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Abstract 

Children's health and learning during early childhood are the basis for their full participation in a society that produces favourable 
outcomes. But not all children grow up the same to benefit equally from regulated early childhood care and education (ECCE) poli-
cies. Therefore, this study explored context-specific barriers which disrupt the implementation of ECCE policies in selected estate 
communities of Sri Lanka. It also provided a possible framework of solutions to facilitate the ECCE implementation in most impov-
erished communities. Drawing on a case study design integrated into grounded theory, this study indicates that the ECCE is not well 
implemented in some estate communities due to unfavourable socio-cultural determinants. The absence of an enabling environ-
ment prevents children from access to ECCE services. Access to ECCE services can be ensured only when a localized and culture-
responsive mechanism is adopted at community levels. Adopting the globally recognized ECCE policies at local levels should be 
facilitated by incorporating some social engineering principles such as advocacy, enabling, and reflecting to ensure that all children 
have access to ECCE services without interruption and discrimination. 
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INTRODUCTION

The present study explored certain context-specific barriers 
which impair the implementation of Early Childhood Care 
and Education (ECCE) policies at the studied estate commu-
nities of Sri Lanka. While understanding those context-spe-
cific barriers, possible solutions were also found to facilitate 
the effective implementation of ECCE policies at local levels. 
Not all young children grow up the same as the socio-cul-
tural environment where they grow up influences their de-
velopment differently. Therefore, child development can be 
mainstreamed in one culture, while in another culture, chil-
dren can be ignored even from child development research 
(McLoyd et al., 2006). McLoyd et al. (2006) highlight that 
some young children are likely to be ignored by early child-
hood care and education programs. Sometimes, because of 
their place of origin and social identity, many young children 
are neglected and systematically controlled out of child care 
and education programs (Darling-Hammond et al., 2020). 
Facilitating children and their parents to access quality ECCE 
services would produce favourable results, yet the imple-
mentation process of those policies is highly selective and 
discriminatory (Baldock, 1999). Since implementing policies 
follows a social gradient, the existing differences and ine-
qualities affect how local communities are approached 
through social policies. However, facilitating children and 
their parents to access quality ECCE services without dis-
crimination is taken for granted as a prerequisite for sustain-
able development. 
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While recognizing the importance of ECCE provisions that 
have the potential to impact favourably on human develop-
ment, Sri Lanka has adopted ECD (Early Childhood Develop-
ment) policies and widened the provision of services, partic-
ularly to the most impoverished communities, including the 
estate sector (Children’s Secretariat, 2014). ECCE provisions 
were first established through its public healthcare system, 
and in 1997, a holistic approach for ECCE was adopted fol-
lowing the general educational reforms (World Bank, 2014). 
Subsequently, several other policy frameworks have been 
adopted. The National Plan of Action for Children in Sri Lanka 
in 2016 has been the recent policy intervention (Ministry of 
Women and Child Affairs, 2016). 

Sri Lanka has progressed toward providing good and quality 
ECCE programs in line with the recommendations for sus-
tainable development goal (SDG) 4 on education 
(Warnasuriya et al., 2020; World Bank, 2014). But several 
challenges were encountered, particularly in the estate sec-
tor. Ensuring access to quality health care and education, 
particularly for the most disadvantaged, is the target of the 
sustainable development agenda, but endeavours to pro-
vide ECCE services encounter several challenges in the de-
veloping world (Davis, 2010). Therefore, intending to ensure 
that all children have equal access to quality care and edu-
cation services, Sri Lanka has systematically identified some 
issues and challenges (Pathirana, 2017). However, how so-
cio-cultural determinants shape the implementation of ECCE 
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policies was not studied adequately. In particular, the Na-
tional Child Policy of the country contends that there is a lack 
of research on the cultural dimension of ECCE policy imple-
mentation. Therefore, this study has explored how certain 
socio-cultural determinants affect the implementation of 
ECCE policies in selected estate communities of Sri Lanka 
and proposed a locally relevant policy approach to facilitate 
the policy implementation process.   

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Ensuring access to quality health care and education, partic-
ularly for the most disadvantaged, is one of the promising 
targets of the sustainable development agenda, but endeav-
ours to provide ECCE services encounter several challenges. 
This study has thus explored how socio-cultural determi-
nants affect ECCE policies in the estate sector of Sri Lanka 
and proposes a locally relevant policy approach to facilitate 
implementing such policies. Agenda 2030 for sustainable de-
velopment is the monumental policy document, which redi-
rects humanity toward a sustainable future (UN, 2017). For 
a sustainable world, the agenda posits that individuals are 
required to become sustainability change-makers (catalyst 
agents) (UNESCO, 2017). This is where lifelong learning be-
gins at birth and carries through all stages of life comes forth 
(UNESCO, 2016). Life-long learning is strengthened in early 
childhood so that systematic interventions are required to 
ensure access to ECCE services for children without discrim-
ination.   

Quality education that produces change-makers is one of 
the key areas of human wellbeing captured by SDGs’ fourth 
goal. Change-makers of the sustainable development pro-
cess (agents of sustainable development) must have the 
necessary knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes that em-
power them to contribute to the sustainable development 
process (UNESCO, 2016). However, a handful of studies in-
dicate that many children in disadvantaged communities in 
South Asia are not developmentally on track in health, learn-
ing, and psychosocial wellbeing. As a result, they are not 
ready for formal primary education (Brainerd & Menon, 
2015). In the meantime, some international-level policies 
are planned to ensure access to quality education, even 
though it requires local level specifications as the problems 
grounded in specific socio-cultural contexts are difficult to 
be addressed through globally accepted yet locally unspeci-
fied policies (Belda-Miquel et al., 2019; Escobar, 2011; 
Tayler, 2011). Thus, this research also explored how local 
knowledge supports achieving access to quality ECCE in the 
estate sector of Sri Lanka. 

Every stage of life of a person can be enlightened by educa-
tion, especially for the poor, marginalized, and the most vul-
nerable (Engle et al., 2011). Education is the key that will al-
low the other sustainable development goals to be 
achieved. When children can get a quality education, they 
can break the cycle of poverty (Engle et al., 2011; 
Vijayakumar & Brezinova, 2012). Education, therefore, helps 
to reduce inequalities. It also empowers people to live more 
healthy and sustainable lives. Education’s unique potential 
to act as a catalyst for wider development goals can only be 
realized if it is equitable. Therefore, making special efforts to 
ensure all children regardless of their family income, the 
place of living, gender, ethnicity benefit equally from its 
transformative power has been regarded as a global policy 
priority (UNESCO, 2016). Education empowers children, in 
particular, by increasing their chances of getting jobs, stay-
ing healthy, and participating fully in society. Education is a 

common basis for all dimensions of sustainable develop-
ment, and no advances in sustainable development will oc-
cur without multiple generations contributing to social de-
velopment in the coming years.  

Although different cultures define early childhood educa-
tion differently, it is believed that students everywhere must 
acquire some basic skills, such as interpreting written pages, 
basic calculation, understanding how numbers work, etc. 
(UNESCO, 2015). The World Bank specified that “people 
must learn how numbers work or some logical abilities so 
that they can buy and sell in markets, set family budgets, in-
terpret loan agreements” (World Bank, 2017, p. 4). In addi-
tion, socio-emotional skills such as perseverance and the 
ability to work on teams are important to help people ac-
quire and apply the foundational and other skills more sus-
tainably. Quality education, therefore, should equip stu-
dents with skills, knowledge, and attitudes essential for a 
better life. 

The quality of lifelong learning and education, which is more 
inclusive and equitable, begins at the age of the pre-natal 
era in which the parent’s and family members’ support is re-
quired. A parent’s knowledge and awareness about the fu-
ture born child are important since it affects the offspring. 
Thus, the very beginning stage of lifelong learning can be 
widely influenced by the social structure, since early child-
hood is a stage where decision-making about themselves is 
not possible. Children are less likely to make grounded deci-
sions with prudence, and hence providing parental or socie-
tal support to the offspring will produce favourable results 
in later stages of life (Santrock, 2011).  

This research mainly focused on early childhood develop-
ment (ECD), which is phenomenal in achieving a prosperous 
life. The 2030 Agenda signifies that ECD will be of the highest 
priority for the sustainable development of the twenty-first 
century. Target 4.2 explicitly mentions that by 2030, all the 
member countries should ensure that all girls and boys have 
access to quality early childhood development, care, and 
pre-primary education to be ready for primary education 
(Alexander et al., 2013). Lifelong learning begins and is 
strengthened in early childhood, and hence investments and 
awareness on this stage are critical in many perspectives. A 
handful of studies on ECD have found that critical care and 
investments in early childhood lead to empowerment, bet-
ter health and education outcomes, improved skills that are 
necessary for future education and career life (Frongillo et 
al., 2017; Munthali et al., 2014; UNICEF, 2015; Yoshikawa et 
al., 2018). Furthermore, quality early childhood care and ed-
ucation will narrow the income disparities, ethnic and gen-
der gaps, and it is a cost-effective strategy for eliminating 
discrimination and social inequality (Woodhead, 2016). 

Scholars have emphasized the importance of good care for 
children in their earliest years; this belief itself is embedded 
in many cultural traditions (Udayanga, 2021; UNICEF, 2017). 
“Belief in the need for proper care is also grounded in the 
recognition that children are the next generation; they rep-
resent the continuity of tradition as well as the hope for, and 
fear of, change” (Mayers, 1992, p. 3). Therefore, early child-
hood care concerns nutrition, psychosocial wellbeing, a safe 
environment, and stimulating children. Furthermore, it is ar-
gued that there is a positive relationship between sustaina-
ble early childhood and upcoming stages of life (Young, 
2000). Although early childhood begins at birth and contin-
ues toward the age of eight, the first five years are more im-
portant in strengthening the child’s wellbeing. Quality of 
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early childhood care and education thus ensures that chil-
dren are ready for primary education and their future edu-
cational prospects. 

Although early childhood development, care, and education 
policies were properly planned and initiated in specific cul-
tural settings, some unexpected obstacles might deflate its 
progress (Udayanga et al., 2021). This can be more com-
monly seen in excluded and disadvantaged communities in 
every country (Clert, 1999; Sen, 2000). Disadvantaged com-
munities refer to the areas in a country that most suffer from 
a combination of economic, health, and environmental bur-
dens. These burdens include poverty, high unemployment, 
and poor health conditions (Sen, 2000). The estate sector (or 
plantation sector) in Sri Lanka has been identified as an ex-
cluded and disadvantaged society (Gunetilleke et al., 2008). 
For a considerable period, the estate sector seems to have 
been excluded and placed in a disadvantaged position due 
to various reasons, particularly because of their social iden-
tity (Bass, 2012; Hollup, 1994).        

The total population in Sri Lanka is a little over twenty mil-
lion as of 2012, of which 4.4 percent of the population 
(901,647) inhabit the estate sector (Department of Census 
and Statistics, 2017). Many plantation sector people were 
recorded in Nuwaraeliya district (53.5%), following Badulla 
district (18.9%). The country’s child population under the 
age of five is 8.6%, and it was reported to be a slight decline 
compared to previous years, and a considerable number of 
children come from the estate sector. As far as multidimen-
sional poverty is concerned, the estate sector shows a signif-
icantly high rate at 0.1134 than urban and rural sectors. In 
that, 11.3 percent of the estate population is multidimen-
sionally poor (Department of Census and Statistics, 2020). 
Vulnerable to the multidimensional poor index is 0.2242 
among the estate population. The highest number of multi-
dimensional households (12.4%) is in the estate sector. 
Therefore, the progress of ECCE programs is highly likely to 
be downgraded in that estate sector, compared to the other 
sectors of the country. 

The estate sector (commonly known as the plantation sec-
tor) in Sri Lanka can be distinguished from other social sec-
tors (urban and rural), owing to its unique subculture and 
social organization. The estate sector consists of tea and 
rubber plantations managed by the state, plantation compa-
nies, or individual families. The estate sector refers to land 
over twenty acres with ten or more indentured resident 
workers (Bandarage, 1982; Wesumperuma, 1986). The ma-
jority of upcountry (Indian origin) Tamils reside in the estate 
sector where tea plantations are established. The plantation 
population consists of about 902,000 persons, of which 72% 
live in Nuwaraeliya and Badulla districts. Furthermore, due 
to several reasons, the estate sector remains one of the 
most disadvantaged and marginalized communities 
(Ananda, 2018; Dawood, 1980; Gunetilleke et al., 2008; 
Ranathunga & Gibson, 2015).  

The estate sector exclusion and marginalization were con-
sidered a result of systematic discrimination by the state, 
even though some argue that discrimination against the es-
tate sector has resulted from cultural identity contestations 
(Hollup, 1994; Wesumperuma, 1986). These communities 
often depend on plantation companies because their very 
presence is attributed to indentured or bonded labour in 
plantations. For example, to obtain a house or a living place, 
plantation labourers must provide their service to the plan-
tation company unless they cannot claim a place of living 
(Wesumperuma, 1986). Thus, even though the estate sector 

has been considered an integral part of the political land-
scape in the country, it reflects distinguishingly important 
structural characteristics from that of urban and rural socie-
ties in Sri Lanka. These structural determinants affect devel-
opment interventions in the estate sector. 

Although the welfare of plantation migrant labourers was 
out of concern during the mid-nineteenth century, the Brit-
ish colonial government introduced several legislations re-
lated to the welfare of plantation labourers. Under the 
state-driven laws and regulations, private plantation compa-
nies were advised to provide transportation, shelter, and 
basic healthcare facilities besides food and temporary lodg-
ing (Bandarage, 1982). Thus, South Indian Tamil immigrant 
labourers were rarely claimed for their rights, which com-
pelled them to create a unique identity contesting with 
mainstream social norms and values (Piyarathne, 2008; 
Wesumperuma, 1986). During the 1880s, the British govern-
ment established medical care facilities to reduce death 
rates among immigrant Tamil labourers and elevate their 
health to contribute to the plantation labour force. For sev-
eral decades, the government and private plantation com-
panies contested welfare service provision and policies in 
the estate sector (Arunatilake, 2000).   

The plantation sector was introduced to some basic educa-
tion facilities under the purview of the government, even 
though implementing this policy was recognized as a re-
sponsibility of plantation companies (Mohammed et al., 
2019). Thence, a few hill country schools were established, 
but early childhood education and care were neglected 
(Senavirathna & Senavirathna, 2019).  

After 1911, upcountry Tamils were officially classified as “In-
dian Tamils”. Following British constitutional reforms, they 
have introduced some regulations regarding human rights, 
universal suffrage, etc. Still, due to a less recognition and 
narrow definition, ‘Indian Tamils’ have subsequently been 
excluded from the mainstream. It was only in 1984, Indian 
Tamils were granted citizenship. However, Indian Tamils in 
the plantation sector continue to develop a unique identity 
without thinking about assimilation. The state thus identi-
fied the estate communities as a separate social sphere 
characterized by a unique subculture. Therefore, when so-
cial policies are implemented in the estate sector, how es-
tate communities respond to them can differ from re-
sponses received from urban or rural sectors.  

Despite some socio-economic improvements, the estate 
sector in Sri Lanka still suffers from severe societal problems, 
including issues around early childhood development, care, 
and education. Moreover, the importance of early childhood 
care and education is considered a prerequisite for national 
development, contributing to the global expectation of edu-
cating all. Therefore, this study focused on understanding 
the obstacles that severely affect early childhood education, 
particularly in most disadvantaged communities. 

METHODOLOGY 

Informed by constructivist and interpretivist epistemologi-
cal positions, this study has employed a qualitative research 
strategy. Framework for data collection and analysis was 
based on explorative-case study design. The constructivist 
grounded theory with an embedded single-case design was 
employed (Bryant & Charmaz, 2019; Yin, 2003). Although us-
ing a research design has been an inevitable part of the pos-
itivist research tradition, it is not mandatory to employ a de-
sign in grounded theory research (Bryant & Charmaz, 2019). 
However, this research has been informed by a case study 
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design for the purposive selection of study fields. A case 
study for constructivists is “an empirical inquiry that investi-
gates a contemporary phenomenon in context; when the 
boundaries between the phenomenon and the context are 
not evident, multiple sources of evidence are used” (Yin, 
2003, p. 13). 

Among several case study designs, an embedded single-case 
design was employed in this research. The primary focus of 
the study was on the estate sector in Sri Lanka as a margin-
alized and most vulnerable community. Studies show that 
estates are extremely vulnerable to poverty and health haz-
ards and are characterized by a unique culture (Gunatilaka 
et al., 2009; Piyarathne, 2008; Udayanga, 2018). Because 
this study intends to identify socio-cultural determinants af-
fecting ECCE policy implementation in the estate sector of 
Sri Lanka, the estate sector was considered the principal 
context being studied. 

Since the primary focus of this study is on ECCE provisions 
for most disadvantaged communities, the estate sector in Sri 
Lanka has been selected as the study context. Plantation 
communities in the country show some distinguishing char-
acteristics that of other sectors of Sri Lanka. Furthermore, 
tea plantation communities differ from rubber plantation 
communities; in that upcountry, Tamils largely inhabit up-
country tea plantations. Overall, 4.4% of the estate popula-
tion was reported, and Nuwaraeliya, Badulla, and Kandy dis-
tricts are occupied a larger proportion of the overall estate 
population (Department of Census and Statistics, 2012). 
Therefore, five estates from those three districts were pur-
posively selected as embedded units of this single-context 
case study. 

1. Glassaugh estate, Nanuoya, Nuwaraeliya, 

2. Labookele estate (Upper-division and Lower divi-
sion), Nuwaraeliya 

3. Frotoft estate, Nuwaraeliya 

4. Ury Estate, Passara, Badulla 

5. Perawatta estate, Galaha, Kandy 

Tea plantations were widely in the hill country during the 
British colonial period (Bandarage, 1982). After 1984, up-
country Tamils were granted citizenship as a political strat-
egy, even though it was not an attempt to ensure their well-
being. Still, after several positive law reforms concerning up-
country Tamils, they remain one of the most discriminated 
and marginalized communities in Sri Lanka (Mohammed et 
al., 2019). The poverty headcount ratio of the hill country 
Tamils decreases, even though their multidimensional pov-
erty is on the gradual rise. Besides, several developmental 
indicators are the furthest behind among the estate popula-
tion (Ministry of Hill Country New Villages Infrastructure and 
Community Development, 2019; Mohammed et al., 2019). 
Some recognize the reason for this as the long-standing 
structural discrimination against them (Piyarathne, 2008).  

For the worthiness and authenticity of data, triangulation of 
methods, such as in-depth interviews, empirical observa-
tions, and focus group discussions, were employed. Partici-
pants in the sample were recruited through the purposive 
sampling method. Five focus group discussions were con-
ducted, and forty in-depth interviews were carried out. Data 
collection was carried out in line with the principle of ‘data 
category saturation’ (Saunders et al., 2018). The paper pre-
sents the analysis thematically (Lorelli S. Nowell, Jill M. 
Norris, Deborah E. White, 2017). 

 

 

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

The overall objective of this study is to explore context-spe-
cific barriers affecting the implementation of ECCE policies 
in the estate sector of Sri Lanka. Even though some have 
identified implementation issues of early childhood educa-
tion and care and policy in disadvantaged communities, how 
dispositional characteristics informed by distinctive socio-
cultural determinants affect implementing policies of ECCE 
have not been recognized. This study has thus focused on 
the following objectives:   

a) To understand the current state of early childhood 
care and education provisions in the estate sector. 

b) To explore localized policy approaches to facilitate 
ECCE policies in the estate sector of Sri Lanka. 

FINDINGS 

The present study has found that quality early childhood 
care and education is less likely to happen in the estate sec-
tor, as learners are unprepared due to some unsupportive 
socio-cultural and environmental determinants. In collabo-
ration with non-government organizations, the government 
has established early childhood development centres in es-
tate communities, even though their contribution to provid-
ing a good and quality education for children is considerably 
low due to different reasons of which structural determi-
nants are detrimental. Although some developments re-
garding early childhood care and education have been ob-
served, the existing policy model is less likely to be associ-
ated with the estate community environment. Universal 
health coverage in the country is specifically attentive to 
health care in estate communities. Midwifery service in es-
tate communities is thus properly organized so that ap-
pointed midwives advocate community members about 
health as well as early childhood education. 

Early childhood care and education have been recognized as 
a mainstream policy arena for the most disadvantaged com-
munities, and some policies have been implemented despite 
some contextual issues encountered. Therefore, this study 
shows how the social structure affects ECCE in the estate 
sector and possible grounded approaches to facilitate exist-
ing policy models for ECCE service provisions in the estate 
sector.  

Early childhood education and unprepared learners 

Early childhood education in estate communities is now 
gaining significant concern as estate dwellers are conscien-
tious about the importance of education and its impact on 
their future life, even though adults are lethargic about fa-
cilitating the education of their toddlers. As people strive to 
live with daily needs and instant satisfaction, no culture has 
been developed that values education investment. Invest-
ments in education have not been considered as invest-
ments for their future prosperity. Hence, a large portion of 
income is spent on immediate needs instead of early child-
hood care and education. Although some parents and com-
munity members value the importance of ECCE, they are 
likely to be drifted from this concern because of the unco-
operative subculture characteristics of the estate commu-
nity. Thus, facilitating students with a conducive environ-
ment for quality education has been difficult, as estate com-
munity structure hinders it while creating a culture that does 
not support progressive endeavours. 

Bonded or indentured labour is one of the causes that drifts 
parents from their concerns toward education, as parents 
have to work on estates consuming a considerable amount 
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of time, even though amended laws have reduced their bur-
den to some extent. 

“My husband went to Colombo for a contract job, and 
I am working here as a labourer of the estate so that 
my first child looks after her four siblings. She has al-
ready dropped out of school, and my youngest boy 
could not constantly go to the ECD centre, as there is 
no responsible person to look after him”. (Woman, 30-
year-old) 

Moreover, during the past few years, no robust community 
role model has been developed who achieved a better social 
state through education in the community. This is another 
cause that prevents children from their education. Except 
for a very few cases, no person has achieved a better state 
in the society through education, but some have been mo-
bilized due to non-formal economic activities such as selling 
vegetables on the road, contract works so that parents also 
try to follow those examples while separating their children 
from education. Thus, it was found that providing experi-
ences about role models to estate children can make their 
plans successful. A 4-year-old child describes: 

“One day, I want to become a police officer because 
police officer can solve every problem.” 

Children set their goals in line with everyday experiences so 
that when no productive experiences are encountered, chil-
dren cannot set their purpose of life appropriately. For ex-
ample, it was observed that when adults sell flowers to visi-
tors and travellers on the roadsides, some small children are 
accompanied. They are highly likely to deviate from educa-
tion, as adults’ experiences compel them to engage in in-
come generation actively. This further reduces students' en-
thusiasm for education. Lifting enthusiasm for education 
further damages the cognitive capacities to learn.  

The existing curriculum in ECD centres (Early Childhood De-
velopment Institutions) in estate communities has not been 
well-adjusted to the community specifications so that stu-
dents are less likely to absorb the content relevant 
knowledge; this reduces enthusiasm. For example, playing 
with building blocks is one thing that children should learn. 
Psychologist believes that playing with building blocks en-
hances the cognitive and executive skills of students 
(Schroeder & Kelley, 2010), even though it was understood 
that playing with building blocks improves frustration 
among students because that is limited only to ECD centres, 
and they do not have playing materials in their houses as 
such.  

Furthermore, the estate sector differs from the mainstream 
community of Sri Lanka. Therefore, centre-based child care 
is more critical than family-based child care. Generally, the 
family in the estate sector cannot provide necessary care for 
children, so properly planned centre-based child care and 
education are essential. Some important practices a child 
should learn from the family might not be possible in the es-
tate sector so that when the curriculum is planned, activities 
that nurture students to learn good practices must be incor-
porated (such as brushing teeth, washing hands before a 
meal, everyday cleanliness). 

Less resilient-age-appropriate social relationships are an-
other determinant that deviates children from their child-
hood. This is a significant determinant as children feel a se-
vere lack of age-appropriate and resilient social relation-
ships; they might strive to imitate non-relevant and age-in-
appropriate behaviors. Early age marriage is one of the con-
sequences of this, and that in turn causes several other 

problems related to early childhood education. Some chil-
dren cannot have age-appropriate social relationships so 
that children do not develop their cognitive, executive, and 
socioemotional skills. For example, when they could not 
have a resilient parent-child relationship, they could not de-
velop cognitive, executive, and socioemotional skills 
properly. Although midwives advocate for community mem-
bers about establishing resilient and age-appropriate social 
relationships are crucial, it is a challenging task for them. 

“I experienced over the past two decades that the age 
of eighteen is not an appropriate age for women to get 
married because they are not mentally mature to face 
some family issues and to bear a child. They are just 
like children. How can a child bear a child? How can a 
child take care of children?. Even young men are not 
mentally mature to build a stable family life. That is 
why many are having extramarital relationships.” 
(Woman, 29-year-old)     

Exposure to violence and neglect during early childhood is 
another determinant that has devastating effects. Violence 
among intimate partners in a family is highly likely to make 
a non-suitable environment for children. In this research, 
any violent incident against early childhood was not re-
ported, even though violence against women is common in 
many cases. This might impact on cognitive development of 
children severely. Because parents could not make chil-
dren’s immediate environment a friendly place, children are 
unable to be developmentally on track in psychological well-
being; consequently, education in early childhood can be en-
dangered. In addition, child neglect is another reason for the 
less and inactive participation in early childhood education. 

“In the daytime, I play with my sister, but she does not 
have much time as she has to do several things like col-
lecting firewood, cooking. Grandma is always not re-
sponding to me as I expect. Mother comes in the even-
ing, though she does not have much time to stay with 
me as she has to prepare dinner for the family” (a 5-
year-old-child). 

Children are neglected unconsciously, and it affects children 
severely, as nursery teachers noted. During pre-primary 
school times, children reflect on their internalities among 
peers so that teachers can identify any abnormal behaviours 
of children. Teachers’ role in such cases is vital, even though 
they were not well-trained for that. Early childhood educa-
tion in estate communities in Sri Lanka has been predomi-
nantly considered in the welfare policy of the country, but 
some obstacles were met, as noted above.  

Disposition and decision making on ECCE 

In addition to the unpreparedness of children as described 
in the above theme, dispositional impact on decision-mak-
ing can have critical implications for ECCE. The awareness of 
ECCE among estate dwellers can be ensured while encour-
aging them to work toward it only when they are motivated 
to make informed decisions while considering the im-
portance of ECCE. However, this process might be failed if 
estate dwellers refuse to consider the ECCE as a matter of 
concern in their lives. It would not be easy to implement suc-
cessfully some ECCE programs in the estate community be-
cause community members are not ready to involve in such 
programs and encapsulate practices leading to ECCE into 
their existing lifestyle. Besides, general support for ECCE in 
the estate families is lacking. This is because of their realiza-
tion that ECCE is to be a secondary concern that can only be 
attended only when primary concerns are fulfilled.  
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“We always struggle for daily survival. Especially in off 
seasons, we do not have enough money to buy food. 
What we need is to secure our lives. Before we do an-
ything, we should first be survived. How can we send 
our children to CDCs (Child Development Centers) 
when at least they are not adequately fed with nutri-
tious food? Somehow, we try our level best to feed our 
children, and in that, we think little about nutrition, 
but just giving something to reduce hunger." (Man, 30-
year-old) 

The ECCE is considered being a secondary concern and is 
likely to be less attended to as the primary concerns (such 
as securing everyday life) are prioritized. This decision is 
aligned with the unique disposition of the estate community 
members. 

The cultural organization of economic activities within the 
estate sector allows estate dwellers to understand primary 

and secondary needs separately and prioritize following life-
world reflections. Conceptualizing and recognizing the 
needs of community life follow a social gradient, and thus 
what matters to everyday life is recognized by estate dwell-
ers while reflecting their disposition in society. Disposition 
or habitus refers to an individual’s societal place in complex 
socio-cultural and economic arrangements. It is how individ-
uals of a particular community make sense of the social 
world surrounding them. Unique characteristics of the es-
tate community influence how this generic disposition of an 
individual is created. For example, deep-rooted marginaliza-
tion and social exclusion, chronic and multidimensional pov-
erty, ethnic origin of the community, capabilities of commu-
nity members shape the disposition. This initial recognition 
of personhood determines how life-world desires and needs 
are perceived and prioritized

Figure 1: Influence of Socio-cultural Factors on the disposition    

Note: This figure illustrates factors influencing the disposition of community members. 

The disposition determines and affects how desires and 
needs of community life are fulfilled through culturally ac-
cepted means. Because disposition consists of the overall 
personality qualities of a person (as indicated in Figure 1), 
the decisions taken by that person can be influenced by such 
dispositional attributes. The needs of the life-world are dis-
tinguished and hierarchically arranged, responding to the 
nexus between the need for survival and maximum support 
that people can obtain. Initially, basic needs and secondary 
needs are recognized and prioritized, reflecting their socie-
tal situation. Primary needs are concerned based on the un-
compromising/hard-line principle. The hard-line principle 

refers to the inability to compromise or neglect the needs 
and the maximum support of the person because neglecting 
to fulfill primary needs is life-threatening. On the other 
hand, secondary needs (including the ECCE) can be compro-
mised and are satisfied only when primary needs are ful-
filled. Estate dwellers are often constricted into primary 
needs due to several socio-cultural and economic reasons, 
and they are deprived of thinking about secondary needs. 
This negatively influences ECCE at the estates and by imple-
menting ECCE policies.

Figure 2: Influence of the disposition on decision making 

 
Note: The figure illustrates how the disposition of a person influences decision-making and shows how primary and second-
ary concerns in family life are formulated and conceived. 
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As shown in Figure 2, the ECCE is considered a secondary 
need as it does not relate to the hard-line principle, which 
means that ECCE is not a requirement for everyday living as 
estate dwellers understand. "Concertation” among parents 
on secondary needs will then be attended only when pri-
mary needs are satisfactorily attended. When it fails, they 
will be trapped in a cycle of primary need concentration. As 
community members understand, the ECCE comes after pri-
mary needs. Therefore, psychological readiness to ECCE is 
difficult to develop as parents and community members are 
trapped in a cycle of concern only in primary needs due to 
the instability of income and family instability. As estate 
dwellers do everything to attend to primary needs; paradox-
ically, the concern on ECCE is likely to be neglected.  

Implications of capabilities deprivation on ECCE in the es-
tate sector 

The early childhood care and education services are likely to 
be considered less critical, and ECCE is not given adequate 
attention because of the deprivation of capabilities of both 
parents and children. Sen (1999) describes "capabilities" as 
freedom and various opportunities that one has, even if one 
does not exercise all those opportunities. Opportunities are 
functioning; that is what a person can be or do. Capabilities 
deprivation of both parents and children produces an unfa-
vourable environment for ECCE in estate communities. Fol-
lowing Sen’s (1999) explanation, this study explored how 
parents and children are devoid of essential capabilities so 
that ECCE is left aside in the estate sector. For ECCE to be-
come well realized at local levels, the capabilities of commu-
nity members should be developed. Still, their essential ca-
pabilities are disrupted in the estates due to several socio-
cultural and economic constraints, which prevent them from 
focusing on ECCE. 

This study found that the capability deprivation among par-
ents results from a set of socio-cultural and economic causes 
such as multidimensional poverty, less concentration on sec-
ondary needs, the difficulty of fulfilling primary needs, patri-
archal values, monogamous occupation dimension, and job 
insecurity. Some essential capabilities are the physical qual-
ity of healthcare, love, and care, mental wellbeing, bodily in-
tegrity and safety, participation, freedom from economic 
and non-economic exploitation, and time autonomy. These 
essential capabilities are absent among estate parents. 
What happens in childhood is intrinsically related to the ca-
pabilities with which an adult ends up. Therefore, when ca-
pabilities are deprived, estate dwellers are unable to capac-
itate their children to become familiar with ECCE.  

The ability to be physically healthy and enjoy a life of normal 
length has been considered a prioritized capability that es-
tate dwellers are often devoid of. Societal exclusion, geo-
graphical marginalization, lack of access to healthcare facili-
ties, and traditional cultural norms prevent them from being 
physically healthy and enjoying a life of normal length. Par-
ents often show some milder symptoms of general physical 
ailments, and parents seem to neglect such symptoms to 
worsen further due to the high cost of consulting a doctor. 
As explained above, mental wellbeing is deprived among 
parents to a considerable extent due to the stress conditions 
caused by extreme poverty and insecurity of occupation. 

“Traveling to Balangoda town is very rare in Nagrak. 
There are about fifteen kilometres from Nonperail to 
Nagrak, and Nagrak can only be reached by foot. No 
public transportation is available. Therefore, inter-city 
travel is limited. They have to spend about six thou-
sand rupees if they hire a trishaw, which is somehow 

not bearable. People thus inherently refuse to travel”. 
(Man, 32-year-old) 

In addition to the capabilities deprivation of parents, chil-
dren are deprived of some capabilities which fail ECCE in the 
estate sector. Children’s access to household income and 
some essential resources provide them with an encouraging 
and favourable opportunity to participate in ECCE programs 
and be ready for early stimulation. Their capabilities support 
children’s readiness to ECCE, and therefore awareness of the 
ECCE can be declined when capabilities are deprived. The ac-
cess to household income and some essential resources 
does not solely guarantee the children's readiness for ECCE, 
but for that, adequate access to household income is re-
quired as that would translate into favourable outcomes.  

“Now we focus on our second child; he is schooling. 
Because we should spend money on his requirements, 
the amount allocated for the other two children (un-
der five years) is minimum. There are situations where 
our second child cannot be given appropriate school 
materials when we try to help other children.” 
(Woman, 38-year-old) 

The capability of accessing household income and resources 
is an essential requirement of ECCE. However, inadequate 
access to resources at the household due to a large number 
of family members and needs prioritization issues, some es-
tate children under the age of five are deprived of the ability 
to access household income and resources to enable them 
for early stimulation. The lack of income, basic needs priori-
tization, unbearable number of members in the household 
can marginalize estate children from adequate and satisfac-
tory access to household income. This has negative implica-
tions for early childhood care and education. 

Love and intimate relationships are two other vital capabili-
ties (Nussbaum, 2011), which generally strengthen within 
the household through effective and proper parental sup-
port. Intimate and caring relationships between children 
and parents and family members provide a feeling of secu-
rity and stability, which are essential requirements of child 
care and education. Child protection from abuse and rights 
violation has been one of the inevitable capabilities of chil-
dren, which helps prepare a child with overall wellbeing. The 
bodily integrity or freedom regarding physical wellbeing de-
pends on the love and intimate relationships among family 
members. However, except for a few incidents, much of the 
children in the estate lack love and intimate relationships, 
partly because of the carelessness of parents. When parents 
undergo a complex cycle of poverty and excessive work lord, 
love and intimacy can be neglected. Therefore, children are 
getting used to living independently, which can often be af-
fected by the neighbourhood. Children under the age of five 
are thus not well prepared for pre-primary education and 
have not cared appropriately. 

For example, a parent (29-year-old) in Glassaugh said to me 
that her four-year-old child is behaving arrogantly because 
he refuses to interact with her intimately, believing that she 
was responsible for his father’s suicide (as she believes). The 
father of this child was committed suicide and was seen by 
the child. While listening to the malicious rumours in the 
neighbourhood regarding this suicide, this child now refuses 
to have intimate relationships with his mother. Because the 
family’s breadwinner had died, the mother now has to feed 
the family with five members. She currently works as a tea 
plucker and as a housemaid in the evening times. This pre-
vents her from intimate relationships with her children. The 
neighbourhood too aggravates how the four-year-old child 
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behaves. Therefore, this child refuses to attend CDC and acts 
as though he is not a family member. A fourteen-year-old 
daughter has to take care of the other two children when 
the mother works outside. This case demonstrates how 
some capabilities have been deprived of both parents and 
children. 

Love and affectionate relationships have been neglected 
while deviating children from their ability to have solid and 
deep relationships with parents and family members. This 
has been aggravated due to the neighbourhood’s influence. 
Because the breadwinner has died, the mother receives no 
adequate support, and consequently, the fourteen-year-old 
daughter has to take care of other children. This might im-
pair her emotional development as she does not receive 
age-appropriate experiences. Besides, two children under 
the age of five are not receiving parental care, which can 
damage their emotional development while weakening the 
required stimulation. 

Overall, capabilities deprivation due to socio-cultural rea-
sons described above can negatively affect early childhood 
care and education in the estate sector. Children are mainly 
unprepared, and parents are less concerned about early 
care and education because their essential capacities are se-
verely damaged.                 

Deprivation of primary health care and ECCE 

Early childhood care is closely related to primary health care. 
Early childhood care includes actions that ensure child 
health, nutrition, protection, and psychosocial improve-
ment. Primary health care thus has implications for early 
childhood care and education. Early childhood education is 
possible only when children are healthy to involve in core 
education activities. Recently, it has been understood that 
inculcating twenty-first-century skills among children should 
begin during early childhood (Sylva et al., 2020). However, 
early care is a prerequisite for early education to be ob-
tained successfully. Often in the estate communities, pri-
mary health care conditions are very low, so that children 
are not healthy to take part in CDC activities. 

“Often estate children are vulnerable to malnutrition 
and other biological and psychological diseases as they 
are not properly socialized for primary health care 
practices. Children’s brain development follows a so-
cial gradient and parental support, and child develop-
ment outcomes might be jeopardized when parental 
support is not received appropriately." (Woman, 31-
year-old)    

Personal hygiene is considered a precondition of early child-
hood care and education. Children’s hygiene is severely en-
dangered in the estate sector because of health care neglect 
and non-adherence to primary health care practices. Be-
cause the line-house environment is relatively unclean, chil-
dren can often expose to bacterial diseases. Both children 
and parents rarely wear footwear, so the bacterial disease is 
prevalent. As midwives and some NGO officials emphasize, 
people are less likely to follow certain primary health care 
guidelines no matter how much they are advised. This is be-
cause estate dwellers have not been properly trained to fol-
low primary health care practices. As explained above, toilet 
use is relatively minimal. Washing hands using soap, main-
taining bodily cleanliness are some important primary 
health care practices, but midwives note that estate parents 
are less likely to follow such practices and to train their chil-
dren to follow those practices. 

Furthermore, oral health is decreasing among estate chil-
dren since children are not well-trained to brush their teeth 
and have certain informed food habits. For example, chil-
dren under the age of five usually eat Murukku (a local flour 
mixed sweet), which has devastating consequences for oral 
health. Besides, children are being used to beetle chewing 
because their parents are heavily adapted to chew beetle. 
However, some child development officers (CDOs) and mid-
wives guide children under the age of five and their parents 
to follow proper health care practices despite many difficul-
ties. That has brought about favourable outcomes during 
the past few years. 

Moreover, breastfeeding has been considered an essential 
element of early health care. However, breastfeeding is sig-
nificantly minimum in the estate sector and can prevent chil-
dren’s brain development. Breastfeeding is less concerned 
because of parents’ negligence, mainly. After the first three 
months of a newborn child, estate women refrain from 
breastfeeding as they work on estates in the daytime. Moth-
ers believe that breastfeeding is not a good practice, believ-
ing that children have to be independent without relying on 
their parents. Therefore, breastfeeding is often discouraged 
even by older adults. Estate children often show some char-
acteristics of stunting and wasting, mainly because of less 
breastfeeding, therefore. 

"Children should not be trained to rely on breastfeed-
ing, because when we are not at home, it would be re-
ally difficult to care for them. So that we often discour-
age breastfeeding and try to train children to milk pow-
der or for hard-food." (Woman, 26-year-old) 

Some of the existing food habits are not good enough for 
ECCE on the estate at all. The main purpose of food con-
sumption among estate dwellers is to address the immedi-
ate need of hunger but not support nutritional require-
ments. This has dangerous implications, particularly for chil-
dren’s brain development during early childhood. (Some 
parents were married at a very early age, and thus, they can-
not fathom some primary health care practices good for chil-
dren.) Therefore, malnutrition is prevalent, and that can 
have a negative impact on early education.  

Existing beliefs about nutrition and food consumption might 
prevent parents from focusing on healthy food habits. For 
example, preparing a balanced diet is considered difficult in 
the estates simultaneously working on estates. Estate work-
ers thus tend to cook roti as the main staple food and are 
consumed with tea. This is not a good food habit and for nu-
trition, even though it has been prevalent. Cooking is a part 
of the culture and the life-world, but it has been considered 
a burden. Cooking has not been given a cultural value so that 
it is restricted just to preparing food for mere consumption. 
The selection of food, concerning on nutritional require-
ments are not concerned much, therefore. Food selection 
often depends on the immediate fulfilment of hunger. The 
focus of parents in the estate is concerned only with food for 
mere survival. Accordingly, sufficient time is not allocated 
for food preparation, as parents are busy with many other 
important tasks. This compels people to fulfill their hunger 
needs by mere means, which impairs child care and educa-
tion. 

Primary health care for children is weakened, on the other 
hand, because of alcohol addiction by parents. Alcohol ad-
diction is generally a distinguishing subculture feature of the 
estate sector, and this can negatively affect early childhood 
care and education. Not just men, but women are, in some 
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cases, addicted to alcohol. Even though some are not ad-
dicted, but many tend to drink beverages including arrack, 
beer, and local toddy. Alcohol consumption is generally jus-
tified by community members saying that "it soothes the 
stress conditions, and helps warm up within a cooler cli-
mate". Alcohol consumption is harmful to children in differ-
ent dimensions. For example, unnecessarily, a large amount 
of daily wage is allocated for beverages while not giving ad-
equate attention to care and development needs. Often do-
mestic violence can be instigated because fathers are ad-
dicted to alcohol, which ultimately prevents providing an en-
abling environment for children to obtain good and quality 
ECCE services. 

Grounded model for early childhood education 

Some studies have introduced models to ensure an enabling 
environment for early childhood development and educa-
tion (Pearson, 2015; Vargas-Barón, 2013, 2016; World Bank, 
2014), but this study proposes a model that can support pol-
icy advocates and policymakers in integrating grounded 
knowledge into their globally recognized policies. In order to 
ensure that all children under the age of five in estate com-
munities have access to quality early childhood care and ed-
ucation, three principles of action must be taken into con-
sideration by both policymakers and community members. 
When globally accepted policies are implemented at local 
levels, local knowledge shall be integrated to reflect local re-
alities effectively. Undoubtedly, globally accepted policies 
should be implemented at local levels, which can be further 
enhanced by incorporating local knowledge and culture-spe-
cific approaches. Figure 3 demonstrates how a grounded 
model can integrate into global policy initiatives.   

 

Figure 3. Three principles of action and integrating it with global policies   

Note: Advocacy, Enabling, and Reflections are those principles of action, all of which facilitate children to acquire quality 
early childhood care and education; in fact, those principles of action help construct an enabling environment that enables 
children to engage in productive education.

Advocacy 

Community advocacy refers to engaging in purposeful ac-
tions that will help people advance their rights, opportuni-
ties, and human dignity (Miyahara & Meyers, 2008; Pawar, 
2014). In order to make an enabling environment for early 
childhood education, the first principle is to advocate for 
parents and community members appropriately. State-com-
munity and private sector partnerships are crucial in this re-
gard, as different personnel can advocate helping people re-
alize their strengths. Case advocacy would be more effective 
in this process, as advocates can identify community needs 
and unique qualities that affect the policy implementation 
process. Causes advocacy is ineffective here, as each case 
(children) should be understood and advocated carefully. 
Case advocacy is based on a detailed understanding of each 
case, which is complex and time-consuming. Therefore, pub-
lic-private and community partnership is an integral part of 
this process.  

Community advocacy services can be implemented in local 
communities by refining existing midwifery services. Mid-
wives’ role in specific communities can be refined to advo-
cate for community members about early childhood care 
and education. Midwives are responsible for mothers’ and 
children’s health in communities; furthermore, this respon-
sibility consists of assisting in reproductive health. Since 
midwives are already engaged in community health, they 

are ideal for the community advocacy process. This research 
found that providing training about the importance of ECE 
(Early Childhood Education) for midwives can help commu-
nity members ensure a conducive environment for children 
to learn effectively. 

Social workers’ role is important in this regard; therefore, 
social workers must be trained to work with these commu-
nities. First, they must be given training on culture and the 
way of life in the estate sector of Sri Lanka. Since culture in-
fluences the life-world (Ryan & Graue, 2009), social workers 
must learn their culture first. Then they should find possible 
paths to advocate community members, including parents, 
children, and significant others. In addition, religious leaders 
in the estate sector in Sri Lanka can inspire community mem-
bers by engaging community advocacy process. Their ideo-
logies, however, can differ from that of globally accepted 
policies. Therefore, midwives, social workers, and other ad-
vocates should work together with community leaders to 
construct a proper model suitable to their community.  

Providing dedicated resources for community-based learn-
ing is one of the policy recommendations of this research, 
but that can only be realized if advocates can cooperate with 
communities and government institutions cooperatively. 
The cooperative role of advocates determines the commu-
nity readiness for early childhood education. In addition, 
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government and NGO help can be obtained through cooper-
ation through which community needs can be properly iden-
tified and addressed. 

The community advocate’s role is depicted in Figure 4. Ex-
ternal advocates should learn the culture of the community 
before they engage in advocacy, and internal advocates in 
the community should particularly understand how culture 
influences people's life-world. Once they understand the 
community's culture, they can cooperate with people to un-
derstand individual cases where learned theories and skills 
can be employed. After that, advocates should reflect on 

their experiences with community members about the ex-
tent to which the learned theories and skills are relevant in 
the community they work on. In addition, advocates should 
learn about individual cases, which is the core of case advo-
cacy that helps them advocate appropriately. Once advo-
cates can understand individual cases where assistance is 
needed, they can assist them regarding ECD. Family counsel-
ling is important for this activity. In the end, advocates 
should reflect their engagement in the community through 
which new skills and experiences can bring about future pro-
gress. 

Figure 4. Case- advocacy process 

 
Note: This figure depicts the flow of case advocacy that can be adopted in estate communities.

Enabling 

Enabling is a process through which community members 
are given essential capabilities to change their lives better. 
Enabling empowers people to reflect on their lives. Capacity 
building is one activity that can be performed to enable peo-
ple to make informed and responsible decisions. Giving ca-
pacity to members would empower them to change their ex-
isting lifestyle to better fit with the changing society. In order 
to enable people economically, proper carrier guidance can 
be provided. In addition, enabling them with financial liter-
acy would help them manage their family budget effectively 
and properly. Advocates must involve community members 
in participatory workshops in order to provide knowledge 
about financial literacy. Small-scale entrepreneurial activi-
ties can be implemented in communities; this is particularly 
important for women. Nonetheless, women’s role in early 
childhood development and education is crucial, so that 
midwives must advocate for women regarding early child-
hood development, care, health, and education.  

Furthermore, the health and nutrition of parents and chil-
dren is a significant determinant that influences early child-
hood care and education. For a healthy life, thus members 
of a community should be equipped with reproductive liter-
acy. Children can be provided nutritional food with the help 
of government authorities and private sector contributions. 
Experience-oriented workshops and programs can be orga-
nized, and community members’ participation should be ob-
tained. People shall be given a platform to acquire new 
knowledge and share their existing experiences with other 
community members with the same interest. 

Enabling community members includes uplifting enthusiasm 
of children to learn, participatory curriculum revision, 
providing biographical examples of those who acquired 
greater success in their lives. In addition, making self-help 
groups, arranging social networks, organizing cultural pro-
grams to promote early childhood education would be 

worthwhile. While reading, writing, and mathematical skills 
will continue to be essential, new knowledge and skills such 
as using computer applications would further enhance the 
capabilities of children.  

This model emphasizes the child-centred approach in which 
children are given considerable consideration, and the sur-
rounding environment is adjusted accordingly. Organizing 
cultural programs and involving children is thus vital to pro-
mote early childhood care and education among children to 
gain the community’s attention. Introducing information 
and communication technology is another policy recom-
mendation that enhances children’s soft skills in early child-
hood. 

Reflecting 

Reflecting is an evaluative process that enables us to look 
back and evaluate the experiences of people. Reflecting 
principle is vital for both community members and advo-
cates. As noted above, advocates must reflect on their expe-
riences about cooperation with community members, 
whereas community members shall be guided to reflect on 
their recent experiences about life. Thus, reflecting acts as a 
feedback mechanism. Children can also be trained to reflect 
on their recent past, which would facilitate them in identify-
ing their weaknesses and elevate strengths. 

Reflection is an integral part of the community advocacy 
process, in that advocates should compare their previous ex-
periences with new experiences while integrating them with 
learned theories and skills. Advocates should help local au-
thorities and non-governmental organizations organize 
community workshops to share experiences of people who 
reflect their lives. Carefully planned periodical workshops 
can be organized for children, for which nursery teachers, 
advocates, and midwives’ guidance and assistance are rec-
ommended. An exemplary session plan for students is por-
trayed in case 1. 
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Case 1: Primary Health Care Activity  

Phase 1: The teacher brought toothpaste, toothbrush, soap 
to the class. In addition, she taught children about primary 
health care in simple words that provided answers for basic 
questions such as, 

 Why should we brush our teeth? 

 Advantages of brushing teeth? 

 How to brush teeth properly? 

 How to wash our faces? 

 Why should we use a separate towel? 

Phase 2: After a week, the teacher asked students to draw a 
picture of their experience regarding brushing their teeth. 
Then she asked children to demonstrate it in the class while 
explaining the advantages of it.  

Case 1 presents a basic plan for reflecting sessions for chil-
dren. This enables children to rethink their experiences with 
primary health care. 

The happiness index is another tool that can be used to re-
flect children’s emotional state in their immediate environ-
ment. This is a graphical representation of children’s previ-
ous emotional states (moods). The happiness index provides 
nursery teachers, midwives, and other social workers to un-
derstand psychological wellbeing among students. This is a 
simple reflective activity students can involve in that stu-
dents are asked to indicate their emotional state using an 
emotion emoji. There are four emotion-emoji, such as 
happy, sad, neutral, and delighted. The happiness index fa-
cilitates students to reflect on how they felt over some time. 
Teachers and other social workers can also understand the 
state of psychological wellbeing among students. An exam-
ple of a happiness index is demonstrated in figure 5.

 

Figure 5. A model of a Happiness Index 

 
Note: A happiness index is used to demonstrate the emotional states of children graphically. Source: Above model is carved 
out using the happiness index displayed at the CDC in Frotoft estate.

The happiness index is a simple but effective tool to identify 
children's emotional attachments to society. Moreover, this 
facilitates students to reflect on how they lived with their 
families. Social workers and those who engage in early child-
hood development and education policy activities would be 
able to identify psychological wellbeing among children by 
analyzing the happiness index and can intervene where nec-
essary. This index further supports identifying individual 
cases where assistance is required.  

Reflection is thus an integral component of the model pro-
posed for quality early childhood education and develop-
ment. Reflection facilitates community members and advo-
cates to reflect on their experiences regarding the progress 
of activities about early childhood education and develop-
ment. Action plans for early childhood education of a partic-
ular community can be assessed in line with reflections of 
different stakeholders, whereby adjustments that bring fur-
ther progress in communities can be made.   

CONCLUSIONS 

Early childhood care and education are integral parts of life-
long learning that enhance children’s capacities to face dif-
ferent issues in their lives. The sustainable development 
agenda has captured this requirement carefully and articu-
lated in the fourth goal. The goal aims to achieve equitable, 
good, and quality education for all with no discrimination by 
2030, which early childhood education has captured as an 

indispensable target. Many international institutes work to-
ward achieving this goal, but developing countries face un-
expected difficulties. Reaching the disadvantaged communi-
ties has been one of the policy issues that policy advocates 
and social workers face when they engage with people. This 
is true for Sri Lanka; in a sense, estate communities where 
tea plantations were located face difficulties, particularly re-
garding early childhood development and education. 

Early childhood development and education in the Sri 
Lankan estate sector have been improving during the past 
few years due to government and non-governmental organ-
izations’ interventions. However, some structural barriers 
hinder the progress to a greater extent. This study has found 
that learners in early childhood are less likely to be prepared 
for education as their attention is diverted elsewhere due to 
the community’s unpreparedness toward providing good 
and quality early childhood education for their children. In 
addition, bonded labour, less appreciation of education, so-
cial drift, lack of experiences among parents and significant 
others, less resilient-age appropriate social relationships, ex-
posure to violence and neglect would cause a lack of partic-
ipation and inactive participation in early childhood care and 
education. Thus, this research proposed a more culture-spe-
cific method to make the environment conducive so that 
students are prepared for early childhood care and educa-
tion. 

When globally accepted policies are implemented at local 
levels, it has been assumed that localization is essential, and 



52 

 
Sri Lanka Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities 

hence, this proposed model can be incorporated with glob-
ally accepted policies. The model consists of three compo-
nents: advocacy, enabling, and reflection. Advocacy is an 
overarching component in that community members, advo-
cates, and available social workers should be trained to iden-
tify individual cases and facilitate them to encourage chil-
dren toward early childhood education. Furthermore, differ-
ent activities are included in the enabling process through 
which people are enabled to perform some selected activi-
ties to concern early childhood care and education. In addi-
tion, reflection is another component that provides feed-
back about the overall progress. These three components 
are essential to localize globally accepted policies to achieve 
the stipulated target in the goal. 

Therefore, the research concludes specifying that proper 
placement of sustainability supportive qualities and charac-
teristics in programs implemented at local levels, particu-
larly in disadvantaged communities, is of critical importance 
to child’s self-actualization so that they are prepared for 
early learning, which in turn makes “change makers” for sus-
tainable development.    
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