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The Importance of Early Child Development

Early child development and overall children’s developmental trajectories have long-
term implications for health, functioning, and earning potential as these children become
adults. Importantly, failing to reach developmental potential contributes to the global cycles
of poverty, inequality, and social exclusion. The recognition of the close connection between
the development of the child and the development of families and communities has served
as the basis for national and global initiatives in health and education in recent decades.

In 2015, for the first time, an international initiative—the 2030 Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs)—included an early childhood development goal. Specifically, SDG 4 is
to ensure lifelong learning, early stimulation, increased length of schooling, school perfor-
mance, and adult income. In addition, early childhood development is intricately linked to
other SDG goals, poverty reduction, health and nutrition, equality for girls and women,
and ending violence. Nevertheless, the risks for delay, disability and unmet potential
in the early development of young children are still pervasive, particularly in low- and
middle-income countries.

This editorial letter introduces the main contribution of this Special Issue and invites
the readers to explore and share its content to benefit a wider audience. The Special Issue
is dedicated to Early Child Development: from measurement to optimal functioning and
evidence-based policy, it includes 15 open access papers addressing key topics of global
interest and application.

From Measurement to Optimal Functioning and Evidence-Based Policy

Early child development measurement tools and their association with long-term
outcomes were covered by many papers included in this issue [1–5]. Janus et al. [1] synthe-
sized research using the Early Development Instrument (EDI), which was developed in
Canada as a population-level assessment of children’s developmental health at school entry.
This narrative review shows the ability of the EDI to monitor children’s developmental
outcomes in various populations, how the EDI contributes to expanding the understanding
of the impacts of social determinants on child development, and how it applies to special
populations. Moreover, Isquith-Dicker et al. [2] examined the associations between the
data obtained using child development assessment tools and educational attainment, aca-
demic achievement, or wealth. Their review demonstrates the potential for certain child
development assessment tools to adequately assess long-term outcomes, but identifies that
additional prospective studies using validated, culturally appropriate tools are needed. On
the other hand, Napoli et al. [4] developed a novel International Classification of Function-
ing, Disability and Health-based tool for children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in
Argentina, called TEA-CIFunciona. This is the first ASD culturally sensitive pediatric tool
that guides the comprehensive description of functioning in Latin America. In addition,
Schneide et al. [5] describe the cross-cultural validation of the responsive interactions for
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learning measure, the authors show that the Brazilian Portuguese version is a valid and
reliable instrument for a brief assessment of responsive caregiving.

Different developmental trajectories of specific areas such as language development [3],
nationwide growth patterns [6] and vision development [7] were covered by the original
papers conducted in South Korea [3,6] and Spain [7]. Interestingly, Pinero-Pinto et al. [7]
present the first study in a large sample of toddlers, describing the developmental correla-
tions between visual and motor systems in typical developing toddlers.

Enabling optimal functioning, with special emphasis on child–environment inter-
actions during early childhood, was addressed by several papers in this Special Issue.
For example, Bendini & Dinarte [8] from The World Bank explored the effect of maternal
depression on early childhood cognition in Peru using data from the Young Lives Sur-
vey [8]. Their findings make a strong case for recognizing maternal mental health problems
as disorders of public health significance and guide maternal and infant health policies
in Peru.

A qualitative study led by van Zyl, C [9] explored the environmental modifiable
factors that could potentially have affected the first 1000 days of absent learners in the
Western Cape of South Africa. The authors found six predominant themes that played a
role during the first 1000 days of the lives of these absent learners, including health and
nutrition of both the mothers and their children, substance use/abuse during pregnancy,
toxic stress, support received by the mothers and their children, attachment, attentive care,
and stimulation and play.

Professor McWilliam R.A and his international collaborators from 10 countries con-
tributed to a project report on the global implementation of the Routines-Based Model
(RBM) [10], sharing implementation challenges and successes, the group concluded that
support-based visits with families—an RBM hallmark—can shape excellent early interven-
tion practices for international use.

A narrative review [11], co-authored by professor Simeonsson R., synthesizes key
global initiatives driving the international agenda on early child development. Furthermore,
this paper proposes a universal assessment and intervention framework promoting the
developmental potential in early childhood to be adopted across sectors [11].

Lastly, a study protocol by Longo et al., entitled GO-ZIKA-GO, describes a promis-
ing child-friendly environmental intervention for children affected by congenital Zika
syndrome in Brazil [12].

A special mention to the paper led by Yu Hsin et al. [13], a collaboration between
Sweden, U.S.A, and Dubai, which investigates the impact of using assistive technology
(video-coding approach) to facilitate communication and social participation for all children
with complex needs in day-to-day functioning. As such, the topic of this study enhances the
content of this Special Issue, particularly how to promote optimal functioning in children
and youths who need it the most. The study advocates for children’s rights to express their
opinions regardless of their physical limitations.

The implication of contributing quality early child development data that can ulti-
mately guide evidence based-policy was covered by many papers [8,9,11,13–15]. Notably,
Gladstone et al. [14] report on the psychometric properties of the World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO) indicators of Infant and Young Child Development (IYCD). Specifically, the
study validates the IYCD in Brazil, Malawi and Pakistan, showing that the IYCD performed
well in cognitive testing, had similar developmental trajectories and high reliability across
countries. Importantly, the IYCD initiative creates a set of global population-based devel-
opmental indicators for the currently overlooked population of children aged 0 to 3 years
of age, a major contribution that will provide data/evidence of the developmental status
and needs of this population, a crucial step for creating evidence-based polices globally.

Finally, a paper by Schiariti & McWilliam [15] focuses on innovative strategies pro-
moting collaborative empathic teleintervention for children with disabilities during and
post the COVID-19 lockdown. This perspective paper proposes to apply principles of RBM
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beyond the age of five in combination with novel rights and ability-oriented approach
e-tools—e.g., My Abilities First [15].

Contributions of This Special Issue to the International Community

This Special Issue raises global awareness of the importance of children’s first years
of life and the crucial role of child–environment interactions where the child lives, plays,
and grows. The papers included in this Special Issue represent all the continents with
diverse cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds. International experts generously shared
information related to pivotal topics in early child development, including the need of
culturally sensitive tools, successful transdisciplinary models of care, novel intersectoral
frameworks, population-based data, and ongoing and upcoming environmental projects
that invite positive change in practices. As such, this Special Issue contributes—to the global
community—novel information promoting optimal functioning in natural environments,
ultimately guiding high-quality programs and evidence-based policies for young children
around the world.
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