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Abstract: The article presents a comparative analysis of the organization of the early childhood education and care in three countries from
the Balkan region — Romania, Greece and Bulgaria. The analysis focuses on the following aspects of preprimary education: access to early
childhood education and care; organisation of centre-based ECEC; educational guidelines; organisational variations and alternative

structures in ECEC.
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1. Introduction

The subject of comparative education consists in research,
systematization, analysis and forecasting of the regularities and
tendencies in the development of formal and non-formal education
in different countries. Early childhood education and care (ECEC)
is a component of each country’s education system. The provision
for early childhood education and care has been a focus of analysis
and a priority of the Council of the European Union in terms of
initiating reforms  leading to improvement of access,
professionalization, early years' curricula, policies and funding in
the European countires.

The aim of this article is to present in a comparative way the
current state of organization of Phase 2 of Early childhood
education and care in three countries from the Balkan region —
Romania, Greece and Bulgaria focusing on access, centre-based
organization, educational guidelines and alternative structures.

According to the Council recommendation on High-Quality
Early Childhood Education and Care Systems, ECEC should be
comprehended and referred to as “any regulated arrangement that
provides education and care for children from birth to the
compulsory primary school age — regardless of the setting,
funding, opening hours or programme content — and includes
centre and family day-care; privately and publicly funded provision;
pre-school and pre-primary provision” [1].

1.1 Problem discussion
2.1.ECEC provision in Greece,
Bulgaria

Romania and

In the three Balkan countries, ECEC is organised in two
phases. Table 1 presents the age differentiation, the settings,
providing the service and the responsible authority.

Table 1: ECEC organization in Bulgaria, Greece and Romania

Bulgaria

For children from 3months to 3
years of age

-Nurseries (responsibility of the
Ministry of Health)

For children from 3 to 7 years of
age

-Kindergartens

-Primary schools (for 5-7 years

olds) (responsibility of the
Ministry of Education and
Science)

Phase 1 Phase 2
o | For childrenunder age 4 For children at age 4-5
§ -Infant care (responsibility of | -Preschool education
o) Ministry of Interior) (nipiagogeio) — part of primary
-Private preschool education and | education  (responsibility — of
care settings (responsibility of | Ministry of Education and
Ministry of Labour and Social | Religious Affairs)
Affairs)
< | For children from 0 to 3 years | For children from 3 to 5/6 years
S | ofage of age
£ | -Ante-preschool education — | -Preschool education organized
& | créches, kindergartens, day-care | in kindergartens (gradinita) (joint
centres (responsibility of | responsibility of the Ministry of
Ministry of Labour and Social | Education)
Justice)
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Phase 1 of ECEC in the three countries is not compulsory.
Phase 2 is compulsory for different ages of children in preprimary
stage of education. In Greece, education is compulsory for 4 years
olds, whilst in Romania Phase 2 is still not obligatory, although
steps towards reforms have taken place. The last preprimary year
for 6 years olds is compulsory from 2019. From 2023 the starting
age of compulsory education will be lowered to 4 years olds; from
September 2030, it will be lowered further to 3 years olds. In
Bulgaria, the last two years of kindergarten have been compulsory
since 2010 and from 2023-2024 it will be lowered to all 4 years olds
[4].

With regards to affordability to the ECEC service in Bulgaria
compulsory preschool education for children from 3 to 7 years is
free of charge. From September 2022-2023, 3 years olds will also
be entitled to free education. In Romania, ECEC for 3 to 7 years
olds is free of charge, but parents still pay fees for the meals for full
time attendance or weekly programmes. In Greece, compulsory
preprimary education for children at 4-5 years is free and in
addition to that, there is an optional full-day programme with an
extended timetable providing 20 additional weekly hours, also free
of charge [5, 6, 7].

2.2.Organisation of centre-based ECEC Phase 2 in
Greece, Romania and Bulgaria

In terms of admission requirements and choice of ECEC
settings, the three countries follow similar procedures. In Romania
the admission criteria are established by each preschool educational
setting and endorsed by the local educational authority. In Greece
admission is region-based. Each pre-primary school belongs to a
specific school region therefore address registration is essential.
Boundaries of the school regions are set by the local primary
education responsible authorities. Every child is admitted, since
ECEC Phase 2 is compulsory in the country. In Bulgaria, the local
educational authority sets admission to ECEC, but criteria may vary
in the different municipalities. In two of the three countries,
Romania and Bulgaria, except general criteria, there is also social
criteria established for admission to preschool settings. The general
criteria in the three countries is the same with some exceptions. It
includes: proof of permanent address; health booklet of the pupil or
any other documentation that proves that the pupil has received the
recommended vaccinations; personal health assessment paper;
child’s birth certificate. In Romania (for full time attendance in
kindergarten) and Bulgaria parents’/guardians’ employee certificate
is required. In Bulgaria if the child has a parent/s who is a full-time
university student that brings additional points when applying for a
preschool setting. With regards to the social criteria, specified in the
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admission regulations in Bulgaria and Romania, what is considered
is: if the child has a parent who has died (or a parent whose working
capacity has been permanently reduced by over 70% in Bulgaria);
the child has a sibling in the preschool setting (or the child is from a
family with three or more children the child in Bulgaria); the child
has one unknown parent or a parent who has been deprived of their
parental rights; the child has been placed in a foster care; the child
is at risk [4, 5, 6].

The organization of the groups in Kindergartens and
nipiagogeio in the three countries is according to age levels:

e In Greece, there are two age groups in nipiagogeio -

children of 4 years and children of 5 years;

e In Romania, there are three groups in kindergarten: the
junior group — children at the age of 3-4 years; the middle
group - children at the age of 4-5 years; the senior group -
children at the age of 5-6 years. There is also a school
Preparatory group, based in schools, which is part of the
primary school organization;

e In Bulgaria’s kindergartens children are organized in four
age groups as follows: -first age group - children at the
age of 3-4 years; second age group - children at the age of
4-5 years; third age group - children at the age of 5-6
years; fourth age group - children at the age of 6-7 years.

In Bulgaria and Romania admission rules allow a group of 2-
year-olds to be organized in kindergartens if the number of children
is sufficient (and if conditions are met for a child to start attending
kindergarten at the age of 2 years in Bulgaria) - if not, 2-year-olds
can be included in the group of 3 years olds. Mixed aged groups
organization is also allowed in the two countries when the number
of children is not enough to establish homogeneous groups [5, 6, 7].

The regulations on size of groups in Phase 2 of ECEC in the
three countries is different. In Bulgaria, the maximum size of
groups could be up to 28 children. For full time groups two teachers
working on shifts and an assistant tutor are responsible for the
group. In Romania, the maximum number of children is 20 per
group. One teacher is responsible for a group of 20 children. In long
hours or weekly programmes two teachers are appointed and work
in shifts of 5 hours per day. In Greece, the number of children in a
group is up to 25. Responsible teachers for the group can be two or
more depending on the ratio of children to teachers [5, 6, 7].

In Phase 2 of ECEC in Bulgaria, Romania and Greece
children’s attendance in preschool education settings is organized
differently on a full time, part time, hourly and weekly basis. In
Greece, it is compulsory for children to attend 4,5 hours a day
nipiagogeio (8.30 — 13.00). Non-compulsory all day programmes
extend to 16.00. In Romania there aren’t obligatory hours in
kindergarten as Phase 2 is not compulsory. Three types of
programmes are offered: regular hours (up to 5 hours a day), long
hours (10 hours a day) and weekly programme (from Monday to
Friday). In Bulgaria, preschool education in kindergartens can be
organized on a full-time (12 hours per day), part-time (6 hours per
day) and hourly basis (3 consecutive hours per day). Most common
is the full-time attendance.

With regards to the school year organization certain
similarities and differences can be pinpointed. School year starts
earlier in Greece (1 September), while in Bulgaria and Romania the
beginning of the school year is 15 September. The end of the school
year in Greece and Bulgaria is similar: 31 August and 14
September, the following year, whilst in Romania there is summer
break in kindergartens. Study time in Greece includes the period
from 1 September to 15 June, in Bulgaria — 15 September — 31
May, in Romania — 15 September — 15 June. The school year is
divided in three terms in Greece and in two terms in Bulgaria and
Romania [5, 6, 7].

2.3. Educational guidelines for ECEC

In Bulgaria, the Preschool and School Education Act [8] and
the Ordinance 5 of 3 June 2016 on preschool education [7]
determine the educational guidelines for kindergartens (ECEC
Phase 2). The Ordinance determines the state educational standard
for pre-school education, as well as:
1. The organization of the activities in the pre-school education;
2. The requirements to the application of a program system;
3. The mechanism for interaction between the participants in the
process of the pre-school education.
The overall aims of preschool education in Bulgaria are:
intellectual, emotional, social, spiritual, moral and physical
development and support of each child in accordance with their age,
needs, abilities and interests; preservation and affirmation of the
Bulgarian national identity; early detection of the talents and
abilities of each child and promotion of their development and
realisation; overall development of the child’s personality and
acquisition of a set of competencies — knowledge, skills and
attitudes — necessary for the child’s successful transition to school
education, development of sustainable attitudes and motivation for
lifelong learning; development of tolerance and respect for the
identity of every citizen [7].

Similarly, in Romania, there is a preschool curriculum,
developed in 2019, setting educational guidelines for the whole
ECEC structure. Fundamental principles of the Curriculum are
child-centered education; respect for children’s rights; active
learning; integrated development; interculturalism; equity and non-
discrimination; education as interaction between educators and the
child [6].

In contrast to Bulgaria and Romania, in Greece, the
primary school curriculum sets the educational guidelines for
children attending nipiagogeio. The Cross Thematic Curriculum
Framework for pre-primary school and the relevant National
Curriculum determine the guidelines for preschool education
programmes [5]. The aim of the programmes is to ensure children’s
physical, emotional, social and cognitive development.

The areas of learning in preschool education in the three
countries cover the cognitive, emotional, social, spiritual, moral and
physical development of all children (see Table 2).

Table 2: Educational areas in ECEC (phase 2) in Bulgaria, Greece and
Romania

Bulgaria Greece Romania

= -Bulgarian -Language; -Physical

o | language and | -Mathematics; development, health

S literature; -Environmental and personal

% -Mathematics; Study; hygiene;

% -Knowledge and | -Creation and | -Socio-emotional

5 | Understanding of | Expression; development;

S| the World; -ICT; -Cogpnitive

2| -Fine Arts; development  and

‘€| -Music; knowledge of the

S | -Design and world;

% Technology; -Development of

@ | -Physical Culture; language,

o communication and

< the premises for
reading and writing;
-Learning skills and
attitudes.
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Specifically, in Bulgaria, the competences that the child is to
acquire are defined in terms of expected results, achieved through
participation in pedagogical situations as a main form of
pedagogical interaction. The Ordinance on preschool education sets
a minimum number of pedagogical situations per week for each age
group. In Greece, subjects are not distinguished into compulsory
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and optional. There is no specific syllabus, as in primary and
secondary education [5]. In Romania, the learning activities
mentioned in the ECEC curriculum for preschool education are
structured in a syllabus with a specific time allocation, for the age
spans concerned [6].

The assessment of early childhood education in the three
analyzed countries is similar. It is based on standards included in
the Educational Preschool Laws in each country. The main purpose
of assessment is to provide feedback on the educational process,
aimed at improving the education provided. Assessment in
Bulgaria, Greece and Romania in ECEC is initial, ongoing and end-
of-year. Assessment results aim at setting goals for achieving
individual competences. In Bulgaria, Greece and Romania,
children’s achievements are reflected in their portfolio [5, 6, 7].

2.4.Organisational  variations and alternative
structures in ECEC

ECEC organizational variations and alternative structures are
organized in two of the three analyzed countries — Bulgaria and
Romania. In Bulgaria, in correlation with one of the main
educational principles for innovation and effectiveness in
pedagogical practices, the state, municipal and private kindergartens
may follow innovative educational curricula in compliance with the
state educational standard for preschool education [4]. In Romania,
with the approval of the Ministry of Education, it is possible to
organize alternative ECEC structures with autonomous organisation
and function. “Teachers who teach educational alternative groups or
classes have the right to their training and in-service training -
delivered by the organisations, associations and federations that
manage the development of the alternative concerned - to be
nationally recognised by the County/Bucharest school inspectorate
and by the Ministry of Education” [6]. In Greece, there are no
ECEC alternative structures.

3. Conclusions

According to the European Council “investing in early
childhood education and care is a good investment only if the
services are of high quality, affordable, inclusive and affordable”
[1]. The research on the current ECEC organisation (phase 2) in
Bulgaria, Greece and Romania, show that responsible authorities
take into consideration the recommendation of the European
Council on improving the ECEC service. In all three countries, it is
evident that admission criteria support families and children to have
better access to the service. Educational guidelines are issued,
regulated and monitored by the Ministry of education in each
country. In 2021, the European Commission issued a report [3],
drawing attention to the attractiveness of the teaching profession in
the ECEC sector, which will lead to reforms in the initial teacher
training and the professional development of the core preschool
practitioners in Europe in order to ensure that high quality early
childhood education and care is provided to all children and
families in all countries in the European Union.

64

References

1.

COUNCIL RECOMMENDATION of 22 May 2019 on
High-Quality Early Childhood Education and Care
Systems (2019/C 189/02). Official Journal of the
European Union. C 189/4, (5.6.2019)

European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice. Eurydice Brief:
Key Data on Early. Childhood Education and Care in
Europe. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the
European Union, (2019)

European Commission. ET2020 Working group. Early
Childhood Education and Care. How to recruit, train and
motivate well-qualified staff. Luxembourg: Publications
Office of the European Union, (2021)

Eurydice. National education systems. Bulgaria.
Retrieved from https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-
policies/eurydice/content/bulgaria_en (Accessed 27 April,
2022)

Eurydice. National education systems. Greece. Retrieved
from https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-
policies/eurydice/content/greece en (Accessed 27 April,
2022)

Eurydice. National education systems. Romania.
Retrieved  from  https:/eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-
policies/eurydice/content/romania_en (Accessed 27 April,
2022)

Ordinance 5 of 3 June 2016 on preschool education,
issued by the Minister for Education and Science

The pre-school and School Education Act (promulgated
in State Gazette No. 79 of 13 October 2015, in force since
01.08.2016, amended and supplemented, SG No. 99 of
December 12, 2017)

YEAR VII, ISSUE 2, P.P. 62-64 (2022)


https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/bulgaria_en
https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/bulgaria_en
https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/greece_en
https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/greece_en
https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/romania_en
https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/romania_en



