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Rejuvenate
Anganwadi for
childrentostart

schoolearly

There are
nutritional, learning
and social mobility

gaged ininformal labour or in
agriculture, with no access ta
day care. S0, if the parents are
working, the children are either
seen sitting around in hazard-

advantagesto ous conditions in the parents’

hildvatebants workplace or theolder girlchik!

childrenstarting  hadbackiromschoolto take

school atan early age careoftheyoungerones. These

pose hurdlestocognitivedevel-

opmentof children asproposed

SHABANA MITRA by intellecruals arguing for a
latestart.

he New Ed Policy  Additionally,starting school

(NEP) has many angles early may be one way of in-

that are being heatedly
discussed. The introduction of
regional language in schools,
allowing foreign universitics
toopen campuses in the coun-
try andmany uthertopics have
been highly contested. Huw—

creasing inter-gencrational
mobility, by ensuring that all
children learn at school and
g0 the parent’s socio-cconom-
ic background does not affect
the outcomesof their children.

Sucha palicy has the potmnal

ever, there is one
may beasilver lining.
One of the proposals of the
NEP is to restructure school-
ing into a 5+3+3+4 model.
This implies starting formalor
structured schooling early, at
three years rather than at 56
years, which is the normal in
Indin currently. The average
startingage forchildren across
theworldisa linleover six vears
and it varies between fivetosev-

en

&hal is the correct age for
children to start school? Cur-
rently, there is a larger policy
dcbalc surrounding this but

toreduceinh

based on caste andother social
markers that have plagued
growth in India.

On the second issue of nu-
trition, for most of India that
still residesin rural partsofthe
country, the Anganwadi has
been the main location where
4 child’s health is monitored
and improved. The Anganwa-
di system in India was started
in 1975 under the Integrated
Child Development Services
programme to fightchild hun-
ger and malnutrition. Since
then, the responsibilities of
the Anganwadi have increased
ifold, The Anganwadi

in
uodd.Furopc.Nmﬂl.-\mmca
and Oceania have arguments
and trends going in both di-
rections. Australia and New
Zealand are det the idea

worker has beensolelyrespon-
sible for monitwring pre-natal
and post-natal care, tracking
thei immunisation programme

of starting formal educationat
the age of four, whereas Eng-
land is trying to delay the start
of formal education. Finland,
said to have one of the best ed-
ucational models n the world,
starts formal schooling at age
seven foritschildren,

The evidence in favour of
a date start suggests that chil-
dren learn many lessons at
home from engaging with
parents and nl]ler mreglwzrs.

and p 1% nutritional sup-
plements,

For rural India, low income
areasand urbanshums, the An-
ganwadi is the only functional
day care centre when all adults
in the household are in the
fickdsoratwork, In thiscurrent
set-up, the Anaganwadi thenis
also the place where the chil-
dren are picking up their early
cognitive skills.

Inrecent times, Anganwadi
workers have protested due to

The cognitive
and imagination of the child is
not bound by constraintsof the
curriculum, David Whitcbread
atCambridge University shows
that constructive play builds in-
tellectual and emotional skills
:knnreuuml inearlylearning
of the child.

the over g of the sys
tem as the one-stop shop for
nutritionandwelfareof women
andchildrenin India. The NEP
initiative may further burden
this overstretched system.
However, if the government is
seriousabout earlystart, imple-

On the other hand, the ar-
guments in favour of starting.
school early include that chil-
dren who start early will also
complete school early and so
will have more earning vears.
Further, ina recentsmidy, Cor-
nelissen and Dustmann have
shown that children who start
early have better language
and math skills, more so for
children from disadvantaged
family backgrounds,

In this context, what works
best fora developing country?
Are the challenges faced here
different from those in the de-
wk:lpedwrld?'l'hediﬁiculﬁcs
faced in developed countries

has to be seriously
lookedinto. First, theywill have
toallocatea substantinl budget
o the Anganwadis. Second,
they will have to foeus on up-
skilling existing workers and
hiring and trainingmanymore
new workers. The demand on
existing infrastrocture will also
increase extensively. I execut-
edefficiently, the new policy of
starting school early may also
result in the formalisation of
the crucial institution of the
Anganwadis.

So, there may be multiple
advantages to an carly start.
But all this will depend on how
muchauworusptwmdmhn
dh finksta

about formalized :urrlculum
necds to be wnh the

mherpd]ciesllh’ universalac-

Ao,

including not hmrmg parents
who have formal education,
low nutritional cutcomes and
no access o day care.

For India, first, we have a
population where adult liter-
acy ani formal education is

Wecanals pare thisin-
itiative withanearfier policvof
the Government of India, The
mickday meal, anutritional pol-
icyisoneof the most successful
1ools used by the government
toincrease enrolment into pri-
maryschmas Uurm;v:nenm.'

than 50%of the
parents themselves nothaving,
gonetoschool, Second, the nu-
ritional outcomes for children
in Indiaare ad with child

nrak
ment are linked in India, The
NEP’s early start may be able
to achieve the opposite, an

stunting (along-term measure
of malnourishment that shows
the age-appropriate height)
rate of 37.9%. Finally, most
of the Indian workforce is en-

programme that
will improve the nourishment
and development of children
in India.

(Thewriter iswith the Centre
Jor Public Policy, IM-B)



