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Introduction
The increasing diversity in cities and schools is a pan-European experience.
Concurrently, the time of subsequent crises (global financial crisis, migration/refugee crisis)
severely impact on the key institutions safeguarding the rights and needs of the EU citizens.
This also concerns the youngest generation in the education system, especially in the light of
recent data about the growing rates of child poverty in Europe. Nevertheless, the implications
of welfare cuts and super-diversity that different shape and form across European countries. In
that sense, local/national decisions and context remain pivotal for the Early Children Education
and Care (ECEC) organization in a given state and it does not appear like ECEC is strongly
rooted or reflexive of pan-European, communitarian agendas. This is even more profound in
relation to the key topic of TRACKS – that is the aspect of combating educational inequalities
early on, which theoretically should be a priority, yet it is realized in a number of ways across
the geographical landscape of even the small selection of three countries examined by the
TRACKS project. Therefore, challenges are multifarious and, with the absence of collaboration,
no knowledge transfer happens around what works and what does not in regard to good practices
vis-à-vis subpar solutions in ECEC. We strongly believe that with the inception of the TRACKS
project and this report, we can showcase how lessons can be learnt in a space of international
collaboration for the betterment of the ECEC climate in each Partner Country.
Diversity enables us to learn about conditions that may increase the effectiveness and
desirability of ECEC for children at risk, be it due to economic strain, migration background,
disability and so forth. This collaboration reflects such mindset in that we investigate barriers
to ECEC and means to handle or resolve inequalities for preschoolers in three countries that
have very different positions towards ECEC. They additionally differ starkly in terms of
envisioned transitions from the home environment to ECEC, and the levels to which
superdiversity (emanated in attitudes to admission of refugees) guides and challenges the ECEC
environment. We can strive to highlight practices that are effective both contextually and in a
broader ECEC system at the pan-national level.
First up, Italy was one of the countries where the recent migration from Northern Africa
and the Middle East was originally noted. The Italian municipal ECEC has a long tradition of
4

excellence and engaging with democratic pedagogies, resultingly boasting many years of
experience in training teachers to reflect on the transitions period. Recently, there has been a
relevant policy debate at national level and among professionals in connection to a reform of
the Italian Education System (Law 107/2015). An important change introduced by this law
means a shift from a split to an integrated system of ECEC under the Ministry of Education.
Next, Poland is a country in which the ECEC field is further affected by reforms
introduced as a result of 1989 transition to neoliberal democracy. Even more so, the ECEC
suffers in the context of ever-changing politically-driven reforms, which do not always center
on the wellbeing and educational attainment of a child but may rather – especially recently capitalize on populistic demands. Overall, there is a tremendous regional discrepancy as rural
areas frequently have no organized ECEC coverage at all. Conversely, quite a lot of ECECs
options are available to urban populations. Changes are observable in recent years, for example
in the legal guarantee that all 3-year-olds must be provided with a place in the kindergarten.
Moreover, the privatization of ECEC also led to two-fold consequences- greater availability of
care (especially for well-off parents) on the one hand, and the increasing early-age segregation
of children (i.e. the educational offer in private care being seen as superior to the one in
financially constrained public entities).
Thirdly, the Flemish Community in Belgium is marked by universal pre-school
institutions, almost free of charge for parents and with highly-educated teachers. All teachers
have a Bachelor degree and over 98% of three-to-six-year-olds are enrolled in kindergartens.
However, it has been documented that children from migrant families and families living in
poverty are more often absent from preschool setting than their more affluent peers. Cooperation
is of course needed to introduce more initiatives and trainings that may not be approved of by
institutional leadership. Still, the TRACKS project will rely on the extensive Belgian experience
with video coaching techniques as means to address challenges.
There is robust evidence that ECEC can make a substantial contribution to cognitive,
social and emotional development (Burger 2010; Melhuish 2011; Lazzari&Vandenbroeck
2012), but children from families that do not comply with middle-class ideals remain more
likely to begin education without ECEC experiences. The disadvantaged children have fewer
chances to learn how to deal with the large numbers of implicit rules that reign group care and
later education. Therefore, the main goals of the TRACKs project are:
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•

To explore which aspects of daily practices reinforce inequalities in children’s
learning processes in order to analyze these by engaging with practitioners in a
reflective processes (CPD).

•

To practically contribute to an improvement in practitioners’ actions and work
in hope of increasing the overall quality of ECEC provisions.

This report is a background report which presents the overview of the three national
systems and provide the main and most important problems and challenges within the ECEC
areas across the three countries.
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PART I.
COUNTRY REPORT ITALY
Lucia Balduzzi & Arianna Lazzari
Italy: Introduction and overview of ECEC in Italy
Until very recently (Law Decree 65/2017)2, early childhood education and care in Italy
was provided within a split system. The Ministry of Education was responsible for services
attended by children aged from 3 to 6 (scuola dell’infanzia), while the Ministry of Labor and
Social Affairs was responsible for early childhood services attended by children under 3 years
of age (nidi), with the administrative responsibility for regulation and funding of the latter being
decentralized at Regional and Municipal level.
Preschool provision for children aged 3-6 (scuola dell’infanzia) was established at the
end of the Sixties under the National Law 444/19683 and provided within a tripartite system
encompassing State-maintained institutions, Municipal institutions and institutions run by
private not-for-profit (Mostly Catholic) bodies subsidized by the State (Law 62/2000)4.
Nowadays, over 96% of children aged from 3 to 6 (the starting age for compulsory education)
attend the scuola dell’infanzia. Figure 1. Presents the overview of the care and educational
system in Italy.

2

www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2017/05/16/17G00073/sg
www.edscuola.it/archivio/norme/leggi/l444_68.html
4 www.camera.it/parlam/leggi/00062l.htm
3
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Figure 1: Education in Italy

The scenario is very different for the provision of 0-3 services (nido). Day-care provision
for under 3 years became a quantitatively significant phenomenon during the Seventies: in
response to the trade unions’ and women’s movements’ campaigns, National Law 1044/19715
established nido services in Italy under the administrative responsibility of Municipal and
Regional authorities. As consequence of the differing local policies, the quantitative expansion
of nido services was not homogeneous throughout the country. Whereas nido services are
attended by approximately 10% of Italian aged 0 to 3, this percentage varies considerably across
Regions ranging from 30% in Emilia-Romagna region to 2% in Calabria (ISTAT, 2014). Most
of 0-3 services are run directly by Municipalities or by private not-for-profit bodies (mostly
Social Cooperatives) and subsidized by them: in this sense, subsidized nidi have to comply with
the same regulations as municipal services.
In order to address the increasing demand of families and reach the Barcelona targets
regarding the coverage of services for children under 3 years, National Action Plans were
implemented since 2007 for increasing the number of available places, especially in those
Region where such services were lacking the most. In addition, in recent years sezioni primavera
for children from 2 to 3 years were created within State-maintained and private not-for-profit
institutions (mostly Catholic preschools) with the goal of increasing ECEC attendance of
children under-3s.

5

www.edscuola.it/archivio/norme/leggi/l1044_71.html
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Starting from the Nineties, a third typology of services – called servizi integrativi as they
are complementary to nido provision – have been created in many Italian cities in order to
respond to the increasingly diversified demands of parents. The so called ‘integrative services’
encompass three different types of provision: Piccolo gruppo educativo / asilo familiare (small
educational group / family day-care), Spazio bambini (children’s centre) and Centri per Bambini
e Genitori (centre for children and parents). In particular, Spazi bambini cater for children from
18 to 36 months, for a maximum of 5 hours daily; whereas Centri per Bambini e Genitori, are
addressed to both children and their parents. The latter services are particularly interesting as
they provide social experiences to children and their parents, with the twofold aim of contrasting
the isolation of families without kin network and providing parents with opportunities for
discussing and exchanging views on parental experiences in an informal environment
(Mantovani & Musatti, 1996).
1.1. The early years workforce
As ECEC is provided within a split system, the key features of the early years workforce
– professional preparation, qualification requirement and status – vary in relation to the segment
of the sector in which practitioners are working. The core practitioners working in services for
under-threes (nidi and servizi integrativi) are called educatori (educators). Until the Law Decree
65/2017 was enacted, the minimum qualification requirement to work as early childhood
educator was 5-years upper secondary school diploma (ISCED-3) in educational studies,
whereas now is set at tertiary level (BA in Early Childhood Education). The core practitioners
employed in the pre-school sector instead are required to hold a 5-years university degree
(ISCED-5) in educational studies (MA in Primary Education Sciences) that confers them the
official teacher status of insegnante di scuola dell’infanzia. The professional status of insegnanti
working in scuola dell’infanzia is equal to the one of primary school teachers, although paystatus and working conditions might differ slightly across different providers. On the contrary,
no parity of status and pay exists between the core practitioners working in 3-6 services
(insegnanti di scuola dell’infanzia) and those working in services for under-threes (educatori di
nido).
Finally, the early childhood workforce include pedagogical coordinators (coordinatore
pedagogico). The pedagogical coordinator is a qualified professional with management
responsibility and his/her role is to support educational practices within municipal early
childhood services (nidi, servizi integrativi, scuole dell’infanzia). The figure of pedagogical
coordinator is not envisaged within state institutions except for a few pilot projects and in FISM
9

institutions a coordination structure is only present at provincial level with slightly different
functions. The minimum qualification requirements to work as pedagogical coordinator are set
by regional legislations at tertiary level: in some cases pedagogical coordinators are required to
hold a 5-years university degree (MA) in Pedagogy or Psychology while in others a 3-years
degree (BA) might be sufficient if combined with many years of relevant professional
experience.
1.2. Recent reforms
Three years ago, the Parliament approved a Law on the reform of the national system of
education and training (Law 107 of 13 July 2015)6 according to which a unitary system of ECEC
services was supposed to be implemented within 18 months. Accordingly, the Law Decree 65
enacted in April 2017 established the integrated system of 0-6 services under the responsibility
of the Ministry of Education. The key objectives to be pursued through the enactment of the
implementation decrees are:
-

increasing the accessibility of 0-3 services by expanding provision especially in those
areas of the country where such services are less present and striving for a generalised
access to scuola dell’infanzia,

-

setting the qualification requirement for early childhood educators working in nido at
University level (BA in Early Childhood Education),

-

making in-service training opportunities available to all staff (educatori and insegnanti)
working in nido and scuola dell’infanzia,

-

making the figure of pedagogical coordinators a widespread reality across 0-3 and 36 provision regardless of their management.

2. The historical development of ECEC institutions and their characterizing features, with
the focus on Emilia-Romagna Region
In Italy, the first public early childhood services were established in the early 1960s on
the initiative of women’s groups and successively taken over by municipal administrations. It
is noteworthy, for example, that the experience of municipal preschools not only preceded the
initiative of the State in answering the needs of its citizens, but also acted as a driving force for
the engagement of the national government in the provision of early childhood education. As
reported by Catarsi (2004, p. 8):

6

www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2015/07/15/15G00122/sg
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‘The rise in female employment following the economic boom and mass migration from
the countryside to city and from the south to the north [. . .] caused an increase in demand. At
the same time awareness of social rights was increasing along with demands that the State [. . .]
make its presence felt more directly. Municipal councils in the Emilia-Romagna area, in
particular those controlled by left-wing parties (such as Bologna, Parma, Reggio Emilia,
Modena) pre-empted State-run services by starting up their own services for young children
during the 1960s and the 1970s.’
The origin of public ECEC institutions was therefore rooted in the collective struggles
of progressive movements for the promotion of civil rights. On the one side, there were women’s
movements claiming for equal opportunities (such as the right to employment and maternity
leave), while on the other social justice movements claimed a more equal society in which the
right to education should be granted to all children, especially those from lower social classes.
In this context, early childhood institutions were created by municipalities in regions where
citizens—for historical, social and cultural reasons — had developed traditions of civic
engagement and solidarity that increased their participation in the political life of their
communities (Putnam, 1992).
Therefore, it is no coincidence that these experiences were realized in those territories
where the civil population played a significant role in anti-Fascist resistance. The highly
innovative educational experiences in municipal ECEC institutions were inspired by the
pedagogical work and political vision of pioneer educators such as Loris Malaguzzi and Bruno
Ciari who shared significant moments in history with the people of their communities. As
Catarsi (2004, p. 9) reminds us: ’the entire ECEC municipal experience in Emilia-Romagna was
heavily influenced by this civic spirit which effectively brought citizens into closer contact with
the running of all things publicly’.
The way ECEC institutions originated deeply affected their pedagogical identity. Rooted
in the values of anti-Fascist resistance — peace, democracy and solidarity — municipal ECEC
services took on from the outset an emancipatory function: providing equal educational
opportunities to all children for the promotion of their social and cultural development as
citizens (Balduzzi, 2006). At the core of the municipal project is a dialogic relationship between
the pedagogical role of ECEC institutions and the social and cultural needs of local
communities: this relationship is framed by a widespread awareness of the relationship that
inextricably links school and society. Within this project, ECEC became a driving force in
promoting social change, as the full realisation of children’s democratic participation in the life
11

of their communities implies the rethinking of the ways in which civic society is organised
according to the contributions of its youngest citizens: for this reason, the role of ECEC is
understood as intrinsically ‘political’ (Ciari, 1972).
This paradigmatic shift in the understanding of education — seen as an emancipatory
practice aimed at promoting social change through democratic processes —contributed
significantly to a new understanding of children and learning in the ECEC field. At a time when
ground-breaking psychological studies revealed children’s potentialities in interactive
processes, the image of a ‘competent child, rich in potential and connected to adults and other
children’ (Malaguzzi, 1993; p. 10) became the core of the pedagogical culture developed in
municipal institutions. By overcoming the traditional vision where children occupied a
subordinate position in the educational relationship, the new understanding of children as active
agents of their own learning and as citizens entitled to participate in the social and cultural life
of their community opened possibilities for a radical re-definition of educational practices
(Bertolini & Frabboni, 1975; Malaguzzi, 1975).
A culture of childhood thus became more influential. It was generated within ECEC
settings— through observation and documentation of children’s everyday experiences, but also
through practitioners’ collective reflection on their practices — and evolved in a constant public
debate that was sustained by municipal administrations over long periods. Musatti and Picchio
(2010: 144) affirm that:
Over the years, a specific educational culture emerged around and within the Italian
education system. The development of this culture and some of its features have been deeply
influenced by the fact that all ECEC services for under 3 years, as well as a number of scuole
dell’infanzia, are governed by local governments. The local culture and policies have had a
direct effect on ECEC educational culture.
Among the factors that contributed to the development and promotion of a culture of
childhood, the authors identify the increasing presence of pedagogical coordinators and the
close collaboration between ECEC services and research agencies. On the one hand, the
pedagogical coordinators recruited by local governments to support ECEC practices in
municipal services through on-going pedagogical guidance contributed to strengthening the link
between the local needs of children and families and educational policy-making. On the other,
the fact that local administrations turned to universities and research centers to guarantee
professional development opportunities for their ECEC staff contributed to strengthen the link
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between theory and practice in the framework of participatory practice-based research (Musatti
& Picchio, 2010).
Professional networks such as the Gruppo Nazionale Nidi Infanzia – which brought
together early childhood practitioners, administrators and scholars in research and debate
(Mantovani, 2010) – also played an important role. In the following paragraphs, we outline the
salient elements that characterized — and still characterize — this culture of childhood.
The competent child and the educator as researcher
Viewing children as active agents and competent human beings implies a shift in the
understanding of learning processes that cannot be narrowed down to the mere transmission and
reproduction of pre-determined knowledge. A new vision of learning—understood as a process
of co-construction in social interaction — accompanied the reconceptualization of the adults’
role in ECEC institutions. Educators are therefore understood as researchers who sustain
children’s learning initiatives by encouraging them to explore possibilities of interacting with
peers and cultural artefacts. Their professionalism is not conceived as the ability to implement
pedagogic strategies and procedures, but rather as the acquisition of a reflective stance that
allows them to constantly revise the aims and methods of their educational action in everchanging contexts (Picchio et al. 2012; Bondioli & Ferrari, 2004).
An experimental educational approach
The vision of education as an emancipatory and democratic practice, together with a
conceptualization of learning as a co-constructed process called for a new pedagogical approach
grounded in experimentation. The innovation of educational practices is achieved through the
systematic use of methodological tools, such as observation and documentation that allow
practitioners to generate new knowledge about children’s learning in context (Bondioli, 2007;
Rinaldi, 2005). Documentation has become one of the most salient features of this approach as,
by recording everyday experiences in ECEC settings, children’s learning processes can be made
visible and subsequently reflected upon by practitioners. This not only deepens practitioners’
understanding of child development, but also produces the innovation of educational practices
based on children’s concrete needs and potentialities.
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A participatory approach to the management of ECEC institutions
The fact that ECEC services took origin in a context of citizens’ active engagement in
their management shaped the concepts of gestione sociale (social management) and
partecipazione (participation) that are still important features of ECEC provision today.
According to Mantovani (2010: 67), participation is ‘a key-concept in which pedagogy
and civic and political engagement are strictly linked’, finding expression in ‘organized forms
of participation and control’ (2007: 1106) such as practitioners’ collegiality and parents’
involvement in decision-making committees. Collegiality refers to how the meanings and
purposes of educational practices are discussed and enacted collectively through practitioners’
joint work and collective reflection (Lazzari, 2012). Parents participate in the everyday life of
ECEC institutions through their involvement in decision-making committees, which is part of a
wider effort to democratize educational practices and sustain a public debate about education in
the framework of local communities. In this sense, it could be said that both democratic
decision-making structures within early childhood institutions and widespread political
consultation at local level have contributed to reinforce the idea that ECEC is a common good,
a responsibility of all citizens.
The role of pedagogical coordinators
In the 1970s, those municipal administrations which were more receptive to the
emerging early childhood culture introduced a new professional role — that of the pedagogical
coordinator who had the responsibility to support educational practices in ECEC services by
sustaining practitioners’ professional development within a collective framework (Andreoli,
2003). Over the years, Municipalities — with the support of the Emilia-Romagna region
administration — invested in this professional role, which has become crucial for the
qualification of ECEC services.
Pedagogical coordinators not only support educational practices by enhancing
practitioners’ collective reflection and professional development, but also promote interinstitutional networking among ECEC services and administrative bodies responsible for
educational policy-making at the local level. They play a crucial role for policy-advocacy by
connecting the needs of children, families and communities to the formulation of coherent
educational policies that sustain the advancement of a local culture of childhood (Benedetti,
2009).
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To sum up, it could be said that the civic engagement of citizens and responsive political
institutions were the key elements in nurturing the culture of childhood developed in within
ECEC institutions in Emilia-Romagna Region. Moreover, it must be acknowledged that such
experiences were able to mature in a context of political stability that — up until recently —
constantly supported and gave continuity to the investment in public services. While at the
beginning, municipal institutions were renowned for their educational activism, over the years
an organisational infrastructure was put in place to guarantee the consolidation of quality
experiences in ECEC services and support their evolution in relation to the needs of a constantly
changing society.
Toward an integrated system of ECEC services sustaining experimentation
The expression ‘integrated system’ refers to the variety (in terms of educational
purposes, organizational models, typologies of management) and interconnectedness of early
childhood services that nowadays characterize the ECEC field.
The conceptualization of the ECEC system as a network of services opens possibilities
for a differentiated and flexible organization of provision, which, in turn, makes the system
more responsive to the changing needs of children and families in a constantly evolving society.
It is in this perspective that, between the 1980s and the 1990s, new typologies of services were
experimented to respond to the emerging needs of parents and children (Mantovani & Musatti,
1996).
In Emilia-Romagna, the regional law promoting the creation of the servizi sperimentali
was enacted in 1989 giving origin to ECEC services that engaged with parent and children
together (centri per bambini e genitori) or with smaller groups of children on a more flexible
basis (spazio bambini, piccolo gruppo educativo). The innovations introduced by the regional
law on experimental services inspired national policies, as, in 1997, these new typologies were
recalled in the context of social and educational interventions funded by the central government
for the promotion of children’s rights to education and socialization.
The main strength of the integrated system of services—whose potentialities are
particularly relevant in contexts of cultural diversity — is the possibility of reciprocal influence
between the services that form the net (system). In this sense, the culture elaborated within
traditional services (nido and scuola dell’infanzia) contributed to the pedagogical growth of
experimental services and the experimental practices elaborated within the latter offered
opportunities for reflection and innovation in traditional services (Musatti, 2004).
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To sum up, the qualification of the ECEC system in the Emilia-Romagna region was
achieved through constant interaction between pedagogical tradition and innovation that made
the municipal experiment sustainable over time. In this perspective, transformative educational
practices have been sustained through a participatory approach to the management of ECEC
institutions, through a comprehensive strategy of practitioners’ professional development and
through the commitment of local authorities to consultative policy-making.
At the core of such project is the view that education and democracy are deeply
intertwined: democracy is seen as a basic value and practice in education is seen as a means to
strengthen and sustain democracy (Moss & Urban, 2010).
3. The regional context of Emilia-Romagna: trends and challenges
This section examines the main trends in relation to ECEC existing provision and
demands at regional level by drawing on the data retrieved from the E-R Observatory on Early
Childhood Services’ database. The data published in previous statistical reports7 have been
integrated with newly collected quantitative data (SPI-ER database)8 and further elaborated by
our research team for the specific purpose of this needs assessment. In particular, the needs
assessment carried out at regional level will focus on the analysis of the following indicators:
1) the coverage and typology of available ECEC places in 0-3 services and their uptake by
families,
2) the breakdown of existing ECEC provision examined in relation to its governance,
which includes services’ ownership (titolarità), management (gestione) and funding
procedures (finanziamento);
3) the accessibility of available ECEC places in relation to families’ socio-economic
conditions.
3.1 Availability, typology, coverage and uptake of 0-3 provision
Over the last two years – for the first time since these data have been collected – it is
possible to notice a trend in which the overall number of places available within 0-3 services
and the number of children enrolled are decreasing compared to the past. The decrease in the

7

Assessorato al Welfare e alle Politiche Educative della Regione Emilia-Romagna (2015) I servizi educativi per la prima infanzia
in Emilia-Romagna - dati dell’anno educativo 2013-2014 e serie storiche. Report available at: http://sociale.regione.emiliaromagna.it/documentazione/pubblicazioni/prodotti-editoriali/servizi%20educativi.
8 The essential figures from SPI-ER database have been included in the main text of the report (Figures 1-12). For further
reading:
http://sociale.regione.emilia-romagna.it/infanzia-adolescenza/approfondimenti/osservatorio-infanzia-eadolescenza/i-dati-e-le-statistiche/i-bambini-e-i-servizi-educativi-per-la-prima-infanzia-fonte-spier
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number of children attending is to be interpreted in conjunction with recent demographic trends,
which show how the number of 0-2 years-old children – which are potential users of such
services – has steadily dropped over the last period.
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Figure 2: Early childhood services (0-3), childcare places and children enrolled over the years 2013-15
Typologies of educational

Educational Year 2013 - 2014
Numero
servizi

services

Nidi d'infanzia
of which Sezioni Primavera)
attended by 2-3 years old
Servizi Integrativi
(complementary services)
Spazi bambino
Centri per bambini e
genitori
Small Educational Groups
Servizi Sperimentali (0-6
age integrated services)
TOTAL NUMBER ECEC
SERVICES (0-3)

Posti

Educational Year 2014 - 2015

Numero
Iscritti Bambini

Numero
servizi

Posti

Numero
Iscritti Bambini

1.009

38.179

31.801

997

37.753

30.663

196

4.025

3.152

190

3.887

2.896

136

2.054

1.898

137

2.118

1.859

59

1.094

938

59

1.121

862

77

960

960

78

997

997

61

395

328

71

469

416

9

257

202

1.214

40.597

33.140

1.206

40.628

34.027

Trend over the years (%)
Numero
servizi
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26,8

0,7

-0,1
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In comparison with previous years it can be observed that the number of 0-3 services run
at the educators’ home (small educational groups) has slightly increased. Despite the relatively
small number of children attending them in comparison to the overall number of children
enrolled in ECEC services (416 out of 33.140, 1% of the overall population attending ECEC),
small educational groups are becoming increasingly popular in rural areas and they now cover
nearly the 6% of early years provision at regional level. This countertrend could be interpreted
either as an outcome of regional legislation amendments – which formalised the status of such
services – or in the perspective of families’ preference for smaller-size services which are
characterised by a more ‘informal’ atmosphere.
In 2014/15, the overall coverage of early years services at regional level is placed slightly
above the European benchmark set by the Barcelona targets9, with available childcare places
covering 35,5% of the potential demand (+0,9 compared to 2013/14).

9

‘Member States should remove disincentives to female labour force participation, taking into account the demand for
childcare facilities and in line with national patterns of provision, to provide childcare by 2010 to at least 90 % of children
between 3 years old and the mandatory school age and at least 33 % of children under 3 years of age’ (European Council,
2002). http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/ec/71025.pdf
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Figure 3. ECEC Coverage in Italy

However a certain variability can be noticed among provinces, ranging from 41,2%
coverage in Ravenna (+92 childcare places compared to 2013/14) to 24,3% in Piacenza (-107
childcare places compared to 2013/14). The province showing the greatest increase in ECEC
coverage over the last two years is Ferrara (+2,9%), with 47 new places being created mostly in
day-care centers and centers for children and parents.

The situation of Parma is quite remarkable: despite the coverage index remain
substantially stable (+0,7%), the number of places in day-care centers have decreased (-147) in
favour of increased places in experimental services (+174), meaning that traditional ‘nidi’ attended by children aged below 3- were converted in experimental services attended by
children aged 0 to 6. It is reasonable to think that such experimentation was undertaken in line
with recent policy trends taking place at national level and advocating for an integrated system
of ECEC starting from birth to the beginning of compulsory school.

Figure 4 – Day-care centres (including Spring classes): number of services and places per
province over the years 2013-15
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Figure 4 – Small educational groups (SEG) and experimental services: number of services and places per province over the years
Small Educational Groups (SEG)
2014-2015
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To conclude, the data on company crèche (nidi aziendali) show that the number of
childcare places available in Emilia-Romagna Region have more than doubled over the last fiveyear period: from 672 in 2010/11 to 1.494 in 2014/15. The creation of company crèches was
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supported by specific national and regional policy initiatives and therefore they fall under
specific funding schemes. Initially (2010/11), 2% of available childcare places in E-R were
provided by nidi aziendali, while today (2014/15) they have reached the 4%.

Figure 5 - Trend in day-care provision: focus on company creches (years 2010-2015)
Overall daycare provision
Educational
years
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1,9
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2,6
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3,3
1.441
3,3
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% on
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childcare
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1,8
2,3
2,9
3,8
4,0

3.2 Governance, management and funding of ECEC services
In this section the breakdown of existing ECEC provision in E-R will be examined in
relation to its governance, which includes the aspects of services’ ownership (titolarità),
management (gestione) and funding (finanziamento). The first aspect – service ownership – is
referred to the body which holds the responsibility for providing the service: the latter could be
either a public (ie. Municipality) or a private (mostly Not-For-Profit) body. The second aspect
– service’s management – is referred to the entity which is actually responsible for running the
provision. This means that ECEC services can be either publicly owned and managed (ie. in
case of Municipal day-care centers which employ educators who are recruited directly by the
municipality) or being publicly owned and privately managed (ie. in the case of Municipal daycare centers which are run by social cooperatives through contracting agreements). In some
other cases, private NFP providers are approved and publicly subsidized by Municipal
authorities through the stipulation of special agreements implying the concession of a certain
number of privately-managed childcare places to the public body (Municipality).
Over the last 5-year period it can be noticed a slight increase of privately-owned NFP
services, with approximately 40% of provision being privately owned and approximately 60%
being publicly owned. However if we look at the number of childcare places being publicly
owned the breakdown is significantly higher (approximately 73% vs 27% of places privately
owned) as – on average – publicly owned services tend to be bigger. Overall, in E-R Region, 7
childcare places out of the 10 are publicly subsidized.
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Figure 6 Number of childcare places categorized on the basis of ownership and management bodies (all
typologies of ECEC services have been considered)
Bodies managing the childcare places
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Overall the most important managing bodies are social cooperatives, which run over
27% of provision through direct ownership of services (approx. 7.3%) and contracts with
Municipalities (approx. 20%): in fact, Municipalities contract out to social cooperatives
approximately 16% of public childcare places. Church-affiliate bodies directly run most of the
childcare places they own (sezioni primavera would be the most common typology of
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provision), which account for approximately 8% of the total. Finally, private companies are
responsible for owning and operating – mostly through direct management of company crèches
– approximately 6% of childcare places. Other private providers account for the management
of 9% of places, most of which are offered in ‘small educational groups’ (SEG) provision and
are publicly subsidized by Municipalities (approx. 6%).
To conclude, if we look at the breakdown of the most common typology of ECEC
provision attended by children aged 0 to 3 (nidi) in E-R, we can notice that public childcare
places account for approximately 71% of the total. More specifically 47.9% of places are
directly managed by Municipalities, while 23.2% are contracted out by Municipalities to social
cooperatives as shown in the graph below.

Figure 7 Day-care provision (nidi d’infanzia) in E-R: % childcare places by ownership and management

Breaking down regional data on childcare places in 0-3 provision by province, Bologna displays
the highest proportion of publicly subsidised childcare places (84.4% encompassing those
directly managed by Municipalities, those contracted out to social cooperative and those
entrusted to private-accredited bodies). On the opposite, Forlì-Cesena displays the highest
proportion of private childcare places in 0-3 services run by social cooperatives or other private
bodies (32.3%), with only 67,7% of publicly subsidized places.
3.3 Accessibility of ECEC provision
Up to the 31 December 2014 the number of children enrolled in ECEC services managed
either by public or by private (mostly NFP) providers is 33.140, which represents the 29% of
the overall 0-2 population in the Region. Therefore it can be noticed that – whereas the
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availability of ECEC places in the Region E-R cover up to 35,5% of the potential demand – the
actual uptake of these places by families do not go beyond 29% of the overall population. In
this sense, the ECEC uptake index (indice di presa in carico) differ slightly from the index of
ECEC coverage (indice di copertura) presented in 3.3.1 section as the number of ECEC places
available are never fully used by families. The number of children actually enrolled in ECEC
services has dropped quite homogenously across the provinces of Emilia-Romagna over the last
three-year period. While no significant differences could be noted between the educational years
2013-14 and 2014-2015, between the educational years 2012-13 and 2013-14 the number of 02 children attending ECEC service in E-R dropped by 4,5% (corresponding to approximately
1.600 children) as reported below in figure 8. Over the last 2 years, more than 40 ECEC services
(catering for approximately 600 children) closed down due to the lack of enrolling demands.
From the data collected in the statistical database of Emilia-Romagna Region (SPI-ER),
the drop in the number of enrolment demands and attendance of ECEC services seems to be in
line with the recent demographical trends, which show a constant decrease in the number of 02 population in the Region. However, no causal correlation can be established due to the
multiple factors that are involved in determining the choice of families to avail of ECEC services
– and which are related not only to availability of provision but also to affordable costs and to
the perceived usefulness and comprehensibility by families10. As these aspects were not take
into account in the process of regional data collection, it is not possible to establish whether the
decreasing number of children attending ECEC services is the result of the demographic drop
in 0-2 population or rather the combined effect of changed socio-economic scenario (financial
crisis reducing public investment in ECEC as well as families’ income and their precarious
working conditions) and parental choices.
Figure 8a – Demographic Trend related to newborn (red line)
Figura 8b – Trend in children’s enrollement in ECEC services
0-2 children population (blue line) over the last 10 years
(index numbers baseline 2005)
(Index
numbers).
Figure 8: Demographic trends and enrolment of 0-2 years old children in ECEC services over the last 10 years.
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Figure 8: Demographic trends and enrolment of 0-2 years old children in ECEC services
over the last 10 years
In this regards, the National Report on the Monitoring of ECEC Provision in Italy11 (Istituto
degli Innocenti, 2015) warns that data on the increasing gap between the availability of ECEC
places (potenzialità ricettiva dei servizi) and their uptake by families (presa in carico) should
not only to be interpreted in the light of recent demographic trends but also in relation to
services’ accessibility. In particular, by combining the data collected by the Innocenti Institute
for the Monitoring (IDI, 2008-2014) with the data from National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT,
2008-2012), it emerges how the economic crisis has impacted on the accessibility of early
childhood services on two sides (Istituto degli Innocenti, 2015: 43-44):
-

on the side of ECEC provision → as the constraints of public expenditure makes it
difficult for the Municipalities to subsidize ECEC services to their full operational
potential (economic sustainability),

-

on the side of families → as their spending power is progressively reduced making it
difficult for parents to cover the expenses for attendance fees, with the result that
children who are offered a place are either not enrolled (rinunce) or withdrawn from the
services after few months of attendance (ritiri).
For this reason, starting from 2013-2014, two new items were included in the

Questionnaire SPI-ER: one concerning the number of renunciations to an offered childcare place
(rinunce) and another concerning the number of withdraws (ritiri). On a trial basis, an openended question investigating the reasons for renunciations and for children’s withdraws was
also included in order to detect those socio-economic factors which might have determined the
choices of families.
In first instance, the data show that over the educational year 2014-15, 2.278 children
out of 39.600 who were offered a place were finally not enrolled (5,8%), and that 1.473 children
out of 32.143 attending ECEC services were withdrawn in the course of the year (4,6%).

11
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Piano
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www.minori.it/sites/default/files/rapporto_nidi.pdf
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Figure 9 – Renunciations to childcare places and withdrawn
(2013 - 2015)

Educational Years

2013-2014
2014-2015

No.
renunciations
at the time of
enrollment

No.
childcare
places
available*

%
Renunciations

No.
children
withdrawn

No.
children
attending
ECEC*

%
Withdrawn

2.987

39.668

7,5

1.636

33.067

4,9

2.278

39.600

5,8

1.473

32.143

4,6

*the childcare places available in Centers for Children and Parents (CCP) and the children attending
those services have been excluded by the counting (no regular enrolment or attendance is required in
these services)

The results of the open-ended survey are illustrated in the graphs below (figure 10): as
these information were collected for the first time, in 40,9% of the cases concerning
renunciations and in 18,3% of the cases concerning the withdraws data are not available. The
most frequently reported answers in regard to the reasons given by families when renouncing to
a place are: family reasons (not further specified - 15,3%), economical reasons (not further
specified - 9,7%) and availability of another choice (eg. a childcare place was offered in a
different service -8,2%). Instead, the most frequently reported answers concerning the reasons
for withdrawing the service are: health issues (eg. children are getting sick too often or mother’s
pregnancy – 16,5%), family reasons (not further specified - 13,6%) and resettlement in another
city (11%).
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Figure 10 - motivations for renouncing to an offered childcare place (left side) and withdrawing (right side)
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Despite the fact that renunciations and withdrawing are becoming increasingly growing
phenomena both at national and at regional level, these issues are largely under-investigated in
literature. At the time of this writing, there are no nation-wide or regionally-based studies
investigating the issues of accessibility of ECEC services in relation to families’ socio-economic
conditions.
In recent times, however, locally-based studies started to emerge, given the impact of
these phenomena on the organization and management of ECEC services at municipal level.
Most of these studies have been commissioned and funded by those Local Authorities that are
more sensitive toward the development of educational and social policies which are responsive
of the needs of children and families within their community12.

12

IRESS (2010) Scelte politiche e operative per i servizi educativi 0-3 anni. Provincia di Bologna.
www.cittametropolitana.bo.it/sanitasociale/Engine/RAServePG.php/P/544511180300/T/Scelte-politiche-e-operative-peri-servizi-educativi-0-3-anni
Amodio, G. (2015) Infanzie e welfare: progettare il futuro. Buone partiche tra politiche per le famiglie e servizi educativi per
l’infanzia. Carrocci.
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Concerning the participation of children from a migrant background to ECEC, regional
data show that their presence account for approximately 11% of the children attending 0-3
services. As illustrated in the graph below, up until 2010-11 the 0-2 population with migrant
background has grown much more rapidly (from 14,6% to 22,3%) compared to their presence
in ECEC services (from 7,3% to 9%), implying that children from migrant background tended
to be under-represented in 0-3 services. However, over the last five-year period this gap was
gradually reduced, highlighting a trend toward a more equal access of migrant children to ECEC
services.
Figure 11 – Demographic trend of 0-2 children population with migrant background on overall 0-2
population (%, light blue line) and trend of 0-2 children with migrant background enrolled in ECEC services
(%, dark blue line).
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It needs to be acknowledged, however, that such trend does not follow the same pace in
all E-R provinces. For example, as attested in figure 12 below, the provinces of Modena and
Bologna display two opposite situations. Whereas in Modena the proportion of 0-2 children
with a migrant background is higher than the regional average (26.8% vs 23.6%), the proportion
of migrant children in ECEC services is much lower than the regional average (8.9% vs 11%).
On the opposite, in Bologna the proportion of 0-2 children with a migrant background
is lower than the regional average (22.2% vs 23,6%) but the participation of migrant children to
ECEC services is comparatively higher (12,8% vs 11%). These emblematic cases draw attention
to the role played by local ECEC access policies – combined with public subsidies – in favoring,
or rather hindering, social inclusion starting from the early years. In this sense, it might not be

Stradi, M. C. (2017) Educare nel cambiamento: esperienze di futuro nei servizi educativi per la prima infanzia. Rimini: Maggioli
Editore.
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a coincidence that the ECEC policies enacted in Bologna province – which display the highest
municipal public expenditure dedicated to socio-educational services and family-related support
measures at national level (ISTAT, 2011) and the highest proportion of publicly subsidized
childcare places at regional level (SPI-ER, 2016) – turn out to be more successful in promoting
the participation of children and families from less advantaged backgrounds.

Figure 12 - % 0-2 children with migrant background on the overall 0-2 population (in blue) and % children with migrant
background enrolled in ECEC services (in pink) – data aggregated by province.
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4. Social inequalities the fragmented landscape of 0-3 provision in Italy
From the most recent surveys carried out by the Italian National Institute of Statistics
(ISTAT)13 it emerges that the number of children who are experiencing conditions of
vulnerability since the early years is dramatically increasing:
-

1 out of 7 children is born in a family living in a condition of absolute poverty (ISTAT,
2013)14

-

0-3 socio-educational services (nidi and servizi integrativi) are not available for over 8
children out of 10 on national average.

As highlighted by the VIII Report monitoring the implementation of the UN Convention
on the Rights of the Child in Italy (Save the Children, 2015) this situation clearly outlines how

13

http://www.istat.it/en/about-istat

14

ISTAT (2013) La povertà in Italia [Poverty in Italy]. Report retrieved from: www.istat.it/it/archivio/128371
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an equal access to education and care opportunities is still denied to most Italian children and –
in particular – to those who are living in the more economically disadvantaged regions of the
country. As research show, the unequal distribution of ECEC services on the national territory
is influencing greatly children’s educational trajectory in terms of learning achievements and
school career (Del Boca, 2010; Del Boca & Pasqua, 2010). This situation is currently
contributing to exacerbate – rather than mitigate – regional socio-economic disparities within
the country resulting, on the long term, in higher rates of school drop-out and in increasing
number of young people who are not engaged in vocational training nor employment. In these
conditions, the rationing and lack of availability of ECEC services have a greater impact on
those children and families who are already experiencing the consequences of living in
disadvantage areas of the country, where public funding for investing in social and families
support schemes tend to be less available than elsewhere, alimenting the vicious circle of
poverty.
The lack of public resources allocated to early years and families support measures at
national level is particularly apparent within international comparisons: in fact, Italy occupies
the second to last position among EU countries in relation to public expenditure devoted to
family support initiatives (4.8% of total social expenditure, which includes funding for
maternity leave and for 0-3 services). Against this background, it is clear that the investment –
in terms of public funding specifically allocated to services for young children’s and their
families at state level – is not sufficient to countering the adverse effects of poverty and socioeconomic inequalities, nor to narrow the gap deriving from socio-cultural disadvantage. At the
same time Local and Regional Authorities – especially Municipalities which play a key role in
the Italian welfare system – reduced their investment in socio-educational services for young
children and their families due both to the constraint of public expenditure imposed by the
National Stability Pact and to the limitation of financial resources produced by the economic
crisis. Statistical data from ISTAT (2011) highlighted that – on national average – the municipal
expenditure devoted to family support measures decreased by 1,4% for the first time since the
beginning of 2000 (while between 2003 and 2009 the same data revealed an average annual
increase of 5.3%). Despite this common trend, the variance in the yearly municipal public
expenditure dedicated to socio-educational services and family-related support measures still
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reflect great territorial disparities ranging from 8€/per-head in Vibo-Valentia province to
350€/per-head in Bologna province (ISTAT, 2011)15.
5. Conclusions and recommendations for Italy
At European level a certain consensus exist, among researchers and policy-makers, on
the fact that participation of young children and their families to ECEC is determined by
multiple factors (Thematic Working Group on ECEC, 2014: 21-22):
-

availability of provision,

-

affordability of enrolment fees (services which are embedded in a comprehensive system
of public policies which extensively support and subsidize an equal access to ECEC tend
to be more successful than targeted provision),

-

accessibility of services (the presence of complicated bureaucratic procedures for
enrolment as well as monolingual information and communication might implicitly act
as a barrier for disadvantaged groups),

-

perceived usefulness of ECEC by the families who are potential users (services which
are supportive of parent’s needs, attuned to their demands and which systematically
engage them in democratic decision-making processes turn out to be more successful in
promoting their participation to ECEC),

-

comprehensibility of the values and meanings which are underlying the educational
practices enacted in early childhood settings (those services in which values, beliefs and
educational practices are constantly negotiated with families and local communities
seems to be more effective in promoting the participation of children and families in
context of diversity).
By combining these insights with the data presented in the previous section focusing on

the trends and challenges related to ECEC access and inequalities in Emilia-Romagna Region,
three main issues seems to emerge:
-

while quantitative data on availability of ECEC provision, its structural features and
children’s participation are systematically collected, very few qualitative data exist in
relation to the perceived needs of children and families attending these services
(usefulness and comprehensibility);

15

ISTAT (2011) Spesa per interventi e servizi sociali [Data on the expenditure of Municipalities for social services and
interventions – aggregated by provinces]. Retrieved from: http://dati.istat.it/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=DCIS_SPESESERSOC
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-

while certain common issues – concerning in particular the economic sustainability and
structural accessibility of ECEC provision – could be identified at regional level, diverse
and localized responses to these challenges seems to be needed in order to address
the diversified needs of children and families within the local socio-cultural contexts
they are living in;

-

virtually no data exists on how to promote and sustain the development of good
educational practices in early childhood services for addressing the challenge of unequal access in contexts of socio-cultural diversity.
By acknowledging the above mentioned research gaps, the Italian case study will focus

on the ‘thick description’ of an exemplary case (Stake, 2003) of local ECEC services – run by
CADIAI social cooperative – in which good practices will be elaborated and enacted by
engaging with early years educators in a participatory action-research process using videoobservation as a tool for collective reflection.
In addition, given the lack of qualitative data available on the issue of usefulness and
comprehensibility in the country-context studied, a special attention will be dedicated to giving
‘voice’ to children and parents attending the ECEC services by using participatory observations
and interviews.
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PART II
COUNTRY REPORT POLAND
Magdalena Ślusarczyk & Paula Pustułka
Introducing the Polish ECEC context
All discussions that attempt to tackle the situation, problems and challenges faced by the
Polish educational system, must first look at how this particular social and institutional system
has developed in context. This equally applies to the feature educational aspect in the TRACKS
project, that is the early childhood education and care (ECEC), encompassing care available and
offered to children through nurseries and kindergartens. We first focus in this paper on how this
system came to take its current shape throughout the 20th and early-21st centuries.
The first point to be made refers to the changing political situation, which for Poland
means the turning moment of 1918, when the country regained independence and it was
necessary for three previously separated partitions to become one, functional state organism.
Then, the post-war period of the Polish People’s Republic, existing as a Soviet satellite, meant
that a communist ideological premise demarcated institutional operations and goals. Especially
in the realm of education, the fact that ideas about equal chances for members of all social
classes and strata, signified profound changes. Finally, another transition came in 1989 when
the Polish state once underwent a massive switch to democracy and neoliberalism, which were
largely built from scratch and reflected a deeply-seated opposition to everything connected to
the previous regime, sometimes without even issuing a proper evaluation of a given educational
policy or infrastructural decision.
Up to the present day, history plays an important part in the Polish discourse and should
be seen as tied to our second argument. Namely, the educational system generally suffers from
an extremely high levels of political instability. The general perception is that it is impossible
for the representatives of subsequent governments and different political parties to come
together and achieve a consensus at a top-level. This affects education, wherein decisions are
politicized, often made ad-hoc, and taken unreflexively to show political distinction against the
previous rulers. Instead of proceeding with due caution and care in developing educational
policies over time, in timeframes that should optimally greatly exceed the electoral term,
educational policies and reforms are political battlefield (Ślusarczyk 2010).

33

Finally, our third important condition is the timing of changes in the contexts of
shortages, infrastructural and financial shortcomings, which result from the long periods of
transforming society and economy, as well as various crises, and signified avoidance towards
key problems in education as a key part of social life. Researchers argued that the situation of
uncertainty has been constantly present throughout decades and generations (see also
Mauersberg 1988, Raport on the state of education 1973, Paciorek 2000, Szpunar 2008). What
is meant here is that education – from ECEC through schooling on various levels – suffers from
the absence of sufficient funds, as well as various governmental entities shuffling the costs of
changes. The key dyad involved here was of course the national government and its local
counterparts but, also, the society understood as actors of the social system were affected. For
example, there is an inherent expectation for the teachers to engage in continuous education,
which is, on the one hand, essential for their career advancement and, on the other hand, not
awarded with additional time or funding for the process and time needed for the achievement of
these required additional qualifications. In Poland, we witness a process of rolling back the state,
as the governance appears to pull back social support and, little by little, moves the country to
becoming a postsocialist – or perhaps even anti-socialist) state with limited welfare support.
This of course means that educational arena, since 1989, is marked by increasing social
inequalities, formerly fought by the communist ideology and returning now in full-force. Social
class and income, regional discrepancies and disability are being contested as the dividing social
axes.
The gaps left by the retreating state are – to an extent – filled by non-governmental
organizations, foundations, associations, churches and religious communities, private persons
and other formal and informal actions and groups formed by concerned citizens. As we will
show later in the report, this semi-regulated sphere, which no longer appears controlled by
national-level policies – can be seen as ambiguous. On the one hand, NGOs, benefactors and
private bodies, act to prevent an even greater social inequality. On the other, as the landscape of
non-public education and care is diverse and guided by numerous and often unchecked aims,
their actions may actually be against equality.
Heterogeneity of educational actors and their involvement crosses paths with the fourth
and truly pivotal social factor present in the Polish context, notably the irrevocable conviction
about the investment in “good” education as the predicate of a child’s future chances in life,
especially on the labor market. We agree with the Polish sociologist Piotr Sztompka who
claimed a threat of unemployment as the most trauma-inducing event tied to the 1989
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transformation (2000). This also explains why all and any actions that could help ensure that
one (or one’s children) will not experience unemployment are catching on very quickly and are
almost always taken on, even if they are resource-intensive (Sztompka 2000).
At present, this is first and foremost observable in the fact that pursuing education at the
secondary and tertiary level became an almost obvious choice for young generations of Poles
(Długosz 2013, Szafraniec 2013, Inglot-Brzęk 2012). What is more, the desire to prevent lost
educational opportunities goes beyond adolescence and, in fact, means that parents begin to
think about the best possible educational pathways for their children very early on, insisting that
high-quality instructions and curricula must be present in middle-schools, primary school and
kindergartens. Simultaneously, as infrastructure became privatized and many ECEC connected
to state-run industry and service workplaces were closed down, places available in public, statefunded kindergartens are generally limited. Parents from middle- and upper-social strata,
especially in urban areas, voice greater and greater expectations for the kindergarten education
phase.
Correspondingly, economic situation is conductive to more and more privately-run
ECEC emerging and offering more and more tailored and ambitious programs. Besides catering
to somewhat elitist expectations, some of these ECEC also genuinely increase the access to
ECEC and directly help the process of making the educational chances more equal for all
children. Other institutions also fill the space left by the dominant “bureaucratic education”
(Putkiewicz, Wiłkomirska 2004) and capitalize on the need for alternative pedagogies and
educational models. Majority of these institutions, in addition to fulfilling traditional function
of permitting parental (usually maternal) participation in the labor force, create a sense of an
uneven start for children entering primary schools because the kindergartengoers leaving private
institutions usually benefit from smaller groups and higher teacher-child ratio, as well as more
school-adjacent and premium developmental offer such as foreign language classes, trips and
excursions, as well as sport and arts extracurriculars.
To sum up what has been said so far, the Polish context makes it extremely hard for
educational reforms to be well thought-out and implemented in appropriate conditions. They,
for the most part, fail to comply with the demands of good educational reform’s conditions
formulated by Thorsten Husen16 who argued that educational reform must be an integral
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Thorsten Husen is a comparative researcher in pedagogy. He is the author of the Swedish school reform from the 1960s
which is now considered as a model reform by the comparative scholars (Kupisiewicz 1999: 30). As an educational expert
for UNESCO, Husen crafted a list of rules for reforming education, which is now seen as a key guideline and a criterium for
evaluating reforms.
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component of social, economic and political transformations. The ideal reforms should be
prepared from a standpoint of a guaranteed organizational, financial and human resources, as
well as political, social, and educational researchers’ support. In other words, educational reform
must be holistic in nature (Kupisiewicz 1999: 30-37). This negative assessment does not mean
that the unsatisfactory status quo is being maintained. On the contrary, we can distinguish
several significant changes in the making. These might be slow-going but they have been
improving and still improve the situation of ECEC depicted in this Report. The changes are
occurring both in the context of the third sector (NGO), for instance with the work being done
by the Foundation for the Development of Children (Fundacja Rozwoju Dzieci). Many agents
and agencies work tirelessly to decrease the evident problem of regional inequalities while also
tackling the flaws of ECEC being organized on the state and local government’s levels. Most
praiseworthy efforts are invested into accessibility of ECEC and making children’s access
independent from their social status, able-bodiness and (dis)ability, ethnic and religious identity
and so on.
Historical development of the ECEC in Poland
The importance of education is written into the Polish Constitution with key statements
like Everyone has a right to education and Governing bodies ensure universal and equal access
to education. Therefore, they create and support systems of individual, financial and logistic
assistance to pupils and students (Article 70). In every educational reform project put forward
in Poland in 20th and 21st century, the meaning of the ECEC17 was being clarified to make sure
that kindergartens and access to this type of education are seen essential and assurances are
made towards making it equal (Ślusarczyk 2010, Kupisiewicz 2006). This has been evident in
the interwar period when creating a single national body of educational governance from three
rather distinctive and foreign systems in Prussia, Russia and Austria/Galicja, was essential.
Devising a coherent Polish system required a deep, systemic and holistic reform of the
educational system (Doświadczyński 1928, Mauersberg 1988, School Reform in Poland 1928).
Throughout 1920s and 1930s, the role of kindergarten in combating unequal chances was being
increasingly underscored by the pedagogical and psychology researchers (Sempołowska 1935).
The authors of the early, so called Jędrzejowiczowska reform from 1932 also discussed
its importance. They specifically declared a willingness to improve on the situation which was

17Time

spent by children spent in nurseries is not considered to be part of education but only of the care aspect. Therefore, it
does not seem to be discussed in the analyses of the education situation in Poland.
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back then very unfavorable. At the same time, the actual article failing to discuss who and from
what funds is to be responsible for organizing kindergartens indicated that the vague declaration
will remain an empty one. As the reform temporally coincided with an economic crisis, the vast
shortages of resources during its implementation meant that the predictions turned out to be
completely correct. Meagre resources were allocated to schools, which were considered to be
more important, elemental and obligatory component of the educational system (Mauersberg
1988: 31). While it is difficult to exactly question the decisions made in a situation in which
reformers found themselves in one hundred years ago, this very early reform set the tone for the
later historical developments. Specifically, although each sequent reform has its educational
politicos underlining the importance of the education at the kindergarten level, yet there is
permissiveness around the reform ultimately not delivering on this front for a number of reasons
(see Ślusarczyk 2010). In sum, ECEC remains an area that is treated as “last on the agenda”.
The documents like analyses, reports and evaluations, which were concerned with
education in Poland and emerged much later, always incorporated a somewhat “mandatory”
declaration about strategies of development and change that is tied to kindergarten. Again, at
the stage of setting more specific targets or milestones, this area tends to disappear from the
reformers’ (and public’s) view. Some examples of this include the largest educational report
published during the PPR’s period (Report on the state of education, 1973), the so-called
Szczepański’s report, and the Strategy for Polish development until 2020, which was prepared
by the “Poland 2000 Plus” Development Committee associated with the Polish Academy of
Sciences. In the latter, the youngest citizens only appear in the context of the recommendation
of lowering the school-entry age. Next, in the Poland 2025. Lon-term strategy of development,
Governmental Center for Strategic Studies fails to mention kindergartens in any of its main
goals (Banach 2006). Only recent years brought on some more systematic and systemic changes.
The Polish ECEC context is marked by a definite accumulation of inequalities, which
overlap in an intersectional manner. The first reason behind this is the uneven regional
development, both on the more typically highlighted rural-urban continuum, but also with
regard to the so-called Poland A versus Poland B debate (see e.g. Gorzelak 2008), in which it is
being said that Eastern parts of the country still suffer from underdevelopment stemming from
them being geographically on the fringes of economically weaker national powers, especially
Russia, during the partitions’ period (1795-1918). This means that children of farmers always
had limited access to school start, with even fewer chances of partaking in any form of ECEC.
In the early 1970s, a special Committee of Experts was working on the report about the state of
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education in the Polish People’s Republic, the research data from the collected statistics
demonstrated this regional discrepancy and stated that the situation of those growing in villages
is unfavorable from an educational perspective. The data available then already indicated that
children who have undergone kindergarten education were then more likely to be quickerlearners and achieved better results (Report… 1973: 95). Same report provided an important
statistic: while every other child living in the city attended kindergarten, only 1 in 9 had the
same advantage in rural areas (ibid. 1973: 117).
No access to kindergarten coincided – and still does – with a conviction that a
kindergarten is only a type of a “storage” for children, so if one has no need to use it, then it is
better not to do so (Kupisiewicz 1999). With the country being under-urbanized, a vast portion
of next generations of youth did not attend kindergartens, and then learnt in poorly-equipped
primary schools with a lower level of instructions. They were also educated by teachers with
less training and lower overall levels of education. Reforms (e.g. 1973 Report) thus emphasized
the need for improvement of the situation especially for rural populations.
The universal system of kindergarten education was supposed to constitute the basis for
the reformed primary school before and during the times of the Polish 1989 transformation. The
main objective of such a system was to make equal chances a reality, as well as to alleviate
former shortages and omissions. In an ideal realization of this premise, every child would have
a sure, equal and good educational start. However, the critique about downplaying the critical
value of kindergarten education, despite its proven role in making the education chances more
egalitarian, was still voiced in regard to various reforms put forward after 1989 (Putkiewicz,
Zahorska, 1998).
One aspect that needs to be discussed here is the interplay between the trajectories and
biographies of women and children. Specifically, the primary cultural role of a women in Poland
is that of a mother (Titkow 2003, 2012; Hryciuk, Korolczuk 2012, Kotowska 2007, Graff 2008).
Glorifying biological reproduction and maternal identity ultimately translated to subsequent
government using the ideology of motherhood as means to control women’s presence and power
in the economic/labor market context (Coyle 2008). In other words, both communist governance
during the Polish People’s Republic, and the neoliberal fast-pace democratization always
subjugated women’s careers and economic interests to those of the children and state (Titkow
2003, 2012, Plomien 2009). It is quite common for Poles to believe that children should stay at
home with their mothers until starting school or, at the very minimum, until they are at least
three years-old. The constant reiteration of the irrevocable bond between mother and child
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means that pushing women out of the labor market and rolling-back the state’s welfare support
(i.e. ECEC infrastructure) has not met with vocal social protests (Hryciuk, Korolczuk 2012,
Plomien 2009).
On this point, it must be underlined that the number of kindergartens in Poland decreased
dramatically in the 1990s. Not only were women the first ones to experience raising
unemployment and were expected to retreat to the private sphere of caring for children, but also,
in many communes, kindergartens were fully financed by the local governments that were no
longer able to curb the fees. With lowered household incomes and increased fees for ECEC, the
numbers of children in ECEC plummeted. While many European countries boasted the levels
of 70-100% coverage during the 1990s prosperity, Poland had one of the lowest rates of ECEC
participation, standing at around 30% during the same historical period. Even more telling is
the fact that the number of kindergartens in the rural areas was halved between 1990 and 2004,
falling from 5299 to 2595 (Oświata i wychowanie w roku szkolnym 2004/2005, GUS 2005) in
a country of 40 million inhabitants.
The problem is even more pronounced if we distinguish the category of children aged 3
to 5. Jan Herbst from the Foundation for the Development of Children demonstrated that only
34.3% of children attended kindergartens in 2003. Comparatively, the number for the city
population was 58.9% while those living in the countryside were in a much more precarious
position. In small villages and towns, where majority of poverty pockets and locations with
profound social problems were found, the indicators for ECEC participation stood at just 8 and
15%, respectively (Herbst 2005, Tarkowska 2006).
An action project started by the J.A. Komenski’s Foundation for the Development of
Children sought to respond to the growing social marginalization of children born in the small
rural communities. The problems largely caused by the worsening financial condition of
communal governance, especially in the so called “Poland B”, were tackled by the “When
there’s no kindergarten” project. The key operations concerned setting up semi-ECECs that
offered early care during a limited number of hours, emphasizing the educational function
(Success starts at the kindergarten, 2002, Tarkowska 2006). While this solution changed the
lives of many children (and families), it needs to be underscored that it demonstrates that one
of the basic tasks that should be fulfilled by the state and local governance, was only
substantiated because of the third-sector’s involvement.
In this context, Szlendak correctly underlines that this means “pushing the kindergarten
and family education to the secondary role in the socialization practices of the state and local
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government” (2003). Interestingly, this did not mean lack of care on the part of local
governments. As argued by Ślusarczyk (2010), the majority of commune-level officials drew
attention to the considerable proportion of local budget going to education. However, the
universal obligatory education was prioritized, so the expenditure rarely sufficed to cover also
the ECEC period. Shifting more and more educational tasks from the national/central to the
local/commune-level only exacerbated this problem. First and foremost, the 1999 educational
reform moved the challenge of making the educational chances of children equal to a different
step of the schooling system. Specifically, even though this has been widely criticized, the
eradication of inequalities was supposed to be happening with the inception of Gimnazjum,
which, until very recently in 2018, was the intermediary school between primary (G1-G6, 6-12
year-olds) and secondary school (starting at the age of 15). While the principle of assisting the
equalization of chances at this educational level was not necessarily incorrect, it could have not
worked as the main one. This is because it would be happening much too late and concentrates
too greatly on attainment and outcomes rather that a broadband holistic pedagogy and meaning
of education in general (Tarkowska 2006, Ślusarczyk 2010). As noted by Kupisiewicz (2006),
“it has not been valued – and it is still downplayed – that for many children education is the
only way out of destitution and the sole path of breaking the vicious cycle of the cultural
deprivation”.
To sum up, historically an educational focus was placed on the “minimum”. This means
that earlier, as well as in the 1990s and the 2000s, the key element considered “a necessity” was
the universal and primary education. In the step towards broadening the ECEC provisions, the
universal access for children at age 6 to either in-kindergarten or in-school “year 0” education
was aimed for (Kupisiewicz 1981, 2006). Then, a new attempt was made in the shape of
lowering the school-starting age to 6, which is the norm for many European countries. This
project, as a type of a compromise between expanding access and inability of establishing a
universal and high-quality system of ECEC for children below the school age, could be found
in the so-called Handke reform program, incepted by the political coalition of Solidarity and
Freedom Union Electoral Committee in 1999. These, once again, were not fulfilled (Banach
2006). At the turn of the century, same postulates were voiced by the opposition supported by
the Polish Teachers’ Union (Four reforms… 2000: 73-80).
It must be added that the proposal of going with the age of 6 as a school-entry time was
met with social discontent and protests. For that reason, the 2009 reform specified on a gradual
introduction of six-year-olds into the schooling system was envisioned. In particular, all 5-year40

olds were expected to have access to at least one full year of kindergarten education. After
delaying the reform for two consecutive years on account of parents’ protests, the program was
introduced in 2014/2015 school year. For two years, the first-graders were comprised from
concurrently starting 6- and 7-year-olds. Vast numbers of parents, however, disagreed with the
reform and used the option of having the child “diagnosed” and legally “delayed”. This was, in
part, due to the conviction of the Poles that the schools are not ready and ill-prepared for
accommodating small children. Some researchers also argued that the way in which school
education has been organized in some places (with overcrowding causing large urban schools
to run in two shifts – morning and afternoon), was not conducive to parental employment
conditions and schedules, leading parents to rebel against the earlier start. The 2015 general
elections’ results changed the situation once again, as the reform was retracted. The legal
framework returned to the pre-2013 state, wherein a 7-year old is supposed to start school,
whereas a 6-year-old may be admitted earlier on the explicit request of the parents. Legally
speaking, this also coincides with another educational earthquake, as the 2017 reform has begun
a return to the pre-1999 Reform educational system in Poland. In particular, the middle-schools
(Gimnazjum) will be eradicated and the system will rely on primary schools with eight grades.
At the end of the day, Polish ECEC does not have a long history of operating as agent
of combating educational inequalities. While some actions were taken in this realm, a systemic
approach to challenges, which combines education, pedagogy and care, has only become visible
in recent years of the second decade in the 21st century. Alternative solutions – both in ECEC
and nursery care have been gradually spreading and enable participation of more children.
Current ECEC structure and characteristics in Poland
The ECEC system currently in place in Poland is marked by a certain dualism. This is
not very different from what we see in other countries but, interestingly, pertains not only to the
usual institutional divisions (which we discuss in the following sections), but also reflects the
assumptions around financing, infrastructural requirements, conditions of employment for staff,
as well as the supervising organ.
Prior to discussing each stage of the ECEC in Poland, it is valid to position it within the
broader educational system. This has been illustrated on Figure 13.
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Figure 13. Education System in Poland, 2018.

It can be seen that the phase before the compulsory primary schooling begins, is basically
in the realm of two institutions, namely kindergartens and nurseries. It must be underscored,
however, that due to the cultural reasons and financial constraints, a bulk of pre-school caring
is done within the family (i.e. children are in the care of their grandparents, especially
grandmothers) and the private market for nannies is quite large, inclusive of both legally
employed carers and childminders who work for parents in the “grey zone” of the labor market,
without legally having a job.
Moving on to the institutional aspect, two main types of ECEC institutions noted above
can be briefly characterized as follows:
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1) Nurseries and children’s clubs18 – offer care for children under 3. Their functioning is
regulated by the Act on caring for children below the age of 3 (Dz. U. 2016, art. 157),
dated on February 4, 2011. The contents of this law has been revised as of January 1 st,
2018. Until 2010, the care in this realm was overseen by Ministry of Health but as of
2011 it is guided by the Ministry for Labor and Social Policy, then again transformed
under the new name of Ministry for Family, Labor and Social Policy. At the same time,
registration of the entities and oversight over their operations lies in the competencies of
the local communes. Note that this change is meaningful because being overseen by the
Ministry of Health meant that a nursery was defined as a place linked to healthcare. This
signified very strict conditions and requirements for anyone wishing to establish or head
a nursery.
2) Kindergartens and kindergarten points offer care and education for children aged 3
to 6. As noted in the previous section, as of 2018 a child is supposed to start school at
the age of 7, unless parents apply for an early admission for a 6-year-old who has
undergone at least one year of kindergarten as preparations.
We will now discuss these and other care options relevant for the TRACKS project in
more detail.
Children under 3: nurseries and children’s clubs, day-carers, nannies
In the case of nurseries and children’s clubs, as well as the so-called “day-time carer”,
the crucial main idea behind them is caring for a child rather than the educational aspect.
Simultaneously, the latter are often made explicit, as the care should follow pedagogical
standards and fulfil an educational role.
Nursery care is offered for children who are at least 20 weeks old. In practice, shortages
mean that very few children below the age of 1 enter nursery care. Similarly, there is a strong
social reliance on experts who attest to the first year of child’s life as the period that should be
spent in one-on-one care, ideally provided by the mother. The nursery care should end during
the year when a child turns 3, as this is the official kindergarten transition time. However, many
Polish localities struggle with incorporating all 3-year-olds into strained kindergarten system,
so some children stay in kindergartens until they are four. This is also a solution available to
children who were deemed not ready for kindergarten, for instance with reference to health,
development, etc. An important aspect of care is the schedule, which differs from that found in

18 https://www.mpips.gov.pl.

43

the kindergartens. Specifically, it is possible for a child to spend up to 10 hours a day in a nursery
on every week day. For justified cases, especially in the private sector, this allowance may be
prolonged.
As of 2018, the catalog of entities able to run a kindergarten expands. The possibilities
include communes, private persons, legal entities (private) and other organizational units
without a legal identification. What is more, nurseries can also be established and led by
territorial governance units beyond communes, as well as public institutions (Article 3 of the
Act on the care of children under 319). This means that powiats and voivodships (which are two
superior territorial units; i.e. communes form powiats and powiats form voivodships in Poland),
as well as other national and state-run institutions will be able to get involved in the provisions.
The rules around spatial and infrastructural requirements for a nursery building are
drafted in the already quoted Act on the care of children under 3 (Ustawa z dnia 4 lutego 2011
r. o opiece nad dziećmi w wieku do lat 3 (Dz. U. z 2016 r. poz. 157, z późn. zm.) and in the
dedicated ministerial decree from July 10, 2014. This decree discusses the sanitary and spacerelated requirements that must be met by the premises – a registered space/building - destined
to house a nursery or a children’s club (Dz. U. z 2014 r. poz. 925 oraz z 2017 r. poz. 2379). In
accordance with the current rules, a kindergarten and a nursery may occupy the same premises.
At a nursery or a children’s club, the following persons might care for the children:
nurses/ nurse practitioners, midwives, child minders, teachers of kindergarten education,
teachers of early primary-school education, pedagogics’ graduates with specializations in
education and care, early education or therapy pedagogics. In addition, graduates of several
postgraduate programs can be employed in these institutions, specifically encompassing the
holders of diplomas in early developmental assistance, assisting children’s development in the
framework of psychological-pedagogical help in nurseries and kindergartens, pro-development
education, early child’s pedagogics, children’s psychology, psychology of supporting
development and education, educational psychology.
Without the above specified qualifications, another career path to ECEC is to undergo
(no longer than 2 years before being employed) a first aid training and fulfill the additional
conditions of having a university degree (as long as its program encompassed issues around
caring for a young child or development) and completing an 80-hour training in order to update
and compliment knowledge and skills. Further, those with only secondary education may also
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Ustawa z 4 lutego 2011 r. o opiece nad dziećmi w wieku do lat 3 (Dz.U. z 2016 r., poz. 157) – w brzmieniu od 1 stycznia 2018
r.
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apply and be hired as long as they have at least 1 year of documented experience of working
with children under 3 years of age. In this last scenario, work in ECEC must happen not later
than 6 months after completing the above 1-year period of working with children as, otherwise,
candidates would need to undergo the 80-hour training as well. Finally, the rather lenient
requirements are especially lax for a fourth path for those who completed a dedicated 280-hour
training, inclusive of at least 80 hours of practical care over a child (Art.16 of the Act on
nurseries).
Under the present law, one carer/teacher can be responsible for no more than eight
children. If a group has children with a disability, a child needing special care, or a child that is
younger than 1, the maximum number of supervised children is set at five. In 2017, the Ministry
sought out solutions to increase the intake and coverage, so the limit was slayed to be raised to
ten children. However, social protests once again began and these plans have been rejected. The
actual caring staff consistently postulates that a limit should be set to five, regardless of who is
in the group.
An alternative form of care is a day-carer (a registered nanny), which is when a commune
hires a person who will provide care. The legal framework specifies educational qualifications
and necessary courses (a dedicated 140-hour training) and the parents pay for care and
alimentation for a child. A commune has duties of insuring the carer against civil responsibility,
paying their dues into the social security system, as well as overseeing the work of the carer.
The care might be provided at various premises – either the residential quarters of the day-carer,
or at the space provided by the commune, as long as safety measures are taken and standards
met. At any rate, day-carer should care for no more than five children, with the age criterion
same as for the nurseries in general. The day-carer is also obliged to go beyond simple care and
provide educational activities.
The least formalized option for parents is to hire a nanny. Again, it is a typical practice
in Poland to employ nannies illegally without a job contract, though, if parents decide to register
the nanny/carer, the state will support them by paying into the social security on their behalf.
The law specifies no requirements for a person who wishes to become a nanny. The only
boundary is the age of the child who should be 20 weeks or older and the age of the nanny who
must be 18 years-old. The scope of responsibilities and duties, supervision and salary are
specified in a contract between the parents and the nanny.
Last but not least, many parents benefit from the care provided by family members and,
in efforts to diminish the grey zone of care, it is possible to hire a family member in accordance
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with the existing conditions. The cultural norm of a grandmother who “must” take on the fulltime care of her young grandchildren is slowly becoming alleviated. The reasons are
intergenerational and demographic: not only are parents more mobile (e.g. living away from
their communities of origin) and more inclined to entrust their offspring into formal institutional
care (private or public), but also the seniors/grandparents remain in employment longer and may
have alternative visions of their retirement. Intergenerational conflicts in the realm of familial
solidarity and intergenerational debt, which were clearly understood as grandmothers’
contribution in the past, are quite common in contemporary Poland.
Pre-school education and care in kindergartens
Issues around organizing and offering kindergarten education are regulated by the Act
on the education system (Dz.U. z 2015 r, poz 2156 ze zm.), dated to September 7, 1991, but later
altered. The topic of ECEC provisions at the kindergarten level, that is for children aged 3 to 7,
are in the purview of the Ministry of Education as well as territorial governments at the level of
a powiat. The dualism we noted in the beginning of this chapter can be clearly observed in this
fissure in responsibility, as earlier care is overseen by other institutional agents. This is doubly
the case, as not only different foci (family/social welfare versus education) but also
competencies at different levels between central and local governance are at play. In practice,
the agents on the local-level frequently must comply with decisions made on the macro-levels
that do not necessarily correspond to their local context, constraints and budgets. Nevertheless,
the key point of interest for TRACKS is that only as far as kindergartens are concerned,
education is made explicit as part of these institutions’ mission. This marks a different between
institutional bodies that provide assistance in care to enable employment (nurseries) vis-à-vis
those that are conceived as agents of helping parents with socialization and educational
attainment in the long-run, with kindergartens understood as pre-schools – a preparatory step
needed for later success in formal schooling.
With the current law, a child should technically start kindergarten on September 1 st in
the calendar year of his or her 3rd birthday and remain in this educational stage until August 31st
in the calendar year of his or her 7th birthday. Numerous changes and general flexibility of the
system is also present here as, in theory, a child aged 2.5 can be admitted to kindergarten in
justified cases. Further, shortages of spaces mean that priority is given to older children so not
all children, especially 3-year-olds, are guaranteed a place. Note that kindergarten education in
Poland is not mandatory for children aged 3 to 5. Only six-year-olds are obliged to attend a
yearly preparatory education in kindergarten but may also fulfill this requirement in any other
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form of ECEC. This means they can, for example, be prepared for primary education through
home-schooling without consequence. As noted on multiple occasions, a parent can decide to
send a six-year-old directly to a primary school, but a child must receive a positive opinion
about the school-readiness from a dedicated authority, namely the local psychologicalpedagogical center. Again, a child would need to complete a preparatory year prior to starting
school20.
From a legal perspective, kindergarten education might take place in public and private
kindergartens, kindergarten divisions (year-zero) at primary schools and at many other entities
like kindergarten points and joint ECEC initiatives. The main criterion distinguishing the forms
of kindergarten care us the frequency and schedule of the care and education provided. The
programs at non-standard ECECs at the kindergarten level might only be offered on some days
of the week, but must meet the requirements of a 3-hour daily minimum and a 12-hour weekly
minimal total. Conversely, kindergarten points need to offer care and education every work day
during the week in the cycle concurrent with the school year. The exceptions concern public
holidays and any other breaks established by the supervisory organ. In practice, this means that
some state-run kindergartens will close for many weeks during the summer (sometimes for as
long as 10 weeks) and winter school vacations (usually another 3-4 weeks). While the decision
about opening hours and the extent of the needs and parental expectations locally, the structures
of schedules vary greatly, with some entities suffering from limited funding and opening for
only the bare minimum hours despite great need, and other, especially privately-run high-cost
urban kindergartens being open nearly year-round and for as long as 14 hours a day. In addition,
in recent years private ECECs that offer night-time/overnight care began to emerge, though their
visibility is still rather incidental and the social practice is seen as inadequate. For all
kindergartens, the guiding premise for operations should stem from the demand of realizing the
basic educational contents specified in the centrally issued documentation21.
In case of children who have been diagnosed and received a confirmation that they
required special-needs education, a child is allowed to stay in the kindergarten longer that till
the age of 7, but the extension cannot be beyond the date of a the school year’s end in the
calendar year of the child turning 9. In other words, compulsory schooling requirement might
be lifted or rather postponed until the calendar year in which a child is 9-years-old. Children

20
21

https://men.gov.pl/zycie-szkoly/wychowanie-przedszkolne/przedszkola/organizacja.html.
https://men.gov.pl/zycie-szkoly/wychowanie-przedszkolne/inne-formy-wychowania-przedszkolnego/inne-formywychowania-przedszkolnego.html.
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with special needs that call for distinct methods and organization of work, can be educated in
all-accessible kindergartens, in so called integration-kindergartens, or in special needs
kindergartens. In the latter, children with special needs may attend until the age of 10.
As we have already underlined, Poland suffers from overlooking kindergartens as a
sphere of education, which is paired with a profound shortages of kindergarten places available.
Due to the lack of funding, many territorial units at the commune and powiat-levels decided to
close down many ECEC over the course of 1990s. Instead, local governments fell back onto the
bare minimal education guaranteed by the law and opened the so-called year-zero divisions in
primary schools. Since the turn of the economy in Poland, we can see a slow but consistent
efforts towards widening access to kindergartens and combating inequalities, especially in the
economic aspect. As of September 1st, 2016, all children aged 6, as well as all children aged 5
and 4, as long as they had willing parents (i.e. kindergarten being non-mandatory, some parents
decide against it), were supposed to be supplied with a place in a kindergarten education of
some sort. This was extended to 3-year-olds on September 1st, 2017.
A step towards communes, which have the organization of kindergarten education
network among their tasks, was the new regulation that was planned when the 6-year-olds were
initially planned to start school. Demographically, since both 6 and 7-year-old children were
expected to start school in the upcoming cycle, a law of mandatory transformation of all
kindergarten-divisions (year zero) at school into proper kindergartens was suspended. This
means that communes may rely on year-zero divisions in primary school as means to satisfy the
legally-binding obligation of having the bare necessity of kindergarten education on offer. Until
September 1st, 2019, the kindergartens function with the old rules in place.
Second important solution is the introduction of 5 hours of free education in public
kindergartens. All remaining fees for using kindergarten education in entities run by the
commune and going beyond the free five hours, are regulated on the local level. Since 2013, it
is the commune’s role to set the fees with the caveat that one hour of education cannot cost more
than circa 0.25 EUR. In this sense, a state-run, public kindergarten currently must be understood
as an entity which:
a) realizes educational program at the kindergarten level and reflective of the national
educational guidelines for this schooling step;
b) furnishes free education, care and socialization in the time set by the responsible
agent and no shorter than 5 hours;
c) recruits children on the grounds of universal access;
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d) hires teachers with qualifications specified by the law.
What is more, rules are in place about the distance to the kindergarten. If the direct
commute path of a child completing their mandatory one-year of kindergarten education or a
five-year-old attendee exceeds 3 kilometers, the commune has a duty to provision free
transportation and care during the commute. Alternatively, if parents bring children around, the
commune must reimburse the costs of public transportation for a child and their carer.
A legal act that regulates the base of the kindergarten educational program is the
Minister’s of Education Decree on the base program for kindergarten education and the base
program for comprehensive primary education, including programs for pupils with significant
or moderate intellectual disability, as well as comprehensive education for specialization school
at a first degree, and education for special-needs school preparing for employment and schools
preparing for secondary and vocational education (Dz.U. poz 977, ze zm.). This document has
been in operation since February 14, 2017. The main goals of education are specified in the law
and pertain also to the ECEC. The aims are:
1) supporting children in developing their talents and shaping intellectual activities that
children need for daily situation and later education;
2) building a value system, including raising children in a way that they can orient
themselves better against good and evil;
3) shaping emotional resilience in children so that they can rationally cope with new and
difficult situation, including a capacity to ease up handling of stress and failure;
4) developing social competencies that are necessary for children to establish appropriate
relationships with adults;
5) creating conditions conducive to shared and collaborative play and learning for children
with discrepant physical and intellectual capabilities;
6) caring for health and physical aptitude of children; encouraging children to partake in
games and sports;
7) building knowledge about social world, environment and technology, as well as
developing skills of presenting oneself in a manner understandable for others;
8) introducing children into esthetic values and developing their skills in expression
through music, dance, singing, theatre forms and creative art;
9) shaping children’s sense of social belonging (to family, peer group and national
community) and a patriotic attitude;
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10) securing better educational chances for children by supporting their curiosity, activity
and self-reliance, as well as shaping those messages and skills that are important for
schooling and education;
11) preparing children to use a modern foreign language by arising their linguistic
consciousness and cultural sensitivity; building a positive motivation for learning
foreign languages at the subsequent stages of education and – in case of special-needs
children – developing their awareness of cultural and linguistic diversity;
12) in kindergartens with children belonging to ethnic and national minorities and/or
communities with regional dialect/language, as specified in the Act on national and
ethnic minorities and regional language (Dz. U. Nr 17, poz. 141, z późn. zm.1, January
6th, 2005), maintaining and developing a sense of national, ethnic and language identity,
preparing children for the use of a minority or ethnic language or the use of regional
language, by increasing their national, ethnic and linguistic awareness and building a
positive motivation for learning the minority/regional language at subsequent stages of
education22.
These

goals

fall

under

the

responsibility

of

the

kindergarten’s

director/headmaster/headmistress. The director must ensure that the basic educational guideline
for kindergarten education are covered in the ECEC institution’s program. In accordance with
the framework for public kindergarten, the mission statement and other documents should
specify, among others, how extracurricular activities are organized. The additional classes
should take into account the developmental needs and capabilities of children. They should also
be accessible for each child attending a given ECEC.
From the TRACKS project’s point of view, the key goals from the list are those
numbered 5, 10, 11 and 12. More specifically, the project will investigate whether and how they
are realized.
Selected important statistics
The data collected with reference to the education and care for children in the age groups
0-3 and 3-6 can be broadly seen as attesting to:
a) the continuing shortages of places;

22

https://men.gov.pl/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/zalacznik_1.pdf [Accessed on 22.05.2018].
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b) significant territorial disproportion between urban and rural areas (city-countryside
dichotomy);
c) positive trend in terms of an improving situation in recent years.
The above, especially the welcome tendency of expanding care and education at an early
level, does not signify that a satisfactory level of ECEC coverage and quality has been reached.
In order for the situation to be judged as ultimately better, the trend must continue over the
upcoming years. Moreover, the concern is not purely “quantitative” regarding the ration of
children in ECEC, but also espouses the need to make sure that the provided services are of an
appropriate quality. Despite the common belief about universal access being a solution to all
problems, a greater number of ECEC choices does not automatically diminish the levels of
inequalities (Gawlicz, Rörhborn 2014), as elaborated on further in Section XYZ of this report.
Nursery statistics
Up until 2010, it was much easier to discern institutional statistics about nursery
coverage, as all care for children below the age of 3 was highly regulated. Only nurseries and
nursery points could care for children in 0-3 age group. However, during the 2010/2011 school
year in Poland, only 581 nurseries existed. This number entails a country of nearly 40 million
inhabitants and signifies that only about 3 % of children’s population in the relevant age group
was able to benefit from ECEC before kindergarten. The places were further almost exclusively
available in cities: the proportion of rural to urban nurseries was 0.5 to 99.5% for the latter
(Children in Poland, 2013). The improvements basically stemmed from the law becoming more
lax and a boom of private nursery care. In recent years, both a growth in the number of places a
growing heterogeneity in the offer can be noted.
The most recent data (dating to December 31st, 2017) determined that 3120 nurseries,
nursery divisions and children’s clubs were operating in Poland. They furnish care to 99.409
children. Even when compared with just a year before, the number of places grew by 13.9%
from 2016 to 2017 (GUS, Nurseries and children’s clubs in 2017). At the same time, this growth
was not paired with decreasing regional discrepancies. The highest rate of available nursery
places per 1000 children was noted for the Lower Silesia voivodship and stood at 144.3.
Notably, this is the Western, traditionally more developed, “Poland A” region, so it is no
surprise that the second best Opolskie voivodship (with a 136.3 rate) is its neighbor. Conversely,
the lowest coverage rates were observed in Warmia-Mazury voivodship with only 58 places
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available to 1000 children. Besides regional differences, the city-countryside dichotomy also
causes significant issues with reference to access and coverage (GUS 201823).

23

Żłobki i kluby dziecięce w 2017 roku, http://form.stat.gov.pl/formularze/2018/passive/OD-1.pdf.
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Figure 14. Children in nurseries and children’s clubs: coverage for 1000 children below the age of 3. Data for
Dec. 31st, 2017.

Source: GUS, Nurseries and children’s clubs in 2017.

More comprehensive data can be found in the reports prepared by the TRACKS partner
in Poland, the J.A. Komeński Foundation for the Development of Children. Prepared in 2015,
this report pertains to young children’s access to nurseries (ages 0-2) and kindergartens (ages 36). Broadly speaking, the report strongly asserts that tremendous disproportions in coverage and
access can be observed on the axis of city-countryside, seeing also that a regional fissure present
in Poland since the times’ of the partitions (1791-1918) is reiterated in the “Poland A” and
“Poland B” levels of development regarding ECEC. In three of out of four Polish communes
there was not a single nursery in operation in 2015. Even more so, for rural communes located
near towns this ratio reached 90%, whereas the villages far away from urban localities suffered
this fate in 92% of cases. This absence of a single early care unit has still witnessed an uptick
of 8%. Just a decade earlier, in 2003, not a single distant rural commune had a nursery and for
rural-urban units (which territorially mean communes that are rural but are located near towns
or cities), the change was from 83% without a nursery in 2003 and 64% in 2015.
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Figure 15. Number of children in nurseries per voivodship, split to countryside (green) and cities (grey), 2015
data.
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The measured level of inequalities increases when an analysis accounts for the number
of places in the ECEC across various characteristics. For 80 891 available nursery places in
2015, only 8% (6490) were in the countryside. At the same time, these openings were not fully
used. The research carried out by the Foundation indicated that only 92.3% of all availabilities
are taken, yet this diminishes to 81% in rural areas. Again, the discrepancy is regionally distinct:
in Łódź voivodship only 68% of the open places have been filled. In Polish cities, the level of
nursery-attendance was at about 10% (exactly 10.4), while it did not manage to exceed a nearly
negligible 1.7% in the rural areas. The 1.7 was additionally an average drawn from uneven
values: higher in the Western Poland and the “A Poland” and much lower in the east and northeast regions of the former Russian rule during the partitions.
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One explanation as to why not even 2% of children use nurseries stems from a culturebased analysis. In the Polish society, nursery is still seen as a care choice that is less beneficial
for the child than staying home with a mother (parent). Other care options like reliance on family
assistance (child in a care of a grandmother, for instance) or paying a nanny for a one-on-one
care are still much preferred to the early institutional help (see e.g. Hryciuk, Korolczuk 2012).
The choice might not be fully rational or even free, but rather should be seen as tied to social
pressures, especially exerted on the mothers who are expected to stay with a child as long as
possible. What is more, it might be a hidden pathway that enables escaping the challenges of
the labor market: women stay at home as carers to avoid unemployment and precarious labor
(see e.g.Kwak, Gillian 2005, Bregin, Kmita, 2012).

Figure 16. Communes where institutional care for children aged 0-2 is available (in red)

Figure 17. Number of children in nurseries (grey: none, then from light yellow for few to red for a larger
proportion)
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A possible way for increasing the coverage and availability of nursery places for children
under three is expected to come from the Maluch 2018 Program24. However, the actions
envisioned for this program do not center on children but rather issue support to parents. They
include, for instance, the improvement in the realm of chances that women have when they
return to the workforce after having children. On the contrary, they do not speak to the goal of
fostering equal opportunity structures within education.
Kindergarten statistics
For the second age group moving on to the kindergarten, it is valid to discern children aged 3-5
whose presence in pre-school education is voluntary and taken by parents, and children at the
age of 6, who are subject to mandatory pre-school preparation year. This law has been in
operation since 2004/2005 and, as already noted, it was 6-year-olds who have been prioritized
by the communes with limited resources. Due to legal framework, if only few places were
available, this took the toll on the younger children who were nearly unable to attain a place. At
the same time, the duality can be used to examine the actual scale of access problems by
focusing all attention on the situation of 3-5 year-olds.
In the early 21st century, a disproportion between Poland and other EU countries in terms
of kindergarten attendance was very stark. For the vast majority of Wester European states,
levels of 70-100% coverage was reached, while Polish indicators stood at about 30% only. In
Polish cities, 52.3% of children attended kindergartens, while less than 20% (16.7) of 3-5 yearolds living in rural areas attended ECECs (Education and socialization in the 2003/2005 school
year. Strategies for the development of education from 2007 to 2013)25. Data and analyses
reflecting on the kindergarten education for children aged 3 to 5 suggest that the largest crisis
in this realm occured during the 1990s. It was particularly notable in the context of the rapid
educational progress that the Polish population experienced in terms of scholarization rates and
booming numbers of those pursuing university degrees. This is a peculiar trend which disregards
positive implications of benefitting from ECEC. Kindergarten, which should have been
universal by deaful, became an elite good (Kamińska 2003).
The regression was partly blamed on the challenges linked to the 1989 transformation.
Others voiced a conviction that relaying power over kindergarten education and care to the

24

https://www.mpips.gov.pl/wsparcie-dla-rodzin-z-dziecmi/opieka-nad-dzieckiem-w-wieku-do-lat-trzech/resortowypogram-maluch-plus/rok-2018/ogloszenie-o-konkursie/.
25http://www.fio.towarzystwoamicus.pl/do_pobrania/biblioteka/strategie/19strategia_rozwoju_edukacji_na_lata_2007_20
13.pdf
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lower-ranked territorial units was a costly mistake. A more data-driven theory, however, would
argue that the origins of the current lacks and shortages can be traced back to the 1980s. As
shown on Figure 18, the first major drop in the participation statistics happened in the 19871990 period. The continuous decrease throughout early 1990s (1990-1992), with the
culmination of the lowest-since-documented ratio of children in kindergartens in 1992, was
probably a cumulative effect of the earlier trends and the new impulse of transformation and its
economic struggles.
One can quickly note a reverse trend from 1993 to 1998, and a significant increase from
1999 to 2008. The data available for 2009 and 201026 suggest a very fast-paced and dynamic
growth, which corresponds to the already discussed research results pertinent to the fact that the
education, even in times of limited means, remains a top priority for territorial and local
governments.

Figure 18. Kindergartens growing more popular for 3-5 year-olds in Poland from the school year 1969/1970 to
the 2009/2010 school year.

Source: Report on the state of education. 2010

26

To interpret the data showing an increase tendency in the last two decates, it is cruciual to add that up until 2007 the
demographic trends assisted this trend (with low birth rates). Conversely, since 2008 the increase in the population of 3-5
year old Polish citizens and residents.
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To refer once more to the research conducted by the Foundation for the Development of
Children, we can ascertain the claim about the vast disproportions in the situation across regions
of Poland and characterizing the city vis-à-vis countryside dichotomy. Morover, one has to take
into account that there is a massive diversity in terms of the forms of the kindergarten education
available in Poland at present.
In terms of statistics, 84.2% children aged 3 to 5 were attending kindergartens in 2015.
However, only 68.5 % among them attend “regular” or standard kindergarten. Even though the
data shows improvement compared with recent years, a proportion of children completing their
pre-school preparations in special divisions attached to primary schools, or taking part in
alternative form of kindergarten education, is still much too high. This is where a difference
between cities and villages comes to play again as well, since children in the countryside are
more likely to be taking part in various kindergardten education forms besides the standard
kindergartens. In regions of Poland with lower concentration of urban and suburban areas, a
majority of kindergarten-age-children attends non-standard ECEC.
This leads to subsequent discrepancies in terms of actual hours that a child, depending
on their place of residence, spends in kindergarten education. What is more, this is even starker
when it comes to availability of extracurricular classes, for instance the corrective gymnastics.
Same applies to cooperation of kindergarten with specialists, for instance psychologists or
speech therapists. Overall, children in urban areas have an advantage not only with quantity but
also with quality of the educational offer.
It should be noted that statistics are not always truthful in their descriptions, especially
when it comes to defining communes in Poland. Specifically problematic are the communes
marked as rural-urban and meaning those villages that have been incorporated to towns or cities
due to urban sprawling. In some regions, these are by now the standard “new villages”, which
no longer maintain their argricultural trations and economies to the same extent. The activity of
rural-urban communes’ populations is inherently tied to the neighboring town or city. The adults
commonly perform their economic/labor market activity in industry or service of the town and
that may mean that they send their children to urban kindergartens. In that sense, the ECEC
participation rates are miscalculated. With such definitions of communes, the difference
between rural and urban areas is dramatic, as the coverage nearly reaches the ideal of 100% for
urban and urban-rural communes, yet is only slightly above or actually below 50% in the rural
ones. Again, attending actual kindergarten is even less common (see Figures 19 &20). For
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instance, in the podlaskie voivodship, only 13% or children living in the countryside benefits
from a standard kindergarten when being 3-to-5-years of age.
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Figure 19. Children’s participation in any form of kindergarten care, rates for 3-6 and 3-5 age groups, split by
city and countryside, 2015.
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Figure 20. Children’s participation in standard kindergarten care, rates for 3-6 and 3-5 age groups, split by city
and countryside, 2015.
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Similarly to the case of nurseries, also here we witness vast improvements. The number
of communes where there are no kindergarten or kindergarten points decreases and the absolute
numbers of children in ECEC is going up. In the 2013-2015 period, the participation in ECEC
has risen by 5.3%, reaching a level of 90.1%. This indicator is still lower than the EU average
of 94.8%. The main reasons behind this improvement are the new legal framework (with the
territorial unit obliged to secure a place in kindergarten or kindergarten point for every willing
child), which has expanded to include 5- and 4-year olds. As of 2017, also 3-year-olds are
covered by this in a legally-binding manner.

Figure 21.Communes that have no kindergartens (in black): change from 2002 (left) to 2015 (right).
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Source: Herbst 2015

Figure 23. Kindergarten participation rates for 3-5-year-olds: change from 2003 (left) to 2015 (right).

Source: Herbst 2015
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Nevertheless, in spite of this remarkable progress, it needs to be underlined that the
broader scope of encompassing children in kindergarten care resulted from the emergence of
non-public providers. The privately provisioned care is often selected by urban and wealthier
parent. Therefore, it translates to both positive and negative outcomes. On the one hand, the
presence of numerous private kindergartens reduces the inequalities related to access. On the
other hand, it makes the barriers tied to socio-economic status much more pronounced (see
Figure 24).

Figure 24. Number of kindergarten education entities in Poland in the 2016/2017 school year.

Type of the institution Number of entities
Kindergartens:

11 762

Run by the communal government

6843

Run by the powiat/territorial unit

60

Run by the voivodship

2

Run by the Ministry of National Defense

3

Run by private enterprises:

103

Run by associations:

500

Run by NGOs:

13

Run by the National Cooperative Board:

1

Run by Economic and Professional Governance:

2

Run by unions-based organizations:

2

Run by faith-based organizations:

430

Run as enterprises by private persons:

259

Run by private tertiary education agents:

12

Run by legally recognized companies:

313

Run by foundations:

198

Run by private persons

2991

(including special-needs kindergartens):

(242)

Other forms

9913

Joint kindergarten education entities

79

Kindergarten points

1788

Kindergarten divisions in primary school

8046

TOTAL:

21 675
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Source: own elaboration based on GUS data from Education and socialization during 2016/2017 school year.

In February 2017, the Polish government announced a new program called “Toddler
plus” (Maluch plus), which is the continuation of the earlier governmental program simply
called “Toddler” (Maluch). The program has a budget of 151 million of Polish zlotys (about 35
million EUR) and is supposed to finance the creation of 12 thousand of new ECEC. It is also
set to support and subsidize 42 thousand of the already operating ECECs (Eurydice 2017).
The European Union has set a challenge for Poland, namely by calling for at least 95%
of children in the age group from 4 to school starting age to participate in kindergarten education
by the year 2020. The statistics are quite optimistic: the levels of participation stood at 69.9%
in the 2010/2011 school year (83.6% in the cities and 51.2 in the countryside, Children in Poland
report, 2013), but now exceeds 90%. It is expected that the EU goal will be reached on time
(The analysis of the level… 201727) and this might clearly be evaluated as a positive
development. At the same time, the question remains about the ways for diminishing the
discrepancies of care and educational offer between the heterogenous ECECs in order to combat
educational inequalities and ascertain that all children factually have access to quality
kindergarten education beyond the legally necessary minimum of few hours a week.
Barriers and inequalities in pre-school education in Poland
When considering the access and barriers to education in Poland, one has to highlight to
main dimensions that translate to inequalities over time. The first issue is linked to the question
of entry, access and the very opportunity of being able to participate in ECEC. The second issue
concerns everything that happens next, meaning the pedagogy, teaching and socialization that
guide the work and education that the children receive. The teachers’ actions have clearly the
power to either alleviate or reinforce inequalities. We will now discuss these two realms.
Entering education in Poland
Education is positioned as one of the most basic and crucial elements of the state and its
economy (Filas 1999). It is often called the driving force behind the democratization of modern
societies, as it creates opportunities for social mobility of individuals and them finding their
right place in the social system (Nasalska 2004: 85). In the classic argument made by Ralf
Dahrendorf, an active educational policy is prescribed as a necessity resulting from citizen’s

27

https://www.funduszeeuropejskie.gov.pl/media/39177/Analiza-edukacji-przedszkolnej.pdf
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rights (1966: 9). It leads to actions in three different dimensions. The first one is the common
knowledge base which is expressed in the schooling/ kindergarten obligation. The second one
is the equality of chances, which means formally preventing someone’s education for reasons
other than natural talents. Finally, the third imperative is guaranteeing that the legally granted
equal chances does not remain social fiction (Dahrendorf, 1966:23-24).
As it is elsewhere, the ECEC in Poland – at least in part – remains under the decisionmaking power of parents. Therefore, regardless of whether the other two dimensions are
assured, kindergarten remains the key to the equalization of educational opportunities. As an
institution, public kindergartens thus should be the universal norm and shall encompass under
their care also the children from unfavorable backgrounds or with limiting characteristics and
traits. This particularly applies to children with low socio-economic status, children with various
disabilities, as well as those with migratory/ethnic minority backgrounds. Taking advantage of
the alternative kindergartens (communal or private|) should only result from a voluntary and
conscious decision of parents or legal guardians of a child, rather than be an outcome of the
deficit in the array of welfare offer available in this sphere from the public bodies (Muchacka
2013).
The economic crisis and decline of the 1990s Poland clearly painted this dual, neoliberal
and austerity-based picture of society, which meant that other paramount social problems – like
unemployment (Dunn 2004, Plomien 2009) overshadowed the aspects linked to education. Not
enough kindergarten places, contrary to the general communist belief and ideological
convictions, characterized Poland as early as during the Polish People’s Republic (World Bank
Report, 1989) and then only got exacerbated during the 1989 transformation. While the
declarative remarks always emphasized the importance of this realm, the noteworthy postulates
were never realized.
Ensuing from the Poland’s EU accession in 2004, the Polish national government
accepted the European Union’s guidelines pertaining to the Human Capital Operation Program,
incepted and carried out in subsequent stages, first between 2007 and 2013 (stage 1) and then
from 2014 till 2020 (stage 2). This Program highlighted several important priorities and tasks
for Poland, among them the Priority IX: Development of education and competencies in the
regions, focusing primarily on the eradication of inequalities. Among the indicated dimensions
of inequality, the low number of children attenting kindergartens was noted, particularly for the
rural areas.
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While the explicit declaration is commendable, the actual actions do not really confirm
its importance. This, however, does not relate to negating the aforementioned goals, but rather
can be traced to historical reasons. First, the inadequacy of fulfilling the set goals is connected
with the the time of shortages at the end of Polish People’s Republic and 1989 transformation
era. Like in many other areas, also with ECEC the state started to roll back its policies and
welfare support (see also Kowalik 2009, Morawski 2010, Plomien 2009). This was conducive
to the second trait emerged, namely that many arenas formerly either provided or at least
subsidized by the government became the new responsibilities of the already strained families.
As a response, some of the previously state-guaranteed tasks were taken on by the third sector
and NGOs, especially as this was linked to profound social problems. Thirdly, as the
transformation to neoliberal state was haphazardly taking place, ECEC became a business like
any other, in a sense that private owners started to expand the offer of care and pre-school
education available on the “free market”, though often with exorbitant prices.
In the kindergarten education arena, we can observe all three processes, as financial
responsibility was placed solidly on the communes in the 1990s and the long-term shortages
were covered by the emerging private ECEC institutions. What is more, retreat to traditional
values meant that women (mothers, grandmothers) continued to stay at home with their children
and kindergarten was a foregone idea for many families with neither access nor means. At the
same time, the new and more lenient regulations were also used for good cause by many actors
in the third-sector. This enabled the establishing of ECECs in the remote locations which never
had kindergartens before. This is especially visible in the actions of the Foundation for the
Development of Children. In this realm, we can say that some communitarian values were
reborn. On the contrary, subjecting ECEC realm to market mechanisms means that a line has
been drawn, separating those with means from those who cannot afford a private and highstandard care. The children - and with them parents, families and the broader society – has been
again divided by class when it comes to the kindergarten access.
Neoliberalization and costs
As observed astutely by Karwowska-Struczyk, neoliberal ideology, often focused on
money and financial means, observed ECEC sphere to a great degree in Poland. Its effect is that
“the measure of success, or even the basic virtue, is now understood as efficiency and egoism,
as well as extreme individualism (2012: 20). The class-related processes are connected to the
social context of the 1990s and early 2000s in Poland, with these periods remembered as times
of sky-rocketing unemployment. Living during these times made it a popular belief that in order
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to save oneself from being faced with a job loss and, moreover, to achieve life success, one (or
their children) has to be well-educated. This conviction, as already argued, cause tertiary
education to become a rather mass-pursued prospect. At the end, this turned out to be a false
premise and signified an erosion of diplomas and social discontent (Inglot-Brzęk 2012). Yet,
the fact remains that parents blindly follow the neoliberal premise of education being all about
competition and being “the best”. The parents are much more interested in the quality of
compulsory education, assuming that choosing the right secondary school can guarantee their
youngsters a spot at a top university program. In time, this premise eroded in a way that,
presently, it is believed that key choices are made earlier and that children must attend the best
primary school and start their top-quality education journeys as early as in kindergartens.
To give just one example of how far we are with the marketization, some data on private
kindergartens in Warsaw can be included. The Polish capital boasts more than 400 private
entities (data for 2018), many with peculiar “specializations”. For some time now, bilingual and
foreign language kindergartens (English, German, Italian, French, Spanish) have been very
popular, but recent years also see the rise in the “forest” and “farm” kindergardens with focus
on being outside and taking care of the animals, which, evidently, normally would be exotic for
urban children. Other kindergartens specialize in photography, theatre, swimming,
physiotherapy, cooking, ballet/dance, music and fine arts. Some kindergartens propose tailored
pre-school preparatory courses in mathematics, nature, as well as reading and writing, which
are sold as beneficial for the upcoming school years. Conversely, the majority of public
kindergartens offer English and dance.
The costs of private kindergartens vary throughout Poland. In Warsaw, the costs stand
at around 250-350 EUR per month with some cheapest options at 150. All have additional entry
fee (50-300 EUR). In the majority of kindergartens the price includes alimentation, but others
have separate catering additions in the range of 2.5-5 EUR per day. Some kindergartens promote
their entities by having a dietician and other specialists (like dentists) on staff. The opening
hours usually are from 7 am to 5pm, though some are open till 7 pm. For extra hours, parents
must pay extra. For comparison, kindergartens in a medium-sized town of 60 thousand residents
in South-Eastern Poland has 6 private kindergartens with monthly fees ranging from 40 to 80
EUR per month, exclusive of the food allowance. Also in small locations, the offer of
extracurricular activities is impressive and the discrepancy between private and public ECECs
reflects the one observed in large cities. Correspondingly, the costs are lower in the arguably
“free” state-run kindergartens. Although the new law forbids public kindergartens to charge
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more that 25 cents EUR per child per hour, this means that parents in Warsaw usually still pay
around 100 EUR a month, with the additional cost of food standing at 1-2 EUR per day. Fees
related to insurance, materials and extracurriculars raise this cost by another 10-40 EUR per
month. The prices are always set locally, as the majority of communes subsidizes care to a great
extent, meaning that parents only pay a small amount for spending related to activities at the
beginning of the school year.
To conclude, when we look at the Polish ECEC system through the lens of Peter Moss’
theory (2009) distinguishing a liberal and democratic experimentalism models28, we can find
that the system in Poland has the traits of both these variants. On the one hand, the unregulated
free educational market is conducive to maintaining barriers, especially with reference to social
class (see also Gawlicz 2014). On the other hand, we have to note the engagement of the third
sector and NGOs, as many help to empower those without a local capacity. Finally, the recent
actions taken by the state in connection with EU compliance, positively contribute to the overall
improved picture of kindergarten education. In particular, universal coverage for all children
aged 3 and above (as of last year) is expected to make a major difference, both in statistical
terms and in attitudes towards ECEC.
Summary and recommendations for the Polish case.
The currently dominating pedagogical model of kindergarten education in Poland entails
education focused on a child. It is believed that this education should be institution-based,
structured, and compliant with the national educational guidelines. While all kindergartens must
fulfill the basic requirements, Gawlicz suggests (2009) that vast differences in terms of contents
and how the base program is covered exist regionally, in the private versus public settings, and
on the rural-urban axis. Pedagogical qualifications and dedication of the staff also frequently
reflect the economic and developmental distinctions. The model of education, which is favored
by experts internationally, and encompasses a focus on a comprehensive and holistic
development of a child, remains the least popular in Poland. It is only being followed, as a
pedagogic premise, in elite kindergartens in major cities, often being driven by teams of
(rightfully expensive) experts (Gawlicz 2009).

28

The first model – liberal – means subjecting kindergarten education to the rules of market demand, either partially or in
full. This signifies that the institutions might not necessarily be located where there is a need to do so (because there are
none) but rather where it can be expected for the parents being able to afford sending children to ECEC. The second model
relies on the rule of equality among citizens and is capable of reducing inequalities. In the latter, issues around cost, access
or excluded groups are raised and addressed.
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The class axis means that parents with the high status, especially those based in urban
areas, have the capacity to secure kindergarten education at the level that carries real-world
implications (Gawlicz 2009). Specifically, these parents increase the potential future
educational and labor market chances of their children, as well as make sure that their children
benefit from the experts versed in the most up-to-date achievements of pedagogics and
psychology, especially when it comes to respecting a child’s integrity and decision-making
power. In that sense, very few kindergartens in Poland are democratic and, instead, they largely
reproduce hierarchical relationships of power never being granted to a child. In this realm, as
argued by Gawlicz (2009), we see the opposite model of being socialized to be subservient and
obedient, as argued by Bourdieu and his followers.
At the same time, this does not universally mean that public kindergartens fail to
acknowledge recent trends or developments. On the contrary, in many places the teaching staff
is fantastic and dedicated to continuous education and high-quality care. However, this often
results from luck or chance and is not systematically guaranteed or assured by the parents. The
key flaw lies within the very guidelines on a national level, as the base program for kindergarten
education does not presume that participatory or democratic methods should be used. No
attention is given to the fact that the children’s perspective and views should be voiced and
taken into account. Even more concerning is the fact that children’s rights are not part of the
curriculum, so the children may not learn about their own rights’ scope and existence. The
guidelines about what must be included in the educational program are moreover blind to the
issue of gender and other dimensions linked to discrimination (Gawlicz, Röhrborn 2014).
The most recent documents, for instance the Strategy for the National Development
2020, indicate a new approach to organizing the early childhood education and care in a way
that they shift the pedagogical missions from “replacing” the parents in the education and
socialization, to supporting them instead in care and child-raising. This postulates more diverse
and proactive forms of education and care, especially by relying on the potential of small and
flexible initiatives organized and incepted in local communities. It is absolutely paramount for
the national educational policy to guarantee universal access to high-quality education and this
should also encompass the ECEC stage.
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PART III
COUNTRY-REPORT BELGIUM
Jan De Mets
Introduction to the regional report for Flanders, Belgium

This country report is in fact a regional report, i.e. a report describing the situation in
the northern region of Belgium, Flanders (or ‘the Flemish Community’). Belgium is a federal
state with three communities and three regions next to the federal level. Out of a total population
of approximately 10, 5 million, about 6 million live in the Flemish community, some 4 million
in the French community and about 73,000 in the German community.
During the last few decades, policy domains and competences have been divided over
the different levels of authority. Policy areas such as family services, childcare services,
education, youth work and welfare are regulated at the community level. The federal (Belgian)
authorities are only responsible for the pensions of staff members of educational institutions,
for laying down compulsory school attendance and for determining the minimum requirements
to obtain a diploma.
Because this reports describes the educational and childcare situation, we only focus on
the Flemish Community. In general, there is a split system between childcare and the preprimary education
-

in policy (different Ministers, different domains)

-

in qualification/graduation (childcare worker: post-secondary vocational level but
evolving because of a new decree; pre-primary school teacher: bachelor)

-

in ‘mindset’: an ‘overall’ feeling that care and care workers has/have a ‘lower’ social
status

-

provoking a tough transition period for children and family.

In different settings/cities childcare centres and schools are experimenting with ‘soft transition’
actions.
Historical development of the ECEC in Belgium
Since the second half of the 19th century, the child care sector evolved separately from
the pre-primary school (also called ‘pre-school’, kleuterklas in Dutch). While pre-primary is
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considered as an educational environment that may benefit all children, this was not the case for
childcare for the under threes. Until the 1960s, childcare for children below three years of age
remained predominantly a charity for the poor, with a strong medical and hygienic emphasis.
Due to the growing female employment since the 1970, childcare gradually also became an
economic instrument for equal opportunities for men and women in the labour market.
Belgium has a long tradition in quality monitoring and evaluation, in childcare services
and also in pre-primary education. Since 1919, a national organization had been responsible for
monitoring and assessing quality in the childcare sector for children from 0-3. After the State
reform, three regional agencies have taken over this responsibility in 1984: Kind en Gezin
(Child and Family) for the Flemish Community. Until the eighties, the control was mainly
on the medical-hygienic aspects of care. Slowly, also other aspects were included (see below,
the three functions of a formal childcare: an economic, pedagogical and social function).
Current structure of the system – the place of ECEC in the broader society and the
overview of the provisions in Flanders
Childcare
The day to day management of day care centres for the 0 to 3 is provided by local
communities, by NGO’s (non-profit organisations) and by for profit providers. All services must
be registered and most places are offered by services subsidized by the governmental
organizations (Kind en Gezin).
With regard to formal childcare, Kind en Gezin is responsible for implementing the
policy laid down by the Flemish Minister of Welfare, Public Health and Family and agreed upon
by the Flemish government. This responsibility goes both for the childcare of babies and
toddlers (age 0 to pre-primary school age – 2,5 years in Flanders) and for the childcare of school
children from pre-primary and primary school age (age 2,5 or 3 to 12) before and after school
hours and during school holidays.
By providing formal childcare the Flemish Government and the Minister of Welfare,
Public Health and Family seek to provide a service to families:
•

that has an economic, pedagogical and social function (see further under 4.);

•

that is of high quality and is available, affordable and accessible for every child
without any distinctions;
o in addition to the children’s upbringing within their families, with respect for
their capacities and home environment and the family’s freedom of choice;
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o that can be a meeting place for parents, with respect for diversity between parents
and between children;
o that aims at overcoming disadvantage by devoting additional attention to
vulnerable families (e.g. low-income families, single-parent families,
underprivileged families) within the scope of a progressive universal offer.

In Flanders formal childcare can be provided within a home-based or a centre-based
setting and can be organized by a private (69,3% of the total number of available places – more
than half of these private providers are not for profit or a public provider (30,7%).
Type of settings
Childcare for:
Figure 25. Formal childcare landscape in Belgium

Babies and toddlers
(can be combined with childcare for schoolchildren at the same
location)

Schoolchildren of pre-primary or primary school age
(before or after school hours or during school holidays)

Home-based

Centre-based

settings

settings

With a licence

With a licence

- Only registered

- Only registered

- With a certificate

- With an
accreditation
- With a certificate
(1)

Since 2006, the quality of all childcare centres is controlled in the Flemish Community
by the Agentschap Zorginspectie (Agency for Inspection of Care facilities), which is responsible
for the whole welfare sector. In 1992, Kind en Gezin introduced quality rating scales for the
inspectorate based on the American ITERS and ECERS scales which also measure the
pedagogical quality of the subsidised centres.
Furthermore, they introduced assessment scales on ‘well-being’ and ‘involvement’
developed by prof. Ferre Laevers and his team at the University of Leuven (CEGO Publishers).
Since 2004, subsidised services have to meet minimum quality standards and have to
develop a quality handbook in which they describe the procedures of how they evaluate quality,
how they involve parents, and how the professional development of child carers is organised.
While most of the independent service providers choose to work under the supervision of Kind
en Gezin which obliges them to meet certain quality standards, they are legally only required to
register. Both types of services are subject to occasional, unannounced checks by Kind en Gezin.
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Nevertheless, there was a gap in monitoring the quality of childcare between the subsidised
and the independent sector.
In April 2014, a new decree on childcare for the 0 to 3 was implemented (Decreet
Opvang van baby’s en peuters) and as a part of this new decree the quality monitoring system
is basically the same for all childcare services. Kind en Gezin has developed a scientifically
based tool (‘MeMoQ’) that allows measuring the educational quality of the entire childcare
sector.
Other elements in this new decree of 2014:
- a maximum of 1 professional childcare worker who works alone for 8 children,
- a maximum of 1 for 9 children with more than 1 childcare worker.
- the decree asks to strive for ‘1 for 7’ for collective childcare and ‘1 for 4’ for a family
childcare system,
- a maximum of 18 children in any setting.
- a ‘mutual adaptation policy’ (parents and child(ren) can habituate to the structure and
daily life of the childcare facility) is obligatory (see further under 4.).
- a ‘language policy’ is obligatory (stimulate Dutch language acquisition and positive
attention to the home language/mother tongue of the child).
Pre-primary education
In all three communities in Belgium, the pre-primary school system is organized by
three different providers: local communities (cities and towns), the public school network of
the communities (Flemish, French and German speaking) and private subsidized providers
(mostly Catholic schools). There are differences between the two largest Communities: in the
Flemish Community, the Catholic provider is the largest one.
A child becomes subject to compulsory education on 1 September of the calender year
in which they become 6 years old. Pupils must have followed a minimum number of 220 half
days in Dutch-language nursery education during the previous school year before they can
attend the first year of Dutch-language primary education. If their attendance did not meet this
condition, they have to undergo a language test to prove they have sufficient understanding of
Dutch. This does not mean the compulsory education age is brought down, but in practice there
will be children who have to go to school a year earlier.
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Special needs childcare and education
‘Inclusive childcare’ is childcare open for children with specific needs. Childcare centres
or settings can demand for extra subsidies and for support (offered by a Centre Inclusive
Childcare (‘Centrum inclusieve kinderopvang’. Based on registration figures we know that 1177
children were in 2016 in such an inclusive care setting. More than half of these children were
younger than 3 years old. The real figure is probably higher.

Besides mainstream education there also exits special needs (pre-)primary and secondary
education. Special needs education (‘buitengewoon onderwijs’) is organized for children who
need temporary or permanent specific support because of a physical or mental disability,
serious behavioural or emotional problems or severe learning disabilities.
On 12 March 2014 the Flemish Parliament approved a parliamentary act on measures
for pupils with specific needs (M-decreet) with the aim to make education more inclusive. The
act contains measures which allow pupils with specific educational needs to participate fully,
effectively and an equal terms in regular schools and classrooms.
Important statistics
Belgium has reached the Barcelona Targets with 99% enrolment in pre-primary and
nearly 40% in childcare. Pre-primary is not only universal, it is also free of charge for the
parents. Despite the economical crisis of the last decade, the Flemish Community have invested
a lot in increasing the number of places in childcare, in making childcare affordable and in
raising the level of qualification of the workers and the quality of the provisions.
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Figure 26. Key statistics

•

Men working in childcare: 3,4%; in pre-school: 2,53%

•

26,4% of the children born in 2016 has a mother who at birth had not the Belgian nationality.

•

27,2% of the children born in 2016 doesn’t have Dutch as the language that the mother uses

to speak with her child.
•

34,1% of the children younger than 12 has a different origin than the Belgian one (figures

2014).
•

9,2% of the children in the Flemish Community doesn’t have the Belgian nationality.

•

62,7% of the children with a different nationality has a nationality from another EU-country.

34,8% has a nationality from one of the neighbouring countries, 19,6% a nationality from EasternEuropean countries belonging to the EU. Almost 7% of the children has the nationality of Turkey
or a Magreb-country.
•

(At least) 91,1% of the children younger than 12 lived in 2014 in a family with at least 1

working parent. 4% of the children has parents who both don’t work.
•

(At least) 63,3% of the children is living with parents who both work.

•

Children from one-parent-families are living more often in a family with a lower labour-

intensity.

•

Poverty and at-risk-poverty is increasing: 12,8% in 2016.

Figure 27. Complementary data
Paid maternity leave: 15 weeks.
Paid paternity leave: 10 days.
Each parent can take 3 months parental leave up to the child’s sixth birthday.
Generous child benefits.
Childcare: parents pay a fee according to their income.
Pre-primary: free of charge.

Further note that 35% of the children with at least one parent who was born outside the
EU belong to an ‘at-risk-poverty’-family. In families where all the adults are born in a EUcountry, the figure here is 8%. The Flemish Community is situated in the portion of EUcountries with a relatively low poverty-risk-figure.
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Poverty is higher in cities and cannot be seen separately from the origin of the mother.
More than half of the children in these families are living in the 13 bigger cities and 64,2% has
a mother with a non-Belgian origin.
Educational policies – assumptions behind ECEC
New decree in childcare
The new Flemish decree from April 2014 on childcare for the 0 to 3 (Decreet Opvang
van baby’s en peuters): information see above, bullet 3).
There is a clear division between the organization of care and education in Flanders.
Care is the responsibility of Kind en Gezin (Child and Family) which falls under the
supervision of the minister of Welfare, Health and Equal Opportunities of the Flemish
Community. Kind & Gezin operates on two levels. At the central organisational level policy is
prepared, executed and co-ordinated. The provincial level is in charge of the operational tasks,
e.g. decentralized responsibilities regarding the staff, support of the concrete activities in the
field. Since 1997 the new area of “out of school care” – a provision for children from 2.5-12
outside the school hours - is under the authority of Kind en Gezin as well.
Education is the authority of the Ministry of the Flemish Community. Within the
educational system and as part of the elementary school, pre-school is open for children from
2,5 to 6 years of age. It is free of charge, but not compulsory.
The differences between Care and Education in Flanders are summarized by the
Transatlantic Forum on inclusive early years (2013) and are still more or less the same.

Fig. 28: main differences between Care and Education. Source: Transatlantic forum on inclusive early years,
(2013)29.

29

ECEC in the Flemish Community Belgium, As preparation of the site visits, Ghent, http://www.europekbf.eu/en/projects/early-childhood/transatlantic-forum-on-inclusive-early-years/tfiey-1-ghent
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The three main functions in childcare are:
-

economical function, childcare services create the opportunity for parents to go to work,

-

educational function, childcare services create the environment and provide the support
children needs to grow and develop in a good way,

-

social function, which means working towards maximum accessibility and equal
opportunities for all parents and children to childcare service provisions. Respecting
diversity is the starting point to engage in sustainable relations with parents and facilitate
relationships among parents, social cohesion and social support.
The second function, the educational function, is also described by Kind en Gezin in the

so-called ‘Pedagogical framework for childcare for babies and toddlers’. Similar to the
‘developmental objectives’ (also called ‘pedagogical goals’, ‘ontwikkelingsdoelen’) in
preschool, the framework doesn’t define goals that children need to reach. Professionals have
to support the children to explore in different experiential domains.
A mutual adaptation policy in childcare
Childcare facilities have the culture of daily contact with parents, exchanging daily
information about the child (‘how did he/she sleep’, ‘how has he/she eaten’ …). A lot of
childcare facilities also have already or are experimenting with a mutual adaptation policy which
means that before the child starts in childcare, parents and child(ren) can habituate to the
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structure and daily life of the childcare facility on several moments. It also allow practitioners
to become acquainted with and get used to parents and their child(ren). After the mutual
adaptation period, it’s important to give parents the opportunity to communicate their wishes,
findings, concerns and questions. Sharing child-rearing responsibilities is indeed and has to be
a continuous process of harmonisation.
Pre-primary school: developmental objectives/pedagogical goals
These goals deal with a number of basic competences children are supposed to have in
the area of physical education, artistic education, language training (Dutch), world orientation
and mathematical initiation. Since September 1999 all schools have to provide their pupils with
activities related to these goals. Primary education has to look at the goals as points of reference
for the beginning of education, rather than as realised objectives.
Children of 2,5 years enter pre-primary school education which is mostly situated on the
same campus as primary education.
In Flanders there is a strong system of pre-primary school education. The amount of
toddlers registered is high and so is also the attendance of the toddlers in preschool. Nevertheless
the Flemish government wants to continue to work on a higher participation. In Flanders 98,8%
of the 5 year olds are registered in preschool. 97% of those registered 5 year olds were present
for the minimum of 220 half days. With the ‘Action Plan’ for maximum participation of toddlers
in nursery education, the Flemish government wants to tackle that last 3 remaining percentage.
Through a closer cooperation, the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Welfare will
encourage parent-involvement and parent-participation in order to achieve a higher
percentage of toddlers attend nursery education.
Equality and inequality issues – problems and challenges
Strengths
Describing the challenges in the Flemish ECEC context, it is necessary to place them in
a broader perspective by also mentioning the strengths of it.
-

The last decade there is a substantial increase in number of places despite of the
economical crisis.

-

Affordable childcare and considerable child benefits do exist.

-

There has been put a large amount of energy and investment in the quality of childcare
through

professional

development

(following

a

long

tradition

in

quality
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monitoring).‘Progressive Universalism’ is a long term goal: universal entitlements to
publicly funded ECEC provision with a flexible allocation of funds that target additional
resources toward disadvantaged children and families.

The two large communities have also established relevant measures to rethink the professional
qualification of the childcare workers and focus on pedagogical coaching as a tool to increase
professionalism. In Flanders, three University Colleges started a specialized bachelor training
for childcare. For the childcare sector, the Flemish government decided early 2009, to take
structural and legislative measures. Since then, all funded child care centres are obliged to
reserve 20% of their capacity for single-parent families, families living in poverty, and crisis
situations.
Various challenges in Belgium/Flanders
Parental involvement as a challenge
Working on parent involvement seems evident, but it is not. Dealing with a lot of
differences in nationality, language, socio-economic status and needs, is a challenge. There are
different aspects in the challenges we encounter in the Flemish context:
Initiating reciprocity in a context of inequality: is there equality if parents are less
familiar with contexts of discussion, with ECEC organizations, with the language spoken in the
organization? The parents who live in poverty and social vulnerability have by experience less
confidence in welfare organizations and live more often in social isolation and economic stress.
Some researchers even contest the idea that partnership in child welfare practice can be actually
realized due to the imbalances of power so inherent in professional interventions in the private
sphere of the family life. Parents are sometimes approached as passive recipients rather than
partners in a reciprocal relationship in which ‘decisions are made jointly’ and ‘each partner is
seen as having something to contribute’. If this is to be changed, staff needs paid time for an
inclusive parent involvement approach and is supported to do so.
Accessible and meaningful information is a necessary part in this, including
multilingual information that deals with the concrete questions of diverse parents.
Stimulating parents encounters or social support should also include provisions where
parents de facto meet, such as preschools and schools. Schools can expect from parents that they
are engaged in the school career and education of their children. But that will only succeed with
a continuous effort from the school to involve parents in the school. Pre-school is not
compulsory, but in policy and the social debate it is defined as very important in the struggle
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against early school-leaving and poverty. Pre-school is important for every child, but even more
important for those children at risk. This can create a lot of pressure on parents who are also
defined as ‘the target group’.
The need of a policy towards vulnerable groups: For the pre-primary schools it will be
a challenge to work closer with parents, especially with those living in disadvantaged
circumstances. Some schools in larger cities have a lot to offer when it comes to working in a
context of diversity but in other schools, a coherent policy to ethnic minority parents and parents
living in poverty is still lacking.
Costs as a challenge
In the subsidized childcare centres (approximately 80% of all childcare places), the
parents pay a fee according to their income. In the Flemish Community, the parents in the
subsidized centres pay between 1,54 euro and 27,36 euro a day. The private child centres which
receive no subsidies can freely set their price (which might cause a tendency to prioritize
working parents). The costs of childcare (0 to 3 and out of school care) is tax deductable: all
childcare costs are 100% deductable with a maximum of 11,20 euro a day.
The pre-primary school from 2,5 until 6 is free for parents, except for meals and
extracurricular activities. In Flanders there is a maximum invoice for these activities set at 20€
per pupil per year in pre-primary education. The 2002 decree on ‘Equal Opportunities in
Education’ of the Flemish government put in place, amongst other things, a new system of
funding in pre-primary and primary education, taking into account the school’s composition in
terms of the socio-economic characteristics of its pupils. One of the aims of the policy is to
improve the opportunities of underprivileged pupils in education.
Because childcare has its costs and (pre-primary) school is free, parents are sometimes
inclined to put their children as early as possible in pre-primary schools, although they might
feel reluctance to do so.
‘Involvement’ and ‘educational support’ as a challenge
The assessment scales on ‘well-being’ and ‘involvement’ developed by the University
of Leuven (CEGO Publishers – mentioned on p. 3 and in the ‘Kind in Vlaanderen’-report) show
some interesting aspects. ‘Well-being’ scores relatively good in the Flemish childcare centres.
‘Involvement’ has a rather low score (71,6% of the sample). This means that in the context and
in the approach towards children a lot of opportunities are not ‘utilized’ to challenge children
and stimulate them. ‘Emotional support’ scores higher than ‘educational support’. The
researchers conclude that childcare workers in general are in a close and warm relationships
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towards the children, but lack to see and use opportunities to stimulate growth and development.
Especially language-support is the biggest challenge. Feedback on utterances and stimulating
exploring opportunities are weak. Childcare workers do hardly make use of ‘routine moments’
such as moments of care, meals and ‘free play’ to support emotionally and educationally.
In fact, this analysis is in line with other research done in pre-primary schools where
language support and stimulating (language) interaction is (very) weak. Other studies show that
(pre-primary) teachers usually come from a white middle-class background, sometimes with
hardly any notions and insights on different cultural settings, on poverty (and how it can be
‘invisible’ if one cannot recognize signals and symptoms), on their role to put equal
opportunities in action, …
Qualification as a challenge
Teachers in pre-primary education need a bachelor qualification and they almost receive
the same salary as the teachers in primary and in secondary school. However, the level of
qualification required in the childcare sector was (and still is) problematic. In several
international reports, it was mentioned that the qualification level of staff in Belgian childcare
is very low (16 years plus 3). The situation in Flanders was even worse: in family day care and
in the independent childcare sector, there were no diploma requirements. Only in a subsidised
child care centre (only 17% of the places), a training on post-secondary vocational level (1 year)
as ‘kindbegeleider’ (child care worker) was mandatory.
Therefore, in April 2014, the new decree on childcare for the 0 to 3 was implemented
(Decreet Opvang van baby’s en peuters) in the Flemish Community. This law stipulates that
everyone working in childcare has to have some kind of qualification by 2024 and that every
childcare worker has the right to pedagogical guidance from a pedagogical coach. According to
the law, every provider of childcare will have to guarantee pedagogical guidance for all the
employed childcare workers.
Yet some challenges remain. The Flemish Government has chosen for a long transition
period of ten years for the implementation of the qualification requirements and it is still unclear
what the level of the qualification (European Qualification Framework) will be.
In 2011, a new bachelor training for pedagogical coaching was established in Brussels,
Antwerp and Ghent. In 2014, the first Bachelors in Pedagogy of the Young Child (Pedagogisch
Coach) were graduated. From then onwards, they will function as pedagogical coaches or
advisors that will design the pedagogical policy together with the other practitioners with a
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secondary qualification and take on the supervision of the non-qualified who are working
towards a qualification. They are also trained to work with children and their parents.
Although the new decree on Childcare in Flanders stipulates that every Childcare
Worker should be qualified, three years after the decree came into force, a specific plan for
providing all unqualified persons with a pathway towards qualification is still missing. On
another level, the University Colleges that have started with the new Bachelor study
programmes have expressed disappointment that no requirements were included in the decree
regarding recruting persons with a Bachelor’s degree to work with very young children. This is
problematic for the employment of the graduates of this new initial education/training and
indicates a number of related challenges for the future.
Towards a competent system
“We need to go for a radical re-thinking and re-invention of professional development
for early childhood practitioners. For childcare and pre-primary we need an coherent system of
continuous professional development that is focused on transformative practice. A key
characteristic of successful systematic approaches to professionalization is their ability to
recognise and build on practicioners’ prior and every-day experience (e.g. analyse de pratique,
critical reflection) and to support peer learning and ‘intergenerational’ learning. A competent
system requires possibilities for all staff to engage in joint learning and critical reflection. This
includes sufficient paid time for these activities. A competent system also includes cooperation
between individuals and teams, institutions (pre-schools, schools, support services for children
and families …) as well as competent governance at policy level.”
Country Position paper on ECEC of the Flemish Community of Belgium”. Dr. Jan
Peeters, based on the Flemish country reports of SEEPRO (2010), New Developments of
Flemish childcare policy and practice EECER (VDB, Peeters, 2009), the country reports for the
ECEC-ESL research (Peeters et alia, 2013). p. 27

Transitions as a challenge
Because of the split system between childcare and pre-primary education, the transition
period might be a tough one, for children, parents and pre-primary school teachers.
Collaboration with childcare facilities to create smooth transitions between childcare and school
for the youngest children should be a priority. Too many children experience the transition to
school as a (culture) shock.
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Schools also need to invest more in the care for and the well-being of the youngest
children. Care is sometimes considered as ‘not part of a teachers’ job’ or as ‘work for childcare
personnel’ (a ‘split system’ in the mindset of the pre-school teachers). There needs to grow a
holistic vision on education-and-care, ‘educare’. A study on the transition of poor and ethnic
minority children (2,5 years old) between home and pre-primary settings shows that the
communication between teachers and minority ethnic parents is complicated, partially due to
this lack of diversity in the workforce. An example of this so-called ‘conflict’ betweencare and
education: most pre-school teachers (and parents) want that children are toilet trained before
going to pre-school. That causes often a lot of stress in addition to the stress that is caused by
the transition to preschool.
The teacher/child ratio in most schools is way too high for these young children,
sometimes up to 28 children per teacher (in childcare: 4 – 8 children per childcare worker),
which puts extra stress on the pre-primary teacher to focus on the newly arrived children.
The city of Ghent has a tradition of organising courses for new staff in childcare settings
and also group trainings for staff in new childcare centres (Peeters, De Kimpe, and Brants 2016),
but this is not the case for the whole of Flanders.
In contrast to the tradition of the ‘lone teacher’ approach, in recent years pre-primary
and primary schools have been increasingly investing in new collaborative forms of teaching
such as co-teaching, professionals visiting each other’s classes, or learning networks with
teachers of other pre-primary settings.
Diversity in staff as a challenge
Regarding the pre-primary teachers, there is an ongoing discussion about the lack of
diversity in the workforce. There are few women from ethnic minorities and also very few
male teachers. This is a problem especially in major cities, where sometimes the majority of
children have a migration background but there are almost no teachers from minority ethnic
backgrounds.
‘Supply’ of childcare services as a challenge
The decree of 2014 stipulates a right to childcare in 2020. However, this right cannot be
performed until there is a supply that satisfies the need. In childcare parents are free to choose
if they want to use childcare or not and which form of care they prefer: a private or public
childcare facility or a family daycare service. However, not all parents can take advantage of
childcare. There is no sufficient supply in childcare to make childcare available for every child
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(0-3) and parent. The new decree wants that as a right for every child in 2020, e.g. by supporting
sustainable entrepreneurship, by introducing a new transparent subsidy system …
The challenge of ‘not compulsory but …’
When a child has the age of 2,5, parents can choose to let their child start (after a school
holiday) in a pre-primary school (‘kleuterschool’). It is free of charge, but not compulsory. On
the countryside, parents can choose the school of their choice. In the cities, it is more complex.
Parents can give a list of schools (around their domicile) which they prefer, and the local
government decides with school they get. This system is in place to avoid that parents have to
camp before the school of their choice the night before the subscription starts.
With the ‘Action Plan’ for maximum participation of toddlers in pre-primary schools,
the Flemish government wants to encourage parents to send their children to pre-primary school.
Pupils must have followed a minimum number of 220 half days in Dutch-language nursery
education during the previous school year before they can attend the first year of Dutchlanguage primary education. This measure is in tension (or conflict?) with the law statement
that children becomes subject to compulsory education on 1 September of the calender year in
which they become 6 years old.
ECEC model – summary and recommendations for the Flemish case.
In literature and policy making in Flanders, there is a great emphasis on parent-involvement and
parent-participation in ECEC.
-

It is part of the ‘social function’ of childcare, which mean that ECEC has to focus on
the neighbourhood, the diversity of families living nearby and participating in the
struggle against poverty and social vulnerability. Kind en Gezin has been assigned a
pivatol role in the fight against the intergenerational transmission of poverty. Early
childhood and pre-school programmes that include training for parents to work with
their children at home can have significant positive effects.

-

In pre-primary schools (as in primary schools) parental involvement is also stressed as
an important policy matter, especially regarding vulnerable groups. In 2008 the Flemish
Minister of Education introduced a new professional profile and new basic skills for all
teachers in preschool (nursery education) and primary education. It comprises 10 major
functions a teacher has to fulfil. The sixth function is ‘the teacher as partner of
parents/caregivers’. The following competences are described in policy documents. A
teacher can
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-

Inform himself about a child and handle the information discreetly

-

Communicate with parents/caregivers about the child in the school based on consultation
with colleagues or external partners

-

In consultation with the team and taking into account the diversity of parents, inform the
parents about and involve them in what happens in the classroom and school.

-

Dialogue with parents/caregivers about education

-

Communicate with all parents/caregivers, also parents who speaks a foreign language.
In both settings, there are a number of challenges (see above.)

ECEC facilities and pre-primary school settings can be important places for parents in
experiencing social support. The presence of children as brokers of relations plays a
fundamental role in the creation of social networks, in the processes of parenting support and
community building. ‘Free confrontations’ between parents and children can foster daily
learning processes, despite/thanks to the contradictions and tensions that occur. This suggests
that a meeting place can be a space where the experiment of democracy sporadically can emerge.
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Final notes: how to get on the right TRACK?
In the three parts of the Report we have described a number of contemporary problems
and challenges faced by the more and less developed ECEC systems. The most important of
them pertained to availability and affordability issues, as well as the perceived usefulness of
early-education among the families. These matters are related also to the structural conditions
of the systems and political decisions as these may shape and alter pedagogical approaches and
social relations in the ECEC context. The lack of resources or political will to improve the
system seem to transpire as important problems which could lead to negative consequences
within the systems. We observe this in, for example, huge disparities between regions in one
country or in the class dimension. However, as mentioned in the Italian report, besides the
quantitative point of view and analyses (e.g. the number of places available) the qualitative
issues must also be explored in more depth. Therefore, we need to focus on specific aspects of
daily practices within ECECs and gauge how they contribute to reinforcement or leveraging of
inequalities. Only then we can propose solutions in terms of what can be done to reduce
inequalities and support all children regardless of privilege.
Consequently, a more dialogical approach is necessary. In the micro-processes of
exclusion and detachment, interaction is extremely important. Competences like empathy,
communication skills, open mind, positive attitude, and evident effort are frequently mentioned
by parents when they are asked to name elements that can help tackle exclusion. There is
empirical evidence that children from deprived families receive fewer impulses and interactions
from staff in the ECEC setting when compared to middle-class children. This means that the
perceptions of ECEC professionals, both current staff and (future) teachers are to be taken as a
starting point. One of the crucial arenas when change can be introduced is the focus on fostering
and requiring appropriate qualifications, knowledge and skills from the kindergarten teachers
and staff. Besides formal qualifications, an important role should be played by the so-called soft
skills linked to reflexivity, communication and observation instincts, as well as, indirectly, to
inequalities. These aspects are explicitly in focus in the TRACKS project.
Considering that the video coaching method might be useful to reflect on the
professionals’ behaviors, interactions, attitudes around and towards children, one might draw
the conclusion that it would be challenging for the TRACKS-project to see whether this method
can in fact foster ‘professionalism’. We would like to focus on different aspects:
-

creating a (safe, trustworthy) atmosphere with professionals in video coaching sessions
in ensuring that they are willing to learn and grow as a professional,
85

-

elaborating on different aspects, perhaps less-obvious realms of inequalities in hopes of
foregrounding empathy, e.g. seeing childcare/classroom situations from a child’s
perspective;

-

focusing on one specific aspect in improving educational or interactional support and
stimulation of (vulnerable) children, e.g. in looking at well-being, involvement, richlanguage-opportunities of those with fewer resources, migratory background or special
needs.

We will work intensively with the ECEC professionals in their own contexts and daily
interactions with children. After conducting exploratory research, we will rely on means of
the video coaching techniques in different sessions. An experimental toolbox will be
developed during this phase.
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