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Grade R and Early Childhood 

Starting Strong or Starting Uneven? 

Author: Vernon Dickason 

 

Opening Reflection 

In every child’s story, the beginning matters. Those early years, filled with play, questions 

and discovery, lay the foundation for everything that follows. The BELA Bill’s move to 

make Grade R compulsory signals a national commitment to early learning. But it also 

invites us to ask: Are we ready to start strong, or are we rushing into uneven terrain? 

 

What the BELLA Bill Says 

• Grade R becomes compulsory for all children before entering Grade 1. 

• Parents are legally required to ensure attendance, with penalties for 

unjustified absence. 

• Grade R is now treated as a formal part of basic education, aligned with the 

Foundation Phase. 

 

What’s Changed: From SASA to BELA 

Under SASA (1996): 

Grade R was part of Early Childhood Development (ECD), not compulsory, and often 

delivered outside the formal school system. 

Under BELA (2024): 

Grade R is now compulsory and formally integrated into the Foundation Phase. Parents 

are legally responsible for attendance, and schools must accommodate Grade R as part of 

basic education. 

 
Key Shift: 

From optional, loosely regulated early learning to mandatory, formalised schooling with 

legal obligations for parents and systemic responsibilities for schools. 

 
Why It Matters 

This shift could be transformative. Research shows that quality early childhood education 

improves long-term academic and social outcomes.  



2 
 

 

However, compulsory attendance alone does not guarantee equity. Many communities 

still lack access to safe, well-resourced Grade R classrooms. Teachers may be 

undertrained, and infrastructure uneven. 

From a systems perspective, this move must be supported by: 

• Investment in teacher development and learning environments 

• Recognition of diverse developmental needs 

• Collaboration with families and local communities to ensure readiness 

Philosophically, this aligns with progressive education and Ubuntu pedagogy, where 

learning begins with care, context and connection. But without thoughtful 

implementation, it risks becoming a policy of compliance rather than empowerment. 

 

Reflective Responses 

 What does “readiness” mean for children, families and schools? 

Readiness is not a checklist of academic skills. For children, it means being emotionally 

secure, socially curious and physically prepared to engage with structured learning. For 

families, it means understanding their role as co-educators and having access to 

resources that support early development. For schools, it means having trained staff, 

inclusive environments and the capacity to welcome diverse learners with dignity. 

 
 How do we ensure that compulsory Grade R does not deepen inequality? 

We must address the structural gaps before enforcing attendance. This includes 

expanding access to quality ECD centres, improving nutrition and health services, and 

ensuring that rural and low-fee schools are not left behind. Equity must be built into the 

rollout, not treated as an afterthought. 

 

What support systems must accompany this mandate to make it meaningful? 

• Subsidies for ECD centres and Grade R classrooms 

• Training and upskilling for Grade R educators 

• Community-based parenting programmes 

• Access to multilingual storybooks and play-based learning materials 

• Integrated health and nutrition support 

 

Sidebar: Facts and Philosophy 

Statistics from the Thrive by Five Index (2025): 

• Only 42% of South African preschoolers are developmentally on track 

• 7% of enrolled four-year-olds show signs of moderate or severe stunting 

• Children in high-fee preschools are twice as likely to meet developmental 

milestones as those in low-fee centres 

 

“We must stop treating early learning as a luxury. It is the foundation of justice, dignity 

and lifelong opportunity.” - Eric Atmore, Centre for Early Childhood Development 


