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Dedication

To my son Thando Ncube, and all the children around the world, I pray that no matter
what this life throws at you, there will ALWAYS be at least one person that is God’s hand
extended to you, so that you may never truly lose the beauty and innocence of being a
child. And may you grow up to make this world a beautiful place to live. Every experience
given to you is yours, embrace it, learn from it, and use it to blow bubbles at the warmth
and light of the sun and watch the different colours explode into healing droplets just for
you…Exist in love and only love.

‘Take heed that you do not despise these little ones, for I

say to you that in heaven their angels see the face of My

Father who is in heaven’ Matthew 18:10
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Introduction

“For the simplicity on this side of complexity, I wouldn't give you a fig.
But for the simplicity on the other side of complexity, for that I would

give you anything I have.”― Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr.

Zimbabwe has experienced very tough times, since about the early 2000s. Some say that is
when the great exodus began. Parents went off to earlier industrialised countries like the
United Kingdom, America, Australia and Canada, in search of greener pastures. Almost
everyone has at least one immediate relative in the diaspora.

My own story is similar to those that left the country in the 2000s. Years wore on while I was
in the diaspora and my main source of news about my country made it seem like a hopeless
place to be. I began to wonder though how were those left behind surviving? In no way did I
minimise the systemic trauma of a failing economy, but I was young and curious and
patriotic. It’s tough to be young, naïve with a longing to be tough. Eventually I left the ‘safe
space’ of Canada behind to continue my education in South Africa. Canada was lovely, but
there is in my opinion no worse feeling than that of being a second class citizen. I longed to
be home. Just to be cautious instead of permanently rooting in Zimbabwe right away, I
chose to carefully peer at my beloved Zimbabwe one border away, just in case. Every so
often I would go back home and each time was different, 2008 particularly. There was no
food and long drives to neighbouring Botswana to buy food are actually how I learnt to drive
a car.

‘Why did you come back?’ I was asked all the time. No one seemed to understand and I tried
to be sensitive about how I responded to those that had never left the country and longed
for just one full day with an uninterrupted supply of electricity and running water. What I
began to understand while living in South Africa though, another country riddled with its
own traumas and still healing from apartheid, was that running away does not solve
anything, challenges need to be faced one way or the other. I applaud South Africans for
their resilience and ‘ride or die’ attitude. It’s not easy, when within each of us is an inbuilt
self-preservation mode which usually lends itself to the survival instinct to flee.

I am in no way a political activist so how was I supposed to actively facilitate and nurture
some positivity into a landscape I still do not fully understand. That is how I ended up in the
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abstract world of social development and I met people who taught me, showed me, and
gave me tools to assist me in my journey. I learnt that if I could only choose a small piece of
a small part of something broken and try and nurse it back to health, that is how I would
measure my success and hopefully leave a positive mark on my world.

This is a brief exploratory and reflective look on the theory and practice of A Social

Development Practitioner towards a safer environment for children in Zimbabwe.

Described are the work environments and conditions of service experienced by ECD

teachers, child minders, child protection agents and parents in my community; referred to

collectively in this document as ECD agents.

Qualitative research methods for the most part were used to try and establish the

relationship between ECD agents and the children of Zimbabwe. Data collection was

unstructured. Informal interviews were conducted with experts that deal with children,

including social workers, psychologists, nutritionists, child focused NGO employees and ex-

employees, child minders, teachers, nurses, doctors, pastors and librarians. Parents and

children were also engaged in conversation and asked probing questions about their

experiences.

This body of work was born out of an initial non structured curiosity and the success in

having meaningful conversations with my community. The conversations were rich in detail

and convincing arguments were brought before me about whether or not Zimbabwe’s

children had any hope for a bright future in Zimbabwe. There are a lot of ethical

considerations that have placed limitations on this reflective work that was quite frankly

unintentional. My hope is that this research will be repeated in a more academically

structured way.
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Context

“Whosoever wishes to know about the world must learn about it in its
particular details. Knowledge is not intelligence. In searching for the
truth be ready for the unexpected. Change alone is unchanging. The
same road goes both up and down. The beginning of a circle is also its
end. Not I, but the world says it: all is one. And yet everything comes in
season.” – Heraclitus, 500 BC

Once upon a time I could recite to you the history of Zimbabwe and its people, my people.
Today, the only history I am willing to share is the one that I have experienced. Many a
scholar will tell you that accurate history is only as accurate as its source. What I know is
this, before I left Zimbabwe I had no complaints dissimilar to any teenage girl, my reality
was my reality and I had nothing else to compare it to. When I left Zimbabwe I was met with
varying narratives about my country, some spoke in adoration, some in disgust, but still
memories of my home were fond and good.

When I returned home I was told I had a pessimistic view of the country and that I found
everything below standard. I immediately checked myself but was quick to acknowledge it
was because now I had something to compare it with, and unfortunately Zimbabwe came
up short in many ways. The roads had potholes, water and electricity were rationed
sometimes days at a time, the food was expensive, the buildings had not changed even by
something as little as a coat of paint and nothing seemed easy, effortless, effective or
efficient. Long story short, I saw with my own eyes a failing economy even before I knew
how to describe what a struggling economy looked like. Zimbabwe to me had become a
struggling economy, with no currency of its own with which to trade with the rest of the
world, and this lack of currency seems to have affected Zimbabwean citizens, children as
well as adults.

Children as well as their care givers need support. How people cope will differ. Those that
can leave the country as I mentioned in my introduction, leave and root themselves in
foreign countries as refugees or are part of the flow out of the brain drain as professionals
into their host countries. There are those that remain; suddenly factors such as good health,
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belonging to a functional family or a thriving community that once provided moral and
religious support start showing cracks.

In a struggling economy, health systems start to fail, education systems start to fail, solid
family structures are torn apart, mental health issues arise, and epidemics become harder
to manage and worsen an already bad situation. Poverty becomes widespread and all its
cousins start to dance around; inequality, social ills, unemployment, and now those once
nurturers become perpetrators of unthinkable crimes because that self-preservation mode
somehow starts translating to selfishness and weakened moral values. For me the children,
the voiceless bear the brunt of a failing system through no fault of their own, and
subsequently as a result have to learn how to cope in these harsh conditions, and it’s not
always good. In fact social scientists will tell you that traumatised children end up
perpetuating a vicious cycle of trauma sometimes worse than theirs. Adults begin to treat
their children in ways they no longer interpret as abusive. Children are often not in formal
schooling systems because parents are unemployed or cannot afford it and if they are the
schools are overcrowded, they are often left to fend for themselves while the parents try to
‘hustle’ for what they can in order to feed them and are sometimes physically abused due to
parent’s frustrations at their inability to be who they are supposed to be for the children.
Health care systems often do not have the required equipment or medicines to treat
children. Children, being more vulnerable and sensitive than adults, begin to internalise the
abuse which can lead to dissociation, a state in which the child attempts to make sense of
the trauma and in the process gives birth to nightmarish scenarios endlessly repeating the
brokenness and trauma of their fore bearers.

The early years have been recognised as the ideal phase for the passing on of values that are
important for the building of a peaceful, prosperous and democratic society, values such as
respect for human rights, appreciation of diversity, anti-bias, tolerance and justice. Early
childhood development teachers, child care and protection workers, caregivers and parents
then become a focal point of interest in addressing issues related to child welfare and
development. Early childhood development has been recognised as a pillar of the
foundation for lifelong learning and the process of emotional, mental, spiritual, moral,
physical and social development of children from birth to nine years. ECD teachers, child
minders, child protection agents and parents are necessary to build successful and resilient
communities.

Community-based social development programs have long been targets of social planners in
developing economies. This is where I hoped to step in, at a community level and figure out
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where and how my skill set would benefit the children in my community. I focused my
energies and resources on the Waterford Community in Bulawayo which became my sample
population. I found this a ripe ground to work in because as a peri urban low density suburb,
it appeared to be overlooked as an area that needed assistance. Low density suburbs in
Bulawayo are where you often find the more well to do demographics, the houses and yards
are more or less an acre large and a car is essential to get to places because public transport
is hard to find.

Waterford was not the place I remembered it to be. Most residents had migrated and been
swallowed by the great diaspora, leaving their properties to often unconcerned relatives or
lodgers. Gone were the green manicured yards which now were replaced by overgrown
grass, broken dura walls and dirty side roads. The primary school no longer has a functioning
swimming pool and does not have computers; in fact it looks more like a rural school. The
library is gone, the post office is gone, there is no clinic and the shopping centre has no
butchery, barely patron able shops and a car service station that offers the bare minimum
services at the best of times. Unemployed men and youth publicly drink alcohol, lounge
around scaring little children and openly urinate in public with no regard as to who sees
their private parts. Cattle from neighbouring Mthombothemba rural area graze unattended
on residents’ lawns and urban market gardeners’ crops and leave their manure wherever
they please. It can only be described as a circus. You can almost see the transfer of hatred,
fear, helplessness, shame, rage and other effects of an oppressive economy from one
generation to another.

I began to take stock of what actually seemed to work, particularly the residents association.
I was pleasantly surprised at the conversations I had with the residents, they were doing all
they could with what they had to restore the community. Sadly, what they have is barely
enough but their resilience challenged me.
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Policies and legislation
Early Childhood Development education in Zimbabwe is offered to children from the age of
three to five years. Since 2004, Zimbabwe has a national ECD policy which requires primary
schools to offer a minimum of two ECD classes for children from three to five years old. In
support of this policy, primary teacher training colleges are now training ECD teachers who
receive certified diplomas in Early Childhood Development.

Part three of the Children’s Act of Zimbabwe states that if any care giver (ECD agent) of a
child assaults, ill-treats, neglects, abandons or exposes the child or allows, causes or
procures a child to be assaulted, ill-treated, neglected, abandoned or exposed in a manner
likely to cause unnecessary suffering or to injure or detrimentally to affect his health or
morals or any part or function of his mind or body; that person (ECD agent) shall be guilty of
an offense. A child according to this act means a person under the age of sixteen.

Psychosocial models
(Attachment theory, Cognitive dissonance theory, Communication and behaviour change
theory, Functionalism theory, Health behaviour theory, Social learning theory, Social
development model, Social inoculation theory, symbolic interaction theory, Rational choice
and Exchange theories, The two factor theory)

The communication and behaviour change theory defines the steps required to move a
target population from initial awareness or interest in a problem to the adoption and
maintenance of advocated attitudes and behaviours. The first step is attracting attention to
the problem, and then explaining the problem in a way that is personally relevant to the
audience, next is giving positive encouragement to change behaviour and teach while
highlighting the significance of risk reduction behaviours from an individual point of view,
then finally advocating for the maintenance of changed behaviour. Zimbabwe is in crisis and
it is our duty as Zimbabweans to find lasting meaningful solutions so that future generations
are not affected.

Significance of :child ECD agent relationships

Early education is about relationships, and in the early years relationships are important.
Young children are full of drive to discover the potential within themselves and the world
around them and the relationships that support that discovery. The health of a child is
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comprised of four domains; physical, psychological, social, and personal. Since a single
behaviour can affect several health domains, the relationships among them must be
examined fully in terms of prevention strategies and relevant ECD agents assigned for each
domain.

Psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg described stages that effect moral development. At ages
four to ten years, children act to avoid negative consequences and to receive reward. At
ages ten to thirteen, they act to avoid the disapproval of others and act in accordance with
law & duty. From ages thirteen on to adulthood they act to maintain respect of others,
uphold individual principles and to act in accordance with universal principles. Similarly, the
social inoculation theory addresses social influences, beliefs and attitudes that create
pressure on a child. Eric Erickson argued that each stage of a person’s life has a psychosocial
crisis associated with it that must be successfully resolved. For example stage four of his
developmental concept defines that at the school age (5 to 12 years), a child’s peer group
will gain greater significance and will become a major source of the child’s self-esteem. It’s
at this point that the child feels the need to win approval by demonstrating specific
competencies that are valued by society; this indicates that children readily imitate
behaviour. When a society’s expectations are clear and consistent, young people will follow
them. Messages to younger children such as saying no to alcohol (refusal skills) are critical.
Therefore communities should have positive responsible ECD agents and ensure that the
social environment does not give mixed messages to children. Having defined their
expectations/ beliefs, children like any other human beings will want their beliefs to be in
harmony with their experiences. If this doesn’t happen, there is a discord that they will want
to eliminate. As a prevention technique, it is vital to strengthen/ establish a child’s beliefs
and attitudes with which their behaviour would have to harmonise thereby avoiding
cognitive dissonance. Verbal inoculations have immunizing effects that strengthen a child’s
ability to defend their beliefs when the need arises. ECD agents should be positioned
strategically to provide these verbal inoculations. As a society it would beneficial if our
children’s life experiences matched up to the beliefs we instil in them to deter behavioural
problems that would then become a societal burden.

Children who are able to maintain an attachment to an ECD agent that cares and protects
them are more likely to thrive. They will feel loved, secure, confident, and behaviourally are
likely to explore their environment, play with others and be sociable. The function of
attachment as preparation for adult social behaviour is essential to survival; it begins in
infancy, made possible by proximity to responsible adult models. As humans interact with
each other, they create social forces such as values and norms so that over time they seem
as if they are natural. Typical behaviour is produced which is lodged in each individual’s
practical consciousness so that respect and good manners for example become second



10 | P a g e

nature. ECD agents have a huge role to play in different capacities to instil good values that
children will grow up with, aiding in the positive and constructive social development of
Zimbabwe.

Relationship between ‘working’ conditions and ecd agent

productivity

Each part of a society is interpreted in terms of how it contributes to the stability of the
whole society. Social patterns are explained and emphasized in terms of their consequences
for society and the interdependence of social institutions and their common interest in
maintaining social stability. ECD agents should function in such a way that through their
input, they contribute to a stable society of wholesome individuals. How Zimbabwe invests
in ECD agents has consequences in how young children will develop and in turn impact
Zimbabwe. If conditions are favourable to the wellbeing of ECD agents, they are capacitated
and enabled to channel their energies positively towards the development of the child in
their care so that the result is a well-adjusted individual who is prepared for their next stage
of learning and is on the right path to being a responsible and productive citizen. ECD agents
are the actors whose goal is the holistic development of children through various methods
or tasks. The environments and conditions under which they function affects the degree to
which they attain their goal and as a consequence pass on the culture of norms, values and
ideas to the next generation in hopes of contributing to a stable productive society.

Conditions ideal for optimal ecd agent productivity

ECD agents should act purposively and rationally in the pursuit of their goals and objectives.
In their pursuit, we expect them to select the course of action most likely to incur the
greatest gain. Their goal is for the children in their care to develop life skills and prepare
them for their educational and social journey; therefore it is vital that the output of their
productivity is optimised, motivated and maintained. The physical environments that they
work in be it schools, community centres or homes need to be invested in for the greater
good of the children. Children demonstrate higher cognitive skill levels and greater social
competence in environments that are safe, orderly, contain a wide variety of stimulating
equipment and materials when compared to children that lack these features. ECD agents
should be involved in talks facilitating the design process of infrastructure and the
environments they work in. They are the ones in the front lines of meeting the needs of
children and creating safe and stimulating environments for them. Zimbabweans need to
respond to the needs of ECD agents in their roles of supporting children’s growth processes.
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Ecd AGENT MOTIVATORS

It is important to help ECD agents fulfil all their needs by incorporating Maslow’s need
hierarchy; physiological, safety, social, esteem and self-actualization factors. These needs
are distributed under the two factors; hygiene and motivators.

HYGIENE FACTORS MOTIVATORS
 Remuneration
 Technical supervision
 Working conditions
 Policies and administration
 Interpersonal relations

 Recognition
 Advancement
 Possibility of growth
 Achievement
 Work itself

Creating better working conditions, offering training and proving ECD agents with more than
a living wage will raise their productivity. If improvement in the remuneration mechanism
can help motivate, recruit and retain ECD agents, then such improvements will lead to the
desired outputs in helping children. Low hygiene factors and motivators discourage high
ability and high achieving citizens from enrolling in tertiary institutions or taking up roles as
ECD agents in Zimbabwe. These two factors have an impact on existing ECD agents’
motivation to apply themselves. It is in the best interest of the children, their families and
the community at large that ECD agents receive appropriate hygiene factors and motivators.
ECD agents are looking for support to function in developmentally, socio culturally sensitive
ways to produce a cohesive body of evidence that supports holistic socio cultural practices.
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Conclusion

He who wills the end must will the means

The early years of development in a child’s life are important and need to be guided and
moulded by competent, motivated and responsible ECD agents. ECD agents and children
form attachments with each other that influence them and help them to explore and
understand themselves. The role of the ECD agent in supporting this development needs to
be nurtured and maintained for the benefit of the child. Conditions under which ECD agents
engage with children affect their efficacy and society needs to strive for conditions that
output optimal chances for children to thrive. ECD agents need to be motivated, and their
needs, according to Maslow’s hierarchy, met.

Gramsci put it this way: ‘What is needed are men of sober mind, men who don’t cause an
absence of bread in the bakeries, who make trains run, who provide the factories with raw
materials and know how to turn the produce of the country into industrial produce, who
ensure the safety and freedom of the people against the attacks of criminals, who enable
the network of collective services to function and who do not reduce the people to despair
and to a horrible carnage. Verbal enthusiasm and reckless phraseology make one laugh (or
cry) when a single one of these problems has to be resolved in a village of a hundred
inhabitants’

My plea to Zimbabweans and Zimbabwean sympathisers all over the world is that can we
not be part of the bourgeoisie that is desirous only to redress social grievances in order to
serve the continued existence of bourgeois society. May we not want all the advantages of
modern social conditions without the struggle and dangers necessarily resulting from
everything going on in Zimbabwe right now. In everything let’s not forget the children, they
are our future, we have a God given mandate to serve them and serve them well.
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Due to the fact that this ‘research’ was neither exhaustive nor structured, focus on legal obligations was on ECD teachers as a cohort.
Remember, ECD agents refer to anyone that interacts with a child to protect, develop and nurture that child in any way, therefore resource
and time limitations did not allow the exploration of every ECD agent domain.

The journey at a glance

The probe The intention The shot in the dark The ROAD KILL

Who are the ECD

agents?

To find out if there are ECD agents? There are ECD agents ECD agents exist. Anyone that interacts with a child to protect, develop and nurture that child
in any way is an agent. Parents, teachers, social workers, psychologists, paediatricians,
Sunday school teachers are examples.

What are the present

environments and

conditions of service for

ECD agents?

To find out the present environments

and conditions of service for ECD

agents

Present conditions and environments of

service for ECD agents are undesirable

Zimbabwe’s economy is struggling, Zimbabwe has no functioning currency, bond notes and
foreign currencies are used. Even with that, banks have no money, and ECD agents don’t get
paid on time if at all or enough to meet their needs. Most ECD agents are in survival mode
and that has a negative impact on the children whose needs sometimes go unmet.

What are the current

legal obligations

towards ECD teachers?

To find out the current legal

obligations towards ECD teachers

Legal obligations towards ECD teachers exist Legal obligations found are those stated in the national ECD policy. Since 2004, Zimbabwe
has a national ECD policy which requires primary schools to offer a minimum of two ECD
classes for children from three to five years old.

Are these legal

obligations being met?

To find out the legal obligations to

ECD teachers

Legal obligations towards ECD teachers are

not being met

Yes. In support of the ECD policy, primary teacher colleges offer training to ECD teachers who
receive certified diplomas from the University of Zimbabwe.

What conditions are

desirable for ECD

agents?

To find out the conditions that are

desirable for ECD agents

Conditions that are desirable for ECD agents

are necessary

Hygiene factors like remuneration and good infrastructure, and motivators like recognition
contribute to desirable conditions for ECD agents to function.

What obstacles are

there to improving the

service conditions of

ECD agents?

To find out the obstacles that are

there to improving the service

conditions of ECD agents

There are obstacles to improving the service

conditions of ECD agents

Zimbabwe’s current economic depression makes it hard for the responsible and relevant
parties which include the government, public and private sectors, NGOs and citizens to
improve the service conditions of ECD agents. This makes it hard for agents to gear out of
survival mode enough to be conscious of not violating children’s rights.

N.B.
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