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Abstract

Early education of the child is the bedrock on which all other levels of
education are built for sustainable development. The chances of a child
fulfilling his/her potentials are affected by this level of education. It is
therefore, the contention of this paper that the position of early child
education should be reformed. The paper examines the needs of
repositioning early childhood education that would include cognitive
enrichment, physical development, social development, emotional
development and many others like inculcation in the child, the spirit of
inquiry and creativity. It highlights recent national policies on early
childhood education. It also discusses areas of training the child at early
stage that can bring functional education for values, knowledge, skills and
national development. Conclusion and recommendations are proffered for a
way forward of achieving such a desired education.

Education is the means of training the minds and character of the individual for effective
performance. It is an indispensible tool for national development.

Jimoh, (2010) saw education as the process through which individuals are presented with a
number of experiences to make them acquire relevant knowledge and skills that will make them
useful to themselves and their individual communities.

Early childhood care and education refers to a wide range of programmes: all aimed at the
physical, cognitive and social development of children before they enter primary school. It is well
established that many things children learn at this stage in life remain with them and form their future
being.

Scientist and psychologists have confirmed through their researches that the first five years of
children’s lives are very crucial for learning. It is also confirmed by researchers that the condition of
the child’s life when his/her body and mind are developing so rapidly affect his/her health,
intelligence, self image, motivation and the ability to relate with others.

Benjamin Bloom, a renowned psychologist as quoted in Utulu (2005) concluded that, in terms of
human intelligence measured at 17 years; 50% of the development takes place between conception
and the age of 4. About 30% between 4 and 8 years. Twenty percent of the matured intelligence has
been known to develop between 8 — 17 years of human life experiences, normally develop between 0
— 4 years of life. Researchers such as Maria Montessori, Moore, O. K. Piaget and Brunner Sigmund
Freud have emphasized the idea of giving adequate education to children at early years since the
mentioned age bracket is the most creative and intellectually productive period of human life. The
above submission have emphasized the fact that nursery education is the pivot of all forms of learning
and if properly positioned, can produce holistic citizens in Nigeria. Therefore, choices made and
actions taken for the education of children during this critical period affect not only how children
develop but also the development of a country. No reasonable plan for human development can wait
idly for the 18 years of childhood to pass before taking measure that will protect the right of the child.
The time of early childhood education should merit the highest priority attention right at the time
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when responsible governments should make decisions, law, policies, programmes and allocation for
their education. Tragically, decisions made for such policy formulation and implementation receive
the least of the desired consideration in our country.

The effects of what happens during the earliest years of a child’s life can last a lifetime. All
the key ingredients of emotion, intelligence, confidence, curiosity, self-control, relatedness, capacity
to communicate and cooperativeness that determine how a child learns and relates in school and in the
society in general depend on the kind of early care and education he/she receives from parents, pre-
school teachers and caregivers.

Need to Reposition Early Childhood Education
Below are some of the benefits which children derive from early childhood education

programme:

1. Cognitive enrichment
Physical development
Social development
Emotional development
Custodial guidance

arwn

Cognitive Enrichment

This has to do with intellectual or mental development. Children at pre-primary school age
need a lot of cognitive exposure. This exposure involves what they see and what they do leading to
what they eventually know through experience (Onibokun, 1980). This means that the pre-school
child has to interact with the environment in order to stimulate his cognitive abilities and skill. Early
child education provides the pre-school with a stimulating environment, which enriches the child’s
cognitive abilities and skills. In the process of early education, the pre-school child is made to engage
freely in various activities such as exploration, discovery, experimentation, role of toys, colouring
books and other learning accessories. In doing this, they enrich their cognitive abilities, skills and
come to know more about the world around them. Children attending nursery schools are capable of
developing further in their use of language, in thought and in practical skills. Progress of this gives the
child sound basis for their subsequent education.

Physical Development

The early period of the child’s growth and development witness growth of the nervous system
and other parts of the body. The brain increases in size and the child learns to control his muscles
gradually. Right from birth to the age of five, children are in need of training that will enhance these
aspects of physical development. Children are always seen doing one thing or the other, early child
institutions provide excellent environment for these children to engage in one form of activity or the
other; early education institutions by exposing children to various activities help them to exercise
themselves physically and those activities aid their physical growth. Activities such as playing on
swings, climbing ropes and manipulating old tyres are better organized and purposively arranged to
help children develop necessary physical ability which are very much needed in adult life (Akinbole,
2011).

Social Development

Children come from different family backgrounds to the nursery schools. In doing so, they are
made to learn together, interact and associate as a family. Here children are made to respect other
people’s right and to learn to be law-abiding. The early child learning environment creates avenue for
social interaction among the pre-school children from different tribes and tongues. Living together
will lay a solid foundation for social unity in adult life. It also reduces ethnic and tribal
discriminations. Various games are organized in the school to help children develop a team spirit,
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cooperation and leadership traits (Onibokun, 1980). Early education has the greatest opportunity for
learning languages other than their mother tongue. Such acquisition of the ethnic language will
promote inter-personal understanding between one child and the other; it will widen their chances of
making friends and laying good foundation for healthy inter-tribal and inter-ethnic relationship.

Emotional Development

From birth to the day the child attends pre-school institution, the child is so emotionally
attached to the parents particularly the mother, father, brothers and sisters. It is obvious that parting
from loved ones is usually painful and often this has been one of the causes of truancy in primary
schools. During these early years, a child is a very difficult human being to cope with and understand.
It is very easy for him, to become aggressive, to throw his legs and arms to aid demonstrate his anger,
and displeasure, his emotional expressions at this time include fear, anger and love. The pre-school
provides very good opportunity for children to outgrow these traits through programmes of activities
and skillful guidance and supervisions of trained and competent personnel including the children
themselves. They learn to adjust and conform to the standards of the formal school setting and flow
along with its activities. The pre-school environment is normally full of activities like dances, singing,
plays and different objects which children enjoy playing with and thereby letting off their emotion
(Vandeh, 2011).

Custodial Guidance

Pre-school is a place for children whose parents, especially mothers, have to go to work. The
old alternative arrangement was to engage the services of housemaids or nannies, but more often than
not these children feel terribly reluctant to stay with nannies. As a matter of fact, most of the maids
lose their temper with these children and either beat them up or shout fear into them. It therefore
follows that the pre-school institution with trained staff are better places to send our pre-schoolers for
custodial guidance while their parents are away at work (Orukoten, 1992).

Historical Development of National Policy on ECCE Education in Nigeria

The beginning of formalized nursery education in Nigeria is dated back to the 19" century
when several efforts were made by the missionaries to introduce Western Education into Nigeria. In
an attempt to re-establish education on the right course, a national seminar on education was
organized in 1973. A seminar to fashion out a sense of direction and purpose for education at all
levels. The outcome of the seminar was a policy document titled “national policy on education”
(Maduewesi, 1998). In 1977, the outcome of the seminar spelt out the intention of government with
regard to early child education. The policy was limited to the formulation of policy issues which
include the regulating and control of the operation of early childhood education.

In 1979, the Nigerian policy on education appreciated the importance of early child education
and linked it with the educational performance in primary school. The Revised National Policy on
Education 1981 edition gave a great deal of importance to early child education. It viewed this type of
care and education as the important input in human resources development. This is because it came
clear to the government that when young children are taken care of in a pre-school environment the
primary school will be fed with experienced pupils who are ready to learn in a formal school
environment.

In the 2004 edition of the national policy on education, section two of the policy document is
set aside for early childhood and education. Subsection 13 of section two details with the purpose for
early childhood education. The purpose includes:

1. Effect a smooth transition from the home to the school.
2. Provide adequate care and supervision for the children while their parents are at work (on the
farms, in the market, offices etc)
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Prepare the child the primary level of education

Inculcate in the child the spirit of enquiry and creativity, through exploration of nature and
environment, art, music and playing with toys.

Inculcate social norms

Develop a sense of cooperation and team spirit

Learn good habits especially good health habits and

Teach the rudiments of numbers, letter, colour, shapes and forms.

Hw
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Recent National Policies and Reforms on Childhood Education

UNESCO International Bureau of Education (UBE, 2006) has given details of recent national
policies and reforms on early childhood education. What they have are as follows: the Child Right Act
(2003), the UBE Act (2004), the National Policies on Education, Food Nutrition and Health are law
and policies which have given shapes to different sector interventions on early childhood care and
development in Nigeria. Recently, there is an Integrated Early Childhood Development (IECD)
policy, which integrates interventions from the various sectors to promote an integrated holistic
approach to the development of the child in its very earliest years.

Area of Teaching at Early Stage Can Bring Functional Education

Young children should be allowed to explore their interest freely. They need opportunities to
ask their own questions and search for the answers, often in a game playing situation. Typically,
young children ask questions to seek information and gain immediate satisfaction. Usually the
questions involve only one or two categorical variable e.g. Do insects drink water? Are all rocks hard?
Why is the sky blue? But the questions are not always simple. Early school child tend to manipulate a
single idea or concept at a time. E.g. they may focus on the parts of a plant rather than the plant as a
whole.

Early school child should be provided with opportunities to practice and develop their
investigative skills using every day materials and organism: e.g. they might explore the behavior of
substances such as sand, clay and gravel, and try different ways of separating them. They might
device ways of testing the reaction of a plant or animal to a change in its environment. They might
carry out a range of activities in which they investigate forms of energy, such as light (using mirrors
and magnifying glasses) or sound using musical instrument (Mishrel, 2008).

Early school child must be encouraged to use all of their senses to develop the skills of
observing, labeling, comparing, describing, sorting and articulating on the differences and changes
they observe in everyday world. For example, observe and describe changes in bread as it is being
moulded, an ice block as it melts, cloud as they become dark and bring rain etc. They should be
helped to suggest simple explanations for some of their observations.

Early school child should be encouraged to communicate their findings in variety of ways
including labeled drawing, oral and written forms and acting out of stories; create a plan and follow a
short sequence of steps. They should begin to use symbols to represent objects and events and their
rapidly expanding language skills will provide opportunities to begin to develop functional education
in science vocabulary.

Outdoor learning centres offer learning opportunities just as they do in an indoor classroom.
Both promote active learning and creativity through play and hands on exploration which develop
knowledge and skills at an early stage of life.
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Schools should have the following centres for outdoor activities: dramatic play, art and
manipulative, sensory table, science centre, reading area, sand box, keep an activity file and
gardening.

Dramatic Play: A small open sided play house. This structure serves as a grocery store, fire station,
hospital or flower shop, rugs can be placed on the ground to create a soft and quiet area, provide dress
up clothes, or add blocks to encourage building activities.

Art and Manipulative: A large table works well for this centre, for manipulative materials, wooden
blocks, small cars and trucks, plastic plants and flowers. Ideally, all are durable, reasonable, weather
proof, easy to sort and fun.

For art projects, consider sponge pointing on individual sheet or on a large piece of paper
taped to cover the label. Also watercolour painting, finger painting, painting rocks collages made from
natural items such as shells, cloths and wood sculptures with glue will be considered.

Science Centre: This centre is not limited to planned activities but rather allows children to further
explore their discoveries and interests. Science and discovering activities offer children many
benefits: pre-reading skills, the ability to distinguish different sounds and visual patterns hand — eye
co-ordination motor skills, understanding of course and effects and positive self concept. Children
develop these skills as they work directly with materials. They fit parts together, compare objects and
observe changes. They develop concepts and learn word they can use as they begin to read.

Gardening: A garden is another place that can give pupils an opportunity of embarking on science
related projects outside the classroom setting. Nothing is more fascinating than as planting a seed and
watching it germinate and grow into a full plant or edible vegetable. Gardening activities will allow
children to use all of their learning senses (Mistral, 2008).

Conclusion

For the pre-school child, the freedom to use materials without restriction always leads to
greater levels of knowledge, values, skills, creativity and understanding. Therefore, children should be
allowed to use variety of resources in their process of discovering things.

Recommendations

1. Adequate supervision of centres/nursery schools by the ministries of education, health and
environment should be regularly conducted to ensure that the providers keep to the required
minimum standards.

2. Government should ensure uniformity in the implementation and operation of early childhood
schools. Uniformity in areas like school fees, age of children to be admitted, curriculum and
duration for the level of education.

3. Government should provide loan to the proprietors/proprietresses of early childhood schools
to enable them equip their schools with needed educational facilities.

4. Government should enforce discipline on any private early childhood school owner who fails
to comply with the rules and regulations governing the establishment, organization and
management of early childhood school.
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