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As the conversation shifts from ‘why invest’ in the early years to ‘how to invest’, 
there is a need for leadership in the field of early childhood to champion, 
implement and advance the field and bring about breakthrough change at 
scale. A growing range of initiatives is responding to this need. Earlier this 
year, the World Bank’s Africa Early Years Fellowship welcomed its first cohort 
of participants, and the Bernard van Leer Foundation held its second one-week 
residential course in scaling early childhood initiatives at Harvard University’s 
John F. Kennedy School of Government. These initiatives join two more long-
standing leadership programmes: the 18-month Zero to Three Fellowship, which 
has run since 1981, and the World Forum Foundation’s two-year Global Leaders 
programme, which began in 2004. 

As Mark Elliott, the Global Leaders Program Director, observes: ‘Leadership 
drives policy, practice and innovation – without leadership there is a vacuum of 
action.’ Lynette Aytch, Director of the Leadership Development Institute at Zero 
to Three, observes that leadership comes in many forms. She says: 

Leaders are not just eminent academic or political figures. Anyone can be 
a leader in their own context. They are practitioners providing services, 
business leaders drawing attention to early childhood, or researchers 
advancing our understanding of child development. Zero to Three Fellows 
come from a range of different contexts, but all have the ability to become a 
catalyst for change and mobilise others around a shared vision

Lynnette continues: ‘It can be difficult to find funding for leadership 
development because there is an assumption that “leaders are not made, 
leaders are born”.’ Perhaps that helps to explain Mark Elliott’s observation: 
‘Part of me is surprised that there hasn’t been more work done in leadership 
development before.’ 

In brief, the four initiatives now serving those aspiring to become leaders in the 
early childhood field are: 
•	 Zero	to	Three	Fellowship	 Participants define a personal ‘action plan’ and 

pursue it over the 18-month course, helped by virtual monthly meetings, 
four in-person retreats, coaching, and mentoring. The current cohort 
consists of 15 participants; since 1981, over 280 professionals from across 
the USA and nine other countries have completed the Fellowship.
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•	 Global	Leaders	for	Young	Children  A two-year course including online 
and in-person meetings, aiming to developing a community of advocates 
for young children. The current cohort comprises 33 participants from 21 
countries; since 2004, more than 200 have participated from 61 countries. 

•	 Scaling	Early	Childhood	Initiatives  The Bernard van Leer Foundation-
funded one-week residential course at Harvard University’s John F. Kennedy 
School of Government is now in its second year. The inaugural course in 
2016 had 40 participants, and 44 participated in 2017.

•	 Africa	Early	Years	Fellowship  The first cohort of 20 participants began 
work in March 2017 on an initial one-year contract working for the World 
Bank on early childhood, combined with virtual and in-person learning and 
mentoring. 

Leaders from diverse backgrounds

There seems to be no shortage of enthusiasm from potential participants. When 
the World Bank Early Learning Partnership advertised its inaugural Africa Early 
Years (AEY) Fellowship programme, for example, it received 3000 applicants. 
Anita Gurgel, who runs the Fellowship, says: 

We targeted young professionals, aged 25 to 40, from Africa and based in 
Africa. They came from a wide variety of backgrounds. Some are doctors or 
nurses, some are teachers or have PhDs in education. We have economists, 
health financing specialists, child protection experts, public health and 
nutrition professionals, university professors, entrepreneurs and authors, 
emergency workers with experience in refugee camps, and former 
government officials from a variety of ministries serving mothers and young 
children.

From the applicants, 20 were selected and are currently based in 14 countries in 
Africa. Earlier this year, they each began an initial one-year contract, which can 
be extended for a second year, involved in several multi-sectoral early childhood 
programmes, working with a World Bank team to support their country’s 
government. The work is combined with professional development including 
mentorship, a ten-day orientation in Washington DC, a one-week fieldwork 
experience, in-person workshops and an online course on the science of early 
childhood, in partnership with Aga Khan University. 

Gurgel says: 
African governments are increasingly requesting support to scale-up 
investments in the early years, and demand from parents is growing as well. 
But delivering those services at scale and with quality is a hard task even for 
developed countries, and even more for developing nations. The Fellowship 
will build the capacity of participants to advise and support African country 
governments on delivering for young children and their families, reducing 
their reliance on technical assistance from abroad.

‘We believe that 
transitioning effective 
ideas to scale is 
the next frontier 
in early childhood 
development.’
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Another aim of the Fellowship is to raise the profile of the early childhood 
sector among young African professionals, by demonstrating that it can 
be a viable and prestigious field of study and work. The Fellowship gives 
significant opportunities for learning on the job and professional growth. 
Programmes to groom young business leaders have been common for many 
years, and the social sector is also increasingly appreciating the value 
of investing in developing competent professionals through leadership 
programmes.

While the AEY Fellowship is the only one of the four programmes with 
an explicitly regional scope, Mark Elliot explains that the Global Leaders 
programme is:

increasingly shifting towards a regional focus, working closely with 
regional early childhood-focused networks such as ARNEC (Asia Pacific 
Regional Network for Early Childhood), ISSA (the International Step by Step 
Association) and the Africa Early Childhood Network (AFCAN). This is the 
third cohort to be organised around regional networks.

Bringing together partners for scale

Meanwhile, the Bernard van Leer Foundation’s one-week residential executive 
education course on leading and scaling early childhood initiatives – in 
partnership with the John F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard 
University – was originally inspired by a national initiative for participants from 
Brazil led by the Fundacão Maria Cecilia Souto Vidigal and the Harvard Center 
on the Developing Child. This course focused on teaching the neuroscience 
of early childhood development and now has alumni from the Federal House 
and Senate, from multiple political parties who together drafted a new law on 
promoting early childhood development, and municipal mayors who started 
implementing municipal policies for young children.

The success of the Brazilian course inspired the development of a global course 
with a focus on how to scale-up early childhood initiatives and it is now into 
its second year of a planned five-year run. On page 40 of this issue of Early 
Childhood Matters, you can read about the experience of one participant in 
the 2016 course, Erik Steegers from the Mothers of Rotterdam programme. 
Kay Lankreijer, Programme Coordinator at the Bernard van Leer Foundation, 
explains: 

Participants come from around the world in groups of around five to seven 
people who are all working on a specific initiative.

We make sure that we include representatives from all the partners who 
are relevant to scaling that initiative or, more specifically, the working 
elements of that initiative – government, business, foundations, academia, 
civil society. There is preparatory work before the six days at Harvard, so all 
the participants come with practical challenges to discuss in relation to a 
real-world case they are working on. 

Breakthrough ideas 

‘People with a strong 
voice and strong 
advocacy skills can 
move the needle on 
early childhood issues.’
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The course is divided into a series of lectures that provide different 
analytical frameworks for thinking about scale and another set that 
addresses specific skills needed to achieve scale such as leadership, team 
building and persuasion. Each afternoon, teams work on refining their scale-
up plans and they then present to the whole group at the end of the week. 
It aims to get participants to think about issues such as what context is 
needed for scale-up, how to ensure reliable financial streams, how to make 
sure that new frontline workers continue the elements of the programme 
that first made it effective, and how to measure and monitor impact at scale.

Michael Feigelson, the Foundation’s Executive Director, adds: 
We believe that transitioning effective ideas to scale is the next frontier in 
early childhood development. We wanted to build a course that would give 
the people who are out there trying to make that happen an opportunity to 
step back, reflect and make a plan and, in doing so, to build a community of 
leaders grappling with and overcoming the challenges of scale together.
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The future of leadership

Participants in the Harvard course are then expected to undertake follow-up 
work, and a strong emphasis on supporting alumni also characterises the other 
established initiatives. Mark Elliott of Global Leaders comments: 

People with a strong voice and strong advocacy skills can move the needle 
on early childhood issues, and a big part of the work is building a community 
who can support each other in this. Several of the current leading figures 
in regional networks were part of our earlier cohorts. Our mantra is: ‘once a 
global leader, always a global leader’. 

Zero to Three also has a strong network sense, connecting current fellows to each 
other and to past fellows. In 2012, it formally established the Academy of Zero to 
Three Fellows to help the alumni to sustain relationships and leverage resources, 
expertise and influence for their mutual benefit and support. Many of the 
programme’s alumni have gone on to senior positions in the early childhood field. 

As Lynette Aytch explains, the focus of the Zero to Three Fellowship has evolved 
over the years to reflect changing needs in the early childhood field: 

Initially, in the 1980s and 1990s, the focus was on mentoring ‘knowledge 
creators’; by the turn of the century, that had shifted to recognise the 
growing need for ‘knowledge disseminators’ to translate scientific research 
to a broader base of professionals and the general public. 

In the last few years, our ambition has been to cultivate ‘change agents’, 
with a focus on adaptive leadership and collective impact theory – that is, an 
understanding that substantial change is not accomplished alone, but is a 
collective effort. 

With the Zero to Three Fellowship and the Global Leaders programme having 
been joined by the Harvard course and AEY Fellowship, in the future more 
leaders will be able to scale early childhood interventions all over the world, at 
all levels.

Further details
More information is available via the following web pages:
•	 Africa	Early	Years	Fellowship 

worldbank.org/en/region/afr/brief/world-bank-group-africa-early-years-
fellowship

•	 Global	Leaders 
worldforumfoundation.org/about-us/

•	 Harvard	course	on	scaling	and	leading	early	childhood	initiatives 
bernardvanleer.org/cases/harvard-course-on-scaling-up/

•	 Zero	to	Three	Fellowship 
zerotothree.org/resources/59-zero-to-three-fellowship-program-
description
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