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      Quality Early Childhood Education A Child's Right


      —Jack O’Connell

    


    1.0 Introduction


    Research has shown that only quality ECCE has a strong and lasting impact on the child. Quality early childhood education can make a significant contribution to the physical, psychomotor, cognitive, social and emotional development of the child, including the acquisition of languages and early literacy. The first eight years of a child’s life is a period of tremendous growth and development. Brain connections multiply exponentially in the first three years, and the potential for ensuring optimal development is very high up to age eight. It is imperative that this true ‘window of opportunity’ is fully used and strengthened to ensure long term benefits, not just for each individual child’s development but also for the larger community. A large proportion of human brain development takes place after birth as a result of interactions with the environment – the impact of early experience has a greater influence on development than heredity. ECE has an important role in securing a good childhood for all children. Childhood years are important in themselves and ECE can contribute to many positive and valuable experiences which form a solid basis for future life and learning. The main purpose of ECE is to facilitate the all round development of the child’s personality, i.e. physical, motor cognitive, language, social and emotional, and not to follow the so-called rigid syllabus. In short no child should be denied the many benefits of good quality early childhood education.


    The National Policy on Education (NPE) 1986 has given a great deal of importance to ECCE. It views ECCE as an important input in the strategy of human resource development, as a feeder and support programme for primary education and as a support service for working women from the disadvantaged sections of the society. It has also taken into account the holistic nature of ECCE and has pointed out the need for organising programmes for the all-round development of the child. The policy specifically focuses on the need for early care and stimulation of children belonging to the poverty groups and from sections of the population in which first generation learners predominate.


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

      

    


    The ratification of Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) 1992 by India has further affirmed the country’s commitment to children, and has resulted in the formulation of a policy framework to prepare a National Charter for Children that ensures that no child remains illiterate, hungry or lacks medical care.


    The eleventh five-year plan has also acknowledged the importance of ECCE as the stage that lays the foundation for lifelong development and the realisation of a child’s full potential, and directs that “all children be provided at least one year of preschool education in the age group of 3-6 years.”


    The National Curriculum Framework – 2005 developed by the National Council of Educational Research and Training (NCERT) has also considered ECCE to be the first step in the education ladder. It further emphasises that the early childhood stage, until the age of 6-8 years, is the most critical period when the foundations are laid for lifelong development and the realisation of full potential.


    Neuroscientists, economists, ECE educators and social scientists also strongly argue that the ECE programme which promotes growth and development of children, aged between 0–6 years, is the best investment for developing the human capital necessary for economic growth and a poor ECE programme may have no impact, resulting in waste of resources. Further, poor ECE programme can even have negative consequences for the child. Every young child has a right to quality ECE in a pressure free environment and it is our responsibility as practitioners, care-givers and ECE educators to improve our knowledge of child development in order to understand our children better and contribute in bringing quality in the area of early childhood education. Quality ECE is the right of every child and this will also impact, in the long term, on the quality of human capital available to the country.


    This chapter primarily concerns itself with questions such as –


    • What is Early Childhood Education?


    • What is the normal development pattern of humans up to six years?


    • What are the essential components of quality Early Childhood Education?


    • Why is it important to provide Quality Early Childhood Education?


    • What are the essentials to ensure quality ECE programme?


    



    1.1 Early Childhood Education : Meaning and Objectives


    Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) in the Indian context is generally defined as the care and education of children from birth to eight years. It includes:


    • Early stimulation programmes through crèches/homes stimulation for 0-3 year olds.


    • Early childhood education (ECE) programmes for 3-6 year olds (as seen in anganwadis, balwadis, nurseries, preschools, kindergartens, preparatory schools, etc.).


    • Early Primary Education Programmes as part of schooling for 6-8 year olds.


    ECE centres are often part of a primary school. ECE is a child-centred programme and strictly warns teachers, parents and other care-givers about the risks of early formal learning. It follows a play based developmentally appropriate programme and focuses on all-round development of the child by providing activities, experiences and opportunities for cognitive, language, social, emotional, physical and motor development. Under quality Early Childhood Education Programme, age and developmentally appropriate activities related to different aspects of Child Development and School Readiness are provided in an innovative and flexible manner to prepare young children for the primary grades in a stress free, enabling and stimulating environment. Quality ECE is designed to improve later school performance and it includes much more than just school readiness as it targets the whole child.


    



    Objectives of Early Childhood Education


    The broad objectives of ECE programme, as described in the Report of the Education Commission (1964-66) are to:


    • develop in the child a good physique, adequate muscular coordination and basic motor skills;


    • develop in the child good health habits and to build up basic skills necessary for personal adjustment, such as dressing, eating, washing, cleaning, etc;


    • develop desirable social attitudes and manners to encourage healthy group participation and to make the child sensitive to the rights and privileges of others;


    • develop emotional maturity by guiding the child to express, understand, accept and control his feelings and emotions;


    • encourage aesthetic appreciation;


    • stimulate intellectual curiosity and to help him understand the world in which he lives, and to foster new interests through giving opportunities to explore, investigate and experiment;


    • encourage independence and creativity by providing the child with sufficient opportunities for self-expression; and


    • develop the child’s ability to express his thoughts and feelings in fluent, correct, clear speech.


    



    1.2 Characteristics of Early Childhood Development


    The developmental research has provided us with a picture of the normal development of children. Although individual child develops at her own pace, yet all children pass through an identifiable sequence of developmental stages, i.e., physical, cognitive, and emotional growth and change. Within these stages, they often share characteristics common to many children of the same age. The teachers and parents need to know these characteristics in order to meet their needs adequately and appropriately. The Early Child Development (ECD) fact is based on the proven fact that young children respond best when pre-school teachers, parents and other care-givers use specific techniques and provide appropriate activities and experiences to encourage and stimulate progress to the next level of development. Knowledge of developmental characteristics of young children helps pre-school teachers to plan age- and developmentally appropriate programmes that would improve children’s capacity to develop and learn.


    Table 1.1 shows the chart of Normal Development. It describes the pattern of development of motor skills, socio-emotional skills, cognitive skills and language skills in young children. Although skills are acquired in a predictable pattern, it is important to remember that they are not achieved at the same time by all children.


    Let us see how two to six year olds develop as it will help planning the ECE programme in a better way.


    Table 1.1 Normal Development Chart


    
      
        
        
        
        
        
      

      
        
          	

          	
            2-3 year olds

          

          	
            3-4 year olds

          

          	
            4-5 year olds

          

          	
            5-6 year olds

          
        


        
          	
            Motor Skills


            Gross Motor Skills

          

          	
            Runs forward well.


            Walks on tiptoe.


            Claps with music.


            Walks upstairs


            (both feet on each step). (4-6 stairs)


            Jumps in place, two feet together.


            Throws ball overhead.


            Kicks stationary ball.


            Short attention span, moving quickly from one activity to another.

          

          	
            Runs around obstacles.


            Uses slide without assistance.


            Walks down 4-6 stairs alternating feet.


            Balance on one foot for 5-10 seconds.


            Catches ball.


            Steers and pedals tricycle.


            Has still short attention span.

          

          	
            Walks backward toe-heels.


            Gallops to music.


            Hops on one foot.


            Bounces large ball.


            Jumps forward effortlessly.


            Throws ball with one hand to person 4-6 feet away.


            Catches small ball thrown from 3 feet.

          

          	
            Walks on balance plank forward, backward, sideways.


            Hop effortlessly.


            Swings independently.


            Can hit ball with bat.


            Dribble and bounce the ball.


            Longer attention span.

          
        


        
          	
            Fine Motor Skills

          

          	
            Turns pages.


            Fills and dumps containers with sand.


            Paints with a large brush.


            Tears paper.


            Holds thick crayons with thumb and fingers.


            Stacks objects.


            Puts small objects in slots, strings large beads.


            Uses one hand consistently in most activities.


            Balances on plank.


            Takes off simple unfastened clothing.


            Draws horizontal lines and vertical lines.

          

          	
            Builds tower of 8-9 blocks.


            Enjoys clay i.e. roll balls, snakes, etc.


            Completes 3 pieces puzzle.


            Traces writing template.


            Cuts across paper.


            Copies circle, and cross.


            Uses two hands together for simple activities such as opening bottle lids, using hammering toy.


            Buttons and unbuttons own clothing.

          

          	
            Cuts on line.


            Builds tower for 10 or more blocks.


            Writes a few upper case letters.


            Can do finger plays.


            Draws simple recognizable pictures.


            Pastes and glues easily and at the appropriate place. Colours within enclosed space.


            Copies square.


            Folds and creases paper three times.


            Dresses without supervision.


            Use Velcro straps, tries to tie shoes.

          

          	
            Cuts out simple shapes.


            Has adult grasp of pencil.


            Has handedness well established (i.e., child is right or left handed).


            Writes numeral 1-10.


            Writes first name. Colours within lines neatly.


            Writes letters.


            Copies triangle.


            Dresses self completely.

          
        


        
          	
            Socio-emotional Skills

          

          	
            Separates from mother to go to preschool.


            Watches other children, joins sometimes in their play.


            Defends own possessions.

          

          	
            Initiates social interaction with another child.


            Shares toys, materials.


            Enjoys dress-up clothes.


            Waits and takes turns.

          

          	
            Gets along well in small groups.


            Plays simple table games.


            Resolves problems with peers.


            Enjoys dramatic play closer to reality.

          

          	
            Very social and makes friends more easily.


            Has poise and control.


            Plays competitive games.

          
        


        
          	

          	
            Cannot share work space.


            Enjoys floor plays.


            Enjoys praise.


            Helps adults put toys away.


            Participates in small group activity (sing and claps) for 5-10 minutes.


            Insists on doing things independently.


            Uses spoon, spilling little.


            Begins to understand cleanliness.

          

          	
            Enjoys simple humour.


            Begins dramatic play such as playing house, pretending to be animals.


            Participates in small group teacher directed activity for 10-15 minutes.


            Washes hands unassisted.


            

          

          	
            Talks about experiences/events and own feelings.


            Brushes teeth with supervision.


            Take and keep the material back at appropriate place.

          

          	
            Engages in cooperative play with rules and roles assigned.


            Provides alternative solutions in difficult situations.


            Participates in independent work for 20 minutes.


            Brushes teeth unassisted.


            Supports and assists another child.

          
        


        
          	
            Cognitive Skills

          

          	
            Names pictured objects.


            Has short attention span.


            Identifies big/small objects.


            Touches and counts 1-3 objects.


            Matches three colours.


            Learning is mostly based on exploration.


            Identifies own drawing.


            Names objects that go together.


            Finds difficulty in distinguishing between reality and fantasy. Understands the concept of “one”.

          

          	
            Arranges objects in order of size (upto 4 levels).


            Classifies objects /pictures in categories.


            Touches and counts four or more objects.


            Identifies and names four colours.


            Works on puzzles (4-5 pieces).


            Asks ‘why’ for information.


            Repeats three numerals.


            Continues to have difficulty between fantasy and reality.

          

          	
            Matches, identifies and names four basic colours.


            Has more extended attention span.


            Draws names and describes recognizable picture.


            Knows own age.


            Recognizes and names some letters and numerals.


            Knows home address.


            Can compare three pictures.


            Can tell likenesses and differences.


            Can tell what material objects are made of.


            Learns to distinguish between real and unreal.

          

          	
            Shows interest in clock and time.


            Likes structured activities.


            Names all numerals (1-10) and most alphabet letters.


            Completes puzzle of 10 or more pieces.


            Attention span widened.


            Time concepts are expanding (Diwali will come after two weeks).

          
        


        
          	
            Language Skills

          

          	
            Says her name.


            Points to pictures of common objects when they are named.


            Talks to self in mirror.

          

          	
            Says full name.


            Talks in sentences of 4-5 words.


            Tells about past experiences.


            Continues to talk out loud to

          

          	
            Can identify and point to pictures described.


            ‘Reads’ pictures.


            Provides rhyming word to complete a set i.e. bat, rat, …)

          

          	
            Retells story from picture book with reasonable accuracy.


            Pretends or


            acts out a

          
        


        
          	

          	
            Understands no, not, don’t and can’t.


            Enjoys listening to simple, short story books.


            Identifies pictures of action words (eating, clapping, running).


            Enjoys looking at picture books.


            Verbalizes wants.


            Struggling to make sense of world.


            Follows simple directions such as:


            Give me the block;


            Bring your shoes and socks;


            Repeat parts of rhymes and songs.


            Answers simple questions:


            What is this?


            Can identify objects when told their use.


            Places object in, on, under, beside.


            Can point to parts of the body.

          

          	
            themselves as they play with materials.


            Tells action in picture.


            Makes up words and rhymes.


            Asks for explanations.


            Speech is understandable


            but there are still some sound erasers.


            Likes to talk with


            adults. Listens longer to stories.


            Sings simple nursery rhymes.


            Understands prepositions (on, under, inside)


            Can point to smallest of two squares.

          

          	
            Asks for explanations.


            Well formed sentence structure.


            Follows instructions in proper order.


            Understands comparatives like big, bigger and biggest.


            Use verbal directions into play activities.


            Understands sequencing of events.


            Middle last


            Ask when, how, and why questions.


            Demonstrate a variety of uses for a language


            such as getting information, expressing opinions and giving


            informations.


            Identifies and points to above, below, top, bottom, between.

          

          	
            story.


            Listens and takes turns in group discussion.


            Loves to talk.


            Speaks fluently and clearly.


            Uses more complex sentences.


            Asks meaning of words.


            Reads 10 common words.


            Communicates well with family members and friends and strangers.


            Identifies and points to some, most, first, all.

          
        

      
    


    (Source: Kirsten A. Hansen, Roxane K. Kaufmann, Kate Burke Walsh; ‘Step by Step: A Program for Children and Families’ published by Children’s Resources International, Inc. in partnership with Open Society Institute, New York)


    While looking at the characteristics of young children, the preschool teacher can plan for age- and developmentally appropriate activities and can make modifications for the individual differences, wherever required. The important thing to remember is that each child is unique. They cannot and should not be compared with one another. As said earlier, although there are set patterns of growth, yet each child develops at her own pace and in her own style. That is why we find differences among children in a class. The quality of the learning environment plays a significant role in early years as it affects young children’s feelings, behaviour and ability to accomplish tasks. The ECE programme’s schedule, routines and transitions also help create a comfortable atmosphere.


    Quality ECE programme must plan and weave opportunities where children get a feeling of success and not of failure. If the teacher does not plan and relate activities and experiences to developmental factors, children often get a feeling of failure or frustration. Teachers should provide lots of challenging materials, activities and experiences according to the developmental level of each child so that the children get a sense of achievement. If you provide very simple and easy activity to older group of children, it will not excite and challenge them as they can do it quickly and easily. On the other hand if you provide difficult and complex material to much younger group of children, they will not be able to cope with it and get frustrated. Every child has special interests and own learning style. Therefore, the teacher needs to adopt innovative and different strategies to help all children succeed as learners.


    



    1.3 Components of Quality Early Childhood Education


    The term ‘Quality’ does not have any standard definition; various definitions of the term reflect different perceptions of the individuals and society. The term ‘quality’ generally refers to high degree of goodness, worth or excellence in an ‘object’ or system. Quality is an attribute of any object, structure or system that is relative in nature and cannot be measured in isolation. The NCF 2005 views quality as a systematic attribute rather than only a feature of instruction or attainment. Moreover, it is not merely a measure of efficiency; it also has a value dimension. The attempt to improve quality of education will succeed only if it goes hand in hand with steps to promote equality and social justice. Quality is a multilevel and multidimensional concept that includes various programmes and classroom features (Mashburn et al., 2008). In the context of ECCE, quality reflects components of the environment that are related to positive child outcomes in the academic and social domains. The two broad dimensions that are often used for ECCE quality are features of programme infrastructure and children’s direct experiences in classrooms. Quality in Early Childhood Education has been recommended widely and ‘Quality start’ is the entitlement of every child, and responsibility of every parent and educator. While defining ‘quality’ in the context of ECE, it may be suggested that it would encompass all those issues which would contribute to quality experiences for young children.


    While assuring quality, it is important to take note of those who are involved in a variety of services and across different sectors in the area of ECE. In an ECE setting both teachers and children come from a range of backgrounds, disciplines and experiences. Teachers are entrusted with the challenging responsibility of care and education of all these young children. Although a high quality ECE programme is flexible, teachers need to do lot of prior planning to make it balanced, suitable and appropriate to children’s needs, interests and abilities. A quality Early Childhood Education Programme is expected to have the following components:


    (a) Age and developmentally appropriate curriculum


    (b) Adequate opportunities for play


    (c) Enabling and stimulating learning environment


    (d) Well trained and qualified staff


    (e) Equal opportunity policy


    (f) Appropriate methods of Observing and Assessing children


    (g) Systematic involvement of parents and other care-givers


    (h) Nutritious meals and Health Care


    (i) Favourable teacher-child ratio


    (j) School readiness and smooth transition to primary school.


    



    (a) Age and developmentally appropriate curriculum


    The curriculum is the sum total of all the experiences available to the child, and it cannot be reduced to a syllabus. It has to be constructed to suit the child’s requirements in different contexts, and should be in tune with the age, needs and abilities of the child; it requires full involvement of the teacher, while developing and also while transacting it in the classroom. It is important to reiterate that the curriculum should not be dull, meaningless and demanding for the child. Often it is seen that the present pre-school education programme forces children to do things most inappropriate for their age and needs. A good programme should cover all the things that would facilitate children’s learning and development. This calls for a developmentally appropriate programme that focuses on the holistic development of the child in a stimulating and stress free environment, fostering active exploration and experimentation through play.


    Cognitive skills such as problem solving, observation, memory, sequential thinking, classification and analysing play an important role in all the activities that children do. Manipulation of concrete objects or sensory motor involvement is the most important component of learning for young children. Young children need opportunities to use their cognitive skills as they actively engage with materials and activities rather than learning situations that require them to listen or to watch.


    Literacy development is growth in communication skills including initial speaking and listening, and then writing and reading. A certain level of attainment in language skills is essential to enable the child to begin formal education successfully. Every part of a quality ECE programme should offer the opportunity for literacy development, “The classroom should display print rich environment and quality children’s literature. Literacy skills can best be sharpened through listening, speaking, dictated drawings, expressing ideas and specifically planned emergent literacy activities in the ECE programme based on needs and age of the children. The whole child should be the focus of the programme.


    Physical and motor development should cover the activities and experiences for gross motor and fine motor skills such as, building with blocks, sand and water play, stringing beads, lacing cards, creative art activities and so on. Apart from development of physical abilities it should also include conversations on caring for the body, how to keep the body healthy and fit, and nutrition for healthy body. Motor skills that are needed in the performance of gross motor activities involve control of arms, legs and trunk and for fine motor activities these would involve control of the hands, feet and fingers. Music activities provide children with opportunities to learn clapping, singing, rhythm, and the interpretation of music through movement. There are many other opportunities for learning physical skills such as lacing a shoe, hammering a nail, buttoning a coat, pedaling a tricycle etc.


    Children at different ages need different kinds of opportunities for learning physical skills. These are reflected in the structured activities that teachers present each day to a particular group of children. For example, toddlers need more frequent opportunities for self-help routines to learn physical skills such as dressing themselves, buttoning, zipping, folding, tying, buckling, putting on and taking off clothing etc. This also includes feeding themselves, managing napkins, glasses and cups, carrying plates, pouring and serving. Self-help routines also include washing and drying hands and face, brushing teeth, combing one’s hair. Toddlers are also involved in putting toys back to the storage, dressing dolls, completing two piece puzzles, stringing beads, using crayons, turning pages, building blocks, sand and water play, etc. The above said opportunities for young children to practice and master physical skills are a major part of quality ECE programme.


    There are opportunities for the acquisition of gross motor skills for which outdoor activities such as running, climbing, pushing, pulling, jumping, throwing, catching should be included in the programme.


    Social skills are very important because children must learn to get along with others. Sooner the children learn the skill of getting along easily and happily with others, it is more likely that they would enjoy school life and feel confident. ECE programme should plan and include such experiences that promote the ability to control antisocial impulses/behaviour. Small group activities and play in carefully planned activity areas help children to get along in a group, enjoy playing with other children, cooperate and share. The major goals for social skill learning in ECE settings relate to peer interactions and socially desirable behaviour. Play activities weaved into the quality ECE programme provide many opportunities to young children to learn social skills related to being a member of a group.


    Emotional domain is emphasised in the quality ECE programme because child needs to develop emotional stability or control over her emotions to feel self-confident. Emotionally safe and healthy children do not feel insecure; they feel free, and have positive self-esteem. Social emotional development during ECE stage is about socialization where children learn about values and socially desirable behavior. It is all about helping a child to become kind, competent, independent and confident person. Sometimes the socio-emotional activities are not visible in the written planned ECE programme but these are woven in the programme. Table manners, cleanliness, use of dustbin, controlling impulses, expressing feelings and sharing materials are a few examples.


    



    (b) Adequate opportunities for play


    The quality ECE programme assures play as an integral part of the preschool programme. Play-based programme is flexible that can be easily adapted by teachers for all age groups including infancy. Play allows the optimal meaningful development of the child. Children learn as they play. Many researchers have revealed that play affects many types of skills as well as general development. Play directly influences all areas of development – physical / motor, social, emotional, language and literacy, cognitive and art, and aesthetic development. It provides learning experiences to the child in a concrete form and thus makes the child an active participant. Play based developmentally appropriate programme encourages the children to develop different interests, talents and reach their goals. It provides rich experiences and children are able to practise, master and retain concepts, skills and knowledge related to their previous experiences. However it is important to remember that if a learning experience is to facilitate learning, it has to meet the learning needs of the child; in this way such a planned experience should be ‘developmentally appropriate’.


    
      
        Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1929) wrote: “It seems to me that from the point of view of development, play is not the predominant form of activity, but is, in a certain sense, the leading source of development in preschool years”.

      

    


    



    (c) Enabling and stimulating learning environment


    
      
        [image: ]


        
          Figure 1.2

        

      

    


    Understandings coming from the field of neuroscience emphasize the importance of providing emotionally secure and supportive environment for young children’s learning and development. Children need to feel safe, secure and confident. Stress can destroy brain cells and make learning more difficult. The indoor and outside areas should be viewed as total learning environment and therefore design of the indoor and outdoor space needs to be purposeful. When the physical environment is carefully planned, keeping in mind the needs of the children and the objectives of ECE programme, there are more learning opportunities for children. Besides physical environment, quality ECE environment includes secure relationships with teachers and other care-givers. Children are active learners. A safe and secure play environment encourages young children to develop necessary skills and competence. Preschool teachers are often faced with the task of providing young children with a well-defined stimulating and supportive learning environment that offers a wide range of materials/apparatus and equipment. The indoor and outdoor physical environment fosters optimal growth and development through opportunities for exploration and learning. Physical space and materials provided affect the level of involvement of the children and the quality of interaction between teachers and children.


    



    (d) Well trained and qualified staff


    Knowledgeable and responsive staff of the ECE centre is the critical factor to determine the quality of the programme. It is generally assumed that any person who likes children or who herself is a mother will be a good person to run the early childhood education programme. This may not always be true. Regular training of the staff members at ECE centre is very crucial and needs to be emphasized. The training programmes of anganwadi workers should give them adequate inputs about child development so that they are able to relate activities with the development or be creative to develop their own programmes and activities. Training is also important for the professionals who are responsible for the grassroots training and supervision. Good teachers provide emotionally warm environment where children share emotions and ideas with others. Sharing ideas enables children to see the world from another’s perspective. Knowledgeable teachers figure out how the young children in their programmes think, learn and make sense of the world. Well trained teachers communicate to parents, community and others care-givers about what they are doing and why they are doing it. They are able to articulate how play experiences promote learning and development. They guide parents and community members on how to support and participate in play activities.


    



    (e) Equal opportunity policy


    The environment of an ECE center should be such where children can safely explore gender related roles and take part in different kinds of activities that are related to these roles. It is not fair to assume that all boys like blocks and all girls like art activities and doll play. For example, boys should also be engaged in doll’s area and girls should also be given more gross motor activities. For this, the teacher also needs to be conscious while displaying pictures and reading story books to children. Perhaps many times teachers are not aware of any gender bias in their classroom management or in their teaching style /strategies. It is important for all of us to reflect on our teaching strategies/practices and consider whether or not any part of our teaching practices are driven by gender bias. It is important for all of us to discover any hidden attitude we may have about gender. We all need to remember that our teaching practices can have a lifelong impact on young children’s learning potential in their early years of life.
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          Figure 1.3

        

      

    


    
      
        • Do I encourage the girls differently than I encourage the boys?


        • Do I use statements like “Why are you crying like a girl? Boys don’t cry.”


        • Do I expect boys to be involved in one type of play and girls to be involved in others?


        • Do I allow only girls in the dolls area and not the boys?


        • Do I plan gross motor activities keeping boys in my mind?

      

    


    



    (f) Appropriate Methods of Observing and Assessing Children


    Observation and continuous assessment of children help the teacher to provide a detailed description of the overall personality of the child, her progress and development over time. Teachers may utilize such information for classroom planning and making developmentally appropriate activities for individual children as well as for the group as a whole. It would also help the teacher to identify and help the children with special needs. The parents could also be benefitted as they are kept informed about the progress of their children. The partnership between parents and teachers on the basis of regular progress sharing gets strengthened and it adds to the quality of the ECE programme.


    



    (g) Systematic involvement of parents and other care-givers


    Quality ECE programmes depend on strong partnerships between teachers and families. Teachers and parents share a common love and concern for the child. Children feel more secure and supported when their parents are involved in a variety of school activities. It is a wonderful opportunity that increases the interaction and communication between schools and families. Parents are the first teachers and have a lasting influence on their children’s attitude, emotions, values and ideas. Teachers are professionals having knowledge about child development and growth. Both of them play a crucial role in the development and education of the children. Another important fact is that children imbibe a lot of learning from outside formal educational settings. Therefore, the linkage between home, preschool and community must be strengthened. When parents participate in ECE programme, teachers are able to get additional information about children and their family environment and this may help them to deal with the child in a better way. However working with parents also requires prior planning and lot of guidance skills on the part of the teacher. There are many ways to strengthen and enrich this bond. The strategies may of course vary according to specific preschool situations.


    
      
        According to Bruce and Meggit (2002), “Equality of opportunity means opening up access for every child and family to full participation in early childhood services. There can be no quality in early childhood services unless there is equality of opportunity”.


        Children should not be denied of their rights based on their race, nationality, gender or abilities; boys and girls should not be treated differently.

      

    


    



    (h) Nutritious Meal and Health Care


    Every child must be given a nutritional supplement in the school to compensate for any nutrition deficiencies. Stimulation and nutrition together positively affect development of the children. As per the guidelines of the Honourable Supreme Court, every child should be served at least one hot cooked mid-day meal, locally produced, and one mid-morning or mid-afternoon snack as per age requirements. In addition to providing mid-day meal, there should be ample provisions for adequate and appropriate health care. Medical check up of all the children is necessary at regular intervals. It will help to monitor growth (height and weight) and nutritional supplementation of all the children. At the same time early detection of disabilities will help in providing counselling and treatment for the disability.


    



    (i) Favourable Teacher-child ratio


    Smaller size of the classroom has always been suggested for addressing the quality of processes in the ECE classroom. It has been suggested that age-wise this ratio could be: Age 3 to 4 years and 4 to 5 years - 1 trained teacher for 20 children; Age 5 to 6 years - 1 trained teacher to 25 children. However it has also been observed in a few countries that class size alone is sometimes used as a justification for neglect of in-depth analyses of quality issues. It is felt that investment in teacher training and regular support to them in managing classrooms would be a better strategy to address quality. For example, using empathy and social-emotional skills, culturally relevant group games and activities or rotational leadership processes can help children to work collaboratively on group activities. This does not mean that a larger class size is better, but in a context in which there is lack of trained caregivers, more creative strategising may be necessary. Smaller child-caregiver groupings are still important for stimulation, development and adequate protection of young children.


    



    (j) School readiness and smooth transition to Primary School


    Quality ECE programme provides for the school readiness activities which helps children in making a smooth transition to primary schools. When children join primary school after completing their preschool it is important to ensure that they are well adjusted in their new settings. That is why it is felt necessary that preschool and primary school should be in close vicinity. The methodologies adopted by the teachers in the primary classes could be different from those of preschool teachers, and the child may feel little insecure and upset. It is the responsibility of the preschools to bridge the gap, if any, between early learning and primary school environment to facilitate a smooth transition. A good preschool programme should therefore provide for this expectation.


    1.4 Why is it important to provide Quality Early Childhood Education?


    Arguments for a quality early childhood education programme have been discussed in the introductory section of this chapter. It is an accepted fact that early experience affects the development of the brain and lays the foundation for intelligence, emotional health and moral development. Healthy early development, and particularly school readiness, is dependent on how young children think and feel. It is also felt that early intervention is important, and well-designed, accessible early intervention programmes are needed for children at risk. A quality ECE programme not only addresses the diverse needs of young children but also helps in discovering the problems faced by children with special abilities and children at risk.


    
      
        Reasons For Providing A Good ECE Programme


        • Findings of brain researches advocate for quality experiences at early stage.


        • ECE is a cost effective way to reduce poverty and foster economic growth.


        • ECE helps in the smooth transition to primary school.


        • ECE is a pathway to inclusion and social equity.

      

    


    Findings of brain researches advocate for quality experiences at early stage


    Researches in the field of neurosciences reveal that quality experiences during the first six years enhance children’s physical/motor, social, emotional and cognitive development (Barnett, 1995). Recent researches on the functioning of the brain also indicate that quality ECE programme not only affects a child’s development but also actually changes the physical structure of the brain (Dana Alliance for Brain Initiatives, 1996). The first five years are critical and sensitive periods in a person’s life when the differentiation of nerve function and establishment of neural pathways occur. In the first six years, the growth of the brain is very rapid and afterwards it develops at a relatively slower rate. Babies begin to learn rapidly from the moment they are born. During the first five years, there is a rapid increase in the development of the number of synapses (the wiring of nerve connections) between neurons (brain cells). The neural pathways connect different parts of the brain. During the first five years, the child’s brain is working on connecting the neurons. Take, for example, when we play cricket and run on the pitch again and again, what happens? A path is created and the grass of that particular area goes flat. Similarly, when the baby uses her senses of learning, smelling, touching, seeing or tasting again and again through different experiences, a sensory path is made. By age three, growth of the human brain is almost complete. Researchers suggest that billions of neurons in the child’s brain must be stimulated to form sensing pathways, which would influence a person’s competence and how she/he learns and behaves. Whatever we ‘do’ and ‘say’ to a child (positive and negative experiences) during the early years influence the formation of these critical pathways and processes. That is why it is emphasized to provide more enriching experiences and activities for sensory development. A quality ECE programme must provide opportunities and activities for development of each of the five senses i.e., seeing, touching, hearing, smelling and tasting. These neural connections or sensing pathways mould the way the child feels, behaves, thinks and learns. In other words these neurological pathways in the brain control the child’s language, intellectual, emotional, psychological and physical responses. It is difficult to change many of these neural connections in the later stages of life. These neural pathways influence how we cope up with the challenges of life.


    ECE is the cost effective way to reduce poverty and foster economic growth


    ECE is important for the overall development of the child, especially children coming from low income families and at-risk children, as these children get inadequate and irrelevant experiences at home. Children from poor families are particularly deprived as their parents may be illiterate and not able to effectively interact with them, and there are very few opportunities for optimal development. Children do not get toys to play with and books to look at and read. If a young child continuously gets such kind of deprived environment in the most important years of her/his life, it is likely to have adverse effects on development. In this context ECE plays a very important role as the child gets a stimulating environment at the quality ECE center and it facilitates her proper development. ECE helps girls to regularly attend primary school as they are free from taking care of their siblings.


    ECE helps in Universalisation of Elementary Education


    Quality ECE provides School Readiness activities to the children thus contributing to the universalisation of elementary education. School readiness focuses on the dimensions of early learning development. These dimensions are: physical well being and motor development, social and emotional development, language development and cognitive development. Each dimension plays an important role in the child’s preparation for school. Children’s readiness for school helps them in making a smooth transition from ECE centre to primary school in terms of their preparedness to learn and to the new learning environment. Children who participate in early childhood programmes are more likely to enroll in school, complete school on time, plan their families, earn higher household incomes, become productive adults and educate their own children. This, to some extent, leads to reduction in the number of dropouts and failures at the primary level.


    ECE is a pathway to inclusion and social equity


    Every child has a right to get the best possible childhood experiences. According to Sims (2009), equity in early childhood education refers to fairness and is based on a balance of two different sets of rights: right to attend an early childhood environment, and the right to participate and be represented equally within that environment. Children have diverse needs and they come from different cultural and social backgrounds. This results in children participating in early childhood environments differently. The most significant gains are noted among children from low income families. According to research findings children who go to pre-school are less likely to need special education, repeat grades or participate in illegal activity. Children’s access to quality early childhood programmes which address issues of equity and social justice is crucial in maximising children’s participation in the learning experiences.


    Research findings on Early Learning Years


    • Human brain is plastic. There is a reduction in the plasticity of sensing pathways after a sensitive period of the first five years ends. Research also shows that a baby’s brain is more active and more flexible than an adult’s brain. The young child is ‘literally an alien genius’ (Gopnik et al. 1999).


    • Early brain development sets the foundation for lifelong learning behaviour and health (McCain and Mustard, 2006).


    • The brain-body connections are crucial in the function of the immune system and the body’s host defenses. This is one of the reasons that quality stimulation of brain development in the early years is associated with better health in adult life (Sternberg, 2000).


    • “A newborn’s brain is composed of trillions of neurons…The experiences of childhood determine which neurons are used, that wire the circuits of the brain. Those neurons that are not used may die” (Begley 1996, cited at http://web.worldbank.org).


    • Exposure to an early learning program in the year before school entry has a positive effect on children’s school readiness (Sammons 2010; Sylva et al. 2010; Wong et al. 2008).


    



    1.5 Essentials to ensure Quality ECE


    The right kind of intervention at the right time with active stimulation in an emotionally supportive stress free environment fosters the pace of learning by young children. That is why it is important to ensure the quality of ECE programme. In order to evolve a quality ECE programme, genuine efforts are called for from different stakeholders.
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    Setting up norms and standards


    Standards need to be defined in relation to the overall objectives laid down for ECE programme and also in relation to each objective. The norms and standards are particularly required for the essential elements of quality viz. Curriculum, Teachers, Teacher-pupil ratio and group size, Infrastructure, and Supervision and Monitoring. Considering the diversity of levels, needs, contexts and perceptions, there can be no one single uniform standard laid down for all. There are also programmes that offer different components or different combinations of components. However, there can be a certain range of variation for each group.


    
      
        Priority Issues


        • Setting up norms and standards


        • Regulations


        • Advocacy


        • Training of the work force and professionals


        • Research


        • Resources

      

    


    Regulations


    When we are dealing with the development of young children it is important to ensure that quality of the programme being offered is appropriate. It is high time for the Government to bring in legislations to control mushrooming of poor quality ECE programmes. As of today there are no authorized guidelines about who should run the preschool centers, how they should be run and how they should be directed to contribute optimally in the development of children. Different strategies and approaches should be evolved for stronger and more partnership between government, private and voluntary sectors. The involvement of early childhood professionals in the regulation process will ensure the introduction and implementation of fair and appropriate sectors.


    Advocacy


    Quality Care and Education are inseparable. Therefore, the child and family must be considered together and partnership between parents, professionals and teachers must be developed. Generally parents lack knowledge about the significance of this period in the life of their child. They need guidance on how to promote appropriate development of their child. Hence there is a need for massive campaigning using all types of media. The message should be the same – the significance of this period of life for human development and brain growth; the dangers of early malnutrition and neglect; the purpose, content, scope and meaning of ECCE; the dangers of introducing too early formal methods unsuitable for the age group; the importance of transacting the curriculum in a language familiar to the child; the integration of health and nutrition with care, development and education at this stage; the dispelling of false myths and replacing them with accurate information in the child’s interest. At the same time, there is a need to address the aspirations and dreams of parents. Sometimes parents may have unrealistic aspirations. If parents understand the significance of ECCE in the overall context of learning and development, pressures for formal teaching and learning at the preschool stage will be reduced.


    Training of the Work force and Professionals


    The staff working at ECE centers is generally not given quality pre-service and in-service training. This is a critical area and needs immediate attention. The training of professionals of this area requires careful consideration on issues such as preparation of modules to upgrade knowledge and skills of teachers and care-givers, introducing flexibility in the training programmes, enhancing capacity of existing training institutions, introducing well planned inputs for supervisors, etc. The quality of training will determine the quality of personnel in ECE programmes. While planning for training of preschool teachers there is a need to focus on practical ‘hands-on-training’, frequent in-service training programmes, exposure visits to model preschool centers and experience sharing amongst teachers. At the same time the syllabus of Nursery Teacher Training Courses need to be reviewed and updated to provide for the current and other evolving issues of ECE.


    Research


    The field of education cannot survive unless strong links are created between policy, practice and research. Research has to feed into the policy and at the same time issues related to programme practices need to be studied in order to understand their impact on children and their stakeholders. Research provides a scientific basis for developing specific interventions. In order to have an upgradation, research should be pursued as a regular and continuous activity.


    Resources


    No programme can be run successfully over a long period of time in the absence of adequate resources of all types – Human, Physical and Financial. There should not be any compromise in matters of the care and education of young children. Continuous monitoring of ECE centres, on the spot guidance and demonstrations are needed to ensure quality of ECE programme on a regular basis. Government, educationists and professionals need to pay sincere attention and display a sense of commitment to see the area of Early Childhood Education prospering.
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