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Leveraging the Socioecological 
System to Enhance Parental 
Support and Optimize Early 
Childhood Development

SOUTH AFRICA

Sesame Workshop, Department of Education and Parents 
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Parental involvement is essential for the early 
development of children, significantly shaping their 
cognitive, emotional, and social growth. Studies in 

South Africa indicate that children whose parents actively 
engage in their education and provide stimulating home 
environments tend to perform better academically.1 This  
active engagement boosts cognitive development, laying  
a strong foundation for future learning.

1	 Abubakar, A., Van de Vijver, F. J., Mithwani, S., Obiero, E., Lewa, N., Kenga, S., & Armstrong, R. 
(2008). Socioeconomic status, parental involvement and children’s education attainment: A 
study from Kenya. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 17(6), 595-605. Although this study is 
based in Kenya, similar socio-economic conditions and cultural dynamics make its findings 
relevant to the South African context.

2	 Bayer, J. K., Hiscock, H., Ukoumunne, O. C., Price, A., & Wake, M. (2008). „Early childhood 
aetiology of mental health problems: a longitudinal population-based study.“ Journal of Child 
Psychology and Psychiatry, 49(11), 1166-1174. This study highlights how positive parenting 
practices, including active engagement, can reduce behavioral issues in children.

Parental involvement also positively affects children’s 
emotional and social development. When parents participate 
in their children’s early learning activities, they foster secure 
attachment relationships, which are essential for emotional 
stability and social competence. Engaged parenting is 
associated with a reduction in behavioral problems, as parents 
provide the necessary guidance and support to help children 
navigate challenges and develop positive behavior patterns.2 
￼
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The Socioecological Framework3

3	 Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by Nature and Design.
4	 Swartz, S. (2006). A Long Walk to Citizenship: Morality, Justice and Faith in the Aftermath of Apartheid. Journal of Moral Education, 35(4), 551-

570.
5	 Tomlinson, M., Cooper, P., & Murray, L. (2005). The Mother-Infant Relationship and Infant Attachment in a South African Peri-Urban Settlement. 

Child Development, 76(5), 1044-1054.
6	 Sherr, L., Skar, A. M. S., Clucas, C., Tetzchner, S. V., & Hundeide, K. (2017). Evaluation of the International Child Development Programme (ICDP) 

as a Community-wide Parenting Programme. European Journal of Developmental Psychology, 14(3), 383-400.
7	 Department of Basic Education. (2011). The South African Integrated Programme of Action for Early Childhood Development-Moving Ahead 

(2013-2018).

The framework highlights the importance of a 
supportive and interconnected environment,  
with parents playing a central role, supplemented 
by broader social and institutional support. It 
underscores the need for comprehensive strategies 
that address multiple levels of influence to foster 
optimal development and well-being in children.

In South Africa, cultural values around family and 
community influence parenting practices. The 
Ubuntu philosophy, which emphasizes communal 
support and shared responsibility, can enhance 
child-rearing practices.4 At the core of the 
socioecological model is the child, whose individual 
characteristics are shaped significantly by their 
immediate environment, primarily their parents.  
For instance, research shows that South African 
children who receive responsive and nurturing  
care from their parents tend to have better health 
outcomes and higher levels of cognitive and social 
development.5 

Studies in South Africa have shown that parental 
involvement in early learning activities, such as 
reading and playing educational games, 
significantly enhances children’s cognitive 
development and school readiness.6 Active 
participation in school activities and collaboration 
with teachers can improve educational outcomes. 
For example, the ECD programs in South Africa 
encourage parents to be involved in their  
children’s education, which has been linked  
to better learning outcomes.7 
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At Sesame Workshop, our mission to  
help children grow smarter, stronger,  
and kinder is realized by engaging with 
the entire ecosystem surrounding the 
child. Placing children at the heart of  
our efforts, we collaborate closely with 
families and communities to design and 
implement impactful programs tailored 
to children’s needs. Sesame Workshop’s 
work is based on rigorous research to 
ensure impact. For us, cracking the code 
of learning is a continuous process —and 
a collaborative one. By uniting 
researchers, educators, producers,  
and entrepreneurs, we’re consistently  
inventing a more engaging, enriching, 
and encouraging world for children, even 
as their needs and environments change. 
Through our empowering research 
processes, the needs and views of 
children and their families are considered 
from inception to production.

These collaborations bring together 
diverse expertise, resources, and 
networks to address the multifaceted 
challenges facing young children and 
their families. Through our partnership 
with government agencies, such as the 
Department of Education, we ensure that 
our initiatives are aligned with national 
ECD policies and that our content 
adheres to national norms and standards. 
Additionally, this collaboration provides 
us with a platform to influence policy 
formulation and implementation, 
ensuring that ECD remains a priority on 
the national agenda.
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Collaborative  research and content 	     	                  
development process (Source: Sesame Workshop)

Curriculum seminar

Sesame Workshop is the global impact nonprofit behind Sesame Street and so much more, 
harnessing the power of education, media, and research to support children in over 150 countries 
and empower each generation to build a better world. ​

What began as a simple yet revolutionary idea in 1969—to teach kids through television—has grown 
into a global phenomenon, delivering proven, research-based early education programs to over 150 
million kids in 150 countries around the world.​

Image credit to Erika Jooste
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Case Study 
Male Caregiver Initiative:  
Advancing Gender Transformative Messaging Through Mass Media 

8	 Panter-Brick C, Burgess A, Eggerman M, McAllister F, Pruett K, Leckman JF. (2014, November) Practitioner review: 
Engaging fathers--recommendations for a game change in parenting interventions based on a systematic review of 
the global evidence. J Child Psychol Psychiatry. (55(11):pp. 1187-212). doi: 10.1111/jcpp.12280. Epub 2014 Jul 1. PMID: 
24980187; PMCID: PMC4277854.

	 Zhen, J. (2020, November). Research on Family’s Part on Gender Role Education of Preschool Children. In International 
Conference on Education Studies: Experience and Innovation (ICESEI 2020) (pp. 444-446). Atlantis Press.

9	 https://sesameworkshop.org/our-work/africa/

This case study conducted by Sesame Workshop South Africa in collaboration with the international 
office, underscores the foundational elements, underscores the foundational elements of a 
collaborative methodology for crafting evidence-based content and ensuring its impactful delivery.

Background
Children start to develop their gender identity, gender attitude, gender role, and responsibility 
awareness when they are as young as two years old8. Sesame Workshop South Africa9 created and 
implemented a multiyear intervention that helped primary male caregivers (fathers) to support 
gender equality in the home by giving them skills and practical advice. The intervention aimed to 
challenge the binary view of gender based on South Africa’s traditional ideas of masculinity and 
femininity and encourage children to form a positive gender identity. We conducted a series of 
activities that helped  identify the current needs in parental practices in the home from a “gender 
lens,” especially relating to: 1) dividing the childcare tasks between male and female caregivers,  
and 2) interacting with children through play. 

Robust qualitative and quantitative data 
collection supported the process whereby 
multiple stakeholders came together to 
determine how best to promote gender equity 
through different broadcast and digital 
platforms.

The result was Takalani Sesame, a series of 20 
five-minute, evidence-informed segments to 
encourage and support male caregivers’ 
involvement in secure and gender-fair play with 
their young children and to foster overall gender 
equality among children and caregivers. These 
segments, which were translated into five South 
African languages, will be launched in the later part 
of 2024. This series is supported by a social media 
campaign as well as eight 3-minute, adult-facing 
videos. 	

“The facilitators helped me understand how 
to effectively incorporate play into learning. 
The program is significantly benefiting our 

younger ones by enhancing their educational 
experiences through playful engagement.” 
Official 
Department of Basic Education (DBE)

Through the needs analysis process, we were 
able to pinpoint and comprehend the distinct 
needs and gaps in the male caregiver space. 

“I didn’t realize the importance of playing 
with my children. I always felt it was the 
school’s responsibility. But playing with my 

child makes my child happy, and I feel closer to 
my child.”
Parent
QwaQwa, Free State
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Community and stakeholder engagement is  a 
crucial part of the process, as it fosters 
collaboration, ensures the relevance and 
sustainability of the intervention, and enhances the 
collective impact on developmental outcomes. 

“This is the first time the officials from the 
Department of Social Development and 
Department of Education attended a 

workshop together with the principals of ECD 
centers. This is truly an eye opener to learn that 
we really need each other to achieve positive 
outcomes for children.” 
Official 
Department of Social Development

The next phase involved engaging thought 
leaders in the ECD and male caregiver sectors.  
By incorporating these experts, we ensure that our 
content remains current, credible, and relevant. 
Their insights significantly enhanced the quality of 
the materials, fostered industry collaboration, 
inspired innovation, and enriched the experiences 
of both beneficiaries and stakeholders. 

“ Early childhood development is a complex 
and diverse sector that requires integrated 
efforts. Sesame Workshop understands the 

importance of collaborative approaches, 
bringing together multidisciplinary teams and 
individuals working from various sectors. The 
synergy enables the creation of responsive, 
multimedia strategies and actions that promote 
quality ECD in South Africa and beyond.”
Dr. Hasina Banu Ebrahim 
UNESCO Co-Chair for Early Childhood Education, Care and 
Development at the University of South Africa and a Full 
Professor in the Department of Early Childhood Education

“Play-based learning has an essential role in 
children’s development as they grow and 
move through the world. By supporting 

their curiosity and encouraging them to explore, 
problem solve, regulate their emotions, and 
more, we start to build not only their sense of 
safety and trust, but also empower them from a 
young age.” 
Mari Payne 
Deputy Managing Director & Senior Director of Education  
and Outreach at Sesame Workshop South Africa

The formative testing phase plays a crucial role 
in promoting learning and identifying areas for 
improvement. Moreover, it promotes agency 
among children and caregivers by empowering 
them to actively engage in the content production 
process and share their insights on how the content 
should be curated. This participatory approach 
ensures the content is relevant and impactful, 
reflecting the needs and preferences of its 
audience.

The impact evaluation for the child-facing and 
adult-facing content of Takalani Sesame began 
in July 2024. By evaluating the impact of the 
content on attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors related 
to gender norms and equality, we can refine 
messaging strategies to maximize their positive 
influence. This helps ensure that the content is not 
only well received but also contributes to 
meaningful social change by challenging harmful 
stereotypes, promoting gender equality, and 
empowering individuals and communities. 
Additionally, an impact evaluation provides 
valuable data and evidence that can inform future 
content development initiatives, leading to more 
targeted and effective messaging campaigns. 

A randomized control trial on the Male Caregiver Initiative is currently underway and will be 
completed in November 2024. The evidence for other parenting interventions is continually 
being gathered.Evidence




