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Abstract 

Children living under marginalized conditions are present in most of the communities across 

the world. Therefore, understanding marginalization as a concept is challenging, because 

there is seldom an agreed definition of the term within any one country, let alone across 

countries. Children and their families who are confined to the peripheral edge of the society 

are considered to be marginalized in general. Marginalization for these children in their 

early learning phase is a form of relentless disadvantage rooted in underlying social 

inequalities. Marginalization is one of the major factors contributing to low learning 

achievements among children. It is however, important to understand this statement more 

clearly by addressing a few significant questions like who are marginalized children? What 

are the factors contributing to their exclusion and lack of early learning opportunities? How 

innovative courses in child development at higher education can contribute to better 

educational outcomes?  Unpacking these queries may unravel a few threads behind 

marginalization in early learning among children. 

Keywords: marginalization, child development, early learning, educational outcomes, 

higher education, ECCE, SDGs. 

Introduction 

In India, providing inclusive and 

quality education, child-friendly 

environment in schools, education for 

all- are not the recent topics of debates 

among academicians, policy makers, 

bureaucrats and others. Although, 

there is not much positive noise about 

the basic educational outcomes on the 

3Rs (reading, writing and arithmetic) 

taught mostly in our schools.  

The historic Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, by the UN General 

Assembly in 1948, declared that 

“everyone has the right to education”. In 

addition, Article 26 in the Declaration 

stated that “education shall be free, at 
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least in the elementary and 

fundamental stages” and “elementary 

education shall be compulsory.'' 

The recent National Education Policy 

2019 (draft) has carefully looked at the 

significance and role of Early 

Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) 

for  marginalised children. Our newer 

Sustainable Development Goals 

fascinatingly states that the world 

today has excelled in attaining 

knowledge than ever before. But, not 

everyone in the nation has been the 

equal beneficiary of this 

transformation of knowledge. Globally, 

countries have made remarkable 

strides in improving the educational 

opportunities available for children at 

all levels, by improving the enrolment 

rates in schools, and basic literacy 

skills of these children. A tremendous 

improvement in the literacy rate of 

students in the age-group of 15-24 

years from 83.2% to 91.4% between 

1990 to 2016 is worth noticing. 

Nevertheless, the completion rates 

have witnessed a decline in recent 

years dipping from 90.7% in 2012 in 

primary school to 89.6% by 2016. 

While most developing countries 

endorse the principles of equal 

opportunity and universal education 

rights, the evidence has clearly shown 

that some people are more equal than 

others in attaining these opportunities 

– the marginalized being the least 

equal of all. Thus, it is important to 

identify the real factors contributing to 

the exclusion of these young children 

and the reasons for lack of early 

learning opportunities.  

This paper is an attempt to shift the 

dialogue from defining marginalization 

and early childhood development to 

understanding the impact of poverty 

and marginalized conditions on child’s 

learning outcomes.  

Understanding Early Learning & 

Marginalization 

Early Learning and development 

Children are dynamic learners right 

from birth and they learn better and 

faster through positive childhood 

experiences, sensory stimulation, 

imitation, and scaffolding. In contrast 

to the earlier belief that children are 

passive learners and their mind is a 

blank slate (tabula rasa), the current 

approach to early learning envisions 

that children start making sense of the 

world from birth itself. The main 

principles of early learning and 

development are summarized as:  

● Developmental needs of each child is 

different and she/he grows at 

his/her own pace.  
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● Children display a range of skills and 

competencies in different domains of 

development. 

● Children learn through active 

exploration of their environment. 

● Early learning is based on 

developmental domains and is 

multidimensional. 

● Families and communities play an 

important role in promoting early 

learning and holistic development of 

young children. 

According to Jean Piaget (1957) 

children learn by exploring and 

experimenting within their 

environments. It is crucial for their 

holistic development to be exposed to 

stimulating and engaging 

opportunities for them grow positively 

without any prejudices. Piaget also 

believed that appropriately planned 

learning experiences encourage 

children to experiment at their own 

levels in their environments where 

they can use objects to construct 

relationships and understandings. 

These environments should be above 

any biases or socio-economic 

conditions of children. In addition to 

the importance of active learning or 

‘hands-on-learning’ among young 

children, Vygotsky (1978) emphasized 

the power of social interaction and the 

value of authentic cultural experiences 

for children. Vygotsky’s ‘Zone of 

Proximal Development’ concept 

emphasizes the need to observe and 

assist children’s initial learning 

experiences. These educational 

pioneers shared a belief that the child 

constructs knowledge through 

interactions with the physical and 

social environments (A Guide to Early 

Childhood Program Development, 

2007, p.3). 

Children from impoverished families 

are generally found to be performing 

lower in cognitive and socio- emotional 

domains. Especially this is common 

among children who are exposed to 

poverty and lack of stimulating 

environment at school and home. The 

research below summarised how early 

learning gets impacted under 

marginalised conditions. 

Fig. 1. Poverty not only affects 
cognitive development when you 

are young but it also affects you in 
the long run when it comes to 

academics. 
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Marginalization: Unpacking social 

groups 

The Convention on the Rights of the 

Child calls on governments to provide 

an education that leads to the 

development of the child’s personality, 

talents and mental and physical 

abilities to their fullest potential’ 

(United Nations, 1989, Article 29). For 

many children, though, the experience 

undermines learning potential, dis-

empowers and stigmatizes them 

(Klasen, 2001).  

The UNESCO Education for All Global 

Monitoring Report 2010 elaborated 

the potentially marginalized groups, 

clustered in different categories under 

44 education plans:  

● Gender-related: Although in some 

countries girls now outperform 

boys, boys were never mentioned 

as a disadvantaged or marginalized 

group. 

● Culture-related: children belonging 

to specific castes, ethnic groups or 

tribes, religious groups, children 

speaking specific language.  

● Location-related: children living in 

conflict-affected areas, refugees 

and displaced persons, child 

soldiers, nomads, rural, 

(pastoralist...), children living in 

urban slums, street children; 

● Poverty-related: working children, 

over-aged children, 

poor/vulnerable children, single 

mothers; 

● Special groups: disabled children, 

gifted children, children living with 

HIV and Aids, orphans. The above 

categorization raises the issue if a 

specific category should not be 

created for conflict related groups, 

including child soldiers, refugees 

and displaced persons.  

The first part of this section supported 

us in identifying some of the most 

marginalized social groups. Poverty 

often makes education unaffordable 

and pushes children out of classrooms 

and into employment. Gender 

intersects with low income to create 

forces of marginalization that are less 

tangible and less easily measurable 

than poverty but no less damaging. The 

low value placed on girls’ education 

can make them the last into school and 

the first out when poverty strikes. 

Cultural attitudes and beliefs, 

stigmatization and discrimination also 

fuel marginalization. 
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Children living in marginalized 

conditions 

Children at risk of marginalization in 

early childhood learning are present in 

most of the communities. The daily 

experiences of slum dwellers in Mumbai 

and Delhi, ethnic minority children in 

Haryana or Uttar Pradesh, a blind girl 

from a low-income home in Rajasthan 

and a malnourished child in Bihar or 

Orissa are poles apart- What they have 

in common are inadequate 

opportunities to develop to their full 

potential. Thus, on the surface the lives 

of these children may appear different 

and at diverse extremities. 

Marginalization in early learning is a 

form of relentless disadvantage rooted 

in underlying social inequalities.  

Complexities in India- the current 

scenario 

Children from the marginalised 

communities come from low or no 

literacy backgrounds. The real life 

experiences, which they have in 

abundance somewhere gets lost when 

they enter schools. For these children 

their first active engagement with the 

print/text occurs only when they enrol 

in early childhood centres. Such 

children who do not have a print-based 

home environment in their early 

childhood years have been found to be 

at a major disadvantage when in 

school. This is compounded by the fact 

that many of these children are first 

generation learners and come from 

social-disadvantage families. 

In the current scenario, the cost of 

education fluctuates as per the 

availability and preferences of 

educational settings by different 

economic groups. Education while at 

one end in public-funded schools is 

free, private schools at the other end 

comes with several versions and price-

tags. This divides the whole system 

into variants of educational options - 

‘affordability’ and ‘accessibility’. Since 

the education in government schools is 

nearly free, they are ultimately opted 

by the parents as the last option. As 

India has an education market that 

perpetuates inequities in quality of 

education, based on affordability. 

The current education goal under SDGs 

selectively talks about equitable and 

inclusive education of children. This 

further elaborates providing one 

system for all children to endorse 

equal opportunity for them to learn 

and thrive, and so that participation 

and learning outcomes are equalized 

across all genders and social categories 

by 2030. This is in contrast with the 

objective of the state welfare, where 

quality education is primarily the 

state’s responsibility.  
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What causes exclusion and 

discrimination in education? This is 

one of the most debatable questions 

among different stakeholders. To 

answer this it is important to reflect 

the basic cause for the exclusion from 

the education system. Children from 

marginalized and weaker societies 

often suffer from a lack of access to 

schools and quality education. Despite 

the dramatic leap in access to 

schooling over the past decade, there 

remain very serious barriers to access 

to early childhood and secondary 

education - especially for areas with 

large populations from educationally 

deprived groups. The problem does 

not end at access, a number of other 

factors also create barriers to learning, 

which results in low attendance, poor 

learning outcomes, and higher dropout 

rates. 

Strategic and pedagogical changes 

Education for All (EFA) Goal 1 by 

UNESCO 2000-2015 has stressed upon 

the expansion and improvement in 

early childhood care and education, 

especially for the most vulnerable and 

disadvantaged children”. Nearly all the 

plans (42 plans out of 44) include the 

expansion of ECCE among the 

objectives and refer to the formulation 

of the EFA goal.  Firstly, as mentioned 

above, only 13 plans out of 44 include 

targets for ECCE. Secondly, less than 

half of the countries (19 out of 44) 

have identified some specific strategies 

focused on the disadvantaged (see 

Figure 2). In the other plans, such 

focused and specific strategies are 

absent. They may have an ECCE policy, 

but this policy is not described as 

specifically targeting vulnerable 

children. However, the draft National 

Education Policy 2019 includes 

children with marginalised 

backgrounds. 

 

 The strategies mentioned in the plans 

can be grouped under three broad 

headings: 

● Provision of material goods:  

- Integral care which covers not 

only educational needs but also 

health, food and maternal care;  

- Provision of educational kits 

(uniforms, school bags, pencils, 

boards.  
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● Teaching/learning issues:  

- Specific teacher training;  

- Specific curriculum design 

●  Parents and community role:  

- Partnership with private sector, 

NGOs, PTAs, communities to 

finance ECCE centres;  

- Parent and community 

awareness 

Impact of marginalization on early 

learning 

Increased dropout rates 

A stimulating and conducive learning 

atmosphere, which sets high 

expectations for all learners, is 

essential. The school should provide all 

learners with an environment that 

caters for their diversity, maximises 

their learning potential and is aligned 

with their learning needs (Education & 

Training 2020 / Schools policy, 2015). 

Despite aggressive initiatives to attract 

children to schools, an estimated 8.1 

million children are out of school, the 

majority of those belonging to the 

disadvantaged groups. Despite 

achieving close to universal enrolment 

at primary level, 27% children drop 

out between Class 1 and 5, 41% before 

reaching Class 8, and 49% before 

reaching Class 10. The figures are 

higher for children from Scheduled 

Castes (27%, 43%, and 56% 

respectively) and Scheduled Tribes 

(36%, 55%, and 71%) (UNICEF). 

 “After the closure of the village primary 

school my parents didn’t bother to send 

me to the neighbourhood school. Now I 

support my parents by working in 

agricultural fields, taking care of 

siblings and doing domestic chores”- 

narrated by Sanatan Sikaka a 12 years 

old boy from Kauguda village, Odisha - 

The Wire, May 2018 

Leaving school too early is strongly 

linked with marginalization. Poverty, 

indifferent attitude of parents, the 

burden of domestic work have been 

pushing children like Sanmatan out of 

school abandoning their studies. 

Circumstances like these leads to child 

labour, migration, illiteracy and early 

marriage. 

Low Learning achievements 

In a country with equal opportunities 

for learning, it would be impossible to 

predict education outcomes on the 

basis of individual or group 

characteristics. Socio-economic 

hardships put children in an 

underprivileged position resulting into 

underachievement. This can be 

thematically categorised into a lack of 

positive environment and support 

from the government. Unfortunately, 
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no national data on learning 

achievement levels were available in 

India until a few years back. India's 

largest educational non-governmental 

organization (NGO), Pratham, facilitate 

each year from 2005 to 2014, and then 

again in 2016, the Annual Status of 

Education Report (ASER) which 

generates estimates for basic reading 

and arithmetic for a nationally 

representative sample of rural children 

in India. They carry out a survey of 

learning achievement of students on 

grade level-based assessments in the 

subjects taught for that grade. The 

recent data concluded that the learning 

levels are far below grade level for 

many children currently enrolled in 

school, especially in the disadvantaged 

communities. 

Negative impact on child’s holistic 

development 

Studies have indicated that social 

exclusion and marginalization lead to 

negative impact on children’s overall 

development.  In two large longitudinal 

studies (the Infant Health and 

Development Project and the National 

Longitudinal Survey of Youth-NLSY), 

family income predicted children’s 

vocabulary, IQ, and reading\and math 

skills even when families were 

statistically equated for single parent 

status, race, parent IQ, and many other 

characteristics. In the National 

Longitudinal Survey of Youth the effect 

for family income was consistently 

higher than the effect for maternal 

education and employment (Duncan, 

Brooks-Gunn, & Klebanov, 1994- 

1995). The overall results suggest that 

family income and poverty status are 

significant determinants of cognitive 

development and behavioural 

adjustment of children independent of 

family structure and parent’s 

education level. This shows that 

household income represents the most 

powerful predictor of developmental 

outcome in children. 

Limited access to educational 

materials and discrimination 

Discrimination against children from 

marginalized communities by teachers 

and other school staff leads to greater 

truancy. It is often observed that 

children from economically weaker 

sections receive limited exposure to 

literacy materials like books, 

stationary or stories, because of which 

their brain development is not seen at 

par in contrast with the more 

privileged peers.  

A significant proportion of India’s 

children are unable to demonstrate 

even the most basic levels of reading 

achievement, something that has been 
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noted prominently in children from 

poor families, scheduled castes and 

scheduled tribes and ethnic minority 

groups. Children were allowed to sit 

wherever they wanted to sit, but the 

teacher did not use seating as an 

approach to promote inclusion of the 

more marginalized children. Parents 

are discouraged from sending their 

children to schools due to this 

discrimination. It is important to not 

only provide access, but also ensure 

marginalized children are kept in 

school, to create equitable and 

inclusive quality education and lifelong 

learning for all. 

Remote rural areas are underserved 

Rural children face heightened risks of 

marginalization in education, 

especially if they are poor and female. 

Rural-urban divide in education often 

overlap with wider inequalities. In 

many countries, rural areas tend to 

have higher concentrations of poverty 

and less access to health care. 

Marginalization in early learning 

magnifies these disparities. Low 

population density in rural areas often 

means children have to travel greater 

distances to school, sometimes across 

difficult terrain. In addition, rural 

parents tend to be less educated. These 

concerns are compounded by 

government failure to provide schools 

or attract good teachers to the 

countryside.  

Significance of ECD at Higher 

Education 

As part of my decade of experience in 

ECCE, I have often observed students, 

research scholars wandering around 

the question- will a master’s degree in 

early childhood education is worth 

doing it? The truth is, master’s degree 

in early childhood education (ECE) is 

more than just an extra line on one’s 

resume.   

The Masters’ degree have a strong 

research component to strengthen the 

appropriate professional competence 

in the domain area, and to prepare 

students for a research degree. 

Development of knowledge related to 

teaching, pedagogy, and various 

aspects of education including equity, 

issues of marginalisation, economics 

and financing of education, policy and 

management and leadership also need 

to be developed at the University 

through research and higher academic 

degrees in education including the M.A. 

in Education, ECE, ECD (Research), as 

well as doctoral programmes of study. 

A master’s degree in early childhood 

education can enhance one’s cultural 

awareness and sensitivity in ways one 

can directly apply to one’s classroom. 
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Integrating culture in the classroom is 

extremely valuable to the development 

of young children, as exposing children 

to cultural differences at an early age 

teaches them to value and appreciate 

differences, rather than dismiss them. 

A master’s degree in ECE will also 

allow one to cultivate a sense of 

community involvement in one’s 

classroom setting. Community - sense 

of quality connections, rather than 

individuals of close proximity-serves 

as an essential but often overlooked 

element in early childhood education. 

For example, courses like M.A. 

Education (Early Childhood Care and 

Education) in Ambedkar University 

and M.A.(Early Childhood 

Development) at Jamia Millia Islamia, 

has the potential to enable a more in-

depth and scholarly understanding of 

ECCE as a discipline among students.  

Training workshops or courses at 

DIETs, NTT, NCERT and NIPCCID also 

strengthens the existing capacities of 

the teachers to better design and 

execute effective curriculum models 

and improve the effectiveness of their 

teaching through various types of 

curriculum design, including creative 

curriculum, developmental interaction 

approach and Montessori education. 

By learning to build curriculum around 

strategized processes, prioritized 

content and child development theory, 

a master’s program will be helpful in 

promoting uniformity in teaching 

techniques and predictable child 

outcomes within one’s classroom. 

It is essential for a teacher, to provide 

each student with the learning 

environment and modality that helps 

them develop positively. Learning 

styles differ from child to child, based 

on factors like a child's individual 

needs, mother tongue, child’s home 

environment, economic background. 

Being qualified in early childhood care 

and education, you get to learn 

different teaching techniques that can 

be woven throughout one’s lessons so 

that concepts reach each child 

effectively. 

As an ECE graduate student, one learn 

new procedures, strategies and 

teaching techniques that helps one 

foster a healthy learning environment 

for children belonging to diverse 

settings. Developing this 

comprehensive understanding of the 

classroom environment through the 

relevant education enhances the 

performance the children and results 

into positive learning outcomes. 
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Research indicates that teachers are 

the single most effective factor 

affecting student outcomes, so it 

becomes all the more critical for us to 

facilitate a productive and effective 

classroom management style. 

Recommendations 

● Investment in early years: working 

with marginalized groups should 

be the key focus for promoting 

better learning outcomes. 

Strengthening education systems 

have the potential to mitigate social 

disadvantage, yet often they either 

fail to utilize that potential or they 

actually magnify underlying 

problems. 

● Identifying gaps in the data sets 

available: Investment in 

disaggregated data collection 

should be an integral element of 

any national poverty reduction 

strategy- Making sure that 

everyone has a chance to develop 

their potential through education is 

an important challenge for all 

countries.  

● Equal opportunity in education is a 

basic human right. Moreover, fair 

and inclusive education is one of 

the most powerful levers available 

for making societies more 

equitable, innovative and 

democratic.  

● Changes at policy level: Extending 

opportunity to these groups 

requires more than the general 

expansion of education and the 

improvement of average learning 

achievement levels. It requires 

policies that target the underlying 

causes of disadvantage in education 

and beyond.  

● Data Management: Data have an 

important role to play in the 

formulation of policies. 

Disaggregated household survey 

data such as those available in the 

DME data set can provide policy-

makers with the means to identify 

social groups and areas 

characterized by high levels of 

deprivation. They can also provide 

insight into the interaction between 

different patterns of disadvantage, 

informing approaches to targeting 

it and the development of 

strategies aimed at equalizing 

opportunity. That is why 

investment in data collection and 

analysis should be an integral 

element of any national poverty 

reduction strategy 
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