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Focussing on the critical years of a child’s life

What the draft National Education Policy omits in its chapter on early childhood care and education

K.R. ANTONY

The draft National Education Policy
starts its opening sentence with a
hitherto little-known fact: “The
learning process for a child com-
mences immediately at birth.” Many
believe that children start learning
only in school. It is true that language
and numerical proficiency, and ana-
lytical skills, are attained in school,
but the foundation for such a learn-
ing capacity is laid much earlier, and
it happens without our knowledge.
Higher cognitive functions attain
their peak of growth between the ag-
es of one and three — before school
education begins.

However, the next sentence of the
draft says, “Evidence from neuros-
cience shows that over 85% of a
child’s cumulative brain develop-
ment occurs prior to the age of 6”.
This is grossly inaccurate because the
global focus for optimal brain deve-
lopment is on the first 1,000 days of a
person’s life (The Lancet, 2007).
Stretching the window of opportuni-
ty to six years is a mistake. This
wrong understanding leads to mis-
placed priorities for a nation to boost
its human development potential.

Laying the foundation
These 1,000 days are when rapid and
dramatic changes take place in the
brain and fundamental cognitive and
interpersonal skills are developed.
The centres for vision and hearing in
the cerebrum develop between the
second and fifth months of one’s life.
In these areas, the formation of
nerve connections peaks by the
fourth month, and is followed by a
gradual retraction or “blooming and
pruning” until the end of the pres-
chool period. Similarly, the centres
for language and speech proficiency
develop maximally between the
sixth and tenth month even before
the child’s speech and language
makes any sense to us. Even as a tod-
dler, a child’s spoken vocabulary in-
creases significantly.

Pregnancy and infancy are impor-
tant periods for the formation of the
brain. This is when the foundation is
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laid for the development of cogni-
tive, motor and socio-emotional
skills. Apart from genetic determi-
nants, environmental determinants
play an equally critical role in shap-
ing personality. In essence, an infant
is born with the capacity to learn,
but how much and what all the infant
can learn is influenced by the
environment.

The drafting committee of the Na-
tional Education Policy should have
consulted a paediatrician or develop-
mental neurologist on what needs to
be done in the first 1,000 days. The
policy has rightly categorised early
childhood education into two parts.
The first focuses on children below
the age of three years; the second on
children aged three to six years.
While Anganwadi centres target chil-
dren in the second category, the sec-
tion on Early Childhood Care and
Education up to three years is
sketchy and inadequate. It only men-
tions health and nutrition services
for both mothers and children. Take-
home ration that is provided for chil-
dren up to three years by the Inte-
grated Child Development Services
(ICDS) scheme only helps physical
growth; it does not provide psycho-
social stimulation for development.
That responsibility is left entirely to
the parents or family members.

The section on expansion and
strengthening of facilities for early
childhood education states that “the

The Odisha model

Other States could take a cue from Odisha, which
has empowered women politically and financially

ANANYA BEHERA

It is widely acknowledged that wo-
men’s empowerment helps in the
achievement of critical development
goals. If there are a greater number of
women in politics, there is a concom-
itant increase in the level of attention
given to gender-specific policy and
planning. However, the number of
women taking leadership roles in In-
dia is rather small compared to the
global average. The representation of
women MPs in the 17th Lok Sabha
has seen an improvement from 11% in
2014 to 14% in 2019, but it is still lower
than the world average of 24.3%. In
2019, 715 women candidates contest-
ed the Lok Sabha election, while the
number of men who contested stood
at 7,334.

Odisha may be seen as one of the
underdeveloped States in the coun-

organised by the State round the
year. This gives them an opportunity
to travel across different parts of the
State and gain greater exposure. The
State government had announced an
interest-free loan of 33 lakh in Janu-
ary 2019 to each of the self-help
groups. This amount was increased
to 35 lakh just before the general elec-
tion. The Women and Child Develop-
ment Department has been rechris-
tened as the Women and Child
Development and Mission Shakti
Department.

The nomination of Pramila Bisoi, a
self-help group leader, by Mr. Patnaik
as a candidate for a Lok Sabha consti-
tuency might have come across as a
surprise to many. But it could be seen

care and educational requirements
of 0-3-year-olds in the region would
continue to be handled by neigh-
bourhood Anganwadis”. That is a tall
order. Children below three are not
enrolled in the daily services of the
ICDS centre. They stay at home.

Filling the gap
This gross design defect in the archi-
tecture of the ICDS has existed since
its inception in 1975. Policy direc-
tions and strategies for “care concept
with early stimulation for child deve-
lopment” are lacking in the ICDS.
The solution is to have an additional
worker trained in care and stimula-
tion for child development in every
Anganwadi. New workers will impart
psychosocial stimulation for the de-
velopment of the brain through five
sensory organs of the body, i.e., eye,
skin, ear, nose and tongue. The in-
tensity and frequency of flow of
these signals during early childhood
determines the level of intelligence
and mental development attained.
The baby’s explorative learning and
storage of such inputs into the brain
takes place every moment of her ear-
ly life. Her storage capacity is expan-
sible and enormous. The baby also
derives analytical conclusions based
on which she develops value systems
and character.

Apart from breastfeeding, clean-
ing the baby, giving oil massages and
applying lotion adds to her under-

standing of love and care through
tactile and pressure stimulation. Car-
rying the baby and rocking her pro-
vides her security.

From two months of age, the baby
starts to interact socially. Playing
with the baby with toys or by using
facial expressions improves her so-
cial interaction skills. The baby re-
cognises where sounds originate, the
voice of her mother, and her own
name by six months of age.

Showing the baby the colours of
the sky, flying birds, fluttering butter-
flies and domestic animals improves
visual stimulation. Songs, soft music
and sweet talk stimulate the auditory
areas of the brain. Making the child
feel the softness of flowers, leaves
and cheeks adds to her sensory
learning. These are all not a waste of
time, but good investment for a
child’s development.

By the time the child is two or
three, she will be asking a volley of
questions: who, when, what, why,
how. Often the questions and answ-
ers are repeated but the child does
not get bored. Stories stretch their
imagination.

Parents and caregivers do not
have sufficient time earmarked for
the care of their children. More than
money, they must invest time for the
development of the child. Working
parents offload this responsibility to
grandparents or domestic workers
or leave their children in care centres
or créeches. But these places don’t
have qualified or trained staff to pro-
vide scientific care.

There is no government system to
take care of babies of poor families or
of mothers who go to work for a daily
wage. The experimental project of
Fulwari, or community-managed
creches in Chhattisgarh, is one answ-
er to this gap. Policymakers may
have a look at Fulwari for replication.

The 86th Amendment of the Con-
stitution 2002 and Section 11 of the
Right to Education Act also mandate
public provision of early childhood
care and education. Interestingly the
policy states: “Universal access to
quality Early Childhood Education is
perhaps the best investment that In-
dia can make for our children’s and
our nation’s future”.

K.R. Antony is a former Health and Nutrition
Specialist, UNICEF, India, and former
Director, State Health Resource Centre,
Chhattisgarh

A leaf out of Yunnan’s book

The province in China offers some ideas for the Northeast
in the areas of connectivity, border trade and ecotourism

ASHISH KUNDRA

The Northeast, positioned as the gateway to
ASEAN, lies at the heart of India’s ‘Act East
Policy’. Development of the region, so far a
domestic policy concern, has now been
aligned with national strategic and economic
objectives. The underlying assumption is
that trade across the borders will usher in
economic prosperity to this hitherto neglect-
ed frontier. It would be useful to draw com-
parisons with China’s approach in Yunnan, a
‘bridgehead’ to South and Southeast Asia, as
part of its ambitious Belt and Road Initiative.

Similarities and differences

Yunnan and the Northeast have much in
common: populations of a similar size,
mountainous regions, diverse indigenous
communities, a rich natural resource base,
huge hydropower potential and historically
lower levels of development. Yunnan shares
a 4,000 km-long international border with
Myanmar, Laos and Vietnam. The Northeast
abuts China, Myanmar and Bangladesh over
a length of 5,000 km. Yet, behind these ap-
parent similarities lie stark contrasts in eco-
nomic reality.

The GDP of Yunnan is about $265 billion,
of which tourism contributes nearly a quar-
ter. Trade across the land border of Yunnan
with ASEAN is in the range of $14 billion, half
of which is with Myanmar. In contrast, the
combined GSDP of the Northeast is approxi-
mately $65 billion. A restrictive regulatory
regime (Inner Line Permit for domestic tou-
rists and Restricted Area Permit for foreign-
ers) poses entry barriers. Indian border
trade with Myanmar (through the sole func-
tional custom station at Moreh) has hovered
around $50 million for several years. This
calls for a closer look at three crucial aspects:
connectivity, border trade and ecotourism.

The Northeast is catching up in air, rail
and highway connectivity, though it lags be-
hind Yunnan. Kunming, the headquarter of
Yunnan, has a flourishing international air-
port. For the first time, all eight States of the
Northeast have at least one functional civi-
lian airport, with efficient internal connec-
tivity via Kolkata and Guwahati. Internation-
al flights to Dhaka have commenced from
Guwabhati recently, and flights to Bangkok
and four more cities of ASEAN are in the pi-
peline under the UDAN scheme. Yunnan has
a rail network connecting cities like Beijing,
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Shanghai and Guangzhou. The rail footprint
in the Northeast is weak, though the Railway
Ministry has announced its intent to ensure
internal rail connectivity by March 2022.
Yunnan has an impressive highway network
providing city to port connectivity. The
Northeast has seen a spurt of public invest-
ments in national highways and bridges,
with remarkable results in the last few years,
though internal roads remain a challenge.

Yunnan has a well crafted trade strategy,
while border trade across the Northeast has
been sluggish. The Ruili Border Economic
Zone is the main hub for facilitating Yun-
nan’s trade with Myanmar. Ruili city has
transformed from being a sleepy border
town to a thriving economic zone. China is
now aspiring to develop an economic zone
with Myanmar between Ruili and Muse. The
project aims to develop core infrastructure
and invite private investment for manufac-
turing, processing, trading and warehous-
ing. The Zokhawthar land customs station in
Mizoram has fragmented infrastructure and
barely sees any formal trade. Trade across
the integrated check post at Moreh in Mani-
pur has shown promise. Absence of robust
internal connectivity, infrastructure for lo-
gistics, warehousing and processing has
hampered meaningful trade. Ambitious
transnational projects, such as the Kaladan
multi-modal transit transport project, have
also been slow to take off on account of nig-
gling land acquisition problems.

Building blocks

Yunnan has experimented with some imagi-
native approaches for ecotourism embracing
local communities. Ecotourism in Xishuang-
banna has been anchored in ‘ecological vil-
lages’, showcasing the culture, architecture,
customs and cuisine of the Dai ethnic com-
munity. The villagers partner through land
leasing arrangements with companies, al-
lowing tourists to catch a glimpse into the
Dai way of life. Nagaland has made a good
beginning with the Hornbill festival, but
there are opportunities in other States too.
Following this path would help encourage
private investment in tourism infrastructure.
Tourism revolving around ecology, culture
and ethnicity would ensure that there is no
disruption in the tribal way of life and contri-
bute to the economy.

A discernible focus on the development of
the Northeast has yielded results in the last
few years. Now is the time to empower the
States to build blocks. Taking a leaf out of the
experience of Yunnan could provide a tem-
plate for the transformation of this frontier.

Ashish Kundra is an IAS officer currently working with
the Government of Mizoram . Views are personal
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Nixon visits Saigon

The American President Mr. Richard Nixon
paid a fleeting five and three-quarter hour
visit to Viet Nam to-day [July 30] which in-
cluded nearly four hours of consultations
with Government leaders in Saigon. He was
the first American President to visit the cap-
ital city [Saigon] since the war started. Mr.
Nixon, accompanied by his wife, flew in
from Bangkok and was taken to the Presi-
dential Palace in Central Saigon by a fleet of
helicopters. Amid the strictest security pre-
cautions Saigon has ever seen, Mr. Nixon
had one-and-a-half-hour-long talks with Pre-
sident Nguyen Van Thieu, a working lunch
and 75 minutes in private talks with Vice-
President Nguyen Cao Ky. Just before leav-
ing, Mr. Nixon delivered a speech on the
steps of Independence Palace in which he
said: “We have gone as far as we can or
should go in opening the door to peace and
it is time for the other side to respond.”
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