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Abstract

Early Childhood Development (ECD) is a critical period that shapes lifelong learning, health, emotional
security, and social participation. This paper examines the evolution of ECD in India by tracing its shift from
informal, community-based caregiving to an institutional and rights-based system supported by national programs
and policy frameworks. It reviews key milestones such as the establishment of the Integrated Child Development
Services (ICDS) in 1975, which linked nutrition, health, protection, and early stimulation for children under six,
and later reforms including the National Policy on Education, the National Education Policy 2020, the National
Curriculum Framework for the Foundational Stage, and recent programmes to strengthen Anganwadi services and
foundational learning. The paper also analyses persistent challenges, including unequal quality and access across
regions and social groups, limited capacity of the early childhood workforce, and the continued vulnerability of
children in rural, tribal, and low-income communities. In addition, it highlights current efforts to address these gaps
through public investment, curriculum reform, digital monitoring systems, and community participation. Overall,
the analysis argues that equitable, high-quality ECD is not only a social obligation but also a strategic national
priority for India, and that its success depends on sustained collaboration between government systems, frontline
workers, and community actors.
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Introduction
Early Childhood Development (ECD) encompasses a range of activities and

interventions to enhance the well-being and holistic development of children from birth to eight
years of age. Early life experiences are pivotal in shaping brain development, forming the
foundation for lifelong learning, behavior, and health. Shonkoff and Phillips (2000) emphasized
that early experiences, particularly during sensitive periods, influence the development of neural
connections, which are crucial for cognitive, social, and emotional competencies. This is
supported by Heckman (2006), who highlighted that investments in ECD yield high returns in
terms of human capital by enhancing learning capacity, social adaptability, and overall
productivity.

Understanding the critical importance of ECD is fundamental to designing effective
policies and programs that ensure healthy development for all children, regardless of their
socioeconomic background. Neuroscientific evidence corroborates that the early years are a
unique window of opportunity for intervention, as the plasticity of the brain allows for
significant developmental gains through appropriate stimulation and care (Center on the
Developing Child, 2007; Engle et al., 2011). Furthermore, addressing ECD is essential not only
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for individual growth but also for societal progress, as it contributes to reducing inequalities and
fostering inclusive development (World Bank, 2015; Black et al., 2017).

Early childhood is a period of rapid brain development. Quality early experiences foster
essential skills vital for success in school and later life (McCartney & Rosenthal, 2000). For
instance, cognitive stimulation programs may improve academic performance asthe child
moves through school. Social and Emotional Skills: ECD programs promote self-regulation,
empathy, and social interactions crucial for personal and professional relationships later
(Denham et al., 2012). These skills are foundational for children's ability to navigate social
environments effectively.

Studies and statistics related indicate that every dollar invested in ECD would generate
between $7 to $10 in returns by reducing crime rates, reducing dependency on social services,
and better educational achievements (Heckman & Masterov, 2007). In this light, the economic
argument of investing in early childhood takes a long-term approach for benefits to accrue.
Equity and Inclusion: ECD programs aim to bridge gaps for disadvantaged children by ensuring
access to quality early education and health services regardless of background (UNICEF, 2019).
Programs specifically targeting marginalised groups help level the playing field for all children.

The purpose of this study is to identify, describe, and analyze the key milestones in the
historical development of early childhood education in India, from its roots in traditional family-
and community-based caregiving practices to its current form as a policy-driven, state-supported
system. Specifically, the study aims to trace how major policy interventions, national programs,
and curricular reforms, including initiatives such as Integrated Child Development Services,
foundational learning missions, and recent early childhood policy frameworks have shaped the
aims, delivery models, and definitions of quality in early childhood education over time. By
doing so, the research seeks to understand not only how the system has evolved, but also how
these shifts reflect changing national priorities regarding equity, inclusion, child rights, and
school readiness for children aged zero to six.

Literature Review

Early childhood development (ECD) has developed historically under many
socioeconomic, political, and educational factors, emphasising its vital role in lifetime learning
and general well-being. ECD covers various developmental areas, including social, emotional,
cognitive, and physical development, laying the groundwork for the creativity and intellectual
prowess required for adulthood (Black et al., 2017). Its significance is consistent with attaining
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) using an integrated strategy. According to Britto et
al. (2017), frameworks such as the nurturing care model highlight the need for supporting
surroundings that provide health, nutrition, and attentive caring for the best possible growth.
According to a study published in The Lancet Series, early childhood experiences significantly
impact brain development and long-term results (Ayliffe et al., 2019). These viewpoints
highlight ECD's comprehensive character and crucial role in advancing society.

Philosophical viewpoints have influenced our knowledge of ECD, especially Vygotsky's
cultural-historical theories. According to Miettinen (2020), Vygotsky's worldview sees play as
more than just a recreational activity; it is an essential part of moral and practical learning. This
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emphasises how crucial it is to firmly establish early childhood education in cultural settings so
that kids may interact with their surroundings meaningfully (Miettinen, 2020). Moreover, family
and socioeconomic variables have a significant impact on ECD. According to Tran et al. (2016),
family poverty has a significant impact on children's development by limiting their access to
healthcare and education. This problem is especially severe in developing nations, as resource
differences lead to significant inequalities in development (Schady, 2006). In order to address
these differences and promote holistic child development, Rahmat et al. (2021) stress the
necessity of early interventions and thorough evaluations that consider socioeconomic status
and family dynamics.

The school environment greatly influences ECD through pedagogical techniques and
curriculum. While McLean et al. (2015) emphasise the benefits of utilising children's literature
to promote inquiry and critical thinking, Dhiu and Laksana (2021) emphasise the significance
of matching educational methods with developmental milestones. To improve ECD programs,
instructors' professional development is equally important. In order to successfully execute
high-quality programs, Kim and Sung (2017) stress the necessity of ongoing professional
development. This is corroborated by Buysse and Hollingsworth (2009), who advocate for a
cohesive strategy for professional development across sectors. Furthermore, equity and
inclusive practices have gained attention due to historical changes in ECD policy. While
international programs like the Head Start program show successful ECD tactics that are
culturally adaptive, Mbugua (2009) emphasises the significance of meeting various learning
requirements (Britto & Gilliam, 2008).

The importance of play for ECD is becoming more well-acknowledged. Play is both a
fundamental right and a necessary developmental process, according to Hazizah (2018), who
also emphasises its significance in promoting cognitive and physical abilities. According to
Dhiu and Laksana (2021), play-based learning strategies improve learning results and student
engagement in early childhood curriculum. For ECD, safety, nutrition, and health are all equally
important. Qi (2019) emphasises their integral role in holistic child development, particularly in
low-resource settings, where access to these essentials can shape developmental outcomes
(Mizutani et al., 2019). Early infancy nurturing care is essential for future success and brain
development (Ayliffe et al., 2019). There are advantages and disadvantages to incorporating
technology into ECD. Although digital technologies have revolutionised early learning settings,
concerns about their suitability for young children still exist (Figueiredo & Gomes, 2021).

Methods

This study uses a descriptive qualitative design with a policy analysis focus. This
approach is used to understand how the development of early childhood services in India has
shifted from family- and community-based caregiving models to a state-regulated system
supported by national programs, policies, and curricular frameworks. The study does not aim to
statistically test a hypothesis, but rather to interpret how the state defines its responsibility
toward early childhood, how services are designed to address health, nutrition, protection, and
early stimulation, and how the pedagogical orientation of the early years has moved away from
early academic drilling toward a holistic, play-based, child-centered approach.

The data in this study come entirely from secondary sources. The sources analyzed
include national policy documents on early childhood services, early childhood education, child
nutrition, foundational stage curriculum, and foundational literacy; program guidelines issued
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by relevant ministries; implementation reports that describe actual conditions in the field; and
international journal articles that evaluate access, service quality, and equity gaps across regions
and social groups. Sources were selected using three main criteria: substantive relevance to early
childhood services in India, national or large state-level scope of the policy or program, and
recency of information, especially from the period following basic education reforms and the
strengthening of Anganwadi services. Sources that consisted only of general conceptual
discussion without direct relevance to the Indian context, or that were purely historical without
a clear link to current policy directions, were excluded from the core analysis.

Data were analyzed using thematic content analysis. Each source was read in full and
coded into several main themes: institutionalization of early childhood services by the state;
equity of access and service reach, especially for vulnerable groups; service quality and
pedagogical orientation at the early childhood level; and the direction of future strengthening
efforts, including digital monitoring, community engagement, capacity-building for educators
and frontline workers, and continuity between early childhood services and early primary
education. After coding, the researcher compared consistency across official policy texts,
academic findings, and implementation reports. This process served as a form of triangulation,
ensuring that interpretations did not rely only on normative policy statements but also
considered actual implementation conditions, equity challenges, and the need for sustained
strengthening at the community level.

Result/Findings

Historical Development of ECD in India

The historical development of early childhood development (ECD) institutions in India
can be categorized into distinct phases, reflecting changes in societal priorities, policy
initiatives, and global influences (Ministry of Education, Government of India, 2020; Rao et al.,
2021; Chathukulam & Joseph, 2025). Broadly, these phases include: ancient traditions that
emphasized the holistic development of the child; the colonial period, which introduced formal,
literacy-oriented schooling; the post-independence period, which began to view early childhood
as a national development priority; and contemporary reforms that position Early Childhood
Care and Education (ECCE) / ECD as a right of the child and as the foundation of the national
education system (Ministry of Education, Government of India, 2022; Ministry of Women and
Child Development, Government of India, 2025; Rao et al., 2021).

Ancient Traditions

The roots of Early Childhood Development (ECD) in India can be traced back to ancient
times, when cultural traditions and religious customs formed the basis for nurturing young
minds. Ancient Indian scriptures such as the Vedas and the Upanishads highlight the
significance of education beginning in early childhood, emphasizing spiritual, moral, and ethical
growth over materialistic knowledge (Sharma, 2016; Raina, 2020; Das, 2025). These texts
advocate a holistic approach to child-rearing, integrating physical, mental, and spiritual
development, which was deeply embedded in social practices (Das, 2025; Ministry of
Education, Government of India, 2022).

234



Vol. 5, No. 2, 2025 Shahab and Babu M

During this period, the Gurukul system played a vital role in shaping the early learning
experiences of children. While primarily focused on spiritual education, it also incorporated life
skills and practical knowledge tailored to the needs of the community (Prakash & Singh, 2018;
Das, 2025). This system reflected the belief that education is a lifelong process beginning at an
early stage, fostering discipline, self-reliance, and values critical for social harmony (Mukherjee,
2015; Das, 2025). The emphasis on moral development as foundational highlights the enduring
cultural importance placed on shaping character alongside intellectual capabilities (Das, 2025;
Ministry of Education, Government of India, 2020).

Although the historical focus was more spiritual and value-oriented, these ancient
principles underscore the enduring relevance of early education in shaping individuals and
society. They provide a foundational framework that continues to inspire contemporary ECD
policies and programs in India, bridging ancient traditions with modern educational imperatives
(Narang & Roy, 2019).

Yes, the foundations of ECD in India were deeply rooted in its cultural and spiritual
heritage, where informal systems of child-rearing emphasized holistic development (Kaul,
2019; Das, 2025). Ancient texts like the Vedas and the Upanishads underscore the role of moral
and spiritual education during the early years (Kaul, 2019; Das, 2025). Practices such as
storytelling, music, and family-based learning provided foundational cognitive and social
stimulation for children (Mukherjee, Kumar, & Roy, 2021). These forms of family-based
stimulation are now being explicitly recognized again in national policy frameworks on early
childhood learning that is play-based, contextual, and rooted in local culture (Ministry of
Education, Government of India, 2022).

Vedic And Upanishad Perspectives

In ancient India, children's education was closely linked to religious and philosophical
teachings. Vedic texts emphasize the importance of early learning, although their primary
purpose is to prepare children to learn scriptures and rituals (Mistry & Sood, 2008; Das, 2025).
However, this early education was not merely ritualistic; it also included the cultivation of
ethical sensitivity, self-discipline, and respect for parents and teachers as moral authorities
(Mistry & Sood, 2008; Das, 2025).

Similarly, the Upanishads emphasized the development of ethics and moral values as a
vital part of child-rearing (Gosh, 2012; Das, 2025). Early education was understood as the
formation of character, not simply the training of cognition. This view is closely aligned with
current concepts of social-emotional development and character-building that are emphasized
today in India’s foundational-stage curriculum for young children (Ministry of Education,
Government of India, 2022).

The Gurukul System

The Gurukul system is an informal education system in which children and their teachers
(gurus) live in one place. This system emphasized overall physical, mental, and moral
development (Mukherjee, 2017; Das, 2025). Although it did not focus exclusively on early
childhood, the Gurukul system played an essential role in creating an educational environment
for young children, because it assumed that education is a continuous process beginning with
the early cultivation of discipline, empathy, service, and self-regulation (Mukherjee, 2017).

In the Gurukul, children learned by living alongside the teacher: observing conduct,
imitating positive habits, caring for the body (for example, through physical work and routine
practice), regulating emotions, honoring truth and discipline, and recognizing interdependence
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with nature (Das, 2025). This relational, embedded model of learning based on warm adult—
child guidance, daily shared activity, and example is very close to modern ECD principles such
as responsive caregiving, play- and exploration-based learning, and an emphasis on socio-
emotional development rather than premature academic drilling.

The link between pedagogical traditions such as the Gurukul and present-day policy is
explicitly visible in the National Education Policy 2020 and in the National Curriculum
Framework for the Foundational Stage 2022, both of which insist that early childhood education
must be holistic, child-centered, values-oriented, and grounded in joyful learning (Ministry of
Education, Government of India, 2020, 2022).

The Colonial Period

With the advent of British colonial rule in the 1800s, significant transformations
occurred in India's educational environment, affecting Early Childhood Development (ECD).
The colonial period introduced formalized educational frameworks and institutionalized
structures, laying the groundwork for organized preschool education (Sarma & Agrawal, 2020;
Rampal & Madrid Akpovo, 2025). While these changes brought modern pedagogical practices
such as graded classrooms, fixed timetables, and segmentation by age, they often undermined
indigenous child-rearing and learning traditions, creating a dual legacy for ECD in India
(Mukherjee et al., 2021; Kaul, 2019; Rampal & Madrid Akpovo, 2025).

This duality reflected the blending of colonial educational ideologies with India's
traditional systems, shaping the evolution of ECD policies and practices. On one hand, colonial
schooling legitimized “preparatory education” for young children in urban centers; on the other
hand, it defined readiness primarily as early literacy, numeracy, obedience, and docility for
future employability, not as holistic well-being (Sarma & Agrawal, 2020; Rampal & Madrid
Akpovo, 2025). This legacy continues to influence current debates about whether early
childhood programs should focus on play, care, and socio-emotional development, or on early
formal reading and math instruction (Rao et al., 2021).

Inspired by European models, initiatives such as preschools for British expatriates set
the precedent for organized early learning, albeit with limited reach to the Indian population.
However, indigenous practices were often marginalized during this period, leading to a
fragmented approach to ECD (Sarma & Agrawal, 2020).

British Education Policy

British colonial administrators introduced a formal education system focusing on
literacy and numeracy prior to comprehensive development. Schools and educational
institutions were set up during this period, but early childhood as a stage requiring integrated
care was often neglected. The emphasis was on preparing children for literacy and job training
rather than linking learning with nutrition, health, and emotional well-being (World Bank,
2020).

Colonial policy also positioned English, colonial moral codes, and Christian missionary
ethics as the standard of “good education,” which indirectly devalued mother tongue, local
values, communal caregiving, and traditional play practices. This created a class divide: only
selected urban groups accessed European-style early instruction, while most children in rural
areas continued to rely on family-based and community-based caregiving systems (Sarma &
Agrawal, 2020; Rampal & Madrid Akpovo, 2025).
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Impact of Anglican Schools

Anglican schools played an important role in early childhood by providing early
exposure to structured care and moral instruction for some young children. These schools often
included literacy and moral education, but their scope was limited, and they served only a small,
urban, and often elite segment of the population (Mukherjee, 2017).

Inspired by European models, these mission and Anglican schools also helped normalize
the very idea that children below age six could and should be in a “school-like” setting, rather
than only at home. However, because they were not designed for universal access, they did little
to address poverty, nutrition, maternal health, or community caregiving practices (Sarma &
Agrawal, 2020). This generated inequalities that persisted into the post-independence period
and later had to be addressed through community-based balwadi models and, eventually,
through nationwide schemes such as ICDS (Chathukulam & Joseph, 2025; Malla et al., 2024).

Post-Independence Development

The post-independence period was a turning point in India's approach to childhood
development. Recognizing the importance of the early years in human development, the Indian
government began implementing policies and programs to improve the quality of ECD. The first
significant initiative was establishing the Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS)
program in 1975. The CD is a comprehensive program that provides education, nutrition, and
health services to children under six. Year This is a move towards a more integrated approach
to early childhood development (National Council of Educational Research and Training
(NCERT, 2005).

The first significant initiative was the establishment of the Integrated Child Development
Services (ICDS) program in 1975. ICDS is a comprehensive program that provides education,
nutrition, and health services to children under six years of age and to pregnant and lactating
women, delivered primarily through Anganwadi Centres (Chathukulam & Joseph, 2025; Malla
et al., 2024). ICDS is widely described as one of the largest integrated child development
programs in the world, linking supplementary nutrition, immunization, growth monitoring, and
non-formal preschool education (Chathukulam & Joseph, 2025).

ICDS marked a shift toward a more integrated approach to early childhood development
by treating health, nutrition, protection, caregiver counseling, and playful early learning as one
package rather than as separate sectors (Malla et al., 2024; Ministry of Women and Child
Development, Government of India, 2025). Over time, Anganwadi Centres have been
strengthened and, in recent reforms, are being upgraded into “Saksham Anganwadi,” with
digital monitoring, improved infrastructure, early stimulation activities, and foundational
learning support aligned with national curriculum guidance (Ministry of Women and Child
Development, Government of India, 2025).

Policies and Reforms Over the Decades

Many policies and reforms have been introduced to promote early childhood education.
The National Policy on Education (1986) and its subsequent revisions emphasised the
importance of child care and education (CERT, 2005). The 1986 National Policy on Education
recognised early childhood education's role and recommended developing an ECCE national
framework; Government of India, 1986. The 2005 National Plan of Action for Children Package
includes integrated health, nutrition, and education services to make this child development
approach all-inclusive (Government of India, 2005). The 2013 Right to Education Act, although
designed for children aged 614 years, recognised the place of early childhood education in the
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school system (Government of India, 2013). The National ECCL Policy, introduced in 2013,
aims to provide a framework for providing high-quality child care and education nationwide. It

emphasises the need for a holistic approach integrating health, nutrition, and education (CERT,
2005).

Technological Opportunities and Innovations

The integration of technology and innovation has become an essential area in recent
years. Projects such as digital learning tools and mobile applications are being explored to
increase the quality and accessibility of school-based education (World Bank, 2020). Historical
development Child development in India is a dynamic interplay between traditions, colonial
influences, and modern reforms. From ancient educational ideas to new policy frameworks, the
evolution of ECD in India shows the importance of adapting to different circumstances and
focusing on child development. As India continues to navigate the challenges of early childhood
education, understanding its past trajectory provides valuable insights into future policy and
action.

After independence, India recognized the critical role of ECD as part of nation-building.
The establishment of the Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) in 1975 marked a
significant milestone, focusing on health, nutrition, and preschool education for underprivileged
children. The ICDS became a model for integrating early learning with community-based care
(Ministry of Women and Child Development [MWCD], 2015). Subsequent policies, such as the
National Policy on Education (1986) and the National Early Childhood Care and Education
(ECCE) Policy (2013), further institutionalized ECD and expanded its scope (NIPCCD, 2016).

Current ECD Framework in India
e ICDS: Now one of the most extensive early childhood programs in the world, ICDS
provides nutritional support, health checkups, and preschool education to millions of
children (Government of India, 2015). The program is comprehensive in its approach to
child development.
e National ECCE Policy: It seeks to create a uniform system for ECCE so everyone can
access quality education by focusing on play-based learning (Ministry of Women &

Child Development, 2020). The intent is to standardise the quality of programs across.

e Public-Private Partnerships: Partner with NGOs and the private sector to increase its
reach and quality of care. This aligns with innovative approaches and community
empowerment (World Bank Group, 2018). Plan India, for instance, has established
créches in construction sites that have enabled working families.

Early Childhood Development (ECD) in contemporary India represents a convergence
of diverse efforts, including governmental programs, private sector participation, and
community-driven initiatives. Governmental schemes, such as the Integrated Child
Development Services (ICDS), provide a foundation, while private players contribute through
innovative preschool models and curricula. Community engagement remains integral, fostering
localized support for ECD initiatives (Kaul, 2019; UNICEEF India, 2021).

The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 underscores universal access to high-quality
ECD as a cornerstone for ensuring foundational literacy and numeracy, positioning it as a critical
priority for national development (Government of India, 2020; Srivastava, 2022). However, the
realization of these goals is hindered by persistent challenges, including uneven regional
implementation, insufficient infrastructure, and a lack of adequately trained ECD professionals.
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Addressing these barriers necessitates a sustained commitment to equitable investments,
capacity building, and collaborative approaches across all sectors (NIPCCD, 2016; Sharma &
Singh, 2021).

Challenges of ECD

Despite initiatives like the Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) and Early
Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) policies, many regions in India face critical challenges
in delivering effective early childhood development (ECD) services. These challenges are
rooted in insufficient funding, which affects the availability of resources and program
scalability, as well as the presence of an inadequately trained workforce that limits the quality
of interventions. Moreover, infrastructural deficits, especially in rural and economically
disadvantaged areas, exacerbate these limitations, creating inequitable access to vital ECD
services (UNICEF India, 2020; Bhattacharya et al., 2021). These systemic issues hinder the
consistent delivery of comprehensive care and education, undermining the intended outcomes
of national policies aimed at nurturing holistic child development.

Figure 1. Children's activities at Preschool

The variability in the quality of ECD programs across states is another pressing concern.
States with better resources and administrative capabilities tend to have well-equipped centers,
while others struggle to provide even basic amenities (Planning Commission of India, 2013;
NIPCCD, 2016). This disparity is heavily influenced by socioeconomic factors, where children
in resource-rich areas have access to advanced learning and developmental tools, whereas those
in underprivileged regions face significant barriers. Additionally, cultural differences and local
governance capacities further contribute to this variability, making it difficult to ensure a
uniform standard of care and education nationwide (Kumar et al., 2022; UNICEF, 2020).

Another critical factor affecting ECD outcomes is the low level of parental awareness
about its importance. Despite the availability of services, underutilization remains a significant
problem, as many parents are unaware of the developmental benefits ECD programs can offer
(UNICEF India, 2020; Agarwal & Sharma, 2023). Community engagement initiatives have
proven to be instrumental in addressing this gap by raising awareness and fostering greater
participation. Strategies such as local campaigns, partnerships with community leaders, and
parent education programs have shown promise in increasing the enrollment and effective use
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of ECD services (Gupta & Singh, 2023; Bhattacharya et al., 2021). However, these efforts
require sustained support and adaptation to the specific needs of diverse communities to
maximize their impact.

Discussion

The evolution of Early Childhood Development (ECD) in India reflects a gradual
transformation from informal, community-based caregiving into a state-led, programmatic
system that frames early childhood as a public responsibility rather than a private family matter.
The launch of the Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) in 1975 marked a decisive
policy shift by institutionalizing an integrated package of nutrition, health services, growth
monitoring, maternal counseling, and non-formal preschool education for children under six
years of age through Anganwadi Centres (Chathukulam & Joseph, 2025; Malla, Kannuri,
Agiwal, Nirupama, & Ballabh, 2024). ICDS is now described as one of the world’s largest early
childhood development and nutrition programs, with national coverage that links early
stimulation and care to survival, growth, and school readiness, and it operates through a vast
workforce of Anganwadi workers embedded in local communities (Chathukulam & Joseph,
2025; Malla et al., 2024). This redefinition of ECD as a holistic, multisectoral public service
illustrates India’s movement from culturally rooted but largely informal nurturing practices
toward a policy-backed model of early development that is explicit about children’s rights to
care, nutrition, and early learning.

Despite these gains, equitable access to quality early childhood care and education
remains uneven, particularly for children from low-income, rural, tribal, and otherwise
marginalized social groups. Studies on preschool participation and learning environments in
India highlight persistent gaps in availability, infrastructure, teacher preparation, and
developmental quality of services across states, regions, and socio-economic strata, with
underserved communities often receiving less consistent stimulation and weaker school
readiness support compared with urban and wealthier groups (Rao, Ranganathan, Kaur, &
Mukhopadhayay, 2021; World Bank Group, 2020). Scholars also argue that these inequities are
historically rooted in colonial-era schooling patterns that privileged narrow academic
preparation and English-medium exposure for select urban populations while sidelining holistic
caregiving traditions, local languages, and culturally embedded play for the majority (Rampal
& Madrid Akpovo, 2025). These legacies continue to shape the social geography of ECD access
in India today, and they intersect with the global equity agenda in early childhood. The
Sustainable Development Goal framework, especially SDG 4.2, explicitly links early childhood
development and pre-primary education to social justice by calling for universal access to
quality early childhood care and pre-primary education so that all children are ready for primary
school, with particular attention to those most at risk of exclusion (UNICEF India, 2025; Rampal
& Madrid Akpovo, 2025).

Responding to these challenges, India’s policy architecture in the last five years has
elevated Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) and foundational learning to national
priority status. The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 reorganizes schooling into a
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5+3+3+4 structure and formally introduces a Foundational Stage for ages 3 to 8 years. It
emphasizes play-based, activity-rich, and culturally rooted pedagogy, the use of the child’s
home language or mother tongue in the early years, and a focus on socio-emotional well-being
alongside emergent literacy and numeracy (Ministry of Education, Government of India, 2020).
The National Curriculum Framework for the Foundational Stage (2022) operationalizes this
vision by treating preschool and Grades 1 and 2 as a single developmental continuum rather
than two disconnected systems, and by insisting that joyful, inquiry-led learning is essential to
cognitive, language, physical, and emotional development in the early years (Ministry of
Education, Government of India & National Council of Educational Research and Training,
2022). In parallel, the NIPUN Bharat Mission, launched in 2021, commits the education system
to ensure that every child in India attains foundational literacy and numeracy by the end of Grade
3 by 2026-27, targeting roughly the 3 to 9 age band and calling for child-friendly, play-based
strategies instead of rote instruction (Ministry of Education, Government of India, 2021; Rao et
al., 2021). This alignment between ECCE, foundational learning, and early primary grades
directly echoes global expectations that countries guarantee access to high-quality early
childhood development and pre-primary education as part of SDG 4.2 by 2030.

Looking forward, the central question is not only access but also quality, inclusion, and
sustainability. Current national initiatives such as Mission Saksham Anganwadi and Poshan 2.0
seek to upgrade hundreds of thousands of Anganwadi Centres into improved early childhood
hubs with better infrastructure, safe water, growth monitoring, nutritious meals, stimulation
corners, and structured preschool activities, while also using digital tools like the Poshan
Tracker and smartphone-based reporting to monitor services in real time and extend outreach in
hard-to-reach areas (Ministry of Women and Child Development, Government of India, 2025;
Chathukulam & Joseph, 2025). States are reporting large-scale upgrades of Anganwadi Centres,
piloting citizen feedback systems, and equipping frontline workers with mobile technology to
track nutrition, immunization, and developmental milestones for millions of children and
mothers, especially in rural and tribal regions. These efforts are meant to strengthen both
accountability and service continuity at the local level, and they point toward a model in which
community participation, digital public infrastructure, and professionalized early childhood
workers reinforce one another to narrow long-standing gaps in quality and reach. At the same
time, researchers caution that sustainable progress will require stronger financing, systematic
workforce development, linguistic and cultural relevance in pedagogy, and coordinated delivery
between early childhood programs and primary schools so that early gains in nutrition,
attachment, language, and socio-emotional security actually translate into lifelong learning,
well-being, and productivity (Rao et al., 2021; Chathukulam & Joseph, 2025).

Conclusion

The evolution of Early Childhood Development (ECD) in India shows a shift from
informal, community-based caregiving toward a structured and nationally supported system that
treats early childhood as a development priority. What began as care and learning within
families and communities gradually became institutionalized through programs that link health,
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nutrition, protection, and early stimulation for children under six. National policies later
recognized that early childhood care and education are essential for holistic growth and
readiness for school, not just optional support. Today, the focus is not only on expanding access
to early childhood services but also on making them equitable, high-quality, play-based, and
culturally relevant, especially for children in underserved communities. Going forward, India’s
ability to deliver on this vision depends on sustained public investment, stronger training and
support for the early childhood workforce, active involvement of families and communities, and
innovative models, including the use of digital tools, to reach children in remote and
disadvantaged contexts. The long-term goal is to ensure that every child enters formal schooling
healthy, supported, confident, and ready to learn, building a fair foundation for lifelong learning,
well-being, and productivity.
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