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Abstract 
Children are our future. Investing in every child at an early age is an 
investment in human and economic development for all. Science tells us 
that early child development is critical and marks a child for life. Young 
children who are well nurtured do better in school and can develop the skills to 
compete in a global economy. Therefore, in this paper attempt has been made 
to explain national development, discuss the nature of pre-primary education 
and the contributions of pre-primary education to national development. 

Introduction 
A major index of measuring national development is the standard of living of the masses. 

Development is about improving the well being of people. Raising living standards and improving 
education, health and equality of opportunity are all essential components of national development. 
In a nutshell, development is what we do to improve our lot within our abode. However, the 
achievement of sustained and equitable development remains the greatest challenges facing Nigeria as 
a nation and human race in general. This accounts for the reason, why the investment of the last third of 
the nineteenth century and the first third of the twentieth century embodied the new technologies that 
drove the economy down the path of rapid economic growth were also massively physical: rail roads, 
oil refineries, integrated steel furnaces and rolling mills, motor vehicle plants, electrical generation 
plants and distribution grids and the whole array of factories that produced the new machines and 
consumer products made possible by electricity. 

During the last fifty or sixty years, the material products that dominated output began to be 
replaced at an increasing rate. Immaterial assets have increasingly replaced physical assets as the 
principal forms of capital. These are the forms of capital that economists call "human capital", 
"health capital", and "spiritual capital". At the dawn of the twentieth century, human capital 
represented a small fraction of the total investment of businesses, far overshadowed by the investment in 
land, structures, and machinery. 

At the dawn of the twenty-first century, however, human capital represents the bulk of the 
assets of modern businesses. Human capital takes the form of labour skills, knowledge, and 
physiological endowments. Both for individuals and businesses, it is the size and quality of these 
immaterial assets that determines success in competitive markets. It is pertinent to note that much of 
the capacity for success in life depends on the quality of prenatal care of mothers, on nutritional 
adequacy during pregnancy, and both physiological and spiritual nurturing of children during the 
early years but those essential values that have such high payoffs in competitive labour markets are 
also transmitted from parents to children. These transfers include such critical assets as self esteem, a 
work ethic and sense of discipline, awareness of family traditions and of the community to which one 
belongs, a vision of opportunity, and a thirst for knowledge (UNICEF, 1999). 

A child's early years are critically important for they provide the foundation for the rest of 
life, as an adolescent and as an adult. Children who are well nurtured can live well and create better 
societies for all. Yes, children are our future and by investing in them at their earlier ages we invest in 
everyone's human and economic development (Evans, Myers, and Lifeld, 2000). 

Nature of Pre-Primary Education 
Pre-primary education is education given to children aged three to five years prior to their entering 

primary school. Mainly privately owned institutions are currently providing this type of education. Day 
care centres also exist for children below the age of two months to two years. In Nigeria, the pre-primary 
schools are mainly concentrated in urban and semi-urban areas where there are working mothers who have 
neither relations nor house-helps to take care of their children. 

Parents send their children to pre-school for a variety of reasons, which range from their desire 
for their child to be able to play with peers, prepare for regular school, or to be cared for while the parents are 
at work. Pre-school centres are designed for different purposes. Some are designed primarily to provide 



substitute care for young children whose parents are at work. While others provide cognitive stimulation 
and lo prepare children to cope successfully with the demands of later formal schooling. Yet others 
concentrate on providing opportunities for peer play (Fogel and Melson. 1988). 

In the early 1900s, an Italian paediatrics, Maria Montessori designed a pre-school curriculum to 
cognitively stimulate Italian slum children. Ever since, this cognitively oriented programme has been 
adopted in many countries of the world. The emphasis is on each child working individually with a 
specially trained teacher on tasks that sharpen the sense and teach basic academic skills,-such as letter 
recognition and counting. Another type of pre-school is Bereiter-Englernann programme, which 
concentrates on learning basic concepts and on developing behaviour pattern that will aid later school 
adjustment. 

Although some pre-schools define themselves as traditional or developmental, this implies that 
the programme focuses on social, emotional as well as cognitive development (Fogel and Melson, 1998). 
Besides, the curriculum depicts that enriched environment containing many interesting toys, activities and 
opportunities for unstructured free play will best stimulate children's creativity and learning. However, 
some pre-school programmes incorporate aspects of Piagets' theory of cognitive development by 
emphasizing specific pray materials to stimulate conservation of number, volume, and weight etc. 

Pre-primary education in Nigeria started gaining attention when the National Policy on Education 
(1974) recognized children as the nation's supremely important asset and the nation's responsibility for 
their nurture and solicitude. The 1986 version laid strong emphasis on Early Childhood Care and 
Education and considered pre-primary education as an important area of education. The NPE further 
considered pre-primary education as a critical input for holistic retention of children in the primary grade. 

The psychologists, educationists and policy-makers of today have started emphasizing the 
importance of pre-primary education in mental, physical, emotional, social development, language 
development and in readiness for the intellectual activities that will come in the later years of a child. Early 
childhood education is now assuming a dual importance: first, its direct influence on child development; 
second, its potential contribution to the programme for universal elementary education. The contribution has 
two functional aspects. One is that, the child receives care and his caretaker, usually a young girl in the 
family, is thus freed to attend school, the latter results in removing one basic cause of school dropouts. The 
other is that, the child gets the chance to become familiar with the ideas of constructive play and to 
develop desirable behavioural patterns. Early childhood education is therefore, an important adjunct to 
the preparation for primary school. Recently a lot of impetus has been provided for promoting ample 
research-work in this area, so as to encourage the percolation of pre-primary education to the grass-root 
level in our country (Evans, Myer and Ilfeld, 2000). 

Contributions of Pre-Primary Education to National Development 
Child development is the foundation of human development. The convention on the rights of the 

child states that a child has the right to develop" to the maximum extent possible". During early childhood, 
patterns of behaviour competency and learning are initiated and established. The early years are critical in 
the formation of intelligence, personality and social behaviour. If we wish children to be participating, 
attention to early childhood development is essential. Children who receive good care during early 
childhood are more productive, healthy and lawful citizens. This reduces future costs of education, medical 
care, and other social spending (UNICEF, 1999). 

Years of pre-primary education are the period of formation of psychological development of 
individual; therefore, pre-primary education contributes to the development of the child's organizing 
experiences, activities and exchanges. Studies of children in the French Ecoles Maternelle programme 
indicates that the earlier the children enter the pre-school programme the better their outcome. The 
pre-school programme enhances performance in the school system, for children from ail social classes 
(Bergmann, 1996). 

Giving children a better chance in form of nursery education is not only vital for attacking the worst 
effects of poverty transmitted across generations. The development of a young child's brain depends on 
environmental stimulations, especially the quality of care and interaction the child receives. The quality 
of care received, including nutrition, health care and stimulation, during the first few years can have a 
long-lasting effect on brain development. When these basic needs are met, children can gain improved 
critical thinking skills, self-confidence problem solving abilities, and capacity to cooperate with others. 



These skills will determine children's overall school performance and possibly alter their developmental 
trajectory (Ramey and Ramey, 1998). 

The need to improve the human resource base of a country has taken an ever-greater importance. 
While improving that base is clearly linked to formal education, the process begins well before children enter 
primary school. Furthermore, an investment in pre-primary education can be an investment in the education 
(active learning, group interaction) lends itself to producing those traits considered essential to democracy 
more than the form and content of most primary schooling as it is presently constituted (Evans, Myer and 
Ilfeld, 2000). 

Moreover, the early years also affect children's learning particularly their literacy and 
mathematics skills. Besides infants and toddler years are critical for establishing the foundation for future 
literacy develop/merit (Willms, 1999). Children are our future. Investing in every child at an early age is an 
investment in human and economic development for all. 

Finally, society benefits economically from the investment in child care and development through 
increased economic productivity over the child's lifetime, increased employment options for caregivers to 
earn and learn and by the saving of social costs in such areas as school enrolment, repetition, and dropout 
rates (children who receive appropriate early attention are more apt to enroll in school, are less likely to repeat 
grades and less likely to drop out). In some instances there are also savings in terms of reduced juvenile 
delinquency and reduced use of drugs. There is an ample scientific literature that links improvements in 
schooling and learning to increased employment and economic productivity. But even without these facts, 
common sense suggests that a person who is well developed physically, mentally, socially, and 
emotionally will be in a better position to be employed and to contribute economically to the family, the 
community, and the country than a person who has not developed these capacities (Evans, Myer and Ilfeld, 
2000). 

Data from the high/scope perry project in the United States suggests that the returns on a preschool 
investment can be as high as seven-fold. (Schweinhart et al. 1993). To arrive at this calculation, 
estimates were made for differences in the economic productivity over a life time of the two groups of 
children, with and without pre-school, and for a variety of cost savings associated with reduced levels of 
crime, less need for remedial programmes, and less demand for other social programmes. 

Last but not the least, the successful education of the child during his or her years of 
schooling and the participation of that child in society as an adult, depends to a great degree upon the 
foundation laid during the early years. In a nutshell, benefits accruing from pre-school can he summarized as 
follows: 

 Psycho-social development. 
 Improved cognitive development (thinking ami reasoning). 
 Improving social development (relationship to others). 
 Improved emotional development (self image and security). 
 Improved language skills. 
 Higher chance of entering primary school; less chance of repeating; better performance 

(Evans, 
Myer and Ilfcld, 2000). 

Conclusion 
Education should prepare us for a changing society and should itself generate social change. 'Time 

makes ancient good uncouth1 cherished beliefs and time-honoured customs are becoming out moded. The 
old problem no longer responds to the old solutions. It behooves us therefore to ensure that our children 
are adequately prepared today, so that they may find suitable answers to meet the needs and challenges 
of tomorrow. Early child development programmes that comprehensively address children's basic needs 
- health, nutrition, and emotional and intellectual development foster development of capable and 
productive adults. Secondly, the economic returns to investing in young children are high. Pre-primary 
education is a foundation for academic excellence and education is the foundation of economic growth and 
poverty reduction. 
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