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14-15 October

ECCE CONFERENCE AND
EARLY LEARNING FESTIVAL 202 6

CALL FOR ABSTRACTS

Siyakhula/Re a Gola - We Are Growing

This reminds us that growth is never individual. Just as a child develops within a network of care, so too must
practitioners, systems, and communities grow together. When we invest in those closest to children and
elevate their voices in shaping policy, practice, and training, we cultivate a more equitable and resilient Early
Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) system.

Join us for SIYAKHULA/RE A GOLA: We Are Growing, a conference rooted in the belief that growth is
collective. Together, we will explore how investing in practitioners, amplifying their voices, and strengthening
community connections can transform ECCE for all. ECCE is foundational to building equitable and thriving
societies. However, the effectiveness of ECCE systems depends not only on policy frameworks but on the
people closest to children - the practitioners, caregivers, and communities.

Too often, these critical actors are excluded from decision-making spaces that shape the systems in which
they operate. This disconnect results in policies and training approaches that do not fully reflect realities on
the ground.

The purpose of the conference is to create a shared space for dialogue, learning, and co-creation across all
levels of the ECCE ecosystem. The conference, combined with the ECD early learning festival, aims to:

o Elevate practitioner voices in ECCE decision-making

e Strengthen community-based approaches to early childhood development
e Build practical skills and knowledge-sharing platforms

o Bridge policy and practice through co-creation

This conference is critical at a time when ECCE systems are under increasing pressure to deliver equitable,
high-quality outcomes in complex and resource-constrained contexts. While policy frameworks continue to
evolve, a significant gap remains between policy design and implementation on the ground, often due to the
limited inclusion of practitioners’ voices in decision-making processes. This conference responds directly to
this challenge by creating a platform where practitioners, communities, researchers, and policymakers can
engage meaningfully, share lived realities, and co-develop contextually relevant solutions. By prioritising
collaboration and recognising the collective nature of growth in ECCE systems, the conference seeks to
strengthen the link between research, practice, and policy, ensuring more responsive and sustainable
approaches to early childhood development.

The conference will include a seminar to report back on the innovative research of the ETDP-SETA ECD
Research Chair, including presentations by key invited stakeholders in ECCE, followed by a plenary dialogue
on how we can collaborate to improve the critical skills of the current workforce and increase accessibility to
both occupational and professional learning opportunities. Practitioners and educators, community-based
organisations, government representatives and policymakers, training institutions and academia are all
invited to participate.
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The conference is expected to generate both practical and strategic outcomes that will contribute to
strengthening ECCE systems. These include:

¢ Increased recognition and integration of practitioner voices in policy, training, and programme design

o Strengthened networks and partnerships between practitioners, communities, researchers, and
policymakers

o Development of context-responsive strategies to improve practitioner support, training, and wellbeing

o Enhanced knowledge exchange through shared practices, research insights, and innovative
approaches

¢ Clear recommendations for bridging the gap between policy and practice in ECCE

¢ |dentification of priorities for future research, collaboration, and system development

e Greater alignment between community needs and institutional responses in early learning
environments

Abstracts will be accepted for oral presentations (15 mins, 10 mins questions); mini workshops (30 minutes);
and poster presentations under the following broad themes.

1. Growing Practitioners, including but not limited to: Mentoring and support; professional identity;
practitioner wellbeing and resilience; continuous professional development; recognition of prior learning;
innovative teaching, learning, and curriculum practices in ECD

2. Growing with Communities: Parent and caregiver engagement and training, indigenous knowledge in
ECD, community-led models, community-university partnerships, collaborative learning
communities/ECD hubs

3. Growing Systems: Practitioner voice in policymaking; funding equitable ECCE systems; closing the gap
between policy and implementation; public-private partnerships; leadership, policy, and governance in
early childhood education

4. Growing Futures: New approaches to training; skills intelligence and workforce agility in a rapidly
changing world; collaborative partnerships for sustainable ECCE development

Abstract submission requirements

Abstract length: 200 words max; Structure: topic/problem, purpose of presentation, methodology/practical
approach, findings/lessons, implications for policy, practice, research.

Important dates: Abstract submission deadline 5 August 2026
Abstract acceptance notification 5 September 2026
Registration opens 1 July 2026
Registration closes 2 October 2026
Deadline for payments 5 October 2026

Costs: R3000.00 (2 day conference)/ R1500.00 (1 day conference)
Support for registration will be provided to selected practitioners.

Registration. includes all refreshments and lunch on the 2 days, plus a cocktail function on 14", Accommodation is not
included.
Venue: Roots, 954 MC Roode St, Potchefstroom

Abstract submission link: https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSc-
mhpXuQYkkJfHHG7wbcVz02X92nIDU_NZgV64TcGoKf2Tkw/viewform?usp=dialog

Link to register for NWU delegates and students: https://docs.google.com/forms/d/
e/1FAIpQLSfKVTg1b205WorRgXgrZQQyrFtU_LdirYTeO_zHB5ZQgzUWgA/viewform?usp=dialog

Link to register for Non-NWU delegates: https://docs.google.com/forms/d/
e/1FAIpQLSe1RBRib83Eq9htdynt5U4-fEdZE2etGuGm_8sj3XCZJQYgNg/viewform?usp=dialog

Inquiries: Ms Confidence Manzini Confidence.Manzini@nwu.ac.za
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