a public school is four 

years, turning five by 30 June in the year of admission (DBE, 2022a).  
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In the realm of early childhood, children naturally develop and progress. However, ECD provides 

systematic support to help them reach their full potential by focusing on specific areas through 

established systems (Aboud & Proulx, 2019). This is important because ECD provides deliberate 

and age-appropriate support that affects their overall development and well-being and lays the 

foundations for future success. ECD manifests itself in a range of organised and sustained 

activities that aim to encourage children to learn and develop holistically (OECD, 2020). This 

development process occurs in the earlier years of ECD, which is ECCE, spanning from birth to 

age four, as emphasised by the NIECDP (RSA, 2015).  

ECCE is mainly facilitated through early learning programmes (ELPs) and inclusion services 

(Dawes et al., 2020). The ELPs can be centre-based or non-centre-based (DBE, 2022b), but the 

focus of this study is on centre-based programmes. These ELPs are designed to nurture the 

holistic development of children for early identification of needs and provision of necessary 

interventions (DSD, 2006; Mwaipopo et al., 2021; Shaeffer, 2019). ELPs operate as non-familial 

learning and care initiatives aimed at serving children before their formal entry into compulsory 

school. This strategic position aims to support learning, provide care, nutritious meals, and 

hygiene facilities and contribute greatly to the future well-being and social development of these 

young learners (OECD, 2020; Raikes et al., 2023; UNESCO, 2019). ELPs that actively involve 

families operate in natural contexts where possible, incorporate evidence-based interventions, 

and take a comprehensive treatment approach (Aboud & Proulx, 2019) are associated with 

notable improvements in mental health outcomes (Cardona & Neas, 2021). Ultimately, such ELPs 

contribute to the well-being of the individuals involved and the broader well-being of society as a 

whole (Klein, 2016; Shaeffer, 2019; Vandenbroeck et al., 2018). However, such ELPs are not the 

norm in RSA, and therefore the sector needs to be transformed to improve quality and access 

(DBE, 2023). 

2.4 ECCE transformation in RSA 

Currently, international collaboration significantly influences the growth and direction of ECCE in 

RSA (Akkari, 2022; Baloyi & Makhubele, 2018). This leads policymakers to have the opportunity 

to compare successful models, integrate effective strategies, and adapt policies to global 

standards, as well as to consider various perspectives, experiences, and best practices. In 2015, 

the United Nations adopted the Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) target 4.2, aspiring to 

ensure that by 2030, all girls and boys will have access to high-quality ECCE programmes (DG 

Murray Trust (DGMT), 2018; UNICEF, 2017). In RSA, a significant transformation has occurred 

in the ECCE sector since 1994 when the African National Congress (ANC) government assumed 

control, particularly regarding the developing plans, policies, and strategies to enhance the ECCE 
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sector. Over recent years, ECCE policies have been formulated, influenced by international 

perspectives, and guided by two core principles: 1) to redress the inequalities of apartheid and 2) 

to uphold the rights of children (Harrison, 2020; Rudolph et al., 2019)). The objective was to 

nurture the holistic development of children and their caregivers (DSD, 2006). The most important 

policies that have guided the development of the sector in recent years are listed below.  

1. The Interim Department of Education Policy for Early Childhood Development, in 1996, 

provided for the implementation of a National Reception Year Pilot Project to test a lower-

cost model and curriculum for the implementation of the Reception Year in partnership 

with nongovernmental organisations and community-based ECD service providers 

(RSA, 2015).  

2. The White Paper on Social Welfare published in 1997, aimed to facilitate the provision 

of appropriate developmental social welfare services to all South Africans, especially 

those living in poverty, those who are vulnerable, and those who have special needs 

(RSA, 1997; 2015).  

3. The Education White Paper 5 on Early Childhood Education (2001) prioritised the 

establishment of a national system of provision of the reception year for children aged 5 

years that combines a large public and smaller independent component (DBE, 2001; 

RSA, 2015). 

4. The National Integrated Plan for ECD (NIECDP), to bring greater synergy and 

coordination to current government programmes undertaken by various departments in 

the area of ECD (RSA, 2015). 

5. The Children’s Amendment Act No. 41 of 2007 aims to give effect to certain children’s 

rights as contained in the Constitution and establish principles related to the care and 

protection of children (DSD, 2007; RSA, 2015).  

6. The National Early Learning Development Standards (NELDS) were designed for 

children from birth to four years of age, with the aim of meeting all developmentally 

desired expectations (DBE, 2009). 

7. The National Development Plan (NDP) Vision for 2030, established in 2011, highlighted 

Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) as the most effective and cost-efficient 

period for intervention in a child's development, with the phase of the most rapid physical 

and cognitive growth (Raikes & Shaeffer, 2016; RSA, 2015).  

8. The South African National Curriculum Framework (NCF) for children from birth to four 

was developed in 2015 to provide guidance for those developing programmes and 

working with babies, toddlers and young children from birth to age four (RSA, 2015). 
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The commitment of both the government and stakeholders to improve the condition of the ECCE 

sector is evident in the time and effort dedicated to formulating the policies. However, despite 

advancements in policy development, the corresponding commitment to effective implementation 

has not been fully realised.  

Globally, frameworks such as the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (in particular- 

SDG 4.2) emphasise the importance of universal access to quality early childhood education as 

a foundation for lifelong development (UNESCO, 2019). RSA’s national priorities; evident in the 

National Development Plan (RSA, 2011) and the National Integrated Early Childhood 

Development Plan (RSA, 2015) mirror these aims. However, persistent barriers remain.  These 

include poor interdepartmental coordination, uneven subsidy allocations, and limited 

infrastructure development in rural areas, and inequitable access to professional training and 

support for ECCE practitioners (Atmore, 2019; DBE, 2022b; Visser et al., 2021). These systemic 

constraints undermine the effective implementation of ECCE policy across the country.  

The most significant change in ECCE has been the change in function from DSD to DBE in 2022. 

Before I explain this, I present an overview of ECCE in South Africa prior to 2022, as this has 

various socio-historical implications for its current landscape. 

2.5 The administration of ECCE in RSA before 2022 

The ECCE sector in RSA, in township and rural settings, has historically been predominantly 

controlled and owned by private providers, as highlighted by Wills and Kika-Mistry (2021). The 

sector initially originated as an arrangement in which women took care of children while their 

parents were at work, particularly in situations where there were no grandparents or older children 

available for childcare (Evans, 2021; Samman et al., 2016). This arrangement then led to the 

situation where unemployed women took the role of caregivers, resulting in a system of childcare 

during working hours, hence the reason for large private ownership and lack of formal 

training/qualifications. Unfortunately, the widespread occurrence of private ownership has led to 

an unregulated, informal environment with unqualified caregivers, resulting in inequitable and 

inaccessible ECCE for most children (Visser et al. 2021). 

Apartheid-era inequalities resulted in only 6% of black children attending ECCE by 1994, as noted 

by Atmore (2013), subsequently contributing to lower retention rates of learners in primary school 

(Shanker et al., 2015). Even among the 6% who accessed ELPs, these programmes were of very 

poor quality (Kotzé, 2015), providing not much more than a childcare service. The childminders 

lacked formal training and qualifications and were self-taught ’on the job’. 
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The NIECDP (RSA, 2015) highlighted that ECCE services should be collectively delivered by 

various government departments, with the DSD being the key custodian of the sector. 

Notwithstanding the progress made in ECCE, the sector still faced major delivery challenges, 

particularly with regard to infrastructure, nutrition, programmes, learning resources, policy 

implementation, practitioners, and funding. With the DSD-facilitated registration process, 

provincial departments subsequently began providing subsidies to registered and qualifying 

ECCE centres (Atmore, 2019).  

According to the DBE (2022a), only 40% of ECCE centres are registered with the DSD, including 

those registered conditionally. Furthermore, only 33% of the 42,420 ELPs received subsidies from 

the DSD, leaving the remaining 67% reliant on parents' fees for funding (DBE, 2022a). This paints 

a concerning picture, considering that ideally, 100% of ELPs should receive subsidies from DSD. 

Furthermore, this led to ECCE centres relying on parents' fees and donations from larger 

organisations for financial support, including practitioners’ salaries (Müller et al., 2023). 

Internationally, there has been a shift towards improving and professionalising the sector, and 

RSA has followed suit by shifting the core function for ECCE to the DBE. In the following section, 

I explore the significance behind the change in the function of ECCE and its impact on the ECCE 

sector. 

2.6 The ECCE function shift 

Initially, the DSD was responsible for Chapters 5 and 6 (Partial Care and ECD) of the Children’s 

Amendment Act, focusing on maintaining and providing a strategy for managing ECCE services 

and programmes (DSD, 2007). However, in his 2019 State of the Nation Address, President Cyril 

Ramaphosa announced a significant change in the responsibility for ECCE operations (South 

African Government, 2019). The DBE, as the education ministry, will now oversee ECCE, taking 

over from the DSD. This change, referred to as the function shift, specifically targets children from 

birth to four years – the education of those from grade R to grade 3 has always been the 

responsibility of the DBE. The need to continue delineating the age groups again points to the 

need to have clearly defined terms within the sector. 

Atmore (2022) describes the ECCE function shift as a purely administrative process involving the 

transfer of duties, functions, roles and responsibilities from one minister to another. It is a shift of 

ECCE services and programmes’ administration from DSD to DBE. The DBE has served as the 

custodian of schools from the beginning, providing a solid foundation for the implementation of 

policies and programmes aimed at regulating and consistently improving the well-being of 

children. The shift in ECCE functions is anticipated to establish a similar solid foundation for the 

implementation of policies, programmes and strategies aimed at regulating and professionalising 
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the ECCE sector, as noted by Ebrahim et al. (2021). The success of this shift is expected to 

improve equitable access to quality ELPs and further changes in policies (Fredman et al., 2023).  

Similarly to schooling, the DBE does not assume sole responsibility for the holistic development 

of children. This requires convergent support from different departments (DBE & DSD, 2022) – 

the DSD will still be responsible for the welfare of children, and the Department of Health (DoH) 

will still be responsible for immunisation and health compliance. The Department of Local 

Governance (DLG) will continue to be responsible for supplying goods and services, while the 

DBE will now be responsible for coordinating services to ELPs and creating policy around 

practitioner skills and qualifications, quality control and curricula.  

 

The ECCE function shift officially occurred on 01 April 2022. This launch symbolised a 

collaborative partnership between the DBE and DSD as well as other key stakeholders (DBE, 

2022b). The need for collaborative efforts among government departments arose from the fact 

that, although DBE officials have experience in education, there is a lack of expertise specifically 

in ECCE. Here, DSD officials continue to play a vital role. Consequently, some officials were 

transferred from DSD to DBE as part of the function shift, ensuring a transfer of administrative 

expertise in addition to the policy and programme responsibilities (DBE & DSD, 2022). 

The function shift does not signify a change in ownership of the ELPs, as the status quo remains 

predominantly private (DBE, 2022b). ECCE centres will continue to operate from their original 

locations, but there is now a move to register them, develop staff, monitor quality and improve 

access for children. It is a pro-poor policy (DBE, 2023) aimed at establishing an integrated service 

delivery model, leveraging the gains from DSD, systemising and institutionalising the functions of 

the ECCE, improving the services of the ECCE through cooperation with existing DBE 

programmes and improving the provision of resources. The function shift aims to revise the 

regulatory framework for ELPs, establish a management information system for the ECCE 

centres, improve the administration of ECCE subsidies, improve funding for ECCE, and refine the 

implementation systems for the infrastructure component of the ECCE conditional grant (DBE, 

2022b). Additionally, ECCE centres will now be more education-focused, and practitioners will be 

required to be qualified. 

The shift in ECCE functions represents the most significant improvement made by the 

government in improving the sector (Wills & Kika-Mistry, 2021) following the formulation of 

policies. The DBE and DSD (2022) underline that the function shift is crucial to achieving equitable 

quality access, bringing order to the sector, and providing practitioners with dignity and purpose 

in their work with children. The registration of ECCE centres, accompanied by increased 



 

20 

monitoring, is expected to improve compliance in the centres and lead to improved education and 

care for children. Furthermore, the day-to-day operations of the centres are anticipated to improve 

due to increased subsidies, allowing parental fees to be directed towards enhancing infrastructure 

or supplementing resources and improving the salaries of practitioners. 

Despite these policy intentions, several critical tensions emerge in the implementation of the 

function shift. While the function shift reflects international trends and is supported by global best 

practices (UNESCO, 2019; Ebrahim et al., 2021; Atmore, 2022; DBE, 2022b) toward integrated 

early childhood services, RSA’s policy developments often face structural and resource-related 

constraints; they are not always grounded in the lived realities of ECCE managers and 

practitioners responsible for implementation. Financial constraints remain a significant barrier, 

especially in low-income communities where poverty affects children's nutrition, access to 

stimulation, and consistent attendance at ECCE programmes (DBE, 2022b; Wills & Kika-Mistry, 

2021). Furthermore, the voices of ECCE managers and practitioners are frequently 

underrepresented in policy dialogues, while decision-making is largely driven by officials and 

national priorities. This creates power imbalances between government departments, NGOs, and 

private providers, with policies sometimes reflecting ideal scenarios that overlook implementation 

contradictions. A more grounded, participatory approach to policy-making is needed to ensure 

that ECCE reforms are not only well-designed but contextually responsive and equitable. 

In a nutshell, the function shift is presumed to bring about 1) improved coordination, particularly 

between the government departments (DBE & DSD, 2022), ECCE staff and other stakeholders. 

2) increased equitable access to quality ECCE services will allow more children to access ELPs 

(DBE, 2022b). 3) improved provision of learning materials, nutrition (DBE & DSD, 2022) and 

teaching and learning. 4) improved policy alignment, implementation and compliance, in areas 

such as infrastructure and registration 5) improved professional development, particularly of 

ECCE staff and department officials.   

The function shift brings about repercussions across multiple areas, necessitating amendments 

in existing policies, such as the Children’s Act, and the development of new regulations on 

qualifications, staff employment, and operations (DBE & DSD, 2022). However, despite the 

potential benefits, stakeholders, particularly ECCE managers and practitioners, have concerns, 

anxiety, fear, uncertainty, and expectations surrounding these changes. Therefore, there is a 

pressing need to assist them in preparing themselves, being proactive, embracing change, and 

maximising the potential benefits thereof. Despite the potential benefits, the current state of the 

sector persists, and challenges continue to be encountered, as outlined in the following section. 
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2.7 Current challenges facing the ECCE sector 

The contemporary challenges confronting the ECCE sector are the results of apartheid-era 

historical social and economic inequalities (Ashley-Cooper et al., 2019). The perpetuation of these 

inequalities is emphasised by Karisa et al. (2022) and Visser et al. (2021), who highlight persistent 

issues such as inadequate teaching resources, a children-to-teacher ratio of 1:31, poor 

infrastructure, and a lack of comprehensive understanding regarding ECCE services for children 

with disabilities. This is the devastating reality encountered by most ECCE managers and 

practitioners, who have to comply with the changes required by the function shift. Subsequently, 

the following section delves into the broader challenges facing the ECCE sector. 

 

2.7.1. Infrastructure 

In RSA, ECCE infrastructure poses a serious challenge, with numerous facilities lacking essential 

services such as running water, electricity, or proper sanitation, as noted by Atmore (2019), 

Fredman et al. (2023), Harrison, 2020 and Mbarathi et al. (2016). The issue lies in the fact that 

the ECCE sector is predominantly privately owned (Wood & Neethling, 2024), requiring owners 

to construct and maintain their own structures with parental fees or lifetime savings. 

Consequently, many ECCE centres are essentially located in the backrooms within the owners' 

premises, featuring dilapidated or low-quality classrooms that are uncomfortably cold in winter, 

excessively hot in summer, and prone to roof leaks.  

Some private owners simply use part of their houses or outbuildings as ECCE classrooms. Other 

centres operate within church premises (Van der Westhuizen et al., 2019). The DBE census 

(2022a) tells us that most programmes (60%) are equipped with flush toilets connected to 

sewage. However, approximately 13,234 ELPs still rely on pit latrines, with or without ventilation. 

Furthermore, flush toilets connected to septic tanks (3%), chemical toilets (2%), and bucket 

latrines (4%) are also present in some ELPs. This is a concern for the ECCE centres in 

marginalised areas as they cannot meet the minimum requirements for registration under such 

conditions.  

2.7.2. Nutrition for children 

In socioeconomically challenged communities, where families face financial difficulties, there is a 

significant challenge in ensuring that children receive nutritious and balanced meals, which affects 

their overall development (Maalouf-Manasseh et al., 2016). The influence of nutrition on the 

comprehensive development of children can result in reduced concentration in ECCE centres and 

long-term developmental delays (Atmore, 2013). Consequently, children often depend on feeding 
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schemes provided by ECCE centres, leading to an observed increase in attendance (Devereux 

et al., 2018).  

The DBE (2022a) notes that 84% of ELPs provide breakfast, while 94% provide lunch. With the 

support of various organisations and community initiatives, some ECCE centres have established 

food gardens to enhance food security and create a more stable nutritional environment 

(Thorogood et al., 2022). Other unregistered ECCE centres depend solely on fees and frequently 

face challenges in providing essential provisions such as food. Consequently, these centres often 

close, resulting in unemployment among practitioners and a reduction in access to ECCE. 

2.7.3. ECCE staff and qualifications  

Women play a predominant role in ECCE, serving as the main contributors to the sector. Brooks 

(2021) found that 95% of key staff in the ECCE centres are women, with poor black women in the 

majority. Most practitioners are in the process of developing their teaching skills to complement 

their ability to care for children (Smit et al., 2020; Zulu et al., 2022). It is essential that all 

practitioners are trained and receive ongoing training in ECCE and the management of 

programmes and facilities for young children (DBE, 2023).  

Although there is no policy as yet that says that practitioners should have a minimum qualification, 

in the sector the minimum qualification of ECCE National Qualification Framework (NQF) Level 4 

(Atmore, 2013) is regarded as essential by most stakeholders. However, according to the DSD, 

in 2006, the minimum expected qualification for practitioners was NQF Level 1, while NQF Level 

4 was for management. A considerable number of practitioners still lack formal qualifications. The 

DBE (2022a) noted that 27% of practitioners had no relevant qualification, while 22% had no 

qualification at all. Moreover, the census included ELPs in middle-class areas, and this skewed 

the results since most of the qualified practitioners appeared to be from urban 

communities/middle-class ECCE centres. Unfortunately, the function shift will widen the existing 

inequalities, as the unqualified practitioners in rural communities will struggle to meet the 

minimum requirements. However, through this study, ECCE practitioners and managers will be 

assisted in navigating and identifying legitimate channels to meet the requirements of the new 

policies still in development.  

2.7.4. Limited access to quality ELPs 

Only 1 660,316 of the 4 000 000 children aged between 0-4 access ELPs (DBE, 2022).  

Enhancing the accessibility of high-quality ECCE programmes is crucial, especially in rural 

communities where 40% of ELPs are situated (DBE, 2022a) and where the absence of such 
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programmes profoundly affects socio-emotional development (Goto et al., 2021). Achieving 

proportionate universalisation and increased equitable access is essential, as improving quality 

alone is insufficient if it predominantly benefits the already privileged, as seen in the 60% of ELPs 

enrolment in urban communities (DBE, 2022a; Tsegay et al., 2017; Vandenbroeck, 2020). ECCE 

provision is still underdeveloped in regions with high poverty rates, resulting in limited and unequal 

access (OECD, 2020; UNICEF, 2020).  

The realisation of access to quality ELPs involves a comprehensive system that encompasses 

both private and public settings, finances, and the workforce, coordinated both vertically and 

horizontally (Raikes et al., 2023). The function shift in the ECCE sector aims to align with this 

direction; however, challenges persist, particularly those faced by ECCE managers and 

practitioners, which will be explored and navigated through this study. 

2.7.5. Economic environment 

The ECCE sector is an integral component of larger systems, both globally and within RSA. Its 

dynamics are impacted by and impact the country’s future economic, political, social, and 

community developments (Brooks et al., 2022; Wood & Neethling, 2024). The staff employed in 

the ECCE sector play a very important role in the country’s economy and children’s lives, yet they 

earn the least. According to the DBE (2022a), there are 198,361 ECCE practitioners in the sector. 

If the government employed these practitioners, the sector would play an even larger role in the 

country's economy and in the lives of black women (Brooks et al., 2022).  

Children from rural areas and poor families often face barriers to accessing ECCE, contributing 

to a higher likelihood of school dropout (DBE, 2001). This disadvantage in education can hinder 

their chances of employment as adults, perpetuating a cycle of family poverty that becomes 

difficult to break. Children who access ECCE services are associated with higher levels of 

employment and earning potential, and ultimately an increase in productivity and the country’s 

gross domestic product (DSD, 2006).  

Vorwerk (2020) emphasises that the government's knowledge and understanding of ECCE is 

limited. Therefore, the sector has regrettably received comparatively less attention from the 

government (Atmore, 2019) until recently with the ECCE function shift. However, to ensure the 

success of this transformation of function, the DBE is now working with a wide range of 

stakeholders to address complex issues at various levels related to quality and access.  

Under these circumstances, there are many challenges that arise from a shrinking economy, 

where parents struggle to pay for ECCE, and therefore, the poorest children suffer. Government 
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cannot and will not be able to take over the sector. Thus, ELPs must find ways to survive and 

realise most of the benefits of the function shift while trying to reduce the inequalities. To 

effectively navigate these challenges, ECCE managers and practitioners must actively embrace 

change and adopt a proactive approach. Therefore, I advocate for the incorporation of action 

learning as an important mechanism to facilitate this process, enabling ECCE managers and 

practitioners to effectively adapt to the changing landscape and contribute constructively to the 

development of the sector. 

2.8 Action learning (AL) as a theoretical framework 

This section explores the theoretical framework shaping the study's approach, focusing on the 

ECCE function shift. A theoretical framework is essential to guide research and lay the foundation 

for knowledge development within the study (Chukwuere, 2021; Grant & Osanloo, 2014). It 

provides a structured framework built upon established theories within the field of investigation. 

In this study, the chosen theoretical framework is action learning (AL) theory. 

2.8.1. Defining action learning  

According to Pedler (2012), AL is not just a theory but also an idea, a philosophy, a discipline and 

a method developed by Reginald Revans in the 1940s. AL theory is an approach to problem-

solving, collaborative enquiry, self-development, learning by doing, reflecting on the outcomes, 

and gaining new insights and knowledge within relatively short timeframes (Marquardt & Waddill, 

2004; Rigg & Trehan, 2004). AL is a powerful approach with benefits and key principles (Serrat, 

2017), summed up by Revans in the following formula:  

L = P + Q + R (Learning = Programmed knowledge + Questioning + 

Reflection): 

Learning = Programmed knowledge inclusive of literature, history and case 

studies 

+ Questioning the new phenomenon and what is not yet 

+ Reflecting on what was attained and how it was attained (Serrat, 2017).  

 

This formula acknowledges that everyone involved brings prior knowledge to the learning 

process. In this study context, ECCE managers and practitioners have valuable knowledge to 

contribute to answering the research questions. They can effect change by reflecting on their 

collective knowledge and experience, learning from and with each other, and subsequently acting 

upon the acquired knowledge.  
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The AL key principles are outlined by Serrat (2017, p. 592) are as follows:  

 Learning begins with not knowing. 

 Individuals and groups who assume responsibility stand the best chance of taking actions 

that will make a difference. 

 Learning involves both programmed knowledge and questioning insight. 

 Learning should be greater than the rate of change.  

These key principles are the guiding tools to executing AL effectively. Therefore, researchers and 

participants need to consider the key principles when using AL. Pedler (2012) highlights that AL 

has sparked controversy by promoting learning over teaching and championing practitioner 

knowledge over that of experts. The rationale behind this phenomenon is that, often, researchers 

approach participants with pre-existing knowledge and conduct research primarily to reaffirm and 

endorse their speculations and predetermined answers (Serrat, 2017). Consequently, AL, with its 

humanistic values, requires seasoned researchers who understand that they do not possess all 

the answers. This approach highlights the collaborative dynamic between researchers and 

participants, working as co-researchers to co-create new knowledge and bring social justice. 

2.8.2. Aims of action learning 

Zuber-Skerritt et al. (2020) note that AL has primarily been used in management, business and 

organisational development contexts, while action research (AR) was applied more predominantly 

in community development and education contexts. Over the years, the close relationship 

between the two was then realised. This connection is especially notable because AL enables 

people to solve complex problems and to significantly increase speed and quality with equal 

emphasis on individual, team, and organisational learning (Marquardt & Waddill, 2004). Through 

AL, both the community and the ECCE sector can derive greater benefits.  

AL aims to motivate participants to learn, reflect and act, emphasising the importance of not acting 

without prior learning and reflection (Pedler, 2012) and focusing on the right questions rather than 

the right answers (Mumford, 1995). In this study, AL can facilitate participants learning from each 

other, co-creating new knowledge around the function shift, reflecting on their learning, acting to 

address the problems they identify, and further sharing with the larger ECCE sector. As further 

explained by Serrat (2017), AL aims to explain how small groups collectively work on complex 

problems, take action, and learn both as individuals and as a team. This aim validates its 

appropriateness for the study, given that it entails a small group of ECCE managers and 

practitioners working in an action learning set (ALS) (Serrat, 2017). The ALS will regularly meet 
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and participate to identify and address challenges associated with the ECCE function shift, all 

while nurturing a culture of continuous learning. 

2.8.3. Components of action learning 

According to Marquardt and Waddill (2004, p.3), AL consists of the following components:  

o A problem or challenge of importance to the group; in this context, it is the complexities of 

ECCE function shift experienced by the ECCE managers and practitioners.  

o A group of 4-8 members, ideally from diverse backgrounds and/or parts of the 

organisation; the ALS consisted of seven ECCE managers and practitioners from both 

registered and unregistered centres, with me as a facilitator.  

o A process that emphasises questions and reflection; the participants met regularly in 

agreed upon sessions to discuss the function shift related issues, where questioning was 

used to deepen their thinking and participation to find ways to better navigate the function 

shift.  

o The power to act on strategies developed; the participants decided on the mobilisation 

and dissemination of the co-created knowledge.   

o A commitment to learning at the individual, team and organisational levels; each 

participant was responsible for sustaining the learning  

o An action learning coach, who focuses on and ensures that time and energy are devoted 

to capturing the learning and improving the skill level of the group. I facilitated the 

discussions and encouraged maximum participation of all. 

Through this approach, ECCE managers and practitioners can effectively navigate the 

complexities of the ECCE function shift and sustain positive change by applying this learning in 

the future. 

Marquardt and Waddill (2004) contend that Revans never operationalised AL into a standard 

approach. Instead, various individuals have modified and developed their own approaches and 

models over the years, realising that AL is based on practical knowledge (Trehan & Rigg, 2015). 

This led to AL variations, including critical action learning (CAL), as articulated by Pedler (2012).  

In 1994, Wilmott introduced CAL to link critical management studies to practical management 

learning (Hauser et al., 2023; Rigg, 2005). This approach emphasises the importance of critical 

reflection on the influence of emotions, power and politics within the group (Chang, 2019; Hauser, 

et al., 2023). Rigg (2005, p.3) explains, “CAL aims to promote explicitly critical thinking, giving 

recognition to the way politics and emotion are integral to organising, as well as the role in 
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facilitating and constraining the scope for learning.” CAL is an established approach within AL 

that promotes equality, diversity and inclusion (Hauser et al., 2023), addresses short-term goals 

and strengthens freedom and democratic values (Pedler, 2012). The facilitator plays an important 

role in ensuring that all this happens. 

CAL was a suitable theory to guide my thinking in this study, particularly in my role of facilitator. 

By facilitating the process, I ensured a thorough examination and elimination of power relations, 

creating a collaborative environment where all participants actively contribute to the co-creation 

of new knowledge. Because the ALS consisted of both ECCE managers and practitioners, I had 

to manage the interaction to ensure practitioners did not feel intimidated and managers did not 

dominate. I also had to manage negative emotions when they arose to ensure they did not impair 

the democratic and trusting relationships within the group. The establishment of ground rules 

helped to develop equal respect for everyone, within a caring and supportive environment. 

Following the principles of action learning permitted all participants to express their opinions freely 

and truthfully.  

Hauser et al. (2023, p. 117) further elaborate that facilitation in CAL does not concentrate on 

developing the person, but on creating and containing the process through which courses of 

action are developed, and within which personal and inter-personal learning takes place. I will 

facilitate learning.  

Rigg (2005) highlights that in CAL, critical reflection is encouraged by four activities:  

a) Assumption analysis: Through this activity, ECCE managers and practitioners’ (faulty) 

beliefs, values and social structures were challenged. 

b) Contextual awareness: I helped ECCE managers and practitioners to realise that their 

assumptions are socially and personally created based on previous experiences and 

knowledge, and that there is nothing wrong in recreating these assumptions based on 

what we learn from each other as a group.  

c) Imaginative speculation: This activity enabled ECCE managers and practitioners to think 

of new ways of navigating the ECCE function shift and maximising its benefits. 

d) Reflective scepticism: As the ALS co-created their new knowledge, they also learnt to 

question things they had previously just accepted.  

Once again, this approach endorses that, as a facilitator, I should approach the process with a 

positive mindset and acknowledge that my understanding of the shift of the ECCE function and 

the challenges faced by ECCE managers and practitioners may be limited. Therefore, my role 

should be to facilitate their expression of challenges and their proposed solutions. This approach 
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underscores the importance of fostering a positive atmosphere to facilitate the co-creation of new 

knowledge. 

2.9 Chapter summary 

In this chapter, I discussed the global and national context of ECCE and its significance, 

highlighting the absence of a universally accepted term for ECCE worldwide. I provided an in-

depth exploration of ECCE’s transformation until 2022, when the function shift was officially 

launched. Through this exploration, I revealed ongoing efforts, particularly through policy 

developments, aimed at addressing the inequalities inherited from the apartheid era. I presented 

critical aspects of the ECCE function shift, including the expectations, implications, and potential 

mitigation strategies, to underscore the importance of the ECCE functions to be transferred and 

professionalising sector. Lastly, I explored action learning (AL) and critical action learning (CAL), 

theories, highlighting their relevance and application in this study for co-creating new knowledge 

and promoting social justice. In the next Chapter I explain and justify my methodological choices. 
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CHAPTER 3  

A THEORETICAL JUSTIFICATION OF THE RESEARCH 

METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Introduction 

In this study, I aimed to explore how early childhood care and education (ECCE) managers and 

practitioners experienced the function shift with the goal of supporting them to better navigate its 

complexities. In this chapter, I provide a review of the research methodology, including paradigm, 

research design, research methods and measures to improve the study’s validity. Additionally, I 

explain the ethical considerations that informed and guided the study. I adopted a Participatory 

Action Learning and Action Research (PALAR) design, as this approach allowed participants to 

engage in a collaborative way and to learn the process of lifelong action learning. Here, I remind 

the reader of my main research question:  How can ECCE managers and practitioners best 

navigate the function shift towards quality and sustainable education? In Table 3.1 below, I 

present an overview of the research methodology. 

Table 3.1:  Overview of the research methodology  

Methodology 

Research paradigm Critical transformative paradigm (CTP) 

Research design Participatory action learning and action research (PALAR) 

Methods 
 
 
 

 

Participant recruitment: 

Purposive sampling 

Data generation strategies: 
Transcripts of recorded discussions 
Critical reflective diary 

Creative and visual methods: Model building, Collage, Drawing,  

Data analysis: Thematic analysis 

Validity criteria Outcome 
Process 
Democratic 
Catalytic 
Dialogic  

 Ethical considerations 

Permission and informed consent 

Anonymity and confidentiality 

Justice 

Beneficence 

Respect for persons 
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3.2 Research Methodology 

A specific methodology includes systematic theoretical analysis of paradigms, designs, methods, 

validity and ethical considerations in the field of study (Igwenagu, 2016; Kumar, 2019). 

Researchers use these specific approaches and techniques to contribute to the existing body of 

knowledge in a field and propose appropriate solutions to emerging phenomena (Reed et al., 

2021). I now discuss the methodology in detail. 

 

3.2.1. Research paradigm 

A research paradigm is a researcher’s philosophical framework that encompasses their way of 

thinking, worldview, perspective, beliefs, principles and interpretation of the world or ideal world 

(Khatri, 2020; Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017; Okesina, 2020). In this study, I chose the critical 

transformational paradigm (CTP), which is rooted in critical theory (Omodan, 2022) with a 

transformative intent (Mertens, 2021). CTP is grounded in social justice with the intent of enabling 

those affected by the issue to collaborate in transforming their current reality (Uthman, 2023). 

Here, participating ECCE managers and practitioners collaborated to find ways to overcome 

inequalities, address existing challenges and navigate the demands placed on them by the 

function shift while also taking advantage of the new opportunities it posed. A research paradigm 

comprises four philosophical assumptions: Ontology, epistemology, axiology, and methodology 

(Nguyen, 2019). In Table 3.2 below, I discuss each of these assumptions in relation to how they 

informed this study.  

Table 3.2:  Four philosophical assumptions of a research paradigm (Kivunja & Kuyini, 

2017; Mertens, 2017) 

Philosophical assumption How these assumptions informed this study 

Ontology 

There are multiple versions of 

reality, depending on the social 

positions, perspectives and 

experiences of individuals, leading 

to various interpretations of reality. 

As an ECD coordinator, participants in the study may perceive me as 

having authority or influence over their perspectives due to my role in 

sector. However, it's crucial for me to clarify that I approach this study 

not as their coordinator, but as a fellow peer seeking knowledge 

alongside them as benefits the relational ontology suited to participatory 

studies. I will recognise the different perspectives and experiences of the 

participants as having equal value. We can only learn about perspectives 

and experiences of each other only when we enter into a full and open 

relationship with each other (Wood, 2020).  

Epistemology  

Guides researchers in determining 

the trustworthiness of their data 

and influences their approach to 

uncovering knowledge within a 

I will put the ECCE managers and practitioners at the forefront of sharing 

perspectives and experiences around the function shift, what they know, 

its impact and how they think we can use it to our benefit. Knowledge will 

be co-constructed and experiential knowledge will be combined with 
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Philosophical assumption How these assumptions informed this study 

research context. This includes the 

discussions of a research group 

and how the sharing of 

experiences is facilitated to ensure 

inclusion. 

theoretical knowledge to better understand the situation and how to 

improve it. 

Axiology 

The nature of the ethics and 

values to promote wellbeing and 

social justice in a respectful 

manner. 

In research, ethics and values play a crucial role in achieving the goals 

of improving conditions and generating new knowledge. This study is 

guided by a set of values that include respect, integrity, honesty, 

transparency, accountability, trust, persistence, benevolence, and equity. 

These values will shape the ethical framework of the study, ensuring that 

participants are treated with respect, the research is conducted with 

integrity and transparency, and there is accountability for actions and 

decisions. The values also emphasise the importance of trust, 

persistence in overcoming challenges, benevolence towards participants' 

well-being, and promoting equity for equal opportunities. In essence, 

these values underpin the purpose of the study and enhance its ethical 

conduct. 

Methodology  

The systematic inquiry involves 

examining how participants 

collaborate and engage in 

democratic decision-making 

concerning the recording, analysis, 

and reporting of learning outcomes 

to external parties. 

A primary objective of this study is to ensure active participation from 

every participant involved. A key aspect of achieving this is by creating 

an environment where every participant's voice is heard during our 

meetings. Continuous learning and being open to new ideas will help to 

establish a conducive environment for participation, where power 

relations and roles will be discussed and monitored throughout the study.  

 

This paradigm closely aligns with the use of Critical Action Learning (CAL). Both are grounded in 

the principles of collaboration, knowledge co-creation, critical reflection and challenge systemic 

inequities, such as those within the ECCE sector, as I have explained. 

3.2.2. Research design: Participatory action learning and action research (PALAR) 

A research design encompasses a plan that connects conceptual research problems with feasible 

empirical research (Boru, 2018). I employed it as the master plan for knowledge construction, 

providing a detailed step-by-step instruction from the beginning to the end of the study process. 

Furthermore, as Akhtar (2016, p. 69) stated, a research design should address key questions, 

such as: 

1. What is the focus of the study, and what type of data is required? 

2. What are the sources of data needed for the research? 

3. What is the appropriate sample size or number of cases for the study? 

4. Which sampling method should be employed? 
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5. What method of data collection would be most suitable? 

6. How will the data be analysed? 

By addressing these questions, I ensured that the research design provided a framework to guide 

the research process, that I met the research objectives, and that I collected relevant and reliable 

data. In this study, I employed PALAR, which Zuber-Skerritt (2011) described as a philosophy, 

methodology, theory of learning, and facilitation process for community engagement. PALAR is 

aimed at addressing real-world challenges and promoting social change by those most affected.  

PALAR represents the integration and harmonisation of two concepts: Participatory Action 

Research (PAR) and Action Learning (AL), as discussed by Kearney et al. (2013). This 

comprehensive approach is designed to foster social justice and address challenges effectively. 

PAR is a research approach grounded in democratic processes and philosophy that 

acknowledges the significance of involving the individuals being studied rather than research for 

research’s sake conducted on people/communities (MacDonald, 2012; Vaughn & Jacquez, 

2020). ECCE managers and practitioners investigated a real-life issue that affected them: the shift 

in ECCE functions. 

AL is an educational process involving small groups of 5-8 individuals, referred to as action 

learning sets (ALS) (Wood, 2020), who examine their own actions and experiences to enhance 

performance (Serrat, 2017). Seven ECCE managers and practitioners and I gathered and shared 

insights regarding the shift in ECCE functions to maximise the associated benefits. The ALS 

learned from the experiences of each participant and co-created the new knowledge about the 

ECCE function shift. The PALAR process encompasses two equally important components: 

relationship and research. Figure 3.1 illustrates the PALAR process.  
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Figure 3.1: The PALAR process (adapted from Wood, 2019) 

The PALAR process begins by negotiating entry into the community and establishing the action 

learning set (ALS). I gained access to the community through the administrator in our office, who 

recruited the ECCE managers and practitioners for the study. However, they already knew me 

from my coordinator role. These participants formed the ALS that I worked with in this study. The 

ALS process involved several in-person sessions with seven ECCE managers and practitioners. 

This process allowed participants to express their experiences, feelings, knowledge and 

expectations regarding the function shift. The ALS sessions were designed to facilitate 
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collaboration and engagement amongst participants, enabling them to reflect on their experiences 

and take collective actions.  

In PALAR, both components (relationship/research) unfold simultaneously within each cycle 

(Wood, 2020). Building a relationship includes identifying participants’ assets to raise self-

awareness and a deeper understanding of oneself (Akinyemi et al., 2021; Pretorius & Plaatjies, 

2023). When ECCE managers and practitioners were aware of their strengths and weaknesses, 

it was easier for the ALS to leverage and benefit from the strengths of each participant. 

Participants were intentional about their participation, as they were aware of the impact their 

strengths and weaknesses brought to the ALS.  

The research component comprises a cyclical process of planning, action, evaluation and 

reflection, where learning from one cycle informs the next (Vaughn & Jacquez, 2020). This 

process fosters empowerment, ownership, active engagement and collaborative learning, 

ultimately leading to more relevant and equitable outcomes (Fabillar & Wang, 2019). In Figure 

3.2 below, I provide an insight into the cycles applicable to this study, answering the research 

question: How can ECCE managers and practitioners best navigate the function shift towards 

quality and sustainable education? 

 

Figure 3.2: PALAR cycles (Wood, 2020) 

(i) Cycle One 

In cycle one, we planned how to conduct the study and focused on answering the first sub-

question: What are the experiences, feelings, knowledge and expectations of the ECCE 

managers and practitioners regarding the function shift? During our first ALS meeting, I introduced 
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the project. We established a mutual purpose to reaffirm that we have the correct participants and 

to create a shared understanding and a base for effective communication. Through this 

establishment, we aligned goals, vision and mission to minimise conflicts and set points of 

reference for conflict resolution. We negotiated the methods to use and decided on drawings and 

transcribed recordings of discussions.  

(ii) Cycle Two 

Building on and continuing from cycle one, in cycle two, we focused on addressing the second 

sub-question: What actions can they take to address the issues identified? We used drawings 

and collages to generate data. We revisited our goal, vision and mission, reminding ourselves of 

the roles, rules, ethical contract and power play to confirm that every participant is still committed 

to our trust and respect for grounded relationship and agreement.  

Using the data collected from cycle one, we highlighted what worked and what didn’t work. We 

went on to re-strategise how we can improve and address issues from cycle one. We identified 

and recorded what worked and didn’t work. We further went on to discuss the implications that all 

these outcomes meant for the ECCE managers and practitioners regarding the ECCE function 

shift. As I facilitated the process in these cycles, I was mindful of the principles of PALAR as 

outlined by Zuber-Skerritt (2011), the 7Cs and the 3Rs. The 7Cs include the following: 

Communication: “PALAR requires communication to be dialogical, symmetrical and inclusive” 

(Wood, 2020, p.30). By fostering such communication within the study process, ECCE managers 

and practitioners had the opportunity to communicate in their preferred language, primarily 

Setswana. I was also using both Setswana and English in communicating and probing further. 

This practice inherently helped to eliminate power dynamics (Rigg, 2005), improved engagement 

and reinforced adherence to the initially established rules. It made it even easier for the ECCE 

managers and practitioners to express their views without focusing on the language but on the 

meaning of their contributions. 

Commitment: “This principle refers to the need to reflect on the dedication of the core project 

team to process and outcomes” (Wood, 2020, p.31). At each meeting, I checked with the group if 

they were happy with the process and progress and created an opportunity for them to voice any 

issues they might have had. 

Competence: “This principle refers to the participants’ perceived capability to conduct the 

research effectively” (Wood, 2020, p.31). I ensured that all participants understood the data 

generation methods before they began and assisted them in collaboratively identifying emerging 

themes. 
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Compromise: “This principle means that the ability to compromise depends on being willing to 

listen to other points of view and reach mutual agreement” (Wood, 2020, p.31). From the 

beginning of the project, I encouraged the ECCE managers and practitioners to discuss their 

experiences, and we went on to negotiate, compromise on some views and collectively reached 

a way forward for the benefit of the whole ALS and the actualisation of our goal.  

Coaching: “The ALS meetings should be a place where people mentor each other and regard 

each other as critical friends” (Wood, 2020, p.32). Given the diversity in our experiences, skills, 

competencies, and knowledge, successful collaboration and co-generation of new knowledge 

coaching took place naturally as the experienced managers and practitioners were able to assist 

those newer to the field. By identifying our strengths at the beginning of the collaboration, we 

could draw on the assets that each possessed to the benefit of all. Throughout the research, I 

also encouraged the participants to seek mentors from the community that they identified as 

possessing appropriate knowledge and skills to ensure sustainability of support when I withdrew 

from the field. 

Critical self-reflection: I encouraged each participant to self-reflect, and as a facilitator, I 

continually reflected on how I was influencing the group, the group process and progress by 

means of a reflective diary. Later in the process, I requested the participants to reflect on their 

learning and development. 

These principles are aligned to the 3Rs of PALAR: 

Relationship: This is the core ingredient in building a successful process. The ALS established 

a supportive, respectful, and trust-based relationship before commencing data collection. This 

relationship was nurtured throughout the data generation process. 

Reflection: We reflected on both the process and progress throughout the study.   

Recognition: This principle refers to the recognition of the learning of the participants and allows 

them to choose how they would like to share this learning with others and have it publicly 

recognised. 

The implementation of PALAR in this study signified a departure from traditional, objective and 

researcher-driven approaches by actively involving ECCE managers and practitioners throughout 

the research process. By embracing a participatory approach, the study acknowledged their 

expertise, experiences, and perspectives as valuable contributions to understanding and 

addressing the challenges within the ECCE field. The integration of AL with the PAR process 
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enabled the participants to learn how to learn and thus become lifelong learners who can 

continually improve their practice. 

As a researcher, PALAR enabled me to function as a co-researcher (MacDonald, 2012), actively 

engaged in data generation alongside ECCE managers and practitioners. This collaborative 

approach aimed to navigate and explore the advantages and challenges associated with the shift 

in ECCE functions from the Department of Social Development (DSD) to the Department of Basic 

Education (DBE). Through PALAR, participants gained a deeper understanding of these benefits 

and contributed to the smooth transition process. The following section explores the research 

methods employed in the study. 

3.3 Research methods 

In this section, I examine the research methods employed in this study. Research methods are 

the strategies used by researchers to answer the research question (Vaughn & Jacquez, 2020), 

encompassing participant recruitment, data generation strategies, and data analysis. I further 

provide a comprehensive explanation of the methods utilised to effectively address the research 

objectives and generate meaningful insights within the context of the study. 

The research methods used ALS discussions, creative and visual methods, and a reflective diary 

were well suited to the participatory, collaborative, and transformative aims of this PALAR study 

(Wood, 2020; Kearney et al., 2013). They enabled deep, inclusive engagement with the lived 

realities of ECCE managers and practitioners. These methods supported authentic co-creation of 

knowledge (Glaw et al., 2017) while also facilitating personal and collective growth in navigating 

the function shift (Herr & Anderson, 2015). 

3.3.1. Participant recruitment 

Participant recruitment is a crucial aspect of the research process. It involves selecting individuals 

who meet specific criteria and can provide valuable perspectives and experiences for the study 

(Manohar et al., 2018). Purposive sampling is when a participant is chosen intentionally for the 

qualities they possess (Etikan et al., 2016). In this study, I focused on recruiting ECCE managers 

and practitioners working in both registered and unregistered centres, including those owned by 

and affiliated to the [name of organisation] and privately owned centres within the [name of the 

nation]. I took this approach because I work in this area and wanted to ensure diversity and 

representativeness.  

To reach these ECCE managers and practitioners, I developed a recruitment leaflet (see 

Annexure B) describing the objectives and other relevant aspects of the study. I discussed this 
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leaflet with my administrator colleague and then asked him to recruit participants for me as an 

independent person for ethical reasons, as emphasised by Kubicek and Robles (2016). He 

distributed the leaflets at various ECCE centres and guided participants through the process. He 

dealt with the interested participants throughout until they signed the consent forms. Upon signing 

the consent forms – he then handed them over to me. This approach was aimed at mitigating 

power dynamics, as my existing collaborations with certain centres could have created a situation 

where staff members felt obligated to participate even if they did not genuinely want to volunteer 

for the study (Karnieli-Miller et al., 2009). Following that, I confirmed the participants' interest and 

scheduled the meeting date with them over the phone.  

The following table indicates the biographic data of the participants who volunteered for this study. 

Table 3.3: Participant biographic details 

Pseudonym/ name Position Centre un/registered Affiliation 

Participant 1 Practitioner Registered Affiliated  

Participant 2 Practitioner Unregistered Not affiliated 

Participant 3 Manager Unregistered Not affiliated 

Participant 4 Manager Unregistered Not affiliated 

Participant 5 Manager Unregistered Not affiliated 

Participant 6 Manager Unregistered Not affiliated 

Participant 7 Manager Registered Affiliated 

The recruited ECCE managers and practitioners and I formed an action learning set (ALS). An 

ALS is a small group of individuals who meet regularly over a period to learn collaboratively from 

and with each other, engaging in continuous self-reflection (Wood, 2020). Within this ALS, we 

developed a shared vision for collaboration, clarified our mutual purpose, identified the knowledge 

and skills each participant brings, and acknowledged areas for further growth. We then proceeded 

to establish guidelines and assign roles (see Figure 3.1). l, with the goal of fostering trustworthy 

relationships and empowering participants to take ownership of their learning and embrace 

lifelong learning. Vu (2020) emphasises that participants are more likely to engage meaningfully 

when they are invited into decision processes and reflective discussions; a principle that aligned 
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well with the goals of our ALS. This approach enhanced the overall validity and credibility of the 

research findings (Stahl & King, 2020). The following section explores the data generation 

strategies employed in the study, highlighting the methods used to gather rich and insightful 

information from the participants. 

3.3.2. Data generation strategies 

Data generation strategies refer to the systematic approaches and techniques used by 

researchers to obtain relevant data that aligns with the research objectives. These strategies also 

involve using tools and techniques that ensure the reliability and validity of the collected data 

(Babbie, 2016; Leedy & Ormrod, 2015). Opening more options for collecting data assists 

participants in participating maximally. 

In this study, I used the following methods: Transcripts of recorded ALS discussions, a reflective 

diary, and creative and visual methods as essential components within the PALAR approach to 

data generation. In Table 3.4 below, I summarise the sessions and methods used to generate 

data throughout the study. 

Table 3.4: Overview of the ALS sessions 

Session Date Purpose of the session Activity Data Cycle 

1 16 May 

2024 

Building a relationship, 

establishing the ALS, 

introductions, signing consent 

forms, discussion of group 

norms and expectations, 

outlining roles.  

We were all engaged in 

discussions, established a 

WhatsApp group, read and 

signed forms. 

Transcription of 

discussions 

1 

2 23 May 

2024 

Relationship building, 

documenting rules, building 

confidence, deciding on a 

vision. 

Created rules, building a 

vision model with LEGO, 

discussions. 

Photos of model 

built, a list of rules, 

transcripts of 

discussions 

1 

3 30 May 

2024 

Relationship building; attending 

a webinar on the two years 

function shift updates and the 

idea is that they learn from 

broader stakeholders and 

share their learning. 

Engaging in the affirmation 

activity. 

Participation in the 

webinar.  

Drawings with 

captions and 

transcribed 

narratives 

1 

4 06 June 

2024 

Relationship building, context 

analysis, exploring Cycle One 

research question “What are 

the experiences, feelings, 

knowledge and expectations of 

the ECCE managers and 

Continuing with affirmation 

activity – exploring 

strengths and how we can 

assist the ALS Participants 

drawing their experiences, 

feelings, knowledge and 

Drawings, 

transcripts of 

discussions 

1 
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Session Date Purpose of the session Activity Data Cycle 

practitioners regarding the 

function shift?” 

expectations regarding the 

function shift. 

5 13 June 

2024 

Relationship building, 

continuation of Cycle One 

research question. 

Participants continuing to 

draw their experiences, 

feelings, knowledge and 

expectations, started 

presenting their drawings.  

Drawings, 

transcripts of 

discussions 

1 

6 20 June 

2024 

Relationship building, 

continuation of Cycle One 

research question. 

Participants continued to 

present their drawings. 

Drawings, 

transcripts of 

discussions 

1 

7 27 June 

2024 

Relationship building, 

identifying common patterns 

emerging from Cycle One.  

Identifying common 

patterns from participants’ 

presentations.  

Charts, transcripts 

of discussions 

1 

8 04 July 

2024 

Identification of actions to 

address issues identified in 

Cycle One. 

Developing a collage to 

address the issues 

identified in Cycle One. 

Collages, 

transcripts of 

discussions 

2 

9 18 July 

2024 

Discussion of collages. Sharing and discussing the 

information on the 

collages. 

Transcripts of 

discussions 

2 

10 15 August 

2024 

Development of an action plan. Developing an action plan 

in relation to the collages. 

Charts, transcripts 

of discussions 

2 

11 23 

September 

2024 

Review of the action plan  Various activities in a 

whole day session to 

develop confidence to 

review and implement the 

action plan 

Charts, transcripts 

of discussions 

2 

12 24 

October 

2024 

Action plan progress update. Progress discussions 

regarding the action plan. 

Transcripts of 

discussions 

2 

13 06 

November 

2024 

Disseminating findings. Presented findings at a 

regional seminar for 

practitioners involved in 

the ETDP SETA Chair 

research.  

PowerPoint 

Presentation. 

2 

 

(i) Transcripts of recorded discussions  

Transcripts are word-for-word texts of what was spoken. They are necessary and a main method 

of data generation in PALAR; however, they can never capture spoken interaction in its entirety 

(Richardson et al., 2022). Transcripts capture the verbatim accounts of participants' 

conversations, providing rich and detailed data for analysis (Alase, 2017). I recorded each 
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session, listened to all the discussions, re-listened for clarification, and transcribed them at my 

own pace (Hill et al., 2022). Recording the discussions was the easiest part of this study. I 

requested consent and just pressed record throughout the whole session, allowing the discussion 

to continue naturally. The transcripts enabled me to delve deep into the perspectives, thoughts, 

and experiences of the ECCE managers and practitioners, offering valuable insights into the 

ECCE function shift.  

(ii) Critical reflective diary 

A reflective diary served as a personal written account in which I reflected on how each session 

unfolded and how ECCE managers and practitioners expressed their experiences, thoughts, and 

emotions towards the ECCE function shift (Germain et al., 2016). This diary also acted as a self-

reflection tool, encouraging me to introspect and articulate how I facilitated the session and 

impacted the progress of the ALS (Creswell, 2014). My self-reflection was mainly guided by the 

following questions: What kind of climate did I create for the participants? How was I relating and 

interacting with the participants? What were my strengths and weaknesses in the session, and 

how can I address them? What can I improve on to get every participant to actively engage? 

These questions provided me with access to my inner reflections and assisted me in improving 

with every session, as they provided me with deeper understanding and insights (Tracy, 2019). 

In line with the principles of PALAR, critical self-reflection was central to this study (Wood, 2020). 

While the reflective diary captured personal insights, its use extended beyond introspection; it 

became a responsive tool that informed my facilitation and ethical engagement (Germain et al., 

2016). For instance, in an early session I wrote: 

Today I felt a bit unsettled. I realise now that I entered the room expecting the 

participants to be more informed. Their uncertainty made me think; have I failed to 

position this topic in a way that meets them where they are? 

(Reflective Journal, Session 2, 30 May 2024) 

This prompted me to adapt by co-creating understanding with participants, encouraging them to 

first share their knowledge before offering structured inputs. Later in the process, as trust and 

dialogue deepened, I noted: 

Interestingly, I am no longer experiencing any anxiety. Everyone is now 

comfortable and actively participates (Reflective Journal, Session 7, 27 June 

2024). 
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These reflections show how my assumptions were challenged, how facilitation improved over 

time, and how PALAR’s emphasis on democratic, catalytic learning was lived out in practice. The 

learning was mutual; and informed how I present the findings in Chapter 4. 

(iii) Visual methods 

Glaw et al. (2017) highlight that visual methods refer to various techniques that allow participants 

to visually represent their thoughts, feelings, and experiences, such as drawing, collage, 

photovoice, cellphilming, and digital storytelling. We negotiated and agreed on building a model 

using collage and drawing, which contributed to gaining a deep understanding of the participants’ 

experiences, thoughts and perspectives (Bartoli, 2020).  

According to Fay and Moran (2013), drawing involves mark-making to express visual ideas using 

various instruments such as pencils, pen and ink, inked brushes, crayons, charcoal, chalk, 

pastels, erasers, markers, and styluses. In this study, drawing was used to allow participants to 

visualise ideas that couldn’t be conveyed with words. I provided drawing materials, including 

papers and asked participants to use whichever material they found convenient. In Cycle One, I 

requested them to make a drawing about their experiences, feelings, knowledge and expectations 

regarding the function shift. I further requested them to provide captions for their drawings. 

A collage is an amalgamation of two or more visual elements or materials that are combined into 

a harmonious unity of form (Kherid et al., 2024). The prompt was: Make a collage that depicts 

how you want to address the challenges identified in Cycle One. Participants brought magazines 

and scissors, and I provided glue. In a case where they couldn’t get a certain picture in the 

magazines, they asked me to search for it on the internet and print it out for them. The collages 

were completed in pairs. We used this method because it allowed participants to use various 

materials to express themselves. We worked on the collages over two sessions, during which I 

encouraged ECCE managers and practitioners to bring additional materials they felt were 

necessary to help them express themselves.  

(iv) Model-building 

Buckingham (2009) and Gauntlett (2005) emphasise that creative visual methods are valuable 

qualitative methods in participatory research, designed to alter the power relations between 

participants and explore their perspectives. They involve making creative visual artefacts and 

building models. In this study, participants engaged in model-building using LEGO sets, which 

included coloured plastic interlocking bricks and various other elements (Peterson & Ziegler, 

2021). In the initial sessions of Cycle One, this method proved effective in breaking the ice among 

ECCE managers and practitioners and facilitated a creative approach to envisioning our ALS 
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goals. I provided a box of LEGO and asked participants to collaboratively build their ideal ECCE 

centre. Through this activity, they built a model, reflected on and expressed their thoughts through 

metaphors (Nerantzi & Despard, 2014). These creative and visual methods have been widely 

used to study social issues (Herzog, 2019) and have become a valuable tool for data generation 

(Ong, 2020). In this study, a combination of these creative and visual methods enabled ECCE 

managers and practitioners to express themselves easily, creatively, and confidently, resulting in 

the best answers to the research questions.  

Integrating creative and visual methods with transcripts of recorded discussions and my critical 

reflective diary enhanced the richness and depth of the collected data. This multimodal 

combination allowed for the capture of visual cues, non-verbal communication, and contextual 

details that could not be fully conveyed through text alone (Forceville, 2022). The inclusion of 

visual data provided a more holistic understanding of the participants' experiences and 

perspectives. 

The PALAR approach empowered ECCE managers and practitioners to actively contribute to 

data generation and analysis. By involving them in the decision-making process, participants were 

able to interpret and evaluate the data. This participatory aspect fostered meaningful 

relationships, promoting trust, collaboration, and co-creation of knowledge (Reason & Bradbury, 

2008). The use of creative and visual methods in this collaborative approach facilitated 

engagement, as visual materials sparked discussion and reflection (Rose, 2016). 

Implementing the PALAR approach and respectfully engaging with individuals from diverse 

cultures created a supportive environment for mutual learning and understanding between myself 

and participants (Wood & Zuber-Skerritt, 2013). This approach was grounded in trust and respect, 

allowing participants to feel valued and confident in expressing their opinions (Zuber-Skerritt & 

Teare, 2013). In this study, the data generated by the ECCE managers and practitioners within 

the PALAR framework is seen as a valuable contribution, reflecting gratitude and recognition for 

their input (Maree, 2016). The following section explores the data analysis method used in the 

study. 

3.3.3. Data analysis 

This section focuses on the data analysis process carried out in the study. Data analysis is a 

critical process in qualitative research that involves systematically organising, interpreting, and 

making sense of the collected data to uncover patterns, themes, and insights (Creswell, 2014). 

This assisted us in realising whether we had answered the initial research questions.  
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Bhatia (2017) defines data analysis as the critical examination of raw or generated data to draw 

conclusions and present them in a format for decision-making. In this study, I used thematic data 

analysis, which is a qualitative research method that involves systematically organising and 

analysing complex data collections. The thematic analysis explores themes within data narratives 

through careful reading and re-reading of transcribed data (Dawadi, 2020). According to Kampira 

(2021), this process entails identifying and linking themes within the data, assuming that all 

information carries meaning that can be inferred from central ideas or clusters of ideas.  

In this study, a significant amount of data was generated. Upon reflection and transcribing, I 

discussed key points that emerged from the previous session with ECCE managers and 

practitioners in the next session. They would then correct or reaffirm me if that was what they 

were talking about. We then wrote on paper what we thought was common and gave it an initial 

theme. I further analysed this through my theoretical lens. The thematic analysis allowed me to 

identify patterns and develop themes through various phases and stages using data generated 

by creative and visual methods, transcripts and my reflective diary. While traditional interviews 

were not conducted, rich narrative data was collected through transcribed ALS discussions, 

reflective diaries, and participant-created visual artefacts. The information provided in Figure 3.3 

summarises the phases and stages followed to identify patterns and develop themes in generated 

data. 

 

Figure 3.3: Phases and stages of theme development (Adapted from Dawadi, 2020; Maguire 

& Delahunt, 2017)  

Phase One:

Farmiliarisation of data

* Read transcripts 

* Re-read transcripts 

* Jot down early 
impressions

Phase Two:

Generation of initial codes

* Organise data

* Code according to research 
questions

Phase Three:

Searching for themes

* Identify patterns 

* Combine codes

Phase Four:

Reviewing themes

* Modify developed themes

* Re-read transcripts

* Categorise themes

Phase Five:

Defining and naming 
themes

* Read through categories 

* Identify essence of themes

* Name themes

Phase Six:

Writing report

* write report - dissertation 
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(i) Phase One: Familiarisation of data 

I started by transcribing the ECCE managers’ and practitioners’ discussions onto a Word 

document. I then made sure to back up the document and store it in a secure location, including 

a password-protected Google Drive folder. During this phase, I carefully read and re-read the 

transcripts while also examining the LEGO model, drawings and collages that were created. As I 

went through the transcripts again, I made notes and recorded my initial impressions.  

(ii) Phase Two: Generation of initial codes 

In this phase, I began organising the data in a logical and systematic manner. I created a table 

and used line-to-line coding to code the text based on the research questions. I grouped sections 

of the transcripts that pertained to a particular question together in the table alongside the 

respective question. Additionally, I utilised open coding, allowing me to develop and modify codes 

as I progressed through the coding process. Consequently, I established a column where I could 

include portions of the transcripts that I deemed significant and relevant to the study but did not 

directly address any of the research questions. 

(iii) Phase Three: Searching for themes 

Continuing from phase two, in phase three I began to highlight patterns by assigning the same 

colour to text that sounded the same. By the end of this phase, I had organised the codes into 

broader themes that conveyed something specific and relevant about the research question. 

(iv) Phase Four: Reviewing themes 

During this phase, I carefully reviewed and modified the identified themes. I went through each 

theme, consolidating the highlighted data to ensure that it was logically organised. I also re-

examined the data associated with each theme to determine if it truly supported it. In addition, I 

checked if any data belonged to multiple themes and appropriately relocated it. I made several 

changes during this phase, including assessing overlapping themes to determine if they were 

distinct or could be merged. I also developed subthemes where necessary. 

(v) Phase Five: Defining and naming themes 

This phase represents the final modification of the themes. I thoroughly reviewed each theme to 

comprehend its essence and how it related to any subthemes. In my attempt to provide feedback 

to the ALS, I rearranged the themes based on their priority and logical flow.  
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(vi) Phase Six: Writing report 

Since the formalisation of the ECCE function (see Chapter 1), ECCE managers and practitioners 

have faced multiple complexities. These complexities were experienced prior to the launch, 

during, and are still being experienced. The aim of this study was to equip ECCE managers and 

practitioners with the skills and knowledge to navigate the complexities of the function shift in a 

PALAR approach. In this study, I worked with seven ECCE managers and practitioners who 

engaged in activities such as building relationships, generating, analysing and disseminating 

data, and reflecting on their learning and development to determine the next steps.  

The findings of this study revealed both the advantages and disadvantages of the ECCE function 

shift. Most importantly, they provided insights on how to best navigate these complexities. The 

co-generated knowledge is valuable not only to ECCE managers and practitioners but also to the 

ECCE sector as a whole and to the study itself. In the next section, I discuss the validity of the 

study. 

3.4 Validity 

In this section, I examine the validity measures used in this study. Validity refers to the degree to 

which a research study effectively measures its intended conceptions, ensuring that the resulting 

findings and conclusions are both accurate and meaningful (Cook & Campbell, 1979; Edwin, 

2019). To ensure the validity of this study, I applied the quality criteria proposed by Herr and 

Anderson (2015) and emphasised by Elg et al. (2019), which include democratic, dialogic, 

process, catalytic and outcome validity.  

I upheld democratic validity by involving ECCE managers and practitioners as co-researchers, 

providing them with equal opportunities to ensure that their experiences, feelings and knowledge 

directed the study. To enhance participants’ understanding, I applied dialogic validity by 

summarising key points at the end of each session and recapping the previous session at the 

beginning of each new one. Participants engaged voluntarily in this process. Through this, 

different issues were identified. In developing actions to address the identified issues, I applied 

process validity by allowing participants to assign tasks to one another, including myself, 

promoting mutual accountability. This process led to catalytic validity by helping participants 

become more aware of the roles and responsibilities necessary to improve their ECCE centres 

and meet the function shift requirements. Ultimately, this led to outcome validity, as the ALS co-

developed a collaborative hub to navigate the complexities of the function shift and other ECCE 

sector-related issues.  
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Through this process, I ensured that the findings were both valid and reliable. Careful attention to 

validity and reliability is crucial for ensuring precise and significant outcomes this. In the following 

section, I explore the ethical considerations of this study. 

3.5 Ethical considerations 

In this section, I discuss the ethical considerations related to this study. Ethics are imperative in 

research, particularly within the PALAR approach, where it is crucial to actively address power 

dynamics and promote an inclusive environment (Reason & Bradbury, 2008). To address ethical 

considerations, I had a pre-existing ethical contract in place. I handed a copy to each participant, 

and we discussed the contents in detail. When they confirmed their satisfaction with the terms, 

they signed without any amendments or renegotiations. 

Ethical considerations encompass the principles and guidelines that I, as a researcher must 

adhere to ensure the morally correct conduct of this study. These involve safeguarding the rights, 

well-being, and dignity of participants while upholding integrity in research practices. Key ethical 

considerations include obtaining informed consent, ensuring privacy and confidentiality, 

minimising risks, promoting fairness and inclusivity, and upholding research integrity (Akhtar et 

al., 2021; Kaiser, 2009). Participants actively participated in several recorded two-hour 

discussions, engaged in creative and visual methods activities, and collaboratively developed 

actions to address the identified issues. 

I provided participants with detailed information about the study's aims, purpose, benefits, and 

potential risks. In the first action learning set (ALS) session, we collaboratively developed an 

ethical agreement to ensure mutual understanding, with a strong emphasis on respect and trust. 

This commitment guided me to respect participants' privacy, avoid irrelevant personal questions, 

and address any issues that arose in relation to the research and participants’ day-to-day 

operations. Throughout the study, I upheld principles of fairness, gratitude and Ubuntu 

(compassion and humanity) while maintaining open communication with participants. I took 

measures to prevent harm, handled data confidentially and used it solely for research purposes. 

Furthermore, in the following section, I explore the crucial aspects of obtaining permission and 

ensuring informed consent. 

3.5.1. Permission and informed consent  

In this section, I discuss the importance of obtaining permission and informed consent in this 

study. Seeking permission entails obtaining authorisation from relevant authorities, while informed 

consent ensures that participants fully understand and willingly agree to the study's objectives, 
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procedures, potential risks and benefits (Field & Behrman, 2004; Kaiser, 2009; Maree, 2016). 

These ethical considerations are crucial for respecting participants' autonomy and protecting their 

rights throughout the study process.  

I applied to the Edu-REC of the North-West University for research approval and successfully 

obtained permission to proceed (see Annexure C). I initially planned to obtain permission from 

the ECCE forums, assuming they were legitimate 'gatekeepers' (Ashley-Cooper et al., 2019). 

However, the ECCE managers explained that they operate independently from these forums, 

which they described as non-functional due to internal politics. I obtained voluntary consent and 

granted participants the freedom to withdraw at any stage without repercussions. For instance, in 

the first session, two ECCE practitioners (Participant 8 & Participant 9) joined but withdrew on the 

same day. Similarly, in the second session, two other practitioners (Participant 10 & Participant 

11) also participated but withdrew on the same day. By prioritising permission and informed 

consent, I sought to maintain ethical standards, support participant autonomy, and protect their 

rights throughout the research process. In the subsequent section, I concentrate on the crucial 

aspects of anonymity and confidentiality. 

3.5.2. Anonymity and confidentiality  

In this section, I discuss the preservation of anonymity and confidentiality in this study. Ensuring 

anonymity means that participants' identities, including ECCE managers and practitioners, will be 

protected, and pseudonyms will be used to maintain confidentiality (Kaiser, 2009). Confidentiality 

measures will be implemented to protect their personal information and research data from 

unauthorised disclosure (Maree, 2016). While I could assure confidentiality, it is important to note 

that complete anonymity could not be guaranteed due to the close involvement and collaboration 

within the PALAR approach. However, we followed strict confidentiality protocols to minimise the 

risk of identifying individual participants.  

In this study, I prioritised ethical considerations to protect participants' well-being by following 

strict confidentiality measures and obtaining informed consent. As emphasised by Kaiser (2009), 

participants had the option to choose anonymity through pseudonyms or to disclose their 

identities. Ultimately, I coded participants as ‘P’ followed by a number. Anonymity and 

confidentiality are crucial ethical considerations in a PALAR approach that contribute to building 

trust with ECCE managers and practitioners, respecting their privacy rights, and maintaining the 

integrity of the research process. 
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3.6 Chapter summary 

In this chapter, I discussed the research methodology employed to explore how ECCE managers 

and practitioners experience the function shift, aiming to support them in navigating its 

complexities. I adopted a Critical Transformative Paradigm (CTP) within a Participatory Action 

Learning and Action Research (PALAR) design. This allowed collaborative engagement and 

knowledge co-generation. I outlined participant recruitment through purposive sampling, which 

included ECCE managers and practitioners from various centres within the [name of the nation], 

a semi-rural area where I am employed. I used data generation methods, including transcripts of 

recorded discussions, my reflective diary and visual methods (model building, drawing & collage). 

This provided multiple ways for participants to express their experiences. 

Furthermore, I applied thematic analysis across six stages and ultimately developed themes 

aligned with the research question. I ensured validity through Herr and Anderson’s criteria, 

focusing on democratic, dialogic, process, catalytic, and outcome validity. In ethical 

considerations, I addressed permission, informed consent, anonymity and confidentiality. In the 

following Chapter, I present the findings. 
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CHAPTER 4  

DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS 

4.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I present a detailed analysis of the findings to answer the secondary questions of 

the study, namely: 

a) What are the experiences, feelings, knowledge and expectations of the ECCE managers 

and practitioners regarding the function shift?  

b) What actions can they take to address the issues identified?  

The findings are structured around the key themes and actions that emerged during the two 

research cycles:  

a) Cycle One: Identifying the experiences (including feelings, knowledge and expectations) 

of the ECCE managers and practitioners regarding the function shift.  

b) Cycle Two: Develop an action plan to address the issues identified in Cycle One.  

To provide clarity and structure, I organised findings into themes and explored each theme in 

relation to the above research questions. I supported the analysis with relevant data, including 

direct quotes from transcripts, as well as tables and figures that complement the insights, where 

applicable. Below, I discuss each of these themes as they emerged in Cycle One and Two. 

4.2 Discussion of the themes and sub-themes that emerged 

Four key themes and sub-themes emerged from Cycle One, with an additional theme emerging 

from Cycle Two. These reflected the participants' lack of knowledge and support, emotional and 

financial challenges, and competitive tendencies affecting collaboration. These themes illustrate 

the complex challenges ECCE managers and practitioners encounter during the function shift, 

and solutions that they co-generated. Below, I explore each theme in detail following the summary 

presented in Table 4.1. 
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Table 4.1: Overview of themes 

Theme No. Theme Name 

1 

Participants’ lack of knowledge, uncertainty and resistance towards the function 
shift 

a) Miscommunication and misperceptions about the function shift; 
b) Fears, intimidation and disbelief of information spread about the function 

shift; 
c) Panic and feelings of being undervalued led to resistance to change 

 

2 

Lack of support and training for ECCE managers and practitioners 
a) Lack of support and training for professional development in early childhood 

care and education; 
b) Lack of training in specialised knowledge to support children with special 

needs;  
c) Lack of support and training in preparing for the function shift implications, 

policy changes and new processes 

3 

Emotional and financial challenges set against sustainability and survival 
a) ECCE managers’ and practitioners’ emotional and financial challenges set 

against job security and personal survival 
b) The financial and educational sustainability of centres once the function shift 

implementation process started 

4 
Competitive tendencies delaying collaboration and progress 

a) Lack of collaborative management approaches within centres;  
b) Perceived competition between centre managers 

5 

Recognising the potential of collaborating to navigate the complexities of the 
function shift 

a) Co-generated action plan to collaboratively navigate the function shift 
b) Participant personal development: A quest for agency, ownership and 

lifelong learning 
 

 

4.3 Theme 1: Participants’ lack of knowledge, uncertainty and resistance towards the 

function shift 

In this theme, I explore how the ECCE managers and practitioners lacked knowledge regarding 

the function shift and were uncertain about its impact on them, which has led to resistance in 

adapting to the changes. To explore these dynamics in more detail, I discuss the three sub-

themes that emerged below. 

a) Miscommunication and misperceptions about the function shift  
 

In this sub-theme, I discuss the experiences of ECCE managers and practitioners regarding 

official communication about the function shift. Effective communication is essential to deal with 

the various government departments, social workers and parents (Wood & Neethling, 2024). Such 

communication plays a vital role in facilitating the smooth transition of any process. However, 

participants expressed how some were excluded from the communication, while others appeared 

to receive timely and adequate updates. This miscommunication, or lack of communication from 
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authorities, was also identified as a challenge by the joint committee of the Departments of Basic 

Education and Social Development (DBE & DSD, 2022). It left many participants feeling confused 

and uncertain about what the function shift entailed, when it would happen and how it would 

impact their work. The sector inequalities identified by Ashley-Cooper et al. (2019) are ongoing, 

as some participants were unaware of the function shift and its exact implications. Some assumed 

it had been delayed or even cancelled, leading to limited or no preparation. Figure 4.1 provides 

evidence of their lack of knowledge:   

Iyooo! I don’t know anything about that function shift of yours… I think function shift 

means we are not functioning like we used to function; it means we are moving 

from level A to level B (P8).  

 

Well, I have heard about 
function shift before, but I 
thought it’s not there 
anymore, because, some of 
us, where we are, nothing 
reaches us…I thought it 
was cancelled I keep asking 
myself if it will still be moved 
or have they reconsidered 
otherwise... (P5) 

Figure 4.1: Lack of knowledge about function shift (P5) 

These responses highlighted their lack of understanding, feelings of confusion, doubts and 

exclusion. Furthermore, participants indicated the scepticism and frustrations that arose due to 

miscommunication, as illustrated in Figure 4.2:  
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I knew they said it 
was going to 
happen, but then, 
I knew it was 
going to be one of 
those things that 
will take forever to 
happen. There is 
a talk, but no 
action (P2).  

 

Figure 4.2: Persistent lack of knowledge about function shift (P2) 

P7 added further perspective on the misalignment: 

Function shift happened, but it was just a mere word, in actions it hasn’t happened. 

When you go to the Department it is a problem, the DSD officials only gave some 

documents to the DBE officials, they are not even working together. When there 

are things that you need, they won’t help you; they will tell you that they don’t know 

anything, including EMIS number…(P7) 

Drawing from their prior experiences of limited communication and commitment, participants 

thought that officials were not effectively implementing the function shift. Although the government 

acknowledges the importance of communication, as demonstrated by the provincial governments 

conducting communication activities and district roadshows (DBE & DSD, 2022), the scale of 

these efforts was clearly insufficient. Based on the participants’ comments, many ECCE 

managers and practitioners were overlooked. Hence, they saw this as a lack of communication. 

Such ineffective communication not only promoted misunderstandings but also highlighted 

participants’ lack of confidence in both the officials and the transition process, as also emphasised 

by Baloyi and Makhubele (2018).  

Participants observed that parents also lacked sufficient knowledge regarding the function shift. 

Upon hearing that DBE would assume the functions of ECCE, some parents moved their four-

year-old children to schools. This shift was terrible for the children, as schools were often 
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unprepared for ECCE in terms of infrastructure, appropriate curriculum and qualified practitioners 

to teach this age group. Some schools accepted and mixed these younger children with grade R 

learners who were typically five and a half years old, likely due to the lowered grade R age in the 

BELA Act (RSA, 2024). P1 further expressed this frustration:  

You know, the ups and downs were caused by the Department of Social 

Development... Some parents were amidst the ups and downs; they shifted 

children from ECD centres to the schools. And then when they get there they are 

not coping (P1).  

These incidents left participants with mixed feelings, which led to the sub-theme I explore below. 

b) Fear, intimidation and disbelief of information spread about the function shift 

In this sub-theme, I discuss the feelings of participants regarding the function shift, reflecting on 

their initial reactions when it was first announced by President Cyril Ramaphosa in his State of 

the Nation Address in 2019 (South African Government, 2019) and when it was officially launched 

in 2022 (DBE, 2022a). As illustrated in Figure 4.3 below, participants expressed mixed emotions, 

encompassing fear, intimidation, anger, panic, shock, uncertainty, worry, and sadness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.3: Mixed emotions due to function shift (P4) 

 

 

When I first 
heard of the 
function shift, 
I was 
shocked. I 
was also 
angry on the 
other hand 
because I 
thought the 
[name of 
organisation] 
is calling us 
after so many 
things and 
after it has 
disappointed 

us (P4). 
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Part of this statement indicated how participants thought the function shift was the process of the 

local organisation, which, in their view, had previously disappointed them. The perception of the 

function shift being a process of this local organisation brought anger to many participants, as 

they expressed that the organisation is no different from the DSD. As P4 continued:  

Even if [name of organisation] can ask me to be part of them, I am going to refuse 

[raising tone]…They too didn’t assist me with anything. Do you remember there 

was an incident about the ECD relief fund? We went up and down, doing this and 

that. My documents were up-to-date, I was only waiting for that money (P4). 

 

As participants were recruited by an employee of [name of organisation], some mistakenly thought 

he was calling them on behalf of the organisation. This illustrates the frustration, feelings of 

victimisation and exclusion felt by the ECCE managers and practitioners, as also discussed by 

Atmore (2022). It indicated a genuine plea for support, as they felt isolated and unsupported, 

which led to their resistance toward adaptation. I discuss this further in the subsequent section. 

 

Most of the fears stemmed from the ineffective communication highlighted in the previous sub-

theme. Initially, participants were under the mistaken impression that DBE would take over ECCE 

entirely, meaning that all children would have to move to schools, which led them to worry about 

losing their income. P1 expressed the sense of panic: We were panicking because we thought 

we might lose everything. Moreover, some participants felt intimidated by the unknown, and 

others doubted the accuracy of the information they received. In line with this, DBE (2022a) 

highlighted the mixed emotions caused by the function shift, which is further validated by these 

participants’ expressions.  

In addition to concerns about their own future, participants were also stressed and worried about 

the children’s development, as expressed by P4 and P5:  

I was stressed that these children will be going to the schools where it is 

overcrowded (P4). 

At the time I was just alright and excited, but after some time… hei, just mixed 

emotions. I was alright about the function shift, but also stressed, especially about 

the children taken from us to the schools (P5). 

Participants may not have been aware of the exact teacher-to-learner ratio. However, they were 

aware of the issues of overcrowding in schools and recognised that a congested learning 

environment was unlikely to be conducive to effective development. This was further expressed 

by P4: 
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Bagolo, on the matter that children are not coping at schools. When children leave 

my centre and go to school, each and every quarter their parents give me a report. 

So the teachers ask too as to which ECD centre they are coming from. So to be 

honest, even if this function shift does happen, they are putting pressure on the 

teachers as you would find that one teacher is overcrowded with learners in one 

class, whereas these learners were alright in our ECD centres and there is 

improvement in the ECD centres because the children are no more just sleeping 

and eating, we are teaching them (P4). 

c) Panic and feelings of being undervalued led to resistance to change:  
 

In this sub-theme, I explore the resistance and panic exhibited by the ECCE managers and 

practitioners toward adapting to the function shift and their feelings of exclusion and being 

undervalued by the authorities. Although there was a plan that outlined the function shift process 

(DBE, 2022a), participants felt that the function shift was never effectively communicated and was 

then imposed upon them before they could even understand it fully. This lack of- or 

miscommunication left them feeling undervalued, disregarded, and excluded from decision-

making processes as they were not consulted despite their extensive experience in the sector. 

Baloyi and Makhubele (2018) earlier indicated that challenges in the ECCE often lead to 

resistance and panic. As such, the miscommunication led participants to be resistant toward 

adapting to the function shift and panicking as they thought they were going to be forced to close 

down for not meeting the minimum requirements and that they might lose everything, as 

expressed by P1:  

We were panicking because we thought we might lose everything…We are 

expected to follow the new regulations, but nobody asked for our opinion. We are 

the ones working on the ground and we know what works best (P1). 

Since participants were not kept in the loop regarding the developments, they perceived the 

function shift as being abruptly launched, with no updates since it was last announced. The 

resistance was, therefore, a self-defence mechanism for many participants, although it also 

delayed their adaptation process. Despite this, it also allowed them time to seek more related 

information and better understand the implications of the function shift. Ultimately, participants felt 

unsupported and ignored by the DBE.  

According to Action Learning (AL) theory (Pedler, 2012), learning begins with not knowing, and is 

fostered through opportunities to question unfamiliar challenges in a safe, collaborative space. In 

this study, the confusion and resistance expressed by ECCE managers and practitioners reflected 
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a missed opportunity for such collective inquiry and reflection. Their reactions were a natural 

response to a change process that lacked structure, support, and spaces for critical engagement 

with the function shift. This broader lack of support is the focus of the following theme.  

4.4 Theme 2: Lack of support and training for ECCE managers and practitioners 

In this theme, I explore the participants’ struggles stemming from the lack of support and 

professional development opportunities for ECCE managers and practitioners, despite the 

expectation to meet the minimum compliance requirements. As expressed by P2:  

I don’t know how we are supposed to survive this shift without help. It’s like they 

expect us to just handle it all on our own (P2). 

Authorities, NGOs, and existing tribal bodies experience this lack of educative and supportive 

environment across levels, particularly within the site of this study. This is a practical example of 

systemic inequality, as emphasised by Ashley-Cooper et al. (2019). While some centres receive 

NGO support, others do not, which participants perceive as unfair treatment and lack of support. 

This matter extends beyond the function shift, reflecting longstanding differences. I further explore 

this theme through the three sub-themes outlined below. 

a) Lack of support and training for professional development in ECCE: 

In this sub-theme, I discuss the limited support and lack of training opportunities for professional 

development in ECCE centres. This challenge makes it difficult for participants to adapt to new 

sector developments (Zulu et al., 2022), such as the function shift. It is essential to continually 

develop and upskill to meet the sector’s evolving demands, particularly with the ECCE now under 

the DBE, which has pledged to professionalise the sector (Wood & Neethling, 2024). When ECCE 

managers and practitioners receive proper training, they will be able to deliver quality care and 

education for children. However, due to the miscommunication discussed in Theme 1, participants 

expressed anxiety about the relevance of their qualifications in relation to the function shift, as 

noted by P5: 

So, because in the centres the qualifications are not equal...if they are doing this 

shifting will they be looking at the qualifications too or not? (P5)  

Participants expressed a need for workshops and for existing personnel to be given priority when 

development opportunities arise. They raised concerns about the lack of professional 

development opportunities, noting that when such opportunities do emerge, some practitioners 

are excluded due to their age (You know they always say 25–35 years, P1). Additionally, these 

opportunities frequently demand resources that participants lack, such as time due to their full-



 

58 

time work commitments and money, as their limited earnings make it difficult to afford training 

fees. As highlighted by Visser et al (2021), these challenges are often faced by ECCE managers 

and practitioners from under-resourced centres. Participants also wanted to get accredited 

training that would be recognised for employment, rather than just ad hoc workshops: 

When it comes to the workshops, I believe they must be credited too. It is the 

opportunities for things like ECD learnership, why can we the existing staff be the 

first preference offered those opportunities? (P1) 

The trainee must be willing to commit for 24 months. The trainee will be required 

to attend classes on weekdays and some weekends (P6). 

Participants noted the lack of proper support which persists even within their ECCE centres after 

some staff members have attended the workshops and have to report back. P1 elaborated:  

We are never taken through, it is always in the meeting, given a slot to share 

summarised information (P1).  

This highlights that the feedback is very brief and appears as merely a tick box activity rather than 

going professional development which would require some follow up. Additionally, participants 

recognised the importance of meeting the minimum qualification requirements, which further 

contributed to the feelings of anxiety discussed in Theme 1, as anticipated by P5:  

So, reason why I am asking is because, since it is something that is coming we 

should know for instance, with myself I only came out of grade 12 and went into 

the ECD centre without any qualification, so do I have a chance or not? (P5) 

Among the seven participants I worked with, four ALS members received no support or training. 

One participant had attended workshops through an organisation that recently adopted their 

centre, while only two members received training and resources from a local NGO that supports 

them. This included workshops on curriculum, first aid, nutrition, administration, governance, and 

management, as well as National Qualification Framework Level 4 (NQF L4) training, ongoing 

monitoring, and resource provision. These are critical areas which many other ECCE centres do 

not have access to. Furthermore, participants noted an increase in children with special needs at 

their centres, an area in which they also lack support, as discussed below. 

b) Lack of training in specialised knowledge to support children with special needs: 

In this sub-theme, I discuss the lack of training in specialised knowledge to support children with 

special needs. Specialised knowledge in ECCE is essential for delivering intentional and impactful 
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interventions. Children often have various special needs that require tailored approaches, and 

when addressing these needs at an early age, they can be managed and even reduce their 

impact. Among the seven ALS members, only one had attended a workshop on special needs, 

which was brief and not specialised training. This reflects a significant gap, as many ECCE 

managers and practitioners lack adequate training in special needs support, a critical area, 

particularly now as the sector moves towards professionalisation. Although, not pointing out to a 

certain individual, they further indicated that there is a need to have a special needs ECCE centre. 

P4 noted the long-term impact of this gap: 

 We are not trained to deal with these children... Unfortunately, this delays them at 

school and everything else (P4). 

But honestly speaking, we have to be trained on how to deal with these children. 

Otherwise, if we are not trained, we will not know how to deal with them or what 

they want. So, which means we are doing an injustice to them when they are at 

our centres (P6).  

P5 shared the same sentiments saying:  

You know, we realised that we need an ECD centre for children with special needs 

(P5). 

Although participants lack training in this area, they observed that parents often deny or overlook 

their child’s special needs, as illustrated in figure 4.4 by P4 and P6. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.4: Parents’ reactions to special needs (P4 & P6) 

 Some parents 

refuse to accept 

that their child 

has special 

needs, and this 

delays getting the 

right help for the 

child (P4). 
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While it may be easy to identify children with special needs, it is also risky to do so and 

communicate with parents. Communicating with parents who may be in denial requires special 

training, which these ECCE managers and practitioners did not have. This highlights the 

importance of training ECCE managers and practitioners to enable them to intervene accordingly 

and also support the parents since it is evident that parents, too, lack training and support to 

accept and deal with the special needs of their children.  

Yes! Most parents are in denial (P5).  

The mother was so in denial. I even asked a manager from one centre, she once 

worked at a special school… I also called a social worker… But the parent said the 

child is okay, he is just still developing speech but he’ll be okay (P1). 

Smit et al. (2020) emphasise that there are gaps in the knowledge and training of practitioners, 

even dire in specialised areas. This lack of training in special needs support is reflected in the 

broader ECCE sector, where special needs support is not prioritised. Although policies exist to 

address special needs and promote inclusion (DBE, 2001; RSA, 2015), the gap in implementation 

leaves the ECCE managers and practitioners without access to sufficient professional 

development opportunities, particularly in this area. Below, I discuss the perceived lack of support 

and training in preparing for the function shift. 

c) Lack of support and training in preparing for the function shift implications, policy 

changes, and new processes: 

In this sub-theme, I explore the lack of support and training experienced by the ECCE managers 

and participants in preparing for the function shift implications, related policy changes and new 

procedures. As previously defined in Chapter 1, the ECCE function shift represents a major 

transition, impacting various Acts and policies. This phased approach (DBE, 2022a) required 

thorough training and a deeper understanding of policies, procedures and new administrative 

requirements. However, support on the ground was limited, and there appeared to be 

misalignment between various government levels, as also identified by the joint portfolio 

committee on Basic Education and Social Development (DBE & DSD, 2022). The ECCE 

managers and practitioners were not adequately guided through the policy changes and 

administrative processes to effectively navigate the complexities of the function shift. This concern 

was further emphasised by P1 and P6:  

I specified that we should get workshops. Proper workshops, for practitioners and 

managers... it is painful...when it is only one person attending workshops. How will 

the other practitioners benefit? You know, after attending a workshop, you are 
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going to tell us only what you remember, whereas, if we all attend, what I 

remember, and what you remember will complement and will each remember 

different pieces to contribute. By so doing, there will even be positive vibes at work, 

without always having that thing of one person attending everything and others not 

going anywhere (P1). 

P6 highlighted the need for even better benefits and inclusion of everyone: 

Expecting salary from the DBE, same services that the schools get. To get 

proper workshops. Are we currently getting any workshops? No, other 

people are getting workshops while others are not any (P6). 

Participants are expected to get their salaries and continuous professional development 

opportunities from the DBE, as teachers are also getting them from the DBE. These statements 

further highlight the gaps and feelings identified in Theme 1, as participants felt unprepared for 

the function shift. They expressed worry about whether their centres and qualifications would 

meet the minimum compliance requirements. Although capable, the lack of adequate support and 

training left participants doubting their abilities and preoccupied with presumed challenges rather 

than effectively navigating the function shift. Limited communication channels between DBE and 

participants further increased these issues, as not all participants had equal access to information. 

As expressed by P6:   

It’s intimidating, to be honest. It feels like the government just wants to make things 

harder for us… How can they expect us to do this without proper support? (P6)  

Some ECCE managers and practitioners will forever feel excluded and unprepared, which may 

lead to lack of confidence, increased resistance and mixed feelings toward the function shift. 

According to AL theory, creating conditions that enable learning is a foundational principle (Pedler, 

2012; Wood, 2020). Without access to structured training, mentoring, or dialogic spaces, the 

ECCE managers and practitioners were unable to reflect critically, access relevant knowledge, or 

take informed action. The absence of support systems not only deepened their sense of exclusion 

but also disrupted the core elements of the AL cycle; particularly the interaction between 

questioning, reflection, and co-learning. This lack of enabling conditions hindered their ability to 

navigate the function shift effectively. If this situation persists, ECCE managers and practitioners 

will continue to experience emotional and financial strain, a theme I discuss further in the 

subsequent section. 
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4.5 Theme 3: Emotional and financial challenges set against sustainability and survival 

In this theme, I explore the emotional burnout, operational demands and financial strains faced 

by ECCE managers and practitioners. Visser et al. (2021) also observed these challenges, 

particularly in under-resourced ECCE centres. These challenges are particularly extreme as they 

navigate the uncertainties surrounding job security, survival in harsh environments and the 

sustainability of their centres, as P2 illustrated in Figure 4.5 below, 

 

I was scared 
and heart 
broken, 
thinking it is 
the end of 
our job and 
we would 
not have 
any income 
(P2) 

Figure 4.5: Emotionally strained due to fear of job loss (P2) 

Participants expressed how pressured and isolated they felt while they were expected to carry on 

regardless of the ongoing challenges that impacted their well-being. These challenges arose 

within the work environment, from dynamics between practitioners, from managers to 

practitioners, and the pressure on managers from parents and stakeholders, which ultimately 

affect practitioners. I explore these issues further in the sub-themes below. 

a) ECCE managers’ and practitioners’ emotional and financial challenges: 

In this sub-theme, I explore how participants felt left to navigate the function shift on their own 

while managing daily demands and financial strains. They expressed that they work with limited 

resources and, as highlighted in Theme 2, there is a lack of support, intensifying their mixed 

emotions and concerns about job security, not having an income and well-being. These had an 

emotional toll on participants, with many expressing feelings of anxiety, stress and fatigue about 

their ability to cope with existing demands alongside the function shift pressure:  
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We are working harder than ever, but we don't know if it's enough. There’s always 

a fear of failing (P1).  

We’re working harder, but it feels like we’re not making any progress. It’s 

exhausting. The emotional strain is real. We are all feeling overwhelmed by the 

extra responsibilities (P4)." 

In Figure 4.6, P4 and P6 expressed how they are also under the financial pressure of maintaining 

their centres, which sometimes leads them to take money from their households.  

 

Sometimes we do not listen 
because they do not see 
the pressure behind us… It 
is the pressure about the 
finances, the fees by 
parents do not cover all 
that you want to achieve 
(P4). 

 
We are under pressure all 
the time, from finances to 
managing staff. This 
creates stress…If we can 
have an income, it can be 
better... Even at home 
when it is month-end, they 
want our contributions, 
which is another pressure 
(P6). 

 

Figure 4.6: Financial strain (P4 & P6) 

As raised by P6, these struggles extended beyond the workplace, affecting their home lives as 

well. They also faced difficulties and mistreatment from some parents, ranging from negative 

attitudes to non-payment of fees, their sole source of income. The situation worsened as 

enrolments declined due to parents taking their children to schools. As P6 shared:  

The issue of being undermined, it is because most of these parents know us from 

our communities with a certain character, and when it comes to the centre, I am a 

different person… It starts with children’s numbers drastically dropping, I used to 

have about 70 children, but now I have only 25 and I have three employees, I have 

to pay them (P6). 

Financial burden is the main challenge which leads to operational barriers and emotional strain 

as highlighted by Ashley-Cooper et al. (2019) and Baloyi and Makhubele (2018). It is even worse 
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for the ECCE managers as they bear the burden of daily financial operations, staff salaries and 

ensuring their own survival. Despite the DBE aiming to professionalise the sector (Wood & 

Neethling, 2024), many ECCE managers and practitioners remain unsupported, leaving them to 

bear the consequences of the transition gaps. Given the absence of emotional support at their 

workplaces, the ALS provided them with a much-needed space to vent and find mutual support. 

 

b) Financial and educational sustainability of centres after the function shift: 

Despite being overwhelmed and emotionally strained, ECCE managers and practitioners 

demonstrated resilience and determination to continue with their work, even if they have not yet 

registered their centre as a first step toward professionalisation (DBE & DSD, 2022).  

Yes. I just have to keep going, even if I do not see the light for now, I know at the 

end of the tunnel there is a light (P6).  

Building on the goals outlined in Chapter 1, the function shift has been seen both as a 

professionalisation effort and regulatory pressure point for the sector by also integrating it into the 

schooling system, at least for children aged three to five. However, the function shift has also 

increased the financial and operational challenges for ECCE managers and practitioners, 

particularly those from unregistered centres, as they strive toward sustainability under what they 

perceive as stricter regulations.  

To fully maximise the benefits of the function shift, it is crucial to complete registration, which 

would enable centres to receive a per child subsidy (set at R17 for 2025) (Brooks et al., 2022) 

and alleviate some of the financial strain. However, participants previously found the registration 

process challenging due to a lack of support: 

I have honestly been angrier because I have been trying to register for years, but 

I couldn’t. I disliked that a lot. I have done a lot of good job without being registered 

or receiving assistance from anyone (P4). 

This frustration led many participants to abandon the process, which meant they would get no 

financial help from the DBE. If this situation persists, as Atmore (2022) warned, ECCE centres 

may close down, which endangers their financial sustainability and the care and education of 

children. The misconceptions continued to dominate, as expressed by P6:  
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Function shift is taking over, it is going to strain us, and we are going to need even 

a simple R10. These children will go to schools. We will not have anything to eat, 

or live with (P6). 

Participants were worried that they would not have any income, be broke and not even have a 

mere R10. They were worried about their survival. When participants are faced with security and 

survival issues, they resort to competing (Baloyi & Makhubele, 2018) for the children rather than 

collaborating and complementing one another.  

The emotional and financial strain described here reflects not only the consequences of an 

unsupported transition but also a breakdown in the relational and reflective structures that AL 

theory. AL theory emphasises shared problem-solving, emotional containment, and collective 

reflection (Pedler, 2012; Wood, 2020). Without these enabling conditions, ECCE managers and 

practitioners were left to manage overwhelming demands in isolation; resulting in emotional 

burnout and unsustainable practices. The absence of a learning community or structured support 

system prevented them from transforming adversity into growth, undermining one of the key 

principles of AL theory. This led to the emergence of another theme: the competitive tendencies 

delaying collaboration and progress. I discuss this theme below. 

4.6 Theme 4: Competitive tendencies delaying collaboration and progress 

In this theme, I explore how ECCE managers and practitioners compete instead of collaborating 

to improve their operations and the sector. They fear that helping others may result in losing 

children to the better-resourced or more attractive centres. Each manager aims to create a centre 

that attracts more parents, which leads to a lack of collaboration and working in silos. Supporting 

others is seen as risky behaviour. The ECCE managers and practitioners highlighted mistrust and 

jealousy among themselves, particularly among managers. No one wants to see another manager 

succeed more than the others, especially those familiar with each other’s socio-economic 

backgrounds. 

There is that jealousy and competition that once I help her she is going to take my 

children. And you find that her environment is even more beautiful than yours plus 

they are not the same. I mean even when we meet the first thing we ask is how 

many do you have? It is a lot here. Too much competition (P6).  

Participants do not realise how these competitive tendencies delay collaboration and progress. 

Collaboration among ECCE managers and practitioners is crucial, mainly for sharing knowledge 

and resources and giving each other support, particularly amidst the complexities of function shift. 
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As part of their support, they may even collaboratively address shared issues and create financial 

and ECCE educational sustainability. I explore this theme further under the sub-themes below. 

a) Lack of collaborative management approaches within centres: 

In this sub-theme, I discuss the lack of collaborative management approaches within ECCE 

centres. Participants felt that collaboration between managers and practitioners was minimal. 

Some managers did not promote teamwork, showing favouritism among practitioners, mostly 

when workshops were available. The same practitioner was often chosen if the manager could 

not attend. This was perceived as managers not trusting other practitioners. Additionally, 

managers sometimes withheld information from practitioners and even restricted their interactions 

with parents. This behaviour appears to be a class issue and hierarchical relationship (Zulu et al., 

2022), as some managers were reluctant to view practitioners as their equals.  

The practitioners can have their own support groups it is okay. If they are lacking 

somewhere they can come to us and ask... (P6) 

This they do out of fear that their ECCE practitioners might use that knowledge to leave and open 

their own centres, as initially observed by Baloyi and Makhubele (2018). Unfortunately, this lack 

of collaboration and teamwork within centres can limit creative problem-solving, reduce efficiency 

and lead to biased decision-making (Ashley-Cooper et al., 2019; Kearney et al., 2013). This 

conduct affects staff morale and causes the same feelings explored in Theme 2, and further 

creates fractions among practitioners. 

Even those who are excluded exclude others. Given the limited support and inclusion these 

participants receive, somehow, competition is bound to happen, even though it is 

counterproductive for improvement as they miss out on the synergy that unity creates. These 

competitive tendencies go beyond individual ECCE centres. I explore this further in the 

subsequent sub-theme.   

b) Perceived competition between centre managers  

In this sub-theme, I discuss how competitive tendencies between ECCE managers delay 

collaboration and progress in the ECCE sector. The ECCE managers struggle to maintain the 

enrolments in their centres, as the competition to attract more parents is intense. This conduct 

spills over to fundraising. Participants often withhold information about potential donor support 

until they have fully secured the deal or are steps ahead, and even then, they delay sharing with 

others. The perceived scarcity of resources, as also noted by Baloyi and Makhubele (2018), 

particularly financial strain, as also highlighted in Theme 3, drives ECCE managers to compete 

to enrol more children. 
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This persisting competitive conduct leads to ECCE managers working in silos, operating 

independently, even when they could be working together to strengthen their resilience and best 

navigate the complexities of the function shift. For instance, there are some already registered 

ECCE centre managers who could assist others to get registered and benefit from the DBE 

subsidies, but because of the competitive tendencies they are not leveraging on that. 

It is unfortunate that the ECCE managers are competing for the same stakeholders, spreading 

them too thin. Ultimately, participants focus more on competition rather than offering improved 

care and education to the children, improved compliance with policies and sharing information on 

recent developments in the sector, particularly around the function shift. This competitive 

behaviour delays progress, and unfortunately, they miss out on multiple opportunities for training 

and development, resources and compliance strategies. P6 validated the competitive behaviour: 

I mean even when we meet, the first thing we ask, is how many children do you 

have? It is a lot here. Too much competition (P6). 

For example, I am already in the sector, when I give someone strategies on how 

to establish an ECD centre like me, a new person, she will definitely do way more 

than me (P4). 

Despite the existing challenges and competitive behaviour, participants do realise the importance 

of collaborating. Honestly speaking, collaboration can work if people are open towards one 

another, it is a pity we are not the same. Others are very jealous (P6). There is some hope, as 

participants have already developed trust among themselves as ALS members. Below, I discuss 

a theme that emerged as participants realised their potential to collaborate, particularly as they 

came to understand that the DBE would still rely on private providers to offer ECCE services for 

children aged 0-4 years (DBE & DSD, 2022). 

According to AL theory, meaningful change emerges through mutual trust, open dialogue, and 

shared problem-solving (Pedler, 2012). However, the absence of trust and the fear-driven 

isolation among ECCE managers and practitioners disrupted these core AL processes. Without 

safe and inclusive spaces for collective inquiry, ECCE managers and practitioners remained 

disconnected, reinforcing silos and limiting opportunities for knowledge co-creation. Although 

some began to recognise the value of collaboration, the lack of structured mechanisms to foster 

it meant the shift toward collective resilience was slow and inconsistent. 
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Upon conducting a thorough data collection and analysis, the four CAL critical reflection activities 

were highlighted as outlined by Rigg (2005). The first three were assumption analysis, contextual 

awareness and imaginative speculation, which led to the emergence of the four Cycle One key 

themes. There, I highlighted the ECCE managers’ and practitioners’ experiences, feelings, 

knowledge and expectations. Some of them are operational, but mainly regarding the function 

shift. Having completed Cycle One, we then shifted focus towards Cycle Two. We approached 

this through the fourth critical reflection activity, reflective scepticism (Rigg, 2005). In our efforts 

to address the issues identified in Cycle One, we observed the emergence of a fifth theme along 

with its associated sub-themes. I will elaborate on this further below.  

4.7 Theme 5: Recognising the potential of collaborating to navigate the complexities of 

the function shift 

In this theme, I examine how ECCE managers and practitioners initially approached the function 

shift individually. In line with the action learning (AL) theory as outlined by Pedler (2012) and 

Serrat (2017), however, they utilised ALS sessions to gradually shift their perspectives and 

recognised the potential of collaboration as a valuable strategy to navigate its complexities. The 

decision to collaborate supports the notion by Wood (2020) and Wood and Esterhuizen (2024), 

who viewed collaboration as an effective approach to addressing common challenges. This aligns 

with Pedler’s (2012) concept of action learning, where real issues are addressed through 

questioning, reflection, and support in a group setting.  

Guided by PALAR principles, these sessions became spaces of critical dialogue and shared 

problem-solving, enabling ECCE managers and practitioners to co-create knowledge and take 

action within their own contexts. The Rekopantswe ECD Hub embodies this model; the ECCE 

managers and practitioners addressed shared concerns, experimented with ideas, and grew both 

individually and collectively through action and reflection. One activity that promoted this shift was 

the model building that I introduced during the initial sessions of Cycle One. I asked participants 

to collaboratively build their ideal ECCE centre. This activity, as illustrated in Figure 4.7, not only 

facilitated icebreaking among participants but also encouraged them to creatively express their 

thoughts and aspirations through metaphors (Nerantzi & Despard, 2014). This collaborative 

activity brought participants together and helped them identify common issues and aspects they 

were overlooking at their centres. 
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We can build, and take 
our children back from 
urban ECD centres... In 
our ECD centres we 
should have recreational 
facilities like 
pools...studios so that we 
don’t use our classrooms 
for performing art activities 
Hei, you know some of the 
things as we played in a 
group, are the things that I 
realised that I actually 
need in my centre. 
 
This is the admin and 
office area...the manager 
should manage people 
and the administration of 
curriculum, and the 
administrator be dealing 
with all the admin issues. 

Figure 4.7: LEGO model (all participants) 

The conclusion to collaborate emerged as participants experienced a sense of relief from sharing 

their challenges with fellow ALS members. This created a space where they could address 

knowledge gaps and resistance (Wilmott, 1994; Rigg, 2005; Serrat, 2017). In this collaborative 

environment, we built relationships and facilitated learning and open communication. While 

collaboration gradually emerged, power dynamics between ECCE managers and practitioners 

were evident, especially in the early ALS sessions. The ECCE managers tended to dominate 

discussions, while practitioners held back; sometimes the ECCE practitioners would only be more 

vocal when their manager is absent. As the facilitator, I recognised this imbalance and adapted 

my approach by asking for comments from every member, and validating all contributions equally. 

Over time, this helped level the participatory space and nurture mutual respect. 

I also reflected on my own influence in shaping the ALS process. At times, both the ECCE 

managers and practitioners relied on me for validation or clarity, which I initially responded to 

directly. However, I soon shifted to a more facilitative stance, posing questions back to the 

members and promoting peer discussion instead. This supported PALAR’s principle of learning 

from and learning with each other, and gradually empowered members to engage with one 

another, rather than through me. 

Although the ECCE managers and practitioners were motivated to act, several practical barriers 

persisted, such as time constraints due to centre responsibilities, inconsistent session 

attendance, and limited access to reliable information from authorities. These factors, along with 
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concerns around funding and registration, revealed deeper sustainability issues. Nonetheless, 

participants began co-creating ways to manage these challenges through shared planning and 

mutual accountability. 

This collaborative approach enabled participants to exchange accurate information, address 

misconceptions and build collective confidence. In line with the principles of PALAR, these 

dialogues became sites of learning, where ECCE managers and practitioners were not just 

recipients of knowledge but active agents in generating contextually relevant solutions. As Wood 

(2020) notes, PALAR encourages communities to identify problems and co-create solutions; an 

approach evident in the ECCE managers and practitioners’ shift from isolated struggle to 

collective planning. From the initial session, participants aimed to establish channels to improve 

communication within the group, as voluntarily requested by P7: 

Rre Koenane can I create a WhatsApp group so that we communicate some of the 

things there? (P7) 

Upon discovering a local municipality WhatsApp group set up by district officials for both 

registered and unregistered ECCE centres, participants asked for my assistance in joining it. This 

highlighted my role as a facilitator in not only focusing on developing them as individuals but also 

creating spaces where they can be included (Hauser et al., 2023). Some, like P5, were unaware 

of this resource, as stated: "It is my first time hearing about that group." Figure 4.8 shows the 

group, now with 238 members, including our ALS participants. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.8: Department’s WhatsApp group 
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This WhatsApp group connected participants and kept them informed about developments, 

especially the mass registration drive, as one of the initial steps in supporting the function shift 

(DBE, 2024). The PALAR approach emphasises communication as a core principle (Wood, 

2020), so improved communication quickly became the foundation of this ALS. Participants 

highlighted the need for reliable communication from authorities, a priority that emerged in various 

action plans I outline in the sub-themes below. 

a) Co-generated action plan to collaboratively navigate the function shift 

In this sub-theme, I explore how the ECCE managers and practitioners collaboratively navigated 

some of the function shift complexities. Participants collaborated to create an action plan aimed 

at addressing key challenges identified in the above themes. In Table 4.2 below, I outline the 

action plans that emerged.  

Table 4.2: Overview of action plans 

Action Plan No. Action Plan Name 

1 Formation of support groups and promotion of teamwork 

2 Promoting stakeholder involvement 

3 Ensuring compliance and financial stability 

4 Conducting further research 

5 Improving service delivery 

 

 

(i) Action 1: Formation of support groups and promotion of teamwork:  

 
Upon recognising the need to bridge isolation and lack of formal support, participants emphasised 

the need to form a support group, an approach advocated by Wood (2020) and Kearney et al. 

(2013). Figure 4.9 below illustrates this initiative.  
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Support groups 
could help us 
manage our 
stress… We have 
to help one another 
(P4). 

Figure 4.9: Formation of support groups (P4 & P7) 

Such a group would allow them to advocate as a unified voice, fostering solidarity when seeking 

assistance from NGOs or government departments. Despite initial thoughts of separating ECCE 

managers and practitioners, as expressed in Theme 4, they ultimately agreed on establishing an 

inclusive hub for all, named the “Rekopantswe (We Are United) ECD Hub.” In line with 

recommendations by Wood (2020), this hub aims to encourage teamwork, build capacity and 

create a support system open to all ECCE stakeholders. Participants motivated and emboldened 

each other. They learnt from one another and appreciated being listened to. 

The Action Learning Set gives us the support we need to keep going (P2).  

Through this hub, members will be able to receive more detailed guidelines and structured 

information sessions to help them adapt to the changes as required by the function shift. They 

could use this platform to share their struggles and provide emotional support to one another. 

Various stakeholders will be meaningfully involved, as expressed in Figure 4.10 below: 
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: “When we work 
together, we can 
solve problems we 
can't handle on our 
own (P2) 

Figure 4.10: Working together to improve service delivery (all participants) 

Participants were eager to make this work as they realised that everyone knew something or had 

a network that could assist the success of a whole or part of the group. 

(ii) Action 2: Promoting stakeholder involvement:  

 
Figure 4.9 above further articulated the importance of involving stakeholders and being 

transparent with them, particularly regarding finances. They identified the importance of building 

trust with parents and other stakeholders to sustain their centres. 

I think we should be transparent and share our challenges with parents. Make them 

understand when you ask for stationery and other needs (P5). 

P4 further illustrated the outcomes of transparency, explaining how parents accepted fee 

adjustments to support the centre’s needs. She also shared how she realised that involving the 

wider community was beneficial for her centre. 

My coach from an NGO that assists us came with a team and they gave bursaries 

to three children for six months. This will ease our pressure (P4). 
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(iii) Action 3: Ensuring compliance and financial stability:  

 
Although participants were initially hesitant, they were encouraged by P7’s successful experience 

with registration, which brought financial stability through subsidies. Even though the government 

will not pay their salaries as the participants initially expected, at least the subsidy would ease 

their operational expenses. Inspired by her example, others began pursuing registration, 

understanding it could help ease operational expenses and stabilise enrolment numbers. 

Participants also considered collaborating to cater to specific age groups at different centres, 

sharing enrolment to help each other. 

You know, not long ago I was talking with P5 about centres that are closer to one 

another to make arrangements to share children according to age groups. I can do 

that (P6). 

But it may happen that managers decide to do it that way, but are parents going to 

agree to that? (P4).  

Moreover, participants also considered the buy-in of parents as a key stakeholder. 

(iv) Action 4: Conducting further research:  

 
Since the establishment of the ALS, participants indicated that they learned a lot and expressed 

a desire to continue learning about ECCE trends and function shift implications. They recognised 

that research could support evidence-based decision-making, keeping their practices relevant in 

a shifting landscape. 

Research can really help us understand what is working and what is not. Like, if 

we want to try something new, we need to know if it worked somewhere else, 

otherwise, we just keep guessing (P1). 

 As illustrated in figure 4.11, they expressed that they should help parents to engage in assisting 

their children to discover new knowledge. 
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Parents should 
engage more to 
assist children 
discover new 
knowledge (P1) 

Figure 4.11: Conducting further research (P4 & P6) 

Furthermore, conducting research will assist in improving service delivery as participants will align 

with current developments. 

(v) Action 5: Improving service delivery:  

 
Participants highlighted the need to enhance service quality, as indicated by P1: We need 

improved service delivery and stakeholder involvement. They advocated for continuous training 

and development programmes to meet various needs, where they should also be given first 

preference when opportunities to study arise. Participants proceeded to highlight their 

expectations from the function shift as expressed in Figure 4.12, including: their salaries to be 

paid by government; to receive same service and treatment as the one given to the teachers and 

schools, including proper workshops; the government to focus on the home-based centres too 

and assist them in fighting the most battles they face; and a special needs ECCE centre.  
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Figure 4.12: Expectations of ECCE managers and practitioners from the function shift (P1 

& P4) 

Such interventions will further improve implementation and ultimately produce high-quality 

outcomes. Improved service delivery, especially with adequate resources, would allow them to 

address each child’s needs effectively, particularly when there is a special needs ECCE centre, 

as expressed in Figure 4.13 below:  

Figure 4.13: Advocacy for a special needs ECCE centre (P4 & P6) 

 

You know, we 
realised that we need 
an ECD centre for 
children with special 
needs. Because with 
others, we recognise 
the symptoms, you 
can even see them 
on their faces, while 
with others, you can’t 
even recognise. You 
will only recognise as 
time goes (P5). 
There should be 
relevant policies in 
place and improved 
communication (P6). 
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The above collaborative action plans provided a clear direction for moving forward. They 

addressed the day-to-day operational challenges and complexities of the function shift faced by 

ECCE managers and practitioners through practical actions and strategies. Through this 

navigation, participants also developed personally. I explore this in the next section. 

b) Participant personal development: Embarking on a quest for agency, ownership and 
lifelong learning 

 
In this sub-theme, I explore how the ECCE managers and practitioners personally grew 

throughout the collaborative process. By participating in the study, participants began to see 

themselves as active agents and co-generators of knowledge, taking ownership of the function 

shift challenges and navigation. They voluntarily engaged in activities they were comfortable with 

and gradually developed the confidence to attempt those they were initially not comfortable with. 

Despite entering the ALS sessions with heavy hearts due to past negative experiences with 

forums, they ultimately ended up willing to collaborate with stakeholders across the ECCE sector. 

Initially, some participants were reluctant to pursue registration. However, this perspective 

ultimately changed as they recognised the benefits and opportunities that registration could offer. 

I further explore this transformative process below. 

(i) Developing a sense of ownership through collaboration:  

 
From the initial ALS sessions, participants shared responsibilities, which developed a sense of 

ownership. During the affirmation exercise, participants highlighted their strengths, which we then 

leveraged to maximise their contributions and build confidence. 

When we work together, we can solve problems we can't handle on our own. The 

Action Learning Set gives us the support we need to keep going (P2). 

This ownership extended to their willingness to adopt new roles and initiatives; through this, with 

my facilitation, they developed a hub. The Rekopantswe ECD hub is designed to provide ongoing 

support and resources for sharing. As participants realised how powerful they could be, P1 

affirmed: 

We should create an unbreakable chain, so that when you ask questions, people 

can’t say, I do not know, go ask so and so” 
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(ii) Enhancing knowledge and skills for lifelong learning:  

 
Participants’ engagement in this study sparked a desire for ongoing learning. During one of the 

sessions, we attended a webinar on the state of ECCE post-function shift and explored the 

development and training programmes. This prompted participants to identify various short 

courses they were interested in pursuing. Furthermore, they indicated how they had improved 

their ability to use their phones for research. And developed a deeper curiosity around function 

shift and ECCE related matters.  

There is knowledge and improvement on using a phone to research (P5). 

I think it mainly improved in researching about the function shift… have more knowledge 

about the children’s education (P6).  

Mainly about the importance of education not forgetting the practitioners (P1). 

This study, grounded in the PALAR principles (Wood, 2020), encouraged participants to willingly 

share their experiences, including personal ones, since they had developed trust towards each 

other. This helped to expand their understanding of ECCE developments. This pursuit of 

knowledge highlighted the importance of continuous development, as participants aimed to stay 

informed and adapt to the evolving ECCE landscape. As P1 expressed:  

It is more information, we now know better about the function shift. Being 

professional and conducting ourselves professionally. By being more patient, more 

focused, and how to deal with and solve the problems (P1). 

By working together, participants mitigated some of the mixed emotions explored in Theme 2, 

recognising that collaboration could counterbalance their lack of support and training. P6 indicated 

a shift in perspective:  

It seems to me that when something new comes, we mustn’t panic or be troubled, 

we have to think about the positive things that will come along [to the ALS] with 

that (P6). 

This collaborative effort gave participants hope and enabled them to support each other, co-

generate solutions, share information, expertise and resources, and alleviate some emotional and 

financial strains. As initially highlighted by Wood and Zuber-Skerritt (2013), this approach could 

further allow participants to focus more on sustainability and navigate the complexities of the 

function shift and other ECCE sector-related issues. 
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Furthermore, participants recognised that collaborative thinking reduced competitive tendencies, 

enabling them to make progress and leverage each other’s strengths. In line with Rudolph et al. 

(2019), they realised that a collaborative group has a stronger voice for advocacy, ultimately 

benefiting everyone involved. Participants saw hope in collaboration, recognising it as their key 

strategy to successfully navigate the challenges they encounter. A collaborative unity could easily 

attract stakeholders such as parents, government departments, and local leaders, which is 

essential for centres to thrive under the function shift and beyond.  

Through this study, believe we are now a group of very committed participants, who trust one 

another and are even more eager to learn, co-generate knowledge, and share information. In 

Table 4.3 below, I summarise the outline of the participants’ action plan. 

Table 4.3: Participants’ action plan to navigate the complexities of the ECCE function 

shift 

What is to be 
done? 

Skills, Knowledge, 
Actions, or Network 

Needed 

Responsible 
ALS Member/s 

Action Steps Target Date 

Forming a Hub 
Attend meetings and 
workshops. 
Recruit more members. 

All members 
Communicate and 
support each other. 
Get more information. 

Last quarter 
of 2024 

Developing 
stakeholder 
relationships 

Proactive engagement and 
trust-building 

All members 
Conduct regular 
meetings and be 
transparent. 

2024-2026 

Ensuring 
compliance 

Register to comply. Contact 
social workers or any 
registered member. 

All members 
Arrange files, submit 
and follow-up on 
progress. 

Last quarter 
of 2024 

Conducting further 
research 

Lifelong learning, data 
gathering 

All members 
Research ongoing 
issues and solutions 

Continuous 

 

We are aware, as the ALS, that we face challenges in officially launching a hub due to various 

commitments. During this time of the year, many ECCE managers and practitioners are deeply 

engaged with year-end preparations at their respective centres. However, the ALS developed a 

clear plan to navigate the complexities of the function shift. I strongly support this action plan, 

particularly the formation of a hub. This action plan is likely to be officially rolled out in the first 

quarter of 2025. Below, I proceed to discuss the implications of the findings.  

Despite widespread concerns, some ECCE managers and practitioners began to recognise 

potential opportunities associated with the function shift. For instance, P5 expressed a desire to 

improve her qualifications in response to the upcoming changes:  

That’s why I ask about qualifications, so that I can upgrade myself to meet the 

requirements (P5). 
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This demonstrates a shift in mindset, where policy change sparked aspirations for personal and 

professional growth. Additionally, the ECCE managers and practitioners acknowledged that 

compliance with the function shift could eventually lead to better standards across ECD centres, 

with P6 raising concerns about infrastructure and asking:  

Let us say, I am in a shack, will I be shut down and told that this is not an ECD 

centre or what? (P6)  

This shows an emerging awareness of quality assurance, even amid uncertainty. Although such 

positive aspects were less prominent, their emergence signalled growing engagement and 

agency among the ECCE managers and practitioners; a significant step in navigating the change 

process collaboratively. As ECCE managers and practitioners engaged in the action learning 

process and co-created the Rekopantswe ECD Hub, they increasingly viewed the function shift 

as an opportunity for growth, inclusion, and professional recognition. These insights suggest that 

when ECCE stakeholders are given space to reflect, learn together, and access reliable support, 

they are better able to respond constructively to systemic change. 

4.8 Implications of collaboration  

Support at Rekopantswe ECD hub grounded on PALAR principles could boost members’ 

confidence, improve service quality, and better equip ECCE centres to comply more easily with 

policies. This would ultimately lead to a sustainable education and professionalised sector and 

benefit children, ECCE managers, practitioners, and the sector at large.  

Through Rekopantswe, members can easily identify areas of need for professional development, 

advocate for well-structured support as a unit and be addressed accordingly. In this instance, as 

the needs will be centralised, support will be sought from government departments and also other 

stakeholders such as NGOs, including members of the hub with more experience, expertise and 

knowledge. The overlooked areas, such as children with special needs, may receive the urgent 

attention it needs. Rekopantswe ECD hub will ultimately lead to reduced emotional and financial 

challenges, allowing participants to focus more on their roles with less fear for personal survival. 

In the subsequent section, I present a summary of this chapter. These summarised implications, 

much like the developed action plan, offer guidance for navigating the complexities of the ECCE 

function shift. If used as guidelines, they have the potential to improve the quality of ECCE service 

delivery, enhance children’s care and education, and further build financial stability for ECCE 

managers and practitioners. In the subsequent section, I present a summary of this chapter. 
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4.9 Chapter summary 

In this chapter, I reported on the findings of the study. The main research question guiding the 

study was: How can ECCE managers and practitioners best navigate the function shift towards 

quality and sustainable education? This question was answered through two PALAR cycles, 

informed by CAL theory. Cycle One was guided by the question: What are the experiences, 

feelings, knowledge and expectations of the ECCE managers and practitioners regarding the 

function shift? I established an ALS that consisted of seven ECCE managers and practitioners 

and conducted several in-person sessions. In these sessions, we engaged in discussions and 

participatory data generation methods to arrive at five key themes. 

 

Furthermore, as we moved to Cycle Two which was guided by the question: What actions can 

they take to address the issues identified? Participants decided on five actions. The establishment 

of a hub was identified as a starting point as it is central to many of these actions. The ALS 

continued to develop an action plan to realise the actions that emerged. The ECCE manager who 

has successfully registered, is currently assisting other participants through the registration 

process. Due to various commitments of ECCE managers and practitioners, the official launch of 

Rekopantswe ECD hub will only occur early in 2025. However, we developed guidelines for 

navigating the complexities of the function shift and intend to share them with various 

stakeholders. They also presented their findings at a regional seminar hosted by the ETDP SETA 

Research Chair in Early Childhood, attended by practitioners from four other provinces. This 

chapter laid a foundation for Chapter 5, where I will subsequently reflect on the learning that 

occurred during this study. 
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CHAPTER 5  

CONCLUSION AND REFLECTION ON LEARNING 

5.1 Introduction  

In this concluding chapter, I reflect on the experiences of ECCE managers and practitioners and 

what they learnt about navigating the complexities of the function shift. I revisit the research 

question: How can ECCE managers and practitioners best navigate the function shift towards 

quality and sustainable education? I critically reflect on what implications this has for the 

participants and the ECCE sector going forward. Ultimately, I offer guidelines for various 

stakeholders in the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) sector, the limitations of the 

study and personal reflections. 

I was guided by critical action learning (CAL) theory as a framework for exploring how ECCE 

managers and practitioners could collaboratively navigate the complexities of the function shift. 

The ALS consisted of five ECCE managers and two practitioners who learned together through 

repeated cycles of action and reflection. 

5.2  Revisiting the research questions 

In essence, I conducted this study to address the following sub-questions through the two 

research cycles: 

5.2.1 What are the experiences, feelings, knowledge and expectations of the ECCE 

managers and practitioners regarding the function shift? 

We addressed this question in Cycle One, where participants identified their experiences, 

feelings, knowledge and expectations regarding the function shift. These led to the emergence of 

the four key themes: 1) Participants’ lack of knowledge, uncertainty and resistance towards the 

function shift; 2) Lack of support and training for ECCE managers and practitioners; 3) Emotional 

and financial challenges set against sustainability and survival; 4) Competitive tendencies 

delaying collaboration and progress. These themes highlighted a lack of knowledge and some 

misconceptions regarding the function shift due to a sense of exclusion and perceived 

undervaluation by the Department of Basic Education (DBE) and parents. Participants further 

expressed that the miscommunication also impacted parents, leading to them shifting their 

children to schools as soon as they could. Limited orientation on the function shift hindered 

participants’ ability to comply with registration requirements as a first step in regulating the sector. 
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This caused mixed emotions among participants, such as frustration, fear, anger, and despair. 

However, some also expressed feelings of hope and happiness. Underlying mistrust and jealousy 

emerged among ECCE managers and practitioners, fuelling competition and the tendency to work 

in isolation. This conduct was aggravated by a fear of losing children to the better-resourced 

centres. As a result, participants experienced various complexities regarding the function shift. 

Upon reaching this conclusion, we proceeded to Cycle Two, where we addressed the second 

sub-question.   

5.2.2 What actions can they take to address the issues identified? 

We addressed this question in Cycle Two, where participants identified actions to address 

complexities highlighted in Cycle One. This led to the emergence of the fifth key theme: 5) 

Recognising the potential of collaborating to navigate the complexities of the function shift. Guided 

by the principles of PALAR, participants recognised the significance of building strong 

relationships. They developed confidence and trust towards one another, co-generating new 

knowledge throughout the process. Consequently, this collaborative effort led to the 

establishment of the Rekopantswe ECD hub. This hub was established to address the 

complexities within the ECCE sector, offer mutual support, facilitate professional development, 

and engage with stakeholders to align with the evolving ECCE sector demands. Below, I discuss 

the implications of the findings.  

5.3 Implications of the findings 

Support provided through the Rekopantswe ECD hub, grounded on PALAR principles, has the 

potential to:  

 Boost members’ confidence,  

 Improve service quality, 

 Better equip ECCE centres to comply more easily with policies,  

 Lead to a sustainable education, professionalised sector and benefiting children, ECCE 

managers, practitioners and the sector at large. 

The hub will enable members to easily identify areas requiring professional development and 

collectively advocate for well-structured support as a unit and be addressed accordingly. With 

centralised needs, support can be sought from government departments and other stakeholders. 

These include NGOs and hub members with more experience, expertise and knowledge. 

Overlooked areas, such as support for children with special needs, may receive the urgent 

attention it needs. Furthermore, the Rekopantswe ECD hub is likely to reduce emotional strain 
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and financial challenges by enabling centres to register and qualify for subsidies. This would allow 

participants to focus effectively on their professional roles with less fear about personal survival. 

In Table 5.1 below, I summarise the implications of this study and guidelines for the sector.  

Table 5.1:  Implications of the findings and guidelines for the sector 

Findings Implications Guidelines for the sector 

1. Participants lacked 
knowledge, were uncertain 
and therefore resistant 
towards the function shift: 
They expressed that they 
felt under consulted and 
undervalued by the DBE. 
They experienced 
miscommunication and 
misperceptions, fears, and 
did not always believe the 
information 

There is a need for 
improved 
communication about 
the function shift from 
the DBE. Without clear 
communication, 
participants will continue 
to be misinformed, and 
to be excluded, 
undervalued, resulting in 
disengagement. This will 
hinder the process of 
improvement the 
function shift is 
supposed to support. 

 Develop equitable and consistent 
communication to ensure all stakeholders 
receive accurate and timely information. 

 Leverage technology and create more 
channels of communication, to disseminate 
information and ensure inclusivity. 

 Strengthen and align the phased approach to 
policy implementation across the sector, 
particularly throughout government levels. 
This will reduce misalignment and confusion. 

 Encourage ECCE managers and 
practitioners to comply with policies, which 
includes registration for partial care and 
programme, to maximise the benefits. 

 

2. Participants experienced a 
lack of support and 
training: They required 
specialised knowledge to 
support children with 
special needs.  
They needed support for 
the function shift 
implications, policy 
changes and new 
processes. 

There is a need to 
prioritise professional 
development and 
training. The lack of 
professional training and 
development limits 
ECCE managers and 
practitioners to 
effectively support 
children, especially 
those with special 
needs.  

 Provide easily accessible training 
opportunities, with preference to the existing 
ECCE staff. 

 Conduct a thorough ECCE work skills audit, 
to identify gaps and needs. 

 Tailor training and development programmes 
to address the identified needs in ECCE. 

 Promote and enable ECCE managers and 
practitioners to practice lifelong learning. 

 Ensure adequate teaching and learning 
materials are consistently available. 

 Develop and implement strategies to support 
children with special needs through: 
o Specialised training of practitioners, 
o Accessible inclusive ECCE centres, 
o Parent support 

3. Participants experienced 
emotional and financial 
challenges set against 
sustainability and survival. 

There is a need to build 
support groups and to 
receive subsidies. In the 
absence of these, 
participants will continue 
to feel isolated, 
emotionally and 
financially strained. 

 Create systems to address ECCE managers’ 
and practitioners’ emotional and financial 
needs.  

 Promote peer support. 

 Provide ECCE managers and practitioners 
with formal job contracts that clearly outline 
their roles and responsibilities. Review these 
to align with sector developments. 

 Advocate for equitable and timely distribution 
of subsidies to reduce financial strains. 

 Explore partnerships with other NGOs and 
stakeholders, to secure additional subsidy 
and resources for sustainability. 

4. ECCE managers and 
practitioners engaged in 
competitive tendencies, 

There is a need to 
eliminate competitive 
tendencies. ECCE 

 Acknowledge that competitive tendencies 
delay progress in the sector. 
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Findings Implications Guidelines for the sector 

which often delayed 
collaboration and progress. 

stakeholders should 
collaborate and improve 
progress. Failure to do 
that, unnecessary 
divisions will persist, 
ECCE managers and 
practitioners will miss 
out on opportunities and 
the sector will continue 
to suffer. 

 Use local ECD hubs to facilitate collaboration, 
for sharing information and resources, 
strategies and best practice, including 
compliance to policies (registration & subsidy 
application). 

 Share problems and find solutions to 
common challenges.  

 Resolve problems collaboratively before 
approaching external authorities. Only when 
collaborative interventions and solutions are 
exhausted, participants can then approach 
authorities with consolidated challenges. 
 

 

These summarised implications and guidelines, much like the developed action plan in Chapter 

4, offer guidance for navigating the complexities of the ECCE function shift. If applied well, they 

have the potential to:  

 Provide accessible support to ECCE managers and practitioners, which will help reduce 

the emotional strain of trying to do things independently. 

 Provide opportunities to learn new skills by learning with and from each other and 

engaging with external training organisations. 

 Share information about the proposed changes with each other and discuss how they can 

respond to them. 

 Help them to help each other to comply with government requirements for registration and 

reporting, thus enabling them to access subsidies. 

 Improve the quality of ECCE service delivery and contribute towards professionalising 

the ECCE sector. 

The findings also revealed future research directions. Below, I discuss questions emanating from 

this study that can be explored further.  

5.4 Questions emanating from this study for future exploration 

The ECCE function shift is a relatively new phenomenon, with limited research conducted around 

it. This presents an opportunity for further exploration and extensive research. The use of the 

PALAR approach in this study has shown to be beneficial. Going forward, I believe this is the 

approach to employ, as it promotes inclusivity, social justice and empowerment of stakeholders. 

For future research, I propose studies related to the following questions/topics: 

 How can we sustain and expand the ECD hub in terms of recruitment, retention and 

longevity? There is a need to explore how members who established the ECD hub recruit 
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new members, retain them and address power relations within the hub. Some ECCE 

managers and practitioners had previously participated in forums where certain members 

were excluded and/or mistreated. Will the experience gained during this study have a lasting 

influence on their practices? How far do the PALAR principles extend upon the conclusion of 

a study that introduced them? With many ECCE managers motivated to register their centres, 

they are likely to remain in the hub for support and guidance. Upon registration and receiving 

a subsidy, will they still be active members of the hub. Why? 

 How can we promote inclusive care and education for children with special needs at 

ECCE? In the ECCE sector, the identification and support of children with barriers to learning 

are not receiving sufficient attention. The ECCE managers and practitioners are not trained 

to deal with these children. Parents do not disclose their children’s special needs for fear that 

they would be denied access to the ECCE centres. I became interested in this area as 

participants highlighted some of the challenges they encountered regarding this issue. 

Ultimately, we may develop ways in which special needs should be navigated in the ECCE 

sector. 

 What is the state and impact of the ECCE function shift: A comparative analysis of the 

sector pre- and post-transition? This study could evaluate the state of the ECCE sector 

post- function shift to determine if it has improved as envisaged. Below, I discuss the 

limitations of this study. 

5.5 Limitations and challenges of the study 

The PALAR approach does not seek to generalise but is context-bound so I only worked with a 

small group (ALS) of participants. This ALS included ECCE managers and practitioners from 

registered and unregistered centres. Weekly sessions were held, which restricted me to working 

with participants from one geographic semi-rural area. Participants were also located near the 

meeting venue, which was convenient for everyone. 

Unfortunately, attendance was a challenge we faced. Due to various other commitments, only 

two participants were present during the collage-making activity. Although this might have 

overlooked the insights from other participants, the collages were later presented to them, and 

they indicated that their insights were captured. Furthermore, we collectively developed an action 

plan based on the challenges identified. This ensured that the broader group’s inputs were 

incorporated into the plan.   

We agreed to hold two-hour sessions weekly in the afternoon after participants finished work. 

Sometimes sessions ran over time as discussions would go astray from the function shift to day-
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to-day operational issues. I allowed these discussions to continue, as it was clear these matters 

were deeply concerning to them and, in fact, were closely related to the current state of the sector. 

Consequently, we had more sessions than initially planned. We are still going to develop a leaflet 

for dissemination during the official launch of the hub in the first quarter of 2025. Below, I discuss 

personal reflection on learning. 

5.6 Personal reflection on learning 

This study both challenged me and fostered my development in ways beyond what I could have 

imagined. Below, I discuss how. 

5.6.1. As a researcher 

Initially, I was familiar with objective qualitative and quantitative research methods, and their 

combinations. However, this study deepened my understanding of a participatory approach. I 

learned that research becomes more meaningful and authentic upon establishing a relationship 

with participants. This approach fostered voluntary participation, as participants felt valued, 

respected, and heard within the group. Consequently, participants were more willing to open up 

about issues they might otherwise have kept to themselves. 

Furthermore, I learned the importance of patience during data collection. Once participants feel 

comfortable, they naturally take the lead in providing genuine raw data. Often, as researchers we 

approach a study with preconceived notions, thinking we already understand the problem and 

merely seeking to just validate our assumptions. I initially assumed that since the ECCE function 

shift was the most prominent change in the sector, I thought it would then be the primary concern 

for ECCE managers and practitioners. However, it became clear that their immediate worries 

were around day-to-day operational challenges and survival issues. I was once more reminded, 

“do not make assumptions”.  

Researchers often overlook social injustices, or they are recorded as data without meaningful 

action being taken. This study taught me the importance of focusing on participant empowerment 

for action to promote social justice. Through my facilitation, participants not only shared their 

challenges but also supported one another and took actionable steps by establishing the 

Rekopantswe ECD hub. Through this hub, they will continue to support one another to address 

future issues. 
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5.6.2. As a stakeholder in the ECCE sector 

As individual stakeholders, we often focus solely on our perspectives and immediate concerns, 

overlooking those who are truly in need. Through this study, I realised that the people who need 

the most assistance are often the ones we unknowingly leave behind. As a stakeholder working 

with the ECCE centres, I realised that we need to equitably continue and improve on working with 

ECCE managers and practitioners through a collaborative approach. For instance, the 

organisation I work for has primarily been supporting ECCE managers and practitioners operating 

in the [name of the nation] buildings. We provide these ECCE managers and practitioners with 

adequate support, as outlined in Chapter 4. Meanwhile, those operating from their homes have 

not received the same level of assistance. However, it is important to focus on equitably 

supporting centres in need. This will ensure that benefits extend to all the children in the [name 

of the nation].   

There are many capable ECCE stakeholders in this area, so we need to find ways to collaborate 

effectively. Each stakeholder, particularly managers and practitioners, has something valuable to 

contribute to the continuous development of the ECCE sector. By leveraging our vast expertise 

and strengths, we can have a significant impact.  

These ECCE managers and practitioners are deeply appreciative of any support they receive.  

While I encouraged them to collaborate, I believe there is still more we can do as stakeholders in 

facilitating the collaboration. We, as stakeholders, need to contribute to developing systems that 

enable these ECCE managers and practitioners to progress from one phase of development to 

the next. Allow them to progress and create opportunities for others who are in even greater need 

of support. 

We need to become stakeholders who simplify processes and provide meaningful support by 

working with focus groups in specific areas. Just as I established the ALS with the willing 

participants in this study, we can adopt a similar approach. Once these groups are established, 

we can collectively identify challenges and develop strategies to address them. This will give 

ECCE managers and practitioners enough time to focus on their core responsibilities: the care 

and education of children.  

While we often claim to redress the inequalities of the apartheid era, it seems we are also 

unintentionally perpetuating class inequalities. We prioritise the haves and neglect the have- nots. 

Through this, I learned that we need to change our approach if we genuinely aim to improve the 

ECCE sector. We should be equitably inclusive in our approach. 
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5.6.3. As a person  

I remember being very worried during the initial ALS sessions, fearing that I was losing control of 

the discussions. I wanted to direct the discussions towards the ECCE function shift. I was worried 

that if I didn’t maintain control, I might appear unprepared and incompetent and, even worse, 

waste each other’s time. I was worried that I might not get any data regarding the function shift, 

and participants might find these sessions useless. However, through this study and support from 

my supervisors, I learned that it is okay to lose control. In fact, I realised that I shouldn’t even be 

in control. My role was not to dominate the sessions but to facilitate them, creating an environment 

where participants felt free to express themselves and actively engage.   

Through this study, my critical thinking skills were strengthened, and I developed substantially as 

a facilitator. My communication skills also improved, extending to my personal and professional 

relationships as well. I have become more empathetic and a better listener. These qualities 

improved my ability to meaningfully connect with others and understand their context and 

perspectives. The spirit of Ubuntu was revived in me. Below, I discuss the contribution of the 

study. 

5.7 Contribution of the study 

This study contributes meaningfully to the various dimensions of knowledge, practice and policy 

in the ECCE sector.  

5.7.1 Contribution to knowledge and theory 
 

This study contributes to the knowledge and understanding of ECCE transformation by exploring 

and addressing the experiences, feelings, knowledge and expectations of the ECCE managers 

and practitioners. It provided valuable insights into how the function shift was perceived by ECCE 

managers and practitioners in a semi-rural area that I focused on. It revealed the gaps in 

communication, which caused most of the complexities. These gaps as the study revealed, can 

be addressed through collaborations. The findings about the emotional and financial stresses 

experienced by participants contribute to knowledge about practitioner wellbeing. The PALAR 

process demonstrated the effectiveness of a collaborative group to offer emotional and practical 

support to counter such stress. Through this collaborative group, participants learned together 

from and with one another. Through this process they were able to co-generate the new 

knowledge and develop plans to support each other and address complexities they encountered.  
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5.7.2 Contribution to practice  
 

Based on the findings and the developed plans to address challenges, participants proposed 

practical and actionable solutions which could improve practice in ECCE. This could assist in the 

development of focused intervention programmes. When such programmes are provided, they 

have the potential to improve the quality of practice in the ECCE sector.  

The collaborative problem-solving approach, exemplified by activities like the LEGO model 

building, enabled participants to realise the importance of collaboration in addressing challenges.  

5.7.3 Contribution to policy   
 

This study provided valuable insights for policymakers by highlighting the need for improved 

communication to reduce misconception and resistance to policy adaptation. Furthermore, it 

emphasised the importance of efficient, equitable resource allocation and support for ECCE 

centres. Lastly, the study identified a need to prioritise support for children with special needs at 

ECCE centres. Below, I present my concluding thoughts.    

5.8 Concluding thoughts 

Above all, this study highlighted the profound significance of collaboration. I realised that many of 

the challenges we face emerged from working in silos. Witnessing participants proposing 

collaboration and establishment of the Rekopantswe ECD hub was very encouraging for me. They 

recognised this as a starting point for addressing the many challenges they encountered. When 

grounded in the principles of PALAR, this hub can provide a strong foundation for progressive 

and sustainable improvements in the ECCE sector. It can also facilitate a seamless adaptation to 

the function shift and related issues, ultimately benefiting everyone involved. This is succinctly 

captured by the African proverb: 

If you want to go quickly, go alone. If you want to go far, go together. 
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ANNEXURE A: PARTICIPANT INFORMATION AND CONSENT FORM 

 

 

 

 

 

Private Bag X6001, Potchefstroom 

South Africa 2520 

Tel: 018 299-1111/2222 

Web: http://www.nwu.ac.za 

 

Faculty of Education 

 

(Research entity details) 

 

Tel: 018 111 1111 

Email: Name.Surname@nwu.ac.za 

Date: 16 May 2024 

 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION AND CONSENT FORM 

I herewith wish to request your consent to participate in this research. Before you give consent, 

please acquaint yourself with the information below. 

 

The details of the research are as follows: 

 

TITLE OF THE RESEARCH PROJECT:  

Enabling early childhood care and education (ECCE) managers and practitioners to 

navigate the complexities of the function shift: A PALAR approach.  

 

ETHICS APPLICATION NUMBER 

NWU-00320-23-A2 
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PROJECT SUPERVISOR: Prof. L. Wood 

CO-SUPERVISOR: Dr. A. Schoonen 

ADDRESS: NWU – Potchefstroom 

CONTACT NUMBER: 018 299 1111/2222 

 

MEMBER OF PROJECT TEAM MEd-Student: K.J. Thakalekoala 

ADDRESS: NWU – Potchefstroom 

CONTACT NUMBER: 073 448 9145 

 

FACULTY OF EDUCATION RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE 

Contact person: Ms Erna Greyling, E-mail: Erna.Greyling@nwu.ac.za, Tel. (018) 299 4656 

 

This study has been approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Education of 

the North-West University and will be conducted according to the ethical guidelines of this 

committee. Permission was also asked from the provincial Department of Basic Education/other 

relevant body (please describe) as well as the school principal (if relevant). 

 

What is this research about? 

The aims of this research are: 

 

 To enable ECCE managers and practitioners to navigate the function shift towards 
quality and sustainable education. 

 To explore the experiences of the ECCE managers and practitioners regarding the 
function shift. 

 To identify and implement actions that can be taken to address the issues identified.  
 
Participants 
• ECCE managers and practitioners. 
 
What is expected of you? 
The participants will be expected to actively participate in several action learning set meetings (2 

hours) to determine what they want to change in their practice and how they will do it. 

 

Benefits  

You will engage in knowledge-building and sharing sessions, allowing you to acquire additional 

insights on this new phenomenon from one another. 
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Risks involved  

No anticipated risks are foreseen for the prospective participants, aside from the investment of 

their time for the sessions. 

 

Confidentiality and protection of identity 

Since you will be participating in an action learning group, confidentiality will depend on the norms 

set by the group. All will be required to sign a confidentiality form, but identity of each person will 

of course be known within the group. Your name will not be used in any research report unless 

you expressly wish this and sign accordingly. Names of the centres will also be anonymised. 

 

Dissemination of findings 

You will have access to all findings since you will be involved in data generation and analysis. 

The group will decide how to disseminate the findings. 

 

If you have any further questions or enquiries regarding your participation in this research, please 

contact the researchers for more information. 

 

 

 

Yours sincerely 

Koenane Thakalekoala 

 

 

 

 

DECLARATION BY PARTICIPANT: 

 

By signing below, I …………………………………..…………. agree to take part in a research study 

entitled:   

Enabling early childhood care and education (ECCE) managers and practitioners to 

navigate the complexities of the function shift: A PALAR approach.  

 

I declare that: 
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 I have read this information and consent form and understand what is expected of me in 
the research. 

 I have had a chance to ask questions to the researcher and all my questions have been 
adequately answered. 

 I understand that taking part in this study is voluntary and I have not been pressurised to 
take part. 

 I may choose to leave the study at any time and will not be penalised or prejudiced in any 
way. 

 I may be asked to leave the research process before it has finished, if the researcher feels 
it is in my best interests, or if I do not follow the research procedures, as agreed to. 

 

Signed at (place)___________________________on (date) ______/______/20____ 

 

_____________________      ____________________ 

Signature of participant      Researcher 
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ANNEXURE C: RECRUITMENT LEAFLET 

 

LOCATION: NAME AND 

ADDRESS 
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ANNEXURE D: REFLECTIVE DIARY 

STAGE REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS  

Before 

the 

session 

1. What might happen? 
Some participants might not show up and fail to report their absence. 

Participants might arrive late, as they usually do.  

2. What do I need to know or do to be best prepared for this session? 
I need to understand the purpose of the study and session better. 

I need to be on time and ready to welcome everyone. 

I need to be well prepared for the webinar (connectivity & devices). 

During 

the 

session 

1. What is happening now?  
Only four participants showed-up. 

The webinar went well. 

2. Is it happening as I expected? 
The webinar went as expected. 

3. What am I learning from this?  
English is still a challenge for to express ourselves in a platform like that webinar. 

After the  

session 

1. How did it go? 
The session went okay. 

2. Additional comments from the ALS 

 The ECCE managers and practitioners would appreciate if they can be taken to short courses 
that upgrade them from what they already have (NQF L4/5). 

 Some of the ECCE managers and practitioners were already paying NATU, as members who 
signed up using their ID numbers. They were promised that they would be assisted with 
professional development through the existing teachers’ channels. However, they had 
challenges with the Department of Education as they do not have a persal number. They then 
decided to stop paying the monthly contributions towards NATU.  

 The ECCE managers and practitioners would like to be exempted on some admission 
requirements based on their experiences (RPL). 

 The ECCE managers and practitioners would like a clearer and advocacy on career paths. 

 

COMMENTS: It was not officially reported, but some participants did not attend because they complained about 
the sessions ending very late (17:30). We are currently discussing adjusting the schedule to start at 14:00 
and end at 16:30. We agreed that the ECCE managers and practitioners should send additional comments 
regarding the webinar. I am still waiting for their input. 
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