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Introduction
The Lancet Series on Advancing Early Childhood Development estimated that in 2010, 
about 250 million children under the age of 5 years living in low- and middle- income 
countries were not reaching their developmental potential because of extreme poverty 
or stunting (Black et  al., 2017). India had the largest number of these children in the 
world (63.4 million). Although the number of children at risk for poor development in 
2010 was substantially lower than the 81.53 million in 2004, effective interventions for 
the most disadvantaged children in the world are critical (Lu et al., 2016). The Lancet 
Series also stressed the importance of interventions that integrate nurturing care and 
protection for promoting child development in the early years (Britto et  al., 2017). 
Underpinned by robust empirical data, the international community has adopted the 
nurturing care framework (Nurturing Care for Early Childhood Development, 2018) and 
stressed the importance of investment in the early years (G20 Development Working 
Group, 2018). While the nurturing care framework focuses on children under 3 years, it 

Abstract 

This paper focuses on the provision of center-based preschool education for children 
ranging in age from 3 to 6 years in India. It estimates access rates to various services 
and highlights issues related to equitable access to preschool services and the qual-
ity of preschool education. While India has made great strides in improving access 
to preschool education, numerous challenges have to be addressed to enhance its 
quality. The National Educational Policy 2020 and the country’s commitment to meet 
UN Sustainable Development Goal Target 4.2 by 2030 and ensure that all girls and boys 
have access to quality pre-primary education provide opportunities to ensure equita-
ble access to quality preschool education. Central to meeting national targets is the 
enforcement of the National Quality Standards for Early Childhood Care and Education. 
Further, increased budget allocations to preschool education, prioritizing professional 
preparation of the early childhood work force and harnessing technology to monitor 
government programs have considerable potential to enhance the early childhood 
system.

Keywords:  India, Preschool education, Access, Equity, Quality

Open Access

© The Author(s) 2021. Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits 
use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original 
author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third 
party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the mate-
rial. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or 
exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://​
creat​iveco​mmons.​org/​licen​ses/​by/4.​0/.

REVIEW

Rao et al. ICEP            (2021) 15:9  
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40723-021-00086-6

*Correspondence:   
nrao@hku.hk 
1 Faculty of Education, The 
University of Hong Kong, 
Pokfulam Road, Hong Kong, 
Hong Kong
Full list of author information 
is available at the end of the 
article

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5695-3156
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s40723-021-00086-6&domain=pdf


Page 2 of 22Rao et al. ICEP            (2021) 15:9 

recognizes the importance of preschool experiences in the development of children over 
3 years.

A large body of evidence has shown that preschool attendance is positively associated 
with both cognitive and non-cognitive skills development in developing and developed 
countries (McCoy et al., 2017; Nores & Barnett, 2010; Rao et al., 2017). Further, children 
who attend early childhood programs are less likely to drop out of school than other chil-
dren. Hazarika and Viren (2013) found that children, ranging in age from 7 to 18 years, 
were more likely to be enrolled in school, in the Indian states of Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, 
if they had attended early childhood programs. We also know that the quality of early 
childhood services is positively related to child outcomes over time in low- and middle-
income countries (Britto et al., 2017; Rao, 2010; Rao et al., 2012). This paper focuses on 
issues related to equitable access to preschool education in India a country that operates 
one of the world’s largest educational systems and has the largest proportion (18%) of 
the world’s children under 5 years of age (UNDP, 2017).

In India, the term early childhood care and education (ECCE) is used to refer to all 
care and education services provided for children below 6 years. Our paper focuses on 
services for 3- to 6 year-olds which we refer to as preschool education (PSE). First, we 
provide an introduction to the context of PSE, highlighting the need for early childhood 
services and address issues related to access and equity. We particularly focus on the 
inclusion of groups that have been historically under-represented in preschool educa-
tion. The term inclusion is typically used in relation to the education of children with 
special educational needs. Internationally, it is also used to refer to the inclusion of typ-
ically developing children who may also be excluded from education because of their 
social background, class, gender or ethnicity (Ainscow, 2020). Within the Indian context, 
the National Educational Policy 2020 (Government of India, 2020) also uses the term 
inclusion to refer to policy goals related to access to education of Underrepresented 
Groups. Underrepresentation in education may be a function of gender, caste, religion, 
migration, minority status, special needs or socio-economic status. Second, we provide 
an overview of the various types of preschool educational services available in the coun-
try from publicly funded to for-profit services available for young children. We also pro-
vide estimates of access rates to these services, disaggregated by family wealth, region of 
residence and caste when available. Third, we illustrate issues with the quality of center-
based preschool services. Finally, we address challenges and opportunities for the PSE 
system in India.

Review
Country context

Demographic context

The world’s second most populous country, India had a population of about 1.33 billion 
in 2017 (World Bank, 2019a) and sustains nearly 18% of the global population (Govern-
ment of India (GOI), 2017). About 33% of its population lives in urban areas (UNICEF, 
2017). The country had 158  million children under the age of 6 and about 26  million 
births in 2015. In 2016, India had an under 5 mortality rate of 43, and 38% (31% urban; 
41% rural) of children under 5  years were stunted. About 21% of the population was 
below the international poverty line (GOI, 2018a). The 2011 national census estimated 
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that 13.1% of India’s total population was under 6 years of age. Several characteristics of 
the Indian population affect the provision of early childhood services. According to the 
2011 census, the child sex ratio (birth to 6 years) was 919 females per thousand males 
which was noticeably lower than the 927 females to 1000 males in 2001 (GOI, 2014). 
This illustrates the strong and persistent boy-preference in society. Girls are much more 
likely to get neglected and boys are likely to receive higher quality education than girls 
when family resources are constrained (Pande & Malhotra, 2006).

Population growth also affects early childhood provision. There was a minimal 
increase of 0.4% from 163.8  million in 2001 to 164.5  million in 2011 in the birth to 
6 years age group and the birth rate shows a declining trend (GOI, 2019a). There has 
been a concomitant decrease in the overall fertility rate from 2.6 in 2011 to 2.3 in 2017, a 
decrease in the adolescent fertility rate (births per 1000 women ages 15–19) from 67 in 
2000 to 36 in 2010 and 23 in 2017 (GOI, 2019b) and increases in primary and secondary 
school completion rates (World Bank, 2019b). The above indicators suggest that young 
children have older and more educated mothers. Evidence suggests that more educated 
mothers are more likely to seek preschool services for their children than those with no 
education (GOI, 2016). Further, with urbanization, population growth is higher in urban 
areas than in rural areas suggesting the need for more services in urban areas.

Cultural historical context

India’s cultural and historical context continues to influence equitable access to ECCE as 
it has a strong influence on the social and cultural capital and disposable income avail-
able to the parents of preschool children. India is a large developing country. In 1947, 
the country became independent of colonial rule and became the world’s largest democ-
racy. India has made great strides in reducing poverty and enhancing literacy in the past 
decades. Despite these impressive gains, the country has trailed behind comparable 
countries on economic and human population indices that are typically used to measure 
development. The low rate of progress has been ascribed to issues related to diversity, 
inequality, and the lack of attention to policy implementation as well as to the country’s 
colonial heritage. In terms of diversity, India has 22 official languages and four major 
religious groups.1 The variations in socio-contextual, linguistic and topographical con-
texts within the country have posed challenges for ensuring access to ECCE and a “one 
size fits all” approach has not worked.

Historically, inequality stemming from social class and caste divides2 affected access to 
ECCE. Caste has been considered a proxy for socio-economic status (SES) and poverty 
(Nayar, 2007) and continues to be a matter of great consequence in India. Scheduled 
Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and Other Backward Classes are terms used to denote social 
groups. These groups qualify for the government’s affirmative action schemes under 
India’s reservation policy for historically disadvantaged social groups. It should be noted 
that the government does not collect information about caste in the national census but 

1  According to the 2011 National Census, about 80% of the population were Hindus. The rest were Muslims (14%); 
Christians (2%); Sikhs (2%) and Others (2%).
2  The four castes of the Hindus are the Brahmins (priestly class); Kshatriyas (rulers and warriors); Vaishyas (traders); 
and the Shudras (workers). The Scheduled Castes (Dalits) and Scheduled Tribes fall outside the caste system.
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respondents are asked to indicate membership of Scheduled Class and Scheduled Tribe 
groups.3

Social class impacts on access to and nature of ECCE services afforded to young chil-
dren. On one hand, in some countries the government provides free services to poor 
families (e.g., Head Start in the US or Sure Start in the UK) while more wealthy parents 
have to pay for ECCE. On the other hand, in some countries children from poor fami-
lies do not receive any ECCE services as their parents cannot afford to pay for them or 
receive ECCE of a lower quality than their more advantaged peers.

In India, caste and SES affect ECCE. Using data from the Indian Human Development 
Survey, Bharti (2018) examined the relation between SES and Caste4 and found large 
inequality with Forward Caste groups much more likely to have more family wealth 
than historically disadvantaged social groups. Hence, any discussion of equity of access 
to ECCE in India cannot disregard the notion of caste and class. Children from certain 
groups and/or poor families are disadvantaged right from the prenatal stage. For exam-
ple, based on a systematic review of studies from India, Sanneving et. al. (2013) con-
cluded that economic status and registered caste or tribe were associated with access 
to maternal and reproductive health care. Indeed, the National Family Health Survey-4 
(International Institute for Population Sciences and ICF, 2017) found higher early child-
hood mortality rates for Scheduled Caste and Other Backward Community groups than 
Forward Caste groups.

Child health indicators

Significant improvements in infant and child health in the country have been docu-
mented in National Family Health Surveys (International Institute for Population Sci-
ences and ICF, 2017). In 2015–16, there was a higher percentage of child births in health 
facilities (79%) than in 2005–06 (39%). There were also increases in birth registrations 
(from 41% in 2005–06 to 80% in 2015–16). Between 2005–06 and 2015–16, there was 
a decrease in infant mortality (57 to 50 per 1000), child mortality (74 to 50 per 1000), 
stunting (48% to 38%) and underweight (43% to 36%) rates (International Institute for 
Population Sciences and ICF, 2017). Despite these improvements, the number of chil-
dren suffering from poor health and nutritional deficiencies in India remains very high 
and 45 to 63.4 million children under 5 years are considered at risk for poor develop-
ment because of poverty and/or stunting (Lu et al., 2016; Nurturing Care for Early Child-
hood Development, 2018).

Socio‑economic context

India has one of the fastest growing economies in the world with a GDP growth of 7% in 
2018 (World Bank, 2019b). However, progress in terms of child development indicators 
has been much slower in India compared to many countries with similar or lower levels 
of economic growth. Limited priority is given to social sectors such as education, health, 

4  He estimated that about 21.8% of the population were Scheduled Castes; 8% were Scheduled Tribes; 42.78% were 
Other Backward Classes; 19.76% were Forward Classes including 4.86% Brahmins; 14.7% were Muslims; and 1.47% were 
classified as Others.

3  According to the 2011 National Census, Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes were about 16.2% about 8.2%, respec-
tively, of the total population.



Page 5 of 22Rao et al. ICEP            (2021) 15:9 	

and nutrition in the national and state budgets (Das & Kundu, 2014). Government 
expenditure to promote child development is far below levels that one would expect 
based on the articulated policy, vision for children and the fact that a relatively large 
proportion of population are children. In 2018–19, only 3.24% of the union (national) 
budget was allocated for the birth to 18 age group and there has been a consistent 
decline in the percentage of the budget allocated to children from 2012 to 2013. Of 
this 3.24%, the largest part (2.25%) was earmarked for education (HAQ Centre of Child 
Rights, 2019). As compared to the 2017–2018 national budget, there was an increase in 
allocation in 2018–2019 by 166% to the National Nutrition Mission and by 5% to the 
Mid-Day Meal scheme, highlighting the importance given to nutrition (HAQ Centre for 
Child Rights, 2019). Government budgetary allocations to preschool education reflect 
the priority or otherwise accorded to the sector. For example, the government has yet to 
invest in a system of monitoring preschool quality.

Policy context

Globally, the importance of the early childhood period for human and societal develop-
ment is reflected in the United Nations Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) Target 4.2 
(by 2030, all girls and boys have access to quality early childhood development, care and 
education so that they are ready for primary education). The Constitution of India guar-
antees fundamental rights to all children in the country and empowers the State to make 
special provisions for children in its several articles. Numerous government education 
policies, acts and programs5 reflect the priority given to child protection and to pro-
moting child development and education. Amendments to the Indian constitution in the 
past decade show that India has committed to a rights-based structure and the central 
and state governments have increased their legal obligations to children. For example, 
The Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education Act, 2009 (Right to Educa-
tion Act) (GOI, 2009) mandates that every child has a right to full-time basic education 
of a reasonable quality. Subsequent amendments of the Right to Education Act in 2017 
and 2019 (GOI, 2019c) highlight recognition of the need to make legal changes to pro-
mote education. Another example of the commitment to a rights-based approach is the 
National Food Security Act (Right to Food Act) that was passed in 2013 (GOI, 2013a). 
The Act deems that about 75% and 50% of the rural and urban population, respectively, 
has a legal entitlement to food. Particularly relevant for child development is that preg-
nant and lactating women are entitled to a free meal and cash transfer and children aged 
6 months to 14 years are provided a free meal.

Equity cannot be achieved without an articulated and implemented government pol-
icy. The constitution of India supports the notion of inclusion and prohibits discrimi-
nation based on religion, ethnicity, caste and sex (GOI, 2018b) and the Ministry of 
Women and Child Development (MWCD) clearly states that it wishes to promote the 
holistic development of children belonging to all ages, castes, religions, language groups, 

5  National Policy for Children, 1974 and 2013; National Policy for Education, 1986; Accession to UN CRC, 1992; 
National Nutrition Policy 1993; National Health Policy, 2002; National Charter for Children, 2003; National Plan of 
Action for Children, 2005 and 2016; Adoption of Guidelines for NCPCR, 2011 and 2015; National Early Childhood Care 
and Education (ECCE) Policy 2013; National Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Policy 2013; National Early 
Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Curriculum Framework 2013.
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communities, socio-economic status and geographical locations. Indeed, Indian govern-
ment policy has a strong focus on the inclusion of children from scheduled castes and 
tribes and the caste-based affirmative action policy was mentioned earlier. It should be 
noted that more recent national educational policies also give priority to inclusion of 
children with special needs and there is also a focus on gender-inclusion to mitigate gen-
der gaps in participation in education (GOI, 2018c).

In recent years, India has made significant progress with respect to strengthening 
the policy framework for ECCE. The Government of India released the National ECCE 
Policy in 2013 (GOI, 2013b), a National ECCE Curriculum Framework (GOI, 2013c) 
and the Quality Standards for ECCE (GOI, 2013d). Together, these documents provide 
a comprehensive framework for promoting access, equity and quality in ECCE. State 
governments have designed their own curricula in light of this national framework. 
The documents do not fully acknowledge the large variations across and within states 
in child outcomes. The Commission for Protection of Child Rights has developed reg-
ulatory guidelines for private preschools for 3- to 6-year-olds (GOI, n.d.). That stated, 
given the high rates of poverty and stunting in India, a concerted effort has to be made to 
address access, equity, and the quality of preschool provision to ensure that the country 
can meet the SDG Target 4.2.

Public investment

Indicators of children’s nutrition status, health and child mortality rates provide strong 
evidence that public investment to promote ECCE falls short of what is required to meet  
aspirations for children based on the UN Sustainable Development goals. Currently the 
country is far from the targets for Goal 1—no poverty, Goal 2—zero hunger, Goal 3—
good health and well-being, and Goal 4—quality education (GOI, 2018c). Hence, public 
policy has not been thus far properly implemented and public funding does not match 
policy intent. Das and Kundu (2014) make a strong case for increased public invest-
ments in ECCE and analyze some of the reasons that states do not utilize all allocated 
funding for ECCE.

Governance

The MWCD has the major responsibility for pregnant women and for children from 
birth to 6 years, which includes ECCE. Given the integrated nature of ECCE and cross-
sectorial policies, the Ministries of Health and Family Welfare, Human Resource Devel-
opment, and Social Justice and Empowerment are also involved in ECCE. It should 
be noted that the government has restructured many of its schemes to enhance their 
impact. For example, child-focused schemes to improve health, nutrition, and ECCE, 
to ensure child protection and to empower adolescents have been consolidated under 
the ‘Umbrella Integrated Child Development Services’ Scheme (Government of India, 
2019d). The restructuring and rationalization of the thousands of government schemes 
to promote early development may result in economies of scale and increased efficien-
cies and effectiveness.

A minimalist approach to the governance of public sector programs and a laissez-
faire attitude to monitoring private sector programs that espouse developmentally inap-
propriate practices are evident. However, a concern that the absence of any regulatory 
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mechanisms may let the private sector (by virtue of its volume) determine norms and 
expectations for ECCE led to the development of National Quality standards in ECCE 
(GOI, 2013c). While public sector programs are inspected, to date there is no systematic 
monitoring of whether private sector programs are adopting these standards. Develop-
ing a strong regulatory mechanism is a key challenge to ensuring quality ECCE programs 
nationwide (Krishnakumar, 2016). There is a clear need to monitor programs system-
atically, provide incentives for them to improve and censure those that do not meet the 
standards.

Access to PSE

Government policy documents reiterate that all children have a right to access ECCE 
(e.g., GOI, 2013b). While ECCE covers the age range from birth to 8 years, the focus of 
this paper is 3- to 6-year-olds. Center-based ECCE for children, ranging in age from 3 to 
6 years, is provided by the government, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and 
private for-profit institutions, and there is a great diversity in the nature and underlying 
philosophy of programs (GOI, 2013c). A variety of terms is used to denote these pro-
grams: Anganwadis (courtyard centers operated under the government’s flagship, Inte-
grated Child Development Services (ICDS) scheme), Balwadis, Crèches, Playschools, 
Nurseries, and Preschools, Further, Lower Kindergarten (LKG) and Upper Kindergarten 
(UKG) classes exist in some government, aided or private primary schools. The differ-
ent terms used to denote ECCE are a reflection of variations in the foci of services and 
the age group covered. For example, Anganwadi Centers (AWCs) provide holistic and 
converging services in health, nutrition, family care, education, and social protection for 
children from birth to 6 years. On the other hand, the LKG and UKG classes typically 
aim to prepare children for formal primary education.

Data on enrollments suggest that the initiatives of the government, NGOs, and pri-
vate institutions have led to increased access to center-based PSE over time and that the 
majority of 3- to 6-year-olds enrolled in some form of ECCE (Bhattacharjea & Ramanu-
jan, 2019; GOI, 2016. Kaul, 2019a; Rao & Kaul, 2018). We first provide an overview of 
the services available followed by estimations of access rates to them.

Government‑funded programs

Various education policies and programs illustrate the emphasis placed by the govern-
ment on holistic ECCE. In 2009, approximately 130 programs under various depart-
ments and ministries aimed to promote development of children from birth to 6 years 
(Kaul & Sankar, 2009). The major public program that focuses on 3- to 6-year-olds is 
the ICDS. This scheme was initiated in 1975, and in 2018 there were 1,363,000 AWCs 
operating in the country (GOI, 2018d). An evaluation of the functioning of AWCs was 
undertaken by the government (Niti Aayaog) in 2015 (GOI, 2015). Results indicated 
that 68.6% of AWCs were providing interventions to handle child malnutrition. How-
ever, 22.5% of AWCs did not have the required medication to treat children who were 
ill. Observations revealed that only 59% of the AWCs had adequate space, and thus the 
remaining 41% had either inadequate or unsuitable accommodation. Through the years, 
the AWCs have also been faulted for not giving enough attention to PSE (Rao & Kaul, 
2018).
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Government primary schools also have age-segregated LKG and UKG classes. Offi-
cial data on enrollment in these classes are hard to access as the MWCD has respon-
sibility for children from birth to 6  years and does not include data on enrollment of 
children in primary schools. On the other hand, the Ministry of Human Resource Devel-
opment reports data on enrollment from Primary 1. Hence, children below 6 years in 
primary schools are not enumerated in the surveys of educational institutions. How-
ever, household surveys do provide information on enrollment of children in different 
services. Studies have indicated that preschool-aged children are over-age or underage 
for the class in which they are enrolled (Alcott et al., 2018; Kaul et al., 2017). Notably, 
the Annual Status of Education Report 2018 (Rural) (ASER, 2019) required responses 
to questions related to whether 3- to 6-year-olds were in preschools and/or schools and 
the grade they attended (Bhattacharjea & Ramanujan, 2019). Further, the government’s 
Samagra Shiksha that endeavors to consider preschool to Class 12 as school education 
and to support states to provide PSE (GOI, 2018d) may result in a veritable account of 
access to PSE at the national level.

Non‑government organizations

Non-governmental organizations play a crucial role in providing ECCE to children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds utilizing local resources. Two long-established, respected 
NGOs providing ECCE are Mobile Crèches and Pratham. The Mobile Crèches organ-
ization has focused on the provision of ECCE at construction sites to young children 
of construction workers. These children have typically accompanied their parents who 
have migrated to cities from rural areas (Bajaj & Sharma, 2016). Pratham’s Early Child-
hood Education programs focus on promoting the holistic development of children 
ranging in age from 3 to 6 years. This is done through the provision of direct services or 
through supporting Anganwadis or preschool classes in government primary schools. 
In 2017–18, about 610,000 children benefitted from Pratham’s ECE programs. About 
15,000 received direct services, and about 68,000 benefitted from Pratham’s Anganwadi 
Support program while another 527,000 children were reached through Pratham’s part-
nership with state governments (Pratham, 2019).

Private initiatives

Data from a nationally representative sample, collected in 2013–2014, indicate that 
about 31% of 3- to 6-year-olds receive PSE from private, for-profit centers. Private pre-
schools are not regulated by the government and there has not only been a rapid prolif-
eration of private preschools in urban areas but an unprecedented expansion of low fee 
preschools in remote rural and tribal areas. The physical settings of these private pre-
schools range from one-room tenements to remarkable preschools equipped with the 
latest equipment and professionally qualified staff (Singh & Mukherjee, 2017).

Enrollment rates

While data on enrollments in publicly funded ECCE programs are available, recent sta-
tistics on attendance in programs run by NGOs and private organizations are not availa-
ble (GOI, 2013c). Table 1 estimates enrollments from various sources. The best estimates 
on enrollments in ECCE for 3- to 6-year-olds in the country come from the national 
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Rapid Survey on Children undertaken by the government in 2013–2014 and supported 
by UNICEF (GOI, 2016). The RSOC is a household survey that covered 28 states and 
Delhi and involved a representative sample of 105,483 households and 5630 AWCs. 
Findings indicate that overall, 38.7% of 3- to 6-year-olds attend AWCs and 30.7% of them 
attend private centers. On the other hand, 27.1% of 3- to 6-year-olds received no PSE 
(GOI, 2016).

Table  2 shows participation rates by area of residence, gender, social category and 
wealth index. Children from families in the highest wealth quintile (80%) were more 

Table 1  Number of early childhood centers and estimated enrollment

Sources:
a Government of India (2018d)
b Government of India (2015)
c Government of India (2016)

Types of centers Number of centers Percentage 
of enrollment 
(3–6 years)

Type of service (monitoring 
body)

Anganwadi centers under the 
ICDS

1,363,000a 39c Preschool education component 
of ICDS

 Focus on play-based learning; 
mixed age grouping (Ministry 
of Women and Child Develop-
ment)

LKG and UKG classes in govern-
ment primary schools

N.A N.A LKG/UKG/KG classes
 Academic focus; classes may be 

age-segregated (Department of 
School Education and Literacy, 
Ministry of Human Resource 
Development)

Privately run preschools 10,237b 31c Nursery/LKG/UKG classes
 Academic focus; age-segregated 

classes (no monitoring body)

ECCE offered by NGOS N.A N.A (No monitoring body)

Not attending any preschool 27c

Table 2  Percentage of 3- to 6-year-olds receiving preschool education (2013–2014)

Source: Government of India (2016)
a Scheduled Caste
b Scheduled Tribe
c Other Backward Community

Anganwadi center Privately run center Not attending

Residence Total 38.7 30.7 27.1

Rural 46.0 22.0 28.3

Urban 22.2 50.4 24.5

Gender Male 37.5 31.7 27.4

Female 40.1 29.6 26.9

Social category SCa 42.3 24.9 29.4

STb 52.0 17.4 26.9

OBCc 35.9 31.9 28.3

Other 34.3 39.3 23.6

Wealth index Lowest 51.9 8.6 34.8

Highest 16.0 61.6 20.3
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likely to be attending preschool than those from the lowest wealth quintile (65%). In 
terms of overall rates, there were few differences in rates based on area of residence 
and gender. Further, the majority of children from socially disadvantaged families were 
attending free government-funded AWC. This is very positive from the perspective of 
equity as children who need ECCE the most are availing of government services. Chil-
dren who were from families in the highest wealth quintile were more likely to attend 
private programs (61.5%) than children from families in the lowest wealth quintile 
(15.4%). On the other hand, children from poor families were more likely to attend gov-
ernment programs that are free (51.4%) than children from families which fell into the 
highest wealth bracket (15.4%). Among children who did not receive PSE, 34.7% came 
from the poorest families while 19.9% were from the wealthiest families.

The Annual Status of Education Report 2018 (Rural) (ASER, 2019) provides rich 
information about access to ECCE in rural areas as the sampling frame is based on the 
national census. As shown in Fig. 1, the ASER 2018 survey found that 71% of 3-year-olds, 
85% of 4-year-olds, 92% of 5-year-olds, and 96% of 6-year-olds were attending preschool 
or school. Hence, there is almost universal access to education by age 5. Enrollment rates 
also increase as children mature. Figure 2 shows the types of preschool services received 
by children in the ASER survey. Notwithstanding large variations between states (Bhat-
tacharjea & Ramanujan, 2019), by age 6 the majority of children are in primary school, 
and the private unregulated market is a major provider of services for children aged 4 
and above. Figures 1 and 2 also show about 5% of 3-year-olds and 10% of 4-year-olds are 
already enrolled in primary school and experiencing a curriculum that is not age-appro-
priate and not in keeping with policy directives (Bhattacharjea & Ramanujan, 2019).

The India Early Childhood Education Impact study also provides information on 
access rates for 4-year-olds in 2014. This large-scale, seminal 5-year longitudinal study 
of 13,686 children in 362 villages in three Indian states found that about 80% of sampled 
4-year-olds attended a preschool program (Kaul, 2019b; Kaul et al., 2017).

Fig. 1  Enrollment status of children from 3 to 8 years in rural India in 2018 (Source: ASER 2019)
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The data on access to ECCE also suggest that there may not be equitable access to 
quality ECCE. Based on data from the Young Lives longitudinal study, Singh and 
Mukherjee (2017) reported that among a sample of 1915 children from the state of 
Andhra Pradesh, 91.4% attended preschool, with 41% attending private preschools and 
about 50% attending government preschools in 2006. Children from wealthier families 
attended private preschools at much higher rates than children from the poorest fami-
lies. Further, boys are more likely to attend private ECCE centers than girls. Propensity 
score matching indicated that children who were in private preschools in 2006 scored 
nearly 10 times higher in mathematics and reported significant greater subjective well-
being at age 12 than children who attended government preschools. It is very important 
to note that private ECCE centers catering to socially disadvantaged families have been 
mushrooming all over the county (Rao & Sun, 2010), and that these centers tend to have 
an academic focus, engage in practices that are not in line with national guidelines and 
are considered developmentally inappropriate (Bhattacharjea & Ramanujan, 2019; Kaul, 
2019a). The issue of equitable access to quality will be considered further in the follow-
ing section.

Quality of ECCE

Measurement of ECCE quality

The quality of center-based ECCE services has typically been assessed by considering 
both structural and process dimensions. Structural quality includes teacher academic 
and professional qualifications, adult–child ratios, group size and the physical setting. 
On the other hand, process quality is concerned with teacher–child interactions and 
educational activities. High structural quality (e.g., teacher professional qualifications, 
favorable teacher–child ratios) is assumed to set the stage for high process quality. The 
Indian Quality Standards for ECCE (GOI, 2013d) regard structural dimensions of quality 

Fig. 2  Types of preschool services received by children from 3 to 8 years in rural India in 2018 (Source: 
ASER 2019)
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including physical setting, staff training, and caregiver to child ratio as non-negotiable 
indicators of ECCE quality.

The Early Childhood Education Quality Assessment Scale (ECEQAS) (Kaul et  al., 
2017) has been used to evaluate the quality of center-based early childhood services in 
three states in India. The scale was used to observe classroom quality for 4-year-olds in 
298 ECCE centers from the private, government and voluntary sectors in three states in 
India. The ECEQAS has 10 different domains that are rated based on classroom observa-
tion: Physical infrastructure and materials; Class management and organization; Lan-
guage and reasoning experiences; Literacy and numeracy; Creative activities; Self-help 
skills; Fine and gross motor activities; Social development; and Teacher disposition. 
Results indicated that preschool quality was associated with children’s school readiness 
(Kaul, 2019b).

Structural quality can be enhanced by increasing the stringency of requirements 
for the registration and operation of preschools, and process quality can be enhanced 
through professional development activities for teachers. For example, a large-scale 
study in Chile found that workshops and in-class coaching for kindergarten teachers had 
positive impacts on emotional support and classroom organization after 2 years of the 
program (Yoshikawa et al., 2015).

Preschool quality and child outcomes

Relatively few studies have assessed the relationship between ECE quality and child 
outcomes in developing countries. In Cambodia, China and India, Rao and colleagues 
reported that children who attended higher quality preschools showed better school 
readiness than those who attended lower quality preschools (Rao & Sun, 2015). Britto 
et  al., (2017) examined the effectiveness of early childhood interventions in low- and 
middle-income countries and concluded that both formal and non-formal ECCE pro-
grams enhanced cognitive and psychosocial development. The largest effects were asso-
ciated with programs of higher quality regardless of program type as well as programs 
for vulnerable children. Preschool quality included consideration of the number, variety 
and type of materials, classroom organization, instructional support and engagement 
in interactive reading. Another review which included studies conducted in both devel-
oping and developed countries concluded that high quality ECE produces substantial 
economic benefits, including higher rates of primary and secondary completion, higher 
earnings in adulthood, and fewer incidences of criminal behavior (UN SDSN, 2014). 
However, there is a paucity of robust evidence on the long-term effects of early child-
hood interventions in low- and middle-income countries (Rao et al., 2017).

Challenges and opportunities

The foregoing sections have considered policies and schemes to promote PSE in India. 
Yet, there remain numerous unmet challenges in fostering equitable access to quality 
PSE. These include factors related to the supply of ECCE, the demand for specific types 
of services, the quality of services and its regulation and the policy context, which are 
discussed below.
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Supply and utilization of ECCE

Challenge 1: Scale  Millions of children do not receive PSE (see Table 1) and the scale 
of supply needed is enormous. Even when free services are provided, they are not fully 
utilized. As noted earlier, PSE for all children aged 3 to 6 years remains an important 
component of the ICDS. The following observations from the Rapid Survey on Children 
undertaken in 2013–2014 (GOI, 2016) are significant in this regard. Among, the children 
who attended the ICDS, 58% of children attended PSE for more than 16 days a month, 
however 40% of the children attended PSE just for 1 to 2  h per day and another 28% 
attended PSE for 2 to 4 h per day. The mean number of hours per day spent in PSE was 
2.8 in both rural and urban areas. In terms of equitable access, more children from the 
lowest wealth quintile (47%) attended PSE in the AWCs than those in the higher wealth 
quintiles; more rural children (43%) attended PSE at AWCs than their urban counterparts 
(27%); more children belonging to Scheduled Tribes (51%) and Scheduled Caste groups 
(41%) received PSE at AWCs than children from Other Backward Classes (35%) and gen-
eral castes (38%) (GOI, 2016). The point to note is that although a substantial number of 
preschool children especially those from marginalized communities are receiving PSE at 
AWCs, an equally large number are not benefitting from these services.

Opportunities
The estimated growth of the PSE Market in India and the fact that it is a late entrant into 
the process of scaling-up access to PSE afford the country considerable opportunities 
to increase access to ECCE. In the 2017 financial year, the PSE market in India was esti-
mated to be INR 130 billion (USD 1.83B) and was expected to grow at a rate of 20% per 
year until 2020 (CARE Ratings, 2018). The growth of preschools is assumed to be due to 
a combination of factors including urbanization, growth in maternal employment rates, 
increased family income, increases in private preschool chains and increased awareness 
of the importance of PSE (CARE Ratings, 2018). The relatively low initial level of access 
presents large opportunities for growth.

Access rates to ECCE have been increasing over the past decades and there is con-
siderable potential to scale up implementation quality within the ICDS (Rao & Kaul, 
2018). However, being a late entrant into the area of actually implementing programs 
brings opportunities to benefit from the lessons learned in other countries and avoid 
the mistakes inadvertently made by other countries. For example, in many Euro-Amer-
ican contexts children with disabilities have been educated in segregated, integrated 
and inclusive classrooms, respectively (Chakraborti-Ghosh, 2017). India need not go 
through the stages of segregated and integrated provision for children with disabilities 
but focus on inclusive PSE right from the start.

Challenge 2: Diversity  Diversity in terms of geographic terrain, types of ECCE pro-
grams, socio-demographic background of children served and state policies pose further 
challenges in meeting the needs of  preschool aged children. The geographical terrain 
accompanied by poor infrastructure and transport in rural areas makes it difficult for the 
children to access ECCE in remote and tribal areas. Children may have to walk up and 
down the hills to reach an AWC, which can be up to a km from their homes. Further, 
high temperatures, monsoons, inadequate buildings and facilities compound accessibility 
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challenges. Improvements in the physical conditions of the learning environments and in 
infrastructure may overcome the above-mentioned obstacles.

Private preschools that charge high fees and claim to meet global standards, private 
preschools that charge fees affordable to middle-class families, private preschools for the 
poor that charge relatively low fees, programs run by NGOS, and government-funded 
services co-exist. In addition, the heterogeneity of students in preschool classrooms, 
especially in cities, brings challenges to the early childhood teacher. He/she may have a 
classroom with first-generation learners and children from different regions, language 
groups, caste, social class and religious backgrounds. Further, there is variation in supply 
of and demand for ECCE across India’s states. All these factors foreshadow the need to 
be mindful of diversity and responsive to contextual factors in developing and imple-
menting policy to enhance equitable access to ECCE.

Opportunities
Improved transport and infrastructure will help overcome challenges brought about by 
the terrain is some parts of the country. Furthermore, elite private preschools have the 
opportunity to enhance the diversity of the student population by offering scholarships 
and recruitment lotteries. As discussed in the following sections, the country’s com-
mitment to the SDGs and the National Educational Policy 2020 provide opportunities 
to increase the supply of ECCE and access to PSE for under-represented groups. It is 
imperative that teachers are empowered to deal with diverse learners as discussed in the 
section on teacher quality below. The potential size of the PSE market affords opportu-
nities to both the public and private sectors to increase the supply of ECCE and meet 
parental demand for services.

Challenge 3: Issues related to parental demand for ECCE  In recent years, an increasing 
number of parents is sending their children to private preschools. The Indian Early Child-
hood Education Impact Study (Kaul et  al., 2017; Kaul, 2019b) found that parents who 
could afford it, preferred sending their children to a private preschool which they per-
ceive as having better quality. Parents also wish to send their children to English-medium 
private schools (Centre for Budget & Policy Studies, 2018). The India Early Childhood 
Education Impact study also found that parents choose to send their children to pre-
school to prepare them for formal schools and to learn English (Alcott et al., 2019). It is 
imperative that parents are encouraged to choose to send their children to ECCE centers 
with trained teachers and appropriate learning environments and resources.

Opportunities
According to the 2020 National Educational Policy, the government plans to launch a 
large-scale media campaigns to generate demand for ECCE and promote learning at 
home. This will provide an opportunity to educate parents about developmentally and 
culturally appropriate PSE.

Quality of ECCE services

Challenge 4: Factors related to the location and physical conditions of the AWCs  A num-
ber of factors related to the physical settings of the AWCs pose challenges to equitable 
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access to quality ECCE. First, the location of the center does not always encourage access. 
AWCs are sometimes more than a kilometer away from children’s homes and walking 
to the AWCs in hilly terrain or in the desert poses access challenges. Further, children 
from marginalized communities continue to be excluded from ECCE due to the location 
of the AWCs. In fact, in both rural and urban areas, the reason cited for not attending PSE 
at the AWC by almost one-fifth of families was distance from home (GOI, 2016). Second, 
AWCs have poor infrastructure and resources. About 39% of 3- to 6-year-olds receive 
PSE in one of 1.3 million AWCs. However, national surveys indicate that the AWCs have 
poor infrastructure and facilities. About 65.5% of all AWCs functioned in one room while 
the rest had only two rooms. Only 52% of the AWCs had separate kitchens and in 15.9% 
of the AWCs, (supplementary) food for the children was cooked in the same room where 
PSE sessions were conducted. Only 43.4% of the AWCs had toilets in their buildings and 
only 32.4% had electricity connections (RSOC, 2013–14) (Government of India, 2016). 
There is also inadequate space for indoor and outdoor activities in both urban and rural 
AWCs (NIPCCD, 2006). Third, there is a lack of adequate educational resources in the 
AWCs. Several studies have pointed out the inadequacy of kits and play materials includ-
ing toys, charts in the AWCs (Dhingra & Sharma, 2011, Dixit et al., 2010, NIPCCD, 2006).

Recall that AWC are child care centers within the  ICDS. There are several factors 
related to the ICDS program, the largest supplier of PSE. As noted earlier, the ICDS 
program aims to provide early childhood services that encompass health, nutrition and 
education in an ‘integrated’ manner. The larger objective is the holistic development 
of children. However, at the ground level, health and nutrition appear to receive more 
attention than education. In fact, one of the biggest challenges that remains is that ICDS 
is primarily perceived as a nutrition program, which has resulted in the rather inade-
quate prioritization of PSE and its implementation (Rao, 2005).

The National Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Policy (GOI, 2013b) and 
the National Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (GOI, 2013c) promote the holistic 
development of children. Despite its earnest intention, it has remained a “hardly known 
document” (Pandya, 2018). The envisioned ECCE curriculum appears too standardized, 
losing sight of the need for local contextualization. Another curriculum-related issue is a 
tendency to address 3- to 6-year-olds as one age group which reflects a lack of apprecia-
tion of developmental differences within the 3 to 6 year age range.

Opportunities
The enhanced infrastructure and National Educational Policy discussed later are oppor-
tunities for development.

Challenge 5: Teacher quality  There are numerous challenges associated with recruit-
ing and retaining high-quality preschool teachers. Technically, a certificate or diploma 
in ECCE is required to teach at preschools and in 2010–2011, there were 124 teacher 
training institutions with an annual intake capacity of 5938 students providing pre-ser-
vice training that is recognized by the National Council of Teacher Education (UNESCO, 
2011). However, the provision of places cannot meet the demand for training the number 
of teachers required. The private sector thus often employs untrained teachers at low 
wages.
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Many AWCs follow the concept of a mother teacher wherein a woman from the local 
community who has completed Grade 5 can be employed as an Anganwadi Worker. She 
receives about 10 days of pre-service training which may be inadequate to support the 
facilitation of cognitive development and school readiness in the AWCs.

A major obstacle in the professionalization of ECCE teachers stems from the poor 
social status accorded to them. Further, the relative absence of men in this field has also 
contributed to the public perception of ECCE being a low status job. Moreover, the rela-
tively low wages and remuneration given to ECCE professionals including the Angan-
wadi worker is very low and there is an absence of a career path.

Opportunities
A related significant development is the initiation of the 4-year Integrated Teacher Edu-
cation Programme by the National Council of Teacher Education (GOI, 2019e). This 
program prepares students who have completed Grade 12 to be either primary or sec-
ondary school teachers. Completion of the 4-year double-degree teacher preparation 
program leads to a Bachelor’s Degree in Liberal Arts and Education (BA BEd) or Basic 
Science and Education (BSc. BEd). The unique feature of these programs is that they 
accord equal status to primary and secondary school teachers. Moreover, teachers who 
take the primary level specialization will be qualified to teach children from 3 to 11 years 
which will support the transition of children from preschool to primary education. Fur-
ther, having professionally qualified teachers may enhance children’s school readiness 
and decrease the number of children who are not demonstrating age-appropriate learn-
ing outcomes in primary school.

Challenge 6: Monitoring, regulation and quality assurance of ECCE centers  Although a 
mechanism for monitoring of service delivery exists, the quality of PSE in the AWC is not 
monitored regularly (NIPCCD, 2012), and there are no registration requirements for pri-
vate preschools despite the burgeoning private preschool sector in both urban and rural 
areas (Kaul, 2019a). The quality of services provided by private ECE centers is variable. 
Some elite preschools provide high quality services while many preschools “affordable” to 
low- to middle-income families do not necessarily provide developmentally age-appro-
priate PSE and focus on the 3Rs (Kaul, 2019a). Prior to the issue of the National ECCE 
Policy (GOI, 2013b) and the subsequent Quality Standards Framework for ECCE (GOI, 
2013d), there was a complete absence of any guidelines or quality standards for PSE.

This minimalist approach to accountability in the public sector and the laissez-faire 
attitude to private programs are detrimental to children’s development and education. 
There appears to be a fear that in the absence of any regulatory mechanism, the pri-
vate sector (by virtue of its volume) may start setting norms and expectations for PSE. 
Thus, as noted earlier, the development of a strong regulatory framework is necessary to 
ensure ECCE program quality across the country (Krishnakumar, 2016).

Opportunities
Once again, the National Educational Policy, if fully implemented will address this 
challenge. The Policy explicitly states that oversight of all preschool programs, regard-
less of whether they are operated by private, public or charitable organizations, will be 



Page 17 of 22Rao et al. ICEP            (2021) 15:9 	

covered by a regulatory and accreditation system. Furthermore, new technologies and 
partnerships between the government and private sector can enhance regulation of the 
preschool sector. The government has harnessed the power of technology to enhance 
monitoring of the functioning of AWCs. The use of digital tools such as the ICDS-
Common Application Software enables real-time monitoring of the physical status of 
children (GOI, 2018e). This technology can be scaled up to monitor development and 
learning. The government has also entered into partnerships with private companies and 
NGOs to construct modern AWCs (KMPG, 2019).

Policy context

Challenge 7: Policy implementation  As noted earlier, India’s commitments to its young-
est citizens are manifest in the Indian constitution and amendments made therein. India 
has numerous child-friendly policies. However, they are not fully implemented. One of 
several possible reasons for inadequate ECCE policy enactment arises from the division 
of responsibilities and funds between the Union (federal/central) and state governments. 
The Union and states have a joint responsibility for ECCE service delivery, which is under-
girded by a plethora of policies and action plans. A consequence of this is that ECCE ser-
vices are delivered through a rather piece meal approach. While the major responsibility 
for ECCE rests with the MWCD, other ministries including the Ministries of Health and 
Family Welfare, Human Resource Development and Social Justice and Empowerment 
are also involved in one way or the other, due to its integrated nature. One of the chal-
lenges in promoting holistic development of young children is the necessity of co-ordi-
nation between different ministries responsible for providing services to these children. 
ECCE is managed by the MWCD but Education is under the auspices of the Ministry of 
Human Resource Development and this has led to a fractured view of early learning with 
preschool children bearing the brunt of a tussle between two ministries to make rules, 
set standards and decide budgets for the present and future of these children. This divi-
sion has adverse effects on the creation and implementation of policies to promote child 
development and learning.

The autonomy of states in the utilization of allocated funds for children has led to wide 
variations across states in the supply and demand for government-funded ECCE (Centre 
for Budget & Policy Studies, 2018). For example, there are wide variations in utilization 
of PSE at AWCs across states (GOI, 2016). The percentage of children aged 3 to 6 years 
attending PSE at AWCs ranged from 1% in Nagaland to 74% in Tripura with a national 
average of 39%.

Opportunities
The laudable National Educational Policy (GOI, 2020) recognizes ECCE as the foun-
dation stage of learning and the policy goal is for every child ranging in age from 3 to 
6 years to access free, safe, high quality developmentally appropriate care and education 
by 2025. Notably the Draft policy addresses issues with the split-phase and split-gov-
ernance ECCE system and mandated the erstwhile Ministry of Human Resource Devel-
opment (re-designated as the Ministry of Education) to oversee education for children 
from above 3  years, regardless of the setting in which ECCE is provided (e.g., AWCs, 
pre-primary class in a government school, private preschool center). Further, it states 
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that an effective regulation/accreditation system to ensure quality ECCE will be imple-
mented and that the regulatory system will cover public, private, and NGO preschools. 
If fully implemented, the National Policy will certainly foster equitable access to quality 
ECCE.

International commitments and national policy set the stage for India to meet its goals 
of providing equitable access to high quality PSE. India is committed to meeting the UN 
Sustainable Development Goal Targets and Target 4.2 states that by 2030 that all girls 
and boys should have access to quality pre-primary education. Government budgets 
actualize policy intent and increases in budget allocations indicate prioritization of PSE. 
The 2018–2019 Union Budget allocated a one-line budget of 75,000 crores (INR 750 bil-
lion or USD 10.6 billion) for education for children from age 3 to 17 years (Grade 12) 
(GOI, n.d.; Mahara, 2019). The increased funding can mitigate Challenges 4 and 5 dis-
cussed above. The funding can enhance the quality of the early childhood work force and 
be used to develop a system of quality assurance and culture of quality enhancement.

Challenge 8: Absence of research on ECCE  Linked to poor institutional capacity is the 
complete absence of data from comprehensive national surveys of ECCE which could 
provide detailed and accurate figures regarding access and quality of ECCE (Centre for 
Budget & Policy Studies, 2018). For example, there is no information about the number 
of private preschools in the country or the number of children enrolled in them. Further-
more, there is a lack of research that can support the development of evidence-informed 
ECCE programs. Aside from the national census (conducted every 10 years), the National 
Family Health surveys that have been conducted sporadically, and the Rapid Survey of 
Children that was last conducted in 2013–2014, there has not been regular monitoring 
of the development and learning of nationally representative samples of young children.

The results for the National Family Health Survey-5 for 17 states and 5 union terri-
tories were released in December 2020. Recall that India has 28 states and 8 union ter-
ritories. Initial findings suggest that while infant mortality rates have decreased in most 
states, stunting rates for children under 5 years increased in 10 out of 17 states for which 
data have been released. This is an extremely worrying trend and has implications for 
nutritional supplementation/school feeding programs within ECCE.

Opportunities
The Government can fund research that is responsive to policy questions and objec-
tives. There has been an emphasis on evidence-informed policy globally and high quality 
research has the potential to help understand what policies work and why they do.

Conclusions
Millions of young children in India are failing to achieve their developmental poten-
tial and this paper has considered the context of PSE in India. The government’s poli-
cies are laudable and in line with international trends. However, there is a big gap 
between policy and its implementation. There is considerable opportunity for India 
to meet international and national targets related to PSE. Central to meeting national 
targets is the enforcement of both the National Education Policy 2020 and quality 
standards. Statutory regulation and licensing of preschools and mandatory inspection 
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processes for monitoring implementation of quality standards are necessary. The 
increase in public funding to improve infrastructure and educational resources, pri-
oritization of professional development for the early childhood work force, and the 
use of new technologies and partnerships with the private sector are also essential to 
ensure equitable access to quality PSE for all children.
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