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Abstract 

Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) refers to the care, protection, stimulation, and education provided to 

children in the early years of life. In India, ECCE has gained renewed importance under the National Education 

Policy (NEP) 2020, which recognizes the foundational significance of the age group 3–8 years in a child’s lifelong 

learning journey. The policy emphasizes that over 85% of brain development occurs before the age of six and 

therefore calls for universal access to high-quality, play-based, developmentally appropriate education during the 

foundational stage. Although earlier commissions and policies had acknowledged the importance of pre-primary 

education, ECCE remained uneven in access, quality, infrastructure, and trained personnel. NEP 2020 attempts to 

address these long-standing gaps by integrating pre-primary education into the new 5+3+3+4 structure, 

strengthening Anganwadi centres, improving teacher preparation, and promoting holistic development. However, 

the success of ECCE depends not only on policy design but also on effective implementation, adequate funding, 

community awareness, inter-ministerial coordination, and professional support for ECCE workers. This paper 

discusses the concept, significance, historical background, policy provisions, challenges, and future possibilities of 

ECCE in the context of NEP 2020. It argues that NEP 2020 offers a transformative vision, but the realization of that 

vision requires sustained institutional and social commitment.  
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1.0 Introduction 

1.1 Concept of ECCE and NEP 2020 

Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) is the foundation of the school education system and of human 

development more broadly. It is not merely preparation for primary school; rather, it supports the child’s physical, 

cognitive, emotional, linguistic, social, and ethical development in an integrated manner. UNESCO defines ECCE as 

a process that addresses the holistic needs of the child in order to build a broad foundation for lifelong learning and 

wellbeing. In the Indian context, the National ECCE Policy 2013 treats early childhood as the first six years of life 

and identifies three sub-stages: conception to birth, birth to three years, and three to six years, each with age-specific 

developmental needs.  

The National Education Policy 2020 marks a major shift in the treatment of ECCE within India’s education policy. 

Approved on 29 July 2020, NEP 2020 replaced the earlier 10+2 school structure with a 5+3+3+4 curricular and 

pedagogical design. The first five years constitute the foundational stage and include three years of pre-school or 

Anganwadi education followed by Grades 1 and 2. In this way, NEP 2020 formally recognizes that education begins 

before Class 1 and that the years from ages 3 to 8 are pedagogically continuous. The policy therefore places ECCE 

at the heart of educational reform rather than at its margins.  
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1.2 Significance of ECCE 

The significance of ECCE lies in the fact that the early years are the most critical phase of human development. NEP 

2020 states that over 85% of cumulative brain development occurs before the age of six. This means that the quality 

of care, nutrition, stimulation, language exposure, play opportunities, and emotional security available during these 

years directly affects later learning, behaviour, health, and social participation. Children who receive quality ECCE 

are more likely to enter school ready to learn, develop better communication and social skills, and perform more 

effectively in later grades.  

ECCE is equally important from the perspective of equity and national development. Children from socio-

economically disadvantaged backgrounds often begin primary school with fewer learning opportunities than their 

more privileged peers. Quality ECCE can reduce this early disadvantage by improving school readiness and 

supporting foundational literacy and numeracy. NEP 2020 explicitly links lack of ECCE to later learning gaps and 

identifies foundational literacy and numeracy as an urgent national priority. Thus, ECCE is not only a 

developmental necessity but also a social justice measure and a prerequisite for achieving SDG 4 on inclusive and 

equitable quality education.  

1.3 Historical Background of ECCE in India 

The development of ECCE in India did not begin with NEP 2020. The idea evolved gradually through constitutional 

provisions, educational commissions, and national policies. Article 45 of the Constitution, as amended through the 

86th Constitutional Amendment, directs the State to provide early childhood care and education for all children until 

they complete the age of six years. This constitutional recognition shows that ECCE has long been treated as a 

public responsibility, though not yet as a justiciable right like elementary education under Article 21A and the RTE 

Act.  

In policy terms, a major milestone was the National Policy on Education 1986, which emphasized child-centred 

approaches, community involvement, nutrition, health, and the integrated nature of child development. The National 

ECCE Policy 2013 further clarified the developmental, pedagogical, and institutional principles of ECCE. More 

recently, the National Curriculum Framework for the Foundational Stage (NCF-FS) 2022 translated the vision of 

NEP 2020 into curricular guidance for children aged 3–8. Thus, NEP 2020 should be understood not as an isolated 

initiative but as the most ambitious effort so far to integrate earlier commitments into a coherent national 

framework.  

2.0 ECCE in the Context of NEP 2020 

NEP 2020 envisions universal access to high-quality ECCE across the country in a phased manner, with special 

attention to socio-economically disadvantaged regions. The policy proposes that ECCE be delivered through stand-

alone Anganwadis, Anganwadis co-located with primary schools, pre-primary sections attached to schools, and 

stand-alone pre-schools. It emphasizes flexible, multi-level, play-based, activity-based, and inquiry-based learning 

rather than formal and rote instruction. The overall aim is to promote physical and motor development, cognitive 

development, socio-emotional and ethical development, cultural and artistic growth, and the development of 

communication, early language, literacy, and numeracy.  

A major contribution of NEP 2020 is that it gives ECCE institutional continuity. Earlier, pre-primary education 

often remained disconnected from primary schooling. NEP 2020 seeks to bridge this gap by integrating Anganwadis 

into school complexes, recommending preparatory classes or Balavatikas before Class 1, and ensuring continuity of 

curriculum and pedagogy from pre-primary to primary levels. It also calls for strengthening Anganwadi centres with 

improved infrastructure, play equipment, health monitoring, and learning materials. These provisions reflect a more 

integrated understanding of childhood in which education, nutrition, care, and health are interdependent.  

The policy also recognizes that the ECCE vision cannot succeed without workforce development. It therefore 

recommends systematic training for Anganwadi workers and ECCE teachers. NEP 2020 proposes a six-month 

certificate programme in ECCE for Anganwadi workers with 10+2 qualifications and a one-year diploma for those 

with lower formal qualifications, along with mentoring and continuous professional development. This is significant 

because the quality of early childhood education depends largely on the competence, motivation, and status of those 

who work directly with children.  
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The implementation architecture after NEP 2020 also shows that ECCE has moved from being a policy aspiration to 

a policy agenda. The National Curriculum Framework for the Foundational Stage was released in 2022 to guide 

pedagogy for ages 3–8. NIPUN Bharat was launched to strengthen foundational literacy and numeracy, and the 

“Poshan Bhi Padhai Bhi” initiative has aimed to upskill Anganwadi workers and convert Anganwadi centres into 

richer learning spaces. These steps indicate that the ECCE agenda is being operationalized through curriculum, 

teacher support, and system-level programmes.  

2.1 Critical Examination of NEP 2020 with Reference to ECCE 

Although NEP 2020 presents a progressive and comprehensive vision, its implementation raises important concerns. 

First, there is a gap between policy ambition and ground-level capacity. A play-based and developmentally 

appropriate curriculum requires trained educators, adequate learning materials, child-friendly spaces, and low pupil-

teacher ratios. In many parts of India, ECCE centres still face shortages of space, sanitation, equipment, and 

personnel. Without addressing these structural issues, the policy may remain strong in theory but uneven in practice.  

Second, the policy’s emphasis on foundational literacy and numeracy is necessary, but there is also a risk of 

narrowing ECCE into early academic preparation. NEP itself defines ECCE in holistic terms, yet implementation 

pressures may push centres toward premature formal teaching of reading and writing. This would contradict the very 

principle of play-based, experiential, and age-appropriate learning emphasized by the policy and by NCF-FS 2022. 

ECCE should not become a reduced version of primary school; it should remain a distinct pedagogical space that 

supports curiosity, language, social interaction, movement, imagination, and emotional security.  

Third, the policy depends heavily on inter-ministerial coordination among the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of 

Women and Child Development, the Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, and other agencies. Such coordination 

is conceptually sound because child development is multi-dimensional, but in practice it can lead to fragmented 

responsibility unless clear lines of accountability are established. ECCE in India has historically suffered from this 

division between “care” and “education,” especially between Anganwadi systems and school systems. NEP 2020 

acknowledges this problem, but its solution requires robust institutional convergence, not merely policy language.  

Fourth, there is a legal and policy distinction that must be kept clear. NEP 2020 seeks universal access from the 

foundational stage onward and envisions 100% gross enrolment from preschool to secondary level by 2030. 

However, the Right to Education Act still provides a legal entitlement only for children aged 6 to 14 years. 

Therefore, universal ECCE remains a policy commitment rather than a fully enforceable educational right. This 

distinction matters because implementation is often stronger when backed by legal guarantees, financial mandates, 

and measurable accountability systems.  

3.0 Barriers to ECCE 

Several barriers continue to hinder the effective development of ECCE in India. One major barrier is low public 

awareness, especially in marginalized and remote communities, where ECCE is still viewed as optional child-

minding rather than as a critical developmental entitlement. Parents may prioritize formal schooling from Class 1 

onward while underestimating the value of structured play, nutrition, language-rich interaction, and early stimulation 

in the years before school entry.  

Another barrier is the poor professional status of ECCE workers, especially Anganwadi workers. They are expected 

to perform multiple roles related to nutrition, health records, community outreach, and early learning, often without 

adequate training, recognition, or compensation. This weakens the quality and consistency of ECCE delivery. 

Infrastructure gaps, insufficient teaching-learning materials, lack of child-friendly buildings, and regional disparities 

further deepen the problem. The challenge is even greater in tribal, hilly, migrant, and socio-economically 

disadvantaged areas.  

A further barrier lies in language and inclusion. NEP 2020 supports learning in the home language or mother tongue, 

which is especially important in early childhood. Yet this requires local-language materials, trained educators, and 

culturally responsive pedagogy. In multilingual and diverse communities, implementation becomes difficult if 

teaching-learning resources are not adapted to local realities. Similarly, unless ECCE centres are inclusive of 

children with disabilities and children from disadvantaged backgrounds, the promise of equitable access remains 

incomplete.  
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3.1 Suggestions to Strengthen ECCE 

To strengthen ECCE in India, the first requirement is sustained public investment. Quality ECCE cannot be 

delivered through minimal infrastructure and overstretched workers. Every centre should have safe buildings, 

ventilation, sanitation, outdoor and indoor play materials, child-friendly furniture, and age-appropriate learning 

resources. Nutrition, health check-ups, and school readiness support must function as integrated services rather than 

separate schemes.  

Second, ECCE workers and teachers must be professionalized. Pre-service and in-service training should be 

strengthened, and career pathways, better honoraria or salaries, mentoring, and academic support should be ensured. 

Monthly supervision should be developmental rather than merely administrative. Training should also cover child 

psychology, inclusive education, local-language pedagogy, parent engagement, and play-based learning.  

Third, community awareness must become a central strategy. Parents, local leaders, school committees, and civil 

society organizations should be engaged in understanding that ECCE is the basis of later learning and not merely a 

preparatory class. Campaigns in local languages, parent orientation, and community participation can improve 

attendance, reduce misconceptions, and strengthen home-centre continuity. Finally, stronger monitoring 

mechanisms are needed to track access, quality, child development outcomes, and equity across regions. Only then 

can ECCE move from policy rhetoric to lived educational reality.  

4.0 Conclusion 

ECCE is the most crucial stage in the educational and developmental life of a child. NEP 2020 has rightly 

recognized this by making the foundational stage central to school reform and by giving ECCE a stronger curricular, 

institutional, and pedagogical identity. Its stress on holistic development, play-based learning, school readiness, 

teacher preparation, and universal access marks a major step forward in Indian education policy. At the same time, 

the true value of the policy will be judged not by its vision alone but by its implementation in Anganwadis, 

Balavatikas, pre-primary sections, and communities across the country.  

Therefore, the future of ECCE in India depends on coordinated governance, public funding, trained and respected 

personnel, contextualized pedagogy, and community awareness. If implemented seriously, ECCE under NEP 2020 

can reduce inequalities, improve foundational learning, and contribute to the larger goal of building an inclusive, 

knowledgeable, and humane society. In that sense, ECCE is not a minor pre-school concern; it is the base on which 

the entire educational structure stands.  
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