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Draft National Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Policy

The National Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Policy reaffirms the
commitment of the Government of India to provide integrated services for holistic
development of all children, along the continuum, from the prenatal period to six
years of age. The Policy lays down the way forward for a comprehensive approach
towards ensuring a sound foundation, with focus on early learning, for every Indian
child.
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Draft National Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Policy

1.

Preamble

1.1 Early childhood refers to the first six years of life. This is acknowledged as the most
crucial period, when the rate of development is very high and foundations are laid for
cumulative lifelong learning and human development. There is growing scientific
evidence that the development of the brain in the early years is a pathway that
affects physical and mental health, learning and behaviour throughout the life cycle.
1.2 India has 158.7 million children in the 0-6 years age group (Census 2011)
1.3 Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) is an indispensable foundation for
lifelong learning and development, and has critical impact on success at the primary
stage of education. It therefore becomes imperative to accord priority attention to
ECCE and invest adequately by providing commensurate resources.
2.

The Context

2.1 Social Context
India has a tradition of valuing the early years of a child‟s life, and a rich heritage of
practices for stimulating development and inculcating „sanskaras‟ or basic values
and social skills in children. In the past this was transmitted primarily within families,
through traditional child caring practices which were commonly shared and passed
on from one generation to another. However, there have been changes in the family
as well as social context in the last few decades. Besides, there is a globally
emerging realization of the importance of the early years.
2.2 Policy Context
2.2.1The Government of India recognizes the significance of ECCE, which has been
included as a constitutional provision through the amended Article 45 (The
Constitution Act, 2002) which directs that “The State shall endeavour to provide
ECCE for all children until they complete the age of six years”.
2.2.2 ECCE has received attention in the National Policy for Children (1974), consequent
to which the Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) was initiated on a pilot
basis in 1975 with the objective of laying the foundation for holistic and integrated
development of child and building capabilities of caregivers. The National Policy on
Education (1986) considers ECCE to be a critical input for human development. The
National Nutrition Policy (1993) has also recommended interventions for child care
and nutrition during early childhood. The National Health Policy (2002) and National
Plan of Action for Children (2005) have also been supportive policy initiatives for early
childhood. The 11th Five Year Plan has acknowledged the importance of Early
Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) as the stage that lays the foundation for lifelong development and the realisation of a child‟s full potential and directs that “all
children be provided at least one year of preschool education in the age group of 3-6
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years.” In the 11th Plan period, the ICDS programme was also universalized to cover
all 14 lakh habitations.

2.2.3 The Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education Act (RTE) which came into
effect from April 1, 2010, has also addressed ECCE under Section 11 of the Act
which states, “with a view to prepare children above the age of three years for
elementary education and to provide early childhood care and education for all
children until they complete the age of six years, the appropriate Government may
make necessary arrangement for providing free pre -school education for such
children”.

2.2.4 India is also a signatory to both the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC)
1989 and Education for All (EFA) 1990. The latter has postulated ECCE as the very
first goal to be achieved for Education For All, since „learning begins at birth‟. The
Dakar Framework for Action (2000) and Moscow Framework for Action (2010) have
reaffirmed the commitment to ECCE.

2.3 Programme Context
2.3.1 ECCE services are delivered through public, private and non-governmental
channels.
In the public sector, Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) is the world‟s
largest programme imparting ECCE. Prior to the universalization of ICDS and its
subsequent expansion, uncovered areas were attempted to be covered by preprimary system within the ambit of the primary school system. Programmes for
universalizing elementary education such as the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) and
National Programme for Education of Girls at Elementary Level (NPEGEL) have also
supported setting up of ECCE centres, attached to primary schools in certain districts
of the country. In addition, the Rajiv Gandhi National Crèche Scheme for Working
Mothers offers care and education services for children below 6 years of age.
The private sector in an organised or unorganised form, with varied quality, is
perhaps, the second largest service provider of ECCE, and its outreach is steadily
percolating even into the rural areas across the country. In the voluntary sector, there
are smaller scale initiatives. These are largely supported by trusts, societies,
religious groups or international funding agencies.
There is a need to harmonize the activities of all these service providers, in
accordance with programme mandates, standards and legislations.
2.3.2 Despite existence of multiple service provisions, there is no reliable data available
about the actual number of children attending ECCE provisions and their breakup as
per delivery of services/ type of services. Of the 158.7 million children in the below
six years category (Census 2011), about 75.7 million children i.e. 48 percent are
reported to be covered under the ICDS (MWCD, 2011). Broad estimations indicate
that a significant number is also covered by the private sector, besides some limited
coverage by the NGO sector for which we have no data.
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2.3.3 The quality of non formal preschool/ early childhood care and education imparted
through these multiple channels is uneven, and varies from a minimalist approach to
a mushrooming of accelerated academic programmes. This is largely an outcome of
inadequate understanding of the concept of ECCE, its philosophy and importance
among all stakeholders. This coupled with inadequate institutional capacity in the
system and an absence of standards, regulatory norms and mechanisms as well as a
lack of understanding of the basic premises of ECCE has aggravated the problem.
In the above context, there is a need to ensure Early Childhood Care and Education
(ECCE) for every child below six years across the country as a matter of government
policy.
This policy seeks to initiate reforms, measures and corrective actions.

3. The Policy
Definition of ECCE: For the purpose of this Policy and the actions there under, Early
Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) refers to programmes and provisions for
children from prenatal to six years of age, which cater to needs of a child in all
domains of development i.e. physical, motor, language, cognitive, socio- emotional,
and creative and aesthetic appreciation; and ensure synergy with health and nutrition
aspects. This would cover developmental priorities for each substage within the
continuum, i.e. care, early stimulation/interaction needs for children below 3 years,
and developmentally appropriate preschool education for 3 to 6 year olds with a more
structured and planned school readiness component for 5 to 6 year olds.
This policy is thus applicable to all early childhood care and education programmes/
related services in public, private and voluntary sectors in all settings across regions,
that are offered to children under 6 years. These services could go by the
nomenclature of Anganwadis (AWC), crèches, play groups/schools, preschools,
nursery schools, kindergartens, preparatory schools, balwadis, home based care etc.
and propose to cater to the needs of children from prenatal to six years.

4. Vision of the Policy
The Vision of the policy is to promote inclusive, equitable and contextualised
opportunities for promoting optimal development and active learning capacity of all
children below 6 years of age. It envisages to improve pathways for a successful and
smooth transition from care and education provided at home to centre based ECCE
and thereafter to school-age provision by facilitating an enabling environment through
appropriate systems, processes and provisions across the country.
In furtherance of the vision of the policy, the government shall be guided by the
following objectives:
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1.

Facilitating comprehensive childcare supports, infrastructure and services aimed at
holistic well-being of children and responsive to their developmental needs.

2.

Ensure adaptive strategies for inclusion of all children.

3.

Build human resource capacity of ECCE across sectors to enhance and develop
quality services for children and their families.

4.

Set out the quality, standards and curriculum framework for ECCE provisions and
ensure their application and practice through advocacy and enforcement.

5.

Raise awareness and understanding about the significance of ECCE and promote
strong partnerships with communities and families in order to improve the quality of
life of young children through institutional, programmatic and technological means.

5.

The Policy
The cardinal principles informing this policy are universal access, equity and quality
in ECCE and strengthening capacity. These are considered interdependent and
complementary to each other and integral to the programme of ECCE. There can be
no access to ECCE, unless it is of an acceptable quality, affordable and is available
to all.

5.1

Universal Access with Inclusion

5.1.1 The policy seeks to universalise the provision of ECCE for all children mainly
through ICDS in public sector and other service provisions across systems.
5.1.2 Access would be through decentralized and contextualised approach, by expanding
the current initiatives and also promoting and adopting innovative initiatives.
5.1.3 The ICDS Anganwadi Centre (AWC) would be repositioned as a “vibrant child
friendly ECD Centre” with adequate infrastructure and resources for ensuring a
continuum of ECCE in a life-cycle approach and child related outcomes.
5.1.4 Conversion of AWCs into AWCs-cum-crèches with a planned early stimulation
component and interactive environment for children below 3 years will be piloted.
5.1.5 Young children with different abilities would also be reached. Measures would
require to be undertaken to ensure early detection and appropriate referrals with
linkages for children at risk of developmental delays and disabilities.
5.1.6 Family based/ Community based and NGO based ECCE service delivery model
would be experimented and promoted.
5.1.7 An urban strategy would be developed/ adopted to address the specific unmet needs
of children in urban slums and to expand access to all urban settlements /slums etc.
To facilitate this, rules pertaining to area/town planning may be amended in the 12 th
Five Year Plan so as to provide space for neighbourhood AWCs.
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5.1.8 To ensure universal access to integrated child development opportunities for all
young children, the policy may support the option of ICDS complementing the private
sector/voluntary sector programmes by extending its health and nutrition counselling
and other facilities to enable provision of holistic ECCE for all young children.
5.1.9 Linkage with primary school system will be streamlined to address the issue of
continuum and smooth transition from ECCE to primary schooling through school
readiness package.
5.2 Ensuring Quality with Equity in ECCE
Developmentally appropriate practices will be promoted through a multi pronged
approach.
5.2.1 To standardize the quality of ECCE available to children, basic Quality Standards
and Specifications will be laid down for ECCE which will be valid across public,
private and voluntary sectors.
5.2.2 The current laissez faire situation in all sectors with regard to ECCE will not be
allowed to continue. A Regulatory Framework for ECCE to ensure basic quality
inputs and outcomes, across all service providers/ sectors undertaking such
services, will be progressively developed/ evolved at the national level and shall be
implemented by states, with appropriate customization, in the next five years.
5.2.3 A developmentally appropriate National Curriculum Framework for ECCE will be
developed. It will promote play based, experiential and child friendly provision for
early education and all round development.
5.2.4 The mother tongue or home language of the child will be the primary language of
interaction in the ECCE programmes. However, given the young child‟s ability at
this age to learn many languages, exposure to the national/ regional language and
English in oral form as required, will also be explored.
5.2.5 The Government will endeavour to provide child friendly and developmentally
appropriate play and learning materials.
5.2.6 Programme evaluation would be explored by adopting consistent assessment
criteria and methodologies.
5.2.7 Formative and continuous child assessment would also be explored in order to
ensure that the ECCE programme is responsive to the developmental needs of the
child.
5.2.8 ICT potential will be optimally harnessed to promote all aspects of ECCE and
particularly for monitoring, evaluation, capacity building and training.
5.3

Strengthening Capacity

5.3.1 Establishment of new and strengthening of existing institutions will be undertaken.
Quality of ICDS and other related training institutes will also be upgraded.
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5.3.2 Child Development Resource Centres will be established in NIPCCD Regional
Centres with mandates for operating helpline; counselling centres; capacity
development centres, assessment centres and advocacy hubs.
5.3.3 Mechanism will be established for professionalization of the ECCE service
providers. A comprehensive training strategy will be developed and complementarity
will be ensured between pre-service, in-service and on-site professional support.
5.3.4 The policy recognizes that the young children are best cared for in their family
environment and thus strengthening family capabilities to care and protect the child
will receive the highest priority.
5.3.5 A sound system for data collection/generation and information management will be
established across the country with the use of information technology which will allow
for regular collection, compilation and analysis of the data on ECCE.
6.
6.1

.
Monitoring and Supportive Supervision
Monitoring and supervision of ECCE programmes will be strengthened, based on a
systematic Monitoring Framework with input, output and outcome indicators
specified for ECCE quality, in tangible and measurable terms.

6.2 Consortiums of experienced NGOs, professionals and higher learning institutions will
be identified at regional levels and invited to support government efforts in
monitoring and capacity building for ECCE.

7.

Research, Evaluation and Documentation
Research will be promoted to generate indigenous knowledge and to ensure a more
evidence based approach towards planning, implementation and monitoring of
ECCE programmes and interventions. Impact evaluation will be made integral to all
interventions and action research will be promoted for generating innovative models.

8.

Advocacy
A major deterrent to ensuring the right kind of ECCE is the lack of understanding of
developmentally appropriate ECCE among the parents and other stakeholders. In
order to address this deficit, extensive use of media will be made, including folk, print
and electronic media, to reach out to parents, caregivers, professionals and the larger
community and create awareness of the appropriate kind of ECCE. Parent and
community outreach programmes will be strengthened to establish collaborative care
providing relationships.

9.

Convergence and Coordination
The policy envisages that the independently stated policies, programmes and other
such related instruments, having bearing on ECCE, be smoothly interfaced with the
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current policy. Regulatory, operational and financial convergence between these
related schemes and programmes will be encouraged and achieved over a period.
To emphasise the important role of parents/guardians, caregivers and for the long
term sustainability of the appropriate early childhood care and education practices, a
partnership approach between all stakeholders will be promoted and ensured.
The institutional mechanism to ensure this would be the National and State ECCE
Councils.
10

Institutional and Implementation Arrangements

10.1 The nodal Ministry for overseeing the ECCE programmes and services will be the
MWCD along with its state level counterpart departments. All State Governments /
UT Administrations would be advised to make ECCE a subject under Business
Allocation Rules of Department of Women and Child Development, as has been
made in Government of India under Ministry of Women and Child Development.
Alternatively, there would be a clear delineation of formal elementary school system
and non-formal pre-school system.
10.2 The policy envisages the establishment of an ECCE Cell / Division within MWCD as
a nodal agency for interface, both at national and state levels, for inter-sectoral
coordination.
10.3 To sustain the multi- sectoral and inter-agency collaboration, a thematic ECCE
Committee, with experts/ advisors, jurists as members, would be formed under the
ICDS Mission Steering Group initially and later formed as National ECCE Council,
with corresponding councils at State and later at District level. The Council would be
the apex body to guide and oversee the implementation of the National ECCE Policy
as well as advise and guide ECCE programmes, consistent with the National ECCE
Policy/ legislations etc.
10.4 Given that currently a significant number of 5 to 6 year olds are in primary schools in
many states, and RTE‟s mandate being provision of free and compulsory elementary
education from six years onwards, convergence with MHRD and State Departments
of Education will be of key importance, particularly to adopt joyful learning
approaches and extend the school readiness interventions for children of 5 plus
years of age. Mechanisms will be instituted to facilitate this convergence so as to
ensure continuity and inter-linkage, more so in the light of Section 11 of RTE.
10.5 Focus will be on decentralization. Provision will therefore be made for committees at
the community, block, district, state and national levels. Parents, community
members, District Assemblies, Regional Coordinating Councils, NGOs, Development
Partners and the Government will be actively involved.
10. 6 The district level administrative units and the Panchayats will be strengthened to
provide for more decentralised planning and implementation of ECCE programmes.
Community based organisations such as Village Education Committees, Mothers‟
(Parents‟) Committees, Village Resource Groups, PRIs will be directly involved and
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their capacities strengthened, to oversee the management of the ECCE centres
across sectors.
10.7 The programme of action for implementing and complementing the National ECCE
Policy, National Early Childhood Education Curriculum and Quality Standards for
ECCE will be reflected in the National/ State Plan of Actions in SSA, ICDS APIPs,
Crèche Programme and any other similarly situated programme of national/state/
local bodies including PRIs.
10.8 The implementation strategy shall include creating an enabling environment for
providing integrated services.
10.9 The policy also intends to develop a legal framework conducive to the
implementation of the National Policy on ECCE, assuring the right of the child to
holistic ECCE in the long run, after assessment of its being operationalised, and in
subsequent plan.
11.

Increased Investment towards Early Childhood Care and Education
Evidence indicates highest rate of return on investments made in early years.
The policy seeks to increase the aggregate spending on quality ECCE interventions
through enhanced public spending on ECCE and through Public Private Partnership
(PPP) mode. Finances will be provided in a commensurate manner to meet the
demands arising from the above initiatives.
Early Childhood (0-6 years) and ECCE budgeting would serve as an important
dimension to assess investment in early years. The exercise of segregated child
budgeting for early childhood may be carried out regularly so as to take stock of
investments for children and to identify gaps in resource investment and utilization.
This would also assess child related outcomes.

12.

Review
The implementation of the new policy will be reviewed every five years. Periodic
appraisals will also be made to assess progress of implementation and make midcourse corrections, if and when required.
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